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Arthur’s voice whirled in the mist, calling her name from the street behind her. As always, she felt irritation flicker deep inside her chest.

‘Stop running!’ he yelled.

Thomasina sighed, teeth tasting metallic against the cold. ‘You’re too slow,’ she said, and she stopped to watch her twin stumble to find her. Snow had quilted the London landscape and fell around them now, catching the candlelight in the windows of Montgomery Street so that the flecks sparkled. The apothecary’s sign swung in the night wind, creaking above her head in the darkness. Laughter trickled from inns and taverns lining the backstreets beyond them. She wondered how late it was, and how cross their parents would be when they realised she and Arthur had sneaked out to play with the butcher’s boys again.

‘You need to keep up,’ she said as Arthur staggered towards her, his teeth chattering.

‘I – I can,’ he panted.

Despite being an inch taller and a whole eight minutes older than her, Arthur was slighter than she was, with sloping shoulders just beginning to broaden. Now his red-robin cheeks were puffing, his dark hair was plastered against his porcelain forehead with sweat, and he was breathing in short, sharp gasps.

‘Prove it,’ she said. ‘Race me home.’

‘Just – just wait.’

The wheeze they’d both been born with, which had always been much more severe for Thomasina, was hissing and groaning in his chest, which made her crosser for a reason she couldn’t understand. She started walking up a side street.

‘Come on,’ she called, her echoes bouncing off the bolted shops around them. ‘I’m not even running now. You scared of losing?’

Losing, the buildings taunted.

‘N-no.’

‘Mother and Father will be wondering where we are,’ she moaned. ‘Come on, Arthur.’

She started walking slightly faster again, gritting her teeth against the bitter chill.

‘Please,’ Arthur wheezed behind her.

‘Hurry up! I don’t want us to get into trouble.’

Something dangerous was stirring itself awake inside her: something she’d found increasingly difficult to suppress for months. Arthur was really puffing now. Despite this, she plunged on. The words inside her had been burning to be heard for years.

‘Just try,’ she said. ‘I know I’m faster than you – I’m better at pretty much everything – but I’ll let you win, just this once.’

‘I can’t –’

The dangerous feeling within her yawned, flexing its claws.

‘Even Father knows I’m better than you. I should be his apprentice instead of you.’

Immediately, she regretted her words. Whipping round so the wind blistered her cheeks, she said, ‘I’m really sorry, Arthur. That was horrible. I was just trying to get you to – Arthur?’

Her brother was standing stock-still in the middle of the street. His face had drained of colour except for the crimson of his open mouth, and his chest was working up and down like a sparrow’s.

‘Arthur?’ she repeated, voice faltering against the wind.

He slumped forward, and her world crashed apart.

Thomasina ran over to him and crouched down. She saw his hands glow pink with exertion in the cold as he panted on all fours. Arthur, her brother, chest heaving. Arthur, her rival, unable to breathe. Arthur, her second self, lips turning blue.

‘What’s happening?’ she cried.

He couldn’t speak but coughed instead. The tears that leaked from his eyes were swallowed by the snow beneath him.

‘I’m – I’m going to get help,’ Thomasina said, stumbling to stand.

She didn’t want to leave his side, but what else could she do? She scanned the silent street. The sprawling lanes making up this tiny corner of London weren’t dominated by night trades, unlike in other areas of the city, or the streets they’d left behind, but there was a sleepy candle sputtering in the upstairs window of the apothecary’s they’d just passed. She ran over, splinters piercing her skin as she banged on the door.

‘Help!’ she screamed.

The candle in the window was blown out. No footsteps came. The inhabitants of these streets were used to late-night scuffles. In this neighbourhood, it was common for people to look the other way when they heard strange noises at night.

Behind Thomasina, Arthur was wheezing even more than he’d been when she’d left his side, and she ran to him, feeling ice slice through her skirts as she rubbed his back.

‘Arthur, I’m here,’ she gulped. ‘I’m here, and I’m going to get help—’

‘Q-quick,’ he whispered.

‘Help!’ she screamed again, her voice splitting itself apart.

Silence greeted her. She knew what she had to do.

‘I need to find someone, Arthur,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

She couldn’t look at him. Her heart was beating so frantically she felt sick. Quickly turning, she ran to the streets beyond, boots slicked in slush as she skidded round a corner, chest straining, and saw a lit window. Several people were laughing inside a tavern.

‘My brother can’t breathe!’ Thomasina shouted. But in their drunken haze, the people inside were slow to stir, and most of them just sat, unmoved, in their seats. She couldn’t wait for them: she was worried that, if she did, it would be too late to reach Arthur in time. She ran as fast as she could back to him, tears obscuring her vision as she hurtled through the snow.

When she dropped to her knees in front of him, she saw her brother’s face had turned blue.

A couple of men hurried to catch her up. She heard them gasp when they saw Arthur.

‘The boy—’

‘Good grief—’

‘The Burgess kid—’

‘Arthur,’ she whispered, so harshly she heard her voice tear in pieces. ‘Talk to me.’

Hands shaking, she ripped apart the layers surrounding him – the cloak from round his neck and the collar from his shirt – but knew this wasn’t enough as he shuddered.

‘Arthur,’ Thomasina gulped. ‘Arthur!’

She looked at the person she loved most in the world as his cold fingers trembled on her own, and knew her brother was beyond words now.

‘Just hold on a bit longer – you’ll be all right, Arthur, I know it …’ she said, but the rest of her words died in her throat.

Arthur collapsed on to the snow, where he lay still, face turned towards her. Motionless, his closed eyes glimmered out their final tears as the wind sang and danced around them.
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[image: Image Missing]he Great Frost! It snaked down necks, sliced through bones, and made all the knees in London quiver. Ice and snow crept into every inch of the city it could find, transforming the colours of its brickwork from tawny brown and faded red to startling silver and piercing white. Every night, a hush would descend upon London as fresh snow fell, muffling squeaking mice, forcing thin foxes underground, and freezing birds to the trees they sheltered in. People grew used to waking up each morning with frost cobwebbing their cheeks, and stopped being shocked that, even indoors, white mist would gush from their mouths every time they spoke, as if the cold had changed them all into different creatures entirely.

South of the Thames, in Southwark, the Great Frost clenched everyone in its ice-scaled grip. The streets were crammed with ice-bitten workers who couldn’t afford to cross the river and live in the heart of the capital, and there were more shops and street sellers here than anywhere else. Butchers, bakers and candlestick-makers carried on with business as usual, cursing the fierce winter winds. Weavers, palm-readers, hatters and needle-makers sat hunched in pain, and numb-fingered musicians played on as people hurried past them to get out of the cold.

In Raven Lane, a shabby street, nestled a ramshackle shop, bearing a faded name:
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This street looked different from how it had appeared four years ago when Arthur died and Thomasina’s world changed forever. A fire had destroyed parts of Southwark some years before, and new buildings kept rising from its dove-grey ashes. However, nothing compared to the transformation that had taken place in the Burgess household.

In a narrow workroom behind the shop, Thomasina was busy making gingerbread with hands so callused and coarse they looked strange belonging to someone aged only thirteen. Ever since Arthur’s death, she, instead of Mother and Father, had become responsible for making the sweets, running the household, and keeping everything spick and span. This room was where she spent most of her time.
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Swirling sugar flecks sparkled in the pale morning light, and the fragrance of cinnamon and warm, flaked almonds sweetened the air. Thomasina never grew tired of this smell, despite making gingerbread day in and day out during the dark winter months. It reminded her so much of Arthur: they both used to spend hours every day making gingerbread side by side when he’d been alive.
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As always, though he was gone, his voice whispered in her mind, a high, sweet sound that always made it seem like he was holding back a giggle.

You’re making the gingerbread wrong.

‘No, I’m not,’ she muttered.

You are. Father says to put the almonds in before the cinnamon.
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‘Why do you always have to be right?’ she said, turning with a grin to flick flour at her twin, before remembering he wasn’t there. She turned back again, feeling a tiny clench in her heart.

A stamp of boots sounded on the stairs, and Thomasina tensed as Father strode in. Short and broad-shouldered, with a sandy complexion like Thomasina, his impatient grey eyes roved around the room. Lips pursing when he saw his daughter, he walked towards the shop in the next room without saying hello. He’d been like this ever since losing his son.

‘Good morning to you too,’ Thomasina huffed under her breath.

With a sigh, she put down the gingerbread she was making, washed her hands, then grabbed a hunk of bread and carried it upstairs on a plate. The floorboards creaked as she hesitated outside the room at the top of the house. Then, she opened the door with her foot.

‘Mmph.’

She interpreted this as a greeting from the figure on the bed. Although weak sunlight tried to peer through the cracks in the shutters of her and Mother’s tiny bedroom, it was even dimmer up here than in the workroom. The shutters themselves were strapped together with knotted twine and faded ribbons, protecting Mother from the howling winter wind, the curling ivy creeping up the front of Burgess & Son’s, and the hustle and bustle of the world outside. A sputtering candle was balanced on a small trunk at the end of the bed they shared, illuminating the delicate stitching of the patterned patchwork quilt Mother had made before she’d withdrawn to her room four years ago because of grief.

Mother was buried in a mess of blankets as usual, eyes closed to the world. The grey hair that escaped from her nightcap trickled down her long, pink neck in rivulets.

‘I’ve brought you some breakfast,’ Thomasina said. She tried to sound encouraging, but there wasn’t much to feel optimistic about. Mother seemed to feel the same and didn’t reply.

Thomasina helped her mother sit up and broke the bread into smaller pieces. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she watched the older woman’s eyelids trembling in the half-light, and knew that thoughts were flitting in and out of her mind like butterflies.

‘Do you feel like speaking today?’ she asked, already knowing the answer. ‘Or opening your eyes?’

Mother chewed the bread that Thomasina handed her. The girl’s insides churned as she wiped crumbs and spit from Mother’s mouth and chin. After a few minutes, it was done, and when Thomasina closed the door, there was no sound from the room she’d left.

Is she still unwell? came Arthur’s voice again.

‘Yes,’ Thomasina muttered.

As she trod downstairs, she heard Father call her name. Frowning, she walked through from the workroom and was astounded to find a small crowd of people in the Burgess & Son’s shop. Cheap tallow candles soured the dingy room, illuminating the faces of some of their neighbours. Thomasina recognised the thin face of the local undertaker. She saw an errand boy, cap in hand, his eyes shining, and noticed the tired gaze of a washerwoman, her hands red-raw from scrubbing. There was such a clamour as they all spoke over each other that at first it was difficult to understand what was being said.

‘I’ve heard it’s frozen over completely—’

‘Several inches deep – some are going to try and walk on it.’

‘And I saw a magical goat!’

‘No, you didn’t, Ethel.’

Father beckoned Thomasina over.

‘There are rumours the River Thames iced over last night,’ he said with a shiver. ‘Enough for people to stand on this time, because of the Great Frost – not like in other winters. Go and see it for yourself, then come back and tell me if the gossip is true. I’m too busy here.’ He gestured towards the people around him.

Excitement fluttering in her stomach, Thomasina grabbed her cloak and opened the door to the street, hearing the bell clang above. Could what the people were saying be true?

A gust of cold air smacked her around the face as she stepped outside. Frost encrusted all the shop signs so completely it was impossible to make out what was drawn on them, and long icicles stretched down from them like spears. Every surface appeared to be covered in snow, several inches thick, and icy sludge congealed on the cobblestones where people had already trodden that day.

As Thomasina made her way down the street, smoke spiralled from the baker’s opposite Burgess & Son’s, where plump loaves were waiting to be scooped into baskets. Picking her way across, she avoided the scraps of cast-off hides and guts that had spilled out of the nearby tannery and were strewn across the cobblestones, slimed in muck and snow. Bedraggled dogs chained outside various establishments sniffed at bones and empty tankards as she passed.

‘Thomasina!’

Heart sinking, she saw a well-known figure in the neighbourhood hurrying towards her: a red-faced old woman carrying a basket, hands trembling in the cold.

‘Need any parsnips, dear?’ Miss Maplethorpe said.

‘Sorry, Miss Maplethorpe,’ Thomasina said, backing away from her. ‘We haven’t finished the sack I bought from you last week.’

‘Oh, go on, have a little parsnip—’

Thomasina scanned her surroundings and saw a crowd of well-dressed people she didn’t recognise, walking in the direction of the river.

‘Fresh, beautiful parsnips, lovely and big – nice and firm—’

‘Good,’ Thomasina said distractedly. ‘Maybe another time?’

Crossing the street to escape Miss Maplethorpe, she glimpsed two of the butcher’s sons, their aprons stained with blood, and walked behind them to catch scraps of conversation.

‘It’s all iced up now, that’s what I’ve heard.’

‘I don’t believe it—’

‘The best parsnips in all the land—’

Thomasina looked over her shoulder to see Miss Maplethorpe hurrying after her with what she thought was surprising speed for someone her age. Thomasina ducked into a side street.

Shouts echoed nearby, accompanied by the sound of people stamping their feet in the cold. Straining to hear where the noise was coming from, Thomasina turned a corner and saw the street ahead filling with shivering people all walking in the same direction, towards the Thames. She pushed in among them, rubbing her hands, which were already starting to sting. Being smaller than most of the crowd, she couldn’t see much over their heads, so she allowed herself to be swept down a lane as everyone crunched forward on the snow, a mass of blue and mud-brown cloaks.

‘God’s bones!’

‘It’s a miracle.’

‘PARSNIPS!’

The shouts came from the folk up ahead. Thomasina squeezed her way through the throng, working her way up to the front, where the city met open space – and she gasped.

The monstrous bulk that glistened black at night, grey in winter and brown in summer – the beast that had always forced itself through London – was an expanse of crystallised white, glinting in the sunshine.

The River Thames had frozen to death in its sleep.
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Scanning the scene before her, her breath caught in her throat as she spied a fleet of merchant ships in the distance, trapped in the frozen river like insects in white amber. The masts of the vessels stretched out along the ice and glinted silver in the morning sun.

‘Look!’ a little girl beside her cried, jabbing a finger to her right. ‘Someone’s going to stand on it!’

At the edge of the Thames, a group of people were egging each other on. One man blustered forward as his friends cheered, his rosy face shining with excitement.

He held up a foot for all to see and placed it on to the frosted surface. Thomasina held her breath as the crowd whispered around her.

‘The ice is holding!’

‘Well, I never …’

After a few moments, the man’s foot still hadn’t pierced the river’s crust. He positioned another foot on the ice, so it was taking his entire weight. It didn’t crack. He placed one foot forward, then the other, then the first again, the ice squeaking in protest but never breaking. Everyone around Thomasina broke into cheers, and the man grinned, his face growing ruddier than ever.

‘It looks amazing,’ Thomasina whispered to Arthur.

I wish I could see it, she imagined him murmuring back. Her heart ached when she pictured him alive again, red-robin cheeks stretching as he smiled at the scene. She felt an enormous guilt that she was witnessing this event instead of him, when she’d been the one who’d told him to keep running, not noticing his wheezing until it was too late.

She took a deep, steadying breath, trying to suppress her memories. In that moment, she realised she had no one to share her excitement with – not Mother, who hadn’t spoken since Arthur died, nor Father, who wouldn’t care to hear how magical the view before her was.

Now that the rosy-faced man had proven that they could all walk on the river’s surface, it was as if a spell had been broken. Emboldened bystanders elbowed each other to get closer to the ice, transfixed by the scene.

‘It looks so magical,’ she heard someone whisper nearby.

Thomasina turned and caught the eye of a dark-eyed girl in a crimson cloak. The girl grinned at her, then looked away.

Someone stood on Thomasina’s foot, and an argument erupted between two well-dressed gentlemen over who was taking up the other’s space on the ice.

‘I think you’ll find, good sir, that I had the prior claim.’

‘And I think you’ll find, good sir, that your nose looks like a turnip.’

As onlookers surrounded the gentlemen, yelling ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’, Thomasina turned and hurried back to Raven Lane as quickly as she could without slipping in the slush around her, her mind buzzing with excitement. The streets were unnaturally bare now, with ghostly echoes of footprints in the snow.

When she arrived, she found the sweet shop was deserted – apart from Father, who was counting out the week’s measly takings.

‘Well?’ he said without looking up as the bell above the door clanged.

‘It’s true,’ she wheezed, loosening her cloak from round her neck. ‘The river’s frozen over completely. People are walking on it.’

Father strode to the workroom, coming out moments later with his cloak, which he swung round his shoulders while walking to the door. He opened it, and turned back to Thomasina.

‘Mind the shop,’ he grunted. When he slammed the door shut behind him, the bell above was nearly wrenched off its hinges.

Father hadn’t always been a man of few words. When Arthur was alive, Thomasina could remember Father talking to him endlessly about stocks and supplies while she, learning to darn clothes at Mother’s knee, had strained her ears to listen. Father had treated Thomasina’s interest in trade with amusement when she’d been younger. You’ll whip your husband into shape one day, he’d tell her sometimes, ruffling her hair.

But as the years had crept on following Arthur’s death, every time she’d asked to learn more about the shop, a frown had appeared on his face. It created a permanent groove in the centre of his forehead, which deepened whenever he saw her. Any hopes Thomasina had fostered about taking over one day had been extinguished. Whenever she was asked to mind the shop for a precious hour or two, like now, she couldn’t even pretend to herself that Burgess & Son’s would one day be hers. It felt like an impossible dream.

There had been one other person she could talk to about her ambition, apart from Arthur, who’d always seemed to understand her at once – her mother. But now Mother had changed in every possible way too, since Arthur’s death.

Thomasina went to the workroom, bent down to the cupboard where their pots, plates and knives were kept, and withdrew a battered, leather-bound book. It contained loose leaves and scraps of paper, and she had to clutch it to her chest to keep everything inside. She returned to the shop and opened the book on the counter.

She’d never seen anyone else’s household book, so couldn’t make any comparison with certainty, yet she doubted, however, that any other volume was as beautiful and as chaotic as Mother’s. Her mother’s book was crammed full of dark scrawls of handwriting that Thomasina couldn’t decipher, but she knew they contained centuries of knowledge whispered between the women in her family. There were recipes for medicines and meals, as well as doodles Mother had drawn of fantastical creatures, rising from the depths of the hand-drawn seas around the place she’d grown up – Ayrshire, Scotland. Thomasina tasted Mother’s vowels on her tongue.
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‘Remember when Mother used to read us stories from here?’ she whispered to Arthur. ‘Before you—’

She broke off, twisting her mouth shut in a frown.
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Although she’d been taught the basics of reading and writing, Thomasina had never been given the time to improve, so she stroked the curlicues that formed Mother’s Ys and Gs, and looked at the monsters Mother had illustrated. On one page, there were six-legged sea cows and a hideous octopus. Here, fire-breathing birds with cruel, long beaks narrowed their eyes, while fish the size of the boats drawn next to them gaped at her. There, a kelpie, a horse of the sea with powerful hooves and wide, staring eyes, rose from inky waves. The person who’d scribbled and doodled away her time in this book was a force of nature, a world away from the woman upstairs. Whenever Thomasina felt upset or lonely, she’d turn to Mother’s household book and try to conjure up in her mind the woman who’d once existed.
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‘Good day, miss.’

Thomasina’s head jerked up. She hadn’t even heard the bell.

Standing in front of her was a man she’d never seen before. Middle-aged and slim, with ghostly white skin, he wore such peculiar clothing she deduced he must be very rich, as even the wealthiest traders didn’t look like him. He wasn’t wearing a wig, like other gentlemen she sometimes saw around London, but sported a blue hat, from which dangled a sweeping, silver feather. His breeches were enormous, making his feet stick outwards. A spindly, white moustache curled above his mouth. His doublet was the most glorious thing about him: blue velvet and embroidered with silver stars.

‘Morning,’ she said. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

‘Yes – I mean, er, no. No. I was merely inspecting your charming shop. Delightful. Do you make everything yourself?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Everything’s made daily.’ Her eyes strayed to some three-day-old apple cake nearby and she moved to shield it from view. It wasn’t her fault no one wanted to buy it. This gentleman must have got lost on his way to one of the smarter districts, where the more upmarket shops could be found.

‘What’s your name?’ he said. ‘Are you a Burgess, of Burgess & Son’s?’

‘Yes,’ Thomasina replied. ‘Father’s the owner. I’m just – just looking after the shop until he comes back.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I see.’

He looked at her in a peculiar, searching way, then said, as if to himself, ‘Good.’

‘Do you want to buy some apple cake?’ Thomasina asked.

‘Thank you, but no. I haven’t any appetite. But it looks wonderful. Perhaps on some other occasion.’

She nodded. The presence of this dapper man in the shop made her all too aware of the shabbiness of Burgess & Son’s. Looking around, she felt her stomach twist with shame. She saw through the stranger’s eyes the grimy windows peeking from behind the ragged curtains, the sloping shelves made from pieces of driftwood she and Arthur had scavenged from the riverbank, and the jumble of knick-knacks in the corner forming a pile of rubbish that Father refused to throw away.

As if hearing her thoughts, the man studied her face curiously for some time, before saying, ‘I’m afraid I must be off. Good day to you.’

The bell clanged behind him, leaving her bewildered.

‘What an odd customer,’ she whispered to Arthur. ‘He didn’t seem to want anything.’

It occurred to her then that the man had sounded different from anyone she’d ever come across. His words were strange things, bent out of shape. Some of them slipped over each other, others stretched out in odd places, and some were oddly clipped. She couldn’t place this accent, which frustrated her for a reason she didn’t understand.
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It was nightfall by the time Father came home, his face creased into itself with tiredness. He shrugged off his cloak and kicked off his boots before settling into his chair at the head of the workroom table.

‘A few people are putting up stalls on the ice,’ he said, propping his feet by the fire.

Thomasina ladled parsnip stew into two bowls, then passed the larger one to him with a plate of hard cheese and bread. Father blew on the stew before slurping a spoonful, and tore off a corner of the bread with his teeth, like a dog devouring a bone.

‘I’m going to pitch a tent next to them,’ he said. ‘We’ll sell gingerbread to start with.’ He speared a hunk of cheese with the tip of his knife.

Thomasina swallowed a spoonful of stew.

‘Who else is working on the river?’ she said.

Father carried on chewing while he opened his mouth to speak, the deep lines of his face shifting from shadows cast by the fire.

‘The baker down the road and his sons; the Cornish twins and their tavern, The Green-Eyed Mermaid; and a couple of stray milk-sellers.’ He bit into the cheese. ‘No competition.’

Thomasina nodded.

‘You’d best feed your mother,’ he grunted, avoiding her gaze as he took another bite of bread. ‘I’ve got to look over our accounts.’

As Thomasina carried her half-eaten stew and Mother’s portion upstairs, she heard the door to the workroom thud shut. She fed Mother, and combed her hair for her, then she watched while she fell asleep as darkness consumed the room.

The cold bit into her bones. She didn’t want to sleep yet. When she did, Arthur would haunt her dreams, like he did every night, and she’d have to relive the painful memory of his death. She looked out of the crack in the shutters to the gloom of the street, and stayed there staring, even after all the candles had been blown out in the neighbours’ windows and she’d heard Father clamber into bed on the floor below.

London had a way of changing character, like a giant face twisting itself into different expressions. In summer, when skies were blue and ribbon-clad people celebrated May Day, the city was friendly, watching over as its smiling citizens danced around the maypole and decorated their houses with blossom. Now, it felt like London had closed its eyes against everyone. She saw her reflection in a window opposite. The darker the street became, the clearer her reflection grew, revealing someone she no longer recognised – someone with long, brown hair tucked behind her ears, a round, rosy face marked with purple shadows under her grey eyes, and a mouth drooping at the corners. Every day that passed, she wondered if her face looked less like Arthur’s.

As she studied the image of herself, a flicker of movement caught her attention. A small light, stark blue like the under-tips of fire, was travelling down her street.

Thomasina pressed an eye against the crack in the shutters, trying to see what was going on. As she watched, the blue light floated past her house, then travelled onwards.

It must be witchcraft. There could be no other explanation. The thought made her afraid and she drew back, wanting to be close to Mother in a small, ancient way she hadn’t felt since she was very little. She climbed into bed beside Mother, reaching out a hand to touch the older woman’s back. Though her heart hammered, she closed her eyes and tried to match Mother’s deep breathing, willing herself to fall asleep, even if it meant Arthur would soon appear in her dreams.

Tap, tap, tap.

She opened her eyes and realised she wasn’t dreaming.

Someone was at the door of Burgess & Son’s, knocking to be let inside.
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[image: Image Missing]homasina sat bolt upright in bed, too frightened to breathe. When she eventually did, white mist gushed from her mouth, as if she were a dragon drawn in Mother’s household book. She didn’t feel much like a dragon, though, with her shaking hands and racing heart.

Beside her, Mother showed no sign of waking. The blankets wrapped round her were rising and falling in a gentle rhythm, the patchwork quilt slipping towards the floor. Downstairs, Thomasina couldn’t hear any movement from Father, either. Burgess & Son’s was so quiet it could have been enchanted, bewitched by sleep itself.

Tap, tap, tap.

There were the knocks at the door again, though this time she thought they sounded muffled, as if someone were tapping at the door with a velvet-gloved hand. She looked at Mother again, who was turned away from her, facing the wall. If Thomasina woke her, things would be even worse, as she’d have to comfort her. If she disturbed Father, he’d be furious.

Who was knocking at their door? Were thieves raiding the neighbourhood? Had the authorities come to call? Was Father in trouble?

Fingers trembling, she fastened her cloak. The thin wool did little to shield her from the bitter cold that sucked the breath from her as she left the warmth of the bed. Thomasina could see nothing except the pale moon creeping under the shutters, casting a narrow sliver of light between her and Mother. Her heart was beating so fast she thought she might be sick.

Tap, tap, tap.

Fumbling for a candle, she crept downstairs to the small workroom, wincing as she felt the cold from the flagstones seep into her knees. She held the candle to the embers of their dying fire, and the scent of tallow soured the dingy room.

Watching the little flame wobble in her hand, Thomasina was amazed she didn’t rock the candle from its holder and spill fire down her front as she stumbled to the front door. The bones in her fingers felt like they were made of ice when she set the candle down.

‘W-who’s there?’ she said as quietly as she could.

There was no sound from the other side of the door. For a moment, Thomasina wondered if she should ask again. Her fingers clenched her cloak round her and she shivered violently in the winter chill.

Open the door, Thomasina.

Shock twisted in her stomach. The voice was Arthur’s. But it wasn’t coming from inside her head this time. It was coming from outside.

‘Arthur?’ Thomasina gasped, staggering back. ‘What—?’

Open the door, Thomasina. Please. I need to show you something.

Thomasina took a few deep, shuddering breaths, feeling the icy air bite into her teeth. This was impossible! Her brother couldn’t be on the other side of the door, in the street. He was dead! Could someone be playing a trick on her?

Please, Thomasina – please open the door.

Arthur’s soft intonation and the precise way he rounded off his sentences, as if he always expected to be interrupted, were unmistakable. Surely no one could sound so much like her brother and not be him. Could they?

She needed to know who was speaking. Thomasina scrabbled to unbolt the front door, alert for any sounds of Father thundering downstairs or of Mother crying herself awake. When she opened it, the cold blasted through her, knocking her knees together.

No one was there. Only the empty street greeted her, the cobblestones iced and sparkling in the moonlight.

‘Arthur?’ she said, gasping. A lead weight thudded into the pit of her stomach, and tears pricked her eyes. Despite knowing it was impossible, some part of her had been convinced she’d see her twin on the other side of the door.

Frowning, she looked up and down Raven Lane, listening for footsteps, but couldn’t hear any. Even if she’d somehow imagined Arthur’s voice, she’d definitely seen that eerie blue light outside earlier, floating past her window. It could have been a lantern belonging to someone, now she thought about it, swinging in the night mist. But why would anybody be out tonight, in such cold weather?

Despite her fears about venturing out into the deathly chill, she had to know what was going on.

Thomasina shrugged her numb feet into boots, shut the door on the latch, and walked on to the cobblestones outside, slipping a little on the ice. It was only when she ventured further that she caught sight of the tiny blue orb she’d seen earlier, floating near the corner where the street turned into another. She realised it wasn’t a lantern.

It was a will-o’-the-wisp.

Mother had told her about them years ago, in the time when she used to tuck her and Arthur up at night with thrilling tales from Scotland. Will-o’-the-wisps were ghosts who stirred themselves awake after dusk had fallen, luring travellers to their doom.

But I’m not a traveller, Thomasina thought. I just work in Father’s shop. Despite past warnings from Mother ringing in her ears, telling her to go back at once, she needed to know why she’d heard Arthur’s voice.

She didn’t seem to feel the cold any more as she submerged herself into London’s dark alleyways and backstreets. Nothing was more important now than following the will-o’-the-wisp’s path. The entire city had been charmed into a deep sleep, just like her house had been, and she didn’t see anyone as she walked: just the blue orb of light, floating on ahead.

Thomasina didn’t know how long she’d been following the will-o’-the-wisp, but after some time she found herself in a clearing. The blue orb had now started to float above her. As it illuminated the empty space around her, she saw, with a thud deep inside her chest, that she’d walked to the centre of the frozen River Thames. How she’d managed to do this without slipping on the ice was a mystery. Her surroundings were eerie when lit up by the will-o’-the-wisp’s ghost-blue hue. Buildings shrouded in snow beckoned from the safety of the riverbank, but an aching gap stretched between her and them. While she stood there trying to work out how long it would take her to get back to the edge, Thomasina realised she wasn’t alone.

A figure was walking towards her, wearing a hat adorned with a single, sweeping feather. A figure she recognised.

‘What—?’ Thomasina gasped, then realised she couldn’t continue speaking. She hunched over, suddenly aware of the cold, wrapping her arms round herself as tightly as she could. Her teeth chattered so loudly they drowned out the whistling wind whirling about her. Whatever charm she’d been under when she’d followed the orb, a charm that had made her forget how cold it was, had clearly vanished. This was unbearable. She needed to go back inside at once.

Then a hand tapped her shoulder before she could shudder away. Heat coursed through her as if she were bundled up in the thickest of furs.

Thomasina looked up to see the man dressed in blue velvet she’d met earlier that day. His skin had a blue tinge to it now, and his small beard was spun with frost. He smiled.

‘Good evening, Miss Burgess. Allow me to reveal my true self. My name’s Inigo, and I’m at your service.’

He bowed, extending one foot in an elegant point.

Thomasina stared at him.

‘A thousand apologies for inviting you out into the cold,’ he continued. ‘I trust you’re warmer now?’

She nodded, although her mind churned so much she couldn’t speak.

‘I’m glad you made it here without too much trouble.’

His eyes twinkled, and Thomasina realised they were the same shade as the will-o’-the-wisp. She felt less scared than when he’d just been a shape walking towards her.

‘Arthur’s voice,’ she said, voice trembling. ‘I heard my brother speaking on the other side of the door just now.’

‘You did indeed,’ Inigo said.

‘Was it you?’

‘I conjured up his voice.’

‘How?’

Inigo smiled.

‘Because I can perform magic.’

Thomasina gasped. ‘You mean, you’re a witch?’ She staggered away, crossing her hands in front of her to ward off any evil, though she suspected it might be too late in the night to protect herself.

Inigo seemed not to have noticed her terror, and instead looked pained. ‘I prefer to be known as a conjuror,’ he replied. ‘The word “witch” is rather … pedestrian, if you don’t mind my saying so, Miss Burgess. My powers are of a higher order than mere potions or herb-lore, despite –’ he sniffed – ‘what my contemporaries may say.’

‘How do you know about Arthur?’ Thomasina asked, her voice shaking. ‘And why did you use his voice tonight? Is this a joke to you?’

‘It isn’t a joke at all!’ Inigo said, looking distressed. ‘Please, Miss Burgess, I assure you. It’s just … well—’

‘Well what?’

‘Before I tell you,’ Inigo said, looking nervous, ‘you should know – not that I care, of course, what you think of me; I just wish for it to be known, more generally – that I’m not usually one to eavesdrop.’

Thomasina raised an eyebrow.

‘But, er – as it happens,’ Inigo continued, a silvery blush decorating his cheeks, ‘when everyone discovered the frozen river, I decided to explore. I haven’t walked around London for decades.’ His eyes flickered across hers. ‘I found myself in a neighbourhood I’d never visited before. In this neighbourhood,’ he continued, ‘I couldn’t help but overhear someone talking about a shopkeeper’s young boy: someone called Arthur Burgess, aged only nine years old, who died several winters ago. His twin sister survived, they said. They also said it was a shame young Arthur hadn’t lived to see the sight of the frozen river.’

Thomasina took a sharp breath in, feeling the cold snake into her core.

‘Who could have been saying that?’ she said.

‘I didn’t catch the speaker’s name. She was selling parsnips,’ the man answered, with an aggrieved expression, ‘and was most insistent about them, even when I tried to brush her off. I’ve never seen such indecent enthusiasm about a common garden vegetable.’

An image of Miss Maplethorpe swam into Thomasina’s mind.

‘When I entered the shop where Arthur Burgess had once lived,’ Inigo continued, ‘I saw you and felt – well – perhaps I could help.’

‘How do you mean, “help”?’ Thomasina said, the ache within her widening.

‘Miss Burgess,’ Inigo said, ‘I can conjure your brother back from the dead.’

Silence fell. All Thomasina could do was stare at him, her heart beating in a feverish rhythm. Eventually, she spoke.

‘What?’

‘If you want me to bring Arthur back to life, I can do it.’

‘How?’

‘I can make the impossible possible,’ Inigo said, spreading his hands. ‘What better use for my powers is there than to help someone?’

‘This is ridiculous,’ Thomasina said. ‘You can’t – you’re not—’ she couldn’t continue. Yet within her, something powerful was stretching itself awake. What if he’s telling the truth? What if he can bring Arthur back?

‘If you’re not lying,’ Thomasina said, ‘then conjure me something now.’

‘I’m happy to do this if it’ll help me prove myself. What do you wish to appear?’ Inigo asked.

Thomasina cast her mind around, then thought about the sea-monster drawings she’d seen in Mother’s household book. Conjuring up one of those would surely prove unmanageable for Inigo. And when he failed, she’d know he didn’t have any powers, or at the very least was nowhere near as commanding as he’d made himself out to be.
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