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Chapter One
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“Mama and Papa are gone!” 
The two young sons of Phillip Fairburn shivered in the rising wind, the rapidly darkening sky silhouetting them.  The littlest one, Kenneth wiped tears on his shirt.  The older bounced up and down slightly on the doorstep.  Their sun-browned faces were drained of color and a bit blank with shock.  “Help us find them, ma’am,” Graham said. 
Not Phillip, thought Charity, please not him.  She recalled how the gardener’s kind eyes crinkled when he smiled, the calluses on his strong hand as he showed her around the property.  She wobbled on her feet for a moment but recovered herself.  These people needed her. 
Charity Carolinus and Bridgette Winston stared at the children in astonished silence, and then Bridgette said, “Does Lord Carolinus think that were are impossibly obtuse, or is he impossibly arrogant?”
Both, Charity thought, but she said, “He wants to remind me that no one ever believes children.”
“Or women,” Bridgette added.  “Why haven’t we met these children before?”
Graham gave a little shrug.  “Papa said you’d want us to keep away, that the big house was full of sick people.  Kenneth wanted to come by, but I said no.”
“Were your parents ill, or acting strangely?” said Charity softly, taking the taller by his neatly sewn although rough woven sleeve. 
Graham Fairburn said, “They were sick for a couple of days, but I thought they were getting better.  Wasn’t any worse than the grippe.”
“Come inside and sit,” said Bridgette, and rang for her maid, Annie Emsworth.  She directed Annie to prepare something to eat and drink.  
What were they to do with the boys if their parents were dead?  If only she were the orphan instead, Charity thought, and guilt immediately washed over her.
“Have you any nearby relations?” Bridgette asked the Fairburn children, who were still standing in the foyer as if afraid to step in too far.
Graham shook his head.  “All our cousins went to work in the factories when I was little.”
“They’ll stay here,” said Charity, surprising herself.  “Stay here.  Your father and his land are my responsibility, so you are as well.”  This was her fault.  For years before now, her father had no reason to hurt his gardener and caretaker, but Charity did not keep her distance, could not help but fraternize.  “I’m sure he had no reason to hurt your parents,” she said with a false smile.
“Wait, is Lord Carolinus still here?” Bridgette asked, rushing back to the door.“We hid until he was gone.”
Bridgette’s shoulders fell in disappointment.
“I don’t know where they were going.  They didn’t even get to say goodbye!”
“He can’t have gotten far,” said Charity.  “It’s a long way back to Levin from Overwood.  We could catch up to him on a horse.”
Graham said, pointing north, “I heard the whistle.  The loco— what’s it called?”
Charity’s hopes sank further.  Her posture sagged, and she leaned against the wall.  “Oh no.  We could never catch a locomotive.”
“Damn it!” Bridgette cried out, and the children backed away.  “Did you hear him say something at least?”
Both boys shook their head.  The oldest interrupted, “But we have to find Sadie.  She’s hiding.”
“There’s another one?” asked Bridgette in confusion.  Charity pushed past her and snatched up Graham’s hand.  She directed that the youngest stay with Bridgette, but silent Kenneth followed tearfully, refusing to leave his older brother.
“Very well,” said Charity.  “We’ll go together, and we’ll find Sadie.  Does she have a place she likes to go, a secret place?”
Graham shook his head, but Kenneth nodded.  Charity tried asking him, but he still was not able to speak.  The little boy led the way, Charity beside, holding his hand. 
It was getting dark on the property of Overwood Manor, and Charity realized quite soon that they had not light to see properly.  The clouds hid what little starlight might shine down upon them.  Behind her, the manor glowed dimly, so much of it unlit that it served as a poor beacon.  She looked about, chilled.  What if Father had not gone?  What if he were waiting for her out here behind the distant barn or in the shadow of the woods?  
Why didn’t Lord Carolinus simply kill Charity and leave everyone else alone?  He had to know that she would not become the person he wanted her to be.  What did he expect, for her to break down, fall to her knees, and beg for his help?  
She never would.  Esther might be dead, Mrs. Pettigrew might be dead, Phillip and Hettie Fairburn might be as well— no, merely missing— but she was not going to give in so easily.  She would feed these people even if she had to dig an entire garden herself.  They would have shelter even if she had to build it herself.  She would learn how.  She would find a way.
She could be no worse a parent than her own father.
Kenneth led them past the end of the manicured grounds to the beginning of the farmland that belonged to Lord Carolinus’s tenants.  The boundary was marked by a stone wall and a single willow tree, its long branches swaying in the slight wind.  Charity could just see movement beneath it and began to hurry forward, but the older boy stopped her and indicated that he wished to go alone. 
Scratching rattled the underbrush, and a limb gave a forlorn creak.  In the distance, Charity heard the shush of tall, uncut grass in the breeze.
After a few long moments, Sadie, a girl who was about thirteen, appeared.  She had bits of grass or hay in her long red braid from a long day playing outside— or from hiding, thought Charity with a clench in her stomach.  The girl did not say a word as she followed them back toward the house.  Kenneth clutched his sister’s hand.  In the distance, they could see a lantern waving at them as Annie approached to meet them.  She took the children in her arms and led them toward the front doors.
Charity had been relieved that the children were confident walking in the dark, as they were very familiar with the grounds.  Far more than the girl whose home this was meant to be all along.  She should have grown up here.  Perhaps they would have been her friends.
She felt a surge of resentment that she shoved down immediately.  These children needed her.  She may have been deprived in her own childhood, but theirs had just abruptly ended, leaving them alone with no security in sight.
She ought to be able to provide for them easily.  That was what being a Lord or Lady of the land meant, after all.  
But why was her father doing this to her?  Did he truly care for no one?  How could this possibly benefit him?
She was being tested.  She felt it in her gut.  Why?  
She should search for Phillip and Hettie at once.  Charity’s stomach clenched.  She stopped in the grand foyer, pivoted.  Dare she force the children back to the home they fled simply to look for clues? 
Bridgette seemed to sense her indecision.  “You want to go look for them, don’t you?”
“Maybe… maybe I can help.  I have to try,” said Charity weakly.
“You can help?” asked Sadie.
Bridgette began to gesticulate wildly.  Charity said, “I don’t know.  I think… I think I’d like to look around, in case you’re mistaken.”
“I’m not going,” said Sadie.  “I’m staying with my brothers.  I shouldn’t have left them.  I’m the oldest, I—”
Kenneth drew near to her and said, “Let’s look together.”
“Is that man gone?”
“You know who it was,” said Graham.  “Papa works for him.  It’s Lord—”  He stopped himself.
“Do you think that he’s still out there?” asked Bridgette to Charity, her voice sharp.  “Do you think he didn’t leave on the railway?”
Charity faltered.  Why create a trap?  Her father knew exactly where she lived, knew the house and grounds more intimately than Charity herself did.  Either way, she should go.  “I have to check,” she said, her voice hoarse, trying not to say that she was looking for signs of blood or worse.
“I’m coming with you,” insisted Bridgette.  “If we split up, it will take less time.”
Sadie and Kenneth stayed with Annie, while Graham led the rest of the household toward the cottage.  The small lantern lit a narrow path through the whispering ocean-like grass.
[image: image-placeholder]Bridgette would rather be doing something than sitting in a chair fuming.  Annie had shown her that a little exertion went a long way toward keeping one’s composure.  She most decidedly did not want to traipse through the woods at night, but she preferred it to calming a household of terrified children.
Her skirts would be ruined, Bridgette thought, but perhaps Annie could hem them for her own use, as the maid was the shorter of the two.  The girl was forever stitching.  Bridgette could not fathom how she had time to do anything else.
Rounding a tree, she felt the ground soften beneath her and fell on her backside trying to backpedal.  She could hear mud sliding away, slapping as it hit the ground far below.  Her lantern thudded to the ground.  Graham hurried over to meet her, and she flung her arm out to stop him from coming closer.  The boy helped her to her feet.
“It’s a hole,” said Bridgette stupidly.  “I almost fell in.”
Graham seemed to have better vision as a result of spending more time out of doors at night.  He let out a strangled gasp.  “No, ma’am.  It isn’t a hole.”
“Of course it is.”
“No, it’s two holes.  Big ones, long.  I think… I think they’re graves.  People graves.”
Bridgette craned her neck.  He was right.  She covered her eyes and felt mud on her face.
“Oh ma’am, you don’t think—”
Her heart was racing, but she stood, lifted the lantern, and surveyed the site.  “Of course not.  These are empty holes, nothing to worry about.”  How long had these been here?  Were they being watched even now?  “I think—”  She cleared her throat.  “I think we ought to go back.  It will do no one any good to fall in the dark.  “Charity!” she called out.  “We’ve been out here long enough.”
They could see the bobbing of a light in the distance.  Bridgette took Graham by the shoulder and led him toward their companion.  The boy’s body was quite stiff, resisting.
“We found—” Bridgette began.
“Graves.  They’re graves, ma’am.”
Charity looked at them in alarm, the dim light accentuating the hollows of her face. 
“They are large empty holes,” Bridgette insisted, speaking too quickly.  “They could be used for any manner of things, rubbish perhaps, simply best to avoid in the dark.”
“Rubbish.”  Charity went very still before she managed, “Lucky no one fell in.”
“Lucky,” said Bridgette darkly, thinking she’d like to wring the neck of the man who was responsible.




Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Once they arrived back at the manor house, the young women spoke of it in private, whispering in Bridgette’s bedroom. 
“Do you suppose they were for Mrs. Pettigrew and Mrs. Barton, or—”  Charity looked behind her to ensure that no children could hear her.  “The Fairburns,” she went on.“  Just yesterday there were no open graves when I last roamed the woods looking for… an appropriate site.”
Maybe, just maybe Phillip had heard from the priest of their need and dug them himself.  No, in her heart, she knew her father had done it.  He had put them there to terrorize them.
Bridgette eyed the mud stains on her dress with frustration while Annie helped her wash off the grave dirt.  “I suppose we ought to use them,” she said, “as the hard work is already done.”
Annie was aghast.  “You want to bury the Mrs. Pettigrew in an unholy grave?”
“A grave is a grave.  It’s not as if she can complain, can she?”
Charity went pale and swallowed hard.  “There are two.  He expects Mrs. Barton to die.”
“We don’t know which two people he meant them for.  What about the Fairburns?  In fact, why not dig four, if that is how many he has meddled with?  Or even more for the rest of us, a whole empty graveyard waiting for our deaths?”  There was no point in not facing facts.
Annie would not meet her eyes.  “It’s a tremendous amount of work to dig so much unless he were in the woods for days.  He doesn’t seem the hardworking type, if you pardon me, so I think he had help.”
Charity fell back in a chair.  “There’s no point surmising.  We know that it was meant to unsettle us at the least, and it certainly did that.  He was here, he stole the gardener and his wife—”
“Or worse,” Bridgette hissed quietly as not to wake the children in their room down the hall.
“All of us need to rest,” said Annie.  “It was a job getting the little ones to rest, and I’d hate to have to force the rest of you down as well.”
There was no arguing with that.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning the children blessedly slept late, while the older inhabitants of the manor awoke before dawn, worried and strained.  Charity and Bridgette sat in the dining room picking at their food, each in their silent contemplations of the situation before them.
They did agree to use the grave, reluctantly, as time was very much of the essence.  It took a wheelbarrow to transport Mrs. Pettigrew’s body, shrouded in the manor’s best bedsheets, sewn together by Annie.  Charity felt sickened by the indignity of it, but what else were they to do?
Annie gathered the best flowers of the garden and said a nervous prayer, while Bridgette stood awkwardly with her hands behind her back.  Charity, a fist in her mouth to suppress a scream, ran away as soon as Annie put the first shovelful of dirt upon the housekeeper’s stiff form.
They were all back inside before children awoke.
[image: image-placeholder]Later, after Charity had cried her eyes to dryness and reluctantly left her room, Annie came into the parlor, extending a thick envelope toward Charity, who immediately set it aside.  “You forgot to open your letter, miss.  It looks important,” the maid added.  “It was delivered direct.”
Charity sighed and took it from the table next to her.  She began to read.
My dear Charity, I wish that I could have known you longer, but as soon as I learned your father was entangled in this business, I knew how it would end.  Therefore, I’ve put my affairs in order as best as I could and prepared for what is to come.  I go in peace, not in fear.  Life has been a struggle, and to lose my dear grand nephew led to a protracted broken heart.  It will be no great loss to meet my end.
She turned over the envelope and looked at it more carefully.  “It’s from Alfred Watkins!” she exclaimed.
Doubtless you have discerned by now that we have significant traits in common.  I believe that you are a child put upon this Earth to do no small amount of good unto others.  I entrust to you the bulk of my estate to do with as you will, safe in the knowledge that you will put it to good use.  I know that you have the strength to do what I could not to bring justice to his world.  It is a great burden, but there are those who will help you along the way.  Do not be afraid to rely on others.
Charity stopped and handed the paper to Bridgette, who gasped.   She asked, “Is this… is this proof of my father’s guilt?  Did he kill Lord Watkins?  Could it be used in a court?”
Bridgette considered and shook her head.  “He does not say outright that your father planned to kill him, and of course after the fact, that would be impossible to verify.”
She took it back, the paper trembling in her hands.  “It doesn’t sound that way to me.”
“Your father is the bringer of great forces, no one could doubt.  No, as much as I’d love to think that this is the evidence we need, it’s not conclusive.  It’s not enough.”
Also enclosed was a letter from a lawyer explaining how to claim Charity’s inheritance.  She felt guilty to be rewarded for his misfortune, but what was needed was gratefully received.  Alfred Watkins was a good man.  She regretted not knowing his grandson better.  It seemed like ages ago since Samuel had died.  In fact, more time had elapsed since that fateful day than the entirety of their friendship had encompassed.  A fresh wave of sadness washed over her.
[image: image-placeholder]Bridgette paused.  Everything around her stopped as she considered.  Going back to Levin meant a chance to sort things out with Rose.  She could make it right; she knew she could.  She couldn’t let her fear overcome her desire for love… or for revenge.  Rose may not have approved before, but surely now she understood that Lord Carolinus must be stopped.  Bridgette had made the men who invaded her rented home stop in their tracks, but she had certainly not compelled them to attack her as a witch in the first place.  
Lord Carolinus had taken two beloved women from her along with the lives of countless others.  Bridgette felt herself grow hot, vividly recalling the unnamed torch bearing man who grasped at her gown, the air as suffocating as if she were there once again.  She did not like to speak of it.  She had gone for help afterward from the Temple, which may or may not prove fruitful as the Church represented more political scheming than personal salvation.
She missed Rose so much that it felt as if she had been hollowed out like a lantern, only a small flame of hope burning inside her, diminishing with each throb of pain in her breast.  She did not know how much longer the flame could sustain her.  In the past year, she had loved, lost, worked, so much harder than the rest of her life combined.  She had gone from high society to a shared cot in a shack to sleeping on a priest’s office floor.  Now, the opulence around her was borrowed, decaying.  Even the love given to her by Annie and Charity was temporary, she knew.  Annie could happily find another mistress, and if it were to be Charity, the two would go on without Bridgette as if she never existed.
Was she even worthy of love?  Her rudeness at Lord Carolinus’s charity ball had begun the whole downfall, and she had been accused of witchcraft, which had in turn ruined Rose’s life.  Perhaps she ought to have left Rose alone, secure in her erased memories of Bridgette, and going about her life as if Bridgette never existed.  The one constant in her life was that she brought harm to others, whether she meant it or not.  Was it some sort of curse?  Was that why the Church of the One True Way put witches to death?  Did their existence innately cause destruction to everything around them?
Her ears and face burned.  She looked down at her lap.  Charity was waiting expectantly for an enthusiastic response about returning to the city, but Bridgette could not speak.  It was true, wasn’t it?  She had even destroyed Rose’s previous life, the friends and neighbors that she held dear.
Why had Bridgette not taken a moment to count the number of people who had burst inside?  The mob had sounded so loud, and the parlor was so small.  The front door was not wide as well, so small compared to a grand house.  They had pushed their way past each other to get in.  She closed her eyes, trying to picture the scene again, to bury the lingering terror and the sear of burned skin and the stink of trapped smoke.  Surely no more than a handful of men had made it inside, and if she had told them all to stop, the others animated or not, wouldn’t have been able to enter.   
How many people could one untrained woman control?  If only she had known when the spell would come to an end!  If it were to end when she was no longer afraid, well… it would still be in effect even now, and surely all were doomed.  But if those who were outside went away after the fire began out of self-preservation—only the most insane or brave would linger at a fire in progress— then there had to be many who lived.
But if they all stood frozen just inside the front door or on the front steps… she shook her head and gathered herself.  She explained her thoughts to Charity, who looked at her thoughtfully.
“Perhaps,” she said.  “If we had seen the newspaper report about the cottage fire, we would know for certain.”
“I should think that if every shop owner near the grand part of town had expired, that news would travel fast even by word of mouth.”
“And we haven’t heard that…”
Bridgette faltered.  “But what I’d require of you… once again... I’d be asking you to clean up damage that was my fault.”
Charity pressed her hands to Bridgette’s.  “All of this is due to my father.  He is the one to blame.”
“Is he?  It seems to be that magic is to blame, and that all of this began long before we were born.  Perhaps it is even the Church that is at fault, as it has kept it hidden for so long.”  Could she really not be blaming Lord Carolinus?  The man was the epitome of evil, and doubtless he had interfered in every aspect of her life, but perhaps…
“If magic is evil, then why would you want to use it once again?  Perhaps we should put it aside forever.”
“No…  Healing cannot be evil.  That is the difference between you and your father:  your desire to build and heal rather than to overpower and destroy.  Perhaps that is even what the Church wanted once, to build some little miracles into the lives of the desperate and poor.”
“There is much more to it than my father insists.”
“Not anymore, I fear.  I used to think that the Church was there to help, but look at their fine gold cathedral and towering Temple, created from tithing the poor!  They have the money to end poverty forever, if not to stop human suffering.  Yet they let it go on!  The only useful thing they provide is a sense of structure, and your father taking away their hospitals and orphanages has shattered even that.”
“I wonder what is happening to the orphans?” Charity asked.  They looked at one another.  Grace’s loss would be felt by more than her household.  
Bridgette pressed her hand to the cold metal of the locket at her throat.
“My father cares as little about children as the Church does, it seems.  They are so often guilty of the same things— you are quite right.”
“Then there is the plague, and however it came about, both seem to find it useful in some way, do they not?”
“How horrible to find someone’s death useful!”Bridgette said pointedly, “Yet if one was to be cold about it, sometimes it might be.”
Charity recoiled, moving from her wing back chair to the door.  “You’re thinking of my father.  I could never do that.”
How could the girl still be so naive?  “He isn’t about to lose all of his hunger for ambition!”
“What if he could?  What if I could erase it?  He’d be a different man.  I think more and more… that he was a person to whom life played a series of cruel jokes, and he suffered for it.”
Bridgette’s temper flared.  “Hasn’t that happened to us all?  Yet we are not all like he is.”
Charity was silent far too long.  Well, never mind what she thought.  The girl wasn’t even grown yet, and her sense of morals was no doubt muddied by lack of guidance.  She girl had been raised by servants.  
Servants who were dead or in peril.  Now Bridgette went still.  “We’ll hire a carriage the first chance we can.”
“I think,” said Charity, “that I ought to go to Levin in the morning.”
“I imagine the solicitor will be in at nine.”
“I think I ought to see my father.” 
“Have you gone mad?  You’ve only just escaped the man.  Why would you go back to him?”With a small tremor in her voice, Charity said, “Mrs. Barton is growing worse, and I can do nothing about it.  He has to have a cure.  I know it.  If he didn’t, what did he give to Lord Watkins years ago?  Or to me?  How could he control the disease to his will if he didn’t have ready access to a way to stop it?”
“Are you certain he cares to stop it at all?  It grows more rampant by the day.”
“I know.  But he must have a plan to end it at some point.”
“You may overestimate how much he cares about people,” Bridgette saw, but Charity looked crestfallen.  
Of course the girl wished to retain some hope about her father’s fate.  The man was dear to his child, even if his view of the world was quite certainly insane.  How might he respond to the treatments in the sanitarium?  Would sedation and an ice bath improve his disposition?  It hadn’t improved Bridgette’s.  She supposed he might become even more heartless, whatever that might look like.  Might he end the life of the doctor who had tortured her?  She shook her head of the dark thoughts.
“I think he infected the servants because he wanted me to come back to him, to ask him for help.  I am deeply opposed to the notion as well, but I cannot think of any other course of action to take.”  Charity held Bridgette’s hands and gave her an imploring look.  “It may be too late for Mrs. Pettigrew, but I must save Mrs. Barton.  You know I would do the same for you.”
Bridgette was not certain what she would do in Charity’s place, never having been so attached to household staff, but confronting Lord Carolinus had been her own intention when Grace was ill.  Why couldn’t the man relish taking away the life of someone cruel instead of sweet?  Did he delight in it more, or were all people equally worthless to him?
“Why do you suppose she didn’t infect us while we tended to her?” Bridgette asked.
“I suppose she still might, but perhaps she’s too ill to do so.”
“She cares for you.  She might have infected you.”
“I already had the disease once.”
Bridgette mused, “I still wonder why I didn’t get ill from Grace.”
“Did Lady Grace talk about you when she was poorly?”Bridgette felt a pang in her heart.  “No, in fact.  She had forgotten my name.  She spoke of her husband, who was no longer alive at that time.  She thought a man outside might be him.”
“I wonder if that man became ill,” Charity said.
Bridgette suppressed a shudder, suddenly afraid that he had.  Perhaps, though, what mattered was how often a person thought of someone else, or how intently.  Otherwise, the whole world might have been infected by now, or at least all of Albion.  As the borders had been closed for many centuries, she doubted whether anyone knew someone out of the country to put his thoughts upon.
Grace’s lack of memory may have saved Bridgette’s life and Annie’s as well.  Even with Charity’s company, Bridgette felt unbearably desolate at times.  The house fed into her desolation, its vast neglected spaces seeping like damp into her soul.  Charity might go roam about to ease the sense of closeness, but Bridgette had never been one for the out of doors, save for the occasional therapeutic beating of the rugs with Annie.  She could not even hang laundry, as Annie chided her for her unwillingness to become wet in the process.
“I want to bring Mrs. Barton right to him, so that he can see what he’s done, so he can help her on the spot, but…”
Even after wasting away from the disease, Mrs. Barton was too heavy for a girl to lift, and no driver would want load such risky cargo. 
“I think I should leave her here.”
Bridgette cleared her throat, shaking the cobwebs off her mind.  “I know that if you are determined, you shall do such a thing whether it is wise or not.”
The corners of Charity’s mouth quirked.
“Do not look at me like that.  I have learned from my… incarceration.”
The girl stared pointedly.
Bridgette quickly added, “And my subsequent execution, and I thank you once again for your unexpected intervention.  God, child, do you think so little of me that you believe I have not changed as a result?”
“Of course I do not think so.”
“At least take some kingsbane before you go so that he cannot take hold of you.”
“But what if I should need to convince him… a bit forcefully?”
“The last time that you convinced him produced very poor results.”  She gestured about to indicate the lack of staff.
Charity raised her chin, but her eyes shone wetly.  “It wasn’t the manipulation as such.  It was more what happened later.  I might try again.  You wouldn’t give up so easily.”
That stung as well, as Bridgette had been quite too late in reaching Lord Carolinus for help with Grace.  She had persisted until the last moment, and shortly after the older woman passed away, the Lord had finally come to her house with false condolences.  Oh, how she hated him to this day, even though she tried and tried to moderate her bellicose feelings.  She felt as if a part of herself could not go on living unless she had achieved justice.  Perhaps Charity felt the same way.
“Bring the kingsbane anyway.”
Charity said, “You know that it doesn’t work immediately, and we wouldn’t want him to find out our secret.”
Bridgette threw up her hands.  “What is it for, if not this?”
Charity sat down and stared at her lap.  “I really thought I might find something in Overwood Manor, since I was cured while I was here.  I was drawn into the mystery of the place, but it’s been stripped of most of what gave it life.  Except for Mother’s room.”
“I wonder why he left it alone.”
“It seems that there were several rooms that he could not bear to enter again.” 
“Are you coming, Bridgette?”
She paused, hand pressed to her heart.  Oh, how she wanted to go, but she still did not know what to say, what to do.  “I think that Rose needs more time.  I should stay.   At any rate, I might do something rash.  Best of luck with your travels, and be safe.”
[image: image-placeholder]Despite the drastic changes within Charity, the townhouse in Levin looked just the same as during her childhood.   In a mere few months, Charity felt years older.  The tragedies that had happened since, the violence and death, shouldn’t they have soaked within the walls, leaving emotional stains that anyone could feel?
The key jammed in the door, and Charity puzzled for a moment.  Out of a satchel borrowed from her mother’s room, she pulled out her chatelaine.  Not a one of the keys turned the lock.  Then she noticed that the sheen of the face plate was such that no servant could produce by polishing.  It was a new lock.
She leaned back against the brick entryway, clenched her fists, and closed her eyes.  Her home!  She was locked out of her own home!  He had done it once again, as he had to Bridgette.  Indignation swelled up.  Certainly she had left and had not intended to return, but to have her father lock her out was something else entirely.  She wanted to find him now, to shout how her rage and her rejection and her sorrow at him, to force it into him until he knew her life as well as if it were his own.  She was about to ring the bell to bring the butler or whoever was doing the job at the moment, as Father went through servants as quickly as bottles of wine.  It was a wonder there were any servants left in Levin to work for him.  She mustn’t though.  She thought he wasn’t home, but that didn’t mean that she wanted any watchful eyes upon her.
She would get in.  She would get to the office, and she would find the cure.  There must be a way in.  She paced the front porch, saw a few curious people watching her and then went around the side of the building to the alley.
It was the very same alleyway in which she had once jumped into the delivery cart so that she might escape from this house.  She went still, reaching inside herself for the impetuous young girl who had longed for adventure.  She could no longer sense that girl.  Her father had trapped Charity inside to keep her safe, but the one she needed keeping safe from was him.  Even though she had gone away, she had somehow become more enmeshed in his plans.  She felt as if he were pulling at her and pushing her away at the same time.  How naive she had been.
Well, she couldn’t be that little girl again, but she still knew the ways in and out.  The door by which the deliveries were received, the kitchen door, was very nearly always unlocked, and the kitchen’s windows were open to let smoke out.  She tested the door, found it stuck, and peered in the windows tipped inward for airing.  Blocking the way were the summer wire cloth screens, an innovation which her father insisted upon for hygienic reasons.  She knew the trick of them, that one might push thin, sturdy objects into the bottom corners and give a little twist and they might pop out.  She had escaped that way once before but was caught by the groomsman, and as a result, Mrs. Barton made her scrub pots and pans, which was in fact enjoyable since she was washing up with Esther.
Esther was dead.  She could never sing or laugh again.
Charity didn’t find any suitable sticks, but there was a flat rock that might wedge underneath and a piece of broken crate.  She found the items a bit too thick and broke two fingernails and bruised her fingers prying a gap wide enough for them.  At last she had it, gave a flick upward and a shove, and the wire cloth screen popped out without a bit of damage.
She was in.
After weeks in the country, the place seemed foreign, and even the kitchen smells were wrong as Mrs. Barton was no longer the cook.  Someone had been chopping vegetables, but that person was not in the room at present, perhaps gone after more down in the root cellar.  Charity gave a wistful look around, thinking of sharing pastries with Esther and taking decorum lessons with Mrs. Pettigrew.  
She would never see them again.
She hurried down the hallway blindly, trying not to let her eyes rest on the blue-striped wallpaper with its tiny vines of periwinkles and not to look at the yellowed paintings of wide landscapes in the foyer which had offered so much to her childish imagination that had yearned for freedom.  
No one was in sight.
Then Charity stood before her father’s office door, shut as usual.  There it was, his inner sanctum, the place where he conducted his most important business.  She stood for a moment, the old childhood admonition not to interrupt gluing her clean boots to the floor just as surely as thick mud.  She thought of her father throwing her treasured photos and diary of her mother into the fire so callously.  She flared, and then she turned the knob.
Locked.
Letting out a growl, she kicked the door, the results of which damaged her toes, whereas the door was entirely unmoved by the gesture.
She had to get in.  One of her keys must work.  She began shuffling through them, sorting them by size, the clinking of metal ringing out in the quiet air, drowning out the ticking of the clocks that jittered along with her heartbeat.  One slid in satisfyingly well at first, but then it was stuck, and in an instant of terror, she tugged the silver chatelaine so loudly in an attempt to retrieve it that the jingling surely must have alerted everyone in the house— the cook must be coming up from the cellar in an instant, brandishing a large root vegetable or even a carving knife, taken up in a moment of alarm.  Everyone could hear her— she gave such a great tug that the door groaned, and then the key was free, and although she was back where she started, locked out, she felt so much relief that she did not even register that the door was swinging inward from the other side.
Her father stood there, his handsome face a visage of terror to her heart.  He paused for a moment, and then he seized her by the collar of her dress, which cut against her throat, and he threw her inside the room, slamming the door shut.  The key turned, and the lock clicked, as Charity’s heart hammered and skipped a beat.  She was close enough to smell his sweet soap and his mild pomade, which confused her with a primal sense of familiarity.
She was trapped.




Chapter Three
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“You’ve come back,” Lord Jairden Carolinus said, which Charity thought was a rather obtuse observation for a man of his intellectual caliber.  He must have been surprised indeed, but it did not show on his stony expression. 
“I have.”
“I do recall that you said you would never spend another moment in this house with me.”
Charity lifted her chin.  “I believe you said that I might have my dowry.”
He narrowed his eyes.  “I agreed to no such thing.  You attempted to force me to relinquish the money, and you assumed that I was in agreement with you.  Perhaps I shall never pay you.  Perhaps... I’ll never let you leave again.”
She went cold, the idea of being forever locked in her room beyond bearing.  She would sooner die, but she could not let him suspect, so she buried the thought deep.   Instead, she answered, “Why should you want me?  You always asked me to keep away.”
“You are mine,” the Lord said simply, and she knew that no matter how hard she tried to extricate herself from the man, she never could.
If she were to run far, far away to the edges of Albion, to leave everyone behind, would he still torture her friends so?  If she were to marry someday, would she be free, or would he control her future husband like a puppet, like a copy of himself that she was legally bound to forever?  She did not want to belong to him.  She did not want to belong to anyone.  How foolish was she to think that freedom would simply come with age!
He gripped her wrist so hard that the bones ground against each other, and she stared down at their two joined arms.  She felt him prodding at her defenses, but she held strong.  
Then, for an inexplicable reason, she recalled a gift that Esther had made for her:  a broken piece of oak leaf-engraved silver bent into a ring.  Charity had thought it quite pretty on her hand, but when her father saw it, he had shouted, “Is that a spoon?  No child of mine will ever wear a spoon!  What thief gave you this?”
She had tried to explain that the utensil had already been beyond repair and was to be put in the rubbish, but he would not listen to reason.  Finally, she had to say that she had made the ring from the spoon herself, which he had known to be a lie, in order to save Esther’s position.
Charity turned to the study’s fireplace.  Father had taken the silver ring from her years ago.  Had he thrown it in the flames as he had with the papers from her mother?  What had he expected her to wear instead?  Was there somewhere a chest of jewels for her wedding day?  Ought she wear her mother’s in their jewelry box in Overwood, or had he intended that those never should again see the light of day?  Was she to go from having no fancies of being a Lady at all to suddenly being a proper woman as soon as she came of age?
Perhaps she was thinking of such things to avoid letting him in to deeper thoughts.  But for the moment, all she could see in her mind was a bent spoon that a little girl had given her years ago.  A kind-hearted, hard-working girl who was dead now.  A girl who would never wear any ring of her own on her work-reddened fingers, who had never had high prospects or a decent education and was robbed of her future by the plague.  Infected by Charity’s father.
Charity looked into his eyes.  Her heart fluttered in her chest (thoughts of another angry man, another heartbeat, now long stilled), but she kept the gaze steady.  Would he finally tell her what he wanted?
“Have you come back because you wish to say that you are sorry?”
She drew herself up and wrenched her wrist away from his grip.  “I certainly have not.  I have come because my household has illness, and you have a responsibility to cure them.”
Lord Carolinus laughed heartily.  “Your household, yet my responsibility?  You realize that you contradict yourself?”
Charity’s heart hammered in her chest, but she gathered her courage.  “You made them ill on purpose, whether to spite me or to infect me as well, I cannot say.  But you have a responsibility for what you have done.”
He gave a lighter laugh, his grey-blue eyes darkening.  “I do?  And just how does someone make another person ill on purpose?  Disease is a fickle thing.”
“I don't know.  I’d love to hear you explain that, Minister for Science and Medicine.”
One corner of his mouth lifted, then his lips pressed together.
She went on, “You also have responsibility for your estate.  Even if you should not care to run it yourself, the funds needed to maintain it must be released.  How will your image appear if you left it in the hands of an untrained girl with no financial support?  I cannot act the role without money.  I’ll accept the position and never come back here again, but you must take care of the others in your estate, including your staff.”
“They seem to be steadily decreasing in number,” he said with a feigned tone of boredom.
Cold crept over her spine.  “Yes, they are,” she said, her voice rough.  “Mrs. Pettigrew is dead, and the gardener and his wife are missing, and you cannot blame their disappearance on mere illness, can you?”
He laughed once again.  “What power you imagine me to have!  I have been here in Levin working.  How could I harm them from such distance?”
She wanted to tell him she knew about the locomotive.  She wanted to tell him about the children who were alone and afraid and needed their parents.  She thought better of it, not wanting to reveal too much.  What good was this line of conversation anyway?  He could only be relied upon to lie.
She went on, “I want the cure.  You wouldn’t contrive such a disease without a cure, and as I did not die when infected, you must know how the disease could come to an end either naturally or through intervention.”  He opened his mouth, and she interrupted, “Do not lie to me.  Do not say it was the fresh air.  I gave them fresh air.  I… toiled over them night and day, did all within my power.  One is dead.  The other is not, and there is still time to help her.”
Mockingly, he replied, “Yet I have heard you are a saint that can cure others.”
Hearing him say it struck a wave of shame through her.  An imposter saint!  What must he think?  And to be so helpless in the face of what she needed most.  “Not this disease,” she admitted.  “I don’t know how.”
“Not much of a saint, then,” he said softly.  “What can you do?”
She would not tell him.  He would not help her.  She was foolish to go back home.  Should she fight him?  Even if she did, would she learn what must be done to save Mrs. Barton?
He sighed, spun around, and looked out the window.  “After all I taught you, you chose to support the Church?  You would let the Temple control your every action from now on?  You shall be their puppet!  I thought better of you.”
“Better the Church than to have no support at all.”
He turned round to face her again.  “Really, Charity.  I didn’t take you for one to need such great attention.  Perhaps I shall make a martyr out of you.”
The words battered her as surely as a fist.  The air went out of her lungs, and her heart ached.  He would say such a thing?  “You wouldn’t dare!”
“Wouldn’t I?”
His eyes glinted in the light shining through the window.“Father,” she said, hands clenched, “if you wanted to kill me, you would have done it long ago.  Perhaps you should tell me what you want instead of demanding that I guess.  I tire of this game.”  Her stomach twisted as she noticed that her own voice matched his in coldness.
He came close to her as if about to speak, reconsidered, and then he turned back to the window.  “Very well, do as you like, but I’ll have no part of it.”
“Father, Mrs. Barton is dying.  Have you no attachment to her at all?”
“She’s a servant,” he said dismissively.
“You have known her since you were a child!”
“She resigned.  She is not my responsibility.”
“Phillip didn’t resign!  Nor did his wife!” she burst out.  “Where are they?  What did you do to them?”
“I haven’t the faintest what you are taking about, but if you need a new gardener, make haste, Charity.  Autumn is fast approaching.  You’ll need provisions on store for a long winter.” 
She clenched her teeth and suppressed a scream.  She should have waited.  She should have watched him drive away to the Council of Lords or wherever he was going before she made her move.  She had rushed.  She looked around the room urgently, resting her eyes on stacks of paper, antique scrolls, file folders.“Do you expect a cure to be sitting in a vial on the shelf, neatly labeled?” he said with amusement.  “Do you think me so foolish?”
“I think you might be the sort of man who would put Bridgette Winston’s house key on your desk in plain sight.”
Her father raised his eyebrows, as if wondering how she knew that fact, then said, pointing to a high shelf, “If I’d known you were coming, then perhaps I would have readied it for you and put it just out of reach.  You are quite diminutive in stature.”
She lunged at him, catching his wrist this time.  She closed her eyes, feeling the sharp edges of his mind, ready for her attack.  She jabbed, felt a small tingle, a small bit of red brightness shine out from a hairline crack in his mind’s shell.  “Tell me,” she said out loud.  “Tell me how to save Mrs. Barton.”
“They’re all entangled,” he said slowly.  
“What does that mean?”
“It’s impossible.”
She felt his internal walls thin, felt herself slipping in, seizing at his mind from all sides, boxing it in, eliminating escape routes.  “You saved me.”
“You weren’t connected,” he said.
“Why did Alfred live?”
“He was alone.”
“The dying reach out for others, I know that much.  Is that what you mean?”
Then she felt him strike back with a mental blow that made her physically stagger and fall against the corner of his large desk, which struck her in the small of her back.  She struggled to stay on her feet.
“You’ll be alone too,” he said.
“Then let me leave.  Unlock the door.”  She was shaking now, quite visibly.  She felt him pierce her mind and visualized shoring up her barriers, patching them even thicker than before.  He did not need to sense it to know that she was afraid.  She had to force her eyes up, and still she could not look at his face for long, drawn into habitual submission like falling prey to gravity.
“You continue to meddle.”
“I only want to save my friends!”
“Discover how yourself, saint!”
“Fraud!”
“What did you say to me?”She bit out each word.  “You are a fraud, Father.  You cannot heal anyone at all.  I cannot understand how you keep your position.”
Acidly, he replied, “My position involves far more than that little plague.”
“Not so little as of late.”
“Admittedly.”
“How long will this plague go on?”
“How am I to know?”
“How?  It is your job to know!  Is it out of control?”
“I know precisely how it spreads.”
“Please!” she finally pleaded, “Just give me the means to protect my friends, and bring back the Fairburns, and I’ll do whatever you wish.”  
Sharply, he said, “You’ll do anything I wish?  Do you swear it?”
She recoiled.  Why had she said it?  What did he intend for her?
“What if I wish not to let you go?”
She rubbed her eyes with a trembling hand.  If she stayed with him, she could spy on him and learn his intentions.  That was Bridgette’s original plan, and if things hadn’t escalated so quickly, it might have worked.
There was a long silence.  His gaze flickered across her face, calculating.  Would he finally tell her why he wanted her and spare her so much distress of waiting and waiting?  After a moment, she said, “I must have to save Mrs. Barton first.  And there are the children to tend to.”
“Children?” he asked.
“Phillip’s children.”
He waved a hand dismissively.  “They’ll find work on the farms.  Or you can leave them at an orphanage.”
How utterly, cruelly callous.  They meant nothing to him at all.  “Where are their parents?  Bring them back!”
“I have no idea what you are talking about.”
Desperately, she cried, “Why do you keep closing in the world around me?”
“That won’t matter anymore,” he said, and she saw a glint in his eyes.  He wanted her to stay.  As much as he




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THREADS OF MAGIC BOOK 3





OEBPS/images/a7b06b61-51e7-4845-a1dc-bf9e9b399c15.png







