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The City chooses who it keeps. It is old, it is vicious, and it remembers the time before. That was the time of blood promises. When even children knew that the price of knowledge was a fall from grace.

But knowledge is an intoxicating thing. It was the City’s siren song. The first scholars came and found that their thoughts flew faster. Within the walls of the University, theories seemed to write themselves. Invisible hands pushed a flurry of quills onward, onward. Writers stumbled out of bed, catching at the words tumbling from their mouths. Where knowledge trod, fame followed, and riches. More scholars arrived, from the cold North and the ancient South, from the rough new nations across the Western Sea.

They spoke of the City in as many tongues as there were nations. The greatest seat of learning that had ever been. It filled the annals of history with discovery, peopled the world’s halls of power. And generation by generation, those who came to its gates began to forget the ancient truth.

As each wave of scholars dressed the University in the finery of their age, it slipped on a cloak of civility. The buildings, now, are gracious. Soaring spires and honey-colored stone. Symmetry and order. Courts enclosing courts enclosing cloisters, like a rose blooming.

Or a fist closing.
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There had never been such a flood. Not in living memory, at least. It came up silently. A dark tide clawed from the river, finger by finger, into the sleeping city. Under the cold gaze of the hunter’s moon, it eased past the windows of students and academics, porters and librarians. It brushed their tangled dreams, lapping higher.

In the span of one nightfall, the waters claimed the University.

At sunset, the cobblestones had rattled with book-laden bicycles. The medieval mouths of the great college gates had gaped wide to welcome their gowned undergraduates and threadbare lecturers, to cradle the ancient dons tottering to their places at High Table. Bells rang out from myriad spires, and evensong silvered the air around Gabriel Tower.

By morning, all was drowned. Slick black ropes of water fingered the college foundations. Ankle-deep, knee-deep, waist-deep. Beneath its touch, gold stone weathered green. In the gray dawn, rows of bicycles bobbed at their moorings, as though lifted by ghostly hands. The straight march of the High Street turned wavering and sly.

And then the rain started.

It would become the tale of decades. The students passing precious paintings up to safety, bracing against waters that curled around hips and thighs. The lectures canceled, the tutorials postponed. In Persian-carpeted studies, professors settled in with their decanters. Underpaid lecturers huddled closer to their space heaters, submerging themselves deeper in Aramaic love poetry to stave off thoughts of the damp. The few cars that attempted to drive through the flood sputtered and died, bonnet-deep in swirling pondweed. Wading the streets was a task for only the bravest or the most desperate. For three days, the tourists had to stay out. The students had to stay in.

And in their absence, the other lives in the city rejoiced.

As the waters triumphed, dark fish swam up the steps of the Senate House. A shifting sheet of pewter covered the formal gardens, where eels wrestled in ecstatic knots among the drowning rosebushes. Spiders danced in the vaulted stone cathedral of St. Dunstan’s College.

Then, on the third day, the flood receded. The river drew back its reaches from the modern outskirts first. Within a few hours, even the water at the ancient heart of the city stood less than knee-deep. The mortal world began its inevitable process of reclaiming and forgetting. Waterlogged college gates were pushed open again. An army of college servants swept river silt from the courtyards.

And high in Gabriel Tower, Emma Curran woke from a troubled nap with a start. Mist had laid moist fingers on her windowpane, clouding the city outside. She listened for the sound that had woken her and heard nothing. But something had changed. She was sure of it. It took her a moment to realize.

The rain had finally stopped.

She had listened to it through the three long days of her confinement. So long, the tapping water had begun to sound like whispers beyond the windowpane. They had seeped into her dreams. She rubbed at the window with her sleeve and peered out. At last, a few gleams of paving stone showed through the murk in the lane below. After three days of nothing but deep black currents, it felt like an omen of good luck, just for her. She laid aside the work on her lap and stretched limbs grown stiff from hours curled into the window seat.

A jolt pierced her heart. The rain was gone, and so was her last excuse. If she was going, it was nearly time. Everything she needed had been laid out on her bed in the morning, just in case. With hands she couldn’t stop from shaking a little, she buttoned the crisp shirt, smoothed out one last imaginary crease in her good trousers. The chime of her phone distracted her for a moment only. Barely pausing to read the message, she dashed off a reply and went back to muttering under her breath. She’d memorized the facts. Only the opening still troubled her. Some people introduced themselves so easily. As though talking about themselves wasn’t an insurmountable obstacle.

Her eyes strayed back to her phone. With a groan, she dropped the half-packed bag on her bed. Slipping from the room, she tapped on the door next to hers. They were the only two on the floor: Gabriel College had only recently converted the tower’s crumbling cells into accommodations. It was not a popular option, thanks to the deafening cycle of bells from the belfry above. The monks who had first built Gabriel College had been dead six centuries, but still the bell tower rang out the joyful and thunderous pattern of their days, matins to compline. But for two second-year students who cared more about being close to the dining hall than the sanctity of sleep, the rooms were perfect.

“Come in.”

Emma pushed open the door without ceremony.

Nat’s bedroom was a collage of old film posters and flyers for upcoming plays. While the desk was buried under enough layers of books to qualify as an archaeological site, the area around the state-of-the-art sound system on the opposite wall was spotless. It was best not to consider how far the contents of that wall outstripped the value of her student loans, she’d found. Before the University, Emma had never imagined anyone her age with their own cinema-grade sound system. That had changed the day she’d arrived at Gabriel, a year earlier, when she’d seen fifteen unloaded with the new freshers from tasteful Range Rovers and Tesla SUVs.

The figure stretched on the bed grinned at her. Emma looked at the phone in his hand and sighed.

“Can it be?” Nat Oluwole threw his head back, gesturing to the heavens. “Can my own Emma Curran be abandoning me?”

He was the best boy alive, but he did like to declaim.

“I’m sorry,” Emma said, but there was a smile in it. There always was when Nat decided to make her laugh. “I really don’t want to let you down.”

“Now that sounds likely,” he said gravely. “You, the most faithful friend in history, a letdown? Well, of course. I mean, who would not have spent their last gods-given, lecture-free day pricking holes in their fingers to make me a costume—for no other reason than I mentioned it last week—and all for a party they now refuse to go to?”

“I tried to explain in my message. Nat, surely you can see? I won’t know anyone, I don’t know how to act at these things, and I’ll go home feeling terrible about myself.”

Nat shook his head. “I mention a party, and you start wailing like it’s the last act of Tosca. But I make you hot-glue bottlecaps to a sleeping bag all night long—”

Emma’s brow crinkled. “I really didn’t mean to set off the fire alarm. I hope that lecturer above was all right. The burnt smell definitely reached his floor. And the alarm was so loud—”

“It was barely three a.m.,” Nat went on with a dismissive flap of his hand. “And he chose to live in a bell tower. He’ll be fine. But you, treasure among friends? You’ve glued and stitched away, and not complained or even questioned my sanity—”

“When you said this costume was for a party, I thought it was one of your theatre parties,” Emma said. “I’ve done much madder things for those. Like when you had me sew you up in an actual shroud for the Macbeth cast party last year? You had to get the director to guide you around by the hand all night, to stop you tripping over chairs.”

“I,” said Nat with lofty dignity, “was the ghost of Banquo. You logical minds cannot understand the exigencies of art. Or parties.”

“We logical minds are also covered in glue burns from last night’s ‘exigencies of art.’ And we are not going to the party. There will be too many people, and I’m tired, and—” Emma flopped onto the bed. Nat shifted to make room. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I sent you that message, and then of course I started worrying that you’d hate me—”

“Which I don’t,” Nat interposed.

“And that you’d be angry with me—”

“Which I never have been.”

“—because it was lovely of you to invite me. But I actually have something else this afternoon. And I don’t know how late I’ll be.”

Nat propped himself up on one arm. “Do tell.”

“It’s—it’s the Colefax-Lee Foundation program. The interviews are today.”

Nat whistled. “Big stuff. Are you sure they’ll be happening, though? Flood, and all that?”

“The waters are going down.” Emma bounced, her body athrill with excitement again. “And it’s not far. I have to try.”

“Going down is not gone.”

“Oh, I don’t need to worry about that. Look—”

Emma dashed from the room. The sound of rubbery squeaking and a few choice profanities emerged from her bedroom. A few moments later, she pushed open Nat’s door and stood framed in the doorway in all her glory.

“Good God,” Nat said blankly.

A pair of voluminous, violently green rubber waders enclosed Emma from toe to chest. “I kept them from that time at the field station in Senegal.” She beamed. “I thought they might come in handy if I ever wanted to do a survey of the caddis fly larvae in the river here. A colleague of my mother’s in the US is writing a paper on how they might be linked to otter populations. Wouldn’t it be amazing to actually find out if the same is true here?”

“Indeed,” Nat agreed weakly. “Just what anyone would think. Now, take the hideous things off.”

Emma wriggled obediently out of the offending articles. “Anyway, they’re perfect for today. I’ll be as dry as can be. Oh!” She dashed from the room a second time. “How could I forget? It’s finished. Your costume.” She dropped her armful of fabric into Nat’s lap. Her friend let out a joyful squawk she was sure he would die rather than let his theatre friends hear. “I hope you make an excellent caterpillar,” Emma laughed.

“I will,” said Nat, with absolute confidence.

“And I hope you impress whoever all this is meant for.”

“It’s no one. Nothing. Just a friend.” His neck had flushed bright red.

Emma fought a smile. She wasn’t sure which boy had attracted Nat’s attention this time. His many loves were legend. Unlike Emma, who dated seldom and with a scientist’s detachment, Nat had a way of truly believing every time that at last, this one was true love.

“Lewis Carroll would be proud,” her friend was muttering now, spinning in front of the mirror with the costume draped over his long form. The interminable hours she’d spent in the window seat—listening to the rain and sewing the hundreds of legs—had been worth it. He looked spectacular.

“But, Emma—”

Nat had stopped twirling.

“After the interviews. You could still come to the party, right? It won’t matter if you’re late. Just throw on that blue dress you have, and I’ll say you’re Alice in Wonderland. To go with me. It’ll be fun. They’ll love you.”

Emma pulled a face.

“Em—” The caterpillar hugged her around the shoulders. “You’re one of my favorite people. Truly. But you need more friends than just me. Let the world get to know you. You might be surprised.”

Emma shook her head and busied herself with picking up her waders. “I don’t know if I’ll feel like it.”

“I’m not going to press you if you don’t want to go. You know that. And I love this newfound firmness.” He raised one eyebrow at her, a trick she’d never been able to copy. “It suits you. I’m just tickled that, after all of the idiotic requests I’ve seen you give in to, this party is the one that broke the, er”—Nat eyed her long frame and grinned—“giraffe’s back?”

Emma reached out and swatted him, without any real heat. “Giraffe yourself.”

Then, as an afterthought: “It suits me?”

“Yes, Emma.” Nat could go from theatrical to sincere in the time it took for Emma’s voice to wobble. “And so does your height, for that matter.”

Emma rolled her eyes at that.

“Go on.” He grinned, herding her out of his room. “Go get the millionaire funding of your dreams. And see how you feel afterward.”

Firm. Emma found herself repeating the word in her head. Firm.

It did suit her.
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Among the tourists buying University sweatshirts, among the scramble of bicycles in its arteries and the punts gliding along its veins, the City sensed the life in one small square. Within the embrace of Gabriel College, a girl was hurrying across a flood-silvered lawn.

Women—as recently added to the intellectual life of the University as they were—were always thinking or reading or walking the City’s paths now. The sight was no surprise to it. Nevertheless, it paused a moment before its attention rolled onward to the river.

For a girl whose posture did not betray an obvious longing for the spotlight, Emma Curran possessed features that demanded to take up space. She was built on taller lines than the average, with sharp shoulders and long, sturdy legs. Her nose and brows were striking rather than delicate. The strength of her features added a character to her little moon-circle face that time had not yet given. Everything else about her looked bare and fresh.

And, at the moment, a little damp. The last spatters of rain were blowing off the river, straight into her face. But at least her feet were dry. The waders were perfect. She splashed on across the marshland that had once been Gabriel’s croquet lawn. A stray sunbeam lit the turrets above, striking gold from the weathered stone. And Emma’s heart swelled, as it always did when she looked at her home. Gabriel College, crumbling and magnificent. Low of coffer but great of heart: its tapestries moldering, but its ducks the best fed in the city. It was where Emma’s soul came to roost and had done since the day she arrived.

The college was the northmost of those lining the river. Beyond its august walls lay only the University Meadows and the Guilder Wood. Their paths were her favorite haunts. Curlews stalked the grasses; shadowy copses hid the elusive Guilder deer. Emma had even glimpsed a pair of otters at the bend in the river by the North Gate.

But she had no time to watch now. Emma checked the zip of her bag again, convinced it might have opened itself while she wasn’t looking. It was tightly fastened. Not a drop could leak onto the papers inside. She tugged down her hood and slipped out of the North Gate. The floodwater in Gabriel Passage was only ankle-deep. Another good omen. The High Street was bound to be passable.

As Emma waded on, she saw signs that the colleges, so tightly shut during the flood, were coming back to life. Portly Granville College, lounging across two blocks of the city. Lady Margaret’s, with its eerie twisted towers. Cheerful Sussex and austere Wessex. This place was like nowhere else. It called to her, an enchanting song of beauty and history and something beyond that, something she’d never been able to name. Everywhere, doors opening, college bedders sneaking cigarettes in the archways, the chatter of students piping among the chimneys.

Water was sluicing down the High Street, draining down cobbled lanes that sloped to the river. A procession of porters waded through the churn, bearing spadefuls of frogs. The floodwater rippled up around their calves and ankles like a preening cat, throwing out bewitching glints. It was almost mesmeric, watching it. Emma felt her breathing slow, her nerves drift.

Then the porters flipped their spades. Frogs splashed into the tide and were swept, croaking, back to the river. Startled from her daze, Emma jerked up. She’d been leaning toward the water, her hand almost brushing the surface. She didn’t remember why. A porter tipped his bowler hat to Emma, and she waded on.

Her bag started ringing. Emma rummaged inside for her phone. She saw the caller and smiled. Madagascar was three hours ahead. Her mother would be having lunch in the research station canteen.

“Have I caught you before the interview?” Her mother sounded cheerful, as always.

Something in Emma’s chest loosened. “On my way now.”

“Oh, good. Sorry, we’ve had a mare’s nest of a morning. First the water in the lab backed up, then we found a lemur nibbling the power cables outside.”

Emma’s mother was an academic. “A fertility expert,” she liked to say at parties. “Only for plants, not people.” And people laughed. They usually did, when she was around. Dr. Diana Curran was a square-set, petite woman with strong hands, often covered in soil. Thanks to her mother’s trailblazing research career, Emma had grown up in six cities, four field stations, and eight different countries. She’d been told she didn’t sound properly English, as a result. Her mother had always said that was a good thing.

For now, her mother was heading up a research station in Madagascar. Emma had been promised a rainforest trip for the Christmas holidays, so she was a fan of this latest posting.

“How’s things at Gabriel? Still flooded in?”

“Just going down. People have gone mad, though, being shut inside. Everyone is talking about the fuss in the kitchen. One of the chefs is threatening to quit. Apparently, someone’s been sneaking the desserts from the fridge overnight and leaving a crock of petals in their place. So Nat says, anyway.”

Her mother chuckled. “Must be the students, surely. I’ve seen enough practical jokes in my time. And how is Nat doing? Did it go well, telling his parents? You never said.”

“Turns out he didn’t do it. Spent the whole summer working up to it, too. He says his family have just about come to terms with him dating boys, but him throwing over a decent career for a life on the stage would be, in his words, ‘like hurling a grenade into a cage of poodles.’ It’s all a bit weird still with the traditional parts of his family, anyway.”

“Oh, that’s tough. But what does his father think he’s doing all this time, outside of class?”

“Volunteering at the church, like he was supposed to.”

“Well, tell him from me that it’s best to be honest. Now, back to you, ladybug. Nervous?”

“A little.”

“You don’t need to be. You can do anything you set your mind to, and don’t forget it.”

Emma hung up, feeling a warmth in her chest. Not for the first time, she wished she had the assurance that came so naturally to her mother. Her fierce mother, whose only lapse in insight had been a brief, careless liaison with a man of more charm than principle. Who had brought forth her unplanned baby a week before her PhD viva, with no father in sight. The only thing that man had ever given Emma, she liked to say, was the surname on her birth certificate. Emma Pelham. And even that they never used. She had been Emma Curran to the world from the day her mother brought her home.

Diana Curran had marched in front of a panel of academics alone, baby Emma strapped to her chest, and delivered a blistering PhD defense. She had left destined for one of the brightest careers in her field. She would not have been afraid of a few questions at an interview.

Nerves thrummed in Emma’s belly. By the time she turned into the forecourt of the Science Department, she felt her pulse in every part of her body. Emma followed the signs to a corridor lined with plastic chairs, and shed the waders. A single poster stuck to a glass door read “Colefax-Lee Foundation Interviews: Wait Here.”

The lines of seats were empty. The other candidates were running late, she supposed. Emma chose the chair nearest the door, hid the waders underneath, and waited.

Purposeful steps echoed down the corridor. Emma’s head jerked up.

The cool, oval face was one Emma knew well. At least by sight.

Julia Colefax-Lee’s eighteenth birthday had been captured in lavish detail in Tatler. Her mother, it was rumored, was a paternal cousin to Princess Diana. Her godmother was a former lady-in-waiting to the queen. She had emerged from Swiss boarding school with the expected poise and accomplishments. She had also acquired a gracious smile that made those in its path feel included and special—however quickly its giver hurried away afterward.

Like Emma, Julia belonged to Gabriel College. Emma had seen her returning to her room, surrounded always by a cloud of girls with hand-painted highlights and whippety torsos. They had never spoken.

The cool gaze took her in with a hint of surprise. “You’re not here for the foundation, are you?”

“Th-the interview?” Emma stammered. “Yes.”

“Mmm.” Julia’s gaze was dancing somewhere above Emma’s shoulder. “Well. I’m sure the rest will be here soon. The other interviewers are running a little late too.”

Emma couldn’t coax her eyes away from Julia’s dress, an exquisitely tailored confection of cream silk. It looked as though it had been designed for the boardroom of a California tech company. Emma darted a look down at her own plain white shirt and sole pair of smart trousers. They had seemed lovely in her room.

A redhead charged into the corridor, a sodden umbrella streaming in her wake.

“Jules! Bloody nightmare getting here. And Venetia nowhere to be seen, of course.”

Julia sighed. “I’d wanted to wait for her, but—there! Beautiful girl!”

The object of her raptures stalked down the corridor, not visibly moved. She had a perfectly symmetrical face, delicately pointed chin, and long blond Alice in Wonderland hair. Not a drop of water clung to her skintight leather dress or the red bottoms of her boots.

“God, the taxi driver took forever. Well, if we’re doing this, let’s get it done.”

Centuries of boredom oozed from that one small voice.

“Of course, darling. Let’s set up. We’ll leave some time for the candidates to arrive.”

The door swung shut, leaving Emma alone in the corridor. She unclenched her fingers and muttered her way through her opening paragraph once more.

But before she reached the second sentence, she realized the glass door was not soundproof. She could hear every syllable of the girls’ conversation. And—if she twisted in her chair at just the right angle—she could see them.

On the other side of the door, Julia sat in the central interviewer’s chair, sipping a sparkling water. Venetia had propped her feet on the table. Imogen Baldock was pacing in front of them, red curls bouncing, breathless with news.

“You will not believe who’s here.”

“Who?”

“Three clues. St. Dunstan’s College. Supposed to be racing his family’s yacht around the world this year. Most beautiful boy in the University. Come on, darlings.”

“Not Jasper Balfour?” Julia sat bolt upright. “Back?”

Imogen chuckled. “Oh, he’ll be sure to scandalize half the University before term’s out. But you have to admit, things would have been dull without the divine Jasper.” She perched on the table and swung her legs. “Perhaps I’ll have a crack at him myself this year.”

She added, under Julia’s wry glance, “Well, the demigod will have to fall in love one day. And why not with me?” She grinned. “Or the thousand others in the queue, yes.”

“That’s old news, surely.” Venetia half closed her eyes. “Apparently, his father wasn’t overjoyed about his only son taking a year off from the University to go yachting around the world—”

“—or maybe he wanted the yacht for himself,” Imogen cut in, “to impress that film actress he’s been seeing on the side. My dad’s friends with him. He let that slip.”

Venetia Kent rolled her eyes. Imogen’s father owned a stable of the country’s most slanderous scandal sheets. Gossip ran in the family.

“Don’t try to be clever, Imogen dearest,” she purred. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“So, Jasper’s back at St. Dunstan’s?”

“Yes, he seemed very disappointed when I spoke to him.” Venetia shook back her moonlight hair.

“You’ve seen him already?”

“Did he say anything about you-know-what?”

“Oh, about”—Venetia looked up, the tiniest smile playing across her doll features—“being president of the Society?”

Julia spat a mouthful of water into her cream silk lap.

“What?” Venetia crossed one long, leather-clad leg over the other luxuriantly. Some people only feel truly at ease surrounded by discomfort. Particularly other people’s. Venetia Kent was one such. “We’re not five years old. This supersecret society nonsense is idiotic. But Jasper did tell me, actually. Now he’s back—”

At this point, Emma’s chair let out a loud scraping noise. She hastily rearranged herself. By the time Julia opened the door, she was facing innocently to the front, her hands clasped over the folder in her lap.

“Oh.” The disappointment in Julia’s voice was hard to miss. She was looking over Emma’s head to the row of empty chairs. “Well—why don’t you come in.”

Emma scurried past her to the seat facing the panel.

“But aren’t we seeing Arabella Lennox and that girl from Jules’ dressage club?”

“They were supposed to be here,” Julia murmured fretfully. “I suppose the rain—”

“What, Tilly Harper-Graveney?” Imogen added. “Or that other one? Daughter of the Sotheby’s chairman. Came to Eddie’s birthday in Antibes—”

“Daisy Cadogan,” muttered Julia, shuffling the papers in front of her.

“That’s the one,” said Imogen. “I thought it was all sorted that she’d get the Natural Sciences Fellowship and Arabella would—”

Julia had the grace to look embarrassed. “Nothing’s decided. That’s why we’re interviewing candidates like, er—”

“Emma. Emma Curran.”

Julia dove back through her pile of papers. “That’s right, I saw my father’s assistant had added an application. I hadn’t read it yet. For the Science and Environment endowment? Let’s see.”

Emma knotted her fingers in her lap. Julia’s delicate nose was buried deep in her binder.

“Application—conserving and renewing river habitats,” she muttered. “Tracking population balances, find where to invest to make the most difference versus climate change—two-year trial here in the city. This is—” She looked up, a little wrinkle of surprise between her brows. “Well, it’s exactly what we were looking for. Practical and academic. Local, but the end product is a model that could be applied anywhere.”

She tapped her forefingers together, lost in thought. Then her gaze snapped back to Emma. “But it says here that you study law. Not natural sciences. An odd fit for a science endowment, surely?”

“Technically. But I’ve spent a lot of time around field research. I’ve had hands-on experience. There’s a summary in my proposal—”

Emma slid it across the table. The shaking in her hands eased as she opened to the page on her methodology. The hours she had spent working on the tables and figures showed. What did it matter if her last three law essays had been handed in late?

“Emma, the Colefax-Lee Foundation Fellowships will support ten female students,” Julia said. “With projects that will change the world, from the arts to the sciences. It is a significant investment in significant women.” Her voice was beautiful, low and modulated. Emma couldn’t imagine speaking with such poise. “So. Why do you think you deserve one of those ten fellowships?” Julia asked.

Firm, Emma reminded herself. Firmness suits me.

She began her rehearsed speech. “Rivers. They are key—”

“What year is she in?” Venetia rocked back in her chair. “You can’t have another fresher, Jules. The first one was ghastly.”

“Well, I’m a second-year,” Emma answered. “Undergraduate, at Gabriel College.”

“Second-year at Gabriel?” Julia leaned forward. “But that’s the same as me. How have I never seen you before?”

“I’m not… out much.” Emma hurried on. “But it is that dedication I would apply to this project, which could bring significant insight into the wildlife of—”

“Did you go to a state school?” Imogen broke in.

“Well—yes, when we were in England—”

“There.” Imogen grinned at Julia. “She’s diversity. You needed one of those.”

Julia opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“It’s not as though you have any other options.” Venetia lunged to her feet. “For once, I agree with Imogen. Why waste our time? If Arabella or Daisy had really wanted it, they should have shown up.”

She swept past Emma to the door, Imogen jostling behind her.

“Come on, Jules.” Venetia tossed her hair over one shoulder. “Pick-me-up at Boddington’s? I kept the taxi waiting.”

“You go ahead.”

The footsteps faded away. Julia stayed in her chair, cool gaze appraising Emma.

“This foundation is important to my family, and to me. Do you know why?”

Perplexed at this turn in the conversation, Emma shook her head.

“My father started it, back when the University wasn’t so sure that someone who looked like him belonged here. The Lees are as old money as any family in England, don’t get me wrong. But their currency was still a little too—Chinese—for the University.” Her voice turned sharp. “For the college servants that refused to work for him. For certain lecturers and tutors. And now our name is on their buildings. The Colefax-Lee Foundation funds their key research. The University can no longer politely pretend that we don’t exist, not when we’re so important to its survival.”

She wasn’t meeting Emma’s eyes. She was looking at something in her binder. Emma’s heart sank. “This program for female students was my idea. My part of our legacy. Its success means more to me than you can know.”

The silence stretched. Then Julia lifted her gaze. “And I think you take this as seriously as I do.” She turned the binder to face Emma. She had placed Emma’s proposal at the top of the applications.

“Nobody else did this. Among our accomplished candidates—and whatever Venetia says about us handing out fellowships to our friends, they are extraordinarily accomplished—not one built this kind of proposal. The detail. The numbers.”

Warmth spread from Emma’s cheeks to her neck.

“A Colefax-Lee science fellowship is open to you. If you want it.”

“I—I do. Of course.” Julia’s outstretched hand was waiting. Emma stumbled up to shake it.

“There is one thing.” Julia’s eyes seemed to snag on Emma’s shirt and trousers. “Being a fellow means being the face of the foundation. My father would expect you to represent us. In front of press, at parties. Could you do that?”

A single party with Nat’s friends had felt impossible just hours ago. Julia’s world would be something else entirely. Emma pictured the cameras, the crush of eyes on her. And amid the fear and doubt was something else, something she was surprised to find. Something like excitement.

“Yes,” Emma said. “I can do that.”

As she led Emma out to the corridor, Julia seemed to permit herself a real smile, very different from her gracious air. “Now that the official bit’s over, I have to ask. How on earth did you get here so dry?”

“These.” Emma pulled her waders from beneath the chair. “You put your legs into them, like so—it’s a tight fit, so you have to wriggle a bit—there. Then you pull them up to—here.”

Julia barked a laugh, quickly smothered in a cough. “I—I see. Well. There’s a little launch party for the fellows to meet, a few days from now. At the new conference center in Beaufort College, if you know it? It’s all architectural angles and glass, and achingly modern. The perfect backdrop for the program. Press will be arriving at seven thirty—at current count, we have Tatler, The Telegraph, good noises from The Times—oh, and a features writer from Vanity Fair, if we can sort her plane tickets in time. You won’t have much to do, just answering reporters’ questions.”

“Right,” said Emma. “An-answering reporters. Absolutely.”

“And for the party. Do try to wear something a little”—Julia paused—“different, perhaps?”

As Emma strolled back down the High Street, she saw that the sun had burned all but a few silvery puddles from the cobbles. She tilted her face to the warmth. The flood was almost gone. And in its place, a world fresh and ready to begin again.
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The party was a stressful blur. A wall of lenses pointed at her, and people asking questions. Her own voice, talking from very far away. The Beaufort College conference center was dizzyingly bright, a kaleidoscope of chrome and glass and multimillion-pound design. But at least, in a black velvet dress that guarded her rib cage like armor, Emma finally felt the part. That was all due to Nat.

The day after her interview, she had met Nat for breakfast as usual. The wisteria-clad Great Hall at Gabriel College was famous for its beauty. Morning sun played over fluted stone. The smell of toast and butter rose to the rafters.

Nat had slurped at his fourth coffee. “So, you won your dream funding. And yet this is not a happy face?”

Emma groaned. “It’s that launch party. Those people will take one look at me and know I’m not meant to be there, with their Tatler photographer and their dressage clubs. I’m nothing like them. I’ve never shot a pheasant. Or shopped at Harrods. I’ve never ridden a horse, Nat.”

“I’m not sure that will be required, Emma,” Nat murmured, with exquisite delicacy, “at a cocktail party.”

Emma took the mature route and did not stick her tongue out at him.

“Em, it doesn’t matter, that elite nonsense. I spent years with these people, at an extremely exclusive boarding school, no less. And it only gave them enough time to decide I wasn’t ‘quite their sort.’ They met you once, and they’ve already given you a cartload of money and a golden invitation. Maybe they like you.”

Emma pushed her food around her plate. “But you should have seen how they dressed at the interview, these girls. I have nothing to wear.”

“We’ll just get Helena to lend you something,” said Nat, briskly scooping Emma’s uneaten hash browns into his mouth. “She was all about society soirees and glossy ‘it’ girlfriends when she was here. And she has more clothes than she could ever wear.”

“I love your sister, but—” Emma said.

“Everyone loves my sister.” Nat heaved the long sigh of the martyr. “Alas, even me. Trust me, she’ll be excited about this. I’ll message her.”

And Helena Oluwole had come through. She had not sent just one dress, but a whole box of gowns and jackets and jumpsuits with labels Emma barely recognized, almost all the right length. Helena was tall, too.

Emma could tell that in her own clothes, she would have felt small and ashamed in front of the girls at this party. They looked as though they had never questioned money; always had so much that it had sunk into their skin. They all had the same coin-like shine, the crisp edges of a banknote. There was china-doll Venetia Kent, leaning against a steel sculpture in an attitude of complete boredom. Julia, a bright jewel in a crimson jumpsuit, shaking the University chancellor’s hand. Across the room, Imogen Baldock was vamping at one of the journalists. The other fellows flitted about, glowing in front of the cameras.

Batted around a gauntlet of photographers, Emma thought the night might never end. But as the last of the champagne dried up, so did the crowd. The journalists fled for the train back to London. Soon only Julia’s little clique remained.

Emma looked down at herself. Just one in a row of girls perched on the tables in the empty conference center, legs swinging, passing a champagne bottle. She wondered why she couldn’t remember ever feeling so happy.

“What next?” asked Elizabeth Lim, the fellow for history. Regal in a column of cloudburst silk, she was so beautiful that Emma could hardly look at her directly.

“The party at St. Dunstan’s, surely,” purred Antonia Viacelli, granddaughter of an Italian contessa, and the fellow for music. “Where else, darlings?”

An excited murmur shivered through the row of girls.

“Jasper Balfour’s first party of the year,” said Imogen, nudging Elizabeth in the ribs. “Let the scandal commence.”

“The Jasper Balfour?” piped up little Tabitha Mountbatten, the youngest fellow.

“Yes, and he’s just as wicked as you’ve heard.” Antonia’s smile curled like steam from hot chocolate.

“I haven’t heard he’s wicked.” Tabitha was blessed with complete imperviousness to innuendo. “My brother Hamish said he’s already on the Olympic sailing team. Or the reserves, anyway. And Hamish was at Eton with Jasper, and he says one of the geography masters was always giving them stupid homework, so Jasper took his car apart in the parking lot, then put it back together on the roof, the whole car! And he was on Hamish’s ski trip in Courchevel, and Mummy said he was so charming, he was the kind of boy that just looking at him’d make you walk funny for a week, although I wasn’t quite sure what she meant, and—”

“Gods spare us the views of the entire Mountbatten clan,” Venetia muttered. “Someone muzzle the virgin.”

Imogen shoved her. Venetia shoved right back.

As the group swirled into motion, grabbing bags and shoes, Emma stood uncertain.

“Are you coming?”

Julia had turned back at the door.

“Me?” Emma found her hand had fluttered up to her chest. She pushed it down. “I mean, of course I’m coming. Let’s meet this Jasper you’re all so impressed with.”

She was worried for a moment that she’d overdone it. But the group laughed. And as they poured onto the sloping cobbles of River Lane, she felt Julia’s elegant hand clasp her shoulder.

The girls hurried along the river path. A hint of fog hung over the water now. Autumn, only a breath away. The river lay quiet in its bed, with barely a sign it had been capable of flooding a whole city just a week before. The crenellations of St. Dunstan’s College rose in the distance.

The group quieted as they shuffled through the college gatehouse. The silence they walked into had a weight to it. St. Dunstan’s was the oldest and richest of all the University’s colleges. Its students had the reputation of being the best-heeled in the University. Emma’s father had gone here. She had seen the few photos her mother had kept. There was one of them picnicking in the St. Dunstan’s gardens. Diana with her striking eyes and Greenpeace T-shirt, hair flowing past her waist. Hugh Pelham, blond and laughing, shoulders broad in a hand-tailored blazer. A strange match, even in a photograph. He had already been engaged then, of course, to his now wife. But Emma liked to look at the photographs and pretend. That there had been no other family for him. No one to leave her for. When she’d applied to the University, Emma had once had a vision of him showing her his old rooms at St. Dunstan’s and parading her in front of the porters.

This is my daughter, he would have said, pride spilling from his voice. Going here too. Chip off the old block.

But visions and reality rarely aligned when it came to her father. And so the real Emma had found her home at Gabriel College and had never seen St. Dunstan’s up close. It had the flavor of a medieval keep, she thought. Troops of gargoyles grimaced down, faceless from years of acid rain. Emma shivered, missing the jovial angels and chubby deer that framed the doorways at Gabriel.

Julia waved them on, and they passed through lushly planted cloisters and an endless parade of formal gardens. The yew hedges were clipped into the shape of dragons, the college’s mascot. Twilight had pulled itself swiftly over the city in their wake, and now it overtook them. Emma could barely make out the shapes of the farther trees. Only a whisper to the left told her that the river was somewhere near.

All this time, Tabitha had been peppering the girls with questions about the party’s host. Emma listened with one ear, half-sick of the sound of his name already. Whoever and whatever Jasper Balfour was, he seemed likely to be as puffed up as a bullfrog. The way they talked about him. Such praises of his curling hair and broad shoulders; such tales of the private jet he packed with his friends. Most of all, the whispers about the hopefuls throwing themselves at him. Even models and celebrities. Even mothers.

Regal Elizabeth Lim stooped so far as to giggle, and Tabitha’s cheeks were pink.

Emma found herself gritting her teeth. “Who else will be at this party?”

A cluster of surprised faces turned to her.

Julia recovered herself first. “Oh—well, there’s his roommate. Richard. They share a set of rooms, so they’re both throwing this party, really.”

Venetia snorted.

“Richard is a little quieter than Jasper,” Julia added. “That doesn’t mean he’s—”

“Boring.” Venetia flashed white, wolfish teeth.

“No, no,” protested Julia, in distress. “When you talk to him, you find he’s really—”

“Boring.” Venetia flicked her hair over one shoulder. “Honestly, Julia.”

Emma felt a first stirring of interest. Quieter. Next to the oafish Jasper—she could already picture the rugby-field bellow and leering smile—she saw an unpretentious, friendly face. He would be perhaps a little slimmer across the shoulders, with less of the Eton swagger. Perhaps he also found it hard to talk about himself, at first. She found her step quickening.

“But apart from that?” squeaked Tabitha, breathless as much from excitement as from trying to keep up. “Who else will be there?”

“Most of the Society, I should think,” Imogen said absently, checking her makeup in her phone’s camera.

“What society?” asked Tabitha, eager-eyed.

Sharp looks telegraphed around the remaining girls. Elizabeth Lim hissed in a breath.

Imogen pulled up short, wearing a rather guilty look. “What? Oh…”

“And Imogen does it again,” drawled Venetia, with a slow clap that lost nothing of its viciousness as it echoed off the fountains of St. Dunstan’s. “You’ll have to tell her something now, won’t you?”

“Ah—hm. Tabitha, it’s just Jasper and some friends. It’s like a—a University-wide club. Mostly drinking and dinners and stuff, but it’s properly old and historic. Anyway, there’s not much you need to know, it’s just a night out.”

“But what is this club?” pursued Tabitha. “What’s it called? Can I join?”

“No, you can’t. Boys only, I’m afraid. And it doesn’t have a name. At least, it does, but not one you can know. And you can’t tell anyone about it. Not even that you know it exists.”

“So it’s a secret,” Tabitha breathed, round-eyed. “Cool. My older brother Hamish will be so impressed I know a secret society now.”

“You can tell your older brother Hamish—” Venetia began silkily. But before she could finish whatever crushing statement she had planned, most of the group had doubled over.

“What is that?” choked Elizabeth Lim. Beside her, Antonia Viacelli retched into a box hedge.

“It is the worst—”

“—I can’t breathe—”

“—disgusting—”

A wall of rot curled up from the darkness to their left. It rose around them, foul and overripe. Emma felt it coat her tongue. Nausea shuddered through her throat.

It smelled of dead things.

“It’s—I think—the sunken garden—” coughed Imogen.

Emma’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. The garden below was a maze of rotting rosebushes, sagging with late blooms. Every rose blackened through; every thorn softened to mush.

“It must have been the flood. It drowned them.”

“It’s awful.”

Even as she gagged, Emma found herself wondering if the flood had carried some contaminant, to leave the roses so damaged. A waterborne pest, perhaps? Her mother would have known.

But that was not what held her body rigid, a field mouse scenting an owl, scanning the garden. Something was there. It was a ridiculous thought. But for an instant, the fallen roses seemed like plucked eyeballs, pupils of rot rolled up to watch her. Then Julia tugged her arm, and Emma gladly stumbled away with her, toward the light at the end of the gardens.

They emerged in a vast, brightly lit quad, and Emma’s macabre imaginings loosened their claws on her brain. She was rather inclined to laugh at herself.

“Old Hob Quad,” said Julia, finally lowering her sleeve from her face. “The most beautiful student rooms in the University.”

“But by God, they make you walk for them,” growled Imogen, storming past in a blaze of red curls. She leapt up the first staircase and hammered on the door at the top. With one last look at the rot-scented darkness behind them, Emma followed.
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When the door opened, Emma had to steel herself not to gasp. The University was lavish, but she had never known students could have such palatial rooms. Leading off the main space, Emma glimpsed a kitchen and at least two bedrooms. Dark paneling and velvet dominated. Portraits glowered from gaps between Gothic windows. Someone had set up a bar in one corner atop what looked to be a sixteenth-century sideboard.

Emma looked up to find she had lost the other fellows. Adrift in a sea of dinner jackets and blazers, she wandered until she spotted Julia Colefax-Lee perched on a sofa.

“Can I join you?”

Julia smiled. “Oh. The natural sciences fellow. Emma, was it? Sorry, come.” She patted the cushion next to her, still scanning the crowd. “People watching is my favorite sport.”

“I thought you captained the running team.” Emma settled next to Julia, trying not to seem far too tall. “I see you sometimes in the Great Hall at Gabriel, with the other runners.”

“Running is my second-favorite sport. You’re observant. I’d forgotten you said you were at Gabriel, if you’ll forgive me. It can make you a little inward facing, this kind of thing.”

She waved a hand at the party. Emma was surprised at how tired she looked.

“‘This kind of thing’ is new to me,” Emma admitted.

“Well, with your keen observation, we can make an expert people watcher of you yet. Now, where shall we start?”

Five minutes later, Emma’s head was spinning. From their sofa, Julia had been classifying the rest of the party into the correct social taxonomies with Linnaean accuracy.

“—and don’t even bother with the ones in the corner, dreadful social climbers.”

“Julia! Brought you a drink. And your friend too.” A large, solid boy had ambled up, his face shining with equal parts kindness and perspiration.

“In a second, Hugo. I’m just educating Emma here. Now, it’s the University Union election coming up—picking the student body president, you know—so prepare for everyone’s conversation to be the dullest. But nineteen of the last twenty prime ministers have come from the University, so perhaps it’s fair this lot feel there are stakes.”

“Over three-quarters of all the prime ministers in history,” Hugo added helpfully. “They made us learn that one in school.”

“That many? From one place?” Emma said.

“Well, the odd one came from the next rung down of universities. Oxford or Cambridge, Durham, Edinburgh. That sort.”

“They’re still excellent schools, surely.”

Julia wrinkled her nose. “Fine, as later universities go. Oxford and Cambridge were actually born from offshoots of the University proper. But they’ve never really had any big names going for them, have they? Not like us. Imagine Newton going to Cambridge. Or Oxford being home to Shelley or Tolkien—you can’t. The greatest works and discoveries are all from us.”

“It does mean people expect rather big things from you, if you’re here,” said Hugo, in a doleful tone.

Julia laughed. “Some more than others. Emma, see that group by the fire?”

They wore tailcoats. Their cheeks were gammon pink with wine. They had the laughs of people who’d never worried about how loud they were.

The Society. The thought was instant.

It was the aura of power around them. They almost glowed with it, those boys by the fire. They stood apart, careless, while the eyes of the party absorbed their every move. Emma was almost certain she was right. But she said nothing to Julia, remembering that flash of fear in Imogen’s eyes. Some secrets weren’t meant to be spoken aloud.

Julia leaned in, her voice low. “There’s your future prime minister right there. Perhaps more than one. Not Francis—the one who looks like Napoleon—or Hugo here. They’re bound for family businesses and Labradors.” Julia grinned at Hugo. “No. You’ll want to keep an eye on that tall, dark one. Keeps his nose clean—in public, at least—and a shoo-in for the Union election. The one that looks like a Victorian schoolmaster, next to him? Philip, also a contender. Then Piers—well, I don’t think he’ll ever be top man. That weaselly sort never are. Minister, more likely.

“Richard was here a minute ago. I’m not sure where—” Julia’s voice softened as she peered over the crowd. “Well, you might meet him later.” She recovered her detachment and snorted. “Ed is still convinced he’s going to be a grime artist. His family will stick him in a pretend job at a merchant bank until it wears off. Atticus Tremaine—the nervy, beautiful one? Very serious thesp. Film agents already swarming around those cheekbones. Then Guy’s father is something big in property, so there he’ll go too.”

“And what about the famous Jasper?” asked Emma. “Which one is he?”

“He’s not here,” Julia said. “Nobody’s seen him all night.”

“At his own party?” Emma resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

“Jasper’s funny that way. He likes to… surprise. It’s part of what makes his parties so fun. You never know what will happen.”

Hugo chuckled. “That one time, with the plane? Nobody knew, but he’d gone ahead and chartered a flight to Paris. Said nothing to anyone, let it sit on the tarmac all night. Then one of the girls happened to say she was hungry. And just like that, he flew us all to Paris for breakfast.”

Julia sighed. “Because ‘the only breakfast worth having is made by the pastry chef at Le Meurice, Julia.’ I still dream about that breakfast. Oh, and there was the swimming pool in London for Piers’ birthday—”

“Filled it with naked ladies,” Hugo said solemnly. “Just filled it. Everywhere you looked, naked ladies. Well, they had little bits over their… ahem. Well. Point is, he’s beyond me. I’m lucky if I remember what day I’m throwing a party.”

Julia leaned forward. “Oh, what about that time he—”

They fell into a patter of unfamiliar names and places, and Emma felt more like an outsider than ever. So she slipped off, cross at the part of herself that wanted to stay and hear more. Her mind had no business wondering about the kind of person that might stay up plotting magical surprises for his friends. Or imagining the crunch of fresh pastry in a Paris sunrise, butter dissolving on her tongue.

A clock struck ten. She waited for the nagging ache to return to Gabriel Tower to strike with it. But there was a strange, empty space where the longing for her own room usually lay in wait. And how much more of a triumph would it be, she wondered, to return to Nat with something to show for the evening? You need more friends than just me, Emma.

Well, she would say casually, leaning against his door, I’ve actually already made some.

Unaware that her jaw was set and her face radiating determination, Emma forged her way into the crowd.

Behind her, a group had gathered by the window. Julia was holding court on a sofa. Next to her, Venetia Kent amused herself by freezing passing boys like rabbits with her cobra gaze, then releasing them with a slow smile. A sprawl of young notables lay at their feet, passing bottles of Bollinger.

There was only one topic of conversation.

“So now that Jasper’s back, is he really going to be president of—you-know-what?”

“What, because he’s changed his mind about ‘finding himself’ on a beach in Fiji?”

“Hugo, surely you’ve heard something.”

Hugo shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t say—”

The conversation cut over him. “But who else would it be?”

“Richard Wellesley-Jones was up for it.”

“Bit of an odd choice. Quiet, isn’t he?”

Julia’s face softened. “Poor Richard. It was his year, really.”

“I can’t see him minding,” Hugo volunteered, in his shy, slow voice. “It’s not really his thing, all that being-in-charge business. Much happier with a book or a bottle, I’d say.”

Julia threw him a warm smile, and Hugo blushed up to his ears.

Venetia tossed back her hair, straight into Imogen Baldock’s face. “God, you’re all dull. I already said: Jasper’s back, and he’s president. Move on.”

Imogen fished several blond strands from her drink, glowering. Hostilities between Venetia and Imogen, always on the verge of breaking out, had been especially vicious of late. Imogen had already endured a full evening of unavenged barbs. Which is perhaps why she risked life and limb—and the likelihood of ever receiving another invite to the Kents’ famous summer parties at their villa in Tuscany, which was far more important—by turning on Venetia Kent in public.

“You know, I don’t think any of this is true.”

“Really, Imogen darling, keep up. After I said so?”

“No,” Imogen leaned back with a belligerent smile. “Because you said so. Maybe I think you’re a liar, Venetia darling.”

One of the boys actually laughed.

Venetia turned in his direction. He fell instantly silent. There was dead stillness as Venetia inspected her nails. “Well then,” she said, in the softest of voices. “If we’re calling names… No, perhaps not. We are at a party, after all.” She stood in one flowing motion. “If you’ll excuse me.”

With that, she stalked off into the crowd, and the courtiers on the sofa dispersed.

Hugo lingered, offering a hand to help Julia up. “That was a relief. For a minute there, I expected Venetia’d—well, do the usual. Blood and brimstone and all the rest. But she took it rather well, don’t you think?”

“A little too well,” Julia murmured.

Hugo tugged her arm. “Come on, Julia. They’ve set up a keg stand in the kitchen. Oh, I knew you’d look at me like that. The great Julia Colefax-Lee could never be seen drinking beer through a funnel,” he teased.

“Oh, all right,” she said. “But just for a bit.”

So she didn’t see Venetia stroll up to the bar and hand something to a girl there with a whispered laugh. Something that, when Imogen Baldock approached the bar a few minutes later, made its way into her drink without anyone noticing.

Emma, meanwhile, was not quite ready to admit defeat. She should, perhaps, have anticipated that the mating habits of the silkworm—as fascinating as they were—might not be a winning topic of conversation. But she suspected that the crowd in the room that night were just not in the mood to be befriended.

Worse, standing alone was attracting notice. She felt someone staring at the girl without friends, clutching her drink in an empty corridor. So Emma groped for the nearest door and slipped inside, away from the stranger’s gaze.

She knew immediately that she was in Jasper’s bedroom. It was just as she’d expected: Eton memorabilia on the walls, a gold-buttoned blazer slung over a trunk. A decorative saber hung above the bed. A persistent smell in the room nagged at the back of her throat: likely a mix of the unwashed rugby gear in one corner and the cologne that hung over everything.

She wrinkled her nose and sighed. There was no point being out for the night if she was hiding in a bedroom she didn’t even like. She put an eye to the crack in the door. The corridor was clear. She stepped out.

Someone had turned up the music in the main room. She could hear the cheers and feel the bass buzzing through the floor. But she hesitated, her eyes drawn to a second door. The one that would belong to Jasper’s roommate. The quiet one. With a darting glance for any watching eyes, she twisted the second knob and slipped inside.

The room was a treasure trove. It was lined with framed photographs. Deserts. Rivers. Waves boiling on rock, waves crashing on sand, waves limpid in the flat calm of a bay. Some places she recognized. Like the cove in Tasman National Park, where eight-year-old Emma and her mother had run down to the tide pools. There, beside the famous organ pipe rock formation this boy’s photograph had captured, she had watched the seal colony for hours. The eye behind the camera had caught the feel of the places. Had felt something for them, just as she had. She could see it.

There was nothing else in the room, she realized. No school memorabilia. No sports gear strewn in a corner. The whole was thoughtfully and peacefully tidy, as though to focus the eye only on the photography.

Quieter. Yes, she could imagine that the mind who had created these images knew about quiet. They had felt the peace that filled her mind in a silent crouch before a riverbank. They knew the wonders that nature would reveal only to the patient.

She had begun to feel conscious of her own intrusion in this boy’s sanctuary. As silently as she could, she backed out of the room. And stepped neatly into the embrace of the person waiting behind her.
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Emma spun to find a young man with a smile so greased, it slipped from her face to her cleavage almost instantly. It was the one who’d been staring at her earlier.

“What’s this pretty little piece, eh?”

He very nearly would have been handsome, if he hadn’t looked so much like a weasel. Emma tried to edge past him, but the boy was blocking the corridor.

“Emma. I—I’m here with Julia,” she said, unpleasantly conscious of the low back of her dress, the cold air pricking her exposed skin.

“Fresh meat? Oh, lovely stuff. Can’t believe Julia’s been keeping you hidden away. We’re gasping for fresh talent around here. You don’t fancy slipping off together and—No? Ha ha! Reckon the old GF wouldn’t be such a fan of that either. She’s lurking about somewhere. Not a word, eh? Got lost, did you? Don’t blame you. We’ve nothing like this at Fenchurch College, it’s all bloody Queen Anne architecture. Ups-a-daisy—the drinks are through here. Mind you don’t let anyone lure you away to a shady corner—unless it’s me, ha! Ha! Piers Popwell, by the way—one of Jasper’s mates from school. Eton, that is. Everyone calls me Peeper—”

He ushered her along. She peeled her lower back away from his hand.

“Now, you park your bottom here a minute; I’ll get us some—” He turned back. “Where’s she—? Bloody females.”

Pressed against the other side of a door, Emma chuckled to herself. Her escape from the corridor had brought her out somewhere at the back of the building, at the top of a flight of steps. They sank into a dark courtyard garden.

From the other side of the door, a particularly loud bump and a torrent of swearing indicated that Piers might have tried kicking the wall. Emma snorted, then clapped her hand to her face. It would be just her luck to give herself away. But the door didn’t open. Emma waited, and Piers’ steps faded into silence. The wind whispered through the olive trees in the garden below.

“Now, that was an intriguing entrance.”

Emma whirled around.

From the darkness, a cigarette flared. In its momentary glow, Emma made out a bright eye. The sharp edge of a cheekbone.

“I wonder what brought you outside in such a hurry?”

The voice was cultured, hovering somewhere between boredom and amusement.

Emma stumbled down the steps toward it. “What—who—what are you doing out here, in the dark?”

“Couldn’t I ask you the same thing?”

The speaker lounged against an olive trunk. The party spilled enough light to hint at the burnt-tan hand around his cigarette, the gold threading his messy curls. Emma moved closer. The boy was slim but powerfully built, like a big cat. After a night navigating rooms of waistcoats and blazers, his loose T-shirt was a shock to Emma’s system. The cotton looked soft with age. Careless, comfortable. Emma wriggled inside her black velvet armor, feeling envious.

And as the boy turned his face into the light, Emma felt her throat catch. She had once seen a statue of Apollo at a museum, she remembered dazedly. And although usually she preferred the beauty of living things to the still, cold art humans kept in their galleries, something about this statue had gripped her. She had stared at the perfect lines of cheek and belly and thigh. The princely nose, the fierce eyes. That stone Apollo had looked as though he were about to leap from his plinth and sprint into the forest. The boy in front of her had the same sense of power, barely concealed in stillness.

Unused to being confronted by specimens of masculine perfection, Emma retreated into idiocy. She pointed at him—actually pointed—and asked the only thing that came to mind:

“What happened to your arm?”

The young man rubbed the welts that scored his forearm, rippling and purple. A rueful grin made him suddenly, and welcomely, more human.

“This? Being an idiot. I dove right onto a box jellyfish last year.”

Emma couldn’t repress a shudder. “A box jelly?” No wonder he still had the scars. Their venom was legendary.

“Yeah, just off the Tasmanian coast.”

Emma had been inspecting the scars with awe. But at this, her head snapped up.

The stranger tossed the cigarette into the shrubbery and leaned against
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“Feels like running full-tilt through a nighttime forest.
—EMMA TORZS, author of Ink Blood Sister Scribe
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