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In memory of Mary Watkins








PART ONE


O Stars and Dreams and Gentle Night;

O Night and Stars return!

And hide me from the hostile light

That does not warm, but burn…

EMILY BRONTë

‘Stars’, 1846
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Prologue

The coach had been battling the night for hours. Its wheels were twisting on a narrow road of mud and stones, its lamps offering only glimpses of the hills around in fragments and flashes. The rain, which had hammered at the doors and drenched the coachman, now curled itself around the carriage in a fog, guarding its passengers jealously from the light.

Cassia Thorne leaned against the carriage window, pressing her cheekbone onto the cold glass. It seemed to her that there was nothing left in the world beyond the mist. Miles from London, everything that had once anchored her had been left behind, and she felt untethered, as though she might drift away into the twilight. There were no streetlamps, no houses with lights in the windows. Morning was coming, she could hear the beginnings of birdsong, and yet all she could see outside was grey. Felix had once told her that the Thames was named for its dark shape. The deep dark. But here, the darkness was all around.

They had set off from London first thing that morning, stopping only to change the horses. Cassia had not eaten since Coventry, where she had hoped they might stop and pass the night in the coaching inn; but after only half an hour her uncle had clicked impatiently, the new horses had been readied, and they had continued their journey north. Cassia’s mind, accustomed to moving at incredible speed, now sunk into a strange stupor. It wasn’t sleep. She was still too alert, too certain of coming danger to allow her eyes to close.

She thought her uncle must have slept for a time at least, but it was hard to tell – his face was masked by The Times. Now, however, she could see him turning pages, and she ventured a question.

‘Where are we?’

‘Nearing the moors. We’ll be in Lancashire by breakfast.’

It was in a newspaper that Cassia had first seen mention of Conrad Thorne, her father’s elder brother. She knew that as well as inheriting the Thorne estate and fortune, he was a businessman of some repute. That was why he had taken her in, intending to bring Cassia up in his Lancashire home without a thought for the expense, whilst her father had been left behind in London, buried in a pauper’s coffin with nothing but a wooden flute to leave his daughter.

Cassia hoped that wasn’t entirely true. She hoped her uncle had left some money for her father to be buried; that she might visit him one day, when she returned to London. The thought brought tears to her eyes, but she blinked them back. She didn’t want to cry before her uncle – not until she knew what kind of man he was.

The birds had fallen silent. Cassia could hear a strange whistle in the distance, growing louder. As loud as a church bell, then as loud as a factory; and then it was splitting the air in a piercing howl, and other terrible noises rode in with it – scraping and sparking, hot metal sounds. Cassia craned her neck to see their source – and then froze in fear, her mouth opening soundlessly.

Something monstrous was hurtling towards them faster than Cassia had ever seen anything move. She had seen lions and tigers at Bartholomew Fair, she had faced down the great beast of Bankside and drowned it in the river mud, but she had never seen anything like this; tearing its way through the air to get to her. The horses were screaming with fright, straining against their reins, attempting to escape in opposite directions. The carriage was lurching, Cassia was being thrown from one side to the other, hard enough that her teeth were rattling in her head.

They collided into something; Cassia could hear splintering wood. The carriage overturned, and she was tumbling round and around, too fast for her to cry out, to shut her eyes even. The world blurred, she slammed against the door – and then she was falling through the air, landing with a hard bump on the ground.



The grass was wet beneath Cassia’s back: she lay stunned for several moments. The impact had extinguished the torches, her ears were still ringing – but the howling of the thing in the night was getting further away; it had left them behind.

A figure came to stand beside her, reaching out a hand and pulling her to her feet.

‘Are you hurt?’

Her uncle’s voice was not ungentle.

‘No.’ In fact, her tailbone was throbbing; she could taste blood where she had bitten the inside of her cheek. Yet even in the aftermath of a carriage accident there was a small voice in her head cautioning her against making a fuss. ‘What was that?’

‘Merely a steam train. Have you not seen one before?’

‘I – I’ve heard of them.’ Cassia fought the tremor in her voice. Her eyes were adjusting to the light; she could see her uncle’s face now. It felt foolish to have been so frightened.

‘Terrible things, sir.’

A man appeared from the mist, a figure in black with long, straggly hair around his shoulders. He was carrying a riding whip in his hand. ‘These wretched engines tearing through our countryside. Sheep fainting with fright and cows giving sour milk. End of the world, I imagine.’

‘Nonsense,’ said her uncle, shortly. ‘You cannot halt progress for the sake of a few frightened animals.’

The man gave an easy shrug, turning to Cassia. ‘You all right, miss?’

‘Fine, thank you.’

Now the mist was clearing, Cassia could see another overturned carriage, larger than their own, with two horses waiting patiently by. Aside from a broken window and a lost wheel, it appeared remarkably undamaged. A trunk had fallen from the top, its contents strewn on the ground – and then Cassia recoiled in horror. Amongst the dew-soaked dresses and broken glass, Cassia could see a small hand stretching out, limp.

‘Sir – your passenger!’

The man followed her gaze, clicking his tongue. ‘Yes – such a terrible pity. Young lady, about your age, miss. One of the girls from Ravening Hall.’

‘Is… is she hurt?’

‘Not hurt, no miss. She’s dead.’

Cassia felt every muscle in her body tense, her heart lurching in her chest. It was only two days ago that she had seen her father’s body slumped at his desk, ink pooling around his trouser hems, and the memory returned so vividly that she felt as though he had been transported to the moors with her.

The man continued. ‘Taking her home to die, I was, only she slipped away by the time we reached Derby. No sense leaving her at an undertakers forty miles from home, I thought, only I didn’t bank on the carriage being thrown about and blundered into…’

Her uncle bristled. ‘It was hardly my driver’s fault – clearly you were not looking where you were going…’

Cassia peered past the two men as they bickered. She could see now that the girl’s hand was protruding from a plain wooden box – like a small branch of a tree. She averted her eyes.

It did not take a great deal of effort to right the two carriages and with a few gentle words the horses were coaxed back to their harnesses. Eventually they were seated once again, and the coachman tucked the blankets around Cassia in the same careful way he had when her uncle had retrieved her from the debtors’ prison, before getting back up on his seat.

Cassia turned around, craning her neck to peer through the back window. The driver of the other carriage was easing the girl back into her coffin. He looked up and, catching Cassia’s eye, gave her an odd gesture: raising his hand and entwining his fingers in a manner she had never seen before.

‘Drive on.’ Her uncle gave the order. The horses began their trot, and then they were away.

The sun was rising now, a small struck match behind a distant hill – and yet it seemed that all at once its light spread like wildfire around her, and the grass rippled like the hide of a vast animal stirring from sleep, unsettling the mist and sending it up into the dawn. So much sky around them, so many new colours in the land; it was as though there was a new clarity to her sight.

On they went, until the strange man and the small white hand were far behind them.
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Chapter One

‘Cassia! Cassia, help!’

That was Teo. He was crying out for her, somewhere – she tried to move, but she was stuck fast in the bank of the river. And over the sound of his screams came a roar, and the mud of the Thames was dragging her down; it filled her mouth and nose and ears, she was being dragged below to the depths, a white hand reaching out to grasp hers…

‘Cassia!’

Cassia didn’t start when she woke. Her eyes opened, and she found that her lips were pressed very tightly together, her hands clenching the sheets in fists. Her heart bolting in her chest. A month at her uncle’s house, and still she had the same dream, every night without fail. As she did every morning, Cassia forced herself to focus on where she was – on the softness of her bedclothes, cotton and lace, white and perfect as fresh snow. When she sat up and looked out of her window, the parkland of Blackhurst rolled out sumptuously before her, made golden by fallen leaves. It was impossible for her nightmare to linger here.

‘Morning, miss.’

Lettie, the maid who had been assigned to wait on Cassia, entered with a silver tray. ‘Are you not dressed yet?’

‘I’ve only just woken up.’

‘Best hurry yourself; it’s gone eight o’clock. Your uncle wouldn’t want you lying abed.’

Sighing inwardly, Cassia did as she was told. Her uncle was still half a stranger to her; she had not seen him angry yet. She wondered if he would rage like her father, spitting and screaming, his face red and his eyes – the same shade of green as her own – dark in his face.

In the time she had spent at Blackhurst, Cassia had explored every square foot of the house – its library, its orangeries and parlours and drawing rooms, each with tall, arching windows that framed the perfect gardens. So little was denied her here, and yet she had quickly learned there were thresholds she could not cross. After lunch, Lady Thorne would draw her cousins, Toby and Emma, into her chambers, and the door would remain closed until supper. Occasionally, she would listen outside, wistful. Her aunt’s voice was gentle, and she dressed so prettily. Sometimes Cassia thought that if they only had a moment alone, she might find something to draw them closer.

Lettie was ready with her black dress. Everything Cassia owned was black, now – except the overcoat Felix had lent to her that last day in London. She was in mourning for her father; she wouldn’t see colour until summer. Even so, her aunt and uncle had spared no expense. She was dressed in velvet and lambswool and silk soft as butter. Little more than a month ago she had worked every hour and scraped every penny to afford a simple cotton gown.

‘There’s fresh eggs and bread for breakfast, and Cook’s made an apple jam,’ Lettie said cheerfully, as she buttoned the back of Cassia’s dress. ‘Oh, and a letter arrived for you with the morning post. It’s from London.’

‘London!’ Cassia broke free of her maid and ran to where she had set down her tray. Propped against the toast rack was a crisp envelope, Felix’s swooping handwriting on the front. Her uncle had been determined that Cassia should put as much distance between herself and her ballad-selling past as possible and had confiscated previous letters from her friends – for her own good, he said – but he must have relented. Now she would know what had happened back in London. Whether Teo, the young pickpocket who had been dangerously close to death when she had left him, had recovered from his injuries. She couldn’t read this inside the house; she needed to be far away from here.

She turned to Lettie. ‘I want to go out.’

‘Of course. After breakfast, we’ll—’

‘No. I want to go out on my own.’

Lettie’s face took on a strange look. ‘You know you’re not allowed, miss. It’s wild out there; you might get lost.’

Cassia narrowed her eyes. She might have bought that excuse when she had first arrived – but only days before, she had stumbled across her servant sitting on the stairs, surrounded by other housemaids.

‘Does she talk like a native?’ one of them was asking.

‘She talks as well as you or I, and she doesn’t pray like you hear about Indians praying, she doesn’t have statues or nowt. But when she plays that flute, I feel sure in my heart she’s summoning spirits. I daren’t go in some nights, for fear of my soul. But I’m under strict orders not to let her out of my sight – she ran with savages and thieves and all sorts in London, you know.’

Cassia had retreated quickly, heart pounding. She had been used to walking invisible in London; here everyone knew who she was. Ever since, she had resented the girl who tailed her, chattering about jam and the weather and witches on the moors, and all the while storing up stories about Cassia to relay to the other servants. Now, she thought that she might use the situation to her advantage.

‘Let me go out alone. I won’t go far, and you can stay inside and gossip with the others about how strange I am.’

Lettie went pink, but she held firm. ‘I’m sorry, miss. I can’t let you do that.’

‘Very well, you leave me no choice. If you don’t do as I say, I shall put a curse on you. I learned black magic in India, didn’t you know? Perhaps I shall turn you into a beetle – or summon spirits to whisper by your bed at night.’ Flashing her eyes, Cassia began to mutter the few words of Urdu she remembered, stepping closer to the servant.

Her maid began to tremble. ‘Stop, stop! Go then and be done with it, only please don’t hex me.’

Satisfied, Cassia pulled on her boots, grabbed Felix’s overcoat from where it hung in her wardrobe, and made for the door.



Cassia emerged from the house into one of her aunt’s rose gardens. The grass here was heavy with dew, the marble statues and artfully constructed streams sparkling in the early morning sunlight. Clouds were already advancing on the horizon – Cassia had learned that when rain threatened here, it would fall. She would have to be quick to escape it. She would have to be quicker still if she was to make it out of the gardens without alerting anyone to her presence.

She was surprised by the guilt that had lodged beneath her ribs, deceiving Lettie. In her head she saw the disappointed eyes of her uncle – not Conrad Thorne, but the man she knew as Mamu, her mother’s brother in Lucknow. He had taught her Urdu so that she might read poetry, not frighten a superstitious servant. But with Felix’s letter in hand, and the prospect of news from London, it was hard to concentrate on anything else.

As Cassia left the carefully arranged gardens for the open parkland of her uncle’s estate, the path seemed to turn against her; the mud clinging more insistently to her boots, the rain like a swarm of midges. The course grew steeper, her legs were aching, her lungs burning. Still, she kept walking, her skirts soaked by the long grass, until she reached the summit of the hill. The cold air coursed down her throat and swelled her chest, and Cassia felt her head empty of all thoughts other than of the stretching miles of moorland, and the sunlight moving across the heather. So much land around her, all of it Conrad Thorne’s. There was an eeriness at the top of the hill that felt like time standing still, as though the sky was close enough to touch. Perhaps it was because up here were the standing stones. Each one towered above her, sticking up from the summit like jagged teeth, weathered and lacy with lichen.

Cassia had found a book in her uncle’s library that said the stones dated from the Iron Age. A lone tribe had brought their shrine as high up as they could, so that it might protect them from all that it surveyed. She liked to think about those long-dead people, with their strange customs and habits, alone in the wild of the north. Perhaps it was easier to bear loneliness so profound it made your teeth hurt when you were looking down on an empty world from your temple.

She was gripping the envelope so tightly that it was ripping in her hands. She tore it open, snatching at the letter and reading it as fast as Felix’s penmanship would allow.


Dear Cassia,

You can’t imagine how surprised we were when we came to find you at the prison and discovered your note. Lancashire! I have, after many attempts, gained permission to write to you – I may have fudged some of the details, so don’t be surprised if your uncle refers to me as ‘Miss Bradshaw’. I thought that was the best way of avoiding awkward questions. Gosh, but you’ve landed on your feet, haven’t you? I’ve heard Conrad Thorne is one of the richest men in the north. Then again, I’ve heard he got that way by here there was a lot of crossing out. Apologies – he must be decent; he chose to take you in.

We’re all right here – I’ve joined our local Radical chapter along with your friend Eva and, I must say, it seems to me that the more you look into things in London, the more the Beast and the Eldermen seem a part of something far greater…



Cassia stiffened. She supposed it only natural that Felix and Eva had become acquainted – but attending Radical meetings together in London, without her! What good had the Radicals done when they had begged them for help searching for London’s missing street children last summer?

Lips pressed together, Cassia continued reading.


How are you getting on at Blackhurst? I’ve moved out of our house on Russell Square and have taken up lodgings at the Inn. You can write to me there – I’ve attached my address as a postscript. Eva sends her love, she has three dresses to complete by Friday or she would write something here, too.

With great affection,

FBC Bradshaw



Cassia read the letter again, turning it over to see if there was something she had missed. But no – there was nothing on Teo. How could Felix not tell her what had become of their friend? He’s dead, she told herself, looking out at the empty fields. Teo’s dead, and they don’t want to tell you because you’re not there any more, and they know you couldn’t bear it.

She was angry. She was so full of anger that she didn’t know where to put it or how to feel it. Anger at those who had taken so much from her, who had hurt Teo – but anger at Felix and Eva for carrying on without her, too, and anger above all at her father, who had not protected her, who had died without Cassia ever being able to talk to him properly. She wished she knew how to move through the world with all of it on her shoulders. Before, she had spun the hardships of her life into stories, but now her thoughts were too chaotic, roiling in a way that kept her awake at night and then followed her into her dreams. She had not written anything since coming to Blackhurst.

Then, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and Cassia stilled completely, tensed and listened. There was something different – something in the sound of the rain falling, perhaps, or in the way the wind was moving through the cracks in the stone. Then she heard it, ragged but steady. The sound of someone breathing. She wasn’t alone.

Very slowly, poised to run if she had to, she made her way around the standing stones. There, sitting with his back against the last one, was a man.



Cassia’s first instinct was to scream, but she caught herself just in time. There was no one around to hear her, after all. And when she stepped a little closer, she could see he wasn’t a man really – he might have been the same age as Felix.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded instead. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Resting.’ The boy barely acknowledged her. He had his eyes closed, his head leaning on the ancient monument. ‘Would have thought that was obvious.’

His voice lilted – Cassia recognized the accent from the traders at Smithfield.

‘Well, I wouldn’t stop long. These are my uncle’s lands, and he doesn’t take kindly to trespassers.’

‘Thorne is your uncle?’ The boy scrambled to his feet, his face fierce. ‘Here, what do you want? You breathe a word to anyone, and I’ve friends – bigger than me, mind – who’ll come and shake the life from you!’

Cassia stepped back, alarmed by his vehemence. But her voice remained cool. ‘You don’t have any friends. If you did, they would be here now, helping you.’

The boy tried to stay fierce, but his face cracked, and he smiled. ‘You’re sharp, aren’t you? I’m Daniel. It’s nice to meet you.’

‘Daniel…?’

‘Oh, I think it would be better for both of us to leave it there, Miss Thorne.’

‘Cassia.’ She looked him up and down. He had nothing with him, not even a coat over his ragged shirt. There was a gauntness to his face, and bloodied rings around his wrists – handcuffs, she had seen those marks often enough before. One of his hands was dark purple, and he was holding it awkwardly against his chest.

‘You should get that seen to.’

‘I’m fine. I know a doctor in Manchester.’

‘You won’t make it five miles to Manchester, not like that.’

‘That’s my concern.’ Daniel’s breezy confidence was undercut by a sudden wince, his face turning a degree paler. ‘Anyway, I’m innocent. They sentenced me for handing out pamphlets – a clear and senseless outrage against freedom of speech, a right of every British citizen…’

‘You’re a Radical!’ Cassia interrupted, her pulse quickening as she recognized the style of speech. ‘So am I – I mean, I never got the chance to go to meetings, but I have friends…’ She trailed off. Daniel was looking at her strangely, thoughts moving behind his eyes at a pace she couldn’t keep up with. ‘I won’t tell a soul I saw you, I promise.’

‘A Radical Thorne? Wonders never cease.’ He raised his hand as if he was going to shake hers, and then let out a strangled sigh.

‘Well, all right. Doesn’t matter anyway. You’re right; I can’t go on much longer without sleep – but if I don’t get to Manchester, there’ll be more than a broken wrist waiting for me tomorrow.’

Cassia hesitated. He might be older than her, but he was clearly hungry and dirty and experiencing the kind of pain that made it difficult to string five words in order. And broiling within her once more was the desire to do something, to be a part of a fight.

Even so, her next words surprised her.

‘You can rest at Blackhurst. If I smuggle you into the cellar, no one would know you were there, and if you wait until nightfall, no one will see you leave. I – I know what it’s like, having people after you when you’ve done nothing wrong. I want to help.’

Daniel’s eyes bore into her, searching for some hidden scheme behind her offer. Apparently finding none, his face cracked into a smile of relief. He looked as though he could not believe his luck. ‘Oh, Cassia Thorne. I think we’re going to get on marvellously.’
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Chapter Two

Cassia led the boy through the parkland until Blackhurst came into view. Not the front, with its severe facade and turrets, but the back of the house, with its twisted chimneys and warm red brick, and the ivy tangling itself over the paintwork.

‘You have to stay out of sight,’ she warned. ‘My uncle doesn’t think much of Radicals.’

‘Oh, I’m not afraid of old Conrad Thorne,’ said the boy, waving his hand airily. Then he winced, clutching it to his chest. Cassia glanced at him from the corner of her eye.

‘Did they really put you in cuffs for handing out pamphlets?’

Daniel didn’t answer her at first. Then: ‘You wouldn’t understand. Where I’m from… everyone was starving, and they didn’t send food or relief. They just sent the army.’

There was such bitterness in his voice as he spoke that Cassia knew better than to question him further.

She led him through the back door, past the kitchens where the servants were clearing away breakfast, through the pantry and down into the cellar. It was dark and cold, but there was a corner just below a shelf of preserves where a person might curl up without being seen. Cassia grabbed the first things she could see on the shelves. A loaf of dark rye bread, a small round cheese, a couple of apples. ‘You can have these – it’s not much, but they’ll notice if there’s more missing.’ She paused. The flagstone floor of the cellar would be freezing, and the boy had been out in the cold October morning for a long time. Daniel was shivering, his lips mottled blue.

‘Here.’ She took off Felix’s overcoat with only a little reluctance. ‘You can sleep under that. Just don’t take it with you – it belongs to a friend.’

‘Of course. Well, thank you very much,’ Daniel said, making himself comfortable. He looked as though it was all he could do to keep himself from curling up like a dog and falling fast asleep.

Then he opened one eye and stared.

‘Why are you helping me? Even if you do call yourself a Radical, your uncle won’t be happy if he finds out you’ve used his house to harbour a fugitive. You’re risking your own position here.’

Cassia hovered at the threshold. She wasn’t sure she knew herself – only that it had something to do with last summer. Seeing Teo caught up in the jaws of the Beast, seeing children trapped beneath London without anyone who cared.

‘I’ve been in your place before,’ she said eventually. ‘I wanted someone like me to help then.’

Daniel gave her another crooked smile. Then he rolled over on the sacking and closed his eyes.



All through the day, Cassia tried to act like someone without a guilty secret. She managed remarkably well, practised as she was at leading several lives at once; but even so, the encounter had unsettled her, and she found herself pacing the hallways. Perhaps she ought to have given Daniel money – not that her uncle gave her an allowance, but a fortunate encounter in the cellars of the Royal Exchange before she left London had made her richer by two hundred pounds. Cassia knew she could never tell her uncle and aunt about the stolen money; she was far too aware of how easily one could end up alone and poor to part with her secret wealth.

But she wasn’t alone now. She should try harder with her aunt and uncle. To them, she must still seem like the strange, miserable ghost she had been when she had first arrived, grieving and bewildered, haunting corners of the house.

When Cassia walked past the library and saw her uncle in a high-backed armchair, reading, she made up her mind to be friendlier.

‘May I come in?’

Her uncle looked up in surprise – but grunted his assent, returning his attention to the paper on his lap. The library was an imposing space, with columns and arches which gave the room the feeling of a small cathedral. Marble busts glared severely from their perches, and there was even a sword with a jewelled hilt which had been used in the Civil War and still bore rust flecks of blood on the blade. The shelves that lined the walls were filled with new books, bound in black leather and golden thread. Cassia thought for a moment of choosing one, but instead moved to a great brass globe beside the window. She had a sudden flash of memory – of being very small and standing with her mother’s brother in Lucknow as he mapped out roads and sea routes that stretched right across the world. She had sealed off her memories of India long ago, as though cauterizing a wound; but since her father’s death, they had been seeping through, filling her with fresh longing.

‘Your father taught you the use of globes?’

Cassia started. She hadn’t noticed her uncle lower his paper, but now his eyes were trained on Cassia – green eyes, as quick and alive as her father’s. As her own.

‘Yes, sir,’ Cassia answered. In the moment she decided it was simpler to elide her other uncle. ‘We had one just like this, in our old house in Lucknow.’

‘We bought them together as boys, the year we left school. Even then, St John was full of foolish ideas of travel, poring over tales of adventure and exploration. Your grandfather was furious when he finally ran away. He never wrote to my brother. Never spoke to him again, as far as I know.’

Cassia bit her lip. If her father had not run away, he might have had a house as fine as this – he certainly would not have been swept up in the cruelties of the East India Company rule, those same cruelties that led to his downfall. But if he had not run away to India, he would never have married her mother. Cassia would never have been born.

‘I suppose in those days he would have sailed to the Cape of Good Hope, and then on to Calcutta, then Bombay.’ She mapped out the route with her fingers, across the blue sea. ‘It’s such a long way.’

Conrad Thorne regarded her, his hands steepled beneath his chin. ‘I see my brother did not leave you entirely uneducated. What else do you know?’

‘Not much, apart from music. The last time I was taught anything, I was eight.’ Cassia didn’t mention her writing, certain that her uncle would not consider it a suitable occupation.

‘Would you like to know more? Receive a proper, Christian education in everything you might need to become a fine young lady?’

Cassia’s fingers stilled on the globe. Her heart was climbing in her chest. What she really wanted, more than anything, was to write again – the kind of writing that shot its way to the back of people’s heads and lodged the author’s words firmly in their thoughts. She had only produced popular songs until now, but if she was educated… she might produce something as brilliant as she knew she was capable of.

‘Yes – yes,’ she said. ‘I would like that very much. I promise, Uncle, I’m very quick to learn.’

‘I don’t doubt it. You are a Thorne, after all.’ Her uncle disappeared behind his paper, and Cassia made her exit. She hadn’t dared hope for this when she had arrived at Blackhurst, but the thought of learning – of becoming someone so impressive and accomplished that no one would think of her origins – lifted her spirits higher than they had been in a long time.

As she closed the door behind her, Cassia walked almost immediately into her aunt and her cousin Emma, who sprang back.

‘What were you and Father talking about?’ Emma demanded. Cassia’s cousin was unlike her in many ways, with fair ringlets and powder-pink cheeks, but she too shared the Thorne green eyes – which were currently trained on her with suspicion.

‘He was asking me about my education,’ Cassia replied, confused. She hadn’t spoken much with the older girl since she had arrived at Blackhurst. ‘Is anything the matter?’

‘Not at all. Excuse us, Cassia.’ It was her aunt who answered, laying a placating hand on Emma’s shoulder. As the pair walked away, Cassia saw Aunt Helen murmuring soothingly in her cousin’s ear.



Later that afternoon, her aunt came to Cassia’s bedroom door. She had already begun dressing for dinner; her dark hair was swept up in an elegant low bun, and she was wearing a pendant necklace with a sapphire heart of such deep, dazzling blue that it made her eyes look like stars.

‘Your uncle and I would like for you to join us at the table tonight,’ she said, in her beautiful voice. ‘I’ve asked your maid to prepare your black silk dress.’

Cassia’s heart raced. She had never been invited to dinner before.

‘Thank you, Aunt Helen.’ She curtseyed, and Lady Thorne inclined her head, drifting from her bedroom door.

Guilt rose in Cassia like bile. Even as her aunt and uncle were attempting to include her, she was hiding an escaped prisoner in their home, betraying their trust. Daniel would be leaving for Manchester that night, and when he did, she must try to forget this morning had ever happened.

The Thorne’s dining hall was the most opulent room in Blackhurst, with polished silver on the long table and a painted fresco on the ceiling. When Cassia took her seat at dinner that night, she was determined to appear beyond criticism. Her hair and dress were neat, and as wine was poured for her aunt and uncle, she kept her eyes lowered and her expression demure. Emma sat across from her, frowning – Toby was too little to sit up at dinner.

As they were each served a ladleful of pale orange soup from a silver tureen by the footman, her aunt turned her head in her direction. ‘Cassia, I heard you playing on our piano very nicely yesterday. Our friends will be arriving for the shooting soon. Perhaps you might play for them?’

‘Of course, Aunt Helen.’

Cassia felt something that had been knotted in her chest loosen. Her aunt was drawing her closer, just as she had hoped. She was in her family home; there was no need to worry any more. She was safe.

They were then served food like Cassia had never known in her life. Delicate cuts of meat, fresh greens and rice – all seasoned, she noted with amazement and then delight, with the spices that struck a familiar note of longing for Lucknow. The Thornes, she had learned, had long been in India. Marrying an Indian woman might have been a disgrace for her father, but a longstanding connection to the country in the form of food, silks and even the jewel around her aunt’s throat, was nothing but a source of pride.

‘Good dinner,’ said her uncle, lowering his spoon. He addressed the maid hovering by the door. ‘Alice, ask Cook for a jar of preserves, would you? I don’t think we need anything more for tonight.’

Cassia’s jaw tensed. The sun had long since set; she prayed with everything she had that Daniel had already left for Manchester.

It seemed an age before the maid returned with preserved peaches and a jug of yellow cream, and Cassia breathed a sigh of relief. Her secret was safe.

The doors flung open. Daniel strutted in, Felix’s coat hanging off his shoulders, his bad wrist still folded against his chest. He was not alone. With him were two men with scarves tied around their faces and muskets in their hands. In his right hand was the jewelled sword from the library.

‘I’m afraid this will be a brief meeting.’ His voice was apologetic, but there was a twinkle in his eye. ‘I believe the phrase is: your money, or your life.’



Her uncle made to rise, but Daniel was quicker. He pressed the sword against Conrad Thorne’s neck as though he were a suckling pig. There was a long, horrible moment where the two stared at each other, and then her uncle retook his seat.

‘The servants will raise the alarm,’ said her uncle.

‘Not if they wish their master to remain unharmed,’ Daniel replied. Both of their tones were mild, they might have been discussing the price of wheat. ‘There really is no point making a fuss. Sit nicely – we shan’t be long.’

Panic seared through Cassia like a cold shock. She stared straight ahead, not moving a muscle, looking anywhere but in Daniel’s direction. Around them, Cassia could hear the clattering of silver plate and cutlery being swept into bags. Her aunt had gone very pale, but Emma was redder than Cassia had seen her – her face screwed up and her eyes full of tears.

One of the men stopped directly opposite Aunt Helen, his eyes widening with excitement.

‘Look – you won’t see anything finer than that for a hundred miles. See how it shines?’

Her aunt gave a low hiss, clutching at her neck. Cassia realized he was gazing at the sapphire. In the candlelight, the gem was the night sky in miniature, blue-black and glowing.

‘We’ll take that too,’ said Daniel, after a respectful silence. He approached Lady Thorne, holding out his hand. After a few, tortured seconds, she unclasped the necklace and placed the gemstone between his fingers.

‘You’ll never sell it,’ said her uncle. ‘What dealer would give you a price for that thing?’

‘Oh, I have my ways.’

‘That much is clear. I must admit, I am astonished you were able to gain entry to Blackhurst.’

Cassia sat back in her chair. She thought if she kept very still and very quiet, no one would notice the heat rising in her cheeks, the shame she was sure must be painted on her expression.

‘Well, Sir Conrad.’ Daniel fastened the necklace around his own neck with a wink. ‘If it soothes your pride, yours is not the first fortress I’ve breached.’

So, I’m not the first, Cassia thought. Not the first he’s taken in by looking pitiful and hungry. She shot a look at Daniel that was filled with as much poison as she could muster. She had taken pity on him. She had trusted him, because she was lonely, because his politics and way of speaking reminded her of London, and he had made a complete fool of her.

But then he turned his attention to her, his eyes sparking. Her heart pounded terrifically in her chest.

Daniel raised the sword in her direction. ‘She comes with us to the stables,’ he announced. ‘Just so no one thinks of trying anything. If I see riders or muskets, Sir Conrad, it will mean the certain end of your niece.’
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