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  For Barry and Josh, with love




  

    And for all who believe that peace


    is not an ideal or a pipe dream but a necessity


  




  

    The essence of nonviolence is love.




    Out of love and the willingness to act selflessly,


    strategies, tactics, and techniques


    for a nonviolent struggle arise naturally.




    Nonviolence is not a dogma; it is a process.




    —THICH NHAT HANH


  




  

    Peace is not only better than war,




    but infinitely more arduous.




    —GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
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      Rose of all Roses, Rose of all the World!




      You, too, have come where the dim tides are hurled




      Upon the wharves of sorrow, and heard ring




      The bell that calls us on; the sweet far thing.




      Beauty grown sad with its eternity




      Made you of us, and of the dim grey sea.




      Our long ships loose thought-woven sails and wait,




      For God has bid them share an equal fate;




      And when at last, defeated in His wars,




      They have gone down under the same white stars,




      We shall no longer hear the little cry




      Of our sad hearts, that may not live nor die.




      

        —from THE ROSE OF BATTLE, W. B. Yeats
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  ACT I




  Before Dawn




  Nothing is easier than self-deceit.




  For what each man wishes,




  that he also believes to be true.




  

    —DEMOSTHENES
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  PROLOGUE




  1893




  LONDON




  

    THE NIGHT WAS COLD AND DISMAL, AND OUT ON THE Thames, the rivermen cursed their luck. Skulking through the shadows of London’s great river for

    profit wasn’t a cheery occupation, but it paid for a meal here and there, and the damp that stiffened your bones, put the ache in your back, was a part of it, like it or not.


  




  “See anyfin’, Archie?”




  “Nuffin’,” Archie called to his friend, Rupert. “’S as foul a night as I’ve seen.”




  They’d been at it for an hour now, with nothing to show for it but a bit of clothing taken from the body of a sailor. That, they could sell to the rag-and-bone men come morning. But a

  pocketful of coins would put food and ale in their bellies tonight, and for rivermen like Archie and Rupert, the here and now was what counted; hoping to see beyond tomorrow was a cockeyed optimism

  best left to people who didn’t spend their lives scouring the Thames for the dead.




  The boat’s single lantern wasn’t much use against the infernal fog. The gloom haunted the banks. Across the river, the unlit houses were skulls of dark. The rivermen navigated the

  shallows of the Thames, poking their long hooks into the filthy water, looking for the bodies of anyone who’d met with misfortune on this night – sailors or dockworkers too drunk to

  save themselves from drowning; the sorry victims of knife fights, or of cutpurses and murderers; the mud larks carried away by a sudden strong tide, their aprons heavy with prized coal, that same

  coal that pulled them under to their deaths.




  Archie’s hook hit something solid. “Oi, slow there, Rupert. I got sumfin’.”




  Rupert grabbed the lantern from its perch and shone it over the water where a body bobbed. They fished the corpse out, dropping it onto the deck and rolling it over onto its back.




  “Blimey,” Rupert said. “It’s a lady.”




  “Was,” Archie said. “Check ’er pockets.”




  The rivermen set about their grisly task. The lady was well heeled, in a fine lavender silk dress that could not have been cheap. She wasn’t what they were used to finding in these

  waters.




  Archie smiled. “Oh, ’ello!” He drew four coins from the lady’s coat pocket and bit each.




  “Wot you got, then, Archie? ’Nuff to buy us a pint?”




  Archie looked closely at the coins. Not pounds. Shillings. “Aye, and not much more from the looks o’ it,” he grumbled. “Take the necklace.”




  “Righ’.” Rupert removed it from the woman’s neck. It was an odd thing – metal fashioned into the shape of an eye with a crescent moon dangling below it. There were

  no jewels to speak of; he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting it.




  “Wot’s this, then?” Archie called. He peeled back the woman’s stiff fingers. She tightly clutched a scrap of sodden paper. Rupert nudged his partner. “Whassit

  say?”




  Archie shoved it at him. “Dunno. Can’t read, now, can I?”




  “I ’ad schoolin’ till I was eight,” Rupert said, taking it. “‘The Tree of All Souls lives.’”




  Archie nudged Rupert. “Wot’s that supposed to mean?”




  Rupert shook his head. “Dunno. What should we do wif it?”




  “Leave it. There’s no profit in words, Rupert, m’boy. Take the clothes and toss ’er over.”




  Rupert shrugged and did as he was told. Archie was right that there was no money to be got from an old letter. Still, it was sad when the deceased’s last words were lost with her, but, he

  reasoned, if this lady had anyone to care about her at all, she wouldn’t be floating facedown in the Thames on a rough night. With a sharp shove, the riverman dropped the dead woman

  overboard. She made only the slightest splash.




  Her body slid slowly under, the bloated white hands remaining on the surface for a few seconds more as if they were reaching for something. The rivermen pressed their hooks against the muddy

  bottom and cast off with the current, looking for treasure that might make a night in the cold worth the ache.




  Archie gave the woman’s head a last prod with his hook, a violent benediction, and she slipped below the filth and muck of the mighty Thames. The river swallowed her up, accepting her

  flesh, taking her final warning down with her to a murky grave.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER ONE




  March 1896




  SPENCE ACADEMY FOR YOUNG LADIES




  

    THERE IS A PARTICULAR CIRCLE OF HELL NOT MENTIONED in Dante’s famous book. It is called comportment, and it exists in schools for young ladies

    across the empire. I do not know how it feels to be thrown into a lake of fire. I am sure it isn’t pleasant. But I can say with all certainty that walking the length of a ballroom with a

    book upon one’s head and a backboard strapped to one’s back while imprisoned in a tight corset, layers of petticoats, and shoes that pinch is a form of torture even Mr Alighieri would

    find too hideous to document in his Inferno.


  




  “Let us keep our eyes trained towards heaven, girls,” our headmistress, Mrs Nightwing, pleads as we attempt our slow march across the floor, heads held high, arms out like

  ballerinas.




  The loops of the backboard chafe the sides of my arms. The block of wood is unyielding, and I am forced to stand as stiff as the guards at Buckingham Palace. My neck aches with the effort. Come

  May, I shall make my debut a full year early, for it has been decided by all parties involved that at nearly seventeen I am ready and that it would do me good to have my season now. I shall wear

  beautiful gowns, attend lavish parties, and dance with handsome gentlemen – if I survive my training. At present, that outcome is very much in doubt.




  Mrs Nightwing paces the length of the ballroom. Her stiff skirts whisk-whisk across the floor as if to rebuke it for lying there. All the while she barks orders like Admiral Nelson

  himself. “Heads held high! Do not smile, Miss Hawthorne! Serene, sombre expressions! Empty your minds!”




  I strain to keep my face a blank canvas. My spine aches. My left arm, held out to the side for what seems hours, trembles with the effort.




  “And curtsy . . .”




  Like falling soufflés, we drop low, trying desperately not to lose our balance. Mrs Nightwing does not give the order to rise. My legs shake with exhaustion. I cannot manage it. I stumble

  forward. The book tumbles from my head and lands on the floor with a resounding thud. We have done this four times, and four times I have failed in some fashion. Mrs Nightwing’s boots stop

  inches from my disgraced form.




  “Miss Doyle, may I remind you that this is the court, and you are curtsying to your sovereign, not performing in the Folies Bergère?”




  “Yes, Mrs Nightwing,” I say sheepishly.




  It is hopeless. I shall never curtsy without falling. I shall lie sprawled upon the gleaming floors of Buckingham Palace like a disgraceful stain of a girl, my nose resting upon the boot of the

  Queen. I shall be the talk of the season, whispered about behind open fans. No doubt every man will avoid me like typhus.




  “Miss Temple, perhaps you will demonstrate the proper curtsy for us?”




  Without further ado, Cecily Temple, She Who Can Do No Wrong, settles to the floor in a long, slow, graceful arc that seems to defy gravity. It is a thing of beauty. I am hideously jealous.




  “Thank you, Miss Temple.”




  Yes, thank you, you little demon beast. May you marry a man who eats garlic with every meal.




  “Now, let us—” Mrs Nightwing is interrupted by loud banging. She closes her eyes tightly against the noise.




  “Mrs Nightwing,” Elizabeth whines. “How can we possibly concentrate on our form with such a terrible racket coming from the East Wing?”




  Mrs Nightwing is in no humour for our complaining. She takes a deep breath and clasps her hands at her waist, her head held high.




  “We shall carry on, like England herself. If she could withstand Cromwell, the Wars of the Roses, and the French, surely you may overlook a bit of hammering. Think how lovely the East Wing

  shall be when it is completed. We shall try again – steady! All eyes are upon you! It won’t do to scurry to Her Majesty like a timid church mouse.”




  I often imagine what sort of position Nightwing might seek out were she not currently torturing us as headmistress of Spence Academy for Young Ladies. Dear Sirs, her letter might begin.

  I am writing to inquire about your advert for the position of Balloon Popper. I have a hatpin that will do the trick neatly and bring about the wails of small children everywhere. My former

  charges will attest to the fact that I rarely smile, never laugh, and can steal the joy from any room simply by entering and bestowing upon it my unique sense of utter gloom and despair. My

  references in this matter are impeccable. If you have not fallen into a state of deep melancholia simply by reading my letter, please respond to Mrs Nightwing (I have a Christian name but no one

  ever has leave to use it) in care of Spence Academy for Young Ladies. If you cannot be troubled to find the address on your own, you are not trying your very best. Sincerely, Mrs Nightwing.




  “Miss Doyle! What is that insipid smile you’re wearing? Have I said something that amuses you?” Mrs Nightwing’s admonishment brings a flush to my cheeks. The other girls

  giggle.




  We glide across the floor, trying our best to ignore the hammering and the shouts. The noise isn’t what distracts us. It is the knowledge that there are men here, one floor above us, that

  keeps us jittery and light.




  “Perhaps we could see the progress they’ve made, Mrs Nightwing? How extraordinary it must be,” Felicity Worthington suggests with a sweetness bordering on pure syrup. Only

  Felicity would be so bold as to suggest this. She is too daring by half. She is also one of my only allies here at Spence.




  “The workmen do not need girls underfoot, as they are already behind schedule,” Mrs Nightwing says. “Heads up, if you please! And—”




  A loud bang sounds from above. The sudden noise makes us jump. Even Mrs Nightwing lets out a “Merciful heavens!” Elizabeth, who is nothing more than a nervous condition disguised as

  a debutante, yelps and grabs hold of Cecily.




  “Oh, Mrs Nightwing!” Elizabeth cries.




  We look to our headmistress hopefully.




  Mrs Nightwing exhales through disapproving lips. “Very well. We shall adjourn for the present. Let us take the air to restore the roses to our cheeks.”




  “Might we bring our paper and sketch the progress on the East Wing?” I suggest. “It would make a fine record.”




  Mrs Nightwing favours me with a rare smile. “A most excellent suggestion, Miss Doyle. Very well, then. Gather your paper and pencils. I shall send Brigid with you. Don your coats. And

  walk, if you please.”




  We abandon our backboards along with our decorum, racing for the stairs and the promise of freedom, however temporary it may be.




  “Walk!” Mrs Nightwing shouts. When we cannot seem to heed her advice, she bellows after us that we are savages not fit for marriage. She adds that we shall be the shame of the school

  and something else besides, but we are down the first flight of stairs, and her words cannot touch us.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  THE LONG EXPANSE OF THE EAST WING STRETCHES OUT like the skeleton of a great wooden bird. The framing is

  in place, but the men spend most of their effort on restoring the dilapidated turret that joins the East Wing to the rest of the school. Since the fire that ravaged it twenty-five years ago, it has

  been nothing more than a beautiful ruin. But it shall be resurrected with stone and brick and mortar, and it promises to be a magnificent tower – tall and wide and imposing – once it is

  complete.




  Since January, swarms of men have come from the neighbouring villages to work in the cold and damp, every day but Sunday, to make our school whole again. We girls are not allowed near the East

  Wing during its reconstruction. The official reason given for this is that it is far too dangerous: we might be hit by an errant beam or impaled by a rusty nail. The various ways in which we could

  meet a terrible end have been detailed so thoroughly by Mrs Nightwing that every hammer stroke makes the nervous among us as jumpy as a bagful of cats.




  But the truth is that she doesn’t want us near the men. Her orders have been clear on this point: We are not to speak to the workers at all, and they are not to speak to us. A careful

  distance is maintained. The workers have pitched their tents a half mile from the school. They are under the watchful eye of Mr Miller, their foreman, while we are never without a chaperone. Every

  care has been taken to keep us apart.




  This is precisely what compels us to seek them out.




  Our coats buttoned up against the still-formidable March chill, we walk quickly through the woods behind Spence with our housekeeper, Brigid, huffing and puffing to keep pace. It is not kind of

  us to walk faster than necessary, but it is the only way to have a few moments of privacy. When we race up the hill and secure a spot with a commanding view of the construction, Brigid lags far

  behind, affording us precious time.




  Felicity thrusts out a hand. “The opera glasses, if you please, Martha.”




  Martha pulls the binoculars from her coat pocket, and they are passed from girl to girl, to Felicity’s waiting hands. She puts them to her eyes.




  “Very impressive, indeed,” Felicity purrs. Somehow, I do not think she means the East Wing. From where we sit, I can see six handsomely formed men in shirtsleeves hoisting a giant

  beam into place. I’m sure that had I the opera glasses, I could see the outline of their every muscle.




  “Oh, do let me see, Fee,” Cecily moans. She reaches for the glasses, but Felicity pulls away.




  “Wait your turn!”




  Cecily pouts. “Brigid will be here any moment. I shan’t have a turn!”




  Felicity drops the glasses quickly and reaches for her sketch pad. “Don’t look now, but I believe we’ve caught the eye of one of the men.”




  Elizabeth jumps up, craning her neck this way and that. “Which one? Which one?” Felicity steps on Elizabeth’s foot, and she falls back.




  “Ow! What did you do that for?”




  “I said, don’t look now,” Felicity hisses through clenched teeth. “The key is to make it seem as if you do not notice their attention.”




  “Ohhh,” Elizabeth says in understanding.




  “That one on the end, in the shirt with the unfortunate red patching,” Felicity says, feigning interest in her sketch. Her coolness is a talent I wish I could manage. Instead, every

  day, I search the horizon for some sign of another young man, one I’ve not heard a word from since I left him in London three months ago.




  Elizabeth steals a peek through the opera glasses. “Oh, my!” she says, dropping them. “He winked at me! The cheek of him! I should report him to Mrs Nightwing at once,”

  she protests, but the breathless excitement in her voice betrays her.




  “By all the saints.” Brigid has finally reached us. Hurriedly, Felicity hands the opera glasses to Martha, who squeaks and drops them in the grass before shoving them into the pocket

  of her cape.




  Brigid takes a seat on a rock to catch her breath. “You’re too quick for your old Brigid. Have you no shame, leaving me so?”




  Felicity smiles sweetly. “Oh, we are sorry, Brigid. We didn’t know you’d fallen so behind.” Under her breath she adds, “You old battle-ax.”




  Brigid narrows her eyes at our tittering. “Here now, wot are you on about? Making sport of your Brigid, are you?”




  “Not at all.”




  “Oh, this is no good.” Cecily sighs. “How can we possibly draw the East Wing from so far a distance?” She looks hopefully at Brigid.




  “You’ll sketch it from here and not an inch closer, miss. You’ve ’eard wot Missus Nightwing ’as to say on the matter.” Brigid stares at the timber spine, the

  masons cutting stone. She shakes her head. “It ain’t right putting that cursed place back together. They should leave well enough alone.”




  “Oh, but it’s thrilling!” Elizabeth argues.




  “And think how lovely Spence will look once the East Wing has been restored!” Martha echoes. “How could you say it’s not right, Brigid?”




  “Because I remember,” Brigid says, tapping the side of her head. “There was something not right about that place, the turret in particular. Somethin’ you could feel. I

  could tell you stories . . .”




  “Yes, I’m sure you could, Brigid, and fine stories they’d be,” Felicity says, as sweetly as a mother placating her irritable child. “But I do worry that the chill

  will put the ache in your back.”




  “Well,” Brigid says, rubbing her sides. “’Tis a bother. And m’knees ain’t gettin’ no younger.”




  We nod in concerned agreement.




  “We’ll only step a fraction closer,” Felicity coos. “Just enough for a proper sketch.”




  We do our best to look as innocent as a choir of angels.




  Brigid gives us a quick nod. “Off you go, then. Don’t go get-tin’ too close! And don’t think I won’t be watching!”




  “Thank you, Brigid!” we shout gleefully. We move quickly down the hill before she can change her mind.




  “And be quick about it! Looks like rain!”




  A sudden gust of brisk late-March wind blows across the brittle lawn. It rattles the weary tree limbs like bone necklaces and whips our skirts up till we have to push them down. The girls squeal

  in surprise – and delight – for it has brought us the attention of every man’s eyes for one unguarded, forbidden moment. The gust is the last charge of winter’s army.

  Already the leaves are shaking off sleep and arming themselves. Soon they will mount their attack of green, forcing winter’s retreat. I pull my shawl about my neck. Spring is coming, but I

  cannot yet shake the cold.




  “Are they looking?” Elizabeth asks excitedly, stealing glances at the men.




  “Steady,” Felicity says under her breath.




  Martha’s curls hang limply at her neck. She gives them a hopeful push, but they will not spring back into shape. “Tell me truthfully, has the damp made a ruin of my hair?”




  “No,” Elizabeth lies at the precise moment I say, “Yes, it has.”




  Martha purses her lips. “I might have known you’d be unkind, Gemma Doyle.”




  The other girls give me frosty stares. It would appear that “Tell me truthfully” is a carefully coded message which means “Lie at all costs.” I shall make a note of it.

  It often seems that there is a primer on all things Polite and Ladylike and that I have not had the good guidance of its pages. Perhaps this is why Cecily, Martha, and Elizabeth loathe me so and

  only tolerate my presence when Felicity is around. For my part, I find their minds to be as corseted as their waists, with conversations limited to parties, dresses, and the misfortunes or

  shortcomings of others. I should rather take my chances with the lions of Rome’s ancient Colosseum than endure another tea chat with the likes of them. At least the lions are honest about

  their desire to eat you and make no effort to hide it.




  Felicity glances at the men. “Here we go.”




  We edge closer to the work site.




  The workers have caught the fever of us now. They stop what they are doing and quickly doff their caps. The gesture is all politeness, but their smiles hint at less mannerly thoughts. I find I

  am blushing.




  “Oi, gents. Keep to the work if you want to keep working,” the foreman warns. Mr Miller is a burly man with arms the size of small hams. To us, he is courteous. “Good day,

  ladies.”




  “Good day,” we murmur.




  “There’s trinkets for the taking, if you’d like a souvenir of the old girl.” He nods towards a rubbish pile where discarded lumber lies along with the broken,

  soot-smudged glass of decades-old lamps. It is the very sort of thing Mrs Nightwing would place on her To Be Avoided for Fear of Injury, Death, or Disgrace list. “Take any souvenirs you

  like.”




  “Thank you,” Cecily mumbles, backing away. Elizabeth continues to blush and smile and glance shyly at the man with the red-patched shirt, who appraises her longingly.




  “Yes, thank you,” Felicity says, taking control of the situation as she always does. “We shall do that.”




  We set about scavenging through the remains of the old East Wing. The great school’s past is told here in splintered, charred wood and remnants of paper. To some, it is the story of a

  tragic fire that took the lives of two girls. But I know better. The true story of this place is one of magic and mystery, of devotion and betrayal, of wickedness and unspeakable sacrifice. Most of

  all, it is the story of two girls – best friends turned bitter enemies – both of them thought dead in the fire twenty-five years ago. The truth was so much worse.




  One of the girls, Sarah Rees-Toome, chose a path of darkness under the name Circe. Years later, she hunted down the other girl, her former friend, Mary Dowd, who had become someone new, Virginia

  Doyle – my mother. With an evil spirit at her disposal, Circe murdered my mother and set my life on a different course. The story whispered in these walls is my story as well.




  All around me, the girls jump about in merry treasure hunting. But I can’t feel happy here. This is a place of ghosts, and I don’t believe that new beams and a warm fire in a marble

  hearth will change that. I want no souvenirs of the past.




  A fresh round of hammering sets a family of birds squawking towards the safety of the sky. I stare at the pile of discarded remnants and think of my mother. Did she touch that pillar there? Does

  her scent still linger in a fragment of glass or a splinter of wood? A terrible emptiness settles into my chest. No matter how much I go about living, there are always small reminders that make the

  loss fresh again.




  “Oi, there’s a beauty.” It’s the man with the red patch on his shirt. He points to a jagged wooden pillar eaten through at one end with rot. But much of it has managed to

  survive the wrath of the fire and the years of neglect. Carved into it is an assortment of girls’ names. I run my fingers over the grooves and the fanciful scrapings. So many names. Alice.

  Louise. Theodora. Isabel. Mina. My fingers move across the bumpy wood, feeling it like a blind person’s. I know that her name must be here, and I am not disappointed. Mary. I flatten my palm

  against the years-worn carving, hoping to feel my mother’s presence beneath my skin. But it is only dead wood. I blink against the tears that sting my eyes.




  “Miss?” The man is looking at me curiously.




  Quickly, I wipe my cheeks. “It’s the wind. It’s blown cinders into my eyes.”




  “Aye, wind’s strong. More rain comin’. Maybe a storm.”




  “Oh, here comes Mrs Nightwing!” Cecily hisses. “Please, let’s go! I don’t want to get in trouble.”




  Quickly, we gather our sketches and sit a safe distance away on a stone bench by the still-hibernating rose garden, our heads bent in desperate concentration. But Mrs Nightwing takes no note.

  She appraises the progress on the building. The wind carries her voice to us.




  “I had hoped to be farther along by now, Mr Miller.”




  “We’re putting in a ten-hour day, missus. And then there’s the rain. Can’t blame a man for nature.” Mr Miller makes the grave error of smiling at Mrs Nightwing in a

  charming way. She does not succumb to charm. But it is too late for me to warn him. Mrs Nightwing’s withering glare sends the men’s heads down over their lumber. The sound of hammers

  and saws hard at work is deafening. Mr Miller’s smile vanishes.




  “If you cannot finish the job in a timely manner, Mr Miller, I shall be forced to seek other workers.”




  “There’s building all over London, mum. You won’t find the likes of us growing on trees.”




  By my count, there are at least twenty men working day in and day out, and still Mrs Nightwing isn’t satisfied. She clucks and fusses and badgers Mr Miller daily. It is very queer. For if

  the old building has lain hollowed out for this long, what do a few months more matter?




  I try to capture the likeness of the new turret on my paper. When completed, it will be the tallest part of Spence, perhaps five stories high. It is wide as well. A man stands near the top,

  pressed against the gathering rain clouds like a weather vane.




  “Do you not find it odd that Nightwing’s in such haste to complete the East Wing?” I ask Felicity.




  Cecily overhears and is compelled to give her opinion. “It’s not a moment too soon, if you ask me. It’s a disgrace they’ve let it go so long.”




  “I hear it’s only now they’ve secured the funds,” Elizabeth reports.




  “No, no, no!” Mrs Nightwing strides towards the masons with purpose, as if they were her charges. “I’ve told you – these stones must be placed in order, here and

  here.”




  She points to an outline made in chalk.




  “Begging your pardon, missus, but what does it matter? She’s goin’ up sturdy and strong.”




  “It is a restoration,” she sniffs as if speaking to a simpleton. “The plans are to be followed exactly, without deviation.”




  A worker calls down from atop the turret’s third floor. “’Ere comes the rain, sir!”




  A splat hits my cheek in warning. A rhythm of drops follows. They splatter across my page, turning my sketch of the East Wing into rivulets of charcoal. The men look to the sky with upturned

  palms as if asking it for mercy, and the sky answers: No quarter.




  Quickly, the men scamper down the turret’s side and race to cover their tools and save them from rust. With sketch pads held over our heads, we girls dash through the trees like frightened

  geese, squawking and squealing at the indignity of such a soaking. Brigid waves us in, her arms a promise of safety and a warm fire. Felicity pulls me behind a tree.




  “Fee! The rain!” I protest.




  “Ann returns this evening. We could try to enter the realms.”




  “And what if I can’t make the door appear?”




  “You only need to put your mind to it,” she insists.




  “Do you think I didn’t put my mind to it last week or last month or the time before that?” The rain is coming down harder now. “Perhaps I am to be punished. For what I

  did to Nell and Miss Moore.”




  “Miss Moore!” Felicity spits. “Circe – that’s her name. She was a murderer. Gemma, she killed your mother and countless other girls to get to you and your power,

  and she would surely have destroyed you had you not dispatched her first.”




  I want to believe that this is true, that I did right to imprison Miss Moore in the realms forever. I want to believe that binding the magic to myself was the only way to save it. I want to

  believe that Kartik is alive and well and making his way to me here at Spence, that in these woods at any moment I shall see him wearing a smile meant only for me. But these days, I’m not

  certain of anything.




  “I don’t know that she’s dead,” I mumble.




  “She’s dead and good riddance to her.” Life is ever so much simpler in Fee’s world. And for once, I wish I could crawl into the solid lines of it and live without

  question. “I have to know what happened to Pippa. Tonight we’ll try again. Look at me.”




  She turns my face to hers so that I cannot avoid her eyes. “Promise.”




  “I promise,” I say, and I hope she cannot see my doubt turning to fear.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER THREE




  THE RAIN HAS LOOSED ITS WRATH IN FULL. IT SOAKS THE sleeping rose garden and the lawn, the yellow green of the leaves struggling

  to be born. It has also found my friend Ann Bradshaw. She stands in the foyer in a plain brown wool coat and a drab hat dotted with droplets. Her small suitcase rests at her feet. She has spent the

  week with her cousins in Kent. Come May, when Felicity and I make our debuts, Ann will go to work for them as governess to their two children. Our only hope for changing her prospects was to enter

  the realms and attempt to bind the magic to all of us. But no matter how hard I try, I cannot enter the realms. And without the realms, I cannot make the magic flare to life. Not since Christmas

  have I seen that enchanted world, though in these past few months I have tried dozens of times to get back. There have been moments when I’ve felt a spark, but it is short-lived, no more

  consequential than a single drop of rain in a drought. Day by day, our hopes dim, and our futures seem as fixed as the stars.




  “Welcome home,” I say, helping Ann out of her wet coat.




  “Thank you.” Her nose runs, and her hair, the colour of a field mouse’s fur, slips loose of its moorings. Long, thin strands of it hang over her blue eyes and plaster

  themselves to her full cheeks.




  “How was your stay with your cousins?”




  Ann does not smile at all. “Tolerable.”




  “And the children? Are you fond of them?” I ask, hopefully.




  “Lottie locked me in a cupboard for an hour. Little Carrie kicked my leg and called me a pudding.” She wipes her nose. “That was the first day.”




  “Oh.” We stand uncertainly under the glare of Spence’s infamous brass snake chandelier.




  Ann lowers her voice to a whisper. “Have you managed to return to the realms?”




  I shake my head, and Ann looks as if she might cry. “But we’ll try again tonight,” I say quickly.




  A glimmer of a smile lights Ann’s face for a moment. “There’s hope yet,” I add.




  Without a word, Ann follows me to the great hall, past the roaring fires and the ornately carved columns, the girls playing whist. Brigid thrills a small circle of younger girls with tales of

  fairies and pixies she swears live in the woods behind Spence.




  “They don’t!” one girl protests, but in her eyes I see she wants to be proven wrong.




  “Aye, they do, miss. And more creatures besides. You’d best not go out past dark. That’s their time. Stay safe in your beds and you’ll not wake to find you’ve been

  carried away in the company of the Others,” Brigid warns.




  The girls rush to the windows to peer into the vast expanse of night, hoping for a glimpse of fairy queens and sprites. I could tell them they won’t see them there. They’d have to

  travel with us through the door of light to the world beyond this one to keep company with such fantastical creatures. And they might not like all that they see.




  “Our Ann has returned,” I announce, parting the curtains to Felicity’s private tent. Ever the dramatic one, Felicity has cordoned off one corner of the enormous room with silk

  curtains. It is like a pasha’s home, and she lords over it as if it were an empire of her own.




  Felicity takes in the sight of Ann’s damp, mud-caked skirt hem. “Mind the carpets.”




  Ann wipes her soiled skirts, dropping crumbs of dried mud onto the floor, and Felicity sighs in irritation. “Oh, Ann, really.”




  “Sorry,” Ann mumbles. She pulls her skirts close to her body and takes a seat on the floor, trying not to dirty it further. Without asking, she reaches into the open chocolate box

  and takes three, much to Felicity’s annoyance.




  “You needn’t take them all,” Fee grumbles.




  Ann puts two back. They are imprinted with her hand. Felicity sighs. “You’ve touched them now; you might as well eat them.”




  Guiltily, Ann shoves all three into her mouth at once. She cannot possibly be enjoying their taste. “What do you have there?”




  “This?” Felicity holds out a white card with beautiful black lettering. “I’ve received an invitation to Lady Tatterhall’s tea for a Miss Hurley. It shall have an

  Egyptian theme.”




  “Oh,” Ann says dully. Her hand lingers over the chocolate box. “I suppose you’ve got one, too, Gemma.”




  “Yes,” I say guiltily. I hate that Ann’s not included – it is beastly unfair – but I can’t help wishing she didn’t make me feel quite so horrid about

  it.




  “And of course there is the ball at Yardsley Hall,” Felicity continues. “That promises to be quite grand. Did you hear about young Miss Eaton?”




  I shake my head.




  “She wore diamonds before evening!” Felicity nearly squeals with delight. “It was the talk of London. She’ll never make that mistake again. Oh, you should see the gloves

  Mother sent round for the Collinsworth ball. They’re exquisite!”




  Ann pulls a thread on the hem of her dress. She won’t attend the Collinsworth ball or any other unless it is as chaperone to Lottie or Carrie someday. She will not have a season or dance

  with handsome suitors. She will not wear ostrich feathers in her hair and bow to Her Majesty. She is here at Spence as a scholarship student, sponsored by her wealthy cousins so that she might make

  an appropriate governess to their children.




  I clear my throat. Felicity catches my eye.




  “Ann,” she says, far too cheerfully. “How was your time in Kent? Is it as lovely in the spring as they say?”




  “Little Carrie called me a pudding.”




  Felicity tries not to laugh. “Ahem. Well, she’s only a child. You’ll have her in hand soon enough.”




  “There’s a small room for me at the top of the stairs. It looks out on the stables.”




  “A window. Yes, well, quite nice to have a view,” Felicity says, missing the point entirely. “Oh, what do you have there?”




  Ann shows us a programme for a production of Macbeth at the Drury Lane Theatre, starring the great American actress Lily Trimble. Ann gazes longingly at the dramatic drawing of Miss

  Trimble as Lady Macbeth.




  “Did you attend?” I ask.




  Ann shakes her head. “My cousins went.”




  Without her. Everyone who knows Ann at all knows how much she adores plays.




  “But they let you keep the programme,” Felicity says. “That’s quite nice.”




  Yes, just as a cat that lets a mouse keep its tail is nice. Felicity can be so beastly at times.




  “Did you have a fine birthday?” Ann says.




  “Yes, ever so enjoyable,” Felicity purrs. “Eighteen. What a glorious age. Now I shall come into my inheritance. Well, not straightaway, mind. My grandmother did insist I make

  my debut as a condition of her will. The moment I curtsy before the Queen and back away again, I shall be a rich woman, and I may do as I please.”




  “Once you make your debut,” Ann repeats, swallowing the last of her chocolate.




  Felicity takes a chocolate for herself. “Lady Markham has already announced her intention to sponsor me. So it’s as good as done. Felicity Worthington, heiress.” Fee’s

  good spirits vanish. “I only wish Pippa were here to share it.”




  Ann and I exchange glances at the mention of Pip. Once, she was one of us. Now she is somewhere in the realms, most likely lost to the Winterlands. Who knows what she has become? But Fee still

  clings to the hope that she might be found, might yet be saved.




  The tent opens. Cecily, Elizabeth, and Martha crowd inside. It is far too close with all of us here. Elizabeth falls into Felicity while Martha and Cecily take a seat next to me. Ann is pushed

  to the very back of the tent.




  “I’ve just had an invitation to a ball hosted by the Duchess of Crewesbury,” Cecily says. She settles herself on the floor like a spoilt Persian cat.




  “And I as well,” Elizabeth adds.




  Felicity does her best to look bored. “My mother received ours ages ago.”




  I haven’t received such an invitation, and I hope no one will ask me if I have.




  Martha fans herself, grimacing. “Oh, dear. It is rather close in here, isn’t it? I’m afraid we cannot all fit.” She glances at Ann. Cecily and her lot have never treated

  Ann as more than a servant, but since our unfortunate attempt to pass her off in society as a duke’s daughter of Russian blood last Christmas, Ann has become a complete pariah. The gossip has

  spread in letters and whispers and now there isn’t a girl at Spence who doesn’t know the story.




  “We shall miss you dearly, Cecily,” I say, smiling brightly. I should like to kick her squarely in the teeth.




  Cecily makes it quite clear she won’t be the one to leave. She spreads out her skirts, taking up even more space. Martha whispers in Elizabeth’s ear and they break into tittering. I

  could ask what they are laughing about, but they won’t tell me, so there’s no point.




  “What is that smell?” Martha asks, making a face.




  Cecily sniffs dramatically. “Caviar, perhaps? All the way from Russia! Why, it must be from the czar himself!”




  The venal little trolls. Ann’s cheeks blaze and her lips quiver. She stands so quickly she nearly topples over as she rushes for the tent’s flaps. “If you’ll excuse me,

  I’ve needlework to finish.”




  “Please do give my best to your uncle, the duke,” Cecily calls after her, and the others snigger.




  “Why must you taunt her so?” I ask.




  “She doesn’t deserve to be here,” Cecily says with easy certainty.




  “That isn’t true,” I say.




  “Isn’t it? Some people simply don’t belong.” Cecily fixes me with a haughty stare. “I’ve recently heard your father is unwell and resting at Oldham. How

  worried you must be. Pray, what is his affliction?”




  All Cecily lacks is a forked tongue, for she is certainly a snake beneath that beautiful dress.




  “Influenza,” I say, the lie tasting sharp in my mouth.




  “Influenza,” she repeats, glancing slyly at the others.




  “But he is much improved, and I shall pay him a visit tomorrow.”




  Cecily doesn’t yield just yet. “I am glad to know it, for one hears such unsavoury stories at times – gentlemen being found in opium dens and forced into sanitariums for it.

  Scandalous.”




  “Cecily Temple, I shall not hear slander this evening,” Felicity warns.




  “It is influenza,” I repeat, but my voice has lost its steadiness.




  Cecily’s smile is triumphant. “Yes, of course it is.”




  I hurry after Ann, calling her name, but she doesn’t stop. Instead, she quickens her pace till she’s nearly running, desperate to be away from us and our talk of parties and teas.

  All that glittering promise close enough to touch but not to have.




  “Ann, please,” I say, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. She’s halfway up. “Ann, you mustn’t pay them any mind. They’re not true girls. They are hideous

  fiends – troglodytes in ringlets!”




  If I’d hoped to make Ann laugh, I’d missed my mark. “But they are the ones who rule,” she says without looking up. “They always have and they always

  shall.”




  “But, Ann, they’ve not seen the things you have in the realms. They don’t know what you’ve done. You turned rocks to butterflies and sailed through a curtain of gold. You

  saved us from the water nymphs with your song.”




  “Once,” she says flatly. “What does any of it matter? It won’t change my fate, will it? Come May, you and Felicity will have your season. I shall go to work for my

  cousins. It will end, and we’ll never see each other again.”




  For a moment, she looks into my eyes, obviously hoping to find comfort there. Tell me I am wrong; tell me you’ve got another trick up your sleeve, Gemma, her eyes plead. But she

  isn’t wrong, and I’m not quick or glib enough to lie. Not tonight.




  “Don’t let them win, Ann. Come back to the tent.”




  She doesn’t look at me, but I can feel her disgust. “You don’t understand, do you? They’ve already won.” And with that, she retreats into the shadows.




  I could return to Fee and the others, but I’m in no humour for it. A melancholy has settled over my heart and will not yield, and I want solitude. I find a proper reading chair in the

  great hall far away from the chatter of girls. I’ve read no more than a few pages when I notice that I am only an arm’s length away from the infamous column. It is one of the many odd

  touches at Spence. There is the chandelier of carved snakes in the foyer. The leering gargoyles upon the roof. The ridiculous ostrich-feather paper on the walls. The portrait of Spence’s

  founder, Eugenia Spence, looming at the top of the stairs, her piercing blue eyes seeing all. I would count among these oddities the giant hearths that seem less like mantels and more like the open

  maws of terrible beasts. And then there is this column in the centre of the great room. It boasts carvings of fairies, satyrs, sprites, nymphs, and imps of all sorts.




  It is also alive.




  Or it was once. Those “carvings” are realms creatures stuck here for eternity. Once, we foolishly brought them to life with the magic, and we were nearly destroyed by it. Some of the

  mischievous creatures tried to escape; others attempted to compromise our virtue. In the end, we forced them back to their prison.




  I peer closely at those tiny bodies frozen in stone. The creatures’ mouths are open in a scream of anger. Their eyes stare through me. If they got loose, I shouldn’t want to be here.

  Though it frightens me, I’m compelled to touch the column. My fingers come to rest on a fairy’s rigid wings, stopped in midflight. A shudder passes through me, and I lay my palm

  elsewhere. It lands on a satyr’s snarling lips, and my heartbeat quickens, for I feel a curious mixture of fascination and repulsion. I close my eyes and allow my fingers to explore the rough

  grooves and rises of its threatening mouth, the tongue, the lips, the teeth.




  My fingers slip on the stone; a harsh edge cuts my skin. I gasp at the pain. Blood beads in the slim crevice. I’ve no handkerchief, so I plunge my finger into my mouth, tasting the bitter

  tang of it. The column is silent, but I can feel its menace in the throb of my injury. I move my chair closer to Brigid’s comforting patter, her motherly maxims, and far away from the

  column’s dangerous beauty.
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  At ten o’clock, our eyes heavy and our bodies longing for the warmth of blankets and the forgetting of sleep, we girls climb the stairs to our rooms for the night.




  Felicity squeezes past me. “Half past twelve. The usual spot,” she whispers. She does not wait for my nod. She has given the order and that is all.




  The lamps still burn softly in my room. Ann is asleep, but she has left the sewing scissors where I can see them. The blades are closed, but I know they have done their work marking the insides

  of her arms. I know she is covered in fresh welts that will soon blend into the tapestry of old scars woven into her flesh. If I had a way into the realms again, a way to the magic, I might be able

  to help her. But for now, I cannot change her fate. I can only wonder if she will.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  WHEN I FIRST ARRIVED AT THE SPENCE ACADEMY FOR Young Ladies, I knew nothing of

  its past and its relation to my life. I had come in mourning weeds, my mother having died only months before. Cholera was the official explanation for her death. But I knew better. In a vision I

  had seen her die, hunted by a hideous wraith from another world, a tracker, that meant to take her soul had she not taken her own life in self-defence.




  It was the first of my visions but not the last. I came to have many of them. I had inherited a power; a lineage passed from my mother to me, a gift in some ways, a curse in others. It was here

  at Spence that I learned of my bond to a world beyond this one, a world of extraordinary power called the realms.




  For centuries, the realms were ruled by a powerful tribe of priestesses called the Order. Together, they used the realms magic to help the dead complete their souls’ tasks when needed and

  cross the river. Over time, their power grew. They could cast grand illusions, influence people and events in the mortal world. But their greatest duty was to keep the balance between good and evil

  within the realms. For there are many tribes there, and some of them – the malevolent creatures of the Winterlands – would do anything to seize control of the magic, that they might

  rule the realms and perhaps our world as well. To keep the magic safe, the Order sealed it in a circle of runes. Only they could draw upon its power then. The other tribes of the realms grew

  disenchanted and resentful. They wanted to have equal say.




  Even the Order’s allies became untrustworthy over time. The Order was once united in protecting the realms with the Rakshana. These men kept law there and watched over the priestesses.

  They were also their lovers. But they, too, grew resentful of the Order’s control over the realms and its great magic.




  And so it had been for ages: every side grappling to hold the magic – until the fire twenty-five years ago. On that night, my mother and her best friend offered a sacrifice – a young

  Gypsy girl – to the Winterlands creatures in exchange for power. But something went wrong. The child was accidentally killed, and thus her soul could not be taken. Enraged, the creatures

  demanded the girls themselves, for they had foolishly entered into the bargain, and now it would be honoured, one way or another. To save the lives of my mother and Sarah, Eugenia Spence, the

  Order’s great teacher and the founder of Spence Academy, gave herself to the Winterlands creatures in payment for the girls’ terrible deed. Her last act was to throw her amulet to my

  mother. Eugenia closed the realms, sealed them so that no one and nothing could go in or come out until a powerful priestess was born, one who could open the realms again and chart a new course for

  the magical world.




  I am that girl. And no one seems at all happy about it. The Order thinks me headstrong and foolish. The Rakshana find me dangerous. They sent one of their own, a young man named Kartik, to watch

  me, to warn me not to enter the realms, and when that did not work, they told him to kill me. Instead, he betrayed his brotherhood and saved my life, putting a price on his own head.




  They may not like it, but the facts are these: I was the one who was able to open the realms again, and so far, no one may enter without my help. I was the one who broke the seal on the magic by

  shattering the runes. And I was the one to find the source of the magic, in a protected place called the Temple. It was at the Temple that I fought Circe, my mother’s foe and an enemy of the

  Order, to keep the magic safe. In so doing, I killed her and bound the magic to myself for safekeeping. I promised to join hands with my friends, with Kartik, and with the tribes of the realms to

  make an alliance, with a share of magic for all.




  But since that time, I’ve had no visions and no way to enter the realms. I haven’t a clue why this has happened. I know only that each time I have tried to make the door of light

  that leads into the other world, it has not come. Instead, I am tormented by a momentary glimpse of Circe, as I left her, trapped beneath the surface of the well of eternity inside the Temple. Lost

  forever in that magical well turned watery grave.




  I am the one who must decide the future of the realms and their power, and I haven’t the slightest idea how to get back.




  Right.




  But tonight will be a different story. We’ll find our way in. I shall find my courage. I shall feel the magic spark in my veins again. My friends and I will step into the fragrant gardens

  of the realms, and a new chapter will begin.




  For if not, I fear that the realms are lost to us for good.
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  When the school is dark and silent, and the day’s merry schoolgirl chatter is no more than an echo’s echo in Spence’s halls, Ann and I tiptoe to meet Felicity

  near the stairs. The East Wing sleeps tonight – no hammers to disturb us. Yet it has a power all its own.




  Be silent, East Wing. I shall not listen to your whispers this evening.




  Felicity has something cupped in her hand.




  “What do you have there?” I ask.




  She opens her hand to show us a dainty lace handkerchief. “It’s for Pippa, if we see her.”




  “It’s very nice. She’ll adore it,” I say, because I shan’t be the one to take Felicity’s hope away.




  We follow her down the long staircase. Our shadows stretch taller as we descend, as if they would reach for the safety of our beds. We slip into the great hall, to Felicity’s tent, and sit

  on the floor, legs crossed, as we have so many times before.




  Ann chews her bottom lip and watches me.




  “Ready?” Felicity asks.




  I take a shaky breath and let it out. “Yes. Let’s begin.”




  We clasp hands, and I do my best to clear my mind, to think of nothing but the realms. I see the green of the garden, the Caves of Sighs rising high over the singing river. That enchanted world

  begins to take shape behind my eyes.




  “Do you see it yet?” Ann interrupts.




  The view of the garden fades like a wisp of smoke. “Ann!”




  “Sorry,” she mumbles.




  “You mustn’t unsettle her nerves!” Felicity scolds. She squeezes my hands. “Just remember, Gemma, the whole of our futures rests with you.”




  Yes, thank you. I’m ever so calmed by that. “I shall need absolute quiet, if you please.”




  Dutifully, they bow their heads and shut their mouths, and, already, it is like a stroke of magic.




  Come now, Gemma. You mustn’t think you can’t. Imagine the door. It will come. Make it come. Will it to be.




  The door doesn’t appear. I see nothing, feel nothing. Panic takes hold, whispering now-familiar questions through my soul: What if the gift was only borrowed? What if I’ve lost it

  forever? What if it’s all been a mistake and I’m only ordinary after all?




  I open my eyes, try to steady my breathing. “I need a moment.”




  “We shouldn’t have waited so long to try,” Felicity grouses. “We should have gone in straightaway, in January. Why did we wait?”




  “I wasn’t ready to return then,” I say.




  “You were waiting for him to come back,” Felicity says. “Well, he’s not coming.”




  “I wasn’t waiting for Kartik,” I snap, stung through and through. She’s partly right, of course. But only partly. An image of Miss Moore drifts into my head. I see her

  determined jaw, the pocket watch in her hand, the way she looked when she was our beloved teacher, before we knew her to be Circe. Before I killed her. “I . . . I wasn’t ready yet.

  That’s all.”




  Felicity fixes me with a cool stare. “You did nothing to be sorry for. She deserved to die.”




  “Let’s try again,” Ann says. She offers her hands, and I see the bumpy welts of this evening’s little cuts.




  “Right. Third time’s the charm,” I joke, though I’m anything but lighthearted.




  I close my eyes and slow my breathing, trying again to clear my mind of everything but the realms and a way in. Heat pools in my stomach, teasing. It is like repeatedly striking a dull match

  that will not burn. Come on, come on. For a moment, it flares to life, the familiar fire catching on the tinder of my desires. I see the softly swaying olive trees in the garden. The sweet

  river. And I see the door of light. Ha! Oh, yes! I have missed this! Now I need only to make it stay. . .




  The image fades, and in its place, I see Circe’s ghostly face beneath the cold water of the well. Her eyes snap open. “Gemma . . .”




  With a gasp, I break off, and the power is gone. I can feel the realms receding like a tide I’m helpless to pull to the shore. No matter how much I try to get it back, I can’t.




  Ann lets go first. She’s accustomed to disappointment and quicker to recognize defeat. “I’m going to bed.”




  “I’m sorry,” I whisper. The weight of their unhappiness makes it hard to breathe. “I don’t know what has happened.”




  Felicity shakes her head. “I don’t understand how this could be. You bound the magic to yourself. We should be able to get it without any trouble at all.”




  We should , but we can’t. I can’t. And with each failed attempt, my confidence wanes. What if I should never get back?
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  Long after my friends have gone to sleep, I sit in my bed, hugging my knees to my chest with my eyes closed tight. I beg the door of light to appear with a single repeated word.

  Please, please, please . . . I beg until my voice is raspy with tears and desperation, till the early dawn casts its unforgiving light on me, till I am left with only what I cannot bring

  myself to say – that I have lost my magic, and that I am nothing without it.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER FIVE




  THE OLDHAM SANITARIUM, AN HOUR’S TRAIN RIDE FROM London, is a large white estate surrounded by a

  vast, pleasing lawn. Several chairs have been set out so that the residents may take some sun as often as they like.




  As promised, Tom and I have come to visit Father. I’ve not wanted to see him in this place. I prefer to think of him always in his study by a robust fire, his pipe in one hand, a twinkle

  in his eye and a fantastic tale at the ready to entertain all. But I suppose even the Oldham Sanitarium is a far better memory than the one I have of my father in an East London opium den, so lost

  on the drug that he’d bartered even his wedding ring for more.




  No, I shan’t think about that. Not today.




  “Remember, Gemma, you’re to be cheerful and light,” Tom – my older, yet sadly not wiser, brother – advises as we stroll down the great expanse of lawn past neatly

  trimmed hedges with nary a stray branch or errant weed to disturb their careful symmetry. I smile brightly at a passing nurse. “I think I shall remember how to behave without your good

  counsel, Thomas,” I say through clenched teeth.




  “I do wonder.”




  Honestly, what use are brothers except to torment and irritate at equal turns?




  “Really, Thomas, you should take more care at breakfast. You’ve an egg stain big as life on your shirt.”




  Tom paws at himself, panicked. “I don’t see it!”




  “Right” – I tap the side of his head – “here.”




  “What?”




  “April Fools’.”




  His mouth twists into a smirk. “But it’s not yet April.”




  “Yes,” I say, marching ahead at a good clip. “And yet you are still a fool.”




  A nurse in a starched white pinafore points us towards a small sitting area near a gazebo. A man sits stretched out on a reclining caned-back chair, a plaid blanket across his legs. I

  don’t recognize Father at first. He is so very thin.




  Tom clears his throat. “Hello, Father. You’re looking well.”




  “Yes, better each day. Gemma, pet, you’ve grown more beautiful, I think.”




  He only glances at me as he says this. We don’t look at each other anymore. Not really. Not since I pulled him from that opium den. Now when I look at him, I see the addict. And when he

  looks at me, he sees what he would rather not remember. I wish I could be his adored little girl again, sitting at his side.




  “You’re too kind, Father.” Light and cheerful, Gemma. I give a pained smile. He is so thin.




  “Fine day, is it not?” Father says.




  “Indeed. A very fine day.”




  “The gardens here are quite lovely,” I say.




  “Yes. Quite,” Tom seconds.




  Father nods absently. “Ah.”




  I perch on the edge of my seat, ready to go at a moment’s notice. I offer him a box wrapped in elaborate gold foil and garnished with a big red bow. “I’ve brought you those

  peppermints you’re so fond of.”




  “Ah,” he says, taking them without enthusiasm. “Thank you, pet. Thomas, have you given any thought to the Hippocrates Society?”




  Tom scowls.




  “What is the Hippocrates Society?” I ask.




  “A fine gentlemen’s club of scientists and physicians, great thinkers all. They’ve expressed an interest in our Thomas.”




  This seems a fine match for Tom, as he’s a clinical assistant at Bethlem Royal Hospital – Bedlam – and, despite his many faults, a gifted healer. Medicine and science are his

  twin passions, so I cannot understand his sneer at the Hippocrates Society.




  “I have no interest in them,” Tom says firmly.




  “Why not?”




  “Most of their members are between the ages of forty and death,” Tom sniffs.




  “There is great wisdom in those halls, Thomas. You’d be wise to honour that.”




  Tom takes one of the peppermints. “It is not the Athenaeum Club.”




  “Setting your sights a bit high, aren’t you, old boy? The Athenaeum takes only its own, and we are not its own,” Father says decisively.




  “I might be,” Tom contends.




  Tom wants desperately to be accepted into the very finest of London society. Father thinks him foolish for it. I do hate it when they argue, and I don’t want Tom to upset Father just

  now.




  “Papa, I hear you shall come home soon,” I say.




  “Yes, so they tell me. Fit as a fiddle, your old man.” He coughs.




  “How nice that will be,” Tom says without enthusiasm.




  “Quite,” Father agrees.




  And with that we fall into silence. A flock of geese wander across the lawn as if they, too, have lost their way. A grounds-keeper shoos them towards a pond in the distance. But there is no one

  to help us onto a new path, and so we sit, talking of nothing that matters and avoiding all mention of anything that does. At last, a moonfaced nurse with coppery hair going to grey approaches.




  “Good day to you, Mr Doyle. It’s time for the waters, sir.”




  Father smiles in relief. “Miss Finster, like a ray of sunshine on a gloomy morning, you arrive and all is well.”




  Miss Finster grins as if her face will break. “A charmer, your father is.”




  “Well, off you go, then,” Father says to us. “Wouldn’t want to miss your train to London.”




  “True, true.” Tom’s already backing away. We’ve been here less than an hour. “We’ll see you home in two weeks’ time, Father.”




  “Quite right,” Miss Finster says. “Though we’ll be sorry to see him go.”




  “Yes, well,” Tom says. He pushes an errant lock from his forehead but it only falls into his eyes again. There is no handshake or embrace. We smile and nod and leave each other as

  quickly as possible, relieved to be free of one another and the awkward silences. Yet I also feel ashamed at that sense of relief. I wonder if other families are the same. They seem so content to

  be together. They fit, like the parts of a puzzle already finished, the image clearly evident. But we are like those odd remaining pieces, the ones that can’t be joined securely with a

  satisfying “Ah, that’s it, then.”




  Father takes Miss Finster’s arm like a proper gentleman. “Miss Finster, will you do me the honour?”




  Miss Finster offers a schoolgirl laugh, though she is surely as old as Mrs Nightwing. “Oh, Mr Doyle. Go on!”




  Arm in arm, they stroll towards the large white building. Father turns his head ever so slightly towards us. “I’ll see you for Easter.”




  Yes, in two weeks, we’ll be together again.




  But I doubt he will really see me at all.
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  I take Tom to task on the carriage ride to London. “Thomas, really, why must you bait Father as you do?”




  “That’s it. Defend him as you always do. The favourite.”




  “I’m not his favourite. He loves us equally.” Saying it gives me a queer feeling in my stomach, though, like telling a lie.




  “That’s what they say, isn’t it? Pity it isn’t true,” he says, bitterly. Suddenly, he brightens. “As it happens, he was wrong about the Athenaeum Club.

  I’ve been invited to dine there with Simon Middleton and Lord Denby.”




  At the mention of Simon’s name, all breath leaves me. “How is Simon?” I ask.




  “Handsome. Charming. Rich. In short, quite well.” Tom gives me a little smile, and I can’t help feeling he’s rather enjoying himself at my expense.




  Simon Middleton, one of England’s most sought-after bachelors, is indeed all those things. He courted me quite fervently over Christmas and meant to marry me, but I refused him. And

  suddenly, I cannot remember why.




  “It is premature to say,” Tom continues, “but I believe old Denby will put me forth for membership. Despite your rather shoddy treatment of Simon, Gemma, I do know that his

  father remains a champion of mine. More so than Father.”




  “Did . . . Simon say that I had treated him shabbily?”




  “No. He didn’t mention you at all.”




  “How lovely it will be to see the Middletons again,” I say, pretending his words haven’t hurt me in the least. “I’m sure Simon must be happily squiring young ladies

  about town?” I give a little laugh meant to sound cavalier.




  “Mmmm,” Tom says. “I don’t know.”




  “But they are in London currently?” My smile falters. Come on, Thomas. Throw me a bone, you miserable cur of a brother.




  “They will be soon. They’ve a distant cousin from America who shall come to visit for the season, a Miss Lucy Fairchild. Worth a fortune, as I understand it.” Tom smiles

  smugly. “Perhaps you could arrange an introduction for me. Or perhaps once I am a member in good standing of the Athenaeum, she shall ask to be introduced to me.”




  No. It is impossible to maintain a smile in my brother’s presence. Monks haven’t the sort of patience required.




  “I don’t see why you should care so much about the Athenaeum,” I say irritably.




  Tom chuckles in a most condescending way and I cannot help imagining him immersed in a large cauldron surrounded by hungry, fire-wielding cannibals. “You wouldn’t, would you, Gemma?

  You don’t wish to belong to anyone or anything at all.”




  “At least the members of the Hippocrates Society are men of science and medicine,” I say, ignoring his slight. “They share your interests.”




  “They do not garner the respect that the Athenaeum Club does. That is where the real power lies. And I hear the men of Hippocrates may vote to allow women to join them in a lesser

  capacity.” My brother snorts. “Women! In a gentlemen’s club!”




  “I like them already,” I say.




  He smirks. “You would.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER SIX




  THE LAST TIME I SAW OUR HOUSE IN BELGRAVIA, IT WAS cloaked in the starkness of winter. As our carriage

  winds through Hyde Park, we are greeted by the glorious sight of budding trees standing as proud as the royal guard. Daffodils show off their new yellow bonnets. London smiles.




  Not so our housekeeper, Mrs Jones. She greets me at the door in her black dress and white pinafore, a white doily of a cap on her head, and such a severe expression that I consider putting a

  glass to her mouth to see if there is still breath issuing from it.




  “How was your journey, miss?” she asks without enthusiasm.




  “Very pleasant, thank you.”




  “Very good, miss. I’ll have your case brought to your room, then?”




  “Yes, thank you.”




  We take such pains to be polite. We never say what we mean. For all it matters, we could greet each other and speak only of cheese – “How was your Limburger, miss?”“Salty

  as a ripe Stinking Bishop, thank you.”“Ah, very cheddar, miss. I’ll have your Stilton brought to your Camembert, then.” – and no one would likely notice.




  “Your grandmother waits for you in the parlour, miss.”




  “Thank you.” I cannot help myself. “I’ll see myself into the Muenster.”




  “As you wish, miss.”




  And there we are, though it is a pity my wickedness has been wasted with no one to appreciate it but me.




  “You’re late,” Grandmama announces the moment I open the doors to the parlour. I don’t know why she’s blaming me, as I was neither the driver nor the horse. She

  casts a disapproving eye over me from head to toe. “We’ve a tea to attend at Mrs Sheridan’s. You’ll want to change, of course. And what has happened to your hair? Is this

  the fashion at Spence these days? It won’t do. Stand still.” Grandmama pulls my hair up so tightly that my eyes water. She sticks in three pins that nearly impale my skull. “Much

  improved. A lady must always be at her best.”




  She rings a bell and our housekeeper arrives like a phantom. “Yes, mum?”




  “Mrs Jones, Miss Doyle shall need assistance in dressing. Her grey wool, I should think. And another pair of gloves that do not look as if they’re the charwoman’s,” she

  says, scowling at the smudges on my fingertips.




  I’ve been home less than a minute, and already, I am under siege. I take in the dim parlour – the heavy burgundy velvet drapes, the dark green papered walls, the mahogany desk and

  bookcases, the Oriental rug, and the enormous fern in a heavy pot. “This room could do with a bit of light.” Hah. If it’s criticism she wants, two may play at that

  game.




  Grandmama’s face furrows into worry. “It is a fashionable room, is it not? Do you say that it is not fashionable?”




  “I didn’t say that. Only that it would be nice to let in the light.”




  Grandmama eyes the drapes as if considering. But it is short-lived and she once again regards me as a village’s missing idiot. “The sun will only fade the settee. And now, if we have

  dispensed with matters of decorating, you would do well to dress. We leave at half past.”
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  A silent maid welcomes us to Mrs Sheridan’s well-appointed library. The sight of so many books comforts me, which is more than I can say for the grey wool suit. It chafes

  and itches till I could scream. Mrs Jones has laced me so tightly in my corset that if I dare take two sips of tea, one shall surely come out again. Five other girls have come with their mothers. I

  am horrified to find that I do not know any of them, though they seem to know each other. Even worse, not a one has been forced to wear drab wool. They look as fresh as spring, whilst I resemble

  the spinster aunt every girl dreads as chaperone. It is all I can do not to confide to the girl closest to me: “If I should die during tea – asphyxiated by my own corset – please

  do not let them bury me in such a hideous dress or I shall come back to haunt you.”




  I’m under no illusions that this is simply tea; it is a marketplace, and we girls are the wares. While the mothers talk, we sip our tea silently, our smiles mirroring theirs as if we are

  players in a pantomime. I must remember to speak only when spoken to, to echo the sentiments of others. We work in concert to maintain the clear, pretty surface of this life, never daring to make a

  splash.




  With each question, each glance, we are being measured in the exacting scales of their minds, teetering in the balance between their expectations and their disappointments. This one laughs too

  frequently. That one’s hair is coarse, her skin ruddy. That girl wears a dour expression; still another stirs her tea far too long, while one unfortunate girl daringly ventures that she finds

  the rain “romantic,” and is told quite firmly that the rain is good only for the roses and for bringing on rheumatism. No doubt her mother will scold her mercilessly in the carriage and

  blame the misdeed squarely on the governess.




  For a brief while, the women ask us questions: Are we looking forward to our debuts? Did we enjoy this opera or that play? As we give our slight answers, they smile, and I cannot read what is

  behind their expressions. Do they envy us our youth and beauty? Do they feel happiness and excitement for the lives that lie ahead of us? Or do they wish for another chance at their own lives? A

  different chance?




  Soon the mothers tire of asking us questions. They fall into talk that does not concern us. During a tour of Mrs Sheridan’s gardens – of which she is exceedingly proud, though it is

  the gardener who has done all the work – we are left to our own devices, thank goodness. The trained masks melt away.




  “Have you seen Lady Markham’s tiara? Isn’t it exquisite? I’d give anything to wear a tiara such as that, even for a moment.”




  “Speaking of Lady Markham, I suppose you have heard the gossip?” a girl named Annabelle says.




  The others are immediately drawn in. “Annabelle, what is it? What has happened?”




  Annabelle sighs heavily but there is a certain joy in it, as if she has been bottled up all this time, waiting for a chance to share her news. “I am burdened with a confidence I will

  disclose only if you make promises not to share it with anyone else.”




  “Oh, yes!” the girls promise, no doubt thinking of who shall be first to hear the unfortunate tale.




  “I have heard that Lady Markham has had a change of heart and that she may not present Miss Worthington at court after all.”




  The girls put gloved hands to mouths but their glee shows like a slipped petticoat. They’re glad for the gossip and doubly glad it’s not about them. I don’t know what to say.

  Should I tell them that Felicity and I are friends? Do they know?




  The chorus begins: “Oh, dear. Poor Felicity.” “What a scandal.” “But she is so very cheeky.” “Quite right. It is her own fault.” “I do adore

  her, but . . .” “Indeed.”




  Annabelle cuts in. Clearly, she is the queen bee among them. “Her independence does not endear her to the ladies who matter. And then there is the question of her mother.”




  “Oh, what is it? I do hate my governess, for she never tells me a thing!” a girl with apple cheeks and a dainty mouth says.




  Annabelle’s eyes twinkle. “Three years ago, Mrs Worthington went abroad whilst her husband, the admiral, was at sea. But everyone knows she ran off to Paris to be with her lover! If

  Admiral Worthington were not the hero he is and a favourite of Her Majesty’s, Miss Worthington would have no place at all in decent society.”




  I know a great deal about the horrors the admiral has visited upon his daughter, how he went to her bedroom late at night as no father should. But I swore to keep that secret for Fee, and who

  would believe it even if the truth were told? People have a habit of inventing fictions they will believe wholeheartedly in order to ignore the truth they cannot accept.




  “But there is more,” Annabelle says.




  “Tell! Tell!”




  “I overheard Mother telling Mrs Twitt that if Miss Worthington does not make her debut, her inheritance is forfeit. Her grandmother’s will states most emphatically that she must make

  her debut ‘as a lady in fine moral standing,’ else the money shall go to the Foundling Hospital, and Felicity will be at the mercy of the admiral to chart her course.”




  Felicity wants nothing more than to have her freedom. But now she’s in danger of losing that dream. I cannot keep the blood from rising in me. My cheeks must be crimson for all to see. If

  I could, I would box Annabelle’s lovely ears. My corset’s too tight, for I can scarcely breathe. My skin tingles; my head is light, and for a moment, it is as if I leave my body.




  “Ow!” Annabelle cries, turning to the girl beside her. “Constance Lloyd! How dare you pinch me!”




  Constance’s mouth opens in a surprised O. “I didn’t!”




  “You most certainly did. I can feel the bruise rising on my arm!”




  The other girls try to contain their glee as Constance and Annabelle engage in a war of martyrdom. The lightheadedness I felt a moment earlier has vanished, and I feel strangely fine, better

  than I have in ages.
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  “When I mentioned we might host an English garden party, Mrs Sheridan gave me the queerest look. Do you suppose she thought it too ordinary? I felt it would make quite a

  nice party. Don’t you?”




  Grandmama has pestered me for the entire carriage ride home with such natter. She frets constantly over every possible slight or imagined judgment. Just once I wish she would live her life and

  not care so much about what others think.




  Of course, I’ve my own fretting. How can I tell Felicity what I’ve heard without upsetting her? How does anyone talk sense to Felicity? It is like trying to tame a force of

  nature.




  “I think an English garden party is quite lovely and appropriate. It isn’t a Turkish ball, granted, but even Her Majesty finds such displays unseemly. Was it discussed among the

  young ladies? Did they find fault with it?”




  “No, it was not discussed.” I sigh, leaning my head against the side of the carriage. The London gas fog is settling in. The streets are murky, the people appearing like phantoms. I

  spy a young man with dark curls and a newsboy cap, and my heart leaps. I half lean out the window.




  “Pardon me! You there! Sir!” I call.




  “Gemma Doyle!” my grandmother gasps.




  The young man turns. It’s not Kartik. He offers the day’s news. “Paper, miss?”




  “No,” I say, swallowing hard. “No, thank you.” I settle back against the seat, determined not to look again and raise my hopes unnecessarily. Where are you,

  Kartik?




  “That was most impolite,” my grandmother tuts. Her eyes narrow with a new thought. “Did they find something wanting in you, Gemma, at the party? You didn’t speak too

  freely or behave . . . strangely?”




  I grew claws and bayed at the moon. I confessed that I eat the hearts of small children. I told them I like the French. Why is the fault always mine?




  “We spoke of Mrs Sheridan’s flowers,” I say evenly.




  “Well, nothing wrong in that,” my grandmother says, reassuring herself. “No, nothing at all.”
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  By late evening of my last night in London, my misery has reached operatic proportions. Grandmama takes to her bed early, “exhausted” by the day’s events. Tom

  is to dine at the Athenaeum at the behest of Lord Denby.




  “When I return, I shall be a great man,” he says, admiring himself in the mirror over the mantel. He has a new top hat, and it makes him look like a well-heeled scarecrow.




  “I shall practice my genuflecting whilst you are away,” I respond.




  Tom turns to me with a sneer. “I’d send you to a nunnery, but even those saintly women haven’t the patience for your petulance. But please don’t see me out,” he

  says, striding for the door with a spring in his step. “I shouldn’t want to interrupt your sulking by the fireside.”




  “You needn’t worry,” I say, turning back to the fire with a sigh. “You shan’t.”




  My season has not even begun and already I feel a failure. It’s as if I’ve inherited a skin I cannot quite fit, and so I walk about constantly pulling and tugging, pinning and

  pruning, trying desperately to fill it out, hoping that no one will look at me struggling and say, “That one there – she’s a fraud. Look how she doesn’t suit at

  all.”




  If only I could get into the realms. Oh, what is happening there? Why can’t I get in? What has become of the magic? Where are my visions? To think I once feared them. Now the power I

  cursed is the only thing I long for.




  Not the only thing. But I’ve no power over Kartik, either.




  I stare into the fire, watching the fat orange flames jumping about, demanding attention. Deep inside each one, a thin blue soul burns pure and hot, devouring every bit of tinder to keep the

  fire going.




  The mantel clock ticks off the seconds; the steady sound lulls me into drowsiness. Sleep comes and I am lost to dreaming.




  I’m enveloped by a thick mist. Before me is an enormous ash tree, its twisted arms reaching up towards a vanished sun. A voice calls to me.




  Come to me. . .




  My pulse quickens, but I can see no one.




  You’re the only one who can save us, save the realms. You must come to me. . .




  “Can’t get in,” I murmur.




  There is another way – a secret door. Trust in the magic. Let it lead you there.




  “I have no magic anymore. . .”




  You’re wrong. Your power is extraordinary. It builds within you and wants release. Unleash your power. That’s what they fear, what you must not fear. I can help you, but you must

  come to me. Open the door. . .




  The scene shifts. I am inside the Caves of Sighs before the well of eternity. Below the icy surface of the water lies Miss Moore, her dark hair spreading out like Kali’s. She floats

  beneath her glass prison, lovely as Ophelia, frightening as a storm cloud. I feel a shudder across the very marrow of my bones.




  “You’re dead,” I gasp. “I killed you.”




  Her eyes snap open. “You’re wrong, Gemma. I live.”




  I wake with a start to find myself still in the chair, the mantel clock showing half past eleven. I feel odd, feverish. Strands of hair hang limp by my mouth, and my blood pumps ferociously. I

  feel as if I’ve been visited by a ghost.




  It was only a dream, Gemma. Let it alone. Felicity’s right – Circe’s dead, and if her blood is on your hands, you’ve nothing to feel shamed about. But I cannot

  stop shivering. And what of the other part of the dream? A door. What I wouldn’t give for a way back into the realms, to the magic. I’d not be frightened of it this time. I’d

  cherish it.




  Hot tears spring to my eyes. I’m useless. I can’t enter the realms. I can’t help my friends or my father. I can’t find Kartik. I can’t even be merry at a garden

  party. I’ve no place. I poke at the dying fire, but it falls to splinters. Seems I’m hopeless at that, as well. I toss the poker to the floor and bang my hand upon the mantel. I should

  like to drown in heat and banish the shivers.




  My fingers tingle; my arms tremble. The same dizziness I felt earlier returns. I feel as if I might faint.




  A sudden hot breath pushes through the mouth of the chimney. The fire blazes to life. With a loud shout, I pull my hand away and fall to the floor. At once, the fire splutters and dies.




  I hold my hand in front of my face. Did I do that? My fingertips still tingle ever so slightly. I point them towards the quiet fireplace, but nothing happens. I close my eyes. “I command

  you to make a fire!” A blackened log splinters and falls to soot. Nothing.




  Footsteps tap-tap nervously down the hall. Mrs Jones hastens into the room. “Miss Gemma? What has happened?”




  “The fire. It was out, and then it caught all of a sudden so that the whole of the fireplace was aflame.”




  Mrs Jones takes the discarded poker to the last of the kin-dling. “It’s out now, miss. Might be soot in the chimney. I’ll call the sweep tomorrow first thing.”




  Tom has come home, and though the hour is late, I hadn’t expected him until much later. He pours himself a tumbler of Father’s scotch and settles into a chair.




  Mrs Jones casts a disapproving eye. “Good evening, sir. Will you be needing me?”




  “No, thank you, Mrs Jones. You may retire.”




  “Very good, sir. Miss.”




  Tom glances at me with contempt. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”




  “How could I sleep knowing that the newest member of the Athenaeum Club would grace our home at any moment with his superior presence?” I bow with an excessive flourish and wait for

  Tom to return the jab. When he doesn’t, I’m not entirely sure he’s my brother. It isn’t like him to let me have the last word without even a feeble attempt to take me

  down.




  “Tom?”




  He’s slumped in his chair, his tie undone, his eyes red.




  “They put Simpson through instead,” he says quietly.




  “I’m sorry,” I say, and I am. I might find Tom’s preoccupation with the Athenaeum Club silly, but it matters to him, and it was cruel of them not to have seen it.

  “Is there anything I can do?”




  “Yes,” he says, draining the last of his glass. “You can leave me be.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  THOUGH I NEVER THOUGHT I’D SAY IT, I’M OVERJOYED TO see the dour,

  imposing lady that is Spence again. The three days I passed in London were torturous, what with Tom’s sulking, Grandmama’s constant fussing, and Father’s absence. I do not know

  how I shall survive the season.




  And there is that other matter: my troubling dream and the strange occurrence with the fireplace. The sudden flare of fire was only from stubborn soot inside the chimney – the sweep

  confirmed it. The dream is harder to dismiss, perhaps because I want to believe that there is a secret door into the realms, that the magic still lives inside me. But wishing won’t make it

  true.




  The chapel bell tolls, calling us to morning prayers. Dressed in our pristine white uniforms, our hair ribbons securely in place, we traipse the well-worn path up the hill to the old

  stone-and-beam chapel.




  “How was your visit home?” Felicity asks, falling in beside me.




  “Hideous,” I say.




  Felicity grins. “Well, it was an absolute misery here! Cecily insisted on playing charades, as if we are all still in nursery, and then, when Martha guessed hers straightaway, Cecily

  pouted. It was Wuthering Heights, and everyone knows that is her favourite book – it’s no mystery.”




  I laugh at her tale, and for a second, I have the urge to tell her of my dream. But that will only bring up the subject of the realms again, so I think better of it. “It is nice to be

  back,” I say instead.




  Felicity’s eyes widen in horror. “Are you ill, Gemma? Have you a fever? Honestly, I won’t shed a single tear when it is time to say goodbye. I cannot wait to make my

  debut.”




  Annabelle’s hateful gossip weighs heavily on my soul. “And Lady Markham is to present you, is she not?”




  “Yes, as I must have a sponsor to put me forth,” Fee says brusquely. “My father may be a naval hero, but my family hasn’t the standing yours enjoys.”




  I ignore the swipe. The sun has blessed us with the first taste of the warm weather to come, and we turn our faces towards it like flowers.




  “What sort of woman is Lady Markham?”




  “She’s one of Lady Denby’s followers,” Felicity scoffs.




  I wince at the mention of Simon’s mother. Lady Denby has no love for Felicity or for Mrs Worthington.




  “You know how that sort is, Gemma. They like to be flattered and led to believe that you revere their every word as if it has dropped from Zeus’s tongue. ‘Why, Lady Markham, I

  thank you for your good advice.’ ‘How clever you are, Lady Markham.’‘I shall take it to heart. How fortunate am I to have your counsel, Lady Markham.’ They want to own

  you.” Felicity stretches her arms overhead, reaching for the sky. “I shall leave that to my mother.”




  “And if Lady Markham were not to present you . . . what then?” I ask, my heart in my mouth.




  Felicity’s arms drop to her sides again. “I’d be done for. If I do not make my debut, my inheritance shall go to the Foundling Hospital, and I shall be at Father’s mercy.

  But that won’t happen.” She frowns. “I say, you are quite keen on this subject. Have you heard something?”




  “No,” I say, hesitating.




  “You’re lying.”




  There’s no getting around it. She’ll badger me until I tell her the truth. “Very well. Yes. I heard a bit of gossip in London that Lady Markham was having second thoughts about

  presenting you to court . . . because of . . . because of your reputation. And I only thought, with so much at stake, perhaps it would be best if you were to . . . to . . . behave.” The word

  is no more than a faint imprint.




  Felicity narrows her eyes, but there is hurt in them. “Behave?”




  “Just till after your season . . .”




  Felicity sneers. “Shall I tremble at every scrap of nasty gossip? I’ve survived worse. Honestly, Gemma, since you’ve stopped taking us into the realms you’ve become a

  dull mouse of a girl. I hardly know you anymore.”




  “I only meant to warn you,” I protest.




  “I don’t need warnings; I need a friend,” she says. “If you wish to scold me like a schoolmarm, you might as well sit with Nightwing.”




  She flounces away, joining arms with Elizabeth, and the sun, which felt so warm, is no longer a comfort.
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  I eschew Nightwing for Ann. The morning sun illuminates the musty chapel’s stained-glass windows. It shows the coating of grime on the angels and lends a fierce brightness

  to the bizarre panel of a lone warrior angel beside a severed gorgon’s head.




  We bow our heads for prayer. We sing a hymn. And in the end, our French teacher, Mademoiselle LeFarge, reads a poem from William Blake.




  

    

      And did those feet in ancient time




      Walk upon England’s mountains green?




      And was the holy Lamb of God




      On England’s pleasant pastures seen?


    


  




  Will this be my life forevermore? Careful tea parties and the quiet fear that I don’t belong, that I’m a fraud? I held magic in my hands! I tasted freedom in a land where summer

  doesn’t end. I outsmarted the Rakshana with a boy whose kiss I still feel somehow. Was it all for naught? I’d rather not have known any of it than have it snatched away after a

  taste.




  With tears threatening, I fix my attention upon the stained glass and the odd mixture of dangerous angels and uncertain warriors to keep my composure. Mademoiselle LeFarge fills the chapel with

  Mr Blake’s lofty words.




  

    

      And did the Countenance Divine




      Shine forth upon our clouded hills?




      And was Jerusalem builded here




      Among these dark satanic mills?




      Bring me my bow of burning gold!




      Bring me my arrows of desire!


    


  




  Several of the younger girls titter at desire and LeFarge must wait for silence before continuing.




  

    

      Bring me my spear! O clouds unfold!




      Bring me my chariot of fire!




      I will not cease from mental fight




      Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand




      Till we have built Jerusalem




      In England’s green and pleasant land.


    


  




  LeFarge leaves the pulpit and Mrs Nightwing takes her place there. “Thank you, Miss LeFarge, for that. Most stirring. The poem reminds us that greatness lies even in the smallest of

  moments, in the humblest of hearts, and we shall, each of us, be called to greatness. Whether we shall rise to meet it or let it slip away is the challenge put before us all.”




  Her eyes sweep the room and seem to rest on every girl, bequeathing each of us with an unseen mantle. My earlier urge to giggle vanishes, and a heaviness settles over me like a late spring

  snow.




  “April is nearly upon us; May beckons. And for some of our girls, the time will soon come to leave us.”




  Beside me, Ann rubs absently at the scars on her arm. I put my hands in hers.




  “Every year, we host a small tea to honour our graduates. This year, we shall not.”




  A low rumble of shock reverberates in the small chapel. The girls lose their grins. Elizabeth looks as if she might cry. “Oh. Oh, no.”




  “She wouldn’t dare,” Cecily whispers, horrified. “Would she?”




  “Quiet, quiet, please.” Mrs Nightwing’s words echo. “It is my great pleasure to tell you that this year, we shall not host a tea but rather a ball.”




  A surge of excitement ripples through the girls from pew to pew. A ball!




  “It is to be a masked ball, a jolly spectacle of costume, held on May Day for patrons and parents. No doubt you have already begun to dream of fairy wings and noble Indian princesses.

  Perhaps there will be among you a pirate or Nefertiti or a stately Queen Mab.”




  Another ripple of girlish exhilaration disturbs the calm of the chapel.




  “I shall make a splendid Queen Mab,” Felicity says. “Don’t you think?”




  Cecily’s outraged. “Why, Felicity Worthington, that was to be my costume.”




  “Not anymore it isn’t. I thought of it first.”




  “How could you have thought of it first when I did!”




  “Ladies! Grace, strength, beauty!” Mrs Nightwing shouts over the din, reminding us of the Spence motto as well as our manners. We settle like a flower garden after a sudden tempest

  of wind. “I’ve another surprise. As you know, our Miss McCleethy has been away these months attending to urgent personal matters. I am pleased to say that her obligations elsewhere are

  at an end, and she will be returning to us soon. I’ve a letter, which I shall read aloud.” She clears her throat. “‘Dear Ladies of Spence, I do hope this letter finds you

  well. Spring should be shining on our dear school. It must be a lovely sight, and I hope to enjoy it soon. Mrs Nightwing has asked if I might permanently accept the position vacated by Miss Moore,

  and I am happy to say that I have accepted. It was not my intention to stay on at Spence, but it seems I am needed there, and I go wherever duty calls. It is my fervent hope to see you all by

  month’s end. Until then, I wish you well with your studies and the best of luck with the porridge.’”




  This is followed by laughter, as Spence’s porridge is notoriously awful.




  “‘And for those leaving us soon to take their places in the world, I would ask them to remember their obligations as well as their dreams. Fondly, Your Miss

  McCleethy.’”




  The gust has blown through: The girls fall into merry chatter again. Though I am excited too, I am not entirely at ease. I can’t help feeling that this last bit is directed at me, an arrow

  flying straight from the hard bow of Miss McCleethy’s desire to have the Order resume their place within the realms.




  The last I saw of Claire Sahirah McCleethy was at Christmastime in London. She pretended to forge an alliance with the Rakshana and tried to force me to take her into the realms. Once I bound

  the magic to myself, she expected me to return the power to the Order, to join with them on their terms. When I refused, she warned me not to make enemies of them. And then she was gone. Mrs

  Nightwing told the girls of Spence little about her absence. Now she’s coming back, and I wonder what it bodes for me.




  We pour out the chapel’s ancient oak doors in twos and threes, talking breathlessly of what is to come.




  “I am glad to hear Miss McCleethy’s returning. That is welcome news, indeed,” Cecily says.




  “We should prepare a song or poem to welcome our Miss McCleethy home,” Elizabeth trills. Her voice offends my ears at this hour.




  Martha’s joined the fray. “Oh, yes! I rather like Mr Shakespeare’s sonnets.”




  “I c-c-could sing for her,” Ann offers. She’s trailing just behind.




  For a moment, no one speaks. “Oh, Elizabeth, you’ve a lovely voice. Why don’t you sing for our Miss McCleethy?” Cecily coos, as if Ann never said a word. She

  reminds me of a bee, seemingly in the business of honey but with a rather nasty sting.




  “Yes, do,” Martha quickly agrees.




  “Then it is settled. Martha and I shall read a sonnet. Elizabeth, you shall sing. Fee, perhaps you’d prepare with us?”




  I wish Ann would defend herself, tell Cecily what a toad she is. But she doesn’t. Instead, she slows her steps, falling farther behind.




  “Ann,” I say, holding out a hand. But she won’t look at me, won’t answer. She makes it clear that I’m one of them now. It’s weeks yet until we part but

  she’s already pushing me away.




  Fine. Let her. I walk down the path to join the others. The trees wear their new greenery awkwardly still. Through the sparse leaves I spy the East Wing’s progress. The turret is striking.

  I find I cannot help looking at it, as if it were a magnet pulling me in.




  Loud shouts and threats erupt from the site and we rush to see what they are about. A group of men stand on the lawn, fists at the ready. When I draw closer, I see they’re not the workers;

  they’re Gypsy men. The Gypsies have returned! I search their faces, hoping to catch sight of Kartik. He’s travelled with them before. But he’s not among their number today, and my

  heart sinks.




  The workers form a line behind their foreman, Mr Miller. They outnumber the Gypsies two to one, but they keep their hammers close.




  “Here now, what is all this fuss? Mr Miller, why have your men stopped work?” Mrs Nightwing demands.




  “It’s these Gypsies, missus,” Mr Miller sneers. “Causin’ trouble.”




  A tall Gypsy with fair hair and a knowing smile steps forward. Ithal is his name. He is the Gypsy Felicity kissed behind the boathouse. Felicity sees him too. Her face goes pale. Hat in hand, he

  approaches Mrs Nightwing. “We look for work. We are carpenters. We are building for many people.”




  “Shove off, mate,” Mr Miller says in a low, tight voice. “This is our job.”




  “We could work together.” Ithal offers his hand. Mr Miller doesn’t take it.




  “Oi. These are decent ladies. They don’t need no dirty, thieving Gypsies here.”




  Mrs Nightwing steps in. “We have had the Gypsies on our land for years. We’ve had no trouble from them.”




  Mr Miller’s eyes flash. “I can see yer a fine, charitable lady, mum. But if you show them kindness, they’ll never leave. They should go back to their own country.”




  Ithal holds tight to his hat, bending the brim. “If we go back, they will kill us.”




  Mr Miller smiles broadly. “See? Their own country don’t even want ’em. You don’t want to hire them Gypsies, missus. They’ll rob you blind.” He lowers his

  voice. “And what with young ladies present, mum . . . What could happen, well, I shouldn’t like to say.”




  I do not like Mr Miller. His smile is an illusion. It does not match the venom of his words. Ithal says nothing in return, but I can see by the tight line of his jaw that he would like to.




  Mrs Nightwing straightens her spine as she does when she upbraids one of us. “Mr Miller, I trust you’ll finish this portion in time for our ball?”




  “Aye, missus,” Mr Miller says, his eyes still on Ithal. “’Twas the rain what put us behind.”




  Mrs Nightwing speaks to the Gypsies as she would to meddling children in need of bed. “I thank you for your concern, gentlemen. At present we have it well in hand.”




  I watch the Gypsies go, still hoping I’ll see Kartik at any moment. Mrs Nightwing is occupied with Mr Miller and I seize my chance. Palming a penny, I traipse after the Gypsies.




  “Pardon me, sir. I believe you may have dropped this,” I say, offering the shiny coin.




  The Gypsy knows I’ve invented the tale; I can see it in his suspicious smile. He looks to Ithal for guidance.




  “It is not ours,” Ithal says.




  “It could be!” I blurt out.




  The other man is intrigued. “For what?”




  “Careful, friend,” Ithal warns. “We are like dirt beneath their feet.” He flicks his glance to Felicity, who does not even bother to see.




  “I only wish to know if Mr Kartik is among your company at present.”




  Ithal folds his arms across his chest. “Why do you want to know?”




  “He had hoped for work as a driver. I happen to know of a family in need of such and thought I might inform him.” I feel shamed by my lie.




  “You see? Dirt.” Ithal glares at me. “I have not seen Mr Kartik for some months now. Perhaps he is already in the service of a fine family and cannot come to play

  anymore.”




  It’s a slap of a comment, and I feel properly stung by it, but I’m more stung by the knowledge that no one has seen Kartik. I’m afraid something terrible has happened to

  him.




  Mrs Nightwing corrals the girls, and I hurry back into the fold. As I do, I hear Ithal talking to the other Gypsies. “Do not be tempted by English roses. Their beauty fades, but their

  thorns are forever.”




  “Miss Doyle! What were you doing with those men?” Mrs Nightwing scolds.




  “I’d a pebble in my boot. I only stopped to remove it,” I lie.




  “Scandalous,” Cecily whispers. Her whispers could be heard by the dead.




  Mrs Nightwing takes hold of my arm. “Miss Doyle, with the others, if you please—” Her admonition is interrupted by a loud shout from one of the workers.




  “Oi! There’s somefin’ down ’ere!”




  Several of the men jump into the hole between the new turret and the old portion of the school. A lamp is called for and one is lowered. We follow Nightwing, crowding around the hole, hoping for

  a glimpse of whatever has been found.




  The workers discard their shovels. They whisk dirt-stained hands back and forth, clearing the clumps of drying mud away. There is indeed something beneath the ground – part of an old wall.

  The stone bears strange markings but they’re too faint to see. Mr Miller frowns. “What’s that, now?”




  “Could be a woine cellar,” a man with a bushy moustache opines.




  “Or a dungeon,” another says, grinning. He smacks the boot of the smallest among them. “Oi, Charlie – be a good lad or it’s into the ’ole wif you!” He

  makes a sudden grab for the young man’s ankle, scaring him, and the men fall into rowdy laughter.




  Mrs Nightwing takes the lamp and holds it over the ancient stone. She examines it from above, pursing her lips, and then, just as quickly, gives the lamp back to Mr Miller. “Likely it is a

  relic from the Druids or even the Romans. They say Hannibal himself may have led his troops through these parts.”




  “Ye might be right, missus. Looks to be a marker of sorts,” the burly man says.




  There is something strangely familiar about it all, like a dream I can’t quite catch before it flies away forever. I can’t keep from reaching fingers towards the relic. My breathing

  comes faster; my skin is warm. I want to touch it . . .




  “Careful, miss!” Mr Miller pushes me back as I topple forward.




  The warmth leaves my hands, and I startle as if waking.




  “Miss Doyle! You are entirely too close!” Mrs Nightwing reprimands. “None of you girls should be here, and I do believe, in fact, that Mademoiselle LeFarge is waiting for quite

  a few of you.”




  “Yes, Mrs Nightwing,” we answer, but we don’t leave.




  “Should we clear it away, missus?” Mr Miller asks, and again that queer feeling surges through me, though I cannot say why.




  Mrs Nightwing nods. The men strain to remove it. Again and again, they fall away, red-faced and gasping for breath. The biggest and strongest of them jumps into the hole and puts his full weight

  against it. He, too, steps aside. “Won’t budge an inch,” he says.




  “Wot d’yer wanna do, missus?”




  Mrs Nightwing shakes her head. “It’s been here this long. Just leave it be.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  FELICITY’S NOT FORGIVEN ME YET FOR MY ADVICE ABOUT Lady Markham, so I find myself shut out of her tent in the great hall. It’s not that she

  tells me I’m not welcome; she simply greets each of Cecily’s dull tales with a jolly laugh and fawns over the simpering details of Elizabeth’s latest trip to the

  dressmaker’s, whilst every syllable I utter is met with complete disdain. Eventually, I take refuge in the kitchen.




  I’m surprised to see Brigid leaving a bowl of milk on the hearth. Even more curious, she has affixed a crucifix to the wall beside the door, and small sprigs of leaves mark the

  windows.




  I help myself to a hard crust of brown bread from the larder. “Brigid . . . ,” I say then, and she jumps.




  “By all the saints! Don’t sneak up on your old Brigid like that,” she says, putting a hand over her heart.




  “What are you doing?” I nod towards the milk. “Is there a cat about?”




  “No,” she says, grabbing her basket of sewing. “And that’s all I ’ave to say on the subject.”




  Brigid always has more to say on every subject. It’s simply a matter of luring the gossip out of her.




  “Please, Brigid. I won’t tell a soul,” I promise.




  “Well . . .” She motions for me to sit with her by the fire. “It’s for protection,” she whispers. “The cross and rowan leaves on the windows as

  well.”




  “Protection from what?”




  Brigid dips her needle into the fabric and pulls it through the other side. “The East Wing. Ain’t right putting that cursed place back as it was.”




  “You mean because of the fire and the girls who died?”




  Brigid cranes her neck to be sure we’re not overhead. Her sewing sits idle in her lap. “Aye, that, but I always felt that there were somethin’ not right about it.”




  “What do you mean?” I say, taking another bite of bread.




  “You just get a knowin’ in your very bones about such things.” She fingers the cross she wears around her neck. “And one day, I heard Missus Nightwing askin’ Missus

  Spence somethin’ about the East Wing and Missus Spence, God rest her as an angel, tellin’ ’er not to worry, that she would never let anything in, even if she ’ad to die

  first. Gives me a shudder jus’ thinkin’ abou’ it.”




  Eugenia Spence giving her life to save everyone from the Winterlands creatures. The bread I’ve been chewing goes down hard.




  Brigid looks through the windows at the dark woods be-yond. “I wish they’d leave it be.”




  “But, Brigid, think how lovely it will look when it is complete and Spence is as she once was,” I argue. “Wouldn’t that be a fine tribute to Mrs Spence?”




  Brigid nods. “Aye, ’twould. But still . . .” She cups my chin in her hand. “You won’t tell on your old Brigid ’bout the milk, will you?”




  I shake my head. “Of course not.”




  “There’s a good girl.” She pats my cheek, and that, more than any good-luck charm, has the power to rid my soul of ghosts. “When you first came in your mourning weeds, I

  thought you the strangest thing. It’s your green eyes – they put me in mind of that poor Mary Dowd ’oo died in the fire and her friend, Sarah. But you’re nothin’ like

  them. Nothin’ at all.”




  “Thank you for the bread,” I say, though it’s turned to lead in my belly.




  “You’re welcome, luv. Best get back. You’ll be missed.” She looks again at the dark beyond. “Ain’t right putting it back. I can feel it. Ain’t

  right.”




  The all-seeing eyes of Eugenia Spence watch me climb the stairs to my room. Her white hair is arranged in the fashion of the day, with curls on her forehead and a mass of coiled hair at the back

  of her head. Her dress has a high collar and an elaborate ruffle running down both sides of the bright green bodice – no sedate grey or black for Eugenia Spence. And there at her neck is the

  crescent eye amulet that now hangs from my own, hidden beneath my gown.




  My mother caused your death.




  In my room, I take out my mother’s diary and read again of Eugenia’s heroism, of how she offered herself as a sacrifice in place of Sarah and my mother.




  “I will have payment,” the creature cried, grabbing fast to Sarah’s arm.




  Eugenia’s mouth tightened. “We must hie to the Winterlands.” We found ourselves in that land of ice and fire, of thick, barren trees and perpetual night. Eugenia stood

  tall.




  “Sarah Rees-Toome, you will not be lost to the Winterlands. Come back with me. Come back.”




  The creature turned on her. “She has invited me. She must pay, or the balance of the realms is forfeit.”




  “I shall go in her place. . .”




  “So be it. There is much we could do with one so powerful. . .”




  Eugenia threw to me her amulet of the crescent eye. “Mary, run! Take Sarah with you through the door, and I shall close the realms! . . .”




  The thing caused her to cry out in pain then. Her eyes were filled with a pleading that took my breath away, for I had never seen Eugenia frightened before. “The realms must stay closed

  until we can find our way again. Now – run!” she screamed . . . and the last I saw of Eugenia, she was shouting the spell to close the realms, even as she was swallowed by the dark

  without a trace.




  I close my mother’s diary and lie on my back, staring at the ceiling and thinking of Eugenia Spence. If she hadn’t thrown her amulet to my mother and closed the realms for good,

  there’s no telling what sort of terrors might have been visited upon this world. In that one act, she saved us all, though it meant her destruction. And I wonder what became of her, what

  terrible fate befell the great Eugenia Spence because of my mother’s sin, and if I could ever possibly be enough to atone for it.
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  When my dreams find me, they are disquieting. A pretty lady in a lavender dress and hat races through London streets thick with fog. Her ginger hair falls loosely about her

  frightened face. She beckons me to follow, but I cannot keep pace; my feet are as heavy as lead and I can’t see. The cobblestones are coated with paper adverts for a spectacle of some sort. I

  reach for one: Dr Theodore Van Ripple – Illusionist Extraordinaire!




  The fog clears, and I’m mounting the stairs of Spence, past the enormous portrait of Eugenia Spence. I climb until I find myself on the roof in my bedclothes. The wind rips through me. On

  the horizon, storm clouds gather. Down below, the men continue their work on the East Wing. Their hands are as quick as an owl’s blink. The stone column rises higher. A shovel strikes the

  ground and will not go farther. It has hit something solid. The men look to me. “Would you like to open it, miss?”




  The lady in the lavender dress opens her mouth. She’s trying to tell me something, but there is no sound, only alarm in her eyes. Suddenly, everything moves very fast. I see a room lit by

  a single lamp. Words. A knife. The lady running. A body floating upon the water. I hear a voice like a whisper in my ear: “Come to me. . .”




  I wake with a start. I want to sleep again but I can’t. Something’s calling to me, pulling me downstairs and out to the lawn, where a full moon spreads its buttery light over the

  wooden skeleton of the East Wing. The turret rises into low-lying clouds. Its shadow reaches across the lawn and touches my bare toes. The grass is cold with dew.




  Upon the roof, the gargoyles sleep. The ground seems to hum beneath my feet. And once again, I am drawn to the turret and the stone there. I step down into the hole. The framing of the East Wing

  looms above my head, and the night clouds move like lashes from an angry whip. The crescent eye glows, and in the faint light, I see an outline in the stone that matches the amulet’s

  shape.




  A tingling begins in my fingers. It travels through my body. Something inside me wants release. I can’t control it, and I’m afraid of whatever it may be.




  I put my hands to the stone. A surge of power pushes through me. The stone glows white-gold, and the world pitches. It is like looking at the negative of a photograph: Behind me is Spence;

  before me are the skeletal East Wing and, farther on, the woods. But if I turn my head, shimmering there is another image of something else that stands between. I blink, trying to clear the

  image.




  And when I look again, I see the outline of a door.
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  “Gemma, why have you brought us out here in the middle of the night?” Felicity grouses, wiping sleep from her eyes.




  “You’ll see,” I say, shining the light of a lamp over the back lawn.




  She shivers in her thin nightgown. “We might at least have brought our cloaks.”




  Ann wraps her arms about her middle. Her teeth chatter. “I w-want to go b-b-back to b-bed. If Mrs Nightwing should f-find us . . .” She glances behind us for signs of our

  headmistress.




  “I promise you won’t be disappointed. Now. Stand here.” I position them beside the turret and place the lantern at their feet. The light washes them in an unearthly white.




  “If this is some childish prank, I shall kill you,” Felicity warns.




  “It isn’t.” I stand on the ground above the old stone and close my eyes. The night air nips at my skin.




  “Gemma, really,” Felicity complains.




  “Shush! I need to concentrate,” I snap. Doubt whispers cruelly in my ear: You can’t do it. The power’s left you.




  I won’t listen. Not this time. Slowly, I let go of my fear. The ground vibrates beneath my feet. The land itself seems to call to me, pulling me under its spell. My fingers thrum with an

  energy that both frightens and excites. I open my eyes and put out my hand, searching for the hidden door. I don’t see it so much as feel it. The sensation is one of exquisite longing and

  joy. A wound of desire that cannot be healed. It’s whispering to me secrets I don’t comprehend, languages I do not know. The wind howls. It whips up small tornados of dust.




  The land shimmers. The faint outline of the door appears again.




  “Blimey,” Ann gasps.




  Felicity reaches out tentatively. “You believe that leads to the realms?”
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