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For the women who grow in defiance
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Chapter 1

CORDELIA’S HEAD BANGED AGAINST THE side of the carriage and she startled awake, fingers clawing reflexively at the small bag in her lap, pulling it closer. For one terrifying moment, she thought the jolt was the carriage being forced to a halt. That at any second the door would open and rough hands would reach in, drag her from her seat, and force her back to the Barrow and the horrors that would await her there.

But it had only been a lurch as the carriage wheel bounced through a pothole. Cordi heard the driver cursing the roads with language that might have made a fainter heart blush but only made her exhale a shaky laugh.

“Are you all right, dear?”

The only other passenger was an elderly woman with a lapful of yarn and knitting needles poised like tiny spears in her hands that had been clicking and clacking since the driver had helped her settle into her seat. Those needles were finally still as she watched Cordi with concern.

Cordi gave a wan smile, trying to keep her features hidden behind the uneven waves of her hair. “Yes, ma’am,” she said meekly, hating the attention she had drawn. “Just startled.”

The old woman clucked and went back to her knitting. “Bad dreams?”

Are there any other kind?

But the woman didn’t seem to need an answer. The door to conversation had been opened and she was apparently happy to fill the quiet while her thin fingers, the skin wrinkled and sagging with age, returned to her nimble knitting and purling. “I sleep like the dead myself. Suppose I’m getting practice in,” she said with a little chuckle. “Not too long till the grave for me. But I simply cannot sleep without a proper bed. Was never able to. And certainly not on a dusty road, jostling about like a package.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cordi said again, not wanting to be rude.

When she had first boarded in the city, she had imagined the eyes of the other passengers on her, scrutinizing her face even as she tried to keep it turned casually away. Surely they were memorizing her so they might later tell the constables what they knew. She had been certain at each stop that she would be arrested, and so had waited with bated breath and a pounding heart as each passenger disembarked and their luggage was handed down, pressed into a corner of the carriage in an effort to make herself as small as possible. She did not breathe until the wheels had begun moving again.

In these moments of uncertain limbo as she waited for the lurch of the carriage, Cordi’s hand would sink into her pocket and clutch her beloved talisman. The treasured fox, a gift from her brother carved from linden wood, offered her some small measure of comfort. Her thumb would stroke its smooth belly as a penitent’s fingers might slide over prayer beads.

When she had been forced to clamber down herself at the stops in order to make water or burst, she had shuffled through the people milling around the station. Men stood about in dark hats and coats, reading papers, checking watches, and guffawing at bawdy jokes. Ladies attended small children or tried to revive wilting feathers in their hats, noses turned up at the scent of horses and tobacco. Cordi had done her business and kept her head down, her collar turned up, forcing her gait to be steady as she wove through the crowd, her face a mask of casual annoyance. Just another passenger eager to be on her way. Just another poor, wretched girl among thousands. She willed all eyes not to linger upon her, retreating to the safety of the coach and the quiet, dreary passengers within.

No one had spoken to her, nor to each other for that matter. Everyone had kept to their own business. It made her wonder about their own secrets. If they were all running from something, just like her.

No, she scolded herself. No. She was not running from something. She was running toward.

“Dear?”

Cordi reflexively straightened against the carriage seat. Years of harsh school inspections gave her a straight spine and folded hands on cue. “Ma’am?”

The older woman’s lips pinched together, eyes narrowed behind tiny golden spectacles, sweeping over Cordi’s poor clothing, lingering on her hands, dotted with scars from a hard life lived. Upon her seeing these, her lips turned at the corners into a tender smile, something warm and comforting. “I said you were much too young and too pretty to be having bad dreams. That’s all.”

Kindness was a gift Cordi had not known for some time. Something she had almost forgotten how to acknowledge. “Th-thank you,” she stuttered. “Ma’am.”

The woman nodded and resumed her knitting, the sound of her needles tapping together filling the small space.

Cordi allowed herself to look out the window and found her eyes dazzled. Green fields and hillocks stretching into the distance, marred only by the occasional fence or copse of trees. Sheep, their wool stained with fresh mud rather than the muck of the city.

Cordi pressed her nose against the frosty glass, fogging it with her breath as she tried to crane her neck, looking for any glimpse of crowded buildings and the life she’d left behind. A world of black and gray and death, the early morning sun choked behind low clouds and smoke from chimneys coughing out soot, ash, and brick dust to corrupt the recent snow.

There was only the lush pastoral scene passing hastily beyond her window. Days and miles separated her from the cruel city and the crimes committed there, both her own and others’. With each mile traveled, she felt a link in the chain tying her to her old life crack and fall away.

The driver cursed again before pulling up the reins, the carriage rolling to a stop.

“Oh,” Cordelia breathed at the sight of a meadow carpeted in an early spray of bluebells.

The purple and blue flowers dipped their heads lazily, heavy with dew yet to burn away, sparkling and twinkling in the changing light. A field of stars.

The coach swayed as the driver hauled himself out of his seat and down to the ground. He rapped quickly on the door before it swung open on her side. Instinctively, Cordi pressed farther back into the seat, one hand clutching her bag. “Why have we stopped?”

The driver pushed his hat back on his head, revealing clean, pale skin beneath, a clear line separating his scalp from his face, dusty and tanned by years in the sun. “That dip we took. One of the team is pulling to the side. May have picked up a stone or I may need to adjust his straps. But you might as well stretch your legs if you’ve a mind.” The driver was a genial man; though curt, he treated her and the other passengers with nothing but respect. His nose was red from a chill even early spring could not quite vanquish and paired splendidly with his red beard peppered with stiff, gray hairs. More of those same hairs sprouted like weeds from his ears.

He backed away from the door and she heard his thick boots on the road as he went to attend to his horses.

“You go right ahead, dear,” the woman offered. “Will do you some good to see some sun. Too pale. I’m staying right here with my work. If I disembark, I’m likely never to make my way back up again.”

Cordi considered staying put, tucked into her corner. But she was tired of sitting and the air wafting into the carriage from the open door was so sweet. She slung her satchel on her shoulder and climbed out, blinking in the bright sunshine.

As she stepped down, knees adjusting to the feel of solid ground beneath her, she had to choke back happy tears even as she drew a deep breath into her lungs. She shut her eyes, half convinced she would open them to the squat wall covered in black frost that marked the path between the stone steps of her former prison and its iron gate. But when she lifted her lids, the flowers and trees were still there, not muted and leached of all color by soot and sorrow, but dazzling and alive, as far a cry from the frozen wasteland as she might ever find.

Had her brother, Edward, seen it like this? Had he marveled as well?

Cordi walked through the tall grass, sweeping her hand across the stalks, letting them tickle her palm and dampen her skirt and ankles. She was drawn to the blue flowers, some the same color as the pure sky above her—the color of Edward’s eyes. Others were rich indigo, as dark blue as her own. They put her in mind of the last time she had seen her brother, standing at the gates of the Barrow, wearing his school-issue coat, threadbare and black and not at all suitable for the winter days that loomed. Gray fingerless gloves he had found in the charity basket, fraying and riddled with holes she had tried to stitch together, covered his hands for all the warmth they would offer. He had held his hat, and a dingy, stained canvas bag was tossed over his shoulder.

On those steps they had parted for the first time in their lives. Before he disappeared into the city streets, she had reached under her shawl and pulled out a length of knitted wool. The scarf was several different colors, the fibers salvaged from pieces beyond repair and lengths of wool she had scrounged or begged for. Some she had even stolen from Mrs. Clark’s knitting basket when it was her turn to clean the head teacher’s suite of rooms. Those pieces she had used for the tassels, for they were the brightest: pale blue and deepest indigo. A reminder that they were family. A plea not to forget her.

Did you knit this with your eyes closed? She had slapped at him as he had known she would, and he’d ducked before hugging her to his heart, laughing into her hair, the sound bittersweet. I treasure it and you. Now, promise me you’ll learn to knit a straight line by the time I come for you. And I will come for you, Dee.

It was the last she’d seen him before he set off down the walk, scarf tucked beneath his collar, hat pulled down over his head, hiding his curls. Just another young English boy in black and gray on another black-and-gray English morning.

Here, though, was all the color in the world. She gathered some of the flowers, breaking them off along their crisp stalks, the tips of her fingers numbing with the damp chill. She took only a few, enough to chase the darkness of the carriage away, to remind her she was free. Turning back to the road, she glimpsed another splash of color: a taller flute of a plant, dotted with small amethyst flowers, that rose over the bluebells, their heads bowed like supplicants before a god. The pink-purple flowers were thickly clustered together, their trumpets open mouths inviting bees to dine upon the sweet nectar within.

Cordelia approached, intending to add it to her small bouquet, the color striking and alluring. She extended a hand—

“Stop!” the driver shouted.

She snatched her fingers back, nearly strangling the bluebells as her grip tightened.

“Don’t touch that one, missy. That there’s foxglove.”

“Foxglove?” she said dumbly.

Whether he heard her faint reply or not, he carried on. “Poison, it is. Pretty to look at, but best be leaving it alone. Could kill a horse if eaten. Would probably spare your life if we were quick enough, sure, but wouldn’t likely spare you pain.”

Like so many things, Cordi thought, giving the flower one last look before she trudged back to the carriage.

The driver nodded at her good sense to listen, adjusting the strap on one of the horses. “Funny how nature protects itself. How some of the loveliest things are also the deadliest.” His eyebrows plummeted and he turned back to the meadow, shaking his head. “Strange to see foxglove this early. Though I don’t mind telling you I’ve seen queerer things growing this close to Farrow.”

Cordi’s heart pounded in her chest. “Are we so near?”

“That we are, missy. This is the edge of Rutland. Quick stop at the crossroads ahead and then we’ll head on.”

She looked around again, the magic and wonder of the place making sense. This was where she was meant to be. This was where she would put down roots and find her home.

With the horses secure, they could continue on, and Cordi found herself fidgeting, eager, almost giddy. Her companion noticed the change. “The fresh air seems to agree with you,” the woman said with a laugh.

Cordi did smile then. A true smile. Plucking a bluebell from the bouquet, she offered it to the woman, who took it with thanks. “How sweet. I loved gathering flowers when I was young.” The woman clucked again. “And I loved having them gathered for me when I was your age. How the boys brought me flowers! Oh!” She giggled, face crinkling with delight, but the wrinkles were of a life well lived. Different scars than Cordi carried. Lines carved with love by time.

A knock sounded from above—the driver signaling a stop. Obviously for Cordi’s companion. The woman began to gather her knitting, shoving the bundles of yarn and needles into a thick carpetbag, tucking the bluebell into the buttonhole of her own coat. “Where are you off to, love? Will you be departing with me? On the way to Babford, perhaps? I think I heard they’d been advertising for a new schoolteacher. Would that be you, then? A small class you’ll have, to be sure, but, oh, they will keep you on your toes. Especially those Pratt boys, my goodness. But a young thing like you will have the energy for their mischief. The walk isn’t far, blessedly. You gather your things and I’ll—”

“No,” Cordi interrupted, almost laughing at how eager strangers were to talk once the opportunity had arisen. So unlike the city. “I’m bound for Farrow. I’m—”

“Farrow.”

Cordi’s mouth snapped shut. Stupid of her to say where she was going to anyone. Careless.

But the older woman only stared, the eyes behind those tiny spectacles lost as the sun streaming in from one window reflected off the glass, turning her eyes into glowing white moons.

“You’re going to Farrow.” The woman’s voice, previously warm and grandmotherly, had turned cool, chilling the very air.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I see.” The woman inhaled a slow breath as the wheels slowly rolled to a stop. The carriage swayed as the driver jumped to the ground to assist his passenger. As the door opened, the woman remained in her seat. Though her eyes remained obscured by the golden lenses, Cordi felt the stare behind them, hard and severe.

“I don’t understand,” Cordi said, confused at the sudden change in demeanor, gripping her bag as if the woman might launch herself across the seats toward her.

“Perhaps not.” The woman’s hands shook as she tugged her shawl around her shoulders. “But ignorance won’t keep you safe. Ignorance has never kept a woman safe. If you’ve any brains in your head, child, you’ll not stop at Farrow. There’s nothing there for young girls, no matter what promises serpents make. Nothing.”

Then she was gone, so quick out of the carriage she didn’t even take the hand the coachman offered. Cordi leaned forward before the door could shut to see her shuffling down the road, back bent, head bowed, at a pace that might send her sprawling if she was not careful on the uneven terrain. The bluebell Cordi had given her drifted to the ground and was crushed by the woman’s heel into the dust of the road.

The sun dipped behind a cloud and the world turned bleak. “All right, miss?” the driver said, but he seemed wary himself.

Cordi nodded and he closed her in, the carriage suddenly feeling like a tomb.
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Chapter 2

ALONE, SHE FORCED HER FINGERS to release their stranglehold on her bag and pulled at the cords holding it closed. She mentally took stock of every item she carried: a threadbare shirt, a gray homespun skirt, an oversize jumper full of holes, the hem ragged beyond repair. There was a pair of thick wool socks, a small kerchief filled with what was left of her coin, and a bundle of letters tied with her old hair ribbon.

It was the coin she removed first, unfolding the bits of cloth holding them. She listened to them clink together merrily, as happy to be free as she was. She counted them carefully, biting her lip as she did sums in her head. Not nearly as much as she would have liked to present to her brother and host family. But it would have to do. Proof she could take care of herself, that she would not be a burden. She reknotted the kerchief with extreme care before placing it at the bottom of her bag. All her wealth in the world and precious little of it.

She pulled her precious fox from her pocket and ran her thumb over the groove she had worn in its belly, staring into its features and willing it to speak to her. To guide her. As usual, no response came, but she was comforted just holding it in her hand. Edward’s parting gift to her.

For eight years they had been at Barrow Charity School together. After their parents’ deaths, none of the extended family had come forward to offer the then ten-year-old Edward and eight-year-old Cordelia a home. So they had instead been shuffled off to an orphan school on the outskirts of the city where they could be educated and sheltered. Where they would be berated and hungry. And unloved.

They had endured together. But when Edward came of age, he was turned out like all the rest. He had too long protected his willful little sister, bribing her bullies and charming her teachers when possible, and he was dismissed with little more than the clothes on his back, a letter of reference, and whatever he might have claimed from the box of donations reserved for those aging out of the system.

He had left her with the fox, intricately carved in linden wood by his own hands, and the promise he would come back for her. Close now to her destination, she returned the trinket to her bag and took out the bundle of letters, toying with the edge of her hair ribbon, no longer restraining her ashen waves, and a small smile of triumph appeared on her face unbidden.

She had sworn that when she left the Barrow, she would cut off her accursed braid and hang it from the birch rod like a flag. And Cordi always kept her promises. She had indeed cut her braid away, leaving her blond tresses short, falling just against her jaw. Then she had broken that wretched switch against her knees into splinters, saving the thicker end Mrs. Clark always held in her gnarled grip to deliver the blows. This piece she had tied her braid to and planted it like a flag in the garden where it had happened. A flag not of surrender, but of victory. They would see it and they would know she had bested them in the end.

She ran her fingers across the pages, finding the indentations left by the pen. Edward always used a heavy hand when it came to writing, even while those same hands and fingers were utterly nimble when he held carving tools.

As promised, he had written every day, though the letters had come only twice a month to keep as much money as possible in his pocket, his letters filled from top to bottom, the writing cramped to preserve both ink and paper. A few lines a day. Each dated.

His letters, detailing his search for work, his travels farther from the city in search of steady income, his determination to bring her to join him, had spurred her own industry at the school. She could not leave the grounds, and chores were a regular part of her duty—nothing she was paid for—but she had been resolute she would find a way to help gather coin. And wouldn’t it be a surprise for Edward when he did fetch her? To have extra money to offer the household? She’d convinced the gardener—a foolish drunk named Mason—that he needed her assistance. And for a ha’penny a week, she’d turned soil, dug up rocks, and pulled weeds.

But it had cost. Bile came to her throat as she thought of it; then she saw the scars on the backs of her hands—old and new—and remembered the fresh ones on her back, and she notched her chin higher. She would not be ashamed.

Edward would have been proud of her. They had tried to break her, but she had not broken. God, how they had tried in those last days….

She did not want to picture them. Mrs. Clark with her sneer as she held the bloodied birch, a twisted and perverse light in her eyes. And Mr. Mason watching from the corner, his face perspiring, a self-satisfied smile on his face. They thought they had won. They had taken their pound of flesh, true. Cordi would bear those scars forever, as she would bear the weight of the memories that precipitated her abuse.

She looked out the window to the blue sky and green fields. She did not want to think on her suffering. She wanted to think about her liberation. Of her reunion with Edward.

Cordi tugged the topmost envelope free from the pile and slid the letter out with reverence. It was so different from all the others that had come before it—so short and strange—but it was the one that had given her the most joy upon its arrival. It had been the last, though, making it a bittersweet reminder of what was meant to have happened. She read it again as they lurched down the road, though she knew it by heart.


My darling one,

I swore to you your freedom. Be patient a bit longer. I’ll come for you. And I will steal you, if I must.

Love always,

Edward



After its arrival, Cordelia could scarcely contain her happiness. Her brother was coming! The wait was almost over after he’d had steady employment for some time in the village of Farrow, working for a very kind man, a trade carver with a family. He had been impressed with Edward’s skills and had offered him work, such as it was. He couldn’t pay much, but Edward was given a small room over the workshop and took his meals with the man’s family. A Mr. Starling who had a wife, Rebecca, and three daughters, Ann, Agatha, and Alice.

She thought Mr. Starling would eventually agree to let her stay with the family. Perhaps they needed an extra set of hands to help with the girls and the house in exchange for lodging. She didn’t care if she slept by the fire, curled up like a dog, so long as she was free of the Barrow and with a family again. Her family.

Cordi had waited. And waited. But no more letters came. And neither did Edward.

Days and then weeks and then months without word. Still she waited, watching the calendar change over, somehow too slowly and too quickly together. And finally, Cordi’s time had come to leave the Barrow. And she would have! She had waited so long for that moment when she would be free to walk through those gates and never look back. Only, how would Edward know where to find her? Her only family in the world. All she had left that was hers.

With too little coin to get as far as Farrow, she’d done what she had to do to stay, though she had been loath to do so. Her industry in the garden was not enough, so she’d had to do more. Assisting Cook between lessons, marking for teachers, and, worst of all, asking Mrs. Clark if she might stay on working for nothing but her room and board. Oh, how it had galled her to ask. To beg. And how she’d had to bite her tongue again and again at every ridiculous order and petty punishment.

I want all the guest silver polished, Miss Beecher.

The fireplace in my room needs a good scrubbing, Miss Beecher.

I found a hole in my new stockings, Miss Beecher. I told you to launder them, not take scissors to them, you useless thing!

But she’d done it. Endured every harsh word and harsher beating and gritted her teeth through it. The stubborn, willful Cordelia Beecher turned meek servant. Each night her hands and back ached and her heart the worse, but she stayed on. She’d made herself more than useful. She’d made herself indispensable to those she hated. Because she’d had faith her brother would come back. He had promised. And they didn’t break their word. Not them.

Cordi put the letter away again, not wanting to return to those dark days when hope was hard to cling to. When Mrs. Clark had relished Cordi’s pain as she’d doled out the daily mail, dragging out Cordi’s torment with a sly smile. No mail again, Miss Beecher. Tsk. Thoughts of those days would lead to other thoughts. And none of that mattered. Not now. If Edward could not come to her, she would go to him.

She had tried to wait. Had tried to be patient.

But her hand had been forced after…

After what they did.

So she was headed to Farrow.

It was over two days’ journey by mail coach to the rural county and her ticket only went one way. But the fare for passengers was cheaper than by any other means, though it had eaten into her coin well enough. She didn’t care. All that mattered was reuniting with her only family.

The carriage slowed to a stop and Cordi looked out the window to see that they had made it to another inn, smaller than any of the previous waypoints. The building was narrow, and Cordi could hardly imagine it had more than two rooms for travelers.

“All right, missy,” the coachman said, opening the door. “This be Farrow. Your stop.”

Her heart leapt and she shoved her letters deep into her bag, fingers clumsy as she tied it tight and hitched it onto her shoulder. The driver extended his hand to help her alight and she had to force herself not to recoil deeper into the carriage away from that hand, callused and large and so like another man’s hand. It was not him, she assured herself with a quick glance at the driver’s face, red from cold rather than drink. She had left him in the city. Still, she could not quite keep her fingers from shaking as she took the offered palm, shuddering as she descended the small step and onto the beaten earth of the road.

“Cold, missy?”

The fresh air was still crisp with the echo of winter. She wore her only other skirt, a coarse black sack that hung on her hips, and her shirt of linen, grayed with age, under her school-issued coat at least two inches too short in the arms and waist. She had let down the cuffs long ago, but still the skin of her wrists lay exposed. The collar of the coat was down, leaving her neck naked and vulnerable. She reached up a hand to smooth what was left of her shorn hair, sure she looked an absolute mess from both the blind haircut and the days of travel.

“A little,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound nervous.

The shadow that crossed his face suggested she did. “You’ll forgive me, missy, but, being a father myself… well…” He rubbed at his beard with a hand red from the ride. “You’re not any real weight, little thing that you are, and I never get no passengers here. I can take you on to the next stop. Bigger town. Won’t be any trouble. No charge. Strange stories come out of this place. Not anything I believe, but it don’t feel right leaving you in this place. Not with the things you hear.”

The old woman’s warning tolled in her heart like a bell. “What things?”

He pulled a face. “Ah. Gossip and rumor is all. And I’m no washerwoman fond of telling tales. But I don’t like the feel of it and that’s good enough for me. My daughter might be all grown up now, but I’d not want her left in such a place as bloody Farrow with its strangeness. Not without knowing she’d be safe.”

Cordi glanced about cautiously, suddenly feeling quite foolish and more than a little uneasy. Yet to give up here when she had come so far and was so close was unthinkable. She had no one else but her brother. Nowhere else but Edward. Clearing her throat, she offered a grateful smile. “Thank you. But I’m expected.”

The coachman looked kindly on her, concern touching his eyes. “You have family in these parts, then?”

“Yes.” She hoped, immediately hating herself for even that little weakness. Hope was the kinder sister to doubt, but hope was not belief.

Her answer was said with enough confidence, and the driver seemed relieved. He gestured to the inn. “Well, you be getting inside and warming yourself. You’ll likely have a bit of a walk ahead of you and night comes dark in these parts.”

His concern was touching. “Thank you.” Surprising herself, she offered her hand in friendship.

He took her hand in both of his, squeezing gently, and she liked to think he was a good father. That his daughter was well loved.

A small flame of envy lit within her chest, and she dropped his hand awkwardly, stepping away toward the inn, eyes lifting to the sign for the Fox and Fawn. Her steps slowed and what began as a smile widened into a grin.

The sign was a newer addition, judging by the condition and color of the wood and the paint. It hung in stark contrast to the rest of the inn, weather-beaten and worn. The namesake creatures had been carved in relief into the wood, the fox on one side and the fawn on the other. And she would know the hand that had carved it anywhere. For the fox was the twin to the one she carried in her bag.

Cordi nearly flew up the short set of stairs and across the floorboards to the door of the inn.

She stepped into a dimly lit room littered with a handful of tables, a fire smoldering in a small brick hearth. She hurried quickly to the bar where the innkeeper stood, a ledger spread on the counter in front of him. He’d probably heard the coach arrive and was readying the books for any mail deliveries, but Cordi wanted to speak to him before the coachman could rightfully gain his attention.

“Please, sir,” she pleaded, almost out of breath with anticipation, “might you tell me where I can find the home of Mr. Starling?”

The innkeeper was tall, with sloping, narrow shoulders and a wiry frame. His face was all sharp angles and he was smoothly shaven, displaying a pointy chin and a prominent Adam’s apple. Long fingers tapped across the bar with nervous energy and he shifted back and forth on his feet, obviously a man who rarely stood still.

“Starling? His place is maybe a quarter of an hour straight up the road from here. Would you be family, then? Not knowing them to have family beyond Mrs. Starling’s sister.”

Cordi forged ahead, hands clasped to her heart to keep it in her chest. “Thank you, sir. How shall I know it?”

The innkeeper shrugged, head bobbing on his neck, putting Cordi in mind of a heron. “His shop and storefront are next to the house. Piles of lumber along the side. One of the only homes you’ll find this far out. Just walk straight down the road. You’ll come upon her.” He reached for a book. “Be needing a drink or something to eat before you—”

But Cordi was already wheeling around, headed for the door just as the coachman shouldered it open, mailbag in hand.

“Did you say you was family?” came the innkeeper’s call after her.

No, she thought, but the word family, as precious as the word freedom, caught in her heart like a fishhook pulling her down the wooden steps again and onto the road.
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Chapter 3

CORDI MIGHT HAVE RUN THE entire length of road to the Starling home had she been wearing shoes suitable for anything beyond the scrap pile. But even when the heel peeled away from one and the toes of the opposite foot felt the brisk, barely spring air through the holes that widened with each step, she hurried on. She told herself that comfort meant little. Comfort—if it could be called such—had delayed her too long already.

If she had insisted they leave together… If he had come back…

It didn’t matter. What was done was done and she was going to see her brother again.

The Starling house, as the innkeeper had said, was distinctive. The lumber that lay in great piles against the side of the shop was already stripped and ready for its master’s hand. Edward had told her that Mr. Starling was the only true craftsman in the surrounding counties and had plenty of work filling orders on everything from doors to furniture for those who didn’t want to pay the price of shipping from the city. Edward said Mr. Starling was as good a master craftsman as any to be found in the city and it was only in name and notoriety that he was at a disadvantage.

Cordi had known that Mr. Starling would eventually offer Edward a partnership. She had just known it. The tone of Edward’s letters was always humble, offering any number of ways he might improve whenever he wrote of a customer’s satisfaction or Mr. Starling’s compliments, but she had read them enough to know the pride Edward had taken in his master’s praise. She could feel his excitement in every stroke of the pen. His belief that he would be able to collect her sooner than he expected. A promise of reunion.

Then nothing.

Mrs. Clark had been stealing her mail. Cordi was sure of it. Certainly the woman was vile and loathsome enough to do such a wicked thing. And how she must have delighted in Cordi’s hurt and humiliation. She might have been eager to see the back of Cordi when she was a charge, but as cheap, dependent labor? No, she must have been stealing the letters, hoping to keep more coin in her pockets and Cordi under her thumb.

Of course, it had occurred to her that something had happened to Edward. An accident. An illness. Something that kept him from coming for her or writing. But she’d written to Starling herself and received no reply, cementing her belief that Mrs. Clark was behind it all.

She didn’t allow doubt to slow her as she ran up the hard, beaten road to the workshop. Behind the structure, she could make out the merry sound of a child’s skipping rhyme and she smiled, stilling to listen as she recognized the ditty, knowing it was the Starling daughters and tearing up thinking how lovely this life was.


“Mary, Mary, quite contrary

How does your garden grow?

With silver bells and cockleshells

And pretty maids all in a row.”



Her lips moved in time with the words, but the next stanza was not as she expected, and her smile faltered.


“But what’s planted in the Garden

Will grow where it is laid.

Your only hope is to avoid

The breath of a pretty maid.”



A biting breeze swirled around her, and she shivered in her thin clothing, disturbed by the haunting words repeated without inflection in a tiny chorus of children’s voices. It was all rather macabre. But children loved scary stories, didn’t they? It was assuredly all in good fun.

The sound of a hammer falling steadily brought the grin again to her lips as she pictured her brother looking up and seeing her framed in the doorway. Imagined how happy he would be to see her. It was his blue eyes and golden hair—features he had inherited from their mother and now the only way she could remember her mother’s face—she sought as she pulled open the door to the workshop and stepped inside.

But it was not Edward who looked up.

A man stood behind a workbench littered with smooth wooden pegs that looked to be the spindly, intricate legs of a table he was working on. The man’s face was covered with a well-trimmed beard, the same salt-and-pepper color as his full head of hair. His eyes were warm and brown, and Cordi had the absent thought that they were a proper color for a woodcarver.

He cocked a brow at her sudden appearance, but he smiled, showing a set of white teeth, as he brushed at his sawdust-covered apron. “Can I help you, miss? You seem to be in search of something to come rushing in so.” His tone was teasing, but not unkind.

“Are you Mr. Starling?” Cordi lifted one hand to her chest, fearful her racing heart would beat right out of her, and found she was shaking. She half hoped Mr. Starling might recognize her, though she looked little like Edward, who favored their mother, while Cordi shared their father’s sharper features. She hoped that perhaps Edward had spoken of her regularly. Surely he had.

Surely.

Mr. Starling placed his hammer aside and set to rolling the cuffs of his shirt back down his arms to rebutton them at the wrist as he appraised her, taking stock of her poor, crumpled clothing. He would know immediately she was not a customer. “I am indeed, miss. What can I help you with? Is it a work order you’ve been sent to deliver?” His hands stilled and he scrutinized her once more, smile weakening. “You don’t come from the house.”

It was not said as a question, but she could feel his uncertainty and his unease as he shuffled back from the bench and farther away. The house? Cordi didn’t know what house he was referring to, but the mention of it disquieted him. She held the flowers out in front of her, surprised to see him flinch as if she’d brandished a sword. She raised them higher so he might see them for what they were: not sinister, but an innocent gift. An offering, however small. “No, sir. My name is Cordelia. I’m here to see my brother, Edward.”

Mr. Starling’s smile fell away completely and his face paled to match the white birch trees that grew up and down the road outside. A muscle twitched near the corner of his eye and he lifted a hand to banish it, the other slowly reaching for the counter as if to steady himself.

For one terrible moment, Cordi was suspended, certain he was going to tell her that Edward had been in some kind of accident. The thing she had never allowed herself to believe—that he was gone—was going to be real. She would be free, but alone. Her knees threatened to buckle and the blood rushed to her ears so she might ignore the sound of his voice when he spoke her worst fears. Accident. Terrible. Gone.

She was not prepared for what he did say.

“Edward, miss? I’m afraid I’ve no idea who you’d be referring to.”

The inner workings of Cordi’s mind could not make sense of this statement. So she tried again, speaking slower and more clearly. “Edward Beecher. Your assistant. I am his sister. Could you please call him in?”

Mr. Starling recovered himself somewhat and tried to regain his smile, though he didn’t quite manage and it came out more as a grimace. “I can’t very well call to someone that isn’t to be found here. I’ve not heard of an Edward Beecher and I’ve certainly never had one as an assistant.”

“But you have!” Cordi could hear the hysteria in her own voice, panic threatening to overwhelm her when mere moments before she had been so blissfully happy. She tugged her bag around, dropping her paltry gift of flowers in her hurry, and reached inside, pulling out her precious letters, handling them roughly in her distress. “He wrote of you! Of your family! Of the work you did together! I—I wrote to you myself! Oh! But you didn’t get those either, I suppose.” Her lip quivered and she tried to steady it with her teeth, fingers curling tightly over the bundle in her hands as if it were her only tether to the shore as a storm in her breast threatened to sweep her away. “Our headmistress, you see. She—Edward would have told you of her. She would have stolen my letters and yours. Edward will tell you. My brother. Edward?”

Mr. Starling looked at the letters and then back into her face, something almost fearful in his expression. “My dear girl,” he said slowly, “there has been some mistake. I’m sorry. But your brother is not here.”

“He is!” she insisted. She had not come so far to be met with lies. “You are Mr. Starling, Edward’s master. He boasts of your talent in every letter! He tells stories of Ann and Agatha and Alice, your daughters. Of how darling and precocious they are. He writes of your wife, Rebecca, and praises her kind nature and her glorious cooking! I know how well you have treated him and how generous you have been with your praise and how stern with your criticism. He told me all! And I’ve seen the sign at the inn! I know his work and would bet my last breath upon it! If that is not enough, all his letters are sent from Farrow! He is here!”

Because he was. He had not moved on. He was still there somewhere. She knew it deep in her heart. But she would not have even needed such certainty with the evidence of guilt written all over Starling’s face.

“He isn’t.” Mr. Starling’s voice was harder now, tone insistent. He squared his shoulders, standing taller behind his bench, but she could see his fingers shaking ever so slightly against the counter. Cordi missed little, as Edward had often told her, and she did not miss this. “Now, I must ask that you—”

“John?”

A woman entered from a side door, chestnut hair swept back into a low, braided bun against the nape of her neck. She brought the scent of baking bread with her, streaks of flour on her cheeks and the apron she wore over a simple blue dress. Cordi knew her immediately, for Edward had described her in detail: She has round, pink cheeks and eyes lined with laughter, for she laughs often. She teases Mr. Starling so about finding sawdust in his beard and he says he must match her for she is always speckled with flour and it is how they will know each other when they are old and blind, by touching each other’s faces and finding sawdust and flour.

“John?” she repeated. “I heard raised voices. Is something wrong?”

“You are Mrs. Rebecca Starling,” Cordi said quickly. “Please, can you help me?”

Mrs. Starling smiled tentatively, looking her up and down as Mr. Starling had, lingering on the state of Cordi’s shoes, and pity came to her face. “I hope I might. Do you have business with my husband?”

“Rebecca,” Mr. Starling murmured in warning, coming round the worktable.

“Yes!” Cordi plowed ahead, stepping forward, hands still grasping the letters from Edward. Now she held them out in front of her, both weapon and shield. “My brother—Edward Beecher,” she said, drawing the name out so there could be no mistake, “was living here, working under the eye of your husband. I have come a long way to find him. Please.”

It was Mrs. Starling’s turn to pale, but unlike her husband, who had mostly managed to keep his composure, Rebecca lifted flour-dusted fingers to her lips in surprise. “Oh!”

“Rebecca!” her husband breathed, moving to her side and taking her hand in his own. Cordi saw his fingers flex upon hers in warning.

Mrs. Starling gathered herself, though her eyes seemed redder than they had before, as if she was quite close to crying. “I’m sorry, dear,” she said, voice faint. “But I’m afraid you have us mistaken. We have no one by that name here. Nor has there been. My husband hasn’t had an apprentice in quite some time. Years and years.”

Cordi stared in amazement, letters fluttering in her hands like frightened birds. She found she couldn’t feel her legs and had to look down, strangely possessed of the idea that they had turned to wood—and wouldn’t that be funny? To be so strangely changed. And she might have been relieved if they had, for then she could chalk the entire exchange up to a dream. A strange dream she was having as she rode toward Farrow and to the only hope that had kept her going day after day. But her legs were there, dust-covered boots against the wooden planks of the shop. She tried shutting her eyes and opening them again, willing herself to wake.

Had he done this, Edward? Had he convinced these people to lie for him? Perhaps he didn’t want to be saddled with his troublesome little sister, relishing his own freedom. Freedom from responsibility. What was she but another mouth? A burden? He had been free of the yoke of her for so long, why would he want to chain himself again? So he had left her there in that place and never come back. He didn’t love her, didn’t—

“Stop,” she told herself, the word hardly more than a movement of air, a tiny bird caught within the cage of her mouth, denied flight. It wasn’t true. None of it was true.

Promises made were promises kept.

“Miss,” Mr. Starling attempted, voice calm and rational, “I’m sorry you have been led to believe that Ed—your brother was here. But you can see that he is not. You can seek him in the village if it pleases you, but my advice is that you return…” His voice trailed off, and that was all the proof needed to damn him.

“Home, Mr. Starling?” Cordi said, her voice as wooden as the trappings of the shop as she lifted her head. “As I’m sure you are well aware, Edward and I had no home.”

Mrs. Starling looked away, but Cordi didn’t afford Mr. Starling that privilege so easily.

She held his eyes, daring him to lie again.

He didn’t, and in the face of her righteous dignity, he dropped his gaze.

There was movement at the window in the back of the shop. Just a quick flash and then gone, but Cordi was sure she had seen a head of brown hair and small fingers releasing their grip on the sill before moving away.

Cordi tried to think of something else to say, but there was nothing. Defeated and suddenly unfathomably weary, she dropped her hands. With numb fingers, she fumbled to put the letters back into her bag and turned without a word, crushing the blue and purple flowers beneath her feet just as the old woman had in her flight, back bent, head bowed. The small bell above the door tinkled merrily at her departure as if already celebrating her absence.

She was alone.
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Chapter 4

SHE FOUND HERSELF WALKING DOWN the road in the direction she had come, feet scraping along the dirt, kicking up dust. Mr. Starling had effectively carved and hollowed out both her head and her chest. Her satchel was heavy and she swayed on her feet, feeling as if the very life was draining from her. And it might well have been. For what had been sustaining her for years if not faith in Edward’s promise?

They were lying. They had to be. She could tell by their faces and their tiny tells—the shaking hands and wire-thin voices. She had Edward’s own words, and he would not have lied to her. Nor could he have managed to send every letter from Farrow if he had not been in Farrow.

Mr. Starling had suggested she inquire about Edward in the village. He had said it like a challenge, and Cordi could guess well enough she would find much the same story no matter how many doors she knocked on or how many faces she looked into. They would all lie.

But Edward would not have.

She didn’t know what to do or where to go. It had all been so simple in her head after her flight from the city and its cruelty. She would find him. She would find shelter. She would find work. They would be a family again. It would be easy.

Now…

Now she saw it for the foolishness it was. Reckless and impulsive rather than clever. How stupid and naïve she had been to think the task so simple as arriving upon a doorstep with nothing to offer save a poor bouquet and spare coin. Yet how discourteous the Starlings had been to deceive her so! But what could she do?

Cordi tried to consider her circumstances. She had paid for her ticket to Farrow but had precious little money left to her name. She needed to think quickly, but she could only conjure up Edward’s face and his letters and his promise. She had no idea where to go or how to follow him, and she had waited so long without word. Was she now to be left without hope?

It was some time before she realized she was being pursued. “Miss?! Wait!”

Slowly, as if she had aged a hundred years in the past few minutes, Cordi turned and saw a little pink-cheeked girl running after her. She was perhaps seven, her brown hair loose and flying behind her. She wore a blue dress the same color as Mrs. Starling’s. A hand-me-down, Cordi knew, noting the hemline that had been altered multiple times and the tidily stitched holes in different shades of blue thread. She carried a small bundle and a pair of boots, gray with dust, tied together by their laces.

Though she had been running on short legs, she was barely out of breath as she reached Cordi, who watched her approach with a flicker of recognition. One of the Starling daughters. Alice, if she were to guess.

“Thank you, miss. Mama asked me to bring you these,” she said, holding out the boots. “She said that your own shoes were in no state to carry you far. These are Mama’s old pair. She asked that you take them since you looked to be about the same size. And she said you were too thin and should take some food as well.”

Cordi, numb and distant from her body, saw her hands reach out almost blindly even as her lips moved to form the words she hardly felt. “Thank you.”

The girl passed her the shoes first and Cordi sank to the side of the road, tugging off the tattered leather of her own shoes. They lay discarded in the dirt, fallen in on themselves without her feet and ankles to give them shape. Cordi felt much the same, deflated and ready to collapse in upon herself now that she had nothing to look forward to. Automatically and without enthusiasm, she pulled Mrs. Starling’s boots on one at a time. They were not high-quality, but they were sturdy and well-oiled, though Cordi could barely appreciate this distinction. In fact, once the laces were tied, she did not even make to rise from the road, too bewildered and lost to do little more than sit in the dirt. All she had lived and suffered for, the faith that had sustained her, had been taken.

The little girl passed her a small bundle. Cordi smelled the bread within and could feel how soft and warm it was even beneath the cloth. She remembered Mrs. Starling’s flour-dusted hands and realized the loaf was freshly baked. Gifts indeed.

Bribes, her brain corrected her. Guilt-given. Bread and boots for her brother. At the thought, Cordi had the urge to throw the bread away from her and rip the boots apart with her bare hands. Better to walk barefoot on the stony ground than to take offerings from liars.

“Are you the one Edward was always writing to, then?”

Cordi’s head whipped up so quickly she nearly toppled over backward. The little girl stood studying her, head angled to the side, scrutinizing her face.

“I am,” Cordi whispered. “You… you know Edward, then?”

“Of course I do. He made me a toy duck, you know. I could pull it on a string and it would kick its feet between the wheels. Agatha broke it, though she says it was an accident. I don’t quite believe her. I think she was quite jealous of it because she had asked Edward to carve her a toy bear and found she liked my duck better.” The girl paused. “Papa promised to mend it for me, but he still has not. He does not like us to talk about Edward. I think he has perhaps forgotten him. Grown-ups forget, you know.”

Alice. She was sure of it now. Edward had said that Alice was the most precocious of all the girls, and that even at such a tender age she suffered fools little. She is stubborn, that one, Edward had written. Her father says she will turn her husband’s hair gray before his time as she has already turned his. She does as she pleases and, though quick to learn, she is not quick to change if it does not suit her. He’d said she bore a striking resemblance to Cordi herself in this way.

Cordi glanced quickly back down the road, making sure Alice was not being sought.

“I do know, Alice,” she said lightly, hoping to sound like a confidante. “Grown-ups often forget things or simply do not know them at all. But I can see that you do. Edward spoke of how intelligent you are.”

Alice preened.

Licking her lips, Cordi asked, “Do you know what happened to Edward? Where he has gone?”

The little girl shook her head, brown hair sliding back and forth across her back. “No. He left without saying good-bye. It was quite rude, and I am not sure I shall forgive him after all this time.”

Even though the answer stung, Cordi refused to let this seedling of hope wither. Not yet. “Do you remember when you last saw him?”

“A long time ago, in his room. He was always writing letters. I suppose they were for you. Some he would give to Mama to post in town. Others he hid, though I did not see where. He would always catch me spying.” She gave a cheeky grin. “Well, not always. I saw him sneak off to Edenfield even after Father’s work there was done.”

“Edenfield? What is that?”

Alice turned up her nose. “Perhaps you are a grown-up if you don’t even know that.” The resemblance Edward boasted was becoming clearer.

See? She could almost hear Edward’s voice. His chuckle.

Holding back a smirk, Cordi tried to look contrite. “It’s not that. I’m simply not from here, but from far away. Like Edward was when he first came, so I’m not yet familiar with this place. If you could tell me where Edenfield is, I would be grateful and it would confirm Edward was right about how remarkable and clever you are.”

A pout touched Alice’s lips as she considered. “I suppose. It is not a secret after all, though secrets are delightful things. It is the way you are going. You had to pass the road to its gates on your way to our house and it is the only road on the right. It is a far walk, so it’s good Mama gave you her boots. Yours would not have lasted.” She quieted, little lines pulling together between her brows as she puzzled something through. “I might have said that Edenfield is not a secret but is very much like a secret. A strange sort of secret that everyone knows—at least here—but nobody will speak of. Like Mrs. Brooks and the boy who comes around to trim her hedges when her husband is away. Edenfield is a secret like that. And the gardens. And the ghosts.”

“Ghosts?”

“Of course! Everybody knows that Edenfield is full of ghosts. Mama was most distressed about Papa working there, but he and Edward came back hale and whole every night. And Edward seemed to grow happier by the day during that time. He was quite queer later, after they were finished. He was sick and I thought he might have seen them. The ghosts. That they had done him a turn, but he did get better. Some of them don’t, you know? That’s what Agatha said. So maybe the ghosts didn’t hurt him.”

Ghosts? Such nonsense. But why should ghosts not be the reason for a child’s dear friend to suddenly go missing? If her parents had told her Edward was gone and not given her an explanation, why would she not dream of a reason? Ghosts made as much sense to a child as anything and were certainly a better alternative to being abandoned by someone she trusted.

She wanted to ask more, ask about how Edward was sick, but feared that Alice would soon be sought if she did not return quickly. And she had a clue now. A place to start looking for a sign of her brother at least. Edenfield. She had real hope again and she smiled broadly at Alice. “You are clever. And I thank you. But I do think it would be best if you didn’t mention Edenfield or Edward or our conversation to your parents.”

“Why?”

Cordi hesitated, not wanting to ask the child to lie—but hadn’t she been lied to herself? “Because,” she said with a shrug, “they’re grown-ups.”

Alice nodded wisely, as if there was no other possibility. “Yes. You’re quite right. And when you do find Edward, tell him that I expect him to apologize very formally for going away as he did without a good-bye.”

“I will. I promise.”
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