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CHAPTER ONE

“Death doesn’t change us more than life.”

—Charles Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop

March 1887
London

It’s early on the first day of spring as I hurry to the market, my tattered boots splashing in the muck that lines the cobblestoned lanes of Whitechapel.

I stride briskly, my heart bright and full. The first day of spring brings fresh starts and new beginnings.

I adjust the basket of flowers under my arm and keep moving. The truth is, my little brother and I sorely need a fresh start. Today, at long last, there will be money for new bread. And maybe—if we’re lucky and my flowers sell well—a small mutton pie. I can imagine Nate’s shining face when I return to our tiny attic room with the pie steaming in its paper wrapper.

So as I walk, I smile like a fool.

I turn a corner, emerging from the darkened lanes into the sun-filled streets of Whitechapel Market. The sound of the hawkers reaches my ears—fishmongers, charcoal peddlers, and every other form of costermonger, calling out their wares from clustered stalls. “Chestnuts, a penny a score!” and “Herring! New herring!” and “Get your turnips!”

My nose fills with the pungent smells of fish and cabbage rotting in the gutters. Others may find it foul, but to me it’s the smell of hope.

It was a long, bitter winter. Many of our neighbors suffered horribly. Four of the five Craddock children who live below us died. Two of consumption, two of starvation—including the wee babe, just three weeks old. I caught a glimpse of him when the undertaker came to retrieve his tiny gray body, an icy breeze lifting a corner of the blanket. By then, the sound of Mrs. Craddock’s howling and wailing had given way to the chilled silence of acceptance and despair.

But we survived, me and Nate. Somehow, we made it through, when so many others didn’t. I figure it was sheer willpower and more than a little luck.

And perhaps because I won’t allow anything to happen to my brother. He’s only seven, and he has only me. I’m the only thing preventing his secret coming out, and I’ll do whatever it takes to protect him.

In the market, my eyes dash to my favorite corner for selling. It’s an excellent spot, right near the busy onion cart. Thankfully, it’s unoccupied. My heartbeat quickens and I dart to claim the site. Good. Old Lady Beatrice is lazy—she must have slept late. Surely I’ll sell all my flowers. And then? Hello, mutton pie.

Carriages and omnibuses rumble by on Whitechapel Street, horses’ hooves clattering on the cobbles. I watch the ladies shopping in the market in their high-necked dresses and buttoned boots. These are the wives of railway men and cabinet makers, men who earn a decent living. I dip the hem of my skirt in a puddle of rainwater caught between the cobblestone cracks and scrub at some of the dirt on my cheeks. I don’t care about the nice clothes or shoes. But I do care if people buy my flowers. And they’ll be more likely to buy from a clean-faced girl.

I arrange the daffodils in my basket, the biggest and cheeriest on top, and push it forward a little, beaming my brightest smile. On the other side of the street, the accordion boy plays a jolly tune, further lifting my mood.

I spot a woman who looks like the housekeeper of a grand house. I smile and show her my basket. “Flowers for sale! Bow pots! Two a penny!” She frowns and hustles by. My smile falters only slightly.

No matter. It is a beautiful day. There will be plenty of customers.

Boys race by me, mud larks on their way to the riverfront to search for bits of coal, old rope, bones, and copper nails. Anything they can sell. My throat tightens. Nate would do that, if I let him. But we can’t take the risk.

After selling a few blooms, I have two pennies and a farthing. I tuck them away eagerly. During a lull, I pull out the knob of bread I’ve saved for my breakfast. A dog comes around the corner—the scrawny creature I’ve seen skulking about for the past few days. It sniffs the ground then stops, looking up at me with big, melting eyes.

I glance down at my meager bread and try to tuck it away, but the dog locks his eyes on it. I turn my back, trying to ignore him.

I take a large bite. A faint whimper sounds behind me. I chew vigorously and swallow, pushing it down. There’s quiet. I glance over my shoulder and see the dog, still sitting there with his matted fur and visible ribs, as pathetic as can be. The bread feels like a hard lump in my chest.

“Oh, here you go, you mangy thing.” I break off a piece and toss it to the dog. The creature darts forward to snatch up the pitiful offering, gobbling it down. My mouth crooks into a grin.

Then a feeling of being watched prickles over my skin. I glance around—perhaps there’s a customer interested in buying a flower—and catch a glimpse of a man watching me from across the street. He wears a pale gray suit and a matching silk top hat. He blends in with the smoke rising from the chestnut roasters’ carts. Above an ivory silk cravat, his salt-and-pepper beard is neatly trimmed. Our eyes meet only for a second, but there’s something familiar in that glance. I take a closer look at the gentleman and a sudden twist of recognition takes hold.

An omnibus rumbles by. It passes, and the man is gone.

A chill washes over me.

I crouch down to give the dog’s ears a scratch. “Did you see that?” I shake my head. Could I have imagined it?

As a shadow falls over me, I look up from where I crouch and my heart sinks. Beatrice Fowler glowers at me. “Felicity, you’re in my spot again. Move off or I’ll break your arms.” Old Lady Beatrice is as large as a chapel, with a square, fleshy face and a temper to match her size. She likes to brag about her age—fifty-four—knowing it’s older than most will survive. Beatrice’s moth-eaten shawl trails over her skirts. She wears an enormous straw bonnet with ragged feathers and grimy silk flowers—a prize she stole from a neighbor last year and that she now wears with great pride.

“There’s plenty of room, Beatrice,” I say, my voice even and strong.

She takes a step closer. Two other women come to stand behind her. “I don’t want your scrawny arse scaring away my customers. There’s room enough for one.”

You’re right, there’s only room for one … when that person is the size of an ox. But I hold my tongue. Scrapping will not serve me. Getting into trouble, drawing the attention of the Peelers—it’s the last thing I need.

“Beatrice, be reasonable,” I say, holding my ground. “It’s not us against each other. It’s us against them.” I gesture around us at the ladies shopping and the carriages trundling by. “You and me, we’re not adversaries.”

“Oh ho! Adversaries, is it?” Beatrice moves in closer, her flinty eyes fixing on me. “Listen, little miss hoity-toity. You think you’re better than us, with your fancy words and your big brown eyes.” She pokes a stubby finger into my chest. “But down here, in the gutter, we’re all the same.”

She looms over me, her sour breath hot on my face. I refuse to cower. I jut my chin forward. I will not back down this time.

The other women laugh. “Have you received your invitation to the Golden Jubilee yet, Miss Felicity Cole?” one says in a mocking voice. “Your presence is required at Buckingham Palace …”

More squawking laughter.

I say nothing.

“Nobody is impressed by your la-di-da words here,” Beatrice snarls. “Shove off.” She turns away, settling herself into the spot.

“Come on, Beatrice. I’m just asking you to think for a second—”

She spins around, eyes ablaze. “Are you saying I’m stupid? You’re smarter than me, is that it? Your pa may have taught you to read and write.” Her mouth curls. “But your pa is dead.”

My face goes hot. Anger boils up inside me. Then I spot the blue uniform and peaked hat of a Peeler strolling through the market, nightstick at his side.

Fighting with Beatrice could mean a night in the clink. And who would take care of Nate then? Both our parents are gone—our father died last year in an accident at the factory; our mother was killed years ago. If the Peelers took me away, even for one night, they might investigate, ransack our little attic flat. They’d find Nate, and send him—or us both—to the workhouse. Or, worse, discover Nate’s secret.

I shudder. It’s something I can never let happen. I promised my father.

My eyes dart around the busy market, across the gathering crowd. I’ll have to walk away now or risk everything I’ve worked so hard to keep. Gritting my teeth, I seize my basket. “I would never call you stupid, Beatrice. That would be an insult.” I pause and lower my voice. “To stupid people.”

Before her face can even register outrage, I swivel on my heel and race away, breathing deeply, trying to calm down.

I settle into a new, much less desirable spot in the shadows on the other side of the street. People like to shop in the sunshine. But it’s no good feeling sorry for myself. I can still do decent business here, and I will. I lift my head. “Flowers for sale!”

I gaze west, toward the posh side of town. Not that I can see anything other than our crowded slum. But I can imagine it. Buckingham Palace, Beatrice’s cronies said. For a moment I envision what that would be like. The Golden Jubilee …

I immediately stop myself. It’s ridiculous. The poet Thomas Gray said, “Ignorance is bliss.”

And I believe it. In fact, it’s practically a requirement for survival here.

Although I take a slight exception to the use of the word bliss.

I glance down at my basket and spot a flower that’s completely wilted. Nobody will buy it, but it’ll do as a wish flower.

I pluck it out and close my eyes. The wish I make is not for the fancy life of palaces and balls and jubilees. It’s the same one I always make: keep Nate safe.

And, although I hardly dare think it … someday may he be cured.

“I’m not sure which looks more beautiful—the flowers, or the seller,” says a familiar voice, just behind me.

My heart skips a beat as I turn. Kit stands beaming down at me through his grime-covered face. “Morning, gorgeous,” he says.

Kit is several inches taller than me, with sandy hair that perpetually flops over his forehead. As a blacksmith’s apprentice, he has developed wonderfully broad shoulders in the past year.

My stomach does a small flip as his arm goes around my waist.

A few ladies look on disapprovingly. I turn away from their judging eyes. Who would chaperone us, anyway? My parents are both gone. Kit has never known his father, and his mother works far away in a factory up north.

“Don’t worry about them, Flick,” Kit says, gazing at me with his stunning blue eyes, flashing me a dimpled smile. “Besides, you’re sixteen now. Most of them were married by your age.”

The mention of marriage makes my pulse flutter. We dance around the subject, but I have a feeling Kit is going to ask me soon, once his apprenticeship is over.

“Shouldn’t you be at work?” I ask, chewing my lip. The blacksmith works him hard for a pittance, but jobs aren’t easy to come by. He can’t lose this one.

“Sent me down here to get more coal.”

Kit glances toward the other side of the market. Beatrice is watching us both, glaring. She spits in my direction. But as soon as a customer approaches, she quickly regains her composure, all sweetness and gentle smiles.

“Beatrice giving you a hard time again?” Kit asks, frowning.

I shrug. “She’s become nastier than a one-eared cat.”

Kit laughs.

“She has it in for me. I’ve no idea why.”

“Ah, she’s just getting grumpy in her old age.”

I smile, and then an unpleasant thought occurs to me. With a sudden intake of breath, I turn back to Kit. “You don’t think she … suspects the truth about Nate, do you?”

Kit is the only person who knows about Nate besides me. The only one I trust. “No, I don’t think she suspects,” Kit says. “If she did, well, she’d probably do a lot worse than glare and spit at you.”

He’s right. Not that it gives me much comfort.

People like my brother are called the Tainted. And when someone is discovered to be Tainted … bad things happen.

“Have you heard anything more about Mr. Clegg?” I ask Kit hesitantly.

He frowns and shakes his head. “Nobody has.”

One day in the market last month, a turnip cart overturned and landed on one of the mud larks—a scrawny young boy of six. Within seconds, Mr. Clegg, the old milkman, had hauled the entire cart upright with his bare hands and helped the poor lad out. Saved his life.

But those who witnessed the incident couldn’t help noticing. It was an awful lot of strength for a man of his years. Unnatural, people whispered behind their hands.

Three nights later, the Peelers turned up, as Beatrice gleefully reported the next morning. She said they carted Mr. Clegg away, tossed him in the back of a wagon.

Nobody has heard from him since.

Usually when someone displays … similarly unnatural abilities, they’re taken, never seen again. Occasionally, an angry mob takes matters into their own hands, stoning a victim, or ripping them limb from limb.

And then there are the rumors of the Huntsmen.

I look up at Kit uncertainly. “Yesterday, I heard some of the ladies in the market telling a tale of a Huntsman raid over in Spitalfields.”

He hesitates, then nods. “The boys in the smithy were nattering about something similar.” Concern clouds his eyes, but he quickly clears it. “Don’t worry, Flick. It’s just another story mothers tell their little ones at night to make them behave.”

The Huntsmen. Every child has heard tales of the shadowy gentlemen who make it their mission to root out the Tainted among us. Stories of people disappearing … or worse. But what if there’s truth to them?

I bite my lip and wonder how much longer I’ll be able to keep Nate’s secret hidden.

Kit looks down at the wish flower resting limply in my hand. “What did you wish for, Flick?”

“Same thing I always do,” I say, shrugging.

He remains quiet. I look into his eyes, exasperated. “Nate never asked for this. It’s not his fault.”

If only whatever made my brother Tainted would go away as quickly as it came. If someone found a cure, somehow, he’d be safe. He could live a normal life, be happy.

Kit puts his arm around me once more and pulls me back into the shadows of an alley. He puts his hands up to my face, tilts my chin up, and kisses me tenderly. His warmth envelops me, the scent of his skin, the smoky smell of soot in his hair, his clothes …

“If anyone can keep him safe, Flick, it’s you. Plus, you’ve got me, remember? We’ll do it together.”

I nod. “It’s just … it seems to be getting stronger. His … affliction. It’s getting harder to hide—”

“What do you mean, stronger?”

“He used to know what I was going to say before I said it. Now … he can tell how I’m feeling, what I’m thinking. And he’s started talking to me. With his mind. Eventually, he’s going to slip, and people will know he’s—”

“Tainted,” Kit finishes.

“Shh …” I glance around. “Someone will hear you.”

Kit lowers his voice. “Has he been able to do anything … more?”

The Tainted have skills that manifest in different ways. I’ve heard rumors of incredible strength, like Mr. Clegg, or speed. The ability to see in the dark. The power to charm and move objects without so much as a brush of the fingers.

Nobody knows why it happens—this affliction. This curse. But there are enough theories: it’s an illness or demonic possession or an experiment gone wrong. The tongue-waggers like that explanation most of all. I’ve heard wild whisperings about Atlantis, about Darwin, about good old-fashioned witchcraft. I don’t know the truth, and I imagine I’ll never know.

“Flick, it’ll be fine. He knows you’ll do whatever it takes. And I know it, too. It’s one of the things I love best about you.”

A warm surge of gratitude flows through me. What would I do without Kit? For so long I’ve had to keep people at arm’s length, afraid of them learning the truth about Nate. But not Kit.

He kisses me again, lightly, then lifts his head from mine. His eyes darken as he looks over my shoulder back toward the market.

I turn and take in a sight that makes my stomach twist.
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CHAPTER TWO

“Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.”

—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

A coach has stopped in the street, polished, lustrous black, with enormous, brass-trimmed wheels, led by a glossy thoroughbred. Its presence makes everything around it look even shabbier.

Out steps a gentleman with a luxuriant black mustache. He wears a black hat and the whitest gloves I’ve ever seen. As soon as the gentleman’s feet touch the ground, he raises a kerchief to his face, blocking out the smell, no doubt. Behind him follows a huge footman carrying a small square box, one side opening like an accordion and a small brass cylinder attached to the other. I’ve only seen something like it once before—but I’m quite sure it’s called a camera. The gentleman and his footman begin across the market.

“Slumming,” Kit says with a growl. I watch, nodding. It’s become a fashionable new pastime for the upper classes. Kit stands stock still, his arms folded over his broad chest, watching the strangers warily.

Behind me I hear a faint scratching sound. “Felicity?” says a tiny voice.

I turn to see my brother. Nate has the fine bones of a bird. His cheeks are pale beneath the grime, and his grubby clothes hang off his skinny frame, but a smile illuminates his face when I crouch down to him, setting his apple cheeks shining.

“Nate, what are you doing out here?” I scold, smoothing the hair that falls across his forehead. I don’t like the idea of his walking even the short distance from our little attic to the market, alone. I always feel more comfortable when he is safely at home, stirring the soup pot or reading a book. Our father taught us both to read, and it’s a love we share.

“I had a bad feeling,” he says. His hands go to the edge of his jacket and fiddle with frayed threads there. “I needed to find you. To make sure you were okay.”

I look at him sharply. “A bad feeling?” We both know what that could mean.

Then his face seems to grow smaller, more scared, as he gazes past me. “Who is that?” he asks, a small trembling finger pointing over my shoulder, toward the stranger. As I stand and turn, I can feel Nate tucking in close to me, holding on to my leg for comfort as he often does.

The gentleman in the black hat moves through the crowd, narrowing his eyes at people with a mixture of curiosity and disdain. His footman walks a step behind, a predator of a man with enormous hands and a cold glare; people cower as they move past.

The men move closer and an uncomfortable feeling stirs deep in my gut.

“I don’t know who he is,” I say to Nate. “I’m sure he’ll leave soon, though.”

I look uneasily back at the strangers who are coming ever nearer. The gentleman is not purchasing any of the items for sale. In fact, people are barely attempting to draw him to their wares.

He pauses and gestures to his footman, who promptly unfolds a spindly stand and positions the camera on top of it. He stands behind the contraption, maneuvering himself in front of Sam the fishmonger’s stall. A gentler man you’ll never meet than Sam. He tries to ignore the strangers and continue his business, but his ears have gone pink and he squirms with discomfort.

Kit grunts. The muscles in his jaw flex. “Who does that toff think he is, prancing around like he’s viewing animals in a zoo?”

My stomach tightens. Kit’s right, but it worries me how angry he’s getting. “Just calm down. They’ll be gone soon.”

“It’s not right. You know it’s not.” His blue eyes are even darker now, deep pools filled with all his powerless rage.

I look back to see the gentleman taking photographs of Sam. A bright light flashes and sparks fly. “That’s perfect, Cobbs,” says the gentleman to his servant. “If only the poor man didn’t have such a dreadfully dour expression …”

I tuck Nate behind me, and call out boldly to the stranger. “Flowers for your lady, my lord? The first day of spring is auspicious—St. Archibald’s Day. It’s bad luck to go without a daffodil, something an educated gentleman such as yourself knows well, I’m sure.”

It’s a lie. There’s no such saint as Archibald.

The stranger’s head whips in our direction. “I say. A flower seller! How fascinating. Here, get some photographs of these specimens, would you, Cobbs?” The gentleman eyes us with delight.

Kit grunts. “If you’re not going to buy anything,” Kit says forcing the words through his teeth, “then it’s time for you to leave. Go back where you came from. You don’t belong here.”

My eyes dart to Kit. He’s being too bold.

But the stranger barely pays Kit a passing glance. He makes no move to leave.

“M’lord?” says the footman from behind the camera. “Is this the angle you’d prefer?”

The gentleman narrows his eyes, lining up the image before he fiddles with a knob on the camera.

“Do not take a photograph with that contraption,” Kit says. His voice is low and tight. A warning. “We are no curiosity.”

The stranger ignores Kit and continues fiddling with the camera. Kit’s muscles are coiled, ready.

I push Nate even further behind me. “Go stand behind the onion cart,” I whisper to him. “Stay hidden, and do not come out.”

A crowd’s gathered now. Restless unease washes among them along with muttered words.

“Leave it be, Kit,” says John the turnip man, in a low voice. “Let the man take his photographs and be gone.”

But Kit remains tense beside me. I need to do something.

“Oh, you don’t want to take our photograph, my lord,” I call out to the stranger. “There are more pleasing subjects to be found in Trafalgar Square, surely. The morning sun rising on Nelson’s Column, perhaps? Undoubtedly a much finer view …”

The gentleman takes no notice me.

“Besides,” I continue, “you may find folk demand payment for such a thing.” I look pointedly at his waistcoat. “And I must say, your purse looks quite heavy there. I would hate to think of a pickpocket taking advantage of your distracted state …”

This, at least, causes a flicker of hesitation. The stranger inspects me more closely this time. Something in his expression changes. Some sort of … recognition.

“Ah. Interesting,” he says slowly. “My dear, after I am finished with my photograph, I believe we may have matters to discuss.”

I frown and take a step backward. What is he talking about?

Kit moves in front of me. “You have no business with her,” he says, tucking me protectively behind himself. “Now, I’ll give you one more warning.”

The stranger pauses, eyes Kit. “Or what?” he says in a tone that has lost its edge of humor. His face, too, has transformed into something dark. But either Kit doesn’t notice the change or doesn’t care.

“Or I’ll make you leave,” Kit says, drawing up to his full height, chest spread wide. “This is my home, and these are my people you’re insulting. We want you to go.”

In spite of my fear, a spark of pride warms my chest. Kit has many fine qualities, not the least of which is bravery and honor. He knows exactly who he is.

The stranger’s nostrils flare. “If you know what’s good for you, boy, you had best stand down.”

“Do not call me boy,” Kit says with a snarl.

The gentleman pauses and his mouth forms a tight line. He turns his head slightly, to address his footman, though his eyes remain fixed on Kit. “Cobbs? Take a picture of this … boy first. He is a most interesting subject. A great deal of talk for one so powerless and pathetic. See if you can capture that angry glint in his eye—”

With a great roar, Kit lunges at the stranger, fists raised. And then, an impossibly loud sound cracks through the square, silencing everything.

Kit falls like a hammer. Muffled screams surround me as the air thickens with the smell of gunpowder.

Deep red blooms on Kit’s chest. I’m at his side in an instant. A spasm of pain tears across his face, eyes widened. He takes one last shuddering breath, and then the light of Kit’s brilliant eyes is gone from them forever.

I look around me in disbelief. The stranger glances down at us indifferently. A faint wisp of smoke escapes the pistol in his hand. The footman also holds a gun and he swings his eyes around the crowd, eager for any new challenge.

“I believe it’s time for us to have that talk, Felicity,” says the stranger. I barely register his words.

My gaze is pulled back down to Kit. All around us, people are cowering, huddled behind their carts. I want to scream, to howl, to cry …

Instead, a deep burn kindles in my gut, a tingle crawls over my scalp. Then, something inside me breaks loose.
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CHAPTER THREE

“I can’t go back to yesterday—because I was a different person then.”

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

Movement around me slows. The mist from the horses’ nostrils hangs suspended in the air. Carriage wheels on cobbles and the bells from St. Paul’s Cathedral sound stifled—dampened and low.

I see everything at once. Time bends, curving around me.

Locals and customers cower in the market, screams frozen on their faces. They crouch behind carts. A surge goes to my muscles and somehow I know—I just know—I can do impossible things. I am not thinking. I am pure rage. A deep burning takes hold of my bones.

I reach Kit’s murderer in a heartbeat. Impossibly fast. Before he can fire his pistol again, I punch forward, catching him square in the throat. His eyes pop wide. I chop the hand that holds the gun and it skitters away on the ground. He staggers. I punch him again, smashing his nose, and blood spurts everywhere. I kick at his knees, sending him to the ground. I don’t know what I’m doing, or how I’m doing it, only that it’s coming from somewhere deep inside.

Everything around me is slow, like it’s moving through water. Sliding like molasses. But I am a spark. Fire. Lightning.

I hear the report of a gun—a dull, low rumble, not the sharp crack it should be—and I have time to spin. The bullet tears from the footman’s weapon in a plume of smoke. But I don’t feel the sharp agony of the shot. Instead, I see the bullet as it comes toward me. It moves through the air trailing a spiraling smoke wisp behind it like a comet. I slide out of the way, ducking easily underneath it.

With a slow, deep thud it slams harmlessly into a vegetable cart behind me, smashing into the cabbages and sending a fountain of dusty hay into the air.

And now the footman is mine.

He struggles to reload his pistol. The gentleman is still on the ground. Still unconscious. Breathing, but not an immediate threat. Cold fury surges through me. A lifetime of oppression and bad treatment condenses to a single moment.

Sounds swirl around me, a fugue. The crowd, the market, everything has faded to a blurry distance. All I feel is the pinpoint focus of my hatred, bent on my target.

There is murder in the footman’s eyes. He means to stop me. To kill me.

That’s not going to happen.

As the footman pulls his gun and points it in my direction, I cross the short distance in two quick strides. I crouch down before he even realizes I’m upon him and rise up under his arm, grasping and twisting it, forcing his shoulder around and sending the pistol skittering away. He is much larger than me but I feel impossibly strong. Impossibly agile. I don’t stop to think about it. I just move.

I lever the man’s arm and push him down with tremendous force and then he’s kneeling in front of me. Before he can stand or turn around, in one quick, vigorous motion, I wrap my arms around his head and twist. Snap.

I feel his large body go slack beneath my hands. He drops to the cobblestones, dead.

“Felicity!” a child screams. “Stop!”

At the sound of my brother’s small voice, I abruptly come back to myself. The world snaps back to normal speed. Screams ring sharply in my ears.

I take in the scene: Kit, dead in a pool of blood; the footman, dead, neck at an unnatural angle; the stranger, conscious now, on his hands and knees, blood dripping down his face.

A wave a fatigue and nausea passes over me and I stumble forward. I know my hair is wild, my dress torn; blood spatters my knuckles.

Everyone in the market is looking at me with horror.

A clarion realization slams into me: I am Tainted.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“I have my own matches and sulphur, and I’ll make my own hell.”

—Rudyard Kipling, The Light That Failed

The world crashes down. I’m falling into an abyss, arms pinwheeling as I tumble through the rabbit hole.

I glance around me. Do they all know now? Surely everyone saw what I did, what I am capable of. I did nothing to hide it. Didn’t even know there was anything to hide.

Bitterness floods my veins. All those years of hiding Nate’s secret, and now mine has been laid bare for all to see.

Felicity, we have to go. Run. Now. Nate’s voice inside my head is desperate and urgent. I vaguely contemplate my ability—not mental, not like Nate. Physical, obviously …

There is a tight grip on my arm. “Oh no, you’re not going anywhere. You’re coming with us.” Two policemen in their blue uniforms and brass buttons flank me. Peelers. Where did they come from?

On the other side of the crowd, another policeman is helping the gentleman up, handing him a handkerchief to stanch his bleeding nose.

I have nowhere to go. I reach out, hoping to touch the ability again—but I feel nothing. I have no clue how to summon it back.

Nate stands in the crowd, giant eyes staring out from his small, pale face, and I realize the horrible mistake I’ve made.

“No, wait. I can explain.” I can’t let the police take me away. I can’t leave Nate alone.

Last year, a woman killed her husband in our neighborhood. Shot him right in the eye, when she learned he’d been messing about with the washerwoman down the street.

Even with her three babes at home, the police carted her away to Newgate Prison. Less than a week later, she was swinging from the gallows.

My eyes swivel wildly as I scan the crowd for someone, anyone, who will help me, help us. But I’ve always been so careful to keep the world at arm’s length.

My gaze lands on a man—the one I saw in the market earlier wearing a smoke-gray suit. He is very still, watching me. Then the crowd shifts, and he disappears from view.

The Peelers push me with rough hands toward the police carriage. Movement catches my eye—Nate, running toward us.

Panic blisters my mind as I’m shoved ever closer to the yawning doors of the carriage. Nate’s hollering, fighting through the crowd, but he’s not strong enough. Fat tears make tracks down his thin, grimy face.

I struggle against the policemen but it’s futile. “Nate,” I scream, “find the seamstress—the old lady in Plough Street!” But the crowd is too loud. He can’t hear me.

With one final shove, they push me down inside the wagon, my palms skidding on the rough floor. I twist around with desperation and open my mouth to shout to Nate again. But the doors are already halfway shut.

I shout repeatedly, my throat burning, screaming out in vain.

Nate’s tiny face in the midst of chaos is the last thing I see before the cruel doors seal me inside the blackness. My own hoarse voice is the only sound echoing in my ears as the carriage lurches forward, tearing me away.
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CHAPTER FIVE

“Night, the mother of fear and mystery, was coming upon me.”

—H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds

Two guards drag me from the carriage. My wrists are bound in heavy iron handcuffs, and I stumble, blinking in the morning’s cold light.

Stone walls loom over me, reaching into the sky. The smell makes my eyes water—human waste, filth, and desperation. I don’t have to ask the guards where they’ve brought me.

Newgate Prison.

They push me forward through the gate and as the door slams behind me, I turn to catch the last sliver of brightness.

I wonder if I will ever see daylight again.

Pushing that thought away, I focus on breathing. Though the guards prod me through a bewildering series of doors and gates, I’m trying to keep my wits about me. And all the while I have one burning thought: I must find a way out. I cannot leave my brother alone on the streets. I spent the entire terrifying ride trying to open my mind to Nate, but it hasn’t been working and I don’t know why.

Perhaps it’s the terror of what’s happening to me now. Or the horror of what I did in the market. Or maybe—and I can barely stand to think it—something has already happened to him.

No.

There must be a way out of here. An escape. I just need to find the right person—someone understanding and sympathetic. Someone who will know that I do not belong here. Except …

Perhaps I do belong here. I killed a man.

Hopelessness pushes at my consciousness like flames licking the edges of paper.

The guards march me down a long corridor, saying nothing. We enter the area for female prisoners. Some of the bedraggled women slink to the front of their cells to see the new arrival, squinting at me through the bars as I pass. I hold my chin high, and try not shake too much.

At last, we stop in front of an empty cell. One of the guards opens it with a large key. The sound of grinding metal echoes down the corridor.

This is my last chance to escape before they lock me inside. If only I knew how to harness my Tainted ability. But I have no idea how to even begin. Perhaps it is not even possible to control.

The cell door swings wide and a guard shoves me inside. I fall to my knees as the door clangs back in place. In the cell directly across the corridor, an old woman with wild hair is staring at me with a crazed expression. She grips the bars with gnarled fingers, and makes chomping, smacking sounds with her gums.

I back into a corner, shivering in the cold and damp. The air reeks of urine, vomit, and feces. I didn’t think anything could smell as bad as the slums. I was wrong.

Somehow, I have to stay calm, even as the pieces of my mind threaten to fly apart. There must be a way out of here. Nate can’t afford for me to crumble.

Scratchy, witchy voices creep out of the darkness. The voices of nightmares.

“You’ll never get out of ’ere.”

“Nothin’ but death coming for the likes of ye now.”

“We’ll see you in hell, dearie.”

I try to block out the voices and focus on Nate.

Images flash in my mind of him on the street, terrified, huddled against the cold. Not knowing where to go or how to get help. He is so young. He must be hungry.

Will he go home to our attic flat, or will he be too scared, worried that the police will come for him?

Somehow, I have to get word to him.

A guard comes by soon after, patrolling the corridor. “Sir, could I please have paper and a writing instrument? It’s terribly important. My little brother—he’s all alone. I must send him a message.”

The guard blinks at me—a blank look—and then walks away, leaving me staring helplessly at the bars of my cell.

My stomach roils. How did this happen? I am overcome by a desperate, irrational wish to go back in time and change that moment. Have everything be normal again.

There is a thin, stained straw pallet in one corner. My mind goes to the soft bed my brother and I shared in our cozy attic. I stop the thought quickly when it threatens to pull me under. Crawling to the pallet, I slip in and out of dreamless sleep.

When I wake, some time later, my stomach cramps with hunger. A small tray rests in front of the bars—water in a tin cup and a chunk of stale bread. As I chew, my mind spools back to the market.

The man in the smoke-gray suit, who had looked at me like he knew me, who was he? Why was he there? And then I recall something else: the man who killed Kit, he said, It’s time for us to have that talk, Felicity. He used my name. I frown and try to concentrate, but suddenly nothing in the world makes any sense.

A vision of Kit enters my head. Oh, God, Kit. Lying dead on the ground, a black pool of blood beneath him….

I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the image from my mind. The bread sticks in my throat, and I take a sip of the cool water to force it down. And breathe. The prison is quiet now, allowing me to organize my thoughts.

One pushes ahead of the others: I am Tainted.

How did I not know?

I recall a story going around last year about a Tainted who could do incredible things. Terrible things. They say he could plant thoughts in a person’s mind. Make a mother think she wanted to murder her own baby.

Sam, the fishmonger, once told me about a Tainted who could tear down walls with her mind. Control fire. Cause untold destruction just by willing it to be so.

I want no part of any of it.

I think of all the theories about the curse, the causes people have guessed at over the years. There must be someone out there who knows why it happens.

I shake my head, trying to rattle the pieces into place, but it’s impossible. There’s something I’m missing. Something I could make sense of, if only I could clear my thoughts.

Use your head, Felicity. That’s what my father always said. What he would say if he were here now. It’s all up there. He would tap a finger to his temple. I can see him now, a ghostlike remembrance….

My father came to England as a young man from Greece. He and my mother were newlyweds, on the adventure of a lifetime, seeking new opportunities. He was an educated man and a stonemason, a respected craftsman in his mother country. But in England, he had no status. On British soil, he had no choice but to work as a laborer, building roads and digging ditches. The lowliest jobs.

By the time they considered returning home, my mother was pregnant and unable to travel. They settled into a meager, but content, life. And then, after a while, came another baby.

After our mother was killed, it was up to our father to raise us. Which he did in the best way he knew how.

My heart aches thinking of my father now. He gave me all he could.

And now, I have let him down.

“You must keep your brother’s secret, Felicity,” he told me over and over again when I was little. A cold pain twists my gut as I think of why he was so firm on this, so desperate.

My mother’s death was no accident. She was killed because a neighbor discovered she was Tainted. It doesn’t take much for the fearful to turn into a mob, evil and murderous.

Three Tainted in one family. It’s like the plague. Or that cholera discovery in London a few years ago. I remember my father showing me the newspaper stories about a scientist who proposed a “germ theory” about an outbreak, the Broad Street cholera outbreak they called it, not far from where we lived. He claimed it spread on the handle of a public water pump.

A tiny glimmer of hope sparks in my brain. If being Tainted is an illness like the plague, like cholera … perhaps there is a cure.

But I quickly push that thought aside. All I can afford to think about is getting out of here.

The guard returns to collect the tray. When he bends to scoop them up, he shoves a piece of paper, a quill, and ink through the bars.
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