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Prologue



I am not like Evie. I don’t belong in some great romance. I’m just the best friend in the background. Always there, always reliable, down-to-earth. Good old Sarah. That’s how it’s always been. Until now.

Now I have to make the hardest decision of my life. To go on or to go back.

I am standing on the hillside above Wyldcliffe. The sun is setting over the wide, wild land. I love this place. I love the wind on my face, and the high call of the birds, and the deep life and history of these ancient hills. The rocks that lie like bones underneath the heather and gorse speak to me of power and strength and eternity.

When all this began, I thought I could be like those rocks: a backbone of strength for everyone else. “Good old Sarah, she can cope with anything.” I have discovered, though, that I am weak. It turns out that I don’t just want to tend and nurture the needs of others. I have feelings too—and failings. I love. I hate. I feel anger. And what I feel frightens me. It might stop me from doing what I have to do.

The sun has almost gone now. Night begins to spread over the moors. Out there, in the land that I love, Evie is lost. She has been taken by the enemy and is a prisoner in the still and secret earth. Only I can save her. It is my turn to act.

Where is my courage now? Where is my strength? What shall I do?

There are no answers. The day is over. I have to choose. I begin to walk down the hill, under the dark sky, and into the valley that is called Death.






Chapter One



I hadn’t been expecting this. In all the chaos and uncertainty of the last few months I had learned to accept many strange things, and I guess I had thought that nothing would ever surprise me again.

But this was something else.

Velvet Romaine.

I’d heard of her, of course. Everyone’s heard of Velvet Romaine. The lurid details of her first sixteen years have been splashed across every tabloid newspaper. It’s just that I didn’t expect her to turn up at Wyldcliffe Abbey School for Young Ladies. Wyldcliffe isn’t the kind of school that attracts the daughters of rock stars. The daughters of duchesses, maybe, but not a flashy wild-child rebel like Velvet. But there she was, when I arrived at the school on the first day of the summer term, and she was making a sensation. Her huge limo had pulled up outside the school’s imposing Gothic building, and as she stepped out she was surrounded by a crowd of excited students and a gaggle of paparazzi. The photographers snapped away eagerly and Velvet stood there lapping up the attention, dressed as though she was ready for a hot date in some sleazy nightclub.

But I don’t want to sound judgmental. Hey, this is me, Sarah Fitzalan, the earth mother type, got a kind word for everyone, always looking for the positive, always ready to defend the underdog. That’s what they say, anyway.

I had been so desperate to get back to school. Not that I’m some academic genius or anything. It wasn’t my studies that were pulling me back to the remote valley where Wyldcliffe lies hidden. It wasn’t the spell of the wild moors either, where the gorse and cowslips would be in bloom. The awakening earth called to me, but I turned my face from the hills and thought of nothing but seeing Evie and Helen again.

You know how people say about their friends, oh, we’re so close we could be sisters? Well, Evie and Helen and I really are sisters. Not related by blood, but by deeper ties. Mystic, elemental forces bind us together, in this life and the next. Sounds stupid, but I’ve always believed there are things in life that we don’t understand, that maybe we can’t see, but they exist all the same. The feel of a place, an atmosphere, premonitions, and prophecies—I think all that means something. I believe that the soul is eternal and that the spirits of the dead can speak to us. And so when Evie first arrived at Wyldcliffe as a lonely scholarship student and started seeing visions of a girl from the past, I didn’t call her crazy. I believed her. I accepted what was going on, and everything that followed.

How the girl was Lady Agnes Templeton, Evie’s distant ancestor. How, more than a hundred years ago, Agnes had discovered the secrets of the Mystic Way and had become a servant of the sacred fire. How Agnes’s former admirer, Sebastian Fairfax, was the same person as the mysterious young man that Evie was secretly seeing. How Sebastian had become trapped in a futile quest for immortality. How we had discovered our own elemental powers—water for Evie, air for Helen, earth for me—and used them to save Sebastian’s soul. And how, finally, Sebastian had passed from this life and left Evie grieving for an impossible love.

All things considered, we had a lot to talk about. We had faced death together. Evie had lost her first love and Helen had lost her mother, and I had been desperately sad for them both. As usual I had put all my energy into trying to understand and sympathize with and care for my friends, but to tell the truth, when I’d said good-bye to them at the end of term and gone home for the holidays, I had felt lost and uprooted without them. It was as if I didn’t exist without Evie and Helen and their problems, as though I were just wandering about on the edge of the story of my life. Sarah the kind one, the supportive one—but if there was no one to support, what was I supposed to do?

And then the dreams had started.

It was the same thing, night after night. I was in an underground cave. Torches were burning in the shadows. Someone was near me. His eyes met mine. It was someone who knew me, right the way through. Someone I had no secrets from. Someone who loved me. Not for being good or strong, but just for being me, all of me, good and bad. I reached up to kiss him, my heart and lips yearning. And then I was chilled by an indescribable feeling of horror. The face turned into a wizened mask. There was a knife. I was in pain. Thick smoke swirled around me. There was chanting and singing and the sound of drums; drumming, drumming, drumming in my head until I thought I would go insane.

Perhaps it was simply a reaction to everything I had been through with Evie and Helen, but I believed it was an omen, a sign of more danger to come. Whatever the truth of it, dreams and darkness were pulling me back to Wyldcliffe, and I was longing to see my friends. So I really wasn’t too pleased when the circus surrounding Velvet Romaine seemed to be bringing the whole place to a grinding halt.

There she was, posing next to her over-the-top car as the photographers screamed, “Velvet! This way! Give us a smile!” She wasn’t smiling, though. She looked furious. Her hair was jet-black, cut into a Louise Brooks–style bob, and she exuded the same kind of dangerous sexiness as the classic screen star. Her short skirt showed off slim legs, torn fishnet stockings, and expensive-looking black lace-up boots. All the other Wyldcliffe girls, who were staring with disbelief, were wearing the old-fashioned red and gray school uniform. I wondered what Velvet would look like when the Wyldcliffe teachers, or mistresses, made her get rid of her designer clothes and her heavy eyeliner and goth lipstick. But right now she was making the most of her grand entrance as she pouted for the photographers, sultry and rebellious. Whatever Wyldcliffe’s past secrets were, it had never seen anything like this before. As I watched Velvet, she reminded me of a cornered animal putting up a defiant last stand, ready to lash out at anything and anyone who got in her way.

“Is that really her?” a girl from my class, Camilla Willoughby-Stuart, whispered excitedly at my side. “Velvet Romaine?”

“It looks like it.”

“What is she doing here? Doesn’t she live in L.A. or somewhere like that? She’ll be bored to death at Wyldcliffe. I mean, she goes to these amazing parties with actors and musicians and rock stars. I’ve read about her in all the magazines. Didn’t she go to rehab when she was only thirteen? And last year she ran off with some guy twice her age....”

Other stories about Velvet Romaine flashed into my mind. Despite her money and glamour, she’d already met with tragedy in her short life. I recalled that she’d been in a car crash where her younger sister had been killed, and then there had been some incident about a fire at her last boarding school—I couldn’t quite remember what had happened. I usually read magazines about horse riding, not celebrity gossip. But Camilla seemed to know all about her.

“Ooh, it must have been awful for Velvet at L’École des Montagnes,” she rattled on. “It’s a fantastic school in the Swiss Alps—all the European royals go there—but her best friend was scarred for life after that fire they had. No wonder she didn’t want to stay there. But why come to Wyldcliffe? It’s far too quiet for someone like Velvet Romaine!”

“Perhaps that’s why her parents want her to come here,” I said. “You know—order, purpose, discipline, and all the rest. Old-fashioned values.”

Camilla grimaced. “She’s going to hate it. Have you seen her clothes? She looks so amazing. I wish my mom would let me have some boots like that....”

As Camilla chattered away, a woman with a plain face and scraped-back hairstyle opened the school’s massive oak door and came out to stand on the step next to Velvet. It was Miss Scratton, our history teacher. She addressed the photographers coldly.

“This is private property. If you don’t leave immediately, I shall call the police. Please respect the fact that this is a school and a place of learning.” She turned to Velvet. “I am Miss Scratton, the new High Mistress of Wyldcliffe. I want to welcome you to the Abbey, but let’s go somewhere more private. Girls, what are you all doing hanging about here with your mouths open like goldfish? Most undignified. I’m sure you all have plenty to do to unpack and settle down before classes start tomorrow.” The gaping students reluctantly moved away, and Miss Scratton beckoned me over. “Sarah, could you please stay a moment?” She smiled faintly. “You are just the person I was looking for. You can help show Velvet around.”

Velvet flicked a snooty stare at me, as though I were some kind of servant. My heart sank. Normally I was only too happy to help new students, but she was giving off such a hostile attitude, like she could read my thoughts and didn’t think much of them. If Miss Scratton wanted me to be friendly with Velvet Romaine, I would try my best, but I was desperate to see my real friends as soon as I could. I looked around uneasily. “Um... I was looking for—”

“For Evie and Helen?” Again there was a faint gleam of sympathy in Miss Scratton’s sharp black eyes. “They haven’t arrived yet. I believe they are traveling to Wyldcliffe together on the train. You’ll see them soon enough. Come, both of you. Follow me!”

There was more clamor and flurry from the photographers as we followed Miss Scratton through the heavy door. She closed it firmly behind us, and I found myself in the familiar entrance hall. The somber black-and-white tiles, the grand marble staircase, and the stone hearth were exactly as they had always been, but then I gasped in surprise. For a moment I thought that Evie was staring at me across the hallway like a ghost. The face of a girl with starry gray eyes and long red hair seemed to float in front of my eyes in the gloomy light.

“I see you’re admiring the portrait of Lady Agnes, Sarah,” Miss Scratton said. “I had it moved here during the vacation. It looks very well in the entrance hall, don’t you think?”

For a moment I couldn’t speak, but Velvet glanced at the painting and said insolently, “She looks as crazy as the rest of this place. Who is she anyway?”

“Lady Agnes was the daughter of Lord Charles Templeton, who built the present house in the nineteenth century,” Miss Scratton replied in calm, measured tones. “She was an extraordinarily gifted young woman who sadly died young. I feel it is only right that we should remember her.” Then she swept across the hallway and down a window-less corridor, paneled in dark wood. Our feet echoed on the polished floor as we followed her. Velvet slouched along behind Miss Scratton, and I tried to look as though I hadn’t a care in the world. But seeing Agnes’s picture unexpectedly like that had unnerved me.

To me, she wasn’t just someone from history to remember and wonder about. To me, she was real. Agnes was Evie’s link with the past, but she was also our Mystic Sister of the fire element. And her sea-gray eyes had seemed to hold a clear warning for me that, despite the victories of the term before, our struggles weren’t yet over.






Chapter Two



I didn’t want to come here. I’ve been expelled from six schools, and you’ll probably end up expelling me too.” Velvet looked belligerent as she faced Miss Scratton over the mahogany desk in the High Mistress’s book-lined study. I wondered if her aggressive attitude was a cover for feeling lost and isolated, but she actually seemed pretty at ease as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her long legs. Her voice was attractively low and husky, and sounded more American than English.

“Yes, your parents have explained about your interrupted schooling, Velvet,” replied Miss Scratton. “Let’s hope that the routine and traditions of Wyldcliffe will provide you with some much-needed security. If you have any problems settling in, you can come to me or to Sarah. She will be in your dorm and has been at Wyldcliffe for nearly five years. Sarah’s mother was a pupil here, as was her grandmother, Lady Fitzalan, so she knows all the ways of the school.”

Velvet’s sulky face registered a flicker of interest and surprise as she heard my grandmother’s name. “Is everyone here, like, titled? It’s all a bit snobby, isn’t it?”

“We are fortunate to attract the daughters of some of our oldest families. But we believe that everyone is capable of developing the attributes of a lady: selflessness, loyalty, and honor. We are interested in each individual student, not in her pedigree.”

“Well, mine sucks,” mocked Velvet. “Dad was brought up on the wrong side of the tracks, and Mom had me when she was sixteen. But they’ve got something your stuck-up ladies haven’t got—talent.”

“Then let’s hope you’ve inherited some of it. There are lots of opportunities for music at Wyldcliffe—”

“You don’t get it, do you? My dad’s Rick Romaine—the biggest rock star on the planet. I made a hit record with him when I was twelve years old. I’m not going to join some crappy school choir. I’m not going to do anything I don’t want to do, and you can’t make me.”

Miss Scratton held Velvet’s gaze for a moment, then sighed. “We are simply trying to help you and your parents, Velvet. No other reputable school would take you. This might be your last chance.”

“Yeah, whatever. Thanks a bunch and all that, but the sooner I’m out of this dump the better.”

“We shall see,” replied Miss Scratton calmly. “Sarah, would you please take Velvet and show her the school? Then take her to the dorm. She will need to change into the school uniform before the bell goes for dinner tonight.”

Velvet looked mutinous again, so I hurried her out of Miss Scratton’s study before she could launch into another argument. As soon as I had got her away from the High Mistress, Velvet dropped the attitude and turned to me with a smile full of lazy charm, but I felt somehow that this was just another pose she was trying out.

“Sorry about dissing your beloved school,” she said with a laugh, “but I have to start as I intend to go on.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I behave badly enough, I reckon it’ll be a month at most before they chuck me out. Then I can get back home to L.A. God, I don’t know how you can stand it here. It feels so dead,” she said, glancing around at the antique prints and paintings that hung on the walls. As we walked along, I opened various doors to show her the magnificent formal library and the high-ceilinged classrooms. “Yeah, it’s all very fancy,” Velvet admitted. “But it doesn’t mean that I’ll stay. I’ve been to loads of schools, and this is definitely the weirdest. No boys, no male teachers, no TV allowed, practically no contact with the outside world, stuck in the middle of the hideous countryside. My parents must have chosen this particular hellhole as a joke.”

“Perhaps they thought it would help you.”

“Well, I don’t need this kind of help.” For a moment her mouth trembled and she looked upset, but then she pulled herself together and said, “Okay, what else have you got to show me? Cold showers? Dungeons?”

“Come outside and you’ll see.” I led the way to the grounds. Most of the girls were up in the dorms, unpacking, but a few had escaped outside to the gardens. It was a beautiful April afternoon, and everything looked green and fresh. Little groups of students were sitting under the trees or strolling about on the lawns that swept down from the main buildings to a wide, glassy lake. Mirrored in its depths were the famous ruins of the Abbey’s ancient chapel. Beyond the lake and the wooded grounds, the moors rose up to the distant horizon. It was an impressive sight. Even Velvet couldn’t play bored about this.

“Actually, this is kind of cool,” she said, heading for the chapel. “It looks like Sleeping Beauty’s castle or something. What goes on in the ruins?”

“Nothing much, generally. But we have the Memorial Procession there every year on the anniversary of Lady Agnes’s death.”

“So this Lady Agnes really is a big deal round here? I like that. I’m into ghosts.”

“She’s not a ghost,” I said shortly, but Velvet wasn’t listening. She had gone ahead to explore the ruins. The walls of the Abbey’s chapel were only half-standing, and the remains of the great east window hung like a tattered cobweb against the sky. Broken pillars indicated where a row of arched columns had once marked the chapel’s aisles. Now grass grew in between the weathered stones, and the roof was open to the sky. Velvet stood on the green mound where the chapel’s altar had been and flung her arms up to the sky in a dramatic pose. “This would be a great place for some fun. You know, a voodoo ritual, or some black magic stuff. My dad’s into all that.”

I vaguely remembered that there had been a scandal a few years back about her father’s stage shows and his so-called occult performances, with some parents trying to ban them and get warnings put on his records. Velvet threw her head back and began to sway from side to side, dancing rhythmically with no hint of self-consciousness. Then she began to chant, in a low, wailing voice, as though appealing to unseen forces.

“Stop it!”

She broke off and stared at me. “Hey, I was only kidding around. What’s up, Sarah, are you scared of the dark side? I’m not. I’m not scared of anything. In fact, I quite fancy all that pagan stuff. I can see myself as a priestess, can’t you?”

I tried to speak lightly, to let the moment pass. “I can see you getting a demerit if you don’t get changed into your uniform before the bell goes for supper. Let’s go up to the dorm.”

“But I haven’t seen everything yet,” she complained. “What other cool stuff is there? Miss Scratton said you had to show me everything.”

“I’m afraid the ruins are the highlight of the tour. There’s an open-air swimming pool behind the trees over there that we use in the summer term,” I said, pointing it out.

“Doesn’t sound too bad.”

“I wouldn’t get overexcited, the water’s usually pretty cold. And the sports fields are down the path next to that big oak tree, you know, hockey and lacrosse. The stables are up near the main house.”

“Jesus, I loathe team games. Stables, please. But I haven’t finished with those ruins. They might come in useful one of these nights.”

“Useful for what?”

“Oh, I don’t know, some kind of pagan party,” Velvet replied carelessly. “That would be cool. Midnight magic—what do you think? It would liven the place up.”

I led the way to the stables, feeling uncomfortable. It was so bizarre to hear Velvet joke around about rituals and magic when such things were real for me and my friends, and not only real but threatening and deadly. There were two Wyldcliffes. One was the world of the exclusive school with its exams and traditions, where people were concerned with academic success and preparing for college, getting onto the sports teams, and being invited to society parties during the holidays. But the other Wyldcliffe was a battleground between the dark and the light, where ancient forces and deeper powers were at work.

On that bright spring afternoon it was hard to believe that only a few weeks earlier we had released Sebastian’s soul into eternity, and seen Mrs. Hartle—the previous High Mistress and Helen’s mother—cross over into the shadows as a vengeful spirit. She had chosen to dedicate her warped existence to serving the corrupt king of the Unconquered lords, the terrible powers who had cheated death and found unholy immortality in the shadow world. And now who knew whether she would leave us alone, or whether she was planning some fresh attack? And what had happened to the remains of Mrs. Hartle’s coven of Dark Sisters? Had they abandoned their pursuit of elemental power, or were they waiting to group together again, even stronger and more dangerous than before? As I walked with Velvet in the bright spring gardens, my heart sounded in my chest like a war drum, and I sensed eyes hidden in the hills, watching me like carrion crows. Drumming—there was drumming in my head and I felt afraid.

My Wyldcliffe, my real Wyldcliffe, was not just about the day-to-day dramas of being at boarding school, so Velvet’s self-indulgent nonsense was not what I needed to hear right then. I needed to see Helen and Evie and plan our next move. I decided I would show Velvet the stables, take her to the dorm, and then leave her to unpack so that I would be ready as soon as my friends arrived. I didn’t think that Velvet Romaine really needed me to babysit her.

Arriving at the stables calmed me down. I have always loved horses; they are in my family’s blood. My father trains racehorses, sometimes for himself, sometimes for other wealthy owners. Now the earthy smell of the stables—a mix of straw and feed and the sharp, sweet tang of the horses’ coats—soothed me. It spoke to me of a time when the earth was greener and we lived in harmony with both horses and the land. I walked over to the loose box where my horse Starlight was waiting and kissed his soft muzzle. A groom from home had driven him up to Wyldcliffe in the trailer the day before, together with my other pony—funny, fat, cheerful little Bonny. I was getting a bit too tall for Bonny really, but I had brought her for Evie, who had learned to ride on Bonny’s broad back and was not comfortable with any of the other horses.

“Is he yours?” asked Velvet, patting Starlight’s arched neck. “Nice.”

“Yes. Do you ride?”

“You could say that. We lived in Argentina for a while and I hung out with the polo crowd. That was fun. Wow, who owns this beauty?” She walked over to the other side of the stable yard to admire a magnificent white mare that was tethered in a wide stall. Velvet whistled through her teeth and expertly made a fuss of the beautiful creature. I could see that she was used to being around horses. “Now you would be worth riding, sweetheart,” Velvet crooned. She turned to me inquiringly. “Who does she belong to?”

“Seraph is Miss Scratton’s horse, and she doesn’t let anyone else ride her.”

“So what? I can always find a way round that.”

“Seriously, Velvet, you mustn’t do anything silly.”

“Why not?” she demanded. “What can they do to me? Expel me? That’s exactly what I want. Anyway, I’m a pretty good rider. I wouldn’t come to any harm.”

“I was thinking of the horse,” I replied coolly.

Velvet stared at me for a moment, then laughed. “I like you, Sarah. You’re different. You seem really—I don’t know—really good, but I’m not so sure that you’re as angelic as you make out.”

I blushed. Evie had always called me “good.” Sweet and good and wholesome, like the fruit of the harvest, she said. But sometimes, being good was an effort. Being good meant putting others first, standing aside. Letting go of things you wanted for yourself. I shook my head and moved away, not wanting Velvet to see that her words had had an effect on me. I pushed open the door of the little tack room in the corner of the yard, talking about the first thing that came into my head. “If you want to sign up for riding lessons with Mrs. Parker, you write your name in the book in here—oh—”

My voice faltered. Two people in the shadows of the tack room broke away from each other with a guilty start. One of them was a tall boy with hair the color of ripe corn—Josh Parker. And the other one was Evie.






Chapter Three



Oh—Sarah! I was just going to look for you.”

Evie stepped forward and threw her arms around me, but for an instant I felt a cold sluice of disappointment that Evie had arrived at school and sought out Josh before she had found me. And what had they been doing, huddled together in this hidden corner? Had she forgotten Sebastian already? The next moment I blamed myself for being so unkind. I was being totally oversensitive. I had no right to judge Evie. Nothing mattered except our friendship. I hugged her back.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Evie. Where’s Helen? Miss Scratton told me you were arriving together.”

“We did, about ten minutes ago. Helen said she was feeling suffocated after being stuck for hours in the train and then the taxi. She’s gone for a walk down to the village to get some fresh air before unpacking.”

“Should she really have gone on her own?”

“Of course, why not? Our year is allowed to leave the school grounds on a Sunday.”

That wasn’t quite what I had meant. I was thinking of the hidden dangers that could be lurking all around Wyldcliffe.

“Evie, I’d better go,” Josh said. “I’ve got tons to do to get all the horses settled in for the night. See you later, Sarah,” he added casually, pushing past me on his way out. I experienced the familiar ache as his body brushed against mine. He paused at the door and nodded to Velvet, who was staring at him appreciatively, then spoke to Evie again. “So, tomorrow after school?” Josh’s voice was warm and eager, as though full of secret happiness. I had never seen anyone so clearly and hopelessly in love—but not with me. Of course not. “Say, five o’clock, Evie?”

Evie looked slightly self-conscious, but she smiled back at him. “Yeah, sure. See you tomorrow.”

He left, and there was an awkward silence. My Wyldcliffe training in perfect social manners came to the rescue. “Evie, this is a new girl, Velvet Romaine. I’ve been showing her around. She’s going to be in our class. Velvet, this is my best friend Evie Johnson.”

“Hi there,” Velvet drawled. “Where did you find him? I thought this place was strictly all-female.”

“Josh isn’t a student here,” Evie explained. “He works in the stables sometimes, and helps his mother give the riding lessons.”

Josh wasn’t just Evie’s riding instructor. He was crazy about her, just as I had been crazy about him for so long. He had lived in Wyldcliffe all his life and knew some of its secrets, and had learned about Evie’s connection with Sebastian and the coven. But Josh hadn’t been frightened off by what seemed like an impossible situation. He had stayed loyal to Evie through everything and was here for her now, reassuringly devoted and grounded and sane. Not only that, he was pretty good-looking, which Velvet couldn’t fail to notice.

“He can give me a lesson anytime.” Velvet glanced provocatively from under her glossy fringe. “Or maybe I could teach him a thing or two.”

Evie’s smile faded, and she looked annoyed. “So are you the Velvet Romaine? The one in all the magazines?”

“The one with the famous parents and the dysfunctional childhood and drug problems and the unsuitable boyfriends? Yeah, that one.” Velvet’s dark eyes flashed with resentment.

“I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to—,” Evie began.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m used to it. Like they say, I don’t give a damn.”

I stepped in hastily. “I’d better take you to the dorm, Velvet, so you can change into your uniform. And then can we talk before supper, Evie? We could walk down to meet Helen coming back from the village. Have you heard that Miss Scratton is the new High Mistress? Did you know?”

“Mmm... yes, some of the other girls were talking about it....” Evie tore her gaze away from Velvet and turned to me. “See you at the front door in a few minutes? I’ll wait for you there.”

“Okay, great. Come on, Velvet, we’ll have to be quick.”

We left the stable yard and entered the main school by one of the many side doors. I hurried down an echoing corridor, and soon we arrived back at the black-and-white-tiled entrance hall. The grand marble staircase swept up to the higher floors, and I led the way.

“The second floor is where the mistresses live and have their common room,” I told Velvet. “If you need to see the housekeeper, or go to the infirmary, that’s on the second floor too. The dorms are all up on the third floor.”

“I hate dorms. I hate having to share a room.”

As we climbed the winding steps, I wondered how on earth Velvet would settle at Wyldcliffe. So many people had been hurt by the place: Agnes, Laura, Helen, Evie—even poor little Harriet, who had been controlled and made use of by Mrs. Hartle the term before. They were like birds flying through a storm, unable to escape the spell of this strange valley. And now a thought cut through me: It would be my turn soon.

“So your mom came to school here?” Velvet asked. “And your gran?”

“Both my grandmothers, actually,” I replied with a rueful smile. “And my great-grandmother before that. I’m afraid I’m Wyldcliffe through and through.”

“So your family must be kind of posh, what with your grandmother being Lady Thingamajig and all that.”

“People will be much more impressed that your dad’s a rock star and your mother’s a famous model than they are by anyone in my family. Everyone says that Amber Romaine is one of the most beautiful people on the planet, don’t they?”

“Yeah, they do, especially Amber,” Velvet replied sourly. “She’s her own biggest fan.”

I was a bit surprised to hear Velvet talk like that about her mother. I didn’t want to pry, but for an instant, Velvet had dropped the mask of her cynical pose and I had caught a glimpse of her unhappiness. “So, don’t you two get on or something?” I asked.

Velvet shrugged. “It’s not exactly a secret that we clash. Why do you think she’s packed me off to so many boarding schools? She got on better with my sister, Jasmine. But she’s dead.” Velvet glared at me, challenging me to respond. But there was nothing much I could say, beyond the old clichés.

“I heard about it—I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah. Anyway, Amber and I are probably too alike. And having a teenage daughter around isn’t really on her agenda. Makes her look old, I guess. We’re always fighting. Every time we have a fight, Dad tries to make up for it by buying both of us masses of stuff. Funny, though, all his money can’t actually stop her from hating me.”

I was kind of shocked. I love my mother dearly, and even though there are some things I can’t share with her—secret hopes and dreams—she is always there in the background, always loving and supportive. When I am with my friends at school I don’t talk about her much, as I am acutely conscious that Evie’s mother is dead and Helen’s mother, Mrs. Hartle, has brought her nothing but misery. And here was Velvet now, angry with her mother, talking of hatred.

“She can’t hate you, she’s your mother—”

“Whatever.” Velvet switched back to her earlier flippant manner. “So tell me about these snobby grandmothers of yours.”

“They aren’t snobby,” I said, thrown back on the defensive. “My dad’s mother just happens to be Lady Fitzalan, but she’s totally down-to-earth. She’s a typical Englishwoman, mad about horses and dogs and her garden, that’s all.” Then I laughed reluctantly. “Okay, my other grandmother, on the Talbot-Travers side of our family, was pretty stuck-up. But her own mother, my great-grandmother, wasn’t born into privilege. She was called Maria, and she was an orphaned Gypsy child who was adopted by wealthy people.”

“Really? A Gypsy? That’s really cool.” At least this was one thing that Velvet and I could agree on. “So you’ve got Gypsy blood?” She scrutinized my features as though sizing them up for some kind of modeling assignment. “Yeah, I can see that now—you’ve got the dark, curly hair and that kind of natural, outdoor look—”

“Mmm... maybe,” I murmured in reply. But the connection I felt with Maria went deeper than any superficial chance of hair color or looks.

I had often thought about my great-grandmother and felt her presence in my life. I was drawn to any scrap of information I could find out about Maria and her Romany family. Perhaps it seems odd, but I felt some kind of spiritual bond with them. Maria had been sent by her adoptive parents to Wyldcliffe long ago, and sometimes I felt as though she was watching over me at school, as though we actually knew each other and had some secret understanding. Sounds impossible, I know. But when I had met Cal, a young Traveler, the term before, it seemed that the Romany world was opening up to me at last. For a short time I had begun to believe that the secret loneliness that had always brooded under my oh-so-calm exterior might be healed. Of course, I knew that I was lucky, really. I had a great family and home. I had my horses and friends. I loved the land around me and the earth under my feet, and I would be faithful to my gifts of the Mystic Way. But I secretly wanted more. I wanted to have someone special, who really understood everything about me. Was I being greedy?

As Velvet followed me up the steps to the third floor, I thought of my dream, of those eyes looking into mine, full of warmth. I remembered the way Cal had talked to me, as if I really mattered. I remembered his watchful eyes and his quick, rare laugh. I remembered the feeling of connection between us. But Cal’s family had moved on, away from Wyldcliffe, and I had been left behind. Cal had told me that he would see me again and had promised to write, but I hadn’t heard anything. He didn’t even have a cell phone, so there was no way I could get in touch with him. He would be far away by now.

My heart suddenly felt so weary. I had thought that I could trust Cal, but it seemed that he had forgotten me. And now that I was back at school, the old nagging disappointment that Josh regarded me as nothing more than a friend—a really nice girl, good old Sarah—was creeping over me again. But I forced myself to walk briskly down the door-lined corridor, telling myself off for being weak and self-indulgent. After all, I had something more important than a schoolgirl romance. I had friends, true deep friends: my sisters, Evie, Helen, and Agnes. That was what was important to me, not falling in love. That’s what I told myself, and tried to believe.

I opened a door that led into a plain, bare room. It was smaller than some of the Wyldcliffe dorms, with only three narrow beds, but it was furnished in the same austere style as the rest. “Your bed is at the end, under the window, next to mine. Look, the porter has brought your bags up already. Ruby Rogerson has the other bed. She’s a nice girl. Very quiet, brilliant at math. Caroline Woodford used to be in this dorm, but her parents have moved to Australia and she’s gone with them.”

Velvet stared around the stark white room and exclaimed in disgust, “My God, it’s like a prison! No, it’s worse. At least in prison you’re allowed to put up pictures on the walls. At my other boarding schools we could decorate our dorms. This is so—so cold and weird. It’s like they expect us to be like nuns or something.”

“This is Wyldcliffe. They do things differently here.”

Velvet sank down onto her bed, and for a moment I sensed that her despair was genuine. It wasn’t about sharing a room, or not being allowed to put up some Metallica poster; it was about being left here all alone by her parents. For all her celebrity connections, she had been dumped at Wyldcliffe by her mother, who was too beautiful and busy to care for a difficult teenage daughter. I went over to Velvet and gently touched her on the shoulder.

“You said I was good,” I murmured. “I’m not really, not so much. But I do want to help you if I can. Remember that.”

Velvet pulled away impatiently. “I’m perfectly okay.” She began grabbing stuff out of her Louis Vuitton suitcases, scattering clothes all over her bed. “If I’m going to wear this repulsive uniform, I’d better get on with it. Aren’t you going to meet your friend, the one with the
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