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				To Abby Laughlin, who was there at the beginning. I can only hope that future generations of teenage girls will stay up late to giggle over this book—and that they’ll have as much fun as we did.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				When Olivia Brightmore arrived at Englefield, there was nobody to meet her.

				That wasn’t absolutely true, she told herself as she stood staring at the house, bag weighing down one arm. There had been the carriage when she got off the train, and the elderly and taciturn coachman who was even now driving it back out of sight. Someone had sent him. Someone was expecting her, and it wasn’t as though she could expect Mr. or Mrs. Grenville to come out and greet her. She was a new teacher, not a weekend guest. She’d just have to go inside, find someone appropriate, and give him the letter Mr. Grenville had sent when he’d hired her.

				Very simple, really.

				Olivia swallowed hard, smoothed her free hand down the side of her best skirt, and still couldn’t make herself move for a minute or two.

				Englefield was a pleasant country house, square and red brick and Georgian. She’d lived eighteen years in one much like it, before marriage and widowhood and London. There was nothing Gothic about it, but just for a minute it seemed to loom against the cloudy evening sky, full of unpleasant possibilities. If they hadn’t sent for her at all and it had been some kind of horrible mistake—if she was too young or too soft looking now that she was here—if they’d changed their minds and that letter had reached her rooms too late—

				She started forward with all the dignity of a rabbit bursting from cover. It took until the foot of the curved set of steps to bring her feet under some sort of control, and none of the meditation she’d learned managed to slow her heartbeat a jot. When she knocked, her hand looked very small, the gray leather of her good pair of gloves startlingly pale against the varnished wood of the doors.

				You absolutely must get hold of yourself, my dear.

				The voice was a memory: Lyddie, the woman who had taught Olivia most of what she knew, speaking before Olivia’s first night performing on her own. Olivia’s hands had been shaking so badly she’d spilled one glass of water already. Lyddie had gripped them in hers, her black eyes as calm and pitiless as a raven’s. You’re not asking them for anything they don’t want to give you. Remember that.

				Olivia sent silent thanks to Lyddie, wherever she was in the Silent Land or beyond, and managed to put a proper and distant smile on her face just as the door opened.

				It helped that the maid on the other side looked rather flustered herself. She was young too, perhaps eighteen at the most, and she started talking as soon as she saw Olivia. “You’re the new teacher, aren’t you? The one from London?” Before Olivia could reply, the girl put a hand to her mouth. “Oh—I’m dreadfully sorry, ma’am!”

				That phrase was certainly on the list of things Olivia hadn’t wanted to hear. If she’d actually faced the icily composed butler or suspicious housekeeper she’d been expecting, she might have frozen again, but the maid’s youth and confusion let her get the words past the sudden tightness in her throat. “Sorry?”

				“Well, there’s nobody at home, just about. Mr. Grenville’s gone to see his sister off today, and he won’t be back until nightfall at least. And that would’ve been fine, only Mrs. Grenville’s just gone out to have a word with the builders, and Mrs. Edgar’s…talking…with Cook.”

				“And the butler?” Olivia asked, surprising herself with the laughter in her voice.

				“Quit a week ago, ma’am. Said no decent man would put up with—well, never mind.” The girl seemed to abruptly become conscious of her place, or that Olivia was still on the doorstep. She stepped back. “Why don’t you come in, then? We can take your bags—oh—well, we can put them somewhere until Mrs. Grenville and Mrs. Edgar can say which room you’re to have.”

				She looked at Olivia’s bag dubiously and didn’t ask where the others were. Olivia knew she was blushing and smiled quickly to cover it up. “I try to travel lightly,” she said.

				Very lightly: two shirtwaists, a skirt, underthings, her other pair of gloves, two books, and a few magical tools. The rest of her clothes hadn’t been worth seeing. In any case, the books lent some weight to the bag. Olivia thought the maid might have been truly shocked, otherwise, when she handed it over.

				“What’s your name?” Olivia asked once the girl had closed the door.

				“Violet, ma’am.”

				“I’m Mrs. Brightmore.”

				Violet bobbed a curtsy, Olivia’s bag tucked under one arm. “I—” She bit her lip and stopped. Olivia saw the question in her face and knew what it was. Even such a raw servant as Violet would know her place better than to ask, even of someone who’d been as informal with her as Olivia had. It was far too personal.

				Besides, there really was no polite euphemism for witch, even for a woman who was coming to teach at a school of the occult.

				It was to her and Violet’s mutual relief when a door on one side of the room opened and a head of neatly cut auburn hair poked out of the doorway, a little less than six feet up. The gentleman behind the door glanced around the hall, frowning, and then frowned more when he saw Violet and Olivia.

				Violet, on the other hand, broke out in a smile. “Oh, I’d forgotten the doctor! Dr. St. John, sir,” she said with another curtsy in his direction, “this is Mrs. Brightmore, the new teacher. She’s just come from London, and—”

				“Simon isn’t back yet, I suppose? Or Mrs. Grenville, from wherever she’s gone?”

				“Just down to the new building, sir, and I’ll send someone for her directly.” Violet looked from the new arrival back to Olivia. “I was just going to show you to the drawing room, ma’am.”

				With, to some credit, only a very faint sigh, Dr. St. John stepped fully out of the room. “I’ll escort the lady.”

				“Thank you, sir,” said Olivia as Violet nodded and sped off. “You’re very kind.”

				Now that she could see him entirely, Dr. St. John proved to be on the thin side, perhaps more so than he should have been by nature. His features were strong but a touch drawn, and a fading tan didn’t quite mask the faint shadows under his eyes. His eyes were a rather striking green, and while he was dressed for practicality rather than fashion, his clothing was neat and well cut. Handsome, in his way. Not that it particularly mattered, since this was a school and not a ballroom, but it was no bad thing to have an attractive man about the place.

				“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Brightmore,” he said, looking down at her as they headed through another of the doorways. “I’d apologize for the improper introduction, but I wouldn’t wish to raise your expectations for the school.”

				“I had no impression this was a precisely regular establishment,” Olivia said, trying a hint of a smile on him and getting no response. She glanced around the drawing room. “Although it’s certainly looked unexceptionable so far.”

				It was a nice enough room: blue paper, dark wooden furniture with blue cushions, plenty of windows, and a small piano in one corner. It could have been a dozen others she’d seen. Olivia realized she was surprised, and inwardly shook her head.

				“Doesn’t look precisely like a school for magic, does it?” asked Dr. St. John, who probably couldn’t read her thoughts.

				Like witch, magic sounded more than faintly ridiculous. Olivia had never used the word in her previous profession. It put the customers in the wrong frame of mind. And Mr. Grenville’s letter had thrown around lots of camouflage. “Talents of a certain nature” here, “a singular variety of human service” there: enough for any reasonable person to get the hint, but still never coming right out.

				Still, there it was, and one could only dance around the subject for so long.

				“No,” she said and glanced over to find Dr. St. John studying her face almost as intently, if somewhat less subtly, she hoped, than she’d been regarding him earlier. Curiosity about a colleague was natural. Nevertheless, Olivia could have wished he’d been less curious, or she’d had time beforehand to freshen up from the journey. “But then,” she said, “I suppose it wouldn’t. Not the public rooms. One so rarely sees busts of Pallas in the best houses these days.”

				She hadn’t known Dr. St. John nearly long enough to expect anything from him. Even now, it was something of a surprise when he grinned. He looked surprised too, and Olivia wasn’t sure that was any compliment to her. “Quite right,” he said, “and I suspect keeping eye of newt in the pantry would lead to a number of catastrophes.”

				“You might encounter—” Olivia was going to go on and talk about problems keeping servants but stopped as Dr. St. John suddenly turned back toward the door. It was a second or two before she heard footsteps running toward them, and only a little longer until a boy burst into the doorway.

				He was perhaps fifteen or sixteen, dark haired and well dressed. He was also quite alarmed. At first, “Sir—” And then the words nearly burst out of his mouth. “Sir, Dr. St. John, you’ve got to come upstairs. It’s Elizabeth. She’s…” Only then did he seem to notice Olivia, and his face turned red even as he went on. “She’s on the ceiling, sir, and she can’t get down.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				“You may as well come,” Gareth St. John said. “You might do more good than I will.”

				He hadn’t thought to say it. He hadn’t, really, thought at all, other than to wonder if Fitzpatrick thought Gareth could do anything about the situation or had just come to the first authority figure he could find. Not that it mattered. He was the one at hand. Fitzpatrick was fifteen and terrified, and Gareth’s body was headed for the door long before his mind snapped itself out of the shock.

				Simon had hired the Brightmore woman for some skill with the occult, presumably. It wouldn’t hurt to have her along. Gareth glanced over his shoulder to see how she’d taken the order.

				She was nearly neck and neck with him. Either she moved with inhuman speed—not wholly impossible, given the circumstances—or she hadn’t been waiting on his invitation. Not one to sit on her hands in a crisis. Gareth had to give her that, just as he’d had to concede a few moments ago she had some measure of wit.

				Naturally, he told himself as they followed Fitzpatrick into the hall, Mrs. Brightmore hadn’t seen the case yet. Neither, in all fairness, had he.

				“Has someone gone to get Mrs. Grenville?” he asked.

				Fitzpatrick nodded. “Charlotte.”

				Better she than me was all through his voice. Modern youth wasn’t much for chivalry, it appeared. Not that Gareth could entirely blame the boy.

				By the time they’d gotten halfway up the stairs, his leg had already begun to ache. He could slow down, but not in front of the Brightmore woman, and it probably wouldn’t be a good idea even if she wasn’t there. If Elizabeth’s powers shut off suddenly, as they sometimes did—then there would be something he could do. If he and Elizabeth were lucky.

				One bit of fortune was on Gareth’s side. Until the builders could finish the new dormitory that occupied so much of Mrs. Grenville’s attention, the female students stayed on the second floor in a hastily refitted guest room. If climbing the stairs in a hurry was painful, dashing across the grounds would have been a study in agony. It was lucky too, they had been inside: here there was a ceiling.

				A year or two ago, Gareth had never had time to think during a crisis. They’d always been right at hand. Half the time, he’d no sooner stumbled out of his bed than there’d been some broken and bleeding young man in front of him, and his mind had turned itself swiftly and wholly to the task. He’d never thought, then, he might actually miss those days.

				When he reached the landing, Mrs. Brightmore by his side, he could hear Elizabeth sobbing. It was honestly something of a relief. The girl clearly hadn’t damaged herself too badly. It took a certain amount of strength to cry, particularly at any volume, and it required that the person crying have lungs in relatively good condition. Death, in Gareth’s experience, was quiet, more often than not.

				Nonetheless, he covered the length of the hallway quickly, despite the pain in his leg. It didn’t take long before he drew in sight of the open doorway and glimpsed the figures inside. Fitzpatrick had dashed ahead of him and now stood a little to the side. Waite and Fairley were nearby. All three had their heads tipped backward, the better to stare the six or so feet to the ceiling.

				Elizabeth Donnell floated there. “Floating” gave the impression of serenity, though the girl was anything but serene. She twisted and shrieked, kicking her legs and clawing at the air as if she could find some purchase on emptiness. Her red hair had come loose from its plaits sometime in the struggle and tangled about her as if in an unseen wind. As Gareth came in, she looked down at him with red-rimmed eyes and, with some effort, made her crying coherent.

				“Oh, Dr. St. John,” she said and gulped, “can you get me down from here? Please?”

				Poor little thing. Gareth’s own talent had been quite bad enough at thirteen, but it had been far more subtle, and controllable, than this. He’d have been screaming too, in her circumstances.

				Pity wouldn’t get her down, though. Admitting he didn’t know what would get her down would probably only make matters worse. The last thing the students needed was further panic. None of that meant he had the slightest idea how to begin. At a minimum, he could talk calmly to her until Mrs. Grenville returned, and be on hand in case the situation got…out of hand.

				Gareth drew a breath to speak.

				“I can.” It was Mrs. Brightmore. Her brown eyes were a little wide, but her face, although pale, showed no signs of panic.

				It was a familiar face too. Gareth had thought so since a few moments after he’d met her and was more convinced now. He couldn’t place the connection, and it didn’t matter. If the woman thought she had the situation in hand—it was more than he did. “This is Mrs. Brightmore,” he said by way of an introduction. “She’s come to be your teacher.”

				The boys turned briefly, but only briefly. A new teacher, even a young and pretty one, held no fascination beside the scene playing out above them. Gareth shot them a reproving look—this is not a sideshow, gentlemen—and was glad to see a general embarrassed shuffling.

				More to the point, Elizabeth turned a gaze to Mrs. Brightmore that was both surprised and hopeful. “You are? So you know about—?” She gestured vaguely around her.

				“Yes, of course.” A quick smile. “It won’t be any problem at all, so long as you do what I say.”

				“Yes, ma’am!”

				Mrs. Brightmore took a few steps into the room until she was standing almost directly below Elizabeth—just enough off to look easily up at the girl. “First of all, I’d like you to shut your eyes. Good. Now take a very deep breath. Fill your lungs and hold it for a second.”

				Elizabeth fell almost silent, but Gareth saw her lips moving and heard a very low mutter. Some of the words sounded a bit like Latin. None of them seemed quite to correspond with the short, neat woman in the brown checked wool. However, the lamplight casting a shadow across her face and darkening her chestnut hair made her look more suited to her role.

				“When I say ‘go,’” she went on, “open your eyes, look at me, and let your breath out. Slowly. Count to ten.”

				The whole room was silent now, silent enough to hear the first puff of Elizabeth’s breath, and attentive enough to notice when her body started to descend. It was only a few inches, but her nose no longer brushed the ceiling.

				“Good God!” Waite whispered.

				Gareth knew he should reprove him, but he’d only barely controlled the urge to swear himself. “I suggest,” he said, “that the three of you go and explain the situation to Mrs. Grenville.”

				“But Charlotte—” Fairley said.

				“Miss Woodwell won’t know about this latest development, will she?” Gareth used the voice that had always worked on orderlies and assumed the sound of footsteps meant it had worked. For his part, he didn’t take his eyes off the center of the room, where Elizabeth was slowly but surely drifting downward.

				Now, as he hadn’t had time to do earlier, he took a closer look at Mrs. Brightmore. Pretty, yes. Even now he wasn’t blind to a pleasantly rounded figure or a cheerful, heart-shaped face. She hadn’t dressed to play up either asset though, or to show off her wealth. Her clothing was plain and her hair pulled back in a simple knot. Necessary, perhaps, since she didn’t travel with a maid. She was no schoolgirl, but she was no more than his age, if that, young to be so certain of herself under these circumstances.

				Nothing in her appearance explained how she’d learned whatever she was doing. Nor did it account for the feeling Gareth had met her before. That was highly improbable. He hadn’t been more than half a year in England, he’d been recovering for most of that, and she was no nurse.

				Elizabeth continued her descent. Mrs. Brightmore didn’t give her much time to realize it, from the way things looked. She kept talking, lengthening her words slowly, and her hands moved in slow patterns in the air. Her fingers were long and slim, nimble looking.

				“Now in for another count of ten. Imagine letting out everything that makes you float, as if you’re a great big balloon. Someone’s untied the end, and the air’s coming out. But it’s not all at once. I am right here, and you are safe. Just breathe out now, slowly—and hold—and then in again.”

				There was a faint accent to her voice now, almost but not quite French. It was familiar, again, like the movements of her hands.

				“In once again—hold—and out—and we’re done!”

				Gareth almost jumped when the heels of Elizabeth’s boots touched the carpet. By the look on her face, though, he wasn’t half as surprised as she was. “I-it worked!” the girl said.

				“So it did. I’d go downstairs, if I were you, and see if I could get some bread and butter out of Cook. You’ll be able to eat a horse soon.” Mrs. Brightmore smiled.

				It was the smile that pulled all the other hints together. A dimple in one cheek made it look slightly lopsided, and suddenly Gareth knew he’d seen that precise smile before. In person, yes, but also on a poster. Not a very good print, but the girl had been pretty, the night had been quiet, and they’d all been flush with pay. I’ve never been, James had said. Don’t you think we should, before we leave? Don’t have these in Egypt, I’ll wager.

				Gareth and Edward had been willing enough to go along. Wine had helped.

				It should have been gin. Spirits to talk with spirits. Gareth remembered Edward’s voice. A month or so later, Edward had lain on a filthy cot in a hot country, sweating and bleeding and dying for nothing particularly right or true. Edward had been whole that night, though. Merry going in, melancholy after. He hadn’t been able to say why.

				Madame Marguerite, the woman had been called then. Medium Most Magnificent. Part of something called Hawkins’s Wonder Show. She’d sounded more French, or more like her audience had expected French to sound. Her hair had been down in ringlets and her wrists clinking with cheap bangles. Her dress had been white and cut much lower. But she’d moved her hands the same way, and her voice had been just as coaxing when she spoke to “The Realms Beyond.”

				Gareth had almost been able to see the wires.

				He took a step back without thinking. He’d started to admire her—that was the worst of it. The way she kept her head in a crisis, her quiet humor, her ability to calm a scared child. Downstairs, perhaps he’d even started to like her.

				Now—

				Gareth reminded herself he didn’t know. He couldn’t know for sure. It had been six years. Plenty had happened, plenty of faces had passed through his vision on the way, and women did look and even sound similar. And Mrs. Brightmore could do what she claimed. She just had.

				Except…she’d simply talked, for the most part. Any half-shilling fortune-teller could talk a decent game, and most of them could manage a few tricks of mesmerism—certainly enough to work on a scared child. The invocation had been the only blatantly magical part of the process, and even that might have been for effect.

				He didn’t want to offend an innocent woman, nor did he want to offend a woman he would have to work with. Nevertheless, he had to know. More than that, he owed some information to the Grenvilles.

				“I realize it’s an unusual question,” he said abruptly. “But I think we’ve met before. May I ask your Christian name?”

				Was it his imagination, or was her smile a touch fixed now? “Olivia,” she said. “But I don’t—”

				“Ah,” he said and watched her face. “I was almost certain it was Marguerite.”

				She was very good. The recognition on her face—and the guilt—was there for only a minute. Just long enough to tell him what he needed to know.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				At any other time, she could have handled the question.

				Oh, it would have thrown her a bit. Olivia hadn’t expected anyone to remember her from her past life. In her experience, a significantly different way of dressing or doing one’s hair would fool most people, and she wasn’t so distinctive looking as to be an exception to the rule.

				At any rate, she’d been dimly aware the possibility existed, and the last ten years had made her good at thinking on her feet. She could have brushed off the speculation firmly, asked Dr. St. John what gave him license to presume he knew a lady’s given name, or even acted puzzled and innocent. No. She thought she had a cousin named Margaret, the closest English equivalent, but she hadn’t seen that branch of the family in a while. It wouldn’t have even been quite a lie, though she and Margaret Drew had looked nothing alike in their youth, and Olivia doubted time had increased the resemblance.

				“I—” she began now, watching Dr. St. John turn away from her.

				He glanced back, impatient and distrustful and…hopeful, perhaps, that she had an explanation? Or was that wishful thinking on her part?

				Olivia didn’t know what she was going to say. Talking itself was an effort, after the strain of gradually pulling power from Elizabeth and grounding it, after trying to seem as if the process was completely familiar to her, when she’d done it only a few times before and only once with someone’s natural power. Her mind felt colorless and sticky, almost half a moment behind where it should be.

				It was part of the reason, she knew, she’d botched her response so badly, and it would do nothing to help her attempt to explain herself, if, that is, there was any explanation Dr. St. John would accept.

				Nevertheless, she had to try. “I’m certain it—”

				Through the open doorway, she heard the sound of rapid footsteps on marble and of another door firmly closing. Voices rose from downstairs: one male, two female, none of them particularly familiar.

				“That will be Simon,” Dr. St. John said. He drew himself up, and whatever hope Olivia had seen or imagined vanished from his gaze. “If you’ll excuse me, madam, I believe I should speak with him.”

				She was still doing a very good imitation of a landed fish when he bowed, very slightly, and headed out. The door closed behind him, and the sound of the latch clicking felt like a blow. It wasn’t a hard hit or one from which she couldn’t recover, but a slap was a slap.

				There was a chair by one of the narrow beds. Like the thick carpet and the patterned wallpaper, it was a rather ludicrously ornate clue that this room hadn’t held students for very long. The chair was upholstered in brown plush and overstuffed. More importantly, it was at hand.

				Olivia mostly fell into it.

				She sat with her fingertips pressed against her closed eyes and told herself various reassuring things. The Grenvilles had known about her past before they hired her. She hadn’t deceived them. Dr. Gillespie could assure them—and had, Olivia thought—that she actually could work magic. Dr. St. John could tell them nothing they didn’t already know.

				He could, very easily, force Mr. Grenville to choose between retaining Olivia and retaining him. Or his disgust could simply make the Grenvilles reconsider their decision, no ultimatum required. If one of the staff reacted so strongly, what might others think if the truth came out? What would the students’ parents do if they got news of it? Olivia had never been particularly famous, or tried to be—Helena Blavatsky could have all the Theosophical Societies and published books she wanted—but she had always been content with rent for the month and an occasional roast dinner. But this afternoon had been proof enough that she wasn’t anonymous either.

				I should have dyed my hair. But she’d been trying to stop practicing that kind of deception.

				She wondered if that had been part of the reason she’d fumbled.

				Not that it mattered.

				The room was more comfortable than the parlor she’d kept as a young wife in London. Nonetheless, she could have been back there, sitting on a tiny sofa and working out her accounts, trying to ignore the doctor’s murmurs overhead and the sound of her husband’s coughing. Waiting for the tread of footsteps on the stairs and the doctor’s judgment of how much worse Tom was ailing this time. Preparing for bad news never seemed to get any easier.

				Olivia took a breath, held it, and let it out slowly, trying to calm herself the way she’d helped Elizabeth relax. The process had been easier in some ways for the child, who was as yet free from such distractions as tight corsets and too many hairpins. Then again, Olivia wasn’t hanging in midair.

				Not literally.

				***

				Gareth had been hoping to talk with Simon alone. He didn’t have anything against Mrs. Grenville, though the woman did remind him of several sergeants he’d encountered not always on the best of terms. However, the situation concerning Mrs. Brightmore was delicate. Even he knew that, and he hadn’t been moving precisely in Polite Society in the last few years.

				He found himself strangely reluctant to embarrass the woman publicly, much as she might deserve it. It was far better to have a quiet word with an old friend and put the matter in his hands. Discretion is the better part of valor, and all that.

				So he’d hoped. On the other hand, Simon had not picked his wife for her overabundance of feminine delicacy. On most occasions, so far, Gareth had thought Simon’s judgment sound. On this, however, he could have wished the new Mrs. Grenville had been altogether shrinking and dainty, although her presence in Simon’s study was largely his own fault. Mrs. Grenville had said she’d heard the new teacher had dealt with Elizabeth. Gareth had cleared his throat and said he’d actually like to speak with Simon about the teacher in question…

				…and here they were. The Grenvilles sat in chairs by the fire, Gareth stood while trying not to put his hands in his pockets like a nervous schoolboy, and the Turkish carpet stretched between them like a small sea of good red wine.

				Or fresh blood.

				“Mrs. Brightmore is—” Bluntness, Gareth decided, would probably serve him well. If it wouldn’t, he was still not capable of anything else at the moment. “She’s a fraud.”

				Mrs. Grenville frowned. When she spoke, her accent—vaguely American, though Gareth didn’t have the ear to place it—made a startling counterpoint to Gareth and Simon’s voices. “She didn’t get the Donnell girl down?”

				“Yes, she did. Through some trick of the mind—useful, I don’t doubt. But I recognized her. She wasn’t using the same name then.”

				“I didn’t know the two of you had met before. I would’ve said something.” Simon was leaning back in his chair, almost lounging, in sharp contrast to his wife’s straight back and intent look.

				“We hadn’t,” Gareth said more sharply than he’d intended. “One doesn’t meet fake mediums.”

				There it was. Except the statement hadn’t provoked the shock or dismay Gareth had thought it would. Mrs. Grenville actually relaxed a bit.

				“I wasn’t suggesting you’d signed her dance card or taken her for a carriage ride,” Simon said, half-smiling. “Though I must say I thought the Army made a man less alive to distinctions of class, not the reverse.”

				Gareth felt himself flush. “I hardly meant it like that. I wouldn’t take issue with a colleague’s birth or wealth, but she was a confidence trickster or the next thing to it. She hasn’t admitted to it in words, but, Simon, I would swear I’m right about this.”

				“Yeah,” said Mrs. Grenville, “you are.” She shrugged. “We should’ve told you earlier, but we didn’t think it’d come up.”

				“What?” It was hard to be proper with Mrs. Grenville under normal circumstances. Surprise made Gareth blunt. “You knew?”

				Mrs. Grenville lifted her blonde eyebrows in her own rather sarcastic version of surprise. “You didn’t think we’d check her background?”

				“It was good of you to inform us,” Simon interrupted, “but yes, we had some idea of her past.”

				“And you hired her?”

				“I said past.” Simon smiled in a way Gareth recognized from university, a smile that said he could be patient because he was right and you were wrong and he was just about to show you how. It had always made Gareth want to push him into a mud puddle, though there had never been any puddles convenient. “She was a charlatan for several years, and I’d wager you met her then. Now she isn’t.”

				Gareth snorted. “What proof has she shown you?”

				“The same sort I showed you that evening after the Boat Race. I can ask her to demonstrate, if you’d like.”

				“No, thank you.” Gareth repressed a shudder. The window Simon had opened for him in their youth hadn’t shown him anything bad, precisely, but what he’d seen had made his mind hurt. “Simon, are you absolutely certain? There must be someone else.”

				“Nobody willing to drop their own lives and teach a pack of odd youths out in the countryside,” Simon replied. He glanced over at his wife. “Besides, it’s been…suggested…certain of the lady’s other skills will be useful, given the end we’re teaching toward.”

				Students, Simon had said when he and Gareth had first discussed the school, and then agents. People to stand against the dark forces of the world when they appeared. Gareth supposed a certain amount of deceit might, under such circumstances, be a necessary evil.

				He wasn’t at all certain about trusting a woman who’d turned to it in order to make an easy shilling.

				“I’m willing,” Simon added slowly, “to take quite a few chances in this endeavor. The school, the students, my ability to teach what little I know and find out more…one woman hardly seems like much of an obstacle.”

				“And I suppose she can’t do a great deal of harm here,” Gareth admitted slowly. The town was small, the housekeeper had relatively sharp eyes, and Simon knew what he was doing.

				“You’ll be able to work with her, then?” Simon smiled hopefully. “We do rather need you here.”

				There were lines at the corners of Simon’s eyes Gareth hadn’t seen before he’d left. No gray in his friend’s hair, not yet, but he moved and spoke more slowly, with more purpose, as if he were climbing some mountain in his mind.

				Gareth wondered if Simon knew how the years had changed him. He wondered what alterations he had yet to notice in himself.

				Better a little bad company in a good cause than a little good company in a bad one.

				“Certainly,” he said. “I can be civil to the woman. After all, you want me to mend cuts and inspect sore throats, and she’s to be a teacher. It’s not as though we’ll have much to do with each other.”

				***

				A clock downstairs chimed the quarter hour, jolting Olivia out of her thoughts and making her realize two things. The first was she had about reached her limit as far as waiting was concerned. The second was she was sitting in a bedroom, even though there was nobody else in it.

				Making herself move briskly, she got to her feet and brushed her skirts into some semblance of order, then checked her reflection quickly in the small mirror on the wall. Acceptable, she decided, if tired. At least she’d kept herself from weeping. If she was to stay, after all, it wouldn’t do for her students to see her so discomposed.

				If she wasn’t—well, with any luck the Grenvilles would pay her train fare, and she could still earn a living back in London. Regardless, she wouldn’t break down when she heard the news. She wouldn’t impose herself on the Grenvilles that way, and she certainly wouldn’t give Dr. St. John the satisfaction.

				Olivia lifted her chin, straightened her back, and stepped out of the room.

				At the other end of the hall, an older woman in a dark dress started as she saw Olivia then hurried toward her. “Mrs. Brightmore? I’ve been looking for you.”

				“Oh?” Olivia struggled to keep her voice neutral and pleasant. “I’m sorry to be so hard to find. I’d just sat down to catch my breath for a moment.”

				“Of course,” said the woman. Tall, noted the part of Olivia that had spent the last few years reading people for a living, and neither thin nor stout. About forty but well preserved, and not badly off. The dress was plain, but the broadcloth was good material.

				The rest of Olivia tried not to beg for information. She smiled politely. “I hope I haven’t been any trouble.”

				“Not at all. I’m Mrs. Edgar, the housekeeper.” The woman curtsied. Hers was practiced and stately, very far from Violet’s uncertain bob. “Mr. Grenville sent me to tell you he and his wife are dining by themselves tonight, as he assumed you’d want to do as much after such a tiring day.”

				That sounded almost promising. “It has been a little long,” Olivia ventured.

				“I don’t doubt it. Violet’s been unpacking your belongings, and we’ll have a tray sent up to your room.”

				“That’s very kind of you,” said Olivia but didn’t let herself relax yet. A room could be temporary. “The students?”

				“They’ll eat on their own. God willing,” said Mrs. Edgar with the first real emotion Olivia had heard from her, “there won’t be any more incidents tonight. Mrs. Grenville said she’d introduce you tomorrow and take you ’round the place as well.”

				It was an utterly offhand comment, but it almost made Olivia slump against the wall with relief. “That would be very kind of her,” she said, fumbling for words. “Please thank her for me. And thank you too.”

				“Of course, ma’am,” said Mrs. Edgar, neither smiling nor frowning. “Just follow me, and I’ll show you your room.”

				Olivia followed, half-blind with joy. She could stay. She could teach and learn in her spare time; more than that, there’d be a steady wage, ready meals, and a roof over her head she needn’t worry about losing every month.

				She hadn’t let herself realize just how much the position meant to her or how terrified she’d been when she thought the Grenvilles might send her away. Now clarity had arrived all at once. Olivia was surprised to find anger came with it.

				“How long has Dr. St. John been here?” she asked.

				“Hmm? About two weeks, ma’am. Keeps to himself a fair bit—when the students allow it. Without any other teachers here, it’s fallen to him to keep the children in line when the Grenvilles are occupied.”

				“I’ll do my best to relieve his burden,” Olivia said and tried to sound pleasant.

				The vicar of her girlhood and Dr. Gillespie, her old mentor, would have reminded her that forgiveness was divine. Even Olivia’s common sense told her Dr. St. John’s concern was understandable. However much it embarrassed her to admit it, he thought his employers were being practiced upon. Loyalty was a virtue.

				It was all very good in the abstract. It was harder to let go the time, short as it had been, where her hopes for the future had suddenly seemed to slide just out of reach. Harder, too, to overlook the look of disgust on the doctor’s face or how bare his attempt at civility had been.

				He hadn’t even let her try to explain.

				None of that mattered, Olivia told herself sternly. She was a grown woman. She could and would be reasonable and civil and too sensible to let resentment color her behavior toward a man who would be only a remote colleague. And she had plenty of other duties to occupy her mind.

				Dr. St. John, she decided, would be a very minor factor in her life.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				“You mean she’s going to be our teacher too? Not just for the girls?”

				It was probably Fitzpatrick speaking, Gareth thought. Fairley’s voice hadn’t changed yet, and Waite was more inclined to drawl. He looked up from his papers and sighed. That wasn’t the kind of question that began a short conversation. From the sound of it, the boys would need to learn several lessons in punctuality. “How to knock” would also be a decent subject to cover.

				“You can’t be serious!” That was Fairley. Gareth winced. He didn’t mind that his office had been hastily converted—that it was, essentially, a drawing room divided in two and refurnished. The room was clean, warm, and indoors, and it featured a total absence of scorpions: all a nice contrast to his quarters in Egypt. If the new walls and swinging door occasionally let a voice drift through, he wasn’t going to complain.

				The problem was, Fairley’s voice didn’t drift. It stabbed.

				“Oh, I most certainly can.” Waite said. “Though I generally try to remain otherwise. If you can’t laugh at life’s little surprises—”

				“A female teacher?” Fairley again, sounding even younger in contrast to Waite’s typical attempt at playing worldly. “As if we were in the nursery?”

				Gareth, getting to his feet, glanced quickly out the window. It was a clear day so far, with perhaps a wisp or two of cloud floating in the blue. Nothing outside would be terribly susceptible to Fairley’s moods. All the same, it was good to be certain.

				Through the window, he glimpsed a figure in blue and recognized after a second it was Mrs. Grenville, walking toward the stables with her husband beside her. She’d finished showing the Brightmore woman about the place, then. Gareth had seen them going out earlier but thankfully had been too far away to speak. Since then, he’d been conducting preliminary examinations on the students and administering vaccinations to those who needed it, which had kept him quite nicely in his office.

				Eventually, he would have to talk with Mrs. Brightmore. Eventually, he would have to die. Gareth saw no point thinking about either longer than was strictly necessary.

				Outside, Waite chuckled knowingly, or what he thought was knowingly: a seventeen-year-old boy trying to act like a thirty-year-old model of dissipation. At any rate, their temperaments were normal, whatever their knowledge might end up being. Gareth smiled, even as his throat tightened. Memory was really the damnedest thing that way.

				“Oh, cheer up, old man. There’s quite a bit you can learn from a woman, you know. Especially a woman like that.” Waite let out a low whistle.

				The smile died on Gareth’s face.

				“Really?” Fitzpatrick speaking again, his voice dropping. “You think—?”

				“Well, she’s probably here for the conventional things, you know. Shakespeare and geometry and that. Perhaps a little bit of contacting the spirit world. Women are good at that sort of thing, you know. Think how impressed she’ll be when she hears what we already know, or when Fairley here shows what he can do.”

				“She did get Lizzie down,” Fairley began.

				“Any half-bright sort of a girl can talk a child like Lizzie into behaving sensibly. I don’t think there’s much in her but—”

				The opening door cut off Waite’s speech. It almost hit him in the side, as well. Gareth hadn’t been intending the second effect, but he didn’t think he’d lose a great deal of sleep over it. “Gentlemen,” he said, slipping back into his orderly-commanding tone, “I believe we were supposed to begin ten minutes ago.”

				Fairley ducked his head and looked at his shoes, and Waite had the sense to stay quiet. The door had evidently made an impression. Fitzpatrick, though, spoke up. “We didn’t know you were in, sir.”

				“You could see the door,” said Gareth. “You have hands. Next time, I suggest you use them. Since you were suffering from so much suspense, however, we can begin with you.”

				Fitzpatrick winced but stepped forward.

				“By the way,” Gareth added, looking between all three boys. “I would suggest not underestimating the ability of any teacher at this establishment. Mrs. Brightmore is both intelligent and knowledgeable…and if the Grenvilles appointed her as your instructor, magical or otherwise, I would imagine it’s because they think highly of her fitness for the task.”

				He paused.

				“It is not one I envy her.”

				In his old life, he’d not had much cause to take such a tone, not even to issue many corrections. Most of the orderlies—most of the men—had known their job, tried their hardest, and not made much trouble, or not much that had been Gareth’s responsibility. Now it had been twice in two days. Not a good sign. In any case, he hadn’t lost the skill of it. Except for blushing, all three boys were studiously blank faced and still.

				Too still, in fact, for a mere dressing down, emphatic though it may have been. Waite wasn’t even looking at Gareth but past him—

				Oh, no.

				Now he was starting to smile a little. Not triumphant or smug, though. Embarrassed. Almost apologetic.

				Oh, no.

				It could have been Simon or Mrs. Grenville, and Waite might have been squirming because he’d been caught out by more than one authority at a time. If Fate had been kind, it would have been.

				Fate was hardly ever kind.

				Stomach sinking, Gareth turned away from the boys.

				He had to concede that Mrs. Brightmore did a very good blank face herself. A little flushed, obvious above the plain white shirtwaist she wore, but that could have been from the wind. She had clearly been outdoors. Little wisps of hair had escaped their knot and were clinging to the sides of her neck. Other than that, she looked eminently respectable, she was certainly standing within speaking distance, and Gareth had made no effort to keep his voice down.

				He was generally quite good at hearing footsteps. Egypt had taught him that much.

				He had no idea how long she’d been there.

				As Gareth hesitated, Mrs. Brightmore glanced over the small and flustered group of boys, and back at him. Then she smiled. It was very polite, no hint of gloating in it, but he couldn’t read anything else in her face. “Good afternoon,” she said, and she might have been meeting an acquaintance at a garden party. “I seem to have lost my way to the library.”

				“Oh,” said Fitzpatrick, as apparently none of the others could speak. “Go back to the hall, only right instead of left. Ma’am.”

				“Thank you,” said Mrs. Brightmore, ignoring the belated title. “I do hope you’re all well.”

				“Quite,” Gareth said and hoped it didn’t sound as strangled as he felt. “Thank you. Behind schedule, though, so please excuse us. Fitzpatrick?”

				Not waiting for the boy to respond, he turned on one heel and sought the refuge of his inner office.

				***

				The “Charlotte” Fitzpatrick had mentioned the previous night turned out to be Miss Charlotte Woodwell, a tall young lady with curly black hair and vivid green eyes, apparently fond of aesthetic clothing and wandering the gardens in her free time. She was by far the oldest of the students, by the look of her, no more than eight or nine years younger than Olivia.

				“Hardly the model of a schoolgirl, I know,” she said with a wide grin and an easy shrug in response to the question Olivia had carefully not been asking. “But I don’t know nearly enough to teach, and I’ve been dying to learn for years. Packed my trunk and came down as soon as I heard about this place. I’ve got absolutely heaps of questions. So now you’re warned!”

				“I’ll do my best to answer them,” Olivia replied, smiling back. It would have been hard not to like the younger woman, and it was a relief to meet anyone remotely adult who was so straightforwardly glad to see her. Violet had been nervously cheerful, the Grenvilles had been kind, but it hadn’t been the same.

				She hadn’t even actually seen Mr. Grenville yet. “Reinforcing wards,” his wife had explained. “You’ll help eventually. Simon says the land’s got to get to know you first, though.”

				The tour she’d been given hadn’t been much help there. If the land was getting to know Olivia, she wasn’t reciprocating. Mrs. Grenville—a tall, thin woman with reddish-blonde hair and a sort of American accent—was friendly enough in a brisk way, and she certainly had been exact. Stables are there. Town is that way. Don’t go in the forest unless one of us is with you or you mark your path with a ball of string. It wasn’t her fault Olivia was used to streets with signs and a two-room flat. Nevertheless, the phrase “whirlwind tour” had never felt quite so accurate.

				She’d eventually managed to find the library. She’d gotten to do no more than stare at the shelves, somewhere between gluttony and lust, before Mrs. Grenville had found her again and taken her outside to make introductions. All the same, she’d gotten there. The process had proved unexpectedly gratifying too, if also confusing. She’d expected the boys to be skeptical about a female teacher. She hadn’t expected St. John, of all people, to set them right.

				“Woodwell,” Mrs. Grenville said, breaking into Olivia’s thoughts while they walked up the path away from the gardens, “will probably be the easiest to deal with. She’ll end up teaching in a year or two, or going into the field, depending on how things work out.”

				“Into the field?”

				Mrs. Grenville nodded. “You know what they’re here for, right?”

				“Yes.” If the letter hadn’t made that clear, the interview would have. “But—” Olivia began and then stopped. Somehow, she didn’t think but she’s a girl would hold much water with Mrs. Grenville. “But she’s very young. They all are.”

				“You send them to war and sea younger. Down the mines too, I hear, or into the factories, though that’s not so glamorous.”

				Memories of London came back. Pinched, smudged young faces above tattered clothing. Girls selling flowers and ribbons in dirty streets. Boys with brooms. Those weren’t the worst off, she knew, not by a good ways.

				“Not as young as Elizabeth,” said Olivia, though she wasn’t sure how she dared say it. Mrs. Grenville had a stare like a gauntlet when she wanted to. She also wasn’t sure what the woman had meant by you—America had both factories and armies, after all. “Or, um, Michael?” She recalled a tow-headed boy, all freckles and puppy fat, who hadn’t looked more than thirteen.

				“Fairley, yeah. We won’t take them that young, generally. Simon thinks it is too young to volunteer for this kind of service…except when it’s worse for them to go untrained.”

				“The levitation?”

				Mrs. Grenville nodded. “The levitation. Donnell does that when she’s upset. Fairley can make it rain.”

				“And the others?”

				“Nothing uncontrolled. Woodwell talks with animals, she says. Fitzpatrick and Waite don’t have any natural talents, but they want to learn. Like you and Simon.”

				Fitzpatrick’s first name was William, Olivia had learned a little while earlier, and the third boy was Arthur Waite. They were fifteen and seventeen, respectively, both dark haired. Fitzpatrick was slightly taller and broader shouldered, despite his youth, which would allow Olivia to tell them apart for the moment.

				“They’ll be the easiest to teach, then, I’d imagine,” Olivia said, hopeful despite what she’d heard from both young men earlier.

				“Probably. The most trouble otherwise, though.” Mrs. Grenville sounded perfectly casual when she spoke, even amused, and there was nothing in her expression to suggest she knew about the incident near St. John’s office.

				“Oh?” Olivia looked carefully off toward the house.

				“Seems likely. Woodwell’s old enough to have grown some brains, and Donnell’s scared of her own shadow. That’s its own issue, especially since she starts floating around when she gets scared. But she won’t give you attitude. Fairley might, but the naturals mostly want to get their powers under control. Waite and Fitzpatrick…” Mrs. Grenville pulled a face. “Recruits, right? Signed up of their own free will, and you’ve got to give them credit for that, but the problem is they know it.”

				She sounded very familiar with the situation. Her father had been military, Olivia thought, or maybe her first husband. Olivia wasn’t inclined to ask.

				Mrs. Grenville gave another shrug. “You might have to beat them back into place a few times. Don’t worry about it when it happens. The rest of us have your back.”

				Olivia took a few seconds to figure out what the other woman meant. She’d never heard the phrase before. When the meaning did become clear, she had the impulse to ask if “the rest of us” included Dr. St. John. Nothing about Mrs. Grenville encouraged idle questions, though.

				Besides, Olivia already knew the answer.

				Naturally, St. John had dressed down the boys. He’d had to. Olivia had realized that almost as soon as she’d headed back toward the library. A slight against one of the teachers was a slight on Mr. Grenville’s good judgment, and St. John was his friend, or so she’d heard from the servants. Letting the boys say whatever they were saying—Olivia had overheard only a little but could guess at the rest—would have undermined the whole order of the school.

				There was no point mentioning the incident, really. Waite, Fitzpatrick, and Fairley had learned their lesson, and if having to defend a woman he so clearly despised had pained St. John at all, Olivia couldn’t bring herself to be sorry for him. It repaid, a little, that half hour of terror she’d spent the night before.

				Still, she couldn’t help remembering the tone in St. John’s voice or the way the door had hit the wall when he’d pushed it open. Upholding authority was all well and good, but Olivia was surprised he’d be so vehement about it.
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