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Possession, Portents, and Perjury

Ophelia leant against the warm stone of the bridge. She tried to ignore the hordes of hawkers shouting about their wares at top volume in every language they could roughly pronounce. A passing couple swerved to avoid a man brandishing a handful of watches at them as if he would garrote them with a Rolex knock-off. Ophelia narrowly avoided the woman's elbow and shifted down the bridge a little away from the writhing swarm of extortionists. She took in a deep, steadying breath and focused on the Tiber flowing far beneath her. It looked wide and flat like a broadsword cutting the ancient city in two.

She was on the St. Angelo Bridge. The sun was setting behind her, bathing the world in a fiery brilliance that could engulf even the coldest heart, except it seemed, for hers. She looked up at the statue to her right. The face of the angel was touched by the last golden rays of sunlight. Its beautifully carved features looked so serene, so pure. As Ophelia watched the stone face slowly turned towards her and the angel raised a finger to its lips as if they shared a secret.

Ophelia looked away, squeezing her eyes shut. She could feel a cold sweat breaking out all over her. Her hand jumped to her throat where a silver-clasped, ruby brooch hung heavily against her brown skin.

It wasn't supposed to be like this. She was supposed to be cured.

She knew what was coming, she just wasn't sure if she was strong enough anymore to face it. She gripped the purple-red stone and turned away from the Castel St. Angelo. She kept her head down, her long, light-brown curls falling over her face like a veil.

— Behind her one of the hawkers suddenly hunched over. He had been sitting cross-legged in front of a display of fake designer handbags. They were all laid out on a mat so he could easily roll them up and make a break for it if the Polizia happened to make an appearance. His faded red t-shirt hung limply against his body. A sudden pulse erupted through his nervous system sending him into a spasm of convulsions.

“Give in to me . . .” A voice poured into his ear like smoke. “I see your heart . . . I feel its blackness, its brittleness, the crooked arteries, the corrupted core . . .”

Something – the owner of that heart-dropping voice, gripped at his consciousness and he felt himself being thrown aside in his own mind. He fought against it, his whole body alive with movement as if thousands of creatures had hatched from eggs beneath his skin and were trying to burrow their way out.

“Buddy! Hey Buddy, are you okay?” His friend, Akim, set up beside him, cried out, lifting up a pair of neon-green sunglasses from his eyes, just one of many pairs laid out on his own mat. But Akim’s buddy didn't answer him. He was curled up in a fetal position now, still jerking around uncontrollably, his face hidden from sight. Tourists on the bridge were beginning to stop and stare.

“Buddy?” Mouth dry, Akim leant forward over his display, unwilling to get up and lay his hands on the fever-stricken body before him. He couldn't explain it, but the thought of drawing closer, of even touching his friend’s shoulder made him break out all over in heat-defying goosebumps. He swallowed hard, stretching out a shaking hand, inching forward in his sagging deckchair.

As suddenly as it had begun the seizure ceased. Akim sank back in his seat and let his sunglasses slip down his forehead and back into place with a sigh of relief. “Are you okay?”

But instead of answering him the afflicted man stood up in an odd movement as if he were a marionette that had been swiftly tugged upwards by his strings. His dark skin glowed red in the last trickle of sunlight but his brown eyes were now aflame with a light of their own. The creature inside looked around him, savouring the feeling of conquering the human flesh.

“It's been a while . . .” He flexed his fingers and cracked his neck to one side, relishing the pop of each vertebra.

But there was no time to waste, up ahead Ophelia had melted into the crowd waiting to cross the street. As if his feet were dragged out one after the other, he stepped shakily forwards, following the quickly disappearing Ophelia.

“That's right, Buddy! You walk it off! I'll watch your stuff!” Akim yelled out after him, settling back in his chair and swigging on a soda can. The feeling of unease was erased from his memory as if it had never been there at all.

— Ophelia's pace quickened. She could feel him following her, but this was different than before. It wasn't some formless thing that stalked her through the shadows – glimpses of the impossible. This was new; whatever was following her was driven by intent.

For some reason this was personal.

She could taste the evil on the air. It reached out, touching everything in its path as the sunlight had.

“It isn't real! It isn't there!” She whispered, holding back a sob and clutching the brooch so hard the claw settings for the ruby cut at her fingers and left deep, red welts like kisses on her skin.

It felt so much worse than it had last summer.

She had always seen things, things that no one else seemed to see, since she was a child. But it was only after being sent to the Institute that she had learnt to fear the shadows.

Panic quickly filtering through her nervous system, she hurriedly crossed the street, weaving in between the crowd. Veering to the right of the river, she led it away from her home near the Vatican. Whatever it was she had to keep it away from Eleanora, no matter what happened to her.

She knew it had seen her – caught sight of her mass of golden-brown curls and her sallow-looking skin through the tanned bodies reeking of sweat and sunscreen. The possession took firmer hold with every step. The creature that had torn the soul from its host and donned the body like a suit strode out across the cobbled street after her, just as the light turned green. He dodged the speeding cars and Vespas, sending up a chorus of shouts and car horns in his wake.

Ophelia jumped at the blare of noise and threw a look over her shoulder. She saw him reach the pavement and crash into the crowd.

“Cosa pensi di star facendo?!” A young man in a low V-necked T-shirt and aviator sunglasses shouted, squaring up to the hawker-suited shadow.

Without turning in his direction, the creature shot out an arm. It struck the young man in the chest with the force of a bull charging at full speed. The man was launched backwards, toppling tourists in his wake like bowling pins. With a collective gasp the rest of the crowd drew back as far away from the hawker as possible, leaving a clear line of sight all the way up the street to Ophelia.

There was no ignoring this, no way to pretend it away. They had told her it wasn't real – convinced her that it had all been in her mind . . . or at least they had tried to. But this time . . . this time she could see the thing through the man's flesh. It was too huge, too hideous to be contained and vile, black vapour bubbled, billowed out of every pore from the poor man's stolen shape. The others saw a crazed hawker, no one else seemed to see the shadow creature but her. And he – it – saw her too. As her green eyes met his burning irises, she knew she had no choice but to run.

The street sloped upwards beneath her feet and her stolen boots came down heavily as she raced onwards, heading north. She didn't dare stop. A car horn screamed at her as she crossed a street without looking and she heard a torrent of curses cut through the evening air. She could feel him getting closer, catching up to her. Her lungs burned and her legs ached, but she couldn't stop.

She tripped on a crack on the pavement and came down hard on her knees, but instantly, she jumped up and kept going. She could feel the blood pouring down her knees. She let the pain drive her on. Why was it chasing her? What did it want?

It can't harm me . . . not if there are people here to see it. She thought feverishly. It can't! It's a shadow – they're all just shadows!

With all of these people around, surely it would evaporate like smoke before it reached her just like the others had . . . But what if it didn't? It had thrown the young man aside as if he were nothing, all to get to her. She pushed herself harder. She was coming to the Piazza del Popolo. It was such a wide, open space and there were always at least a few people milling around. There was no hiding there, no place for shadows, nothing to be unseen. She burst out into the open. Her strength was waning, her muscles were weak after months of inactivity.

Must . . . keep . . . going . . . She reached the towering obelisk in the centre. As she came to the steps around it her legs gave way and she collapsed, already damaged knees coming down hard on the stonework. Gasping in ragged breaths she tried to get up, to at least crawl away, but she couldn't. She looked over to the twin churches on her right. If only she could reach one of them. Sanctuary: it seemed so close yet completely out of reach.

Seconds passed by before an inhuman strength spun her around and lifted her up into the air by her throat. Her silver brooch was caught in its grip and its skin sizzled and burned at its touch, but it paid it no heed. It seared the human body, unable to reach the creature beneath. She kicked at it, but her blows seemed weak and feeble. It was too strong for her. Why didn't it vanish? Why didn't anyone help her? Was she as invisible as it seemed to be?

“Foolish child!” The thing's voice poured out of the slack mouth of the hawker. “You cannot escape me.” Its laugh was like pure poison. “What’s wrong? Are we afraid of the dark?” A tongue snaked from the man's mouth, long enough to lash out and run over her cheeks and hair. She closed her eyes to blot out the sight of the black, rotted thing with its forked end like a serpent.

She was choking, the last air leaving her lungs, the life being squeezed from her like juice from an orange. But her memories didn't flash before her eyes like they did when people were dying in the movies. She only heard her name shouted out again and again. It sounded far off, but familiar.

Mother? She thought, her eyelids fluttering fitfully. But the darkness didn't overcome her, the voice grew more distinct, more like a boy. Suddenly the pressure was released from her throat, and she dropped like a stone, crashing down hard on the paving of the Piazza. She coughed, wheezed, ached for air. Another voice was speaking rapidly now and the words it said were unintelligible –  almost unintelligible. It was Latin.

Ophelia opened her eyes. Standing over her was a girl she knew all too well with red hair flowing around her as if it were caught in a fierce tempest. She was holding a large, ancient looking volume and reading the words with a terrible, thunderous expression on her usually mild features.

“Ophelia!” A boy's voice – the voice that had been shouting her name spoke again gently beside her. He was pulling her back, away from the creature. She saw the thing thrashing, convulsing, trying with all its might to keep hold of its human host, but Autumn's words rained down upon it like a fire storm. It loosened from the hawker and tried to hit out at Autumn – to sweep her aside and get to Ophelia, but it was as if Autumn's words were creating a force-field around her and its blows ricocheted back, pushing it back, down – to wherever it had come from.

“Et tu iubes!” Autumn cried out in a sudden, final burst, slamming the book shut.

Ophelia looked on in horror as the black oozed, screaming out of the man and seeping into every crack in the paving, leaving the body to collapse like a rag doll where he stood.

“Hell yeah Autumn! Wooooooah!” Ethan jumped up from Ophelia's side and punched the air. “That was awesome!”

Autumn turned to Ophelia; her brown eyes huge with terror. She was shaking all over, her adrenaline had seeped away with the creature, leaving her along with her courage.

“Did – did I do it?” She stammered.

Ophelia nodded, trying to sit up. “It's gone.”

Ethan reached out a hand and pulled her up with a lop-sided grin. “It's a good thing we happened to be around, huh?”

“Yeah . . . thanks . . .” Ophelia recoiled from his grasp, standing alone.

“Y – you look well!” Autumn lied, biting her lip and hugging the book to her chest.

— Behind her, forgotten, the hawker sat up, looking around him, perplexed. The last thing he remembered was being on the bridge and now here he was on the Piazza del Popolo, drenched in sweat with his head pounding like he'd been up all-night drinking. He rolled over with a groan and threw up over the paving stones.

To his horror the liquid ejected from his mouth was black.

— “Hey! Get out of here!” Ethan yelled, rushing past Autumn, waving his arms gawkily over his head, his over-large button up shirt flapping around his thin frame comically.

The terrified man jumped to his feet and took off in the opposite direction, keen to put as much distance between himself and that place as possible. Ethan turned and pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his crooked nose with a look of pride. “You're welcome!”

Autumn rolled her eyes.

“So,” Ophelia said hoarsely, delicately clutching her bruised throat, “when did you two decide to start believing me?”

In unison Autumn and Ethan's faces fell and their eyes shifted away from Ophelia, too embarrassed to even look at each other. It had been almost a year since the day of Ophelia's fifteenth birthday. Almost a year since the day they had betrayed her.

“Whatever. It doesn't matter anymore!” Ophelia slowly turned and, trying not to limp, she began to walk away.

“Hey!” Ethan caught up with her in two strides and grabbed her arm. “Hang on a sec! We just saved your life! Doesn't that count for something?”

“Ethan . . .” Autumn shifted uncomfortably from one Dr. Marten to the other.

“No, Autumn! I know we did a shitty thing but it's not like we knew any better! For all we knew she really was . . .”

“What? Crazy?” Ophelia turned to him, glass-green eyes shimmering with emotion.

Ethan let go of her and looked away again sheepishly. “We didn't know!”

“We . . . we've done research . . . into . . . well, all sorts of things and we understand it now . . . sort of!” Autumn's freckled face was pained with remorse.

But it wasn't enough; Ophelia couldn't think of anything that would be enough to give her back the last year of her life. “You can see them now?” She was disappointed by how small her voice sounded. She felt like a shell of herself, a bad impression of the Ophelia they had once known.

Autumn shook her head. “Not like you can. Like traces. Feelings that we would've shrugged off before, a foreboding I guess.”

“Except that thing!” Ethan pointed to the spot where the shadow creature had melted away.

To Ophelia the place was scorched black now, to Ethan, it just gave him the creeps.

“Before it disappeared, I saw that thing like it was the dude's personal smoke machine. What was it?”

Ophelia shook her head. “I don't know. But you – you saw it?”

The idea of being proved right, after all these long months, after being told time and time again that it was all in her head was too much to bear. She couldn't prevent the tremor from catching at her words, she couldn't stop the tears from trailing down her cheeks.

Autumn stepped forward and took Ophelia's thin fingers, noting in an instant the bitten down nails and papery feel of her skin. “We saw it.”

Ethan nodded his mop of sandy brown hair in agreement, his mouth set in a grim line.

“You're not alone anymore.”  
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The Jade Bracelet

11 Months Ago

“Iwant to tell you a secret!” Ophelia's huge, green eyes danced, full of life and amusement.

Ethan took in a sharp breath. She was wearing the polka-dot dress, the blue one with her black boots. On anyone else it would've looked ridiculous, but not on Ophelia, never on Ophelia. She had pulled him behind the curtain, and they were pushed up against the glass window, so close he could smell the faint hint of perfume in her hair – or was that just the way she smelled?

“That's funny!” He swallowed hard, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I have something to tell you too.”

His heart was hammering. This was just as he'd imagined it . . . But then again, they were friends, best friends. He was a gawky loser; terminally, pitifully, dangerously uncool, and she was . . . Perfect. They shouldn't even be friends. He should've been doomed to stare at the back of her head in History Class at The International School di Roma, until the end of time. But if he had managed to escape that fate, then maybe, just maybe the stars could align, and he could be lucky . . . for once. He could be happy . . . for once.

“You go first!” She smiled, radiant and bright, her cheeks flushed with colour, her long curls brushing up against his shirt.

“I – I . . .” He floundered, face scarlet red, a lump in his throat that could choke a full-grown elephant.

Suddenly the curtain parted, and Autumn's face appeared. She wrinkled her freckled nose with a slight look of hurt at being left out. Of course . . . They were three best friends, three. Ethan blinked rapidly and the lump in his throat dissolved.

“Hey! What are we doing?” Autumn asked.

Ophelia laughed and dragged Autumn all the way through, pulling the curtain shut behind her. “Shhh! We're hiding!”

“From whom?” Autumn whispered, entranced by the air of secrecy.

“The museum security of course!”

Ethan awkwardly stepped back to make more room for Autumn. He'd missed his shot. Again.

“Why of course?!” Autumn pressed, expectantly.

Ophelia fished inside her pocket and produced a delicately carved jade bracelet. “Ta-daaaah!”

All of the colour drained out of Autumn's face. The smile vanished. Ethan was so caught off guard he just stared at it dumbly.

“Please! Oh, Ophelia, please tell me you bought that at the gift shop!” Autumn rubbed her palms against her sides – they were beginning to sweat.

Ophelia frowned, only looking more beautiful and livelier by the second. “Gift shop? Am I some sort of amateur?”

Autumn looked like she was going to faint. “You stole it?”

“Stole it? No . . . not exactly. I was given it. I told one of the shadows it was my birthday and it helped me to liberate it! What do you think?” She pulled it onto her wrist and held it out for them to see, then arched an eyebrow at Ethan. “That's what I was going to tell you.”

Ethan shook his head, still looking stunned. It was another unfathomable Ophelia-ism. She was always talking nonsense; shadows, talking statues. It was all a big excuse for the trouble she always got them into. She pulled the bracelet off again and dangled it in front of the window, watching the light bounce off of the polished jade.

“Isn't it beautiful?! The shadow said it was almost one thousand years old, can you imagine? It's cursed! Or so it said – do you think it looks cursed?”

Ethan suddenly snapped out of his disappointment and caught her by the shoulder. “Stop it! I don't know how you got it, but you have to put it back right now!”

Ophelia pouted. “But it's my birthday! And it should be worn, don't you think? Instead of being kept behind glass and just looked at.”

“Errr guys?” Autumn had been peering out of the curtain and her head popped back inside looking almost as fearfully green as the bracelet. “Although I agree with Ethan that Ophelia needs a lesson in laws, morals and general decency. I'd say we have bigger problems than that right now.”

“Security guards?” Ethan pushed up his glasses habitually and made a face.

“OOooh yeah. Big ones. Coming this way.”

“We'll say it was a mistake. If she hands it over now, then maybe they'll go easy on her.” Ethan reasoned.

Ophelia snorted with laughter and took off through the gap in the curtain leaving it swinging behind her.

“What do you say, Autumn? Hide out here until it's over?”

Autumn sighed and shook her head wearily. “If only we were sensible young adults with our futures in mind.”

Ethan held open the curtain for her, his expression grim. “If only . . .”

They ran full pelt to catch up with Ophelia. It was mid-afternoon and the Vatican Museum was jam-packed with visitors. Ophelia was slight and agile, and she ducked and dodged with ease, laughing the whole time. Ethan couldn't help but love her all the more, although he knew what this latest episode would mean. She was infuriating, impossible: Ophelia.

He could hear the shouts close behind him now and, distracted, he crashed head long into a whole Chinese tour group sending at least six people flying. He waited for the bend and snap of bone, somewhere in his leg or wrist, but it didn't come. He had been lucky, this time . . . it just hadn't been the sort of luck he'd wanted.

“Sorry! Sorry. Sorry!” His American accent tripped and twanged.

Why was it always him that fell over? Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he was built like a stick insect and aerodynamically unsound. He sat on the tiled floor and glanced up at the creation of Adam above his head. Mesmerising.

“What am I doing?!” He shook the stupid out of his brain and sprung up again.

The guards had just made it through the door. If Ethan was a stick insect, then they were pure walrus. Their bulk might have given them the edge in a fist fight, but in the crowded Sistine Chapel it made their progress ponderously slow. Ethan picked himself up and dove after the disappearing ends of red hair flying through the doorway to the left. He was fully prepared to keep going, but Autumn was waiting for him just around the corner and she grabbed him by the jacket, stopping him dead in his tracks.

“Quick!” She hissed, pulling off her denim jacket and tugging at his windbreaker.

It took him a moment to realise what she meant to do. “Oh! Right!”

He tore off his electric blue and purple windbreaker and handed it over. Autumn turned it inside out, so it hid the bright colours and then put it on and pulled his hood up, covering her tell-tale hair. He tied her jacket around his waist as she grabbed his glasses, stowed them in her pocket and ruffled up his hair.

“Squat down a bit!” Her cheeks were bright red and blotchy from panic.

He stooped and she grabbed his hand, pulling him onwards as if to observe a large painting with studious attention. In the sudden stillness Ethan felt very aware of his heart pounding in his chest. The room had that faint, dead smell of cold stone and wax that clings to old buildings and made them seem somehow more elevated: sacred. They heard the guards shouting loudly in Italian and Ethan slumped down as much as he could, wrapping his arm around Autumn heavily.

“Ophelia?” He whispered edgily.

He felt her shrug.

“She'll be okay. She's always okay.” He murmured, more for himself than for Autumn's benefit.

Four sets of feet thundered past, knocking people into them, but not one guard turned to see them standing nonchalantly gazing up at the painting of a Madonna and child. Autumn let out a long breath. They hadn't been seen. They were safe.

There was a German family walking past and they silently slipped in behind them, looking as if they were part of the group.

“Oh! My heart is still racing!” Autumn breathed, peering up at him from under the hood. She was holding a hand to her chest and looking exhausted, sick . . . elated.

“She does keep things interesting, doesn't she?” Ethan fumbled short-sightedly for his glasses in Autumn's outstretched hand.

“Yes.” Autumn’s brow suddenly creased. “I guess . . . I mean, I suppose we have to tell Marla about this don't we?”

Ethan chewed the inside of his lip. They made their way out into the Pine Cone Courtyard and wandered over to the great fractured metal sculpture in the centre. It looked like the Earth – blasted to bits and dipped in silver.

“She's always seeing things.” He responded finally in an almost petulant tone, watching their reflections warp and distort on the metal surface.

People were sitting around on the grass in the sunshine, totally oblivious to the mad chase that had just ensued inside. The courtyard was an odd place, like a grassy hill had broken right through the building and created an oasis of green, boxed in by the terracotta walls.

“She's always doing crazy things – that's Ophelia. And the nonsense explanations, it's her quirk: the silly stories she tells to get herself off the hook.” He added, staring at the garbled reflection of Autumn in his coat.

“But what if it isn't? What if she really believes them? Marla told us we had to tell her everything. She is her grandma. And I think Ophelia really needs help Ethan. It's all fun and games when she gets away with it. But what happens when she gets caught?”

Ethan grinned. “She never gets caught!”

“Ethan, I know you're just as worried about her as I am. Her behaviour has been getting worse lately. She's – she scares me.”

Ethan's grin slowly disappeared.

“When she talks to statues, she acts like they really talk back. She'll do things all of a sudden and blame the shadows. When we were kids it was a joke. But . . . well, we're not kids anymore.”

Ethan swallowed hard, something approaching panic tracing down the thin skin pulled over the ridges of his spinal column. “But she never gets caught,” he repeated dumbly.

It was as if it were a spell, as if he'd said the words just one too many times.

“Let me go!” A scream heard far off, yet piercing enough for everyone in the Pine Cone Courtyard to turn towards it.

More indistinct shouts drifted over to Ethan and Autumn from back behind them and they looked at each other; one with a sense of defeat, the other consumed with terror. The metal sculpture reflected their warped images as they turned and ran back the way they'd come; shrinking them down into insignificant nothings as they raced further and further away.


3

Birthday Candles

Ophelia struggled in the grip of two guards, one on each side. They had lifted her off of the patterned, marble floor between them and she was fighting like mad. She kicked out with her heavy, black boots and tried to wrestle her arms free with all the grace of a tangled Jellyfish. The guards kept their hold on her and were berating her with a flood of Italian as Ethan and Autumn screeched to a halt in front of them.

“Let her go!” Ethan demanded, trying to appear tall and imposing.

“She didn't do anything!” Autumn added, pulling down her hood and trying not to throw up from nerves.

“That's what I said! You didn't find anything! You've got the wrong girl!” Ophelia kicked out hard, catching a third guard in the ribs. He fell back with a grunt, but quickly jumped back up again, angrier than ever.

“Where is it?” He stepped forward and shook her shoulders, face a furious red. “I saw you take it!”

“Liar!” She responded; head tilted up in defiance.

“Let her go! I hate to play this card but . . . My father is the Ambassador to the United States of America! Unhand her!” Ethan yelled, hands balled into fists, accent unconsciously shooting all the way back across the Atlantic.

“Nice try kid, but even if that's the truth that would only protect you, not her – unless she's your sister.”

“She is!” Autumn blurted out. “We're all – you know – related!”

The guard raised a thick, black eyebrow. Autumn was potentially the world's worst liar.

“Listen, if she doesn't have it then she didn't take it!” Ethan waved his hands wildly, as if he could erase Autumn's words.

“Take her away.” The guard ordered.

Ethan and Autumn protested loudly which earnt them both a pat-down search of their own. But there was no sign of the bracelet. Ophelia was marched off to a small side room and locked inside to await the Polizia. Helpless, Autumn and Ethan trailed after them.

Mouth in a tense line, Ethan rolled up his sleeves and marched up to the guard at the door. “Let me in,” he begged, “my father really is the US Ambassador. I just want to talk to her. If she has the bracelet, I swear I'll get her to give it back!” He pulled out his Velcro wallet from his jeans and flashed his I.D. in the guard's face.

With a surly expression the guard looked it over. Then back at Ethan. Then back at the I.D. “Five minutes. But your little girlfriend is in a lot of trouble!” He mumbled in thickly accented English.

“Grazie!” Ethan flashed his teeth in his best movie-star smile then jumped through the door as soon as it opened.

When she saw it was him, Ophelia leapt forward and threw her arms around his neck, burying her head into his chest. He went bright red, and the door clicked shut behind them, leaving Autumn to wait anxiously outside.

“I didn't mean it! I swear!” She whispered. Her eyes flooding with remorseful tears.

He held her away from him and looked at her searchingly. “Where is it, Ophelia? This isn't a game! My Dad will kill me if he finds out I’ve been throwing his title around! Give it back and they might just let you go!”

She pulled away from him and went over to a little window looking out on the courtyard below. She crossed her arms, silent.

They were in a narrow office stacked high with overflowing filing cabinets and a messy desk. The tight space reeked of coffee, paper and cigarettes; Ethan could almost taste it on his tongue. Running, cigarette smoke, and anxiety inducing friends without boundaries: an asthmatics version of hell. He thought as he edged around the desk chair to get to her.

“I was going to give it back!” She said in a quiet voice. “I only wanted to wear it for a little bit. Things like that should be worn – at least once every few centuries, you know?”

He squeezed his eyes tight shut. She was sorry – she was always sorry whenever she did things like this . . . but then she always did them anyway.

“Just give it to me, it's fine!” He said in his most patient tone.

“I can't.”

“Ophelia . . .”

She looked up at him, eyes fearful. “I don't have it, Ethan, I really don't! The shadow slipped it right out of my pocket, I tried to get it back, but it pulled it right through a crack in the wall!”

Ethan looked at her with amazement. “You can't be serious?”

He had a knot in his stomach, a terrible, painful knot. He had never thought she believed her little make-believe stories, never dreamt she meant the things she said, never believed Autumn or Ophelia's grandmother: not until that very moment. The realisation felt as if his whole body had been submerged in ice water, as if reality had shattered around him.

She blinked up at him, her wide, green eyes completely guileless. “Of course, I do! That's what I was trying to tell you before! I thought you finally saw it too because you were looking at me with such a funny expression when I turned away from the display case. Didn't you see it?”

He felt sick. He shook his head. “No.”

She really believed it. He could see it plainly. This really wasn't a game. And she wouldn't go easy – not Ophelia. She'd do anything; storm the door, jump out the window. It wasn't quirks, it wasn't fun, not anymore – had it ever been?

“Then what was it you wanted to tell me?” Her brow creased.

He took in a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair distractedly. “Oh, I wanted to tell you that I love you.”

A moment passed before even he heard himself. His mouth fell open, horrified. Why the hell did it have to come out now? Like this? He hadn't been thinking and his mouth had run away without him. He shook his head, but there was no taking it back. It was said. All these years and he'd finally said it – so why did it feel so awful?

“You love me? Since when?” She whispered; eyes suddenly unreadable.

He swallowed and blinked, looking up and away from her. He knew what he had to do. He knew it, but he also knew it was the end of everything, all his hopes and dreams, every imagined moment. But there was still that second – the one before the end.

“Since forever!” He breathed.

She was lost for words, for the first time in her life, staring up at him with her perfect, green eyes. So perfect. There was nothing left to lose. He leaned in and kissed her. His heart leapt in his chest as he felt her kiss him back. It was too terrible; the pleasure, the pain.

“I'm sorry!” He said as he broke away, breathless. “I'm so sorry.”

— “It's okay!” She murmured, not understanding his meaning, not even guessing at it.

Her hand was on his chest, she could feel his heart thumping like mad beneath his T-shirt. It felt right, this felt right: natural. Didn’t it? As if it had always been that way, but had just gone unsaid. After all, Ethan was always there to save her. Her, him – together. It made sense. Didn't it?

She smiled, suddenly feeling shy. “So, you'll tell them about the shadow? You'll tell them it wasn't me? That it took the bracelet. You will help me, won’t you?”

— He nodded. “I'll help.”

Somehow, he stumbled to the door and left her, looking tensely after him – counting on him. He left her thinking it was the beginning, never dreaming that it was really the end of everything.

“What is it? What's wrong?” Autumn rushed to him as soon as he stepped out of the office door.

He couldn't speak.

“The police are coming, Ethan! What did she say?”

“She needs help!” He managed.

His tongue felt thick, he was going to cry but he didn't want to, he forbid himself to.

He would help her, but not in the way she wanted. He wouldn't lie for her – not this time. He would get her help . . . even if it destroyed him.
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The Torrent Book

Present

Although many months had passed, the memory of that last day was clear in Ophelia's mind. It was so strange to look at them. Why did they look exactly the same? As if nothing had happened? Shouldn't they have some black, traitorous mark on both of their foreheads? They were her two best friends in all the world . . . and the last two people she ever wanted to see again.

She had trusted them with the things she saw, and they had used that against her. The incident with the jade bracelet had been the final mark against her name: the one her grandmother had been waiting for. ‘The shadow made me do it’, wasn't a valid excuse anymore. It was one thing to be a wild, wilful creature, quite another to be mad.

They had called the place the 'Institute', but Ophelia had known it for what it truly was. A madhouse – an asylum. The threat of being sent away had never scared her before, but the reality of it had terrified her far more than she could comprehend, even now.

They had kept her semi-sedated all the way to Switzerland. The journey was one big, static haze of unfamiliar faces and changing landscapes as they drove further and further north. Several days passed before she realised that she was no longer travelling but sharing a white-washed dormitory with twelve other girls. It wasn’t a bleak stop-over on the way to a new destination – she had been left there like the others – left there to rot.

The blankness of the dormitory made it feel unfinished. Even the mountains and trees outside the line of large, creaking windows facing their beds seemed unreal: like posters hung on the wall of an underground bunker. Ophelia, like the other girls, had been given shock treatments and medications that had made her feel completely detached from her own body – torn from it by force. Each session had been followed by the same questions;

“Do you see them? Do you hear them? Are the shadows alive, Ophelia?”

At first, she had fought the doctors bitterly; “of course they're there! Of course I can see them!” And then she had grown smarter. They didn't know her mind. What did it matter if she said they weren't real? Perhaps it would've worked if she'd been a better liar. Or maybe she was a good liar, but they just enjoyed torturing her too much to let her go. She could never decide which it was, the only thing she was sure of was that the monthly fee for her 'rehabilitation' was probably a strong motivator in keeping her there. No matter what lies she told the doctors the shadows never left her. They haunted the Institute, clawing at the corners of the room, lurking in the half-empty library and skating over the clear surface of the reflecting pool outside.

The Institute had probably been a pretty place once, perhaps it had even been a home. It was a large mansion built in the 1900s with tall, narrow windows, black iron balconies and odd little spires on the steep, angular roofs. The only real grandeur that remained was on the outside; the age-stained stone façade, the overgrown herb garden and the shallow reflecting pool, choked with weeds and lichen. The inside of the building was stripped bare; sterile white corridors that reeked of disinfectant and rooms that echoed with cries that shattered Ophelia's mind and shredded her wits more than any moving statue or life-imbued shade. It was a place of horrors – a place where hope went to die.

Sometimes the shadows followed people. She had seen them looming over their hospital beds, seeming to reach into their minds – perhaps ruining whatever sanity was left to them. Sometimes they were like vapour, other times she could've sworn that they had the shapes of people. She had stayed awake long nights waiting for the shadow that would come for her – the one with the cursed bracelet. She had never been afraid like that before, never thought that the shadows were evil. Not until the Institute.

“We didn't know they let you out!” Autumn said, breaking the long silence and hugging her book to her chest.

Ophelia shook her head a little, trying to break away from the memory of the Institute and focus on the square before her; there were the twin churches, there was the Medici Palace to her left, hidden by the tall poplar trees, and there were her betrayers.

“They didn't. I escaped!” The words dripped from her mouth like fat raindrops, slow and languid, splashing through the air and breaking the tension between them. I am here. She told herself. Here, now, not there. I’ll never go back, never, ever, ever . . .

— “Escaped?!” Ethan goggled at her.

But why was he surprised? This was classic Ophelia. It would've been weird if she hadn't escaped. At least, it would've been before. Maybe it was because she looked so lifeless; not an Ophelia on the run, full of mischief, but a broken Ophelia; empty and blank.

“Then why did you come back here?” Autumn tucked a long strand of her red hair behind her ear. It was a stupid question, or at least it should've been.

“Eleanora.” Ethan answered quietly.

— He was right and Ophelia hated him for it. Her little sister – the only person that mattered in all the world.

Ophelia clenched her hands into fists by her sides. Her mind had never been far from Eleanora from those first brief moments when she had regained consciousness on the journey to the Institute. But time and time again the drugs had rocked her back into a stupor that had made any action impossible.

In the end it had been the statue in the centre of the reflecting pool; a little boy, naked with a frog held out over the water by one flailing leg. Even carved from stone the poor creature looked terrified. The boy's blank, stone eyes had blinked and looked out at her over the water, but it had been the lifeless, beak-like mouth of the stone frog that had whispered her little sister's name. At its sound she had felt her blood freeze within her veins. It had woken her up, a fear that couldn't be sedated – something was wrong with Eleanora.

“Is she in danger?” Autumn bit her lip guiltily.

Ophelia shook her head, more to shake their words away than to deny. “It's nothing to do with you! Either of you!” She spun away from them, frantic.

“No! Wait! We can help you!” Ethan stepped forward. He reached out a hand to touch her shoulder but thought better of it at the last moment and drew it back.

“I think you've done quite enough. Your sort of help isn't the help I need!” Ophelia clenched her fists ever tighter to stop the tears from blurring her vision.

“Just look, would you!” Ethan slipped the book from Autumn's grasp and held it out to Ophelia. She slowly turned and looked at it. It was a thick, heavy volume with silver-edged pages and a dense leather cover that was imprinted with what looked like a pattern of writhing snakes.

“What is it?” She asked sceptically, unwilling to touch it, let alone take it.

— “It's called the Torrent Book. It's how we found you . . . It told us you were here!” Autumn answered tensely, holding her hands behind her back to stop herself from snatching it away.

Ophelia reached out a disdainful finger and flipped back the cover to reveal an age-stained page with handwritten text and diagrams that appeared to be sideways. She leant forward and frowned over it for a moment as Ethan held it like an awkward and unwilling lectern. She drew back suddenly with a sardonic smile. “It's nonsense!”

“Not if you know how to read it!” Autumn couldn't hold herself back at this unfair judgement and she tore the book out of Ethan's hands and cradled it to her chest as if it were a small child.

“And I suppose you know how to read it?”

“Some of it. Not all.”

— Ophelia tilted her head down to hide a bitter smile. She tried to think of something cutting to say, but she was tired. It was the same crushing, mind-fogging tiredness that had settled over her during her time at the Institute. It was so hard to fight. Only fear for Eleanora could've brought her back so far.

Autumn abruptly started to cry in fits of hiccups. “You know – we are – we are so sorry . . . 'Phelia!” She turned and buried her face in Ethan's chest.

With a marked slowness Ethan raised an arm and held her to him in a comforting, intimate embrace.

So, thought Ophelia, things have changed. Even if they looked the same. Ophelia's look altered swiftly to one of arched understanding. This is how it is? Her look seemed to say.

Ethan nodded without breaking eye contact.

She closed her eyes. Was she that easily replaced? She wondered just how long it had taken Ethan to transfer his affections to Autumn. Of course, she remembered that kiss, they both did. And those three words that had damned her to exile, four if you counted forever, but clearly Ethan wasn't counting it. She could ruin things between Autumn and him in a second. With a careless confession, she could make them both as alone as she was.

— He could see it was on the tip of her tongue. He tensed, waiting for his world to end. But the fierceness of the old Ophelia faded as quickly as it had surfaced.

— “Just – just leave me alone, both of you.” Her shoulders sagged and she turned away, diving her hands into the pockets of her skirt and trudging out across the square.

— Now Autumn had begun to cry, it was all flooding out in great, gulping gasps. The shock from banishing the shadow creature had caught up with her and she was howling so loudly that it was gathering more attention than the possessed hawker had.

“Ophelia!” Ethan shouted after her, awkwardly patting Autumn and mentally begging her to stop. “We want to make it right! Just hear us out! Come back!”

But there was no going back, not to them and not to the time when she believed that she could trust them. And they were too afraid to follow her – they always had been. They had only ever followed her to the edge, never off of it.

But, as they stood there watching her walk away defeated, they felt something between them. They looked at each other, but it wasn’t a movement either one of them had made, it wasn’t even the rising tides of hurt feelings, pain and disappointed hopes. It was a humming, radiating energy. Ethan frowned and Autumn stopped crying. The Torrent Book pressed between their bodies seemed to shudder with a life of its own. Autumn gulped down her tears and tilted her head to one side as if she was listening to far off music. “She needs us. This time it has to be different . . .” Her voice sounded dreamy, affected.

Hesitantly Ethan nodded. He let Autumn cradle the book to her heart, secretly glad that it had chosen her, not him to reveal its strange secrets to; letter by letter, word by word, whispering them into her mind and hiding them deep within her dreams. In the failing light they set out after her, hands clasped; guardian angels, afraid of the darkness, with a book of nonsense as their only weapon to fight off the rising shadows.
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The Waltham Ghost

Almost a year had robbed the familiar streets of the feel of home for Ophelia. She had walked that way so often, but now she felt like an intruder. The Loggia, or Hotel as her grandmother insisted on calling it, looked just the same as it ever did. It wasn't big or grand enough to be a Hotel in Ophelia's opinion. It was just a regular house with extra guestrooms; a building, not a home – it had never been a home.

The walls were still a faded lemon-yellow, the flowers bedded in under the windowsills still clung to life – seemingly out of spite and the cracked, blue hotel sign was exactly the same: swinging gently in the warm night air. The Hotel Aurelia, tucked into a narrow, steep street not far from the Vatican. She had spent her childhood running up and down stairs with room service trays and scrubbing old toilets that regularly blocked and transformed into fountains that rivalled the Trevi. She knew exactly what sort of welcome to expect there, but she had to see her sister, she had to know that she was safe.

She awkwardly shifted the waistband of her skirt. It was a knee-length, shapeless, brown sack, stolen from a nurse's locker along with the cheap, white blouse, woollen socks and brown work boots. Her mother's pin was the only thing she had cared enough to take with her and stealing it back had been so risky that she had had to jump out of a second story window and run through the countryside for hours before she was sure that she was no longer being followed. Then it had been train after train, hiding from ticket guards in claustrophobic bathrooms and curling into luggage racks behind oversized suitcases until she finally reached the Roma Termini.

She hitched up the skirt and pulled herself up onto the nearest window ledge. From there she climbed over onto the high garden wall. Holding her arms outstretched to keep her balance she walked forward a few paces then dropped down silently onto the garden path on the other side. Breaking and entering was clearly just like riding a bike . . . a stolen bike.

Inside, the garden looked just as unloved as the one from the Institute had. She looked it over with a critical frown. She supposed without her free labour things had gone downhill around there. Eleanora had always been too delicate to do more than light dusting and even then, she would cough so much that her grandmother would get irritated and send her away.

Ophelia jumped over the weeds that snaked across the path and made her way to the French doors. She gasped, feeling a sudden thrill of shock cascade through her nervous system. There – through the glass – a ghost? The pale face that looked out at her from the window with such haunting dismay was surely a phantom . . . but no.

“Nora,” she breathed.

Ophelia rushed forward to the window and looked down into her sister's thin face. “Oh, Nora . . .” She repeated softly, taking in her lank, dull-brown hair, concave cheeks and the threadbare, blue polka-dot dress that had once belonged to her.

With a timidity that was part of her nature, but extreme even for her, Eleanora unlocked the door and held it open. “I knew you'd come back!” She whispered. She was twelve but looked and sounded years younger. She wrapped her arms around Ophelia and held on to her as if she were a raft in the centre of a vast ocean.

“I promised you I would, didn't I?” Ophelia tried to smile.

“But I waited and waited, and you never came. The dormice wouldn't believe me, they laughed and called me such awful names!” Eleanora sobbed, quickly turning Ophelia's blouse damp with her tears.

“I'm here now!” Ophelia bent down and wiped the tears away from her sister's cheeks. “What's been happening here, Nora? Why are you standing in the dark?”

Eleanora glanced at the dark conservatory as if she had just realised that the lights were off. She frowned as if it was hard for her to remember. “I was . . . looking for someone!” She looked back out of the window.

“Looking for someone? Looking for me?”

Eleanora shook her head no.

“For who then?”

“Death.”

Ophelia felt the thrill of fear rush through her again and she grasped her sister's hand and forced her attention away from the dark garden. “What do you mean?”

Eleanora didn’t answer, she only looked back at her steadily. Still holding her hand, she led Ophelia through the dark, narrow passages to the tiny back office off of the kitchen.

“Don't touch the doorknobs, they're too hot, they'll burn your hand.” She mumbled.

Ophelia swallowed and brushed a doorknob with the back of her hand as they passed. It was cold, icy brass without a trace of heat. Her heart hurt: something was dreadfully wrong with her sister.

The office was crowded with stacks of bed linen, spare towels and branded ashtrays. Hung on the wall were photographs; stiff portraits all belonging to dead members of the Waltham family – their family. Ophelia switched on the light and the room glowed a warm yellow. It was better in the light. Somehow, she was less afraid. She looked over the pictures. There was their mother in the centre where she had hung for as long as Ophelia could remember. She was frozen in time with her far off smile, her flawless dark-brown skin and long, black curls. She looked a lot like her father whose picture hung beside hers, yellowed with age and coated with dust. But there were new pictures lining the walls too. Ophelia recognised four that had not been there before she had been taken away; Aunt Mariel, Cousin Geralt, hadn't he been somewhere in Spain? Cousin Alfred – his younger brother, and . . .

“Martine!” Ophelia breathed, standing in front of the picture of her youngest cousin. “No one told me!” She blinked rapidly, unable to understand it. Martine was only eight years old. “How did this happen?”

Eleanora bit her lip and cast her dark eyes downwards. “She came here after her mama – Auntie Mariel died. But she got sick, just like her mama. The dormice laughed at her too. They made her clean and clean all day and night. But it was always dirty. She said the dormice put the dirt there on purpose. They're awfully wicked, especially when the moon comes out. She told me it was a curse, the same curse that killed her mama. They made her mama jump out of the window because the voices told her she could fly. Martine cleaned until her fingers were all raw and covered in blood. I couldn't stop her . . . Oh 'Phelia!” Eleanora sobbed a desperate cry and then continued in a whisper. “I woke up one morning and she was gone. Still there on the clean, clean floor, but her soul, the bit that was really Martine had vanished. She was dead. Dead, but still crying . . .” Eleanora stared off into the distance, her eyes huge and clouded with pain. “When I die, where will you put my picture? Don't let it face the wall, I couldn't bear that. I want it to face the window so I can see the birds. The birds are kind, they sing to me.”

Ophelia felt her throat catch and she held her sister tightly. “You aren't going to die, Eleanora! You mustn't think that! I won't let you!”

Eleanora shook her head. “It's no use, the curse has come for me too. I can feel it eating away at my insides. Nana took me to the doctor, but no one knows what's wrong with me. It was just like that for Martine. And he comes to see me sometimes. He waits for me in the garden . . .”

“What are you talking about? Did you see someone?” Ophelia swallowed hard. “Or was it some-thing?” She was picturing the bubbling monster beneath the hawker's sweat-slicked skin. “Do you see things that other people don't . . . Shadows?”

Eleanora shook her head. “I don't go out. The dormice will tell me when it's time. I hope it doesn't hurt. Do you think it hurts, ‘Phelia?”

“Nora . . .” Ophelia didn't know what to say, what to do. She clung to her sister as if she could hold her together by force. It was all so desperate. Things had never been perfect at the hotel, but ever since she had stolen that bracelet everything seemed to be so much worse. Was her family paying the price for what she had done? The shadow had told her that the bracelet was cursed. Was this all her fault? She needed to undo it all before whatever it was that lurked behind the darkness took her sister from her and left her all alone. Martine . . . It was too late for her, at least she was with her mother now.

“What are you doing here?” The fury in that cold voice cut through Ophelia like a dagger. She jumped and then froze, caught in the terrifying gaze of her grandmother. In that look was a hatred that stretched back years, an accusation waiting for a cause, no trace of love or affection. Her grandmother's gnarled hand crawled around the doorframe, felt for the light switch and turned it off; leaving the three of them and all the pictures of the dead Walthams enclosed in darkness.
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Blood Lies

“What are you thinking, Eleanora? The lights stay off!” Their grandmother's voice whipped through the dark room.

“Are things really so tight here?” Ophelia snapped, holding her trembling sister to her side. She had known seeing her grandmother would make her angry, but she had never before experienced the kind of hatred that could make her lose control – the kind of hatred that made her soul hurt.

“You didn't answer me. What are you doing here?”

Ophelia lifted her chin in defiance. “If you need the money, you can stop paying for the Institute – I’m not going back.”

Marla Waltham swept into the room. She was an imposing presence: tall, thin, with iron-grey hair compressed into a tight bun that pulled her eyebrows up in constant consternation. She held her knitted shawl around her shoulders and towered over Ophelia. “You will go back!”

Ophelia stood her ground, staring directly at her grandmother with unyielding resistance. All that rage made her feel strong – almost powerful. “They weren't helping. They were torturing me! They only wanted your money. I tried to write and tell you –”

“I got your letters!” Marla interrupted icily.

Ophelia hadn’t been prepared for that. She blinked rapidly; she had been so sure that the Institute had burnt them. “Then why didn't you come for me? I begged, I . . .”  Like creeping weeds in dark waters, the learnt weakness from the Institute sucked her downwards, draining her of her strength. White walls and disinfectant. Stolen sanity and dreamless sleep . . .

“You don't exactly have a reputation for being truthful.” Marla pursed her lips and Eleanora cowered behind her sister.

“I always tell the truth!” Ophelia countered.

Marla said nothing.

“The shadows are real!” Ophelia added quietly, knowing exactly what her grandmother was thinking. “And I could do things too, before you sent me away. Don't you remember Nora?” She turned to her sister, eyes shining with unshed tears. “I could make the paper birds fly. I could make flowers bloom, don't you remember?”

Eleanora looked like her little heart would explode from her chest. Ophelia knew she hated conflict, hated the attention turned on her like a bright stage-light. Eleanora shook her head so hard her teeth chattered. Refusing the attention, unable to think.

“Leave her out of this.” Marla snapped.

Ophelia felt her own heart sink; down, down to lie in the depths with her anger. Eleanora did remember – she knew she did, she was just too scared to own it. “It was real!” Ophelia breathed. “If mum was here –”

“Your mother is not here!” Marla wrung her hands with uncharacteristic agitation, accidentally knocking over a nearby stack of pressed bedsheets. “This Hotel was supposed to be my escape! I left England for peace, but it’s been nothing but trouble since the day she showed up at the door pregnant and holding you by the hand! I promised her I’d look after you both and I have! I am trying to help you, to save you from yourself, so you don't end up like her, or the rest!”

“What do you mean?” Ophelia felt herself go cold.

Marla never spoke about Ophelia and Eleanora’s mother, even when she died, and Ophelia had so desperately needed to. It seemed as if the last year had ground her down too. Wearily Marla made her way over to her desk and sat down, she looked suddenly very tired and very old. “Eleanora, you should go to bed.”

Without a second’s pause Eleanora slipped from the room and gratefully disappeared into the dark passage beyond.

“Close the door, Ophelia.”

Ophelia reluctantly did as she was told. Marla switched on a dim desk lamp and rubbed her temples as if the light caused her pain.

“Why are you like this, Ophelia? Why do you have to fight me at every turn?”

“You want to destroy me!” Ophelia replied quickly. “How can you ask me to lie down and let them blast my brain to pieces?” Don't cry. Don't show her they broke you. She added to herself furiously.

“You should trust that I know what’s best for you. The things you believe you see are not based in reality. The cure may be painful, but it’s necessary. Look at your mother, your aunt, your cousin! I'm trying to save you from sharing their fate! Don't you understand? I’m the only one with any sense in this family!”

They fell silent. Neither saw the other as anything other than a wall; to climb over, or to break through.

Marla sighed. “When your mother brought you to me, she was desperate. We never understood each other. She was like you; wild, unmanageable. I promised that I would help her and you girls, but it had to be my way. I didn’t want to hear about curses and keys and shadowlands.”

Ophelia’s head jolted up, she opened her mouth to question, but stopped herself, allowing Marla to continue. She was afraid that an argument might break out and Marla would never mention her mother again.

“She told me she wanted to keep you safe – away from your father. That she took you both away before he even knew about Eleanora. Apparently, he believed in the same shadow nonsense as you. I tried to cure you of it, but you won't see reason. I'm afraid you're just as lost as the rest of them!” She shook her head. “Bad genes . . . terrible genes, his mixed up with the Waltham madness. At first it was just one or two bad apples, but this last year it seems to have caught up with them all . . . I should never have married your grandfather.”

Ophelia ignored this last part, there was only one thing that she could focus on: “my father . . . he isn't alive . . . is he?”

She had never been told a word about her father, her grandmother had always made it seem as if her mother had no idea who he was, or that he was long dead and best forgotten.

“I don't know. No doubt if he is, he’s in a secure facility, as you should be.”

“I'm not crazy!” Ophelia felt her fingernails bite into her skin as she clenched her fists. “I'm not!”

“You’re going back to the Institute tomorrow.”

“I'll leave! I'll run away again!”

“I can't stop you.”

Ophelia was ashamed of how surprised she was to find her grandmother so pitiless. Marla had never cared about her or Eleanora, why should it be any different now? She just wanted a simple life with a revolving cast of guests at the hotel – always different people who would come and go, all eventually leaving her in peace.

“I love you, Ophelia. I always have, and I've tried to do the best for you that I can. No matter what you think.”

Ophelia's eyes went dark as her quick anger flared anew. “If this is love then what would you do if you hated me?”

“I want you well.” Marla's face was drawn and resolute.

“And what about Eleanora? She's the one who’s sick, she thinks she's cursed, like Martine. What are you doing for her? Will you send her away too?” Her tone was venomous.

“I hope it won't come to that. She isn't like you; she isn't irresponsible or prone to criminal acts.” Marla straightened herself. “I’m doing everything I can for both of you. That's why things are so . . . what did you say? 'Tight' around here. Well, I can't force you to accept help, not anymore. I’m tired, Ophelia. I won't force you any longer, I don't have the strength for it.”

“What if Eleanora's right? What if we are cursed?” Ophelia threw a glance at the wall of photos. “So many strange accidents, so many Walthams driven mad, isn't there something to it?”

“Genetics!” Marla stood up abruptly.

“So, you’ll just shut us up or ignore us? What if you’re wrong? What if it’s something more than bad genes? Will you only care when it comes for you?” She was met with silence, she couldn’t bear it, the injustice of it all was intolerable. “That’s it, isn’t it? We’re just all so inconvenient for you, aren’t we? We’re all crazy and you’re some kind of martyr! Oh, except for Martine, I’m sure her sickness was very helpful. At least she kept everything nice and clean, right up until she made a big mess for you by dying, right?”

Marla drew herself up to her full height. A thousand angry words seemed to be on the tip of her tongue, but the fight suddenly went out of her. “Ophelia, I . . . I can’t do this anymore!” She turned off the light and went to the door, but then paused. “Whatever you choose, leave your sister alone. She isn't like you. You'll only confuse her and hurt her in the end. Her best chance at getting well is to stay here, with me.”

Ophelia glared at her, hating her with more passion than she thought possible. She had wanted a fight; she had needed it. Now her rage had nowhere to go. Keep it. Hold your anger, it's the only thing stopping you from falling apart. She bit the inside of her cheek and tasted the bitter iron of her own blood. Marla closed the door without another word.

Ophelia waited until she heard the creak of footsteps climbing up the stairs. Her rage wasn’t only keeping her together, it was giving her clarity. She stole over to the desk and switched the desk lamp back on. She had to understand what was going on, she was the only one who could save what was left of her family. It wasn't genetics, no matter what her grandmother said, and she had to find a way to break the curse.
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The Black Letter

The jade bracelet. Even if there was a Waltham curse or madness or something else, the cursed bracelet was surely making it worse. If Ophelia had started all of this then surely she could end it too. Standing at the desk, in the dark, musty office a sudden idea struck her. She turned and threw open the window, letting the night air in with a rush. The fresh air tasted like freedom. She couldn’t wait to leave that house, but first she had to try something. She lightly touched the window frame and looked out on the still garden beyond.

“Shadows!” She whispered, shivering in the embracing coldness. “Hear me.”

Something stirred in the garden – or was it just the trees?

“Come to me. I summon you!” She had never called the shadows to her before. She felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck and a shiver race down her spine. But this was too important for her to be afraid. She needed to do this, for Eleanora.

She swallowed hard and raised up her hands to the clouded moon. “I summon you!”

Like a slow pouring of oil, the darkness washed over her, into the room. Formless, it ran to the corners and clung there. Ophelia was breathing hard. She turned but couldn't quite look at it without shaking from her newfound fear.

“The bracelet!” She managed to say through trembling lips. “I want it – I need it back! You have it, don't you?”

The shadows shifted. An eerie sound almost like music filled her ears.

“I don't understand!” She shook her head.

The shadows flooded back towards her, too quickly for her to move out of the way. They engulfed her, she felt her arm move of its own accord, but she was frozen with terror, unable to control her movements. The shadow pulled her to the desk and her hand groped at a drawer concealed by the overhang.

“The bracelet?” She broke through her horror to feel for a handle and pull out the thin drawer. The shadow melted away from her as she felt inside the small space.

“Paper!” She pulled out sheets and sheets of it. “It's just paper!” She dropped them on to the desk with disgust.

A curl of darkness reached out and separated an envelope from the others. Ophelia frowned. The envelope was edged with black, jet black but somehow the blackness looked as if it were moving, as if there were black fish swimming just beneath the surface of a black lake. She shuddered all over. A name was written on the envelope in silver ink. Elisa Dotti. Elisa was her mother's name. But Dotti? Surely it should be Waltham?

The shadow pulled back even further, but Ophelia didn't notice. She stepped towards the desk and touched the paper; it was thick, velvety soft to the touch. The scent of fine paper and beeswax filled the air. She flipped it over. The black seal, carrying the embossed image of an oak tree, was broken.

“Will it help me find the bracelet?” She turned, but the shadow was gone and the window behind her was closed. Trembling a little she carefully opened the envelope and pulled out the contents. There was a letter inside with a black edge that matched the envelope and two yellowed, official-looking documents that dropped to the desk as she snatched up the letter and read:

Dearest Elisa,

I do so hope you are enjoying South America, with your cousin Griselda, are you? How charming. You seem to have mislaid our daughter in your constant travels. You were in Antwerp, home in London and now Rio, I believe? I have been keeping track, you see. If you insist on continuing your constant wanderings, then perhaps little Ophelia should return to me? It is for the best, as we have discussed at length. She will soon begin to see things in that world of yours and from there develop certain skills unique to the Dotti Family. Yes, my dear she is a Dotti, though you seem keen to forget it. Blood is blood Elisa, she must return. The sooner she does the better for both our families, don't you agree?

I have enclosed two train tickets. Yes, you may return also, despite it all. As you know you can travel from wherever in the world you have her hidden. I want her back, Elisa, before it's too late. She can't escape her destiny, and neither can you, my dear. That is our curse or duty, however you choose to see it.

My eternal, undying love.

Lorenzo

Ophelia read it over again, drinking in every word. See things . . . Certain skills . . . Dotti . . . Her heart leapt inside her chest. She wasn't alone, she wasn't crazy. It was real. But then again . . . Ophelia bit her lip. Curse – that one word seemed to radiate off of the page and stick in her mind. Was Eleanora right? And if so, there had to be some way to break it, to make her well again before she became like poor Martine. Ophelia snatched her hand to her throat – it was still marked with the yellow and purple bruises made by the possessed man, hidden by her hair but still there and painful.

The creature had said she couldn’t escape it – didn't it say something like that? It was hard to remember; she had been so focused on staying alive and then there had been Autumn and Ethan and the book, now this. It was all connected somehow, it had to be. She picked up the two tickets from the desk. They were handwritten and ancient looking. She frowned. It didn't look like any ticket she'd ever seen before. Netherworld, Firioal City. Was marked in flowing script. Where on Earth was that? But her father – Lorenzo, had said she could travel from anywhere with it: why not Rome? He knew what was happening to her, to Eleanora too. Perhaps he could end the curse? Her sister was all that mattered. The thought of her had been the only thing that had kept her sane in the Institute and Ophelia wouldn't fail Eleanora like everyone else had failed her.

Her mother had tried so hard to keep them from Lorenzo, there must be a reason for it. But her mother wasn't here now. She was the one who had condemned Ophelia to living with a woman she hated. She had left Ophelia and Eleanora to travel the world, staying with cousins and aunts and uncles . . . all dead now.

Ophelia pressed the letter and the ticket to her chest. With sudden decision she ran upstairs to her room. It was just as messy as she'd left it. She tore open her drawers and peered inside. None of her bright, happy clothing felt like her anymore. She found a plain white T-shirt, a grey hoodie, some old jeans and dirty converses. After she pulled it all on, she looked in the mirror. She looked faded, grey. Exactly how she felt. She pinned her mother's brooch to the inside of her hoodie then looked back around the small room. There was nothing else she wanted to take, except –

“Eleanora . . .”

She found her sister huddled on the narrow back staircase holding the ugly frog figurine that had inexplicably been her favourite object since she was five. Sitting hunched like that it was clear just how thin she had become. Her bones stuck out alarmingly, and her skin looked waxy and grey. So, they were both faded: shades of themselves. But they could be fixed, Ophelia was sure of it. She had to be sure.

“Come away with me. We can find a way to make you well again. We could even find our father! We aren't crazy, Nora, no matter what they say.”

“We belong here!” Eleanora blinked her large, round eyes at Ophelia incredulously.

“Nora, there is something hanging over our family, something dark. I won't lie down and let it destroy me, or you. You have to fight it. We have to save ourselves!”

Eleanora stared at her, infuriatingly silent.

Her dark eyebrows slanted oddly against her large forehead. It would've made Ophelia laugh if the situation hadn't been so serious.

“No. I – I don't know. There are fairies in the attic . . . they think I don't know . . .” Eleanora finally answered. She started to rock, her eyes filling with tears.

Ophelia bit her lip. “Come away with me . . . please.”

Eleanora shook her head again with determined finality. Ophelia slumped back against the top step. She so wanted Eleanora to be stronger. She wanted to take her away and keep her safe beside her. But how could she do that when Eleanora wouldn't even step outside of the door?

The frog. It was made of china, a hideously conceived creature: sluggish green and wearing the outfit of a tin soldier, complete with a bayonet slung over his shoulder. Would it work? Ophelia remembered the stone boy and his frog in the reflecting pool. Finding her sister in such a state was proof enough in Ophelia's mind that the statue really had warned her.

“Okay, Nora, don’t worry I won’t force you to come . . . but if you're ever in danger, if you see anything or feel any worse, if you ever need me – whisper your message to Asparagus.”

Eleanora blinked at the frog's stupid face. “What will he do?”

“I don't know how it works, but he'll get the message to me somehow.”

Eleanora stared at her ugly toy.

“Or find any old statue outside and tell them you need me.”

“I don't go outside.”

“Then it will have to be Asparagus!” Ophelia leant over and kissed her sister's head, it hurt her more than any physical pain to leave her. “I have to go now, for both of us. While I'm gone you ignore those dormice, alright?”

A bright flash seemed to flit across Eleanora's eyes, a violet light that danced and then was gone in an instant. She blinked. “But you'll come back?”

Ophelia stared at her, but the light was gone, perhaps it had never been there at all. “Of course . . . and I will make things right, Nora. I always do, don't I?”

“You promise?”

Ophelia swallowed. She had to be brave. She had to be the old, fierce Ophelia or they were both lost. “I promise.”
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The Boy with Half a Soul

“Io non capito!” The man inside the ticket booth said for perhaps the thirtieth time. “This, my girl,” he continued in Italian, “is an antique.” He pulled down his half-moon spectacles and admired the fine script and precise, filigree trimmed border. It looked like a medieval manuscript.

“Do you want to sell it?”

“No!” Ophelia answered. “I want to use it!”

He sat back and blinked at her.

“Io non capito.”

Ophelia made a sound of frustration, reached into the booth and pulled her ticket out of his hands.

“Little girl, the Netherworld is not a real place. I can sell you a ticket to Padova, Venezia, Firenze, but this Netherworld . . . it is some kind of joke, no?”

— Across the off-white polished floor of the Roma Termini the closed eyes of a young man slumped on a bench shot open. It couldn't be . . . He was never this lucky.

He observed the mortal girl with hooded eyes, his long, thin form swathed in an ink-black cape. He looked seventeen, though his clothes were old-fashioned to the point of looking like a costume. His black cape concealed a doublet decorated in silver embroidery, lace-up black trousers and soft, black, leather boots. He had fine features and he would've been almost too handsome if he hadn't been so deathly pale. His eyes were as black as his thick shock of hair and if his cupid's bow mouth were to part, he would've revealed a full set of sharp, pointed teeth.

He clutched at a glass box at his side, under the cape. It was so overworked with silver design filigree that the thing inside was obscured from sight. It was his meal-ticket, the only reason he'd come to the Mortal Realm in the first place, and he needed to get it back to the Hart Family or he wasn't going to get paid. He made a horrible face. He hated this job. It was humiliating. Halprin Knight: delivery boy. Surely, this was rock bottom?

******

The Night Before

“You want me to do what?!” Halprin stared at the box with disgust.

“Just take it, would you? You'll get paid either way!” The Hart Nethercreature was older than Halprin, more on her way to being a shade than her human form. Her eyes were like over-large chips of flint, her long, black braids flowed like seaweed in the air above her head and her edges were smudged: smoke-like. Halprin raised a dark eyebrow. She could probably shift through walls at this stage, there was no outrunning her and the Harts’ may only be a minor glass family, but they were known to be absolutely merciless – heartless.

“But I thought I was being contracted to fight!” He whined. “This is no fun!”

She rolled her eyes and shoved the box into his hands. She took out an ugly, twisted dagger from her belt and held it out expectantly. It was already stained with blood.

“Oh, there'll be fighting. The Genovese never miss out on an opportunity to sabotage the harvest!” She grinned mockingly. “Now, run along Halprin, there's a good boy.”

“Can you call it a harvest if you only take one at a time?” Halprin ran a long finger across the top of the box, trying to peer past the silver curls of acanthus.

Gilly, a most unfortunate name for a Nethercreature, looked at him blankly. “What do you mean?”

Halprin smiled, looking entirely innocent, “it's just a little self-important and pretentious don't you think?”

“Pretentious?” Gilly blinked.

A drop of blood slipped off of the edge of the blade and rained down on the floorboard, unseen.

“Well, think about it. You go to pick an apple; you pick it right? One apple. You don't harvest it. Same with strawberries – or any type of fruit for that matter.”

Gilly continued to blink, looking stupefied.

“I suppose you could say picked, or plucked, though maybe that doesn't give you the vibe you're going for?”

“Vibe?”

Halprin's grin widened, showing off all his very pointed teeth, “yeah, ya' know, feel, atmosphere, taste . . . although I don't suppose you'd want to eat it. But then again because he's going to eat it, maybe that makes sense!” He tapped his bottom lip with feigned thoughtfulness.

“Quiet!” Gilly commanded in a fierce whisper. “You are insufferable Halprin! One more word out of you and . . .” Gilly's sentence died on her tongue.

A cold silence had engulfed them. All her attention was drawn to that fallen drop of blood that was now rising back through thin air to kiss the tip of her knife.

“Run, Halprin!”

But even as Halprin turned to the mirror on the wall the door to the room exploded. Splinters of wood shattered everywhere, and Gilly hit out with a crack of pale green light that was blasted aside by two streams of amber emanating from the wreckage of the doorway. There was glass everywhere. Gilly cursed loudly and cast out a cloud of thick, black smoke, which glittered strangely with tiny flecks of light. She turned and grabbed Halprin, roughly dragging him through the wall.

It hurt. It always hurt to be forced into magic you weren't capable of using yourself. Halprin almost dropped the box as they shifted right out of the building through the third story wall and down onto the paving below. It was late at night and there was barely anyone out on the streets. Even if there were, he and Gilly were two impossibilities; easy for the human mind to ignore.

“Damn you Halprin!” Gilly hissed. “This is all your fault!”

They hit the ground running and soon heard at least three pairs of feet clatter to the ground after them. Amber light erupted a foot or so behind them and Gilly looked over her shoulder, throwing her light-green magic back at the following Genovese, just catching the shoulder of the one on the left and sending him flying backwards. The Harts and the Genovese had been at odds for centuries and the only good Genovese in Gilly's opinion was a dead Genovese.

Gilly and Halprin tore across the Piazza d'Aracoeli, the grass muffling the sounds of their feet. The trees were too widely spread to offer them any cover and the Genovese were intent on destroying the box before it ever reached the Hart Palace. An amber stream fired past Halprin's ear, shooting through the trees and hitting an unfortunate taxicab as it sped into the Piazza di Saint Marco. The car tires screeched horribly as the car careered sideways and crashed headlong into the metal railings of the Altare della Patria. Halprin dashed across the street and peered into the car's side mirror. The smell of petrol clashed with the exciting, addicting taste of magic in the air. The car’s mirror was smashed. He cursed, loudly.

The cab driver opened his door and half fell out of it, bleeding from the bridge of his nose and swearing in a stream of Italian. Halprin pulled him all the way out, casting him roughly to the side, the mirror inside was intact. He reached inside to turn it towards him.

“Halprin, get out of the way!”

He looked up and saw a ball of amber light heading directly for the car, he quickly jumped aside before the entire thing exploded, sending shattered glass raining down onto the paving stones around him. Past the smoke he saw two Genovese running towards him with Gilly out ahead.

“Go! Get out of here! I'll Head them off!” She shouted.

His blood was roaring in his veins, the explosion had sent a ringing through his ears, but he picked himself up, jumped over the horrified cab driver and ran up the steps towards the immense, white-marble monument. He was soon completely out of breath.

I have to quit smoking. He thought for maybe only the second or third time in the last century. He could hear the fight continuing behind him as he rose higher and higher towards the colonnade.

“There's got to . . . be a . . . mirror . . . in there . . . hasn't there?!” He gasped, coughing and spluttering, cradling the box to his chest. He heard footsteps quickly catching up behind him. He was on the wide terrace now, beneath the eyes of a dozen or so statues and a plinth with a bronze man riding a horse towering over him. He hesitated, not knowing whether to turn right or left and that's when something struck him from behind, piercing through his cape and crashing through his ribcage. He stopped, bent over himself hacking like crazy, suffering more just then from his struggling lungs than the blow itself. His assailant caught up with him and Halprin rolled over, quickly covering the box with his cape. The man peered over him with mildly concealed displeasure.

“Halprin Knight, you weasel!”

Halprin smiled a lop-sided grin, looking rakish and unconcerned despite the dire circumstances. “Oh, hi Dolph. How's it going?”

Endolphin Genovese. Hell. Why did it have to be him? He thought with an inner sigh.

“You little turncoat! Working for the Harts now, are we? How disappointing.”

Halprin's smile took on a sardonic lilt. “I have no loyalties, you know that. Whoever pays gets the pleasure of my services!” He tried to shrug but instead winced from his wound.

Endolphin was no Nethercreature, he only had lesser, family magic, but whatever he lacked in power he made up for in cunning. He was a slender man, well dressed in an elaborate dove-grey, high-necked doublet with a short cape slung over one shoulder that showed no hint of the violent chase that had just ensued. The amber light danced at his fingertips, and he smiled over Halprin, looking remarkably fox-like with his red hair and thin moustache.

“You killed Gilly?” Halprin asked nonchalantly.

“All's fair in love and war. It's a shame that I'll have to kill you too; caught on the wrong side this time, Hal – what a pity.”

“I'd love to see you try.”

“Come now, Hal, everyone knows your Ghast is dead! You have no power.”

Halprin shrugged. “Care to test your theory?”

“Thought you'd never ask!” Endolphin smirked, the amber light tingled at his fingertips then grew, flowing over his hands as if they were on fire. Looking like he was scooping up an immense weight he pulled his hands forward and directed the flow of energy all at Halprin. It was so close Halprin could see the shards of glass form in the light like jagged, deadly, ice crystals. Halprin raised his hands up with little care whether he lived or died. The amber light cascaded toward him and to his absolute astonishment a faint, lilac light appeared from his forefinger. It shot out, creating a thin dome around him just before the Genovese light hit. Endolphin's family-magic was less potent than Halprin's and as it hit the shield, weak as it was, it bounced Endolphin's blast right back to its origin, sending Endolphin sailing through the air to come down hard at the bottom of the steps, out cold. The light vanished and Halprin blinked at his finger with surprise, through the rising smoke.

“That's . . . interesting!” He murmured, struggling to his feet.

He grimaced with pain, looking down at Endolphin's still form. He wouldn't kill him, he decided: tempting as it was. The Genovese paid well when they needed help and all feuding families in the Netherworld needed help when it came to taking down their rivals. Glass crunched under foot as he shuffled down the steps. There was no trace of Gilly below, she had already faded away into nothing. Lucky. He thought, only half meaning it.

It was no good finding a mirror now. Wounded, he would risk being pulled apart in the labyrinth mirror network as he tried to reach the Hart Palace. No, Halprin would have to head back the old-fashioned way.

******

Present

Ophelia marched away from the ticket booth feeling hot, angry and more like herself than she had in months. She was so caught up with her temper that she walked right into Halprin without seeing him.

“Watch where you're going, would you?” He said, reaching out a hand to vainly flick invisible dust off of his cape.

“Why don't you watch where you're going!” She looked him up and down. “What's up with you? Get lost on your way back to the Death Star, Vader?”

Wrapped up in his cape he loomed over her. “Yes, yes. Exactly” – it was always better to humour the Mortals; asking questions only ever led to lengthy explanations, irritation and accidental strangulation. At least that had been Halprin's experience – “I apologise!” He forced himself to say; he did need her after all. “I couldn't help overhearing that you wish to visit the Netherworld.”

Ophelia glared up at him with suspicion. “What do you know about it?”

“How to get there for a start. Which I'm guessing is more than you know.” He looked at the ticket in her hand, thinking how best to take it from her and disappear before she could notice.

Her face relaxed and those curious emerald eyes distracted him from his task.

“Thank goodness! Are you some sort of train conductor?”

His face fell into a look of deep displeasure at this suggestion, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“See I have these two tickets here and –”

“Two? You have two?”

Halprin’s frown lifted, but then again, this was all too convenient. All of a sudden, he had power again – even if only a little, and now some fragile mortal had popped up blabbering about the Netherworld with two tickets for the train.

“Let me see those!” He reached out a hand from his cape to grab them.

She snatched them away. “Nice try.”

He shot her a twisted smile. She wasn't as naïve as she looked.

“What do you want for it – the second ticket?”

“See me safely through to this Nether place, that's all.”

This was easy, too easy. “Deal!” He grinned, showing off every one of his sharp, pointy teeth.

She didn't flinch or look away, even though he was sure she saw his true form. He found it strange: he was actually interested in her. It had been a long time since he'd been interested in anything or anyone. He held out his hand to hers. She took it and shook.

“Halprin!” He said casually.

“Ophelia!” She tilted her head up and met his eyes with a steady gaze.

He fought the urge to laugh. “My dear, they're going to eat you alive down there!” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.

Ophelia raised an eyebrow. “Not if I eat them first.”
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The Infernal Terminus

They faced a wall just off to the side of the main terminal. People hurried by to their platforms and paid them no attention. Ophelia was used to it, she found that people paid very little attention in general. She applied this judgement to other people whilst being completely unaware that she and Halprin were being followed. Halprin should've been more aware, but, with his wound and his generally dismissive attitude towards mortals, Ethan and Autumn were completely off of his radar.

“What is the Netherworld anyway? Is it some sort of shadowland?” Ophelia asked, remembering what her grandmother had said and imagining a pitch-black pit, tunnelling deeper and deeper into the earth.

Halprin snorted with derision. “It's more real than this place. It's the place where magic and mortal meet and become intertwined.”

“But it is a real place?”

He rolled his eyes and faced the wall.

“You're going to have to look away!” Halprin said ominously.

“Why?” She squinted at his back.

“I need to use my Curio to open the gate.”

“What's a Curio?”

“You really don't know anything, do you?” Halprin sighed as if it were such a great effort to talk to her. “A Curio is an object that one chooses as a child to carry the magic given to each family. A lot of people choose rings, which is foolish because they're so easy to spot. It's considered very bad manners to look at another person's Curio and if you destroy it, well . . .”

“I see.” Ophelia turned around obligingly. But she didn't 'see'. In fact, she had a million more questions, particularly about the tantalising mention of magic, but, for now, she didn't want to appear as completely clueless as Halprin clearly thought she was. Answers would have to wait.

She looked out over the station behind them. It echoed with announcements crackling over the speakers and hundreds of footsteps clattered towards different platforms that would take them all over Italy – all over the world even, but the Netherworld – that was an entirely different place, a different world and none of those people knew it. Her blood felt alive, full of light and an energy that she had never felt before. I'm going home. She told herself. It's all real and I'm going home! She ignored any sense of dread or worry, trying to believe that what lay ahead of her was a better world than the one she was leaving. Perhaps if she could leave the Mortal World, she could forget all that had happened there; every shock, every trace of torture from the Institute, her false friends, her loveless family . . . but not Eleanora. She would never allow herself to forget Eleanora.

— Halprin raised an eyebrow, watching her over his shoulder as she rocked backwards and forwards on her feet, losing herself in her thoughts.

“Humans. He rolled his eyes again and when he was sure she wasn't looking he produced a bright, curious object from his cloak.

“Fide . . . honoris . . . genus . . .” He whispered.

The white tiles on the wall melted and melded together into the face of a snarling creature. Hollow eyes blinked at him and even he couldn't repress the shiver that crept across his chilled skin. Looking around furtively he quickly raised his Curio up to touch the flaring nostrils of the tile-beast. It growled, sending the rumbling sound tremoring through the wall in a shudder. Around it a bloom of lilac light flooded out, racing through the channels between the tiles. The creature reared its head as if it would tear itself out of the wall and swallow Halprin whole, but as it opened its jaws to their widest extent, the creature and the tiles around it burst into light. The outline of a doorway was left behind where the beast had been. A rush of air swept over Halprin from the place beyond. It smelled of the acrid, heavy scent of magic – it smelled like home.

Halprin quickly concealed his Curio back inside of his cape. “You can look now.”

Ophelia turned around expectantly and caught the gasp that rose in her throat. She needn't have bothered, wonder and surprise were written all over her features and Halprin smirked to see it. They were looking into a train station that was very different from the Roma Termini.

Halprin shifted his cloak around him. He felt cold, the kind of cold that most people can't come back from. He knew he needed to get back; he could feel the blood soaking through his undershirt. He walked forwards stiffly, turning to look at the still-stunned Ophelia.

“Are you coming or not?”

— Ophelia set her jaw, tilted her head down, balled up her fists and walked through the doorway as if she expected it to turn back into a wall at any moment. It didn't. She was safely through in a world of polished wood, fitted together in a patterned floor with panelled walls. There were elegant benches set down the centre of the hall and luggage loaded onto trolleys being pulled about by boys in uniform. There were people everywhere, odd people; men dressed like Halprin in doublets, cloaks and capes and the ladies in long dresses that swept the floor with jewels and flowers in their long hair. She watched, astonished, as transparent birds flitted around the tresses of a passing woman, weaving in and out of a crown of leaves but never going too far from her.

“Where are we?!” Ophelia couldn't feign disinterest, she spun around on her heel, taking in everything, from the stands selling pastries and coffee to the monumental clock hanging from the huge, vaulted ceiling. The clock looked older than time itself with four clock-faces on what looked like a gnarled, wooden stalactite. In fact, the whole of the train station seemed to be carved from the same wood, like the hollow of an immense tree or some seamless cuckoo clock.

“Main Station.” Halprin made a pained face. “People call it the Infernal Terminus, but please, I beg you, don't call it that or I won't speak to you ever again. It's the only way to get around the Netherworld unless you can travel through the mirror network like a Nethercreature.”

“We can travel through mirrors?!”

He looked her up and down pointedly. “You certainly couldn't.”

She scowled at him.

He ignored her and marched over to a line of ticket booths marked out with gold lettering set into the panelled wall beside where they had entered.

Ophelia snatched a glance at the doorway back to Rome. It was still open. She could clearly see the stark, white floors and utilitarian metal benches off to the side. The ordinary people were all still there, living their lives as if everything were just the same, not knowing that a whole new world had opened up inches away from their eye lines – in just that corner of your vision where you aren't sure if you saw something or not.

“Come on!” Halprin shouted.

Ophelia snapped to attention and scurried off after him.

“I know! I do have a bloody ticket, that's what I said you idiot!” Halprin was yelling when she reached him at the ticket booth. “I know I didn't have one before and now I do, alright?!”

“You must have a ticket to ride the train.” The Ticketmaster said in a monotonous drawl.

Ophelia looked at him and started. He was an odd creature, fully formed but with grey-green skin and a face that had the snappish look of a turtle. He was squeezed into a navy doublet with brass buttons, he may have been squeezed into trousers as well, but they were mercifully spared from that sight by the wooden exterior of the booth. He equally might have been fused to the booth, he looked ancient, a part of the station like moss or fungus growing on the side of a tree.

“Halprin,” Ophelia whispered, trying not to move her lips too much, “what is it?”

He looked down at her and tutted. “He’s a Penderghast – a bloody rude one.”

The Penderghast looked at him with a dull, lifeless expression on his grey features. “You must have a ticket to ride.”

“I heard you! Ophelia, would you?” Halprin waved his hand dismissively and she produced the two tickets and slid them through the gap in the metal grate.

The Penderghast took them slowly and produced an eyeglass to examine them.

“Do you really think I had the time to forge them?!” Halprin drummed his fingers on the ledge and glared at the creature.

Ophelia studied the thing closely. It was unlike anything she'd ever seen before, she felt as if she ought to be less surprised by things after all the years of whispering shadows, but this creature – this whole place was solid – undeniably so: a new reality unfolding before her very eyes.

******

“Where the hell are we?” Ethan's face was pinched with misery.

He hadn't wanted to follow Ophelia and he was long past regretting giving in to Autumn's pleas. She had pulled him right through the wall. It didn't make sense, but that was where the book had led them. And now he was cowering behind a stack of luggage feeling as if he would throw up into his socks.

“Shhhhh!” Autumn scolded. “She's with the boy in that silly, black cloak still. Here, you hold the book for a while, my arms hurt!” She shoved the Torrent book at him and went back to peering around the striped hat box to her right.

“They're leaving!”

“Oh no!” Ethan looked back the way they'd come and saw the last trace of the Roma Termini vanish. “Autumn the door's gone! Why is the door gone?”

“Shut up Ethan and let me think!” Autumn rubbed her temples hard. “I know!” She said suddenly and began to push the trolley over to the platform that Halprin and Ophelia had moved towards. Ethan had to jump up quickly to avoid being left behind and he edged beside Autumn, squeezing the book like a comforter.

“What are you doing?”

“Following them!”

“Why?!”

“I told you why Ethan! We let her down before and we're not going to do it again.”

“She doesn't look like she's in any danger right now!” Ethan hissed back angrily, trying to look inconspicuous as a couple passed them arm in arm looking at them with mild curiosity.

“I banished that thing that was chasing her, Ethan. It was” – she shuddered all over – “evil. She’s in danger. We won't let her face it alone.”

“We won't?”

“We won't!” Her tone was final, and she turned the trolley slightly to hide them from the sight of the ticket masters. By the time they made it to the platform entrance Ophelia and the boy in black had already walked through the metal gates and boarded the train. A ticket master, who was far more ordinary in appearance than the Penderghast, was standing by checking every ticket.

Autumn pulled back, out of sight, jamming the trolley against the nearby wall so it concealed them.

“How do we get on the train without a ticket?”

Ethan slowly pushed his glasses up his nose, trying not to catch her eye.

“What? You have an idea! I know you do!” Autumn pressed.

“Can't we just go home?”

“If the doorway is gone then I would guess not!” She looked at him steadily, ignoring how hard her heart was beating and how sweaty her palms had become. She was just as uncomfortable as he was, just as confused and alarmed, but she was focusing on Ophelia and ignoring everything else for the moment.

Ethan let out a long sigh and pointed at two chests on the trolley. One was a well-worn metal trunk; the other was much nicer with a curved lid and a light-blue leather exterior. “Chuck out their stuff and get in.”

Autumn paused for a second. She didn't like to break rules, she never had. Ophelia had always made her sick with her antics, but this was for the greater good after all.

“Alright then!” She whispered.

She pulled off her boot and struck the fragile lock of the blue one, hard. It sprung open. She pulled out the ladies clothing inside and tucked it into the gaps in the other luggage, paused for another fraction of a second, tugged the Torrent Book out of Ethan's arms then in another moment she was inside with the lid closed over her.

— “Hang on!” Ethan yelped, struggling with his own lock. It was made of iron and no matter how he pulled at it; it wouldn't budge.

“You there! Boy!”

The voice made the bile instantly rise up into Ethan’s throat. “M-me?” He squeaked, trying and failing to stand up straight.

It was a train guard in his navy uniform with brass buttons and a crimson stripe down the side of his trousers.

“Yes, you! Shirking your duties, are you? And” – he gasped with exaggerated horror, pulling the trolley away from the wall to reveal Ethan cowering behind it – “what the hell have you done with your uniform?”

“I errrr . . .” Ethan gulped. He didn't think using his father's title was going to be of much use in this place.

“Lost it did you?” The man had a large, black moustache that wiggled as he spoke, and Ethan was suddenly struck by the odd and unfortunate urge to laugh.

“What's wrong with you boy, speak up?”

“I – Ha – I hmmm . . .” He clapped his hand over his mouth to block the laughter from breaking out.

“Boy's an imbecile!” The guard said to himself, shaking his turbaned head. His patience was clearly hanging on by its last thread. “Fine! Just get the baggage on the train then go and get yourself a replacement uniform, for goodness’ sake!”

“Yes, sir . . .” Ethan didn't know what else to do so he did a half bow and a floppy salute. Teeth clenched with ill-concealed fury the guard opened the metal gate for Ethan to push the trolley inside.

******

“There you are, you're safely on the train!” Halprin said, installing Ophelia in a private carriage with red, velvet seats and more burgundy edged wood panelling than seemed necessary.

“Aren't you going to sit with me?” She blinked up at him, eyes large and innocent.

“I have the horrible feeling that you're going to ask questions and I would rather not talk to you – to anyone, if I can help it.” He pushed his black hair out of his eyes and looked at her with a half-smile.

“You said you'd see me safe to the Netherworld – is this it?”

“Not quite.”

“Then you haven't fulfilled your duty.”

“You gave me the ticket; I've already been paid. Why would I make any more effort than I already have?”

“Because this train is about to move, and I will follow you up and down through every carriage if I have to. If you ignore me then I shall have to sing to you. I can reach this really piercing note. It's not like an A or C or anything, it's not even a real note. My music teacher said it's quite awful.” She grinned wickedly and opened her mouth, ready to sing.

He looked at her and decided she was serious. With a groan of despair, he slumped down opposite her and wrapped his cloak around him like a blanket.

“Fine!” He said thickly. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything!” Her grin widened.

His next groan was drowned out by the great noise of the train's engine roaring to life.
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The Mortal Train

Ophelia's brow was knotted with concentration. She had asked Halprin a string of questions and was now pondering over what he had said, trying to make sense of it all. A Penderghast was a semi-magical creature that couldn’t give its powers to anyone, mortal or otherwise. They were very different from Ghasts which were the main source of magic for mortals and Nethercreatures in the Netherworld. As far as she could understand it, Ghasts were huge, powerful creatures that existed in another, entirely different place, but used the people in the Netherworld to do their bidding, granting them powers in exchange. Halprin told her that every family had a Ghast – some were just more powerful than others. This divided the Netherworld into the Great Families that controlled everything and Low Families who served them, like their Ghasts served the greater Ghast in their own realm. Her head was spinning.

She hardly knew what the Netherworld was. Despite Halprin's assurance that it was a real place, there wasn't anything beyond the train window that could be considered 'real'. All she could see was blue and green light, rushing past her. She couldn't focus on it and see what it was, other than a coloured brightness. The train had taken off with a jolt of speed and the track it was on twisted and turned as if gravity were a thing best left behind.

“And that's it! I'm not telling you anything else!” Halprin looked like death, or, at least a little more like death than he had at the station.

“Just one more question. Why did you need me to take the train?”

“It's the Mortal Train. I would've taken the mirror network if it wasn't for . . . Well, this . . .” He opened his doublet and revealed the horrible, black wound in his torso. The blackness had crept through the fibres of his shirt and marked him with a still-growing stain. Ophelia went green. Her expression amused him, so he took a long, white finger and poked it.

“Uh! I'm going to be sick!”

“Hey, watch out, not in my wound!” He quickly pulled his cape back around himself.

“How did you get it?” Ophelia asked, looking determinedly at the floor.

“I was doing a bit of contracting for the Hart family and got caught up in their war.”

“War?” Terrible images of tanks and spitfires flew through Ophelia's mind, straight out of her history textbooks. She could almost smell the gun-smoke, the blood. “What –”

“Enough!” Halprin snapped his fingers.

They didn't flare with light, but there was a spark there. He could feel it charging through his veins – that odd tingle felt brand new again. He looked at her with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “It's time for me to ask some questions now.”

She sat up straight, eyes hazy. So, at least he could enchant mortals . . . that was good to know.

“Why are you here?” He asked in a low voice.

“To save my sister. She was cursed. I was looking for a bracelet. I stole it, then it went missing. I asked the shadows where it was, and they showed me to the letter and the tickets!” Ophelia's voice was a blank monotone.

He frowned. He knew she was telling the truth, that was part of the enchantment. “You'd do all this for your sister?”

“I'd do anything for her.”

“But you haven't got a clue where you're going! You have no idea what you're doing, what danger you're in!”

“Have to try. Have to save her. She can't end up like me.”

Halprin sat back. His chest hurt. It had to be the wound. He looked at her properly for the first time. She looked young and lost. She was pale despite her complexion and bruised, but beneath that there was a light within her. Not a magical light, a sort of sincerity; an earnest desire to do something good, to make things right.

He swallowed hard and rubbed his chest. “Just exactly who are you?”

“I told you, my name is Ophelia.”

“Ophelia what?”

“Ophelia Isabella Waltham. Does that help? I really can't see why it would make a difference.” There was an edge to her tone – his enchantment was slipping.

He chewed on the inside of his cheek, thinking. “Waltham . . . I've never heard of any family called Waltham.”

“Oh, that's right. No, I suppose it's Dotti, not Waltham, that’s what the letter said.”

Halprin went a shade of white seemingly impossible on a human form. He sat up very straight and stared at her, black eyes like ink. “Dotti . . . you're a Dotti? You're not . . .” He swallowed hard. “You're not the lost Dotti, are you?”

“How on Earth, or wherever this is, would I know that?”

He sat back, mind racing.

“Why? Is it bad to be a Dotti?” Ophelia asked, feeling an odd sense of foreboding. Her mind was quickly clearing, but she was too new to magic to realise that she was breaking through his control.

Halprin shook his head rapidly, he twirled his finger artfully, gradually drawing back the final threads of the enchantment, hoping that she wouldn't feel its pull or see the faint strands of lilac and silver light.

“No, no, just . . .” He sat forward again, looking as if he would grab her hand – force her to listen to him, but he resisted. “Just remember, I helped you, alright?”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

Suddenly Halprin saw someone approaching their compartment from the corridor and peering through the window. He cursed then hopped over to sit beside Ophelia.

“What are you doing?” She looked at him quizzically.

“Just play along, would you?” His tone betrayed the slightest hint of fear.

He slumped down in his seat then reached forward to grab her shoulders, so she blocked any sight of him through the compartment window. Her hair fell over his face.

“What the hell are you doing?!”

“Shhhh!”

She turned to see who was coming but he grabbed her hand. Her skin was warm whilst his was ice cold. She snapped back to stare at him. Where their fingers had touched there was a prickle of electricity that felt different from magic. Halprin looked at her with his mouth open, but no sarcastic words came to break the silence.

Suddenly the Mortal Train plunged downwards. The violent drop sent them both crashing into the seat opposite and the people outside of their compartment held on to the door and sent it shunting open. Halprin automatically wrapped a protective arm around Ophelia, pinning her to the seat. Just as suddenly as it had dropped the train righted itself and the force that had pushed them forward released.

“Get off of me!” Ophelia pushed Halprin, fighting to free herself. She was breathless, irate and bright red with surprise, embarrassment and something else that she would never have admitted to.

The three men outside had managed with more grace than seemed plausible to compose themselves and stand in the open doorway with casual malice.

“Hal! There you are. Good of you to finally join us!” It was Endolphin Genovese. His cape was dirty, torn and rumpled now and he had bandages around his head and left hand.

“Dolph. Hi . . . how's it going?” Halprin smiled edgily. With as much dignity as he could muster, he took his seat and swept his dark hair out of his eyes.

“Not good, Hal, not good. But better now you're here!” Endolphin slipped into the compartment and sat down, carefully, so as not to crumple his suit further. The other two men stood blocking the door. They were well dressed, but far more solidly built than Endolphin. There was no getting past them. “You're going to hand it over, Hal.” Endolphin said, slowly removing the glove of his right hand and inspecting his perfectly manicured nails thoughtfully.

“Hand what over?”

“Is it really worth your life, boy?”

Halprin kicked his legs up beside Endolphin and slumped down in his seat, he stroked his angular jawbone, his brow furrowed seemingly in intense thought. “Is it worth my life? Hmmmm, interesting, interesting . . . But not quite as interesting as you insisting on calling me 'boy'. I am older than you, after all.”

— Ophelia looked quickly back and forth between the two. Halprin looked only a year or two older than her, Endolphin had a moustache and his smooth, combed back red hair was clearly receding. Perhaps he was in his early thirties? It was hard to tell, she was always terrible at guessing people's ages. “Older than him? What do you mean?”

Halprin raised a dark eyebrow. “I said no more questions and I meant it.”

She let out a sound of disgust. She was sick of this, sick of them. She stood up and went to the door. “Let me pass.”

The men didn't move, they didn't even look down at her.

“What? You're not leaving?” Endolphin said, voice low as a purring cat.

“Let her leave, Endolphin, she has nothing to do with the Harts, or me for that matter.”

Endolphin reached out and grabbed Ophelia's thin wrist, pulling her swiftly down to sit on his lap.

“Let me go!” She struggled, but even with his damaged hand he was a lot stronger than her.

“Sh, sh, shh!” He clasped his fingers around her bruised neck.

She gasped at the shock of pain.

“You don't want to do that, Dolph.” Halprin cautioned.

“Where did you find her Hal?” Endolphin tenderly stroked Ophelia's neck, just where her pulse beat angrily against her skin.

“I said, let me go!” She raised her hand up awkwardly to strike behind her and he caught it. His fingertips were bathed in amber light, holding her fist right at her eye-line so her vision blazed.

“Wild little thing, isn't she? You ought to teach her manners and tame her Hal. Or perhaps it's a little beyond you. I'll happily take her off of your hands. I might even consider us even then.”

Ophelia stared at the light, she was fascinated and terrified by it all at once. She could feel Endolphin smelling her hair, his lips brushing up against her earlobe. She had never been this angry in all her life. Past the orange glow she locked eyes with Halprin.

“How's he doing it?”

Endolphin laughed. “How very charming – an ingénue! Does she know about your garret? Your odd jobs and changing loyalties? The filthy slime you are? A parasite an inch away from the gutter?” He pressed his lips to Ophelia's ear. “My dear child you should see the Genovese Palace; you'll never want to leave . . .”

“Call on your name!” Halprin said steadily, ignoring Endolphin and finding himself fixated on Ophelia. He wanted to see what was going to happen next, more than he had wanted to see anything in a lifetime.

Ophelia smiled, but it wasn't a sweet smile.

“Name? What is your name, my little bird?” Endolphin asked, amused.

“Ophelia Isabella Dotti!” She said slowly, each word filled with anger and hatred.

She felt the energy surge up inside of her. The tips of her fingers were dipped in a deep, emerald light. Endolphin pushed her away from him sharply, the men at the door stepped back, uncertain. Ophelia stood before him; her fists engulfed in radiance. The train jerked around a sharp corner, but she held her ground without flinching.

“No!” Endolphin looked horrified. “No, it can't be!”

“I told you you wouldn't want to do it Dolph!” Halprin crossed his arms.

“I didn't know! I never would've –” He had broken out into a sweat, he was fumbling for his words, utterly changed.

“Get out!” Ophelia looked down at him with all her fury.

“I – I . . .”

“I said, get out!” She threw up an arm as if to brush him aside, but the light shot out instead, exploding into the compartment wall, windows and door with full force and blasting them to bits. There was something, many things, white and cutting in that light. The men outside were thrown against the train wall beyond the compartment and Endolphin sprang up and tore out of the hole in abject terror, stumbling over his companions in his haste. The force sent Ophelia flying back to the seat and into Halprin's side.

He yelled as she jogged his wound painfully. “Watch out!”

“Sorry!” She gasped, holding up her hands and watching frantically as the light faded away. “What was that? What did I do?!”

“Dotti magic. More powerful than Genovese or Knight.”

“Knight?”

He pointed at himself.

Ophelia stared at the smoking hole that had once been a wall. The white shards from within the light littered the wall. As she watched they softened and slowly disintegrated as if eaten up by a hoard of invisible moths. “I – I can't believe I did that.”

“Well, you're a Dotti. It's a good thing your aim sucks or you would've killed him.”

“But why do you care? He was going to kill you!”

Halprin shrugged, feeling in his cape and pulling out a long, thin pipe made of glass which was miraculously undamaged. He drew on it without lighting it and produced a large plume of blue-grey smoke that smelled strange and made Ophelia cough.

“I'd have gotten out of it somehow,” he drawled.

There's something in that pipe. Ophelia thought. It smelled sweet and bitter and turned Halprin's pupils large and drowsy.

“What was it he wanted?” She asked sharply, feeling as if she were losing whatever time she had to talk to him sensibly.

With a lazy half-smile Halprin drew out the glass and silver box. It was small enough to just be held in one hand so he could draw another long plume of smoke from his pipe.

“What is it?”

He let the pipe dangle in his mouth and flipped open the tiny clasp. The lid raised and Ophelia had to sit up to peer inside. What she saw made her turn quickly and throw up through the wreckage of the compartment wall. It had been a human heart, so small that it must've belonged to a child. And it was still beating.
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The Firioal City

Ophelia spent the rest of the journey with her head firmly turned away, not looking at Halprin or speaking a single syllable. She was exhausted and had slept in fits, awaking at intervals only to lose consciousness once again. This suited Halprin. The Haalstrum numbed the pain of his wound, and he watched the dancing, rushing, multicoloured light outside with a stupid, sickly grin painted across his face. This was made truly horrifying by his pointed teeth.

Outside there were stone arches springing into place now, that they were racing through. Great beams grew up around the track, sheets of glass and the occasional tree. There were rooftops too, when the train shot up on its track, twisted turrets and greened bronze copulas. No one came to their compartment: people were usually too wise in the Netherworld to run towards explosions. When the train finally stopped, he stood up unsteadily and kicked Ophelia's foot.

“We're here.”

“Where?” She groaned.

“Firioal City, Netherworld. I got you here in one piece. Is our business concluded?”

She nodded without looking up. Clearly the idea of that box with the heart inside, even if it was hidden behind his cape, was too much for her. He paused and pressed his forefinger against one of the shards that used to be the doorway. Part of him wanted to insist he escort her all the way to the front door of the Dotti Palace. There was probably a sizable reward for finding the lost Dotti, but that look on her face when she had seen the harvested heart. It had bothered him, which in itself bothered him more because he was never usually bothered by anything – not since he had been turned by the Knight Ghast. He didn't like how feeling felt. It was like his insides were itchy. And then there was that gaping hole below his heart – that needed seeing to. He could still die – after all, he was no shade.

“Well. Good luck then.” He said, sharp tone cutting through the drugged slur.

He wrapped his cape around his shivering limbs and stepped over the broken door. He hoped this was a temporary emotion. He didn't want a conscience – that would be bad for business.

— Ophelia waited until he had left the carriage before climbing out of it herself. Through a cloud of steam and smoke she stepped onto the busy platform. The floor beneath her feet was grey streaked marble, smudged and scuffled by the travellers rushing through the station to the city beyond. As soon as she was in the crowd Ophelia realised that she had no idea where she was going. She only had the tickets and the letter. There had been no address she was sure of it.

Something flew past her face; it was purple with smoke-like edges. Ophelia squinted, trying to catch a glimpse of it as it flapped its two larger wings. Its long tail sliced at the clouds of steam on the platform while two smaller wings fanned out to slow its descent. She ran forward after it and saw as it landed on the shoulder of a stout man in a brown cloak and chaperon. It had large, crystalline eyes and the face, body and tail of a salamander, it clung to the man with little claw hooks hidden in dense white and purple plumage on all four wings. Its tail was long and snakelike with purple feathers at its end. She couldn't have called it a bird or even a dragon. A wicked sheen glittered in its eye, and she watched as it nestled into its feathers and produced a golden chain with what looked like bones set with gemstones hanging off of it. The man smiled, took the chain and tucked it away into his cloak.

“Good job, Elgin!” She heard him say before she was jostled out of earshot by the crowd.

It was indeed no shadowland. Halprin had been right, it did somehow feel more real than reality. She looked left and right trying to spot his black cape . . . but no, he was gone. Hadn't that been what she had wanted anyway? She made her way through the clouds of smoke to a marble column, covered with carved leaves. People were still leaving the train and she couldn't see more than a foot or two ahead. It was as if she were lost in a crowd in the height of tourist season in Rome, she gripped the column and scrambled up it, using the curling acanthus as foot and hand holds. She pulled herself up to where a stone face was carved. It was a grotesque gargoyle and she found it quite horrible to be so close to its open jaws, but the thought of it was soon chased away when she looked out over the station. The train had brought her to a building with an immensely tall ceiling clouded with grey smog that was shot through with threads of flowing, coloured light. As she got used to it, she saw that the building had a skeleton of a roof, far up overhead, set with stained glass that glowed with what must be sunlight beyond. The light was hazy, as if it were just after sunset or just before sunrise. This station was all marble, arches and glass, unlike the Infernal Terminus but with a similar clock in its centre. She could see now that there were scenes picked out on the clock and moving parts that acted as dioramas, of what, she hadn't a clue.

She took a mental note of the way ahead then jumped down. As she walked around in wonder, she saw dozens of little shops and cafes set out inside. The air was filled with the conversations of people with places to be. It was very busy, and everyone was in the same sort of clothing as the people in the Infernal Terminus had been.

“Excuse me?” She tried to catch the attention of a woman who was anxiously holding a small, metal chest. “Excuse me!”

But the woman ignored her and hurried away too quickly, her floor-length, embroidered gown twirling over her pointed boots. Ophelia looked down at her clothes and bit her lip. She didn't belong here. She should've stayed with Halprin. Suddenly she saw something in the smog, a darker form.

“Shadow . . .” She curled her fingers around the edges of her hoodie sleeves and walked towards the distinctive blackness.

“Why did you bring me here?” She demanded with more command in her voice than she felt. The shadow slowly turned and to her surprise there was a solid form somewhere in there. Ice-blue eyes glimmered fleetingly, and a very real hand reached out and caught at her. She gasped and tried to draw back but found herself frozen.

“What did you say, mortal-girl?” The voice washed over her.

The words had made perfect sense to her. “I thought you were someone – something else!”

“Lost your Nethercreature, have you?” There was a slight growl to its tone, but she saw no mouth forming the words.

“Is – is that what you are?”

“But of course!” It billowed upwards, the eyes now staring down from a foot above her. “You dare to question it? Care to taste a little Montefiori magic?” Magenta light glowed under where the creature had hold of her hand.

“I – I'm a Dotti!” She stammered trying to fight the force holding her there.

“And I'm an emperor penguin!” It hissed with laughter.

“I am!”

People were jostling past her without stopping. They saw the Nethercreature, but kept away from it, giving it a wide berth. No one was going to help her, and she couldn't move.

“Dotti . . .” She breathed.

The green light danced at her fingertips, held firmly in place, one hand at her side, the other in the shadows grip. The green light was weak, only a wash of colour drowned out by the vibrant dark pink.

“Please . . .” She felt a wave of desperation hit her when something flashed over her sneaker with a pattering of tiny feet. She looked down and saw a creature with the same smoked edges as the bird-dragon, but this one looked more like a large ferret with a bushy, striped tail. It stopped in a pool of smoke and looked up at her with animal interest.

“Hello!” Ophelia said without thinking.

The creature cautiously stepped forward and sniffed the tip of her finger then raced up her leg and sat on her shoulder, black eyes fixed on the Nethercreature. With slow reluctance the shadowy thing let go of her hand. Ophelia almost fell forwards as she became un-frozen.

“Apologies . . .” The Nethercreature murmured without feeling, then drifted away into the smog.

Without his terrible presence the crowd swelled around her again and Ophelia was suddenly pushed by a small man carrying a great number of boxes. She tumbled onto the ground, face first. She thought for a moment that she had squished her furry little saviour and she looked around in horror for fur red with blood, only to see it was out in front chasing at the ankles of the man who had pushed her.

“Hey! Get off! Get off of me!” The man yelled, spinning round and round, losing boxes left and right.

The creature squealed and bit at every bit of flesh it could find.

“Hey!” Ophelia called it from where she was on the floor. “It's okay! Leave him alone.”

The thing stopped almost instantly and bounded over to her like an excited puppy. It ran up her body and placed its wet little nose on the tip of hers like a kiss. Ophelia laughed. “Thanks!” She said, running a hand over its glossy coat. He smelled like a sweet perfume had rubbed off on his fur. It reminded her of bluebells and caramel. Strange . . . he didn't feel quite solid. Suddenly the creature lifted its head as if it heard a sound, then dove away into the ever-present smog.

“Wait! Come back!” Ophelia stumbled to her feet and barged through the crowd following the tip of its thick tail.

“Come back!” She wished she had a biscuit or something that would tempt it to stop. Suddenly, it leapt towards a woman and raced up to her shoulder, sitting there – clearly quite at home.

“Can I help you?” Came the musical voice of the woman.

She was tall and slender. Her dress was pristine white, but the long sleeves were slashed, revealing emerald-green fabric beneath. A white hat shaded her pretty, heart-shaped face and the creature Ophelia had followed was now curled around her neck like a scarf. Ophelia felt foolish and she backed away, bumping into a table and chairs that she hadn't seen before, she realised that they were in one of the seating areas of a café in the station.

“Please, why don't you join me? Any friend of Furio is a friend of mine.” As she spoke, transparent green leaves appeared encircling the crown of her hat. They unfurled leaf by leaf then trailed over the brim in a veil, like a willow tree leaning over the bank of a river.

Ophelia blinked, the woman's voice was so warm and inviting. She suddenly remembered that it had been a very long time since she had  anything to eat or drink. There was an aura about this woman. The air smelled of her perfume and her movements were elegant and gentile. Ophelia decided that she was harmless.

“Alright. If you really don't mind.” Ophelia replied, carefully taking the proffered seat, feeling clumsy and rough compared to her host. The table was set for two as if she had been expected, and now that she could sit down, she noticed the potted boxed hedges that she had barged right through and the painted sign on the station wall. Café Charlotte in light blue lettering on a dark blue background.

“You aren't from here, are you?” The woman's hazel eyes were kind, her words weren't accusatory or mocking like Halprin's had been. She sat opposite Ophelia and poured them both a cup of steaming hot tea from a waiting china teapot and pushed a plate of pastries towards her.

Ophelia thought about lying but looking down at her jeans and dirty sneakers she knew there was nothing she could say that would be believable.

“No. I'm from the Mortal Realm.” She grabbed a pastry and ate it in three quick bites.

“Indeed!” The woman stroked Furio under his chin and he nuzzled happily into her.

Ophelia swallowed. “What is he?”

The woman smiled. “Furio? He's my Lares; my creature, my little friend.”

Ophelia nodded and sipped the tea. She felt tired. It was as if the comfort of a warm drink and some sustenance had told her body it could finally crash. The woman frowned, concerned. She had strawberry-blonde curls that framed her face under her hat, and she looked like a perfect angel to Ophelia in that moment. She almost looked as if she were glowing, but it must've been the green of the trailing willow leaves that made her look like that.

“You look lost. Are you lost, my dear?”

“I'm looking for my father.” Ophelia responded hazily.

“That's very interesting . . .” Her hazel eyes flashed with a sudden energy.

Ophelia frowned. “Why is it interesting?”

“Well, I was sent here to find someone, perhaps it is someone who is lost.”

“Well, that can't be me, no one knows I'm here.”

“Indeed!” She smiled and looked into the sweet, little face of the furry creature. “What do you say Furio? Shall we help this young lady find her way home?” The creature swished its tail left and right.

“Does he speak to you?” Ophelia asked in awe.

“Yes, but only to me I'm afraid.”

“What's a Lares?”

She laughed. “Silly me, I should've explained it better. He's one of my family spirits that has become attached to me. It's fairly common in the Netherworld, have you not been here before?”

“No.” Ophelia shook her head, staring at the thing.

Furio certainly looked spirit-like with the greenish tendrils of smoke ebbing away from his white and ginger coat.

“Well, my dear, where can we find your father and bring you safely home?” Her eyes narrowed in anticipation.

“I don't exactly have an address or anything. I'm looking for someone called Lorenzo – Lorenzo Dotti.”

The woman smiled as if this was exactly what she had expected Ophelia to say.

“Why then that will be the Villa Dotti, we can take my carriage, it's just waiting outside.”

“Oh yes! Hal – a boy I met – mentioned something like that, but he called it a palace.”

She laughed again. “Only very vulgar, unfashionable people still call them palaces, my dear. Come now, let's get you home!” She stood up and opened a great parasol that somehow cleared the smog and created a bubble of clear air around her. Ophelia hesitated for a second, but with a quick look at the woman she thought that in a fight she would come off much better than her, even if magic was involved.

“Come with me . . .” She paused, absent-mindedly twirling the tip of Furio's tail, causing the greenish smoke to twist in the air. “I'm sorry, what was it you said your name was?”

“Ophelia.”

“What a pretty name! My name is Lucrezia Dorvale!” She held out her hand daintily. Ophelia took it to shake but found herself pulled up to stand, slipped under the parasol and into the bubble.

*****

“I don't like it!” Ethan whined.

He had fallen face first out of the baggage carriage, stubbed his toes and grazed both elbows. They had gotten out as soon as the train stopped and hurried through the smog and noise to follow the disappearing form of Halprin. He was their black beacon in the haze, hopefully concealing Ophelia out in front of him. The outside of the station was dark and gloomy, and Ethan adopted the same attitude with ease.

Halprin had avoided the shops and walked straight through to the streets outside. It was just as full of grey clouds of fog as the station had been. The streets were cobbled with slick, worn stones and looming out of the fog on each side were buildings of marble, plaster and wood. Orbs of light contained in elaborate glass and metal chambers and suspended above the streets, did little to illuminate the way ahead. They were several streets away from the station before they realised Halprin was alone, and Ophelia was nowhere to be seen. They stopped and looked at each other with consternation.

“What do we do now?” Autumn hugged the Torrent Book tight.

“Go back?” Answered Ethan.

“Will you stop it?!”

“Well, I suppose we could catch up with him and ask him where she went?” Ethan scratched his head.

He didn't trust that boy in his fancy, stupid cape. Damn bat-boy. He was too handsome to begin with . . . in a pale, creepy kind of way, but that wasn't the point. Ethan was worried about Ophelia, even though he wouldn't own it. She was alone in this place, and he had heard rumours on the platform about a fight breaking out on the train. What if she'd been hurt?

“Hey! Where is he?” Autumn peered through the fog ahead. “Bloody smog! I can't see a thing!”

“Watch out!” Ethan pulled her out of the street just as carriage charged down the street at full speed. They sat where they had fallen in the gutter, shocked and soaked with water that didn't smell too pleasant.

“Why is it always me that falls over?”

“Usually because you deserve it!” Autumn looked at him with a sigh.

He grinned sheepishly. “I'd say I save people's lives just about enough to make up for it, don't you think?”

She couldn't help but smile. He stood up and held out his hand to help her up and onto the pavement.

“What now?” She shivered, looking about wearily.

“We head straight after bat-boy and hold him ransom until he tells us where she is!” Ethan puffed his chest out heroically. “Then we go home.”

She shook her head with a little snort of laughter, and they hurried off down the street in search of bat-boy.
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The Villa Dotti

The inside of the carriage was lined with black velvet. Ophelia ran a hand over the fabric, stroking it back and forth so the light caught the fibres at different angles. The whole carriage was filled with the perfume of the woman, it smelled like bluebells . . . or at least that was what it made Ophelia think of. She felt oddly young sitting there as the carriage bounced on the cobbled street. Perhaps it was because everything here was new to her. Yet the carriage, the streets, even the train seemed as if they were from some other time. Outside there were buildings with turrets, immense arched bridges and streets that suddenly sloped downwards or up, clinging to the sides of vast buildings made of stained plaster with dark wooden beams supporting it, glass or stone. It was a wonder the whole city stayed woven together, but then again it was probably somehow all connected by magic.

“Why is everything so” – there wasn't a polite way of phrasing it – “old here?”

Lucrezia laughed a tinkling, society laugh. “Mortal machines that run with electricity don't work here in the Netherworld. The Ghast magic sends them haywire.”

“Oh, right.” Ophelia replied without inflection.

“As for the rest,” continued Lucrezia, “we love beauty. We never stopped loving beauty, so we never saw the need to change.”

Ophelia raised an eyebrow, she couldn’t deny that the city was beautiful, it was like one of the fairy stories that she had read to Eleanora growing up – the one with the palace under the earth where the twelve princesses danced until their shoes fell apart. She shook her head and tried to remember what Halprin had said about Ghasts, it seemed to be very important here. Out of the corner of her eye Ophelia could see the woman and her Lares looking at her with intense interest. Furio's tail twitched with contained energy. Ophelia didn't like it.

“And all that fog or smoke or whatever outside? Is that to do with Ghasts too?” Ophelia asked, more to draw the woman's attention away from her, than to have an answer.

“It's run-off, a by-product of using magic.”

“Oh . . . right.” Ophelia was distracted. She was wondering if she could open the door and roll neatly out onto the street without injuring herself, from the fall or being trampled by another carriage. She was stopped in her train of thought by the carriage drawing to a gradual halt and the woman leaning forward and taking her arm.

“We're here! Why don't we go in together? It'll be such fun!”

Ophelia moved away from Lucrezia's grasp, shuffling to the carriage door in a swift movement.

“That's alright. Thanks for the lift.”

Ophelia could squirm out of the carriage and refuse to hold hands, but she couldn't stop Lucrezia from stepping down from the carriage after her and elegantly walking over the driveway towards the large set of wooden doors. Ophelia stopped and stared at the place. They were still very much in the centre of the Firioal city yet the building, protected by a high wall and tall cypress trees, was set aside from the crowded mess and seemed to exist in its own little world. The carriage had stopped on a gravel drive that fronted an immense house. It was a warren of oddly placed windows, chimneys and stonework, as big as the American embassy where Ethan lived. Ophelia took a step back, hearing her sneakers crunch on the little stones and shells underfoot.

“Are you sure this is the right place?” She called out after Lucrezia.

Lucrezia turned her laughing smile back over her shoulder. “Come on!”

Ophelia wasn't sure if she should turn and run or follow. There was an inscription above the open door and she squinted to see it. It was too worn to make out from that distance. She crunched forwards, hands deep in her pockets. She felt for her mother's broach and squeezed it tight.

Dotti. It was there, plain to see, written in the stone above the doorway and framed by falling tendrils of wisteria. So, it was the right place. Why did she feel sick? Perhaps it was just nerves about meeting her family for the first time. She hoped that's what it was, but she never usually got nervous. She remembered the Institute – that fear that came before every choked down pill, the anxiety that she had felt for the first time in those walls. She had thought it would fade away when she left. She supposed that had all just been wishful thinking. She looked at the building again. Yes, it looked a lot like the Institute . . . in some ways.

“That's it!” She whispered to herself bitterly. “But it isn't the same. Why would it be?”

“Lorenzo!” She heard Lucrezia's voice call out from inside. “Where are you?”

Ophelia felt her stomach leap. Her father's name. This is what she had come for. She couldn't, she wouldn't let the memory of the Institute stop her now. She took in a deep, steadying breath then marched inside under the carved imprint of her family name. Lucrezia was standing in a doorway just off to the left of the grand entrance. Ophelia stared up at an immense glass chandelier hanging from the ceiling, it was made of clear, green and pink glass and it was so large it didn't look possible that it was suspended from the ceiling without crashing to earth and bringing the roof down with it.

Lucrezia was standing with her back against the doorframe, holding the door just ajar enough for her slim form to fit in the gap. She had removed her hat and it was in her hand, transparent leaves trailing on the ground. It was an oddly familiar gesture and Ophelia tore herself away from the glass reflections to look at her again. Lucrezia hadn't just stumbled onto Ophelia. Her Lares had drawn her to her – why hadn't Ophelia seen that before?

“I have something for you, dearest!” Ophelia heard her say, muffled by the thick, wooden door. She couldn't hear the reply, but Lucrezia turned and smiled at her warmly, pushing the door open with a dramatic flourish. She held out her hand. “Come on, don't be shy!”

But Ophelia did feel shy, hopelessly so. This was awful. Autumn was always saying how terrible it felt and now Ophelia could finally appreciate her abject terror at any situation that would make her feel this way. But she forced her feet forward, one after the other, through the door and into what appeared to be a study.

She was standing on a highly polished floor in front of the most immaculately dressed man she had ever seen. He was sitting with his long legs crossed in front of him and a letter, just twitched back in his hands. His hair fell straight and silver-white past his shoulders, but his face was young and animated . . . those eyes . . . green – vibrant, the same ones that Ophelia had seen in her own mirror for the last fifteen years.

“Hey!” She said lamely, hands twisted behind her back. Hey? Really? She cringed at her own awkwardness.

“What is this, Lucrezia? One of your strays?” He arched an eyebrow imperiously.

Ophelia felt hot. This was a bad idea. It had been since the start. She began to back away.

“No, dear brother!” Lucrezia grinned impishly.

She was delicately removing her gloves and she sailed over to his chair and perched on his armrest to finish the task. “Look closely, I think you'll find something you've misplaced.”

Lorenzo's eyebrow raised to its highest extent. “What can you mean?”

He looked at Ophelia, really looked at her. Ophelia stopped edging backwards and stood there like a statue. She realised he was holding her there like the Nethercreature had. His fingers were touched with green light. She felt claustrophobic, but there was no fighting it. She pulled against it, but she couldn't move.

Suddenly a look of half-hope, half-fear fell over his features and he sprung up from his seat and bounded towards her like a dog whose long-lost master had finally returned.

“Ophelia?! Is it you? No, no, it can't be! Is it?”

She would've laughed at his hysterical exclamation had his eyes not been swimming with tears and her own heart thundering in her chest as if it would explode. His arms wrapped tightly around her and she felt almost suffocated by his embrace.

“My darling, darling, Ophelia! You came back to me!”

“Lory! Release her, she can't move!” Lucrezia rolled her eyes, still smiling, Furio was running circles round her shoulders with glee.

“Oh yes!” He stepped back and arched his long fingers in a swift movement and Ophelia felt herself sink a little and then she could move again.

He took her hands and looked into her eyes. “Oh, Ophelia! I thought I'd never see you again! But look . . . you're all grown up! And I missed it! I’ve missed it all!” He let the tears flow down his cheeks without wiping them away, as if he were too afraid to let go of her hands and have her vanish.

Ophelia felt a lump in her throat. Whatever she had hoped for upon finding her father she hadn't expected this sort of a reception. Her grandmother had never been really pleased to see her, even when she wasn't causing trouble. It was strange, unnatural even to be held and looked at with such intensity, such affection.

“How did you get here?” He drew her over to another armchair and sat down opposite her, still holding her hands as if he'd never consent to letting her go.

“I – I found your letter and then the train . . .”

He snapped his fingers with energy then grabbed her hand again. “The misuse of Dotti magic on the Mortal Train! That explains it!”

“It wasn't misuse!” Lucrezia corrected him with obvious enjoyment.

“You know when your magic is being used?” Ophelia asked, eyes wide.

“Family magic can be drained. We feel it when someone uses a great deal of it. What on earth were you doing on that train?”

Ophelia blushed. “I was attacked. I didn't know . . .”

“Attacked?!” Lorenzo was leaping up again, he was so full of energy, it was clear even without their vivid green eyes that they were father and daughter. “Who was it?” He looked like a leopard, waiting to pounce. Ophelia was scared, but she didn't know anything about family magic. Surely they would forgive her this one time?

“I – Well, you see, I got on the train with this boy, Halprin, and he didn't do anything wrong, in fact he helped me – I'm supposed to remember that! We were just sitting there minding our own business and this man came in and his friends or I guess they were his family? They blocked the door so I couldn't leave. Then he grabbed me and said he would take me back to his palace and his hands . . .” she shivered at the memory of it, “he wouldn't let me go.”

“His name?”

“Endolphin Genovese.”

Lorenzo sat back down, his hands folded, eyes closed. Ophelia wished she hadn't said anything at all. Was he angry with her? She didn't know him well enough to guess – she didn't know him at all.

“He called that Genovese hovel a palace?” Lucrezia shook her head as if it were the most amusing thing she'd heard all day.

Lorenzo looked up at his sister and smiled. It was a charming smile, but his eyes glittered with malevolence. “We're going to have a war, Lucrezia.”

Lucrezia clapped her hands together excitedly. “Oh, what fun! We haven't had a good war in ages!”

“I – I don't understand!” Ophelia looked at the two of them in confusion.

“We are a great family, Ophelia. The Genovese were fools to touch you, it is considered a challenge to our house and our Ghast. When this sort of insult occurs, it is our duty to declare war. But don't worry my dear, our magic is far greater than theirs, we shall smash them to pieces!” A little of Lucrezia's elegance slipped as she curled her delicate hand into a fist.

“Anyone who dares to lay even one finger on my daughter will suffer the consequences!” Lorenzo added.

“You're going to kill him? And his family too? Is that necessary? Is it even allowed here?” She had hated Endolphin with a passion, but she had felt as if she'd held her own with the explosion on the train, surely that was an end to it?

“Allowed?” Lorenzo's smile widened. “My darling girl, you're a Dotti! Everything is allowed.”

“Everything?”

“I suppose being kept in the Mortal World you had ever so many rules to follow!” Lucrezia shook her head sadly. “Your mother should've never taken you away, she –”

Lorenzo raised a hand to silence her. “You mustn't say a word against her, sister. She gave me Ophelia and see; she did give her the ticket in the end.”

So, he really didn't know about Eleanora . . . despite her father's clear joy at seeing her she didn't want to speak her sister's name, to reveal her existence – not yet. She had learnt not to trust a single soul; friend, foe, or even family. She would tread carefully for now, but she did feel bound to say something. “Not exactly . . .”

“What do you mean?”

“I found your letter, hidden in my grandmother's things . . . You do know my mother is dead, don't you?”

The look on Lorenzo's face answered her question and she felt terrible. It had been such a long time ago after all . . . but to him this was brand new information; a fresh wound, that she had been the one to cut. He ran a hand through his long hair. She had never seen someone's heart break before. He could've lost himself to that emotion, but the sight of his long-lost daughter drew him back and he swallowed down his grief. “You mentioned your grandmother . . .” He said slowly. “Were you with her all this time?”

“Yes.”

He sighed. “Elisa always told me her mother died when she was a child. I never thought that anything she told me before we were married was a lie. Afterwards, well . . .”

“I'm sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “You did everything right, Ophelia. And now you're here everything will be just as it was supposed to be! We shall change you out of those rags and then we shall plan ourselves a beautiful war.”

Ophelia looked down at her clothes. Rags? They didn't look particularly clean but rags was a little extreme. “If I'd have known I was coming here I would've worn my formal hoodie!” She joked.

Her father blinked. “Lucrezia?”

“Mortal humour, brother.”

“I see!” He laughed, but it was a confused, polite laugh. Ophelia tried to swallow, then tried to smile. She mentally decided to burn the damn hoodie.

She needed to learn all about this place. She needed to find out all about magic and curses. Only then would she consider telling them about Eleanora. Eleanora. Eleanora! She told herself over and over, forbidding herself to forget for one moment why she was here and what she had to do.
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Jobbernowl

Through the rising fog, swirling with the hints of coloured magic Ethan and Autumn followed the morose form of Halprin. He continuously dipped his head down every few paces and as they walked, he began to sway gently left and right.

“He's drunk!” Ethan exclaimed after a dank alleyway or two of this.

“Shhh! You don't know that!”

“I'd bet my last dime on it!”

“Shut up Ethan! He'll hear you!”

They were only a meter or so away from him, edging forward with every one of his steps. They would've held back further but the fog made it difficult to keep sight of him.

“He's stopping!” Autumn paused by some black, iron railings and held out an arm to block Ethan. They were outside of a townhouse that reminded Autumn of her native London. It had wooden beams and painted plaster like a Tudor manor . Great sections were stacked precariously on top of each other in a way that looked worryingly unsound. A large plaster shield hung above the door with a crest appearing in relief: two stags rearing up mid-battle over a light green backdrop cut with a yellow blade through the centre. Ethan and Autumn tried to look like normal passers-by leaning on the iron railings as Halprin walked unsteadily up the steps and rang the doorbell.

— The door was opened by a man in a crisp, light-yellow uniform sewn over with light-green embroidery. It threw a slight yellow reflection up onto his features that didn't at all suit his red complexion.

“May I help you?” He looked down his nose at Halprin who slumped against the wooden doorframe.

“I'm here to see Phanderfel Hart.” Halprin smiled, pointed teeth flashing in the lamplight filtering out from inside of the house.

“What business do you have with him?”

Halprin reached inside his cape and produced the glass box. “I have something of his.”

The servant's eyes widened and he reached out for the box with greedy fingers.

“Uh, uh, uh,” Halprin shook his head. “I will only release this to Phanderfel.”

“Where is Mistress Gilly?”

“Dead. The Genovese got her.”

The servant's eyes narrowed as if the name of Genovese were somehow poisonous in itself. “You'd best come in . . . Sir.” He stepped aside and closed the door as soon as Halprin had entered.

— “What do you think that was about?” Autumn turned a quizzical expression to Ethan.

“I don't caaaaaaare!”

Autumn rounded on him. “Alright, Ethan. What is it? You've been acting strangely ever since Ophelia came back. For months all you've been saying is how bad you feel and how much you want to make it right, but now she's actually back you're acting like a . . . a . . .” she struggled to find the right word, “jobbernowl!”

“A what?!”

“A dunce . . . a silly fellow!”

“Okay, okay, dial back the insults Autumn that one really stung!” He smirked.

Autumn didn't laugh. She stared at him with hurt and something approaching suspicion. His face fell and he ran a hand through his messy hair distractedly. “Oh, come on, Autumn! Have I been that bad?”

“Yes!”

“Well, it's all a bit mad, isn't it?! Isn't it normal to be kind of . . . jobbernowl-ish?”

“I guess so . . . but when we found the book you knew she was telling the truth. The pictures moved, Ethan. They showed us the shadow giving her the bracelet . . . then us all running page to page and her getting caught. I'm not saying I understand it all, but the one thing we can agree on is that the world isn't what we thought it was. It's closer to what she knew all along than what either of us could ever imagine.”

“Yeah, but did it have to be so different?! A whole other world of different?” He held onto the railings and looked up at a hint of what must be sky – just visible through the twirling clouds of fog.

“We swore an oath to each other to help Ophelia and not let her down again.” Autumn stated solemnly.

“But she isn't even here! We should've just stayed home and thought really intense happy thoughts for her.”

A tiny smile lit Autumn's face, but she quickly pouted her lips to stop it spreading. “The book said she was in danger . . . it said she would need our help.”

Ethan frowned at her. “Autumn, I didn't see where it said that.”

“It moves. It changes all the time, you know that! You have to get to know it, like a person.”

“About that, I –”

“Shhh! He's coming back outside!”

Halprin was stumbling down the steps clutching a fistful of large, foreign looking banknotes. They were edged with silver that crumpled as he shoved them inside of his doublet then continued on down the street.

Autumn set off after him.

“Autuuuuumn!” Ethan hissed catching up with her, gently taking her arm. “Let's turn back! We'll search the station and –” He broke off at the sound of a thump from up ahead. They looked at each other then ran forward, catching up with the figure of Halprin who was now collapsed on the pavement in a black mass.

“See! I told you he's drunk!” Ethan shook his head, disgusted.

“I don't think so . . . or at least I don't think it's just that!” Autumn replied.

She could see something black oozing out onto the dirty paving stones. “Here, hold this!” She shoved the Torrent Book into Ethan's arms and knelt down in front of Halprin. “Sir . . . errr, bat-boy? Can you hear me?” She reached out a tentative hand and gently shook him. Halprin groaned.

“Do you need help?”

“Autumn, come on, let's go!” Ethan looked around. They didn't belong there, and any fool could see that from a mile away.

She shook Halprin a little harder and his cape and open doublet fell away, revealing the gaping wound under his heart. Autumn gasped. The wound was black.

“He's hurt Ethan! Help me!”

Awkwardly juggling the book Ethan stooped to lend an arm and between the two of them they propped Halprin up like a limp doll.

Two men in flat hats and rough, worn cloaks walking side by side barged past them without pause and Ethan nearly dropped his share of Halprin and the book. He cursed under his breath but prevented himself from shouting at the strangers and drawing any more attention to their odd party.

“Where to?” Ethan asked through gritted teeth, trying to get a better grip on Halprin, the book, and the situation. “Back to that house?”

“No! It might have been them who did this to him!” Autumn felt like she was going to cry. She didn't like being in charge – that was Ophelia's job.

“Next sssstreet . . . top floor.” Halprin slurred, eyes closed, skin beaded with cold sweat.

“Oh good. He's alive.” Ethan said without a hint of sincerity.

“Come on, let's hurry!” Autumn jerked them onwards.

Halprin turned out to be far heavier than he looked, and Autumn and Ethan were both sweating heavily by the time they pulled him through the front door of the building and up the endless flights of stone stairs to the attic where he lived. Ethan crashed open the door and dragged Halprin inside, dumping him on a nearby chaise then collapsing on the floor and wheezing heavily.

“Thanks . . . . for . . . . the . . . help . . .” He gasped, reaching into his jacket and producing an inhaler with ‘Ethan’ written in black marker over masking tape. He shook it vigorously then breathed in the Ventolin in long, deep breaths.

“Sorry!” Autumn closed the garret door. “The stairs got too narrow and someone needed to carry the book!”

“What are you doing in my housssse? Get out!” Halprin ordered, delirious.

“Oh yes, shall we?” Ethan stood up, looking irritated. “Grateful jobbernowl isn't he?”

“Will you stop with the jobbernowl?! I didn't mean to say it, it was all I could think of. It was just one of those funny words we came across in one of the old book shops before we found the Torrent Book. He isn't well, we need to help him!” Autumn carefully set the book down on a dusty table and went over to Halprin, moving back his cape to see the wound.

“Help me take his clothes off!” She turned to Ethan.

“Buy a girl a drink firssssst!” Halprin grinned and coughed pathetically.

“I'm not taking anything off of him!”

“Ethan!”

With a scowl Ethan went over to Halprin and helped Autumn to take off his cape, doublet and undershirt. Black stained banknotes littered the floor at their feet, mixing with the thick layer of dust. Without his clothes Halprin began to shiver violently. Seeing him in such a state Ethan's better nature prevailed and he ransacked the cupboards until he found makeshift bandages and a twisted bottle that smelled strongly of spirits.

“Hey, what are you doing with that?” Halprin blearily looked at the bottle.

“Hold him still, Autumn!” Ethan said, pouring a good quantity over the wound then wiped away the blood with a strip of torn fabric. Halprin yelled out loud and fought against Autumn's grip, but he was too weak by now to break free.

“That sssstuffs expensive!” He mumbled when the pain subsided.

Ethan rolled his eyes and set to work binding the wound. With clumsy, fumbling fingers Halprin found the bottle and gulped down the rest of the contents with a desperate thirst that made Autumn's eyes water. As Ethan tied off the bandage Halprin fell back on the chaise in a drunken slumber.

“You're welcome!” Ethan glared at him.

“It's probably for the best. That wound though . . . should we call a doctor?”

“Oh, yeah, sure let's give them a call! I'm sure i servizi di emergenza will find us no problem! And even supposing they could, what is he Autumn? He can't be human . . . those teeth! And his blood is black! I thought at first it was just dark and dried, but it's flowing black!”

Autumn made a face and sat down cross legged on the floor. Like the table it was covered with dust. The whole place was a ruin of neglect.

“What are you doing?”

“Staying put!” Autumn hugged her knees.

“Why? Whatever he is, I'm sure he'll bounce back real quick!”

“Remember what I said, about you being a . . . well, not being yourself? You're doing it again. He's a person. Or at least a person-ish-thing. The Ethan I know wouldn't let someone die. Whoever or whatever he was.”

Ethan slumped his shoulders. None of it seemed real, that's why he hadn't cared, or at least that's what he told himself. He sat down heavily beside Autumn and looked at her, shame apparent in his self-deprecating smile. “Ethan here – back in the building, after a short, unexplained absence.”

“Good!” Autumn smiled and peered at Halprin over her knees with concern.

“Hey?” Ethan slowly traced a finger through the dust.

“Yeah?”

“Looks like we're gonna be here awhile . . .”

“Yeah . . . ?”

“Wanna make out?” Ethan waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

Her smile broke loose and she pushed him, rolling her eyes wildly.

“So, is that a no?”
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Belonging

Ophelia looked down at her new dress and touched the expensive silk, watching the light ripple over it like water. It was dark green: Dotti Green. It went perfectly with her eyes, and it made her light brown curls, and skin appear more golden somehow.

“We'll get your clothes made for you, but this will do for now.” Her Aunt Lucrezia smiled warmly.

Ophelia returned her smile, but with less enthusiasm. She felt constricted. She knew she'd stain the dress or tear it as soon as she moved. Despite her inner discomfort as she gazed into the looking glass, she saw an elegant woman; an Ophelia who would probably use a napkin and sign her name in cursive. Even her wild curls had been tamed and pinned back, only allowing a few strategic strands to fall loose around the embroidery at the top of her dress.

“Thank you.” Ophelia said as the maid slid in a decorative dragonfly pin as the final touch to her hair.

“This is Kashka Pybal, Ophelia. She is your maid for your particular use. The Pybal family have always worked for us. All the great families in the Netherworld have a lesser family that serves them, as their Ghast serves ours.”

Kashka bobbed a curtsy to Ophelia, holding out the green skirts of her uniform. Ophelia found this ridiculous, but she tried not to laugh, Kashka seemed to be taking it all so seriously it would've been unkind. Kashka had plain features but her hair, which was neatly braided away, was half white on one side and half brown on the other. It suited her. They were about the same age and Ophelia gave her a grin as if they shared a secret. Kashka started to smile back but stopped herself and lowered her eyes in subservience.

Ophelia felt that she had made a mistake, so she distractedly picked up a silver backed hairbrush and ran a hand over the bristles feeling the sharp sting of their touch. Everything in the Villa Dotti was so fine; priceless tapestries, silverware, chandeliers . . . manners. It was like living inside of a posed painting.

“Lucrezia, what is it that you do? The family . . . is it all just magic?”

“No, no!” She laughed. “We're Papermakers.”

Ophelia frowned. “Papermakers? Is that a trade that makes any sort of money?” Perhaps it does here, she thought, maybe everyone in the Netherworld goes bonkers for a good sheet of A4.

“My dear, we make the money!” Lucrezia smiled. “What do you think it's printed on?”

Ophelia flushed, feeling foolish. “Sorry. It's just strange being here . . . and, well, there never was much money in the hotel.”

“Hotel?” Lucrezia's usually pleasant tone sharpened.

Her perfume was making Ophelia's head ache and she frowned. “Can I ask you a question about Ghasts?”

Why was it so awkward to ask these things? Every question made her feel like an idiot. They were things that surely everyone here knew from the time they could talk.

“Of course!” Lucrezia took a flower from a nearby vase and held it to her hair, admiring it in the looking glass, sharpness gone.

“I don't really understand what they are. Are they something like a shadow? Or perhaps some sort of demon?”

The memory of the chase to the Piazza was replaying in her mind and she didn't see her aunt’s face drain of colour.

“Kashka, you may leave.” Lucrezia said firmly.

Kashka curtsied again and bolted out of the room.

“I'm sorry, did I say something wrong?”

“No need to be sorry, my dear!” Her Aunt turned a composed, slightly wild-eyed face towards her. “But you mustn't say such ugly words . . . words have a great deal of power.”

Ophelia put a hand to her burning cheek. “I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to offend you! It's just that back home there was this creature and –”

Without warning Lucrezia flew forward, taking Ophelia's cheeks in her hands which glowed with emerald light. Her eyes were huge and suddenly full of tears. “This is your home, Ophelia! You will forget that other place! Forget it! Your thoughts won't pull you back there . . . they'll fall away into nothing. Nothing back there binds you anymore!”

Ophelia blinked rapidly. The smell of perfume was too strong, she felt like it was clouding up her mind.

“You want to belong! That's all you want! You want to stay here, for your father. You mustn't ever leave, or even think about leaving! You'll break his heart if you do. There is nothing else, Ophelia, nowhere else! You belong here.”

Ophelia's eyes fluttered closed and Lucrezia let go of her. She turned back to the mirror and let out a long breath then took up a powder puff and gently pressed it to the side of her nose.

Furio had been curled up under the dressing table and he cautiously jumped up onto the arm of Ophelia's chair and sniffed her face. Blooming under each eye were two silver-white flowers. They looked like stars printed onto Ophelia's skin, but they were made of paper.

“Hemerocallis . . .” Lucrezia breathed. “Forget.”

With a sharp intake of breath Ophelia opened her eyes. “Did I . . . ? I must've fallen asleep . . .” She murmured.

She knew she had been thinking . . . or perhaps dreaming of something, but the thought drifted away as she looked around her. Her Aunt smiled sweetly, turning to her without a trace of tears or anxiety on her pretty features.

“You've had a long journey, my love. Why don't we take a turn in the garden? The fresh air will make you feel yourself again and I can answer all your questions about Ghasts and Nether-things.”

Ophelia nodded; eyes hooded. Whatever it was she had been dreaming of it mustn't have been important. She took her aunt’s arm and they stepped out of the French windows and onto a terrace.

All of the back rooms of the house led out onto either the upper or lower terrace. They were each connected by stone staircases and looked out over a tiered garden of tall trees, hedge mazes and hundreds of concealed fountains. The magical runoff was less dense here. It clung to the edges, almost completely concealing the buildings surrounding the Villa so that, if you squinted, you could believe you were in a snow globe where only the villa and its garden existed. Ophelia tried to mirror her aunt’s tiny, elegant steps as they crossed the terrace and walked down the steep, moss covered steps into the garden. They were met by the sound of running water and the damp smell of stone, slick with algae. Under the protection of the lower terrace, a grotto had been artfully formed out of cement and water dripped from the ceiling into a basin below. Under the rim of the basin was the Dotti crest: an oak tree with roots exposed on a shield. Ophelia had seen these sorts of artificial caverns many times before in Italy but the statue in the centre of the basin was something new and altogether quite monstrous. She tried to step back, flinching away from Lucrezia's grip, but her aunt caught her hand and held her there.

“Now, you mustn't be afraid, Ophelia . . .”

The statue loomed in the darkness, huge and terrible. It was made of blackest marble and was a formless mass of a creature that, if you looked at it from different angles, you would swear it was moving. Its clawed hands grasped out from the depths, clutching a ring fused into a lump of uncut stone. Despite being half submerged in rock the silver band was still visible with a large, green jewel set in its centre.

“It is a-a dem –”

“Our Ghast!” Lucrezia broke in before Ophelia could say more. “The Dotti Ghast, or at least an image of him. It is from him that we draw our power.”

Ophelia stared in horror at the wide-open jaws, the sharp, curling tongue and the gruesome needle-like teeth. “And what does he ask for in return?” She didn't even attempt to conceal her revulsion.

“Oh . . . little things. Every Ghast is different. Sometimes he'll ask for something as simple as a hairpin.” Lucrezia reached out and gently slid the dragonfly pin out of Ophelia's hair. The gems on the wings caught the light as she smiled and tossed it into the basin. “Other times it's something different, like a lie or taking something that isn't yours . . . Sometimes it's something more than that . . .”

Like a heart in a box. Ophelia could see it beat before her. But no, that wasn't what Lucrezia meant . . . was it?

“I don't think I would want –”

“Does it really matter so much? Whatever he would want?” Lucrezia took off her glove, tugging it by its delicate, stainless edge. Her fingers appeared almost as pale as the white fabric, but in a moment they were illuminated by beautiful, green light, Dotti green light. She stroked her hand across her own smooth cheek and sighed, her eyes closed as she savoured the sensation. “How did you feel on the train, Ophelia?”

“On the train? I . . .”

“You felt alive, didn't you? You felt like nothing else mattered in all the world except for you and that power rushing through your veins.”

Ophelia cast her eyes down into the basin. The dragonfly pin wasn't there anymore. She could clearly see the bottom of the basin, but the pin was gone.

“I felt . . . powerful.”

“And didn't you ever steal something or tell a lie?”

Ophelia thought of the bracelet and looked away again.

“Those were throw-away things! Things that meant nothing! This . . .” Lucrezia looked up into the commanding, terrible features of the stone Ghast. Furio curled his tail around her neck, his face hidden from those stone eyes. “This means something! After all, . . . isn't there anything you want, Ophelia?”

Ophelia thought for a moment. There had been something . . . something awfully, terribly important, but it seemed to have slipped right out of her mind. Was it the bracelet? No, she could barely picture that now. It hurt to think of it. But there had been something, or was it someone else? She squeezed her eyes shut tight as two new stars bloomed painfully on her cheeks. No . . . it was nothing. The thought was gone. There was nothing else but this: she wanted to belong. Yes, that was it, that was what was important. She must belong to this place. She reached out, frowning and stroked the soft fur on the tip of Furio's tail.

“I want a Lares . . . like you.” She whispered with a dreamy half-smile.

“You must ask for it!” Lucrezia sounded breathless. “Ask him for it.”

Ophelia swallowed and looked into the horrific features of the statue.

“I want a Lares!” She repeated, looking into the blank, stone-black eyes.

She didn't know what she had been expecting; light, explosions, terror. But it wasn't like that at all. There wasn't even any feeling of dread or evil to it. They were only met by a low buzzing sound.

“What is that?”

“Hush . . .” Lucrezia put a trembling finger to her lips.

Ophelia looked around, but no, the buzzing was coming from the statue itself. From the great, terrible mouth. She squinted and saw something catch the light. It was the dragonfly pin, now filled with a sort of life, its jewel-encrusted wings vibrating as it flew out of the statue’s jaws. As soon as it passed the teeth it turned into green smoke and drifted over to Ophelia. She felt frozen with fear as the smoke moved around her with uncertainty. It was as if it wasn't sure what to do.

“Don't be afraid!” Lucrezia urged, but Ophelia couldn't help it. The smoke was cold, and it gave her Goosebumps. She couldn't see her aunt through the green haze.

“What is it?” She asked with panic in her voice.

“I am Piper!” The words appeared in her mind. “I am yours.”

“Piper?”

At the sound of its name the smoke barrelled together in a bundle at the edge of the basin. It seemed to be looking around itself and caught sight of Furio. Furio leaned forwards with intense interest, one paw raised. Piper quickly made up his mind and from the smoke a form appeared. He was almost a copy of Furio, though smaller and younger looking with tawny fur instead of striped. His black eyes fixed on Ophelia with adoration.

“Hi!” She tentatively reached out a hand to him, holding her breath.

With a deft leap he jumped all the way up onto her shoulder and rubbed his small head against her cheek. As scared as she had been surrounded by the smoke, it all fell away in a moment.

“Wonderful!” Lucrezia simpered.

She held out a hand to Ophelia and this time Ophelia took it without hesitation and allowed herself to be drawn forward. “Not yet, but soon you will kiss the Ghast Ring and bind yourself to us, won't that be marvellous, my love? For now, all we need is for you to find your Curio.”

Ophelia smiled, she was stroking Piper's chin, barely listening. “Hmmm? My Curio? Oh yes . . . the boy on the train mentioned those. What are they?”

“Talismans, marking you for your family. It's usually jewellery.” Lucrezia paused and drew a long pin out of her hair that Ophelia hadn't realised was there. She held it out carefully in two hands for Ophelia to inspect. The end of the pin was a large diamond held in the mouth of a cat made of silver. The rest of it was a regular pin all the way down to its wickedly pointed end.

“It's beautiful! The boy on the train wouldn't show me his.”

“I should hope not! But we're family and I trust you. We'll go shopping tomorrow and begin your search – it can take quite some time to find the right object.”

“Oh no! I know exactly what I can use! But wait . . .” Ophelia had thought of her mother's brooch as soon as she had seen the hat pin, but the brooch was currently pinned to the inside of the hoodie that was swiftly making its way to be burned with her jeans and converses.

“No!” She gasped, picked up her skirts and ran up the staircase and over the terrace without a second thought for Lucrezia. Piper jumped to the ground and ran with her, feeling every bit as anxious as she did.

“Kashka!” Ophelia screamed, skidding on the polished, wooden floorboards of the room as she dived through the French doors. She ran into the corridor, not knowing where to go or where to begin to look. She looked at the long, sweeping staircase and hunched over to pull off the tiny, heeled shoes that she had borrowed from Lucrezia. She was just about to leap down the stairs when an awkward cough sounded nearby.

“Did you call for me, Miss?” Her voice sounded coarse after Lucrezia's mannered tones.

Ophelia turned, a shoe in each hand, to see Kashka standing there as if she'd always been stationed at the top of the stairs. Ophelia's nose and eyes were streaming.

“Kashka!” She gasped. “Where are my clothes, the old ones?”

“I threw them away.” Kashka went red. “Was I not supposed to?”

Ophelia sunk to her knees. She was surprised at how wretched she felt. “No. You did exactly as you were asked. It's just . . . there was something pinned to the inside of my hoodie. Something very, very precious to me that I . . .” She couldn't contain a sob.

Piper kissed his nose to whatever patch of skin he could find, desperate to console her.

“Oh . . . there was one thing . . .” Kashka felt inside of her apron pocket and revealed the brooch looking slightly tarnished but still completely intact.

Ophelia jumped to her feet with as much energy as her father and grasped it with joy. “How did you save it?!”

“I saw it in the fire, I thought it must be a mistake, so I nudged it out and kept it just in case.”

Ophelia jumped on her, hugging her so tight the other girl almost choked.

“Miss!”

“Thank you, thank you! I won't ever forget it! You don't know what this means to me! You saved me from impending doom, from utter disaster!”

Kashka grinned, losing all the deference and reserve she was supposed to show. “See, it's all alright now!”

A little trace of a frown suddenly creased between Ophelia's eyebrows. “What if I hadn't said anything? You wouldn't have kept it . . . would you?”

“I don't know what you mean, Miss . . .” but there was a catch to Kashka's 'Miss' and a steely glint to her eye that made Ophelia wonder. Kashka cast her eyes down as she had before, but this time it seemed more like bad acting to Ophelia than anything else. Ophelia would've questioned her again, but a ringing shudder of tinkling glass caused both girls to look out over the staircase at the great chandelier. It was moving, shaking in the way you'd expect to see when revealing an immense dinosaur just about to appear and rip the house open. The floor was shaking too in expectant tremors. Something was coming. Ophelia, Kashka and Piper ran to the balustrade, clinging to it as the quaking intensified.

“What's happening?” Ophelia cried out over the painful music of the glass. But Kashka was just as surprised as she was. All they could do was watch in horror as the thick chain that suspended the chandelier from the ceiling slipped through its mooring and the immense body of glass sailed through the air and down towards the floor beneath them.
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First Blood

Ophelia cried out, jumping back. She pulled Kashka with her and shielded her face, expecting a flurry of splintered glass to consume them at any moment. But none came. She opened her eyes to see curls of smoke run through with streaks of amber light rising around them. Through the runoff of magic she could see movement – shining glimpses of things flying around in the air. She wasn't afraid: she was too spellbound to feel fear. She walked through the smoke, right up to the balustrade, resting her fingers lightly on the smooth stone. Piper climbed one of the spindles and sat beside her hand, alert and baring his fangs protectively. The entire chandelier was suspended before her. It had stopped in its drop to meet the floor and remained entirely intact, but it was changing, rearranging itself piece by piece.

“What is it?” She murmured with wonder. It was like a puzzle where you weren't sure what you were looking at until the last piece was set into place.

“It's a lady!” She heard Piper's voice thread through her mind.

The face made of shards of glass turned gracefully to look at her. The lady was a mosaic of the clear, green and pink glass, but at her heart she shone with an amber light that intensified to fill the entire entrance hall. She reached out a hand to Ophelia. The tip of the finger was made of a clear, glass teardrop cut to look like a honeysuckle leaf that had hung from the bottom of the chandelier. It was turned around now, so it formed a point like a sharp fingernail. Ophelia reached out, captivated by the glass lady, hypnotised by the large, pink, transparent eyes that seemed to blink at her. Their hands moved to meet, suspended out between the space beyond the balustrade. Ophelia leant over; arm extended.

“Ophelia!” Piper's tiny voice penetrated her mind.

Then all in a moment the spell seemed broken. Kashka was grabbing her round the waist and pulling her back, away from the edge.

“What's happening?” Ophelia snapped to her senses.

“That's Anthimia Genovese!” Kashka hissed.

The woman laughed in a shudder of tinkling chimes. “If I wanted you dead, little low-creature. You wouldn't have air in your lungs to dare pronounce my name.”

The glass face didn't look quite so beautiful to Ophelia now. It was too sharp, the pink eyes and green shard lips seemed poisonous and unreal.

“Anthimia, to what do we owe the honour?” Ophelia heard her father's voice echo up from the ground floor.

Anthimia, larger than life in her glass form, turned instantly and used the thick chain to sail away from the girls and down to suspend herself above him. The girls raced back to the balustrade to watch Lorenzo. He seemed entirely unconcerned, standing on the marble floor with his arms crossed over his immaculate jerkin. He seemed larger too, magnified as they looked at him through the twisted glass. Anthimia twirled her skirts, making the sound of a thousand wind-chimes and setting Ophelia's teeth on edge.

“I come in peace, Lorenzo.”

“Indeed?”

“Why must we have a war? It's so . . . tacky, so passé.”

“My dear, you have been at war with the Hart family for generations.”

She flicked her hand, a bauble broke loose, arced through the air and shattered to pieces not far from Lorenzo's foot. He didn't move.

“That's old war. Old wars are different, almost like traditions by this point. Nouveau war is for low families! Not for great houses such as ours.”

“Your son is the cause of all this, Anthimia. He drew first blood.”

The control and ease with which Anthimia had been holding herself seemed to slip a little then. A note of desperation cascaded through the glass. “Blood? Blood? But there was no blood! Only pride, Lorenzo! Would you go to war over that? He didn't know who she was! You know he would never dare go near her if he did. We're allies! We always have been.”

Lorenzo shook his head in feigned disappointment. “Ah yes, isn't it a pity that he chose to ruin it for us all?”

“She's just a girl Lorenzo! You know if one of my daughters had been harassed by one of your nephews, we would find a way to work things out! Perhaps this could be seen as an opportunity rather than an insult?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Lorenzo raised an eyebrow.

“Marriage, of course!” She clapped her hands together with a sickening crack.

Ophelia stood up straight, ready to invoke the Dotti name herself and blow the glass lady to bits. The thought of being bound to that man was a fate she couldn't bear to imagine. Piper quickly climbed onto her shoulder, his tail grazing her lips as if to silence her. She bit her tongue, holding back her anger.

“Endolphin needs to settle down, and your daughter is quite beautiful . . . a true Dotti.”

Lorenzo rolled his eyes slightly, bored by her flattery. “Perhaps I value my daughter more than you value any of yours. Do you seriously think I would throw her away on a brute who attacked her?”

Ophelia's heart knotted in her chest. To be believed . . . to be fought for, she never knew family could be like this.

“Besides,” he continued, “she has been chosen. You may as well have attacked the Dotti Ghast directly.”

She shrank back, away from Lorenzo. “I had no idea! Believe me! I'm sure Endolphin would have never-”

Lorenzo held up a hand to stop her. “We're done here, Anthimia.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Well then. If it's a war you want, then a war you shall have!”

Every single piece of glass that made her rotated to its sharpest end. In a great rush of air and magic they threw themselves at Lorenzo breaking apart her image until nothing was left. The razor-sharp glass raced to meet him. The force of it pushed him backwards, his boots skidded on the marble, but he didn’t fall. Stake after stake drove themselves into him, sticking him and the wall behind him like pin cushions. In one heart-stopping moment he was cut to pieces, bleeding from thousands of glass thorns pierced through his flesh. Ophelia cried out and tried to run, intending to leap down from the balustrade and – well, she hadn't thought further than that. But Kashka held her still and her shout was eclipsed by the awful ringing of glass.

“Wait!” Kashka commanded.

Lorenzo's hand was still aloft and as the glass stilled around him green light shot out of his fingertips and engulfed him in a writhing pool of light. The sound of biting, breaking glass lasted only in one terrible second and then the curling smoke took on a distinctively green hue. Uncoiling from where it had fallen, the great chain snaked upwards to its mooring, anchoring itself back in place, then with incredible speed piece after piece of glass flew up to meet it. They wrenched themselves out of his body and the wood panelling behind him then shot up past the first floor to where the chandelier had originally hung. It was like watching it fall in reverse. In less than a minute it appeared from the smoke, exactly as it had been except for the one smashed bauble that crunched under Lorenzo's shoe as he walked back to his office, his wounds knitted themselves together quicker than his black blood could dry.

“Lucrezia!” His voice drifted over to the girls from below. “Summon the family!”

“You can let go of me now.” Ophelia said, letting out a long breath of air.

“They won't want you now, they'll call you when you're wanted.”

“I understand. Now, please, let me go.”

They were crumpled on the ground with Kashka's arms locked around her middle. Slowly Kashka released her grip and Ophelia stood up. Her silk dress was horribly crumpled, and her hair had tumbled down over her shoulders in utter disarray.

“Are you supposed to tackle me?” Ophelia asked conversationally.

“No, that would be unthinkable . . . however . . . saving your life, if I can, is part of the job.” Kashka reached out and began smoothing Ophelia's skirt while Piper licked his fur, neatly forcing it back into place. Transparent green light laced Kashka's fingers, nowhere near as strong or vibrant as Lorenzo's had been, but enough to smooth the silk, ironing out the damage with each practical movement.

“You saved my life?” Ophelia raised a sceptical eyebrow.

“Well, if you will go trying to jump off of landings.”

Ophelia made a face. She'd jumped off roofs before, a first-floor drop was nothing compared with jumping from roof to roof after shadows. “Will he be alright?” She asked gravely.

“I expect so. I don't envy his valet though if he insists on keeping those clothes!” Kashka grinned.

“What did my father mean when he said I was chosen?”

“They didn't tell you? Well, you get special powers from the Ghast, and then I get to be your valet . . . or something closer to a valet than a maid. At least that's what I've been training for. They really didn't tell you? I don't suppose I can explain it better than they could.” Kashka rubbed her cheek roughly. “You know you nearly ruined it all by disappearing for all that time. I hated cleaning fires and darning socks. Waste of magic if you ask me.”

“But what if I don't want to be chosen?”

Piper looked at Ophelia with concern. Her features were twisting up with effort. Lucrezia's enchantment was picking apart her mind. She began a train of thought and then found herself alighting at a very different station than the one that she had intended to reach. And now she was there, the way back to where she had been was blocked from her. Two more Hemerocallis blossomed under her eyes.

Kashka silently noted the change. “I don't know why you wouldn't want it. You get the strongest Ghast magic there is, and you live for ages and get to know all sorts of secrets. Even the low families have a chosen one. Mine is my great aunt. My baby brother is supposed to be one too – when he's older.”

Ophelia blinked, struggling to focus. “What sort of magic is it? Is it like my father's?”

“Stronger.”

“And could I do what I wanted with it?”

“What were you thinking of doing?”

An idea from before loosened itself from the others and became mixed up with paper, glass and war. “Revenge.”

Kashka gave her a wicked smile. “Revenge . . . we can do revenge, just point me in the right direction.”
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The Edge of Reality

Something was happening to Ophelia's mind, something as slow and subtle as smoke rising up off of the ground. All the hurt and injustice of her life in the Mortal Realm seemed sharp and brought into focus. Whilst the source of them; the memories that bound with those emotions became clouded and pushed aside. A small voice somewhere in her mind told her there was something . . . someone she was forgetting, but the voices of hate and anger were louder, drowning it out, calling her name.

“Ophelia!” Echoed up the grand staircase, amplified by the tall ceiling.

She was in her room. It was the first time she'd ever had one to herself. It had thick, dark-blue curtains sewn over with silver stars. The bed was covered by a large canopy hung with the same fabric and the walls were papered with birds that moved through waving stalks of bamboo on a silver lake with a midnight blue sky. Kashka knocked then hurried through the door as Ophelia was pulling her shoes back on.

“Quickly!” She urged Kashka as the other girl rushed to pin her hair in place.

It had been her father's voice calling. Ophelia had slept, though she wasn't sure for how long, or what time it was. It was so hard to tell, even with the drapes pulled back. It was still that hazy insubstantial light, always waiting to become darkness or light, but never quite deciding which it was.

Kashka added the last pin. “If your hair wasn't so wild it would've been a lot easier.” She grumbled.

Ophelia hid a smile, she preferred this Kashka to the one who curtsied and called her 'Miss'.

“Ophelia!” Echoed out again.

She shot Kashka a look. “You won't forget what I asked you?”

“No, now go!”

Ophelia nodded then slipped out of the room and down the stairs with Piper at her heels. She was just in time to see a man appear in her father's study with an audible crack of green light. She jumped back, almost tripping on the thick, patterned rug.

“Ah, Ophelia, good morning! Sorry to startle you! This is my brother. Perfect timing! Don't you love it when that happens?” Lorenzo beamed, overflowing with energy and enthusiasm.

He was sitting at his desk writing notes then flicking them away into a hand mirror held in place by Lucrezia. As the paper touched the surface each note disappeared into the glass, losing its reflection in an instant.

“Ophelia!” Her uncle stepped forward and reached for her hand.

She stared at him as he bowed over her fingers with effortless charm. His features were similar to her father's but that's where the resemblance ended. He was very tall and thin, his skin and hair were utterly devoid of colour. He wore black, leather gloves, and his teeth were pointed like Halprin's. But the most startling thing about him were his eyes which were blood-red, with no pupil or iris to be seen, that and the fact that his edges seemed to be somehow out of focus. He was wearing a black, embroidered half-cape and carried a cane with a silver handle. She felt Piper inch back behind her legs – he was afraid of him.

“My name is Mandabel.” He said in a low voice. “We have been searching for you for a very long time.”

“She was in Rome!” Lorenzo stopped writing for a moment, his fountain pen frozen over the purple edged paper. “Ophelia . . . what's that on your face?” He frowned.

Ophelia rubbed her cheek. “What?”

“Just a freckle or a beauty mark, dearest,” Lucrezia responded, “nothing to worry about. Very pretty in fact, don't you think?” She looked at her brother and held his gaze as all the joy drained out of his expression. She held that long look until he swallowed and returned to writing with a frown knotted between his brows as if he were thinking very hard about something that hurt a great deal.

“Rome?” Mandabel drew Ophelia's attention away.

“Her grandmother is still alive. Elisa was far more thorough than we ever imagined.” Lucrezia answered.

“Oh yes?” Mandabel stroked his chin. “Clever girl.”

Lucrezia smiled, she was looking very intently at Ophelia who was still rubbing her cheek self-consciously. “I think white would be nice, don't you, Lory?”

“White for what?” Ophelia blinked.

“For the ball of course!” Lucrezia laughed her society laugh. “Would you ring for tea Mandy? It's dreadfully tiring holding up this mirror.”

“Sorry, my dear, I'm almost finished!” Lorenzo quickly scribbled off three more notes and flicked them away as Mandabel pulled on a long, twisted cord near the door.

“There, you can put it down now!” Lorenzo smiled. “White did you say?” He looked at Ophelia. “As long as it isn't too plain.”

Ophelia searched his face and hands, but she couldn't see any scars or signs of Anthimia's glass shards. He was wearing a new doublet in darkest blue – a calm ocean.

“Ball? What ball? Aren't you planning a war?”

“Of course! But this is far more important, my love!” Lucrezia set down the mirror and skipped over to Ophelia with delight. “You must be entered into society! And of course, we want to show you off now that you're home.”

Ophelia's face flooded with colour. Flattery might not work on her father, but she was coming to find that she rather liked it. “But won't it be dangerous not to prepare, in case the Genovese attack again?”

“The Genovese!” Mandabel spat, his eyes looked as if they were laughing but it was hard to tell. “My dear, a threat from a Genovese to a Dotti is like a puppy barking at a wolf!”

Ophelia tried not to glare at him. She clenched her fists at her sides. It wasn't her fault she didn't know anything.

“We'll get to them. Although I'm not sure if I agree with Lucrezia. The ball is important, but the war is at least of equal importance!” Lorenzo grinned and sat back in his chair. “It will be a welcome diversion. The family will be arriving shortly, and we have so much to prepare.”

“Are they going to come through the mirror?”

“You learn fast, Ophelia! But no . . . alas, they cannot travel like that. Mortals get twisted and turned about by the mirror network. You need strong magic to find your way through and even then it can get rather dicey!” Her father replied softly. He'd seen how Mandabel's comment had piqued her, and she was grateful for his compliment.

Tea was served in the morning room which was filled with fragile-looking furniture and looked out over the gardens. As they sat and sipped from bone-china people began to arrive from around the villa. It was such a sprawling network of passages and rooms that it seemed the family needed special summons to gather at this particular room.

With each new entrant Ophelia's family tree grew another branch. There were more cousins and great aunts and uncles than Ophelia could dream to remember the names of, and she sipped her tea for an excuse not to have to talk to anyone.

“They're rather a lot, aren't they?” A handsome boy of around seventeen sat down beside her. He had been wearing glasses with a mirror-bright reflection, but he rakishly pulled them aside, revealing hazel eyes like Lucrezia's. He had sandy-brown hair and a little scar of gouged out flesh under his right eye. “I'm Shaw.”

“Yes, they said your name when you came in, thanks for repeating it though.”

“You don't remember me, do you?”

She blushed. “Sorry . . . I know I probably should, but I don't remember the Netherworld at all.”

“That’s alright, it's probably for the best. You used to pull on my ears and we'd make each other cry.”

“Oh no! Really?”

He laughed. “It's alright, you were still my favourite cousin, and I really did have ginormous ears. Grown into them now, thank Ghast!” He smiled, his eyes creasing at the edges. “So, what's it like Up-Top then?”

“Top? So . . . are we underground here?”

“No, sorry, just my silly way of putting it. It's a sort of in-between place, the Netherworld, not quite this or that, one foot in both places. My tutor used to call it a reality bridge between the Ghast dimension and the Mortal world.”

“Oh, how interesting!”

He looked at her with a hint of embarrassment. “I wish I could tell you more, I never paid that much attention to my tutor. My sister Annie was always a better student than I was!” He leaned his head back over the sofa. “Annie!” He called out upside-down.

A pretty, voluptuous girl with dimples and light brown ringlets looked over the room with a questioning expression.

“Remember anything about the nature of the universe?”

She picked up a plate of sandwiches and came and sat beside them.

“Well?” Shaw raised an eyebrow expectantly.

“What? Oh, right! No, not especially.” She shrugged her shoulders. As she moved a trail of rose buds bloomed along the neckline of her light pink gown.

“Why did you bother coming over then?” Shaw asked, laughing.

“Looked more fun over here. Have a sandwich!” She handed them over to Ophelia who took one and put the whole thing in her mouth, chewing and eating it in record time. The siblings laughed.

“Sorry, I've been told I have no manners!” Ophelia was sure she had been told that many times . . . but she couldn't remember who had said it.

“Oh, no it's fine! Just don't let mother see you eat like that; she'll have an aneurysm!”

“Who is your mother again?”

“Your Aunt Lucrezia.”

Ophelia blinked. “But she can't be more than a few years older than you!”

Shaw rolled his eyes. “I suppose it's what you'd call a mis-use of family magic. I'm afraid you'll find us horribly vain here, Ophelia.”

“Ghast magic works best with vices – see! I do remember a little of what Dr. Sayed taught us!” Annie grinned, perfectly displaying her dimples. “Vanity . . . avarice . . .”

“Now don't go naming any more aunts and uncles, Annie! She's had enough!” Shaw grinned.

Ophelia laughed and stroked Piper, curled up happily beside her. “There's so much to learn about being a Dotti. I feel as if I'll never catch up.”

“Well, we're Dorvales technically, because mummy is a Dotti, but daddy is a Dorvale: it's another great house. You'll pick it all up eventually, everybody does.” Explained Annie, reaching for another sandwich and nibbling on it delicately.

“Tell you what,” Shaw tapped his chin, “I'll make a trade with you. Your stories from Up Top for everything we know about the minutiae of life as an aristocrat in the Firioal City?”

“Deal!” Ophelia stuck out her hand and they shook. Ophelia kept hold of his hand and leant forward. “Will you teach me magic too? That's what I really want to learn.”

An odd expression fell over Shaw's face. Ophelia wasn't sure, but it looked an awful lot like embarrassment. She let go of his hand, ready to apologise for whatever she'd said wrong this time.

“I think it would be better for Mandabel to be your tutor in that art.” Her father, sitting nearby, broke in before she could think of what to say.

Ophelia wanted to protest, but her new-found family were all watching her, so she held her tongue.

“We can begin now if you wish.” Mandabel was standing beside her father like an ominous, black, grandfather clock.

“Now?” She almost squeaked.

“There's no time like the present, and I'm a very busy man – particularly with dear brothers who like to declare war.” He smiled ironically at Lorenzo.

“Don't keep her too long, Mandy! The twins and I are taking her to the dressmakers at eleven and she still needs her Curio.”

“Send Shaw for us when you want her. We'll be in the garden!” Mandabel held the French doors open with one long, gloved hand and Ophelia had no choice but to set down her teacup and head outside and away from the warm comfort of the morning room.

Mandabel stared hard at Piper on her shoulder and shook his head slowly. Piper shrank back and hopped onto the top of an armchair as Ophelia passed by. As soon as she was outside Mandabel shut the French doors behind them. Piper stared out of the window after Ophelia as if being parted from her was akin to dying a series of tiny, agonising deaths.

— “Uncle?” A youth of around nineteen, approached Lorenzo's chair. “Are you ready?”

Lorenzo put down his papers and stood up, taking off his doublet and rolling up his sleeves.

“Do be careful Lory.” Lucrezia stood up and kissed his cheek.

“Those Genovese won't know what hit them!” He strode confidently out of the room with several of the men following him. Shaw got up to follow but his mother caught his hand and shook her head.

“Dotti, my love . . .” She whispered. “Only Dotti . . . for now.”
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Mandabel’s Magic

“You have to learn discipline, Ophelia!” His legs were long, and he strode out into the garden with purpose. Ophelia tripped behind him, struggling with her skirts and ill-fitting shoes. The grass was wet, and it quickly darkened the edges of the silk. She thought distractedly that she was going to be needing Kashka a great deal if she was expected to remain as elegant as Lucrezia. As they stepped down a long, steep flight of stairs it only seemed to get wetter and more clouded over with the low-lying fogs. It was all grey and water-slicked green and it made her miss for the first time the warm glow of sunlight and endless blue skies of Rome . . . It had been called Rome . . . hadn't it?

“Why do we have to go outside?”

Her skin ached for warmth, and she shivered all over. She frowned, the skies in her memories were fading. The need for warmth was chased away by a desire for shade; for cool, damp air and swirling mists. She blinked and raised her free hand to her cheek. The sting of the new Hemerocallis didn't torment her flesh quite as much as it once had. They seared for only a second and then the memories were shrouded in the forgotten corners of her mind.

“We need peace – silence so you can concentrate.”

She looked ahead at her uncle. Yes – she was learning magic, that's what she was doing.

“You do know I don't have a Curio yet, don't you?”

“All the better. You can learn to control yourself first. Besides, you will be using a different sort of magic than the rest of the family.”

She was lagging behind and he paused with a sigh, grabbed her wrist and pulled her on into a circular hedge maze that formed the centrepiece of the second tier of the garden.

“Hey!” Ophelia protested. “What's the rush?” She was struggling to be polite to him, fighting that instant dislike she had felt for him when he had appeared in the morning room.

“My dear niece, you have lost years of time. You would've studied with me from the moment your ability revealed itself if your mother hadn't squirrelled you away in the Mortal Realm.”

He shifted through the hedges as if they were sliding doors and didn't seem to feel the same radiating shock of pain that Ophelia did with each barrier passed. She gasped at the pain. The hedge felt there and yet not there, and it hurt her brain as well as her body.

“What about school?” She tried to concentrate on her uncle.

“Do you lack education? We can call up Dr. Sayed, if you require further instruction.”

“No!” She replied quickly.

She had hated school and if Dr. Sayed was anything like her uncle, she didn't think she could stand two of them. She squeezed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth, surging on and on through the pain.

By the time they reached the centre of the maze she felt as if she'd been pricked all over with tiny needles and she was panting. He kept hold of her wrist and led her over to a sundial that was surrounded by a wild tangle of ivy and roses, there were poppies too and other wildflowers growing in amongst them with just a small path cut through to the dial.

“Step up!” Mandabel ordered.

Ophelia looked at him with irritation. “It's too high, I can't. Not in this dress.”

“Think that you can. Concentrate on it. I will strengthen your power with my own. Go on.”

She turned her focus from him to the sundial. You're not so tall. She thought. Or at least I'm taller! She stepped purposely forward and right into the column base.

The tangled roses crawled around the stonework and their stems were studded with thorns. Her hands came away with the bite marks of the barbs pressed into her palms. She had forgotten to put on the gloves Lucrezia had given her. She swore in a lengthy string of Italian.

“Step up, not in!” Mandabel sounded frustrated already. He took her hand again to help steady her and she winced as his gloves pressed into her fresh wounds.

She looked angrily at the dial. I can step up. I will step up, she told herself. She raised up a foot and found herself rising up off of the ground at the height of the top of the dial. With Mandabel's grip to steady her she touched first one foot and then the other down and stood looking over his head from the height of the dial. She let out a long breath. Her curls fizzled with a thrill of magic and around her the green-tinged smoke curled.

“That's better!” Mandabel let go of her and stepped back.

He glanced down at his black, leather glove and inspected the bright red droplets of her blood that had been transferred. He pierced one of the beads and watched it burst and form a tiny stream, racing away from his finger and dropping off of his glove and onto the grass below. “Tell me . . . have you used your magic before?”

“A little. I called on the Dotti name in the Mortal Train and the wall exploded.” She grinned with pride.

Mandabel tutted. “That's family magic. Have you worked magic without the use of the Dotti name?”

Ophelia blinked. “Yes . . . I think so, but why is it not the same? Is it because I was chosen?”

Mandabel raised an eyebrow. “So, you've been told already. And you quite understand it?”

Ophelia didn't like his condescending tone. Of course, she didn't understand it, but there was no need to say it like that. “Of course I do!” She replied defiantly.

“Wonderful!” He smiled, showing off his pointed teeth. “That saves us some time.”

Ophelia looked away. She cursed her own stupid pride, but she thought it was worse to go back on what she'd said now.

Mandabel made an arch movement with his hand and closed it into a fist. A wind caught at the flowers around her and each one of them slowly curled up its petals and sealed itself shut.

“Now, without using family magic I want you to make the flowers bloom.”

“That's easy! I've done that before!”

“Then by all means, begin!” Mandabel crossed his arms and watched her with those unnerving red eyes.

Ophelia shut her eyes and concentrated hard. She was thinking of all the times she'd done it for . . . Who? Who had she done it for? She chased the memories through her mind. They were slipping away, and she couldn't understand why. She felt sick, shaken. After a moment or two she peeked open one eye. Nothing had changed, the flowers were still closed and Mandabel's eyebrow was raised again.

“Well, it doesn't work every time.” She explained lamely.

“It should!” He replied flatly. “What were you thinking of?”

“I – I don't know!” Little bites like bee stings prickled around her eyes and she gasped, raising her fingers to touch them.

Mandabel folded his arms, watching the silver-white stars appear around her eyes, there were quite a few now freckling her skin. “Hemerocallis . . .” He muttered to himself, shaking his head. “Lucrezia.”

“What?” Ophelia squinted at him, her feet faltering a little on the uneven surface of the dial.

He smiled, but it didn't look particularly pleasant. “Ophelia. You must be present in the moment. Magic is transient. You must find the magic for this moment, not from the past.”

Ophelia shut her eyes again. She tried, she really tried to clear her mind and focus on the flowers, but now she couldn't stop thinking about the ball, her cousins, the house, Piper. As soon as she pushed one thing to the side another popped up. And then there was the boy with the ink-black eyes . . . Halprin. Why did her mind lead her back to Halprin? He was irritating, utterly apathetic and maddeningly arrogant, but his touch had been like electricity . . . It wasn't like Ethan's kiss. Ethan's kiss had been nice . . . A perfect first kiss that had happened to come with a side order of backstabbing and months of mental torture . . . Ethan? . . . Who?

“Ouch!” The pain seared another constellation onto her skin then drifted away, forgotten in an instant.

“Ophelia!” Her uncle snapped.

Her eyes shot open. The flowers directly surrounding her feet were aflame like twelve candles lit around her. The flames raged upwards towards her. She gasped and pulled back her skirts. Mandabel moved his hand in in a wave of smoke-tinged wind, the flowers were extinguished.

“Sorry.”

“Well, at least it was something. You do have some magic in you, but you aren't trying hard enough.”

“It isn't exactly easy!”

“You were chosen by our family Ghast precisely because it should be easy for you. Only those with the greatest talent for magic are chosen to be gifted with more elevated magics. It is a proportional gift. If the Ghast found you lacking he wouldn't bother with you. Therefore, you simply aren't trying.”

“If I'm no good then he can give his power to someone else.”

“Believe me, if it worked like that then things would be very, very different, dear niece.” His eyes were narrowed, and his tone was like acid. She stepped back and almost lost her footing but managed to stay on the dial and stop herself from falling to the thorns.

“Ophelia!” Shaw's voice called out from somewhere in the maze. “It's time to go!”

She looked at her uncle. He sighed and held out a hand to help her hop down from the dial. She didn't even try to use magic, she landed lightly, her years of mischief in that clouded past serving her for something. He tilted his head, observing her every movement.

“Homework. You must learn to clear your mind. And you must promise me you won't use family magic until you have a grasp on the greater Ghast magics.”

“Alright!” She fought the urge to shrug.

He kept hold of her hand and squeezed it tight. “You must swear it!”

“I swear, I swear!” She tore her hand free and ran to Shaw who was standing under the arch of hedge that formed the entrance to the centre. Piper was perched on his shoulder, but as soon as he saw Ophelia he leapt off of Shaw and bounced over to her.

“Ophelia!” Piper’s voice fled into her mind, and she bent down letting him race up her arm and nuzzle into her neck with pure joy and relief.

“Glad I could be a convenient taxi-service!” Shaw said, flicking invisible dust off of his exquisite grey cape and looking around him. “I haven't been in here since I was a child! It's a devil of a way to remember! Uncle could you –”

But Mandabel suddenly disappeared behind Ophelia in a crack of green light and smoke.

Shaw made a face. “That's what I call mean spirited!”

Ophelia laughed. “It's alright, you wouldn't like his way through, it would spoil your nice cape!”

Shaw squared up his collar. “Oh, do you like it? That's very good, cousin! Appealing to people's vanity is the first and most important step in Firioal society – well done!” He grinned and held out his arm for her. “Now let's try and find our way out before Mother gets tired of waiting and leaves without us!”
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Family Honour

“It's beautiful, isn't it?” Lucrezia's voice was as soft as a kitten's purr as they looked through the casement. Beyond the smoked glass, jewels caught the hazy Netherworld light. They were suspended like flies in a spider's web, waiting to be devoured by magic. Ophelia tilted her head to one side.

“Yes . . . it is.”

What had caught her attention was a pin in the shape of a crescent moon with a star suspended on the bar of the pin. It was half the size of her palm and glittered all over with tiny diamonds. It was surrounded by other jewels, yet it alone seemed to stand out on its blue velvet cushion.

They were in the Jewellery District of the Firioal city. It was a crowded network of twisted alleys, filled with numerous little crooked shops all selling Curios. They had visited half a dozen after the dressmakers, and they all seemed to blend together in a wave of sparkling diamonds, rubies, pearls and precious metals.

“It's a bit small!” remarked Annie dismissively.

“Better for keeping it hidden.” Shaw stifled a yawn. “Yours is so large you always have to wear about fifteen other pieces to throw people off.”

Annie pouted. “That's kind of the point, Shaw! See, it's part of a set and then you don't know which one it is.”

“I know which one it is you always fiddle with it, it's the –”

“Children!” Lucrezia interrupted. “This is your cousin's decision.”

Ophelia moved away from the display, running a hand along the window ledge. She was wearing new gloves, covering the scratches from the thorns, and had a hood pinned to her curls. Lucrezia had picked out fabric for so many dresses that Ophelia couldn't imagine wearing them all. She was tired. It was a lot more work being Ophelia Dotti than it ever was being Ophelia Waltham.

“If I'm not supposed to use family magic, why do I need a Curio?” She thought aloud.

“Curios bind you to the family, it's like a contract. It helps us to find each other and mark us out to other houses.” Lucrezia replied, speaking as she would to a child.

“But I used family magic before without a Curio.”

“Ah, yes, I asked Mandabel about that. He said the Dotti Ghast gave you magic when you were lost, so that you would use it and be found or else use it to find your way back . . . and so you did.”

Ophelia frowned. “So, I don't need a Curio?”

“Don't you want to be bound to the family? Don't you want to belong?” Her perfume smelled cloyingly sweet and very close.

Ophelia squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “Yes . . . of course I want to belong.”

“Coffee!” Shaw announced suddenly, pushing past his mother and filling the space between her and Ophelia. “I can't begin to look at anything else without first having coffee!” He took Ophelia's arm and steered her over to a line of people waiting to enter a large, distinguished-looking coffee house just off of the street. A sign written in flowing script read: Driscoll's Coffee & Elixir

“We'll have to invent some sort of system for the future. You tug your ear and we'll run down the street and find the nearest cab.”

She laughed, not quite knowing what he meant.

“What are you two conspiring about?” Annie poked at her brother's back.

“Treason!” Shaw declared just as they reached the ticket-booth style window where the hostess looked out on the street. “There are four of us.” He said with a charming smile.

They were shown through the front of the café. It was filled with dark booths that could be concealed by thick, velvet drapes. There was a tinge of smoke about their feet and just enough light to make Ophelia insatiably curious as to what was going on behind those curtains.

They were led past all of the mystery to be seated at a round table with high-backed wicker chairs in a conservatory filled with interesting and poisonous looking plants that grew a little too close to the table for Ophelia's liking. Piper leaned off of her shoulder to sniff at a large, exotic looking pink and white bloom. He sneezed, surprising himself so much he dove under the table to where Furio was already waiting to chase him around the table legs. Ophelia smiled and looked over the room, everything was glass, dark green and mahogany. The place smelled of rich coffee beans and notes of chocolate and fresh berries. She could see several other Lares with their smoked edges, running about or sitting sedately by their masters. Some were furry little beasts like Furio and Piper, others were like the winged creature from the station. She saw too a great, fat lizard with a sail-like crest running down its back, sitting lazily on the table of its master, and there was another quite nearby that looked like a large, dappled fox. This one seemed fascinated by Furio and Piper's game . . . but it wasn't quite clear whether it was because she wanted to join them in play or eat them.

“There are four types of Lares.” Explained Shaw, who had been watching her. “Of claw, of scale, of feather, of fur.”

She looked at him with interest. “And can anyone have one?”

He smiled sadly. “Anyone can ask, but the Ghast doesn't necessarily have to give you one. I've been asking the Dorvale Ghast for one since I was four. Still no luck. I suppose he doesn't think I'm worth the investment.”

Ophelia swallowed, looking away guiltily. It didn't seem fair. She had asked for Piper without really knowing what a Lares was. Shaw ordered coffee, tea and a selection of little cakes and sandwiches. Ophelia was beginning to think that regular meals like breakfast, lunch and dinner had all been replaced with high tea that seemed to be held every three hours or so; an eternity of sandwich triangles, caffeine and too much sugar.

“No elixir?” She asked, remembering the sign and eyeing the man with the lizard who was sipping a dark purple liquid from an elegant glass that appeared to be smoking. Shaw laughed and stretched his legs out under the table.

“You're too young for that, my love. Potions and concoctions can impede the development of young minds!” Lucrezia smiled sweetly.

“Mother is head of The Society Against Elixirs for Children, careful or she'll make you join as well!” Shaw rolled his eyes.

“Oh, are they alcoholic?” Ophelia asked, just loud enough for the man with the purple drink to overhear and glare at her over the rim of his glass.

“No, no . . . not all of them. They are tinctures of herbs, usually magical and other ingredients that have different effects, healing for example.” Lucrezia explained.

“Healing?”

“Yes . . . they are helpful in some respects if taken in moderation. There are concoctions that can heal wounds, maladies, madness. It depends on the person though; some don't quite take.”

“Madness?” Ophelia repeated quietly. It struck a note in her mind, but it was like searching for a file on a computer and finding it empty.

“Or for another example, some can get you utterly trashed!” Shaw added, amused.

The man with the purple drink made a grunt of disgust and a big show of picking up his newspaper and stomping off. His lizard lazily waddled off the table, hitting the floor with a loud plonk and plodding off after him.

“Oh dear . . .” said Annie.

“So,” Lucrezia poured another cup of tea and smoothly changed the subject, “nothing caught your eye in the store, Ophelia?”

“It's not that they weren't all very pretty, they just didn't feel quite ‘me’.”

“You'll have to find something soon,” said Annie in an offhand manner.

Lucrezia instantly shot her a warning look.

“What do you mean?” Ophelia looked keenly at both of them.

“Nothing, dear. She was only being silly.” Lucrezia coughed.

“No, I wasn't!” Annie retorted, not picking up on her mother’s tone. “Your birthday’s coming up, isn't it? You'll be sixteen, you should've been bonded to the family long before that, it isn't right.” She bit into a sugared plum, oblivious to Lucrezia's glare.

“My birthday?” Ophelia had forgotten about it.

Shaw kicked his sister in the shin.

“Ow! That hurt!”

“Children, please! Now, Ophelia, we weren't trying to hide anything from you. It's just been an awful lot at once and I didn't want you to feel any pressure about picking your Curio. It has to choose you in a way.”

“If it can be anything and it doesn't have to be new, can I use this?” She felt inside the inner pocket of her borrowed cloak. Her mother's brooch was easy to find; it was the only thing inside.

As soon as her eyes locked onto the purple-red ruby Lucrezia went as pale as she had when Ophelia had called the Ghast a demon.

“It was my mother's.” Ophelia said softly.

Lucrezia nodded. “I remember.” Her voice sounded dry and pained. “Your father gave it to her. It was her Curio.”

“It was?” Ophelia sat up straight. “Then she could do magic too?”

“Ophelia . . . I think it would be best if you put that brooch away somewhere. Or you can give it to me, and I can look after it for you.”

“Why?” Ophelia snatched up the ruby, afraid Lucrezia would take it from her.

“Your father didn't say so – he never would, but your mother broke his heart, my love. She shattered it. For a long time, he lost himself to sorrow. If he sees that brooch, it will be like a constant reminder of losing her – of losing you. He wouldn't say so, but it would destroy him.” She almost whispered those last words and the horror of them caused Ophelia to slip the brooch back inside of her pocket as quickly as she could. “I'm sorry . . .” She murmured. “I didn't think . . . it's all she left me.”

“When did she die?” Annie asked.

“Not long after El . . . after we . . . after I . . .” Ophelia frowned. Why was it so hard to remember?

“After she took you away.” Lucrezia finished her sentence for her.

“And you don't remember being here at all?” Shaw questioned.

Ophelia shook her head. It was strange, she probably should remember something. After all she had been three years old. Old enough to form a few memories, especially of magic.

“You should've been with us!” Lucrezia said, face stony.

Annie was holding up a spoon in front of her face and looking into it with an odd expression.

“What’s up with you?” Shaw frowned.

Annie didn't have time to answer before the teapot beside her exploded with a burst of amber light.

“Get down!” Shaw yelled, jumping up so quickly his chair fell back into the old ladies sipping tea at the table behind them. He shot a torrent of faded blue light flecked with glints of silver from every finger at a man with a large, grey-streaked moustache. Annie bolted under the table and grabbed Ophelia's ankles with such force she had no choice but to allow herself to be pulled down. Piper was at her side in an instant, hissing.

“What's going on?!” Ophelia cried.

“Midways!” Piper replied in her mind. “Low family to the Genovese!”

— Lucrezia delicately set down her cup and sighed. “How uncivilised, during tea no less.”

“Mother!” Shaw shouted, looking over at her whilst still shooting blue light in the direction of their attacker.

“Yes, yes!” She dabbed the corners of her lips then stood up, sweeping her skirts aside and removing the glove of her right hand. “It's only one of the Midways. Servants hardly deserve this sort of attention.” She flicked her fingers in a bored manner and with a vibrant green light the man was torn from his hiding place and slammed into a fully set table. He screamed as glass and china shattered and knives and forks sprung up and pinned him to the polished wood. She yawned and replaced her glove, standing up and gliding over to the man. She stood over him as he struggled.

“My, my, Mr. Midway. Picking a battle you surely can't win?” She smiled prettily.

He strained away from her, trying to pull himself free. “You high and mighty Dottis!” He spat. “My masters will destroy you! You have no idea what you're up against!”

“I'm a Dorvale!” Lucrezia's lip curled in a very undignified sneer.

“The colour of your magic doesn't lie!”

Lucrezia picked up a knife that was pinning down his jacket and she stroked it almost lovingly against his cheek. Although it was a butter knife it must've been far sharper than it appeared as blood glistened on his cheek and ran black through the man's moustache. He winced but refused to shout out.

“Mother!” Shaw appeared at her side.

“Shhh, love, mummy and Mr. Midway have business to attend to.”

“He wasn't alone!”

Lucrezia looked up and saw the three men barging in through the dark entrance of Driscoll's and looking through to the conservatory. “I see. Thought you'd trap us here, did you?” She shot viciously at Mr. Midway. He smiled nastily, causing blood to trickle through his moustache and into his mouth, staining his teeth a horrible shade of grey.

“Take the girls, would you?” Lucrezia ordered Shaw.

“And what?” Shaw asked, panicked.

She flew out a hand and he sailed backwards, crashing into their table.

— Ophelia could see Shaw was frozen with fear and she freed herself from Annie's grip and pulled her out from under the table.

“The glass, Shaw! Smash the glass!” She shouted.

He nodded and ran at the glass wall, hands held out, magic rushing out before him. Ophelia held tight to Annie's arm and ran after him, Piper bouncing at her heels. Just before running through the shattering wall, she saw in a quick glance her aunt standing over the man on the table. It was only a second and they were out in the alley, surrounded by broken shards. But in that second she just caught sight of the knife in her aunt’s hand as Lucrezia finished cutting the letter ‘D’ deep into Mr. Midway's cheek before she turned and fled after them.

The smoke hung heavy outside as they ran through the streets. The Midways had realised that they were escaping and had gone back through the front entrance to follow them, leaving only one man behind to rescue his wounded father. With Archibald Midway down the others were out for Dotti and Dorvale blood. Annie ran without even trying to fire back at their assailants, she was too concerned with holding her dress above the filth of the street. Shaw was trying his hardest to run and throw bursts of magic back behind them and Lucrezia did the same, seemingly without effort. She shot back green light in blinding rays, but the Midways were relentless, striking wildly into the fog without knowing what they might hit.

“Get to the carriage!” Shaw called out. He turned to fire back, but was struck in an instant, first on the shoulder and then on the hand. He fell back on the slick cobblestones with a cry and Ophelia stopped running, jumping to his side.

“Go! Ophelia! Get out of here!” He gasped cradling his damaged arm.

Amber light flew past her head followed by a stream of green from somewhere up the street. Lucrezia hadn't seen him fall, Ophelia was sure she hadn't.

“I won't leave you!”

Piper sat unhelpfully on Shaw's head and tried to grab his face with his clawed paws and kiss him on the nose in solidarity. The Midways were close now. She remembered the train and Endolphin and she could feel the anger rising up inside of her just as it had before. Damn Mandabel and damn her promise.

“Dotti . . .” She whispered, and she stood, hands clenched, head tilted down. “I am a Dotti.”

The street exploded in a green flare several feet in front of the running men. The force of it sent them tumbling to the cobbles and some nearby horses pulling a carriage reared up and took off, terrified. The Midways scrambled to right themselves, seeing Ophelia ahead of them, appearing from the green-lit smoke.

“The next one won’t miss!” She shouted.

They looked at each other stunned. She held up her hands, aflame with such a vibrant green it hurt to look at. The whole street was washed over with shining emerald. The street was hers, just as if she'd cut it with a Dotti ‘D’. The men turned on their heels and ran.
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Master of Mortals

Autumn slowly opened her eyes. It took her a moment to remember where she was. The attic was still cast in shadow despite the faint light filtering through the two skylights cut into the roof. They had been there for days watching over Halprin in his fever, barely venturing outside into the odd world that they found themselves in. She had to remind herself that this wasn't a dream. She was here and somewhere in the dense city beyond was Ophelia.

From the windows she could see how the buildings were crowded and piled one on top of the other. The towers climbed higher and higher – glass topped plaster and wood and stone with bridges and streets strung between them like bunting. Above it all – beyond the clouds the faint, shifting light never lifted or turned to blackness. There was no sun, she was sure of that, and beyond those clouds there were no horizons. She pushed back the worn sheets on the makeshift bed Ethan had made for her. He was standing beside one of the skylights, reading something in the stronger light. Autumn felt a rush of blinding, hot jealousy. The Torrent Book! No one should touch it but her.

But no, the book was safe beside her, untouched . . . That had been happening more and more since they had come here. It was as if the book had some sort of hold on her and she on it. They had become connected somehow and the thought of anyone reading it, even Ethan, made her inexplicably angry.

“What are you looking at?” She asked.

She didn't quiet her voice for Halprin's sake, his state hadn't altered in days, though his wound seemed to be slowly healing. Everything always sounded muted in that attic – probably because of all the dust.

“A letter came out of the mirror!” Ethan replied, looking at her quizzically. “I'm not lying, I really saw it.”

“Oh, I believe you. Nothing really surprises me much anymore.” She yawned. “Besides I've been reading about the mirror network in the book. It's a way to send messages and to travel.”

“They should invest in cell-phones and scooters.” Ethan rolled his eyes.

She smiled. “What does the letter say?”

“It's from someone called Windum, they need something called Drimmel eggs. They said they'd pay full price. This is all total nonsense!”

“Full price?” Halprin's eyes opened, large and black.

Ethan jumped with surprise. “Well, that woke him up!”

“You're too unwell to go!” Autumn decreed in a strict tone, rushing over to her patient and feeling his icy forehead.

Halprin looked at her with bleary eyes. “Who are you?”

Ethan stared at her, incredulous.

“What? He is! Look at him!” Autumn added self-consciously.

“He isn't our responsibility! He's awake and ready to party, time for us to make our exit!”

“Wh-what party? Who are you people and why am I half-naked?”

Ethan turned on Halprin. “We're the ones who picked you off the street and watched over you for days to make sure you didn't die!”

“Am I supposed to thank you?”

“No . . . well, I mean, it would be polite.” Autumn replied awkwardly.

“You're mortals! Proper Mortal-Realm mortals, aren't you?” He stared at them pointedly.

“What of it?” Ethan shrugged.

“How did you get here?”

“Same way you did, through the door, through the train station. On the train.”

“On the train?”

“We hid in the luggage compartment.” Autumn added.

Halprin snapped his fingers and sank back onto the chaise. “Luggage compartment! Now, why didn't I think of that? Why's the Netherworld suddenly crawling with you people?”

“Believe me, we don't want to be here!” Ethan threw the note at Halprin who caught it and looked it over with a frown.

“Listen, bat-boy, we need to ask you a few questions!” Ethan tapped into all he knew about interrogation from T.V. shows, but for some reason only the comedies sprung to mind.

“I never agreed to any deal. Besides, I'm sick to death of playing teacher. You can't ask for payment after a service is complete. You should have asked me before you saved me. Now I don't need you. And another thing, I didn't ask you to save my life. Ipso facto: no deal, no debt, no dice!” He grinned.

“Don't you want to live?” Autumn blinked at him.

Halprin shrugged and looked around for his glass pipe. “When you've been around as long as I have you don't care much about anything anymore.”

“Why, how old are you?” Autumn frowned.

“I stopped counting!” He found his pipe, but Ethan snatched it out of his hands.

“Hey! Give it back!”

“What is this thing?” Ethan looked at it in the light of the slanted window. It was long and thin, clouded blue with decorative bulges that made it look more like a wand than a pipe.

“It's not for you, mortal, it's too strong it will probably kill you . . . on second thought, go right ahead.”

“I'll give it back to you if you tell us what we want to know.”

Halprin sighed. “No.”

Ethan snapped the pipe in two.

“Hey! Right, that's it!” Halprin's fingers sparked with lilac light.

— Ethan and Autumn flew back across the room, sending up smoke and clouds of dust. Halprin knew he didn't have enough magic to do any real damage . . . but then again, they were mortal mortals . . . a sudden thought struck him, and he grinned with malevolence.

Ethan and Autumn both collapsed on the ground, holding their heads as pain ricocheted through their minds. His enchantments were nowhere near as pretty as Lucrezia's. The Knight seal burned itself onto their foreheads: a bird of prey with twisted talons surrounded by a circle. Halprin fell back on the chaise, completely exhausted. But the magic was still with him – before definitely hadn't been a fluke.

— Slowly Autumn sat up, moving her hair out of her face. She coughed; the dust thick in her throat. Why was there so much dust?

Ethan was coughing horribly at the other side of the room.

“Will you shut up?” Halprin groaned, holding his head.

Autumn blinked, looking around her, she was on the floor – that was bad, and everything looked awful – that was worse. She looked down at her clothes in horror, the jeans and sweatshirt looked suddenly ridiculous. Why was she dressed like this?

The dust settled and Ethan's coughing subsided into gasps and wheezes.

“Master!” She exclaimed as she saw Halprin through the clouds of grime. She jumped up and ran to him. “What happened to you?”

He opened one eye and regarded her. “Just a little near-death experience, nothing to worry about.”

She clapped her hands over her mouth. “What can I do?”

“Well, you can clean up in here for starters, the place looks terrible.”

“I know! I'm so sorry! I don't know how I ever let it get like this . . . and my clothes . . .”

“That's alright. I'm sure there are some old uniforms in the cupboard for you and the other one.”

Autumn, blushing bright red with shame, marched over to the large cupboards set up against the wall. In all her many years of service to Master Halprin she couldn't remember being so embarrassed. Ethan struggled to his feet, very pale and dishevelled.

“I'm sorry, Sir,” he gasped, “I can't think what happened!”

Halprin waved his hand imperiously. “I will forgive you both on this one occasion, mind it doesn't happen again.” He was going to like this; it had been a long time since he'd had anyone to order about. “Fetch me some fresh clothes, would you? I have an engagement to attend to.” He held up his Windum note.

“Yes, Sir, right away, Sir!” Ethan gawkily rushed to do his bidding then paused. “Sir, might I ask one question?”

Halprin sighed a long, exaggerated sigh, rubbing his temples. “What is it?”

“What's my name?”

“Errrr it's . . . Annoying Boy? Isn't it?” Halprin frowned.

Ethan frowned for a moment then nodded. “Yes . . . I think that's right. I've definitely been called that before.”

Autumn arrived behind Ethan, hands full of violet, moth-eaten uniforms. “And, Sir, what am I called?”

“Oh, that's easy! You're Red Headed Girl.”

She nodded, that made sense, her hair was red. The boy next to her didn't seem particularly annoying to her, but her Master knew best, of course. The boy did seem to be quite stupid though, so perhaps his annoyingness was being concealed by general ignorance.

Ethan brought over a clean white shirt and undamaged cape and Halprin dressed as quickly as his wound would allow.

“Sir, you will be careful, won't you?” Autumn asked, eyes shining with concern.

He fixed the silver clasp on his cape and grinned rakishly. “I'm always careful.”

She blushed and looked away.

“Have this place cleaned for my return.”

“Yes, Sir!” Ethan bowed stiffly.

Halprin snorted with laughter and swept out of the room, clutching his damaged torso.

Autumn sighed as the door closed. “Oh, I do hope the Master is careful!”

Ethan matched her sigh and shook his head slowly. “So do I, Red Headed Girl, so do I . . .”
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Burnt Bridges

Shaw was gasping in quick, little breaths. The pain was unbearable, it came in little bursts shooting upwards; first from his shoulder and then his hand in crashing waves of torment.

“They're gone now!” Ophelia said, dropping to his side and looking over his mangled hand in agitation. “What do I do? Tell me what to do!”

“My cape! The inside pocket!”

She leant over him and felt inside the soft, grey fabric. She found six or so small, glass bottles, thick and clouded, cut with patterns and sealed with heavy stoppers.

“It's the blue one! Give it to me!” He blinked hard, trying to stay conscious.

She slipped the blue one from the others then pulled out the stopper. She was instantly struck by the overwhelming scent of vinegar and heady herbs. “Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

She held it up to his lips and poured until half the contents were gone. Shaw took several more sharp breaths and then seemed to relax a little.

“Don't . . . tell . . . mother!” He said, eyes still closed.

Ophelia looked at Piper who was sitting on a cobblestone, tail twitching. “What is it?”

“An elixir. It's meant to make me better at magic . . . I don't use it all the time, I swear. If only I were better . . . stronger . . . I wouldn't need it then.”

She looked at the bottle with a frown. “How does it work?”

He held up his hand and she watched as the damage reversed. Silver and blue threads knitted the skin back in place. It didn't heal completely, but at least now it wasn't smashed to bits. He was drained by the effort and fell back against the cobblestones.

“We have to get you off of the street!” Ophelia stood up and hauled him over to the pavement where she managed to back him up against a nearby wall.

“Why did you stay?” He gasped; eyes glassy. “You were merciful – you didn't have to be.”

“I wasn't going to let you die!” Ophelia stared at him with disbelief.

“Weakness is not acceptable.” Shaw replied grimly with another swig of elixir.

“Your mother would've stopped if she'd seen you, I'm sure of it.”

He stared into the street miserably. Despite the hole blasted by Ophelia, the traffic was returning to normal. Far, far above them, beyond bridges zigzagging between buildings an immense clock chimed the hour.

“Well, I won't forget it!” He said, mouth set in a determined line. “I won't ever forget it.”

Ophelia stood up and held out a hand to him. “Come on, we should get you home.”

Behind her there was a crack of green light and she turned with a sinking feeling to see Mandabel standing over them.

His eyes narrowed. “How did I know it was you?”

“I was only trying to help! They would've killed Shaw if I hadn't!”

He held up a hand. “Enough!”

He grabbed them both; Ophelia by her hair, which had freed itself yet again from hood and pins, and Shaw by the collar of his cape. Piper leapt on to Ophelia's shoulder. With a quick glance she noticed that Shaw had hidden the bottle, just before the pain of Mandabel's magic shot through her. Light surrounded them; a stream of brilliance that hit them like a sideways waterfall, and then all in an instant it was gone, and they were in her father's study. Shaw and Ophelia fell to the ground in fits of agony, whilst Mandabel strode over to the armchair where Lorenzo was casually looking through a series of coloured-edged papers.

“Brother! You must teach your daughter how to behave! I refuse to teach her if she will not act in accordance with our ways!” Mandabel demanded.

“Now, now! What happened?” Lorenzo looked stunned, staring at Ophelia and Shaw who was bleeding on his very expensive rug. Mandabel seemed in no mood to explain. He disappeared again in light and smoke and left Ophelia to stand up, feeling like a small, naughty child, and explain what she had done.

******

Ophelia sat in her room looking out of the window. She had kicked off her heeled boots and had her legs up on the windowsill with Piper sleeping in her lap. He wasn't exactly purring but there was a rhythmic half-snore emanating from his little body. Her father was disappointed in her. He hadn't said as much, but she had seen it: she wasn't what he'd hoped for. She was trying so hard, but it didn't seem to be enough. Lucrezia had said that there were no rules for Dottis, but in reality, there were a myriad of them, set up like a net to snare her at every turn. She dreaded Mandabel's return, dreaded disappointing everyone all over again. To not belong: it was unthinkable. Suddenly Piper quivered all over in his sleep then opened his black eyes with fierce intensity.

“Piper, what is it?”

“It's only me.”

She turned in her chair to see Shaw standing sheepishly in the doorway. He was wearing a loose, white shirt with a jerkin, left unbuttoned. His hand was bandaged, and he looked pale and unhappy.

“Shaw! What are you doing here? I thought you went home.”

He stepped forward and rubbed his neck with his bandaged hand, immediately regretting the movement. “I didn't get a chance to thank you.”

“For what?”

“You didn't tell my uncle about the elixir or how I failed to protect you. You made me sound like a hero.”

“You were! You tried to let us get away – pretty heroic if you ask me.”

He shook his head. “I was afraid.”

“So was I.”

He sat down on the end of her bed and stroked the top of Piper's head as he bounced up to greet him. “Your magic is so powerful. If I had that sort of magic, I don't think I'd ever be afraid.”

“Can't you ask your Ghast for more?”

He shook his head. “The way it works is that the Ghast gifts the magic to whomever he chooses. If you're worthy you get more.”

“And the elixirs?”

“Created by families with a talent for enhancing magic. But they don't last.”

“Perhaps all this magic isn't necessarily a good thing?”

He looked at her and smiled sadly. “Perhaps . . .”

“Are the family really Papermakers? I can't imagine it somehow.”

“They are, best in all the worlds, Mortal or otherwise.”

“Well then, can't you make paper instead of casting magic?” Ophelia asked thoughtfully.

He frowned. “I'm a Dorvale . . . but perhaps I'd be of more use here. Maybe the Dotti Ghast will take favour on me, more than the Dorvale Ghast does at least.”

“What do Dorvales do?”

“Silver.” He wrinkled up his nose. “I'm rubbish with it. It's too fiddly.”

“Would the Dorvale Ghast let you go?”

“I don't know . . . It does happen sometimes, and our families are allies. If we ever weren't allies, then I'd have to pledge to Dotti and give up my family. That would be hard.”

“Why is your mother's magic green and yours is blue?”

He sighed. “She never wanted to be a Dorvale. She wanted to stay a Dotti, but our grandfather made her. She never pledged to my father's house properly. She and father don't get along.”

“Oh . . .” Ophelia didn't want to pry any further. She thought for a moment. “Was there any Genovese that pledged themselves to the Dotti?”

“Yes, by marriage I think, but that was a long time ago. We kept the door, but declaring war probably blocked it.”

“Door?”

He smiled suddenly, looking excited. “The doors! You haven't seen them? Come on, I'll show you.”

Together they tiptoed through the creaking passages and up staircases until Shaw stopped at a tapestry on the wall of a landing between two twisted staircases. The threads were mainly deep blue with the scene of a prince and a unicorn picked out in silver thread.

He touched the tip of the unicorn's horn, which was sewn over with scarlet thread to look like the blood of the prince who stood with a hand to his bleeding heart.

“Our crest: the Dorvale unicorn.” He smiled.

Gently, he pulled back the hanging and revealed an ancient-looking door. It was blackened with age, but Ophelia could clearly see that it was made entirely of intricately worked silver. Shaw reached out for the handle and opened it. Ophelia peered inside. It looked out onto an empty hallway with white stone floors and light blue painted walls on which hung a seemingly unending display of miniature portraits.

“It's a different house?”

Shaw nodded. “A stable gateway to our house across the city. When an alliance is made the Ghasts make a bridge to link the family houses.”

She stepped back. “And what happens when the alliance ends?”

“I'll show you.”

He closed the door and let the hanging fall back into place. He led her to a different corridor. This one was very narrow and seemed to lead to nowhere. There was a glass cabinet up against the wall and Shaw put his undamaged shoulder to it and pushed. It slid gratingly to the side and revealed a scorched black mark that rotated into its centre as if something had been swallowed up by a whirlpool. In the very centre was a cut glass doorknob. Ophelia reached out a hand to it, but Shaw pulled it back.

“Don't touch it! It will burn you. It's seen as an attempt at defection to try and enter a burnt door after war is declared. You can only go through if the family's Ghast on the other side is willing to fight the Dotti Ghast for you.”

“That's the Genovese door?”

He nodded.

“Are there many doors like this in the house?”

“A few.”

“Is there a Knight door?”

Confusion fell over his features. “Knight? Who are the Knights?”

“Oh, no one . . . I just wondered if maybe they were allies at some point.” She sighed. “Burning these bridges seems a bit extreme. Does it happen often?”

She looked nervous and Shaw put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don't worry. You and I will always be allies, no matter what. You saved my life and lied for me. That means something down here.”

“Down . . . you always say that.” She smiled.

“Down, up, sideways. Whichever way it is – I promise.”

She looked away from him, swallowing hard. “I haven't ever heard a promise made that hasn't been broken.”

He took her hand and clasped it. “Then we'll just have to make sure that this one sticks.”
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The Ghast Palace

“Good morning, Ophelia!” Her father was drinking a cup of coffee in the morning room looking out over the garden. He was wearing a long, silk robe decorated with a hoard of silver dragons that twisted and writhed over each other in an endless dance.

“Good morning.” Ophelia replied, nervously holding her hands behind her back.

Her father hadn't said anything the previous evening. He hadn't punished her, as Mandabel had clearly wanted him to, and she was surprised at how much she hated the idea of making him angry. She had commanded Piper to stay in her room, terrified that losing him would be the price she would pay for disobeying her uncle. But why should she be punished? She had saved Shaw. Surely that was more important than whatever type of magic she had used to do it? She couldn't stand playing a game when she didn't know any of the rules.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Yes.” She swallowed, feeling as if the hand of fate lay heavily across her chest.

“Ah, Ophelia! Don't look so nervous!” He sat down and set his cup on the dark, polished table. “I don't want to tell you off. I don't know if I even can.” He looked so sad and drawn in the grey light spilling in through the windows. “You've been away for so long . . . you're all grown up – your own person. I don't even think I should tell you off. I think it was right of you to use family magic to save your cousin . . . but . . . you must try to understand. If you make a promise to your uncle, you must keep it. It is as serious as if you made a promise to the Dotti Ghast. He is the authority on magic in our family, just as I am the authority on family business, do you understand?”

“Is he 'chosen' too, then?” Ophelia stepped forward and rested her hands on the back of a sofa. The fabric felt cool and smooth, she wished she could rest her burning cheek against it, or even roll right underneath it and be in the calm darkness there.

He paused then nodded slowly. “I am the head of this house, but he is the voice of the Ghast. The Ghast's will is what matters.”

“So, you want me to do whatever Mandabel says even if it means somebody gets hurt?”

“I want you to understand what it means to be a Dotti. But I also understand that this is all new to you. It's a lot to ask . . . maybe too much.”

“I do want to be a part of this family.” She said quietly, eyes cast down.

He sprung forward and took her hand, eyes shining, full of life. “It makes me so happy to hear you say that!” He kissed her hand firmly. “So happy! But things work differently here. Your mother found it difficult too.”

“My mother?” Ophelia swallowed hard. “Why did she leave?” Her question was barely a whisper.

He turned away and strode to the window looking out over the garden, overwhelmed for a moment.

“I'm sorry! You don't have to . . . if it's too painful.”

He looked back at her with tears running down his cheeks.

She had always hated to be seen crying; she had thought it a weakness but seeing her father cry in that moment seemed more powerful than any scream she'd ever uttered, more vital than any drop of blood she'd ever spilt.

“No. It's quite alright, quite natural in fact, of course you want to know. She . . . I loved her very much. But she found the family to be too much of a burden to bear. She wanted to be free, and she wanted that for you too.”

Ophelia stood up, fists clenched. “It wasn't her decision to make! She never asked me what I wanted! My grandmother hated me! She sent me away! I was miserable! I –”

Lorenzo reached her in two steps and wrapped his arms around her holding her close. Ophelia found that she was sobbing in deep, uncontrollable, gasping-for-air cries that blurred the star-flowers on her cheeks, the emotion too intense for the enchantment to subdue.

“I was alone. Always, always. No one ever cared . . . they never believed me . . . never cared to believe me . . . I thought I was some sort of monster, an alien thing, out of sync with the whole world. Alone . . .” She sputtered through sobs. Then shuddered all over as if every second of that loneliness had come upon her once more with that one word.

“Until now.” He kissed the top of her head.

He was so solid, so real. Ophelia felt as if it were the first time she had been held in all her life, the first time she thought of love as a feeling thing, rather than just an empty word. He held her until her shoulders ceased to shake, until the tears dried, and the enchantment regained control, setting another star blooming on her salt-slicked skin. She couldn't remember why she had been crying.

Her father took her hand and kissed it again. “Perhaps it's better to forget . . .” He said gravely.

She shook her head then wiped her cheeks, trying to smile. “I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me! I suppose I just can't get on with my uncle, can't I learn magic from you?” She frowned, stumbling through her clouded mind.

“No, my love. I could only teach you family magic and it wouldn't serve you. But I will endeavour to make Mandabel a gentler teacher. If you want to keep learning?”

She drew back and bit her lip. “There's just so much I don't understand.”

“That's alright! You will understand it all in time. Don't worry about complicated matters of magic and precedence. Why don't we worry ourselves instead with the plans for your ball!”

“Really? We're going ahead with it, even with the attack?”

“Most definitely! I want you to find your place here in Firioal society. War is not our business.”

“No . . . paper is!”

“Very good!”

“And . . .” She twisted at one of her curls. “Could I ask you a question about that?”

He seemed to tense a little. “Yes . . . ?”

“Do you think maybe you could take on Shaw as an apprentice? He isn't any good with silver and the Dorvale Ghast doesn't give him any magic.”

He relaxed. “Would it make you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Then I'll see what I can do. He will have to prove himself . . . He might have to tie himself up with a few promises, then start out front of house with the Pybals, but if he shows promise then . . . well, we shall see.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

“There now. Mandabel will be waiting for you in the garden.” He said, glancing at a silver clock on the mantelpiece.

“Oh . . . good.” She tried to stop her smile from faltering.

******

Ophelia spent all morning with her uncle in the maze. He didn't release her until she could open the flowers and close them without using his power for support. It was exhausting. She returned to the house in a drowsy haze only to be told to dress again and rush to meet Lucrezia's carriage. She and Piper hurried, keen to spend time with Shaw after a whole morning of Mandabel, but it was only Annie and Lucrezia waiting in the carriage. Ophelia sat down neatly, trying not to look disappointed.

“How was your morning, Ophelia?” Lucrezia asked, sweetly.

She was dressed in white and cherry-red. Nesting in her hair were two white, transparent doves. One opened one eye to look at Ophelia, smoothed its wing feathers with its orange beak and then went back to sleep. Annie was eating liquorice from a small, paper bag and the whole carriage was scented with the sweet, medicinal smell.

“Tiring. Where are we going?”

“The Ghast Palace. Mother needs to look it over for the ball.” Annie grinned, holding out the paper bag for Ophelia to take a sweet.

The carriage bounced as the horses' hooves clattered noisily on the cobbles outside. It moved upwards on a narrow street clinging to the side of a building. On the other side of the window there was nothing but twilight haze for as not-so-far as the eye could see.

“Why aren't we having it at the Villa?” Ophelia asked.

“The house is for family. The Ghast Palace is where the Great Families meet. It's neutral territory. There are shrines to all the Ghasts there – you'll see.” Lucrezia explained, checking her reflection in a compact mirror.

The carriage moved away from the city edge and into its bustling heart. Soon they were making their way through a pair of black-painted, iron gates and into a park. It was large with neatly cut lawns and trees with huge, curling roots exposed. People strolled around the walkways arm in arm or bought chestnuts from little carts as the mists clung to the damp grasses. The carriage marked with the Dotti crest caused a stir of interest and people stopped and pointed, whispering excitedly about the lost Dotti. The palace lay up ahead of them. It was made entirely of glass with an immense greenish, metal frame to hold the sheets in place and support the domes and twisted spires. Annie and Lucrezia stepped down delicately from the carriage when it stopped and walked through the open doors without pause. Ophelia had to run to catch up with them, with Piper struggling to stay on her shoulder. They moved through the stream of Pybal servants carrying candles and linen inside. Lucrezia's maid raced to her with a white and pink flowered teacup and hovered at her side to relay every task that had been completed.

“Shaw!” Ophelia called out, seeing him walking swiftly ahead of them. He looked at her and waved, then dashed out again into the main ballroom under the glass dome.

“Leave him be, dear. He is making protection spells with your other cousins. No Genovese will be able to step inside of this place by the time they're done. Even if we are surrounded by their magic-matter.”

“What can I do?” Ophelia said. Piper sniffed at the air with pent-up energy.

Lucrezia looked at her distractedly, doves cooing prettily in her hair. “Do? Let's see . . . why don't you have a look around?” She turned away to a staircase that led down underground to the kitchens and service rooms with her maid leading the way. Annie had already disappeared. Ophelia stood there, uncertain, ducking as a Pybal with a large, silver tray filled with crystal glasses rushed into the ballroom.

“It seems we are entirely useless.” She muttered to Piper, stroking his fur.

She walked into the ballroom avoiding the rush of family members and servants. The ballroom floor was a raised platform, with iron railings around the edge. At intervals there were staircases leading down to a jungle of plants that grew between the platform and the glass walls. She walked over to the railings and looked down. The plants grew thick and let off scents of exotic flowers, earth and rotting leaves. She leant against the railing and looked back at the ballroom. There were Pybal servants in their green uniforms hoisting great, paper lanterns up to hang between the chandeliers. The paper was cut with scenes of birds and ladies dancing. One of her cousins, a tall man with thinning hair and round glasses, stretched his hands up towards the lights. As she watched every other piece of glass in the hanging chandeliers was stained Dotti green.

Her fingers itched. “It's no good Piper!” She murmured. “All this magic and I can't use it!”

“We can play with the flowers?” Piper hopped onto the railing expectantly.

She sighed. “Why not?” There really didn't seem much else to do.

They made their way down the steep, narrow staircase and onto the pathway that wound its way through the jungle. Piper bounded onwards with joyous energy, sniffing at the dinner-plate sized leaves and looking for flowers for Ophelia. Now that she was down there she didn't feel much like practicing Ghast magic, so she contented herself by peering through the pathways at the various Ghast shrines hidden between the trees. They were all hideous – depicted in the same black marble as her own Ghast. She hated to look at them. Was she the only one? It certainly seemed so. She peered through the leaves at the next twist in the path and saw a boy, leaning up against a tree, hands in his pockets, facing a Ghast statue.

“Halprin?” It was out of her mouth before she could stop it. Why did her heart leap like that?

He turned around with a start of surprise, caught sight of her and then shot her a half-smile.

“Dotti!”

She swallowed and Piper jumped up her arm and clung to her shoulder protectively. She followed the little offshoot that connected the Statue to the main path.

“What are you doing here?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Having a very one-sided conversation, apparently.”

“Is this your Ghast?” She looked at it askance, catching a glimpse of formless nightmare.

He laughed and pointed to the inscription cut into the stone beneath the beast. “Exceptional detective work!”

She took a breath then snatched a look at where he was pointing to. The Knight Ghast. It seemed smaller than her own, backed up against something bigger that she refused to examine. She shuddered, there were too many teeth and too many toes looming above that inscription.

“What's wrong?”

“I don't like looking at them!”

“Then why are you here? Sick of the family already?”

She smiled. “They're planning a ball for me, and despite the fact that it is supposed to be for me I’m completely and utterly in the way.”

Halprin began to smirk, a finger rested on his jawbone, but he froze, looking at her instead with a strange expression.

“You look . . .” he frowned, “different . . .”

“Why, Halprin, don't you just know exactly what the girls want to hear?” Ophelia blushed and her colour only deepened as he approached her thoughtfully. The insects in the leaves seemed to quieten. She felt too hot, the air was too humid, too close.

“I didn't mean bad different . . . you just don't look like you did on the train.”

“How's the gaping, festering wound?” She stepped away from him, her shoes awkwardly crunching on the dried leaves and gravel between the steppingstones.

He opened his cape and looked at his clean, white shirt, padded with the bandage underneath. “Still there!” He grinned. He raised a finger to it.

“Don't poke it!” She cringed.

He laughed.

“Don't you ever take anything seriously?”

“As a rule, no. It tends to get you into trouble if you start to think that the things that happen actually mean anything. So, you're going to have a fancy ball, are you?”

“I guess so.”

“You don't sound too enthusiastic.”

She grimaced. “I don't know how to dance. Not in a ball-type way at least.”

“Really? It's easy, I'll show you!” He held out a hand to her, his black eyes glittering dangerously.

She shook her head.

He rolled his eyes. “Come on! I won't bite . . . unless you want me too . . .” He stepped closer.

She faltered back, tripping on an exposed root. She steadied herself. “I think I'll work it out on my own.” It really was far too hot, and her heart was beating far too fast.

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“I'll leave you to your conversation then.”

“Wait!” He said a little too quickly. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Excuse me?”

“On the train you said . . . well, it was something for your sister.”

Ophelia frowned. The inside of her head felt suddenly as dense and sticky as cotton candy. “Sister? What are you talking about? I don't have a sister.”

Halprin looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Yes, I'm sure you said you did.”

“You're mistaken . . .” She turned to leave but her foot stumbled on the pathway. This time she couldn't find her balance and Halprin darted forward, quicker than should've been possible. He caught her hand before she fell.

“What's wrong with you? What have they done to you?” His brow creased with concern; the muscles hurt – they weren't used to moving that way.

She turned and faced him, pushing him away. “Nothing! Nothing is wrong with me. All I ever wanted was a family. I have that now, that's all that matters. I belong here.”

“But you said –”

“I don't need your help, Halprin. You don't know me!” She freed her hand and walked away, Piper following quickly behind.

— Halprin stood there and flexed his fingers. He could still feel the touch of her warm skin on his. He looked after her with confusion. He had used an enchantment on her on the train, so it had definitely been the truth. Something wasn't right. Someone else's magic hung over her like a veil. And if she hadn't needed his help then why had there been tears running down her cheeks in between all of those silver stars?
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The Enchanted Tower

“Are you alright?” Annie ran over to Ophelia as she reached the ballroom platform.

Ophelia was gripping the iron railing so tightly the skin over her knuckles was almost white. She hated the way she felt. The way that he had made her feel. Anger she understood. She could lose herself to that emotion and still feel herself. But this . . . this was new and uncomfortable. She didn't trust him. She would've been mad to trust him. Mad . . .

“Ophelia?” Piper balanced on the railing and looked up at her with concern.

“Yes,” she released the railing and stepped forward shakily, “yes, I'm fine.”

Annie looked at her with curiosity. She had a silver crescent moon at the corner of her right eye with a sprinkling of tiny diamonds around it.

“What's that?” Ophelia asked. Her mouth felt dry, and her voice sounded strange.

Annie turned to the side to best display her cheek. She fluttered her eyelashes. “You like? Now we can be twins! I made it! Fun, isn't it?”

“Fun . . .” Ophelia frowned, confused.

Annie's face suddenly changed. “How could I get distracted! You have to come with me! We have to get back, there's been an attack!”

“The Genovese?”

Annie nodded.

Ophelia broke into a run, her heels echoing loudly on the polished floor.

“Ophelia! Wait!” Annie turned and struggled to catch up.

They dove between the servants, ducking under chairs and tables, held up high as they were manoeuvred around the room. Annie didn't reach Ophelia until she was outside, looking left and right for the carriage.

“It . . . wasn't . . . the house!” Annie clarified, panting hard.

“What happened?”

“We smashed up a couple of their shops, so they set one of the factories on fire!”

*****

Back at the house the mood was sombre. Apparently, they'd managed to catch the blaze before everything was lost, but three men had died in the fire, two of them were Pybal.

“It was an inside job, Sir! I'm sure of it!” A Pybal man, covered in black soot and smelling strongly of smoke insisted.

“That's what happens when you make war with an ally. You find yourself so enmeshed with them you lose track of where people's loyalties lie.” Leander – a cousin with deep, brown skin and a melancholic expression stated philosophically, leaning up against the back of a chair and looking out and away from the crowded room.

Lorenzo’s study was overrun with maps and another, less philosophical cousin was busy at work sticking them with little pins to mark the shops, factories, homes and allies of the Genovese. Ophelia looked at one of the maps on her father’s desk upside down. It looked like an iceberg, covered with buildings. There was no water, no solid earth, the iceberg just hung there, pipes and supporting beams sticking out of the bottom like the roots of a tree: an immense city sliced out of the earth and suspended. So, this was the Firoial City in its entirety: a jagged, glittering bauble hanging alone in a dark, empty nothingness.

“Ophelia, you're here, wonderful! We'll go at once, there isn't a moment to lose!” Lorenzo sprung forward and back out of the study, a hand guiding Ophelia out under the chandelier.

“Time? Time for what? Where are we going?” She leant down so that Piper could scurry up to her shoulder. The air was filled with shared agitation.

“It's time to wake up my father.” He replied, solemnly.

“Your father?” She had assumed she'd met all of her new-found family.

“Yes . . . they won't expect it and besides, it's time.”

Lorenzo led the long way upwards through the labyrinthine passages. The walls of the house seemed to have contracted a little. The hallways appeared narrower, darker, as if the Villa shared the same tense expectancy as its inhabitants. They were silent as they hurried through. Ophelia could tell her father was consumed by his thoughts as he strode forward, his jaw set, his fists clenched. The war didn't seem light and playful anymore. They had spoken of it like a game, something to pass the time and divert them, but now people were dying . . . For her. They had died for her honour. And when it's over . . . will they still think I'm worth it? She thought. She could hear their screams ringing in her ears, smell the smoke, taste the fear.

“Father, I –”

“We're here.”

They stood at an arched doorway. Lorenzo raised a long finger to the keyhole. In a swirl of green light, a piece of paper appeared and folded in on itself.

Ophelia stared at it as it contracted. Her mouth fell open and she felt Piper, filled with the same sense of wonder, watching frozen on her shoulder. The paper had folded itself into a key. Lorenzo took it from the air and inserted it into the lock, opening the door wide. Ahead was a tower almost at the exact centre of the confusing sprawl that made up the villa. The only way to reach it was to step across a bridge that led into the ivy-clad spire.

“This is where he lives?” Ophelia asked, wide-eyed, looking out over the old bridge with trepidation.

It was a narrow walkway with wooden beams that held up a pitched roof. Bevelled glass windows showed a clouded view of the jumbled roofs of the villa outside and the ivy had worked its way through any gaps it could find to distort the view even further.

Lorenzo nodded. “This is where he sleeps. He has been asleep for many years.” His expression was shaded slightly, as if he would venture an opinion, but couldn't quite bring himself to.

“How many?”

“Twelve.”

“Twelve!?” Ophelia spluttered.

She didn't think that was possible . . . though people were always waking up from long comas in TV shows. In this case there was no doubt a great deal of magic involved, if the smoke filtering out from under the doorway was any indicator.

“He enchanted himself into a sleep state after your mother took you away. Now you're back he can awaken.”

“But why?”

“He was hurt and extremely angry. He loved you very much. His heart is weak, he's very old. We shall have to wake him gently.”

Ophelia nodded and followed as her father walked out to the old, wooden door and turned the door handle. It seemed her mother had caused a lot of damage by stealing her away. Ophelia could barely remember her, but she was beginning to be glad of that. Perhaps her grandfather could undo all this, and no one else would have to die in her name.

The wind whistled through the gaps in the windows and the old wood creaked like the bow of a ship. She was glad to steal across the bridge and reach the tower, though it was just as ruinous as the bridge had been. The room inside was very cold and dim. As Ophelia got used to the light coming from the arrow-slit windows, she saw that it was almost completely full of little slips of paper. The floor was littered with them, so much so that they had to wade through them to enter.

Lorenzo pointed to a large, baroque mirror hanging on the exposed brickwork. “Messages. We sent them out of respect, even if he wouldn't be reading them.”

Ophelia tilted her head to one side. There were flowers here too: large, white blooms set into crystal vases all over the room. It was obvious that this place was often frequented, even if the man who slept in the wooden bed in the centre of the room refused to awaken.

He had a long, grey beard and wild eyebrows. He looked old but not at all weak or frail. He was solidly built and even in sleep he looked commanding with his face set in a glower that sleep could not ease or erase. There was a Lares perched on the bedstead watching over him silently. He was like the feathered creature from the train station, though much larger with scales and feathers of pure white. It opened one, ocean-blue eye and regarded Ophelia with obvious intelligence. Lorenzo approached the bed and stretched out a hand, placing two fingers on his father's shoulder.

“Father,” he said softly.

The man did not stir. The Lares opened its other eye and observed Lorenzo with silent disdain. Ophelia stepped backwards and rested a hand against the rough bricks behind her. The coarse, sandy texture grated against her skin. She was afraid. As always, Piper felt her emotion arrest his little body and he dropped down to hide behind her ankles. Smoke seemed to pour out from beneath the man and it cascaded like a waterfall to bathe the piles of unread notes in a grey-green haze. The flowers smelt sweet, but for some reason their perfume made her feel sad, rather than soothed. Her father's voice sounded strange in here, as if words should be forbidden within those dark walls.

“Myrlin Otho Dotti . . . awake!” He commanded, making a fist at his side.

With a little intake of breath her grandfather's eyes opened. They were piercing green.

“You better have a good reason for waking me!” His voice was deep and seemed naturally inclined to taking a tone of irritation.

“Ophelia is home.”

“Ophelia!” He growled. “Where is she?”

Ophelia wanted to back further away, but her father gestured her forward. She found she was terrified of that odd, still room and of her grandfather with his thunderous voice and furious features.

“Come closer girl!” He held out his hand and without being told Lorenzo picked up a pipe from a small bedside table and placed it and a box of matches into his father's gnarled fingers.

“Come on! I don't have all day!”

Ophelia felt herself being pulled forward as if she were on a string. Myrlin's magic was strong, irresistible and it felt older and more developed than her father's. She stopped just at the bed's edge, sending a pile of notes tumbling around her in a small wave. She tilted her head up with a fierce look of stubborn defiance. She might be moved by magic, but it didn't mean she had to like it. Her grandfather looked her over with a green-eyed squint. He stroked his beard and removed his lit pipe from his mouth, and, to her utter consternation, he began to laugh. Ophelia looked at her father in surprise, but he was laughing too.

“I'm sorry, Ophelia, it's just you used to make the same face whenever anyone told you what to do when you were little.”

She looked at them with astonishment.

“Yes! Our girl is certainly home. Get this ridiculous blanket off of me!” Myrlin said, looking down at the bedspread as if it was the first time he'd seen it. Lorenzo obligingly pulled it back. He painfully swung his legs out of the bed and looked around with vexation. “Who the hell has been putting flowers in here?!”

Lorenzo grinned. “Lucrezia of course, who else?”

“Ridiculous! What a horrible, cloying scent. Any more in here and I would’ve suffocated!” He growled and tried to stand. His legs weren't quite strong enough to hold him though and he keeled over. Ophelia bounded forward and propped him up before he could reach the ground.

“Thank you!” He patted her head absent-mindedly. “Thank you, my girl. Lorenzo! Now that everything is back the way it should be, what have I missed?”

“We're at war father.”

“Oh good, anything else?”

“With the Genovese, if that matters. Do you think you'll be getting up now?”

“Of course, boy, can't you see me trying?”

Ophelia stifled a laugh.

“Now, I assume you woke me for a reason?”

“They burned down one of the factories, we could use your help.”

“Get me out of this bloody tower and let me begin.”

He turned to the Lares and gave him the same appraising glare that he had given Ophelia. “You look old, Ferox.”

Ferox flapped his wings with indignation, creating a whirlwind of paper that soon covered poor Piper, huddling beside Ophelia's feet.

Ophelia smiled, reached down and pulled Piper up from under the avalanche. Her grandfather’s energy was infectious, he felt like an experienced general, ready to take command. Suddenly war was a game again, but now it was more like chess than hide and seek. And just like that her thoughts of the lives lost, and her own guilt melted away. Her conscience was growing ever smaller, like an abandoned puppy in her rear-view mirror as she drove off into the unknown.
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The Price of Paper

“Daddy!” Lucrezia launched herself at her father, shining tears cascading from her cheeks like sheets off of a melting glacier.

“Yes, yes!” He replied gruffly, barely tolerating the shower of affection from his youngest daughter. His beard and moustache had been cut back and he was now dressed in the strange, extremely ornate clothing of the Netherworld, sitting in a wicker chair on wheels that one of the Pybal servants had run out for. Lucrezia released him but continued to cry over him until he wheeled his chair back a pace.

“Lucrezia, stop that damned noise! I want an account of everything that has been going on since my absence. I can't hear a word with all of this crying!”

They were in Lorenzo's study going over his accounts from the last twelve years and Ophelia was standing at her grandfather's side, trying to pay attention, but finding herself entirely uninterested in the price of paper.

“Who's running the war?” Myrlin raised an eyebrow.

“I am, father.” Lorenzo stared at him dead in the eye.

“And the factories, shops . . . all of it?”

“Overseeing it all, but you know Marchpane runs the shops and Lucas . . .”

“Yes, yes, I know all of that. What I mean is that you don't have time for a war, not all the time a war needs. What’s Mandabel doing?”

Lorenzo coughed. “Ghast business in some unpronounceable dimension, I think.”

“I see, well then, I think that the only thing to do is for me to take over our little conflict!”

“Take over? Father I –”

“Where's my man, Lordon?”

Lucrezia raced, without her usual grace, over to the bell cord and rang it energetically.

“But father!” Lorenzo looked desperate. “It's my war! My daughter to protect!”

“You did your bit. Let an expert take charge.”

Lorenzo sat down, looking crestfallen. In a moment the door opened and a frail, old man in the Pybal uniform hobbled inside.

“Master?” He looked with surprise and joy at Myrlin sat in his chair.

Behind him two furry shapes pushed past and ran in in a tumble, half chasing each other – half intent on their separate missions. In their confusion Furio and Piper ran round Myrlin's chair and caused him to roar in irritation. “I cannot stand Lares! Get them out! Now!”

Both creatures ran for Lucrezia and Ophelia, jumped up and curled around their necks, trembling. Ferox fixed his master with a withering stare from his perch on the mantelpiece.

“Not you, Ferox. You don't count, I meant the little ones with the damned feet!” Myrlin turned back to his manservant. “Lordon, I want you to make sure all purchases of Genovese glass cease this instant. Cut off their supplies of paper and let it be known that anyone who supplies our paper to the Genovese, or their servants will be considered an enemy of the Dotti. I want my other sons gathered. We must plan an attack. I was thinking of striking their warehouses, but not before we cast proper protections over our own interests.” Lordon bowed and left the room without need for further instruction. Myrlin turned his glare to Lorenzo. “Now that, my boy, is how you plan a war! Think next time before you throw around declarations.”

“I was protecting Ophelia.” Lorenzo said through gritted teeth.

“I'm not against the war itself, my lad, just the running of it.”

“I did fight back!” Ophelia piped up keenly. “I scared Endolphin silly. A few of those Midways too!”

“Well done, my girl!” Myrlin smiled, twirling the end of his moustache. “But we must do more than scare them. Lorenzo, you have a head for business, but we Dottis cannot live on our name alone. Our Ghast demands power – that is his right. We must reassert ourselves as a force to be feared.”

Ophelia felt her fingers twitch with excitement, the air was heavy with magic. “Let me fight, grandfather! I can do it!”

“She hasn't had her ball, father. Or her Curio. She turns sixteen in a week.” Lucrezia cut in in a rush.

Myrlin turned and looked at Ophelia thoughtfully. “Your enthusiasm is appreciated, Ophelia. But for now, go with your aunt. When is the ball, Lucrezia?”

“Tomorrow evening.” She smiled prettily. “Everything is arranged.”

“Stupendous. Yes, you always do very well, my dear.”

Lucrezia shone with her father's praise, she looked ready to descend into more tears. Myrlin quickly flapped his hands at her.

“Leave us, there is still much to discuss.” He turned his chair back to the desk and spread out the papers, pouring over them with intense attention.

“Grandfather!” Ophelia could feel the family magic on the tip of her tongue, racing through her bloodstream. Power: that was all there was. What the Ghast wanted, what she needed. What it took to belong.

“Come away, Ophelia.” Lucrezia said quietly. “We have a lot to do.”

Lorenzo nodded to her, concealing his disappointment well. “Go, my love. We will speak later.”

Furious, Ophelia stomped after Lucrezia. Piper rubbed his head consolingly against her cheek.

“It isn't fair!” She murmured.

“We'll show them what we can do!” Piper hissed. “They'll see!”

******

“Don't look quite so cross, my dear, it will give you wrinkles. You'll have plenty of time to fight in the future. This is the way things are in the family. You must respect those above you. Father is the be all and end all in family matters, except of course for the dear, Dotti Ghast.”

Ophelia followed Lucrezia into the long gallery in stubborn silence. In that moment she would've even suffered another lesson with Mandabel rather than sit around while the others got to have all the fun.

“Ophelia, darling!” Annie called over to her. She was sitting at a little table looking as if she were drowning in a stack of papers.

Piper hopped down from Ophelia's shoulder, and she followed him over to Annie.

“Oh, I'm so glad to see you!” Annie simpered sweetly. “Will you be an absolute dear and help me with these?” She gestured to a pile of invitations. They were all edged with real silver interwoven with painted, green ivy.

“I'm not allowed to use family magic.” Ophelia responded, dully.

“Oh no, that's alright! I'm adding the silver, but it takes me forever to do that and write them too! Is your handwriting any good?”

Ophelia picked up a half-written letter and shook her head – the script was beautiful, flowing cursive. “I can't write like this.”

Annie sighed. “Oh bother! I'll get Shaw to do it when he's back, he has lovely writing. But maybe you could put them in the envelopes and seal them?” She pointed to a stamp and a heated bowl of white wax. “I'll send them off in one go at the end.”

Ophelia nodded and sat down to work. It was nice to finally have something to do. “Who are all of these invitations for?”

“Oh, everyone! All the great houses.”

“Even the Genovese?” Ophelia gaped.

“No, of course not!” Annie laughed. “Can you imagine?”

“Might they turn up anyway?”

“They’d need to be inside already to even have a chance at breaking through all of the protection spells. Anyway, war isn't allowed in the Ghast Palace. It's a sanctuary. Every Ghast is represented there, great or small. Their statues are all over.”

“Did those men really die?”

Annie made a face. “It's five now. Horrible isn't it?”

“Did anyone die when the Genovese shops got smashed up?”

Annie perked up. “Yes! We did rather better that time, element of surprise and all. I think we got six or seven.”

“Seven? Dead?” Away from the dense magic in the study the reality of war brought her crashing back down to Earth . . . or to the Netherworld at least.

“Or was it six? Blast!” Annie exclaimed as the nib of her pen snapped, causing a blot of ink to form on the paper. “This one's ruined! I'll have to find another pen.” She pushed the paper aside and jumped up from her seat. Ophelia reached out and edged the paper towards her. It was almost perfect except for the ink blot. The pen was broken, but a sudden idea caused her to take it up.

“What are you doing?” Piper asked. Hopping up on the table, head low and tilted to one side.

“Making sure I have at least one person I know there.” She used the broken nib to scratch out a name then quickly blew on it, so it dried.

“But I thought we didn't like him?”

“We don't!” Ophelia folded and sealed the invitation.

“Then why invite him?”

“I don't know, I just thought it would be fun. That's all.”

“They might not like it!” Piper sniffed the letter.

Ophelia grinned. “I don't care!”

“Ophelia!”

She looked up to see Kashka smirking at her in her maid's uniform. She looked neat and proper – it didn't suit her.

“Hi, Kashka.” Ophelia slipped another invitation forward, folded and sealed it.

“I've been working on that revenge of yours!”

“Oh?” Ophelia foggily tried to reach back into her mind. It was so hard to think lately, so hard to fix and focus on one idea or emotion.

“I stole something, well . . . borrowed it. Of course, you could've asked for it yourself, but if you wanted to keep everything quiet.”

Ophelia frowned. “What is it?”

Kashka slipped a small, blank, black piece of paper in front of her. Ophelia blinked at it. Piper jumped into her lap and hid his head under the table.

“What is it?”

Kashka looked a little surprised. “Why, a curse of course!”

“A curse?” Why did that word strike at her heart? Why did it tug at her mind in every direction? Someone had mentioned curses before . . . Someone important.

“You write the name of the person or family you want to curse. The Dotti magic makes it strong; it's worked into the colour of the paper.” Kashka held up an unfinished invite. “See, this is green for Dotti, silver for celebration. This enhances the importance of the event – sends it off with good tidings. I got the curse from the shop, no one knows I took it!”

“We . . . we make curses?”

“Of course! We're Papermakers! That's the heart of our magic.”

“Found one!” Annie said with triumph, marching back into the room with a new pen.

Kashka grabbed the cursed paper and hid it back inside of her dress whilst Ophelia stared dumbly at the place where it had been.

“Leander didn't want to lend it to me, but I don't break every pen, just the cheap ones because they aren't made properly! What's he going to use it for anyway? He's only going to write long, sad poems about falling in love with shop-boys and staring into streams and just being an intolerable, unbearable bore!” Annie sat down and looked at Ophelia. “Are you alright?”

Piper nuzzled at her hand on her lap, nibbling at her finger to snap her out of it.

“Yes . . .” Ophelia said slowly, thickly. She looked up at Annie with glassy eyes, her cheeks a galaxy of tiny stars. She smiled vaguely, as if her mind was far above them, floating away with the runoff of spells, curses and too many enchantments. “Perfectly alright . . .”
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Black Blood

Red Headed Girl was on her hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. She had been at it all morning and hadn't moved more than a metre or two from the front door. The dirt and dust lay as thickly as if the place had never been cleaned, but that was silly – surely, she had been cleaning it every day of her life?

Annoying Boy was mending Master Halprin's clothes, all of them seemed to have little holes or frayed edges to be hemmed. Clearly, Annoying Boy was just as bad at his job as she was.

From the constant yells caused by sticking himself with his sewing needle, Red Headed Girl was sure that she was correct in her assumptions. He was muttering at his shoddy workmanship darkly and she couldn't help but smile.

“You think it's funny?” He snapped, irritably.

She sat on her heels, still holding the soapy brush. “No . . . sorry, it's just you called the needle an idiot. I don't see how it's the needle's fault.”

“Well, it keeps going right into my thumb in exactly the same place. Do you think I'd do that on purpose?!”

She smiled, jumped up and came to him.

“Here!” She reached out and took off his glasses and wiped them with her age-stained apron. When she was done, she placed them back on his nose. “Is that better?”

— He blinked; he hadn't realised how filthy his glasses had become. The needle and his crooked stitches were all brought into focus. “Ohh! I see now, thanks!” He grinned.

“You're welcome.” She blushed and stepped back to her work.

“I . . . I like your name. 'Red Headed Girl' . . . It's pretty, it suits you . . .” Annoying Boy stated haltingly.

Red Headed Girl went an even deeper shade of crimson. “Oh, thank you . . . yours . . . Well, I don't think it suits you so well. I don't think you're annoying.”

“Really?” He smiled, eyes shining with relief. “What would you rename me if you could?”

“Hmmmm. I'm not sure. Something sweeter . . . something that makes me smile.”

There was a light, rustling sound of paper falling to the ground. Annoying Boy set aside the jerkin he was ruining and went over to a large, dirty mirror on the wall. An envelope sat, clean and white in a pile of dust beneath it. With a cough, Annoying Boy picked it up.

“It's a message for Master Halprin.” He flipped it over and scrutinised the white seal. “It has Dotti printed in the seal . . . I think. It either says Dotti or Dattl, it's hard to tell.”

–– Red Headed Girl nodded, her palms beginning to sweat. It quickly mixed with the grime and soap coating her skin. “Best leave it on the table, then.” She directed, curtly.

The moment had passed. He had looked at her a certain way though, hadn't he? Or was that just him squinting when she had taken off his glasses? The room was a mess and so was her mind. What was she thinking? Annoying Boy was just being polite. He was no more interested in her than Master Halprin was.

Her cheeks and neck felt as if they were on fire. She snatched up her brush and got back to work, unable to look at him, scrubbing as if her life depended on it.

— Annoying Boy got back to sewing with a slow, goofy grin growing on his face. She liked him. Red Headed Girl liked him . . . or at least she didn't find him annoying. He enthusiastically attacked the jacket, making a worse job of it than before – if that were possible.

******

It was late when Red Headed Girl finally rolled into the little bed she had made for herself in the cupboard under the sink. She bundled down under the musty blankets and propped the old book up on her knees. She had left the lamps glowing for Master Halprin and the light filtered through the cracks in the cupboard door so she could just about read.

“The Torrent Book,” she murmured, passing the first page.

She hadn't read the words – she had felt them appear in her mind as if they had been whispered to her. The pages felt as if they prickled beneath her touch. She flipped through them with a frown. It was her book, but she couldn't remember where it had come from. She turned the page and saw in her mind the image of a girl. She had golden-brown skin, big, beautiful green eyes and a mass of light-brown curls.

She's losing her soul. The words seeped into her like ink into paper. She didn't read them: she felt them.

Red Headed Girl watched as stars appeared, dotting over the girl's high cheekbones. The words ran over the paper, over the folds of her mind. Soon it will be too late.

Horror scoured her senses like a coarse bristle brush against old, wooden boards. Was it possible to lose your soul? She wasn't sure she even believed in souls. But if she had one what would happen if she lost it?

“I wouldn't be real at all . . . I think. Just some shade walking the Earth without thought or feeling . . .” She whispered, blinking hard. “Who? Who is losing her soul?” She asked the pages before her, agitation trembling through every syllable.

There was a sudden, explosive crash nearby and Red Headed Girl half fell out of the cupboard in fright. It had been the front door, banging wide open. Master Halprin stood slumped against the doorframe, a long, twisted bottle dangling from his right hand. Annoying Boy had been asleep on the chaise, but he was already up and rushing to his master's side.

“What is it!?” Red Headed Girl exclaimed, rushing to prop up Halprin's other side.

“He's drunk!” Annoying Boy said, pulling him over to sit on the chaise. “Blind drunk. Better make some coffee.”

Halprin grabbed Red Headed Girl's hand and pulled her to sit next to him. She glanced up at Annoying Boy, irritated by the blood turning her cheeks a deep scarlet for the second time that day. “Why don't you make it?”

Annoying Boy rubbed the back of his neck and reluctantly went over to the line of counters that constituted a kitchen in the garret.

“I don't understand!” Halprin said, clutching his head mournfully.

“What's wrong, Master Halprin?”

“I don't know! My chest huuuuuurts!” He flung himself back dramatically.

“Is it your wound? Do we need to do something?”

“Noooo, no, not that!

“Is it your heart?”

“My heart?” He laughed. “I don't have one! My blood has been black for centuries, I shouldn't feel a thing!” He writhed uncomfortably then pathetically laid his head in Red Headed Girl's lap and stared up at the ceiling. His eyes were jet-black oceans swallowed up in darkness. The dark strands of his hair fell over his blanched skin, and he looked as beautiful as a fallen angel.

Annoying Boy paused in grinding coffee beans and shot a jealous glance over at them.

Halprin sighed loudly. “I can't stop thinking about her!”

“Who?”

“Who else?! Dotti. I should've let her die on that stupid train! I need to find a way to save her . . .”

“Dotti? That's strange, a letter came for you today marked Dotti.”

Halprin sat up so fast he almost slammed his forehead straight into Autumn’s. “Where? Where is it?”

Awkwardly she pointed at the table in front of them. He snatched it up and tore it open.

“Her ball? She invited me!” He fell back, clutching the letter and frowned at it intensely as if there were some trick to be uncovered.

“What, ummm, what is it that's wrong with her, Sir?” Red Headed Girl asked carefully. She was thinking about the book and the girl with stars beneath her eyes.

Halprin groaned, burying his head in his hands. “She's such sweet sorrow . . . A lamb about to be slaughtered and she doesn't even know it . . .” He rolled onto his side, pulling his cape around him for comfort. “Have to do something . . . don't want to feel . . .” But without finishing his thought he fell fast asleep.

Red Headed Girl looked away; tears were spilling out over her cheeks, and she felt chilled with terror. She had no idea why her master's words had frightened her so much, or why that girl he spoke of made her heart feel as if it could shatter into a thousand tiny pieces. Could he be talking about the same girl as the Torrent Book?

Annoying Boy hurried over with a pot of coffee that smelt burnt and utterly unappetising.

“Is he alright?”

She nodded, gravely. “He's sleeping now.”

Annoying Boy made a face. “Where am I supposed to sleep? That's my bed!”

Red Headed Girl shrugged, still disturbed by the phantom girl in danger.

“What's wrong with him anyway?” Annoying Boy set down the coffee.

“I don't know. I – I think he's in love . . .”
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The Lost Dotti

Ophelia was sitting beside her Ghast shrine, not looking into its dark face. She had found the copy of her family Ghast inside the Ghast Palace through the dense, verdant plants. The name Dotti was inscribed on its base, and it was wide enough for her to sit down and stay hidden while the guests filled up the ballroom platform far above her.

She was wearing a white, silk dress with thousands of paper butterflies scattered over the fabric. When she moved, they would flap their tiny wings and follow her in a fluttering cloud. Her long curls were tamed into submission on top of her head and little pearl pins held everything in place. Her golden-brown cheeks were flushed with colour, which made the star-flowers stand out all the more. But her expression was completely blank as she threw a twig for Piper to fetch and return, fetch and return on repeat.

Curses . . . curses . . . curses . . . Was all she could think. She rubbed her temples between throws. Her mind felt boxed in, cornered, at breaking point . . . but why?

She had thought that she would find peace in the dark gardens, with the decaying leaves rotting into the soil. But there was no quiet for her mind in between the towering life of the growing plants and the death at their roots? Instead, she felt tangled – separated from herself.

Piper was silent, running for the twig and bringing it back without a word.

“Ophelia!” Her father's voice brought her swiftly to her feet with the butterflies shimmering close behind.

Piper dove behind a snarl of roots: he was supposed to have been left at home. His black eyes watched on from the shadows.

“You look beautiful!” Lorenzo took Ophelia's hand and spun her around, sending up a rustle of leaves and paper. “I'm sorry I've been so busy! Your grandfather wanted everything in order – his own chaotic order. But – what's this? You look unhappy!”

She tried to say it, it was on the tip of her tongue. But what do curses matter? Curses . . . curses . . . curses . . .

“Nothing. I suppose I'm just nervous.”

“Well then, I think I might have something that will help with that!” He grinned and reached into his formal jacket. He drew something out, letting it hang from his long fingers. It was a silver pendant with a drop of amber hanging from a curling silver setting. He held it up before her eyes and she admired it.

“It's beautiful!”

“I want it to be your Curio, if you will accept it.”

“My Curio? But it's amber, isn't that the colour of the Genovese?”

“Look closer, see how the orange is shot through with green? Well, my dear that is precisely how we shall strike them, right through the heart! This will be a memory of our triumph: of your future triumph!”

“Thank you,” she turned and let him clasp it around her neck. It fell into the front of the dress, concealed by the fabric.

He kissed her head and smiled. “Keep it hidden, keep it safe. Soon it will be more than just a piece of jewellery.”

She smiled, concealing her concern. “Is everybody here?”

“Yes, but don't worry. I will stay by your side and introduce you to everyone. Is that what's worrying you?”

“I just want to make you proud.”

“You already have, my Ophelia. My little, lost girl is finally home. I can't wait to show you off to everyone!”

He took her hand and kissed it then tucked it into the crook of his arm. With his graceful, energetic stride, he led her away from the shrine and up one of the narrow staircases that led up onto the ballroom floor. It was a blaze with warm light and hints of green. Paper lanterns and the crystal chandeliers concealed the glass roof above, so it seemed to be a world of light. The figures and creatures cut into the lanterns were moving; dancing, flying out and away from their homes. They dove inside towards the light and then out again in an endless flurry of movement. The runoff from the charms had edged away and there was no smoke to pollute the palace that evening.

The floor was filled with people, all in their finest evening wear and holding delicate champagne flutes in their hands. As soon as she arrived with her father, they all turned to face them. She took in a little breath, looking for her family members dotted through the crowd. Her Grandfather was still in his wicker chair, though he was now wearing Dotti green and holding a silver headed cane. She smiled at him, and he nodded, eyes twinkling with pride.

She was amazed that so many people had come, despite being given barely any notice. Though, from their curious expressions, she realised that the prospect of seeing Myrlin awake, and the Lost Dotti returned was too enticing to even consider not attending. So, this was Firioal society, this was the world her family belonged to, the one that she would have grown up in had her mother not taken her away. Where was it she had been taken to? She couldn’t think now.

“Friends!” Her father's voice rang out, louder and clearer than should've been possible. “I am honoured to have you join our family this evening in welcoming my daughter home. Ophelia is a true Dotti. She understands the power of fide, honoris, genus, fidelity, honour and family. Having her return to us we finally find ourselves complete. My daughter is safely back where she belongs!” He looked at her, eyes shining.

She swallowed, smiling shyly. Effortlessly his manservant produced a crystal glass of champagne on a silver tray.

Lorenzo took it and raised it to the gathered crowd. “To Ophelia!”

The guests all raised their glasses in unison. “Ophelia!”

The music began to play: an assortment of strings somewhere beyond the guests. Soon the ballroom filled with the buzz of talk and laughter. Ophelia's heart slowed to a more normal pace, but her stomach still felt twisted in knots. At least they weren't all staring directly at her anymore. Shaw strode up to meet them and bowed, elegant in his eveningwear.

“Shaw! Finally free?” She smiled.

He laughed. “Never free, never really. Would you do me the honour of a dance?” He held out his hand courteously and bowed. She started to laugh but realised that he was entirely serious. She looked at her father.

“Go on, go and have fun! I'll find you later.”

She took her cousin's arm and they swept off to join a dozen other couples spinning around the centre of the ballroom. Ophelia awkwardly placed her hand on his shoulder.

“I don't know how to dance like this!” She hissed.

Shaw placed a reassuring hand on her waist. “Then it's a good thing it's up to me to lead! Just follow me, no one can see your feet under all of those insects!”

She laughed and clumsily kept time with him. After a few minutes she had caught the flow of the steps and even if hers were no match for the other dancers she at least could keep up with some grace.

“You'll have to give me proper lessons at some point.”

“Oh . . . I don't suppose I'll have time, what with my new apprenticeship – I'm very important now, you know!” He winked.

“You're going to be a Papermaker! I'm so happy for you!”

“It's all thanks to you!” He dropped his tone. “Really, everything seems to be better since you arrived, Ophelia.”

She laughed at him, missing the change in his demeanour. “Don't be silly! I'm sure you would've asked yourself at some point! How's your hand?”

He flexed it on her waist with a grimace. “Numb but getting better.”

“So, you're going to be a Papermaker . . .” She shook her head slowly. “Shaw . . . I don't think I quite realised before what that meant.”

“Oh?” He frowned with concern.

“You're going to make curses, aren't you?” She stared at him hard, ready to seek out any deception, but he just shrugged.

“Yes, with the other stuff too. Money, paper-charms, notes, Ghast letters.”

“But isn't that very wrong? Isn't it dangerous?”

He smiled. “It's the Netherworld – it's always dangerous! It's like light and dark, or the flip of a coin, it needs two sides to balance.”

“I suppose so . . .”

The music changed and the pace altered making her trip a little. “But Shaw, do people get cursed forever? Do they die?”

He stared at her with surprise. “But of course they do! People always die.”

Ophelia felt sick. That tugging on her mind was greater than ever. The music seemed to surge and then fall sideways. The strings plucked at her nerves, the voices garbled and ran at her. Something was wrong . . . this was wrong.

She stopped dancing; her hands fell away from him. “I'm sorry Shaw,” she raised a hand to her head and began to stumble away.

“Can I get you some water?”

“No . . . I just need to sit down for a moment.”

She didn't recognise any of the faces around her. She felt homesick but couldn't remember where home was. She suddenly felt so confused and angry, but she didn't know why. The room, all that light and paper, felt like it was spinning. She stumbled forward and lost her footing, the floor quickly rose to meet her, but before she could touch the ground someone caught her. She turned, panic rising, only to find herself safe in the arms of Halprin Knight.
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The Last Dance

The room stopped spinning. For some reason Halprin's touch made her mind clear a little. She looked up at him, eyes wild, pupils dilated.

“You don't look well.” Halprin said, jaw tense. He was too genuine in his concern to even attempt sarcasm.

“Thank you, you also look terrible.” Ophelia smiled wanly.

He did look awfully pale, with dark circles under his eyes, but he didn't look terrible at all. He was well dressed, in black of course. Underneath his cape he wore a velvet jerkin buttoned up in a high neck, with straight black trousers and fine, pointed shoes. His hair was pushed back behind his ears. He was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, but it was a sad kind of beauty that made her heart unconsciously sink lower in her chest. Having his face to focus on she felt the confusion begin to ebb. The music flooded back into her hearing, and she steadied herself.

“I think I'm alright now.”

“Are you sure? I can –”

“Ophelia? Is this . . . gentleman . . . bothering you?” Shaw appeared at her side and looked at Halprin with barely veiled animosity.

“No, Shaw, not at all. I believe he was asking me to dance. Weren't you Halprin?”

Halprin grinned with a wicked glint to his eyes. “Oh yes! Don't worry about your little cousin Dormouse – I mean Dorvale. I'll make sure she comes back in one piece.”

Shaw opened his mouth to argue, but Halprin drew Ophelia away into the dancing, holding her firmly in his grasp. He was taller than Shaw and his movements had far more grace and precision. She struggled to keep up and his hand on her waist made her sunken heart race in that way that irritated her. He's just a boy!  She told herself. And not even that!

“So, what changed? I thought you didn't want to dance with me?” He smirked, dark eyes glittering with mischief.

“I didn't say that . . . exactly.”

He rolled his eyes and peered down at the swaying edge of her skirt. “You can't dance.” It was a statement, not a question. “I was surprised to get your invitation.”

“I was surprised I sent it!” She snapped back, her blood quickly rising with anger.

His features fell into a glower. “So, why did you invite me here? For the pleasure of my company?”

“Not at all!” She bristled.

She was so riled she could've hit him . . . but not just yet . . . not with that song still playing . . . Not with that light still dancing in his black eyes . . . Not with his hand still holding hers.

“Then you have a job for me?”

She shook her head. “Job? No! I don't need you for anything! Anyway, perhaps it wasn't even me who invited you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Nice try, I don't get invited to society events.”

“Why not?”

“I'm not society.” He shrugged.

“Well then, maybe I just wanted to ask you about the way this place works.”

“Why not ask your family?”

She couldn't meet his eye.

“Oooh, I see. You don't trust them.”

“It isn't that! It's just that they expect, or at least they want a lot from me and there seems to be a great deal on the line.”

“You don't seem at all the same girl I met at the Station. And it's not just the clothes and the hair. Ophelia, why did you come here? Don’t you remember?” He looked at her carefully.

“I don't understand what you mean.”

“It's a simple question.”

“To – to find my family!” She answered slowly.

“Well, you've done that, but it doesn't feel right, does it?”

She clenched her teeth together. “I don't know what you mean!”

“You did say it on the train. I know you did because I made you say it. You came here to save your sister.”

“I told you, I don't have a sister!”

He stopped dancing and held her shoulders, looking into her eyes intensely. “Say that again!” His tone was urgent, and she blushed furiously, trying to avoid looking directly into the black irises intently focused on her.

“I don't have a sister.”

“Your eyes clouded over! Someone has been messing with your mind. I knew it! It's the stars Ophelia! It's in the bloody stars!”

She struggled in his grip. “Don't be silly, Halprin. Who would do such a thing?”

“This is the Netherworld! Your closest ally, your worst enemy, they can be one and the same here. You need to find out who it was, then you'll be yourself again.”

She glared at him. “Well, who's to say it wasn't you? I certainly wouldn't have invited you of my own free will!”

He let her go, but still loomed over her, fists clenched at his side. “I didn't do it! Why would I?”

“And another thing! Why do you care? I thought you didn't care about anything? You could barely stand talking to me on the train! You don't care about anyone or anything unless you're being paid! What is this Halprin? Are you on a job? Did you get hired by the Harts or the Genovese to make me feel like I'm losing my mind?!”

“This is why I never help people! No good deed goes unpunished!” He turned in a furious motion, sending up his cape in a rush of air. Continuing with the dramatic flair, he stalked away from her, into the crowd of guests all staring at them. The butterflies settled on her dress and were still. Ophelia flushed scarlet, left alone in the centre of the dancers, staring after him – more the lost Dotti than ever.
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Ascendant

Far below the dancing couples an old man stumbled through the undergrowth in the Ghast Palace. His tight curls were cut short and were bright white, contrasting beautifully with his dark, mahogany skin. He would've looked like any other well-dressed old gentleman, had his eyes not both been made of marbled glass. He stopped in his path and looked around, seeing only slightly more dimly through the glass globes than if they had been his long-lost eyes. The music was far away up behind him, hidden by the tangle of trees. He hummed along with the dying notes distractedly.

“Where am I?” His words were dampened, and he noticed a curl of smoke that seemed to be beckoning him onwards. He put a hand to his left temple and sighed. Champagne always went to his head like this. He loosened his collar and considered shrugging off his cloak too, but no . . . that wouldn’t do. Especially if there was magic afoot in the Ghast Palace. He would need both his hands free. Light-green light flickered at his fingertips. It wasn’t the emerald-green of the Dotti, it was the yellow-green chartreuse of the Hart Family. That flicker of family magic told him instinctively where he was. He turned a corner and stepped under the twisting vines. His family’s Ghast statue seemed to call darkly to him amongst the leaves. It was thin with claw-like hands and long, twisted horns. He shivered to look upon it – it was only right to do so. But he wasn’t alone. He could feel a presence there in the darkness.

A curl of smoke bloomed from the man’s pocket. He felt inside the fabric and produced a single eye glass on a chain. Hands trembling only a little, he held the glass to his right eye. He looked around the Ghast hollow. There – standing by the shrine, hand ungloved and lit by amber light.

“Anthimia!” He hissed, stepping back, the eyeglass slipped from his fingers, and she was gone. The shrine was empty. He clumsily pulled on the chain and raised the glass back over his eye.

There she was again, just where she had been before.

“Here to kill me, are you?! In the Ghast Palace before my Ghast, no less! Have you no shame?”

“Here, am I?” She smiled with sweet malice.

He frowned, moving the eyeglass away again. She was gone. His frown deepened. He switched eyes and turned the glass over. She wasn’t in the Ghast Palace at all. She was in the glass itself. He held it steady and flexed his fingers, ready to smash the glass under his heel at any moment. She turned her gracefully aging, transparent features towards him and raised a thin, arched eyebrow.

So, they faced each other, as they had never done before, even through glass. They were both in their element, the two greatest glass families in the Netherworld, mortal enemies face to face at last. He smirked. Of course, the Genovese hadn’t been invited, this was the only way she could appear: through charm alone.

“My dear Phanderfel! What an imagination you have! Me, come here to kill you? Why-ever would you think that? In fact, I come here before you and your Ghast as a sign of peace, a request for parlé!”

“Parlé!” He spat. “We haven’t had a parlé in over a century, and we both know how the last one ended!” He tapped his glass eye with the rim of the eyeglass, letting off an unnerving clink of metal on glass.

“Tsk, tsk! And isn’t that a shame?”

“Whatever can we have to talk about? Your boys killed my Gilly! There was a time when killing a family’s Nethercreature was unthinkable!”

“Ah yes, that was . . . unfortunate. I deeply regret my son’s actions.” She looked genuinely aggrieved.

“Don’t think we’re without defence! We have Ithril and Orlo may be just a boy, but his magic is strong.”

“Naturally!” She smiled and fluttered her shard-like lashes at him. “You see, we have been enemies for such a long time, and one of us or the other ends up on top . . . for a while, only to be thwarted, felled and around we go again.”

“What’s your point?”

“We’re too evenly matched! Who in the Netherworld could win when each side is equally weighted?”

He scowled at her then sighed. “You may have a point, but that doesn’t mean all can be forgotten!”

“Why can’t it mean that? Do you remember the original offence? I surely don’t. Listen, Phanderfel, I am prepared to end things tonight. No surrender on either side. We can call it even!”

“And why would we do that?”

She laughed prettily. “You are no fool Phanderfel! But I promise you that you will like my proposition. Too long have certain houses been allowed dominion over others . . . alone we aren’t powerful enough to stop them, but together . . .”

“And why would I end one war to engage in another far more dangerous one?”

“What do you have to gain by wiping out the Genovese? Yes, you’d be the only glass family in the Netherworld of any merit, but glass is glass . . . if we crush the Dotti, we control the art of Papermaking. Every curse, every intention written to sway a friend, an enemy . . . a lover, a Ghast . . . it all becomes ours to control.”

Phanderfel’s heart beat quickly with the rush of imagined greed. “What else?” He narrowed his marbled eyes.

“I thought you might ask that!” She smiled and produced from thin air a beautiful box made of glass and silver. She handed it to Phanderfel with a slight incline of her head. The box was beautifully made. It was more ornate and delicately worked than even one of his own boxes. He reached out a hand and the box was solid, real to the touch. He opened the lid to find it empty.

“What is this, Anthimia? Don’t you know a wrapping without a gift is very bad manners?”

“The gift is to come.”

He looked at her questioningly.

“I had this box made with strong magic . . . strong enough to hold the heart of a Chosen Child.”

He closed the lid quickly. “But that would be –”

“The perfect gift for the Hart Ghast! I think perhaps in the world of the Ghasts there should be a rebalancing of power too, don’t you?” She smiled.

Phanderfel stroked his chin, thoughtfully. “When?”

“Tonight. You Harts bring down the protection charms from the inside. We are outside, waiting. The whole Ghast Palace will know that the world has changed – that it belongs to glass now.”

“I shall have to consult with my Ghast.” He breathed.

“Here!” She slipped out a piece of paper edged with dark blue that seemed to shift across the spectrum and back again.

She took back the box and it was gone in an instant.

He took the paper; it too was real: velvet smooth to the touch.

“Where did you get this?” Phanderfel inspected the blank paper. “It’s Dotti!”

“We aren’t stupid! We hoard paper, and all other magical materials just in case we are boycotted – paper is a necessity after all.”

He nodded and grimly took the paper and, with a stub of pencil he kept in his pocket, he scrawled his question on the paper. Trying not to tremble in front of Anthimia’s image he approached his Ghast statue and bowed. As quick as his short legs could carry him, he jumped forward and placed the paper in the open jaws of the statue, careful not to let his fingers drift inside. He put his hands into his trouser pockets and stepped back. “Sooo . . .”

The silence was deafening.

“How’s the family?”

Anthimia rolled her eyes but was saved from making a response by the piece of paper instantly jumping back out through the mouth of the Ghast statue and sailing through the air as if it were caught in a bluster of wind.

“That was quick!” She gasped, anxious.

“One moment, I have it, I have it!” Phanderfel jumped three times to catch it, grabbing it at the height of the last jump.

“What is it? What does it say?” She whispered frantically, unable to do as she wanted and jump through the glass to snatch the paper out of his thick fingers.

The edges were burnt, and they smoked a little, bathing Phanderfel’s ageing features in a grey haze. He looked up at her, lens held without tremor. A slow smile grew on his face, lighting his features with avaricious delight, his marble eyes swirled with a dark tempest.

— Something small and furry rustled through the leaves, but neither Anthimia nor Phanderfel noticed as Piper ran through the trees towards the path, heart thundering with an all-consuming terror.

“Ophelia!” He muttered in a voice that only she would’ve heard. He had to find her, had to warn her – before their world came to an end.
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Burning Paper

Piper raced through the undergrowth as quickly as his little legs would carry him. He was lost, turned around by the snaking roots and paths that stopped suddenly or doubled back on each other. Magic crept at his heels. If he stopped running it would consume him. He had to get out, he had to get up. There was no escape down here, where the way was clouded from him. Without pause he scurried up the nearest tree, climbing up into the canopy where the humid air was clearer.

Below, the canopy of the jungle broke free from a sea of fog. The ballroom floor ahead was still bathed in light. The guests danced on with no idea what was coming. He had to get to them – had to get to her. With all the energy he could muster he launched himself through thin air, out into the impossible distance between him and the next tree.

******

The Ghast Palace suddenly turned ice-cold. The musicians stopped abruptly, and the dancers paused, still hand clasped. A shudder ran through all the chandeliers causing a ringing, tinkling of music that shivered all the way down Ophelia’s spine.

“Today marks the decline of the Dotti. All those who do not want to be brought down with them, leave now!” Anthimia’s voice whipped through the hall like a viper.

Then came a devastating sound that caused every guest to clutch their ears in agony. Every pane that made up the glass walls of the Ghast Palace shattered. The shards rained down on the paper lanterns and the green leaves below the ballroom floor. Everyone covered their faces, some threw themselves to the ground, but Ophelia stood still, watching in horror as the emerald-green glass of the chandeliers lightened to green-tinged amber. Then suddenly every light in the palace was extinguished and every one of Ophelia’s butterflies dropped to the ground, nothing but still, lifeless paper.

“How dare the Genovese commit an act of war in the Ghast Palace!?” She could hear Myrlin’s voice ring out as loud as if it were amplified by a speaker, it hurt to hear after the sound of smashing glass.

“We cannot allow such an act to go unchallenged! Regardless of allegiance I charge you all to hold your ground! We must have order!”

But as his words died away, one by one, the giant paper lanterns overhead caught fire. It began as a single paper dancer wove through the lantern, paper skirts held out wide. As she turned, flames caught at the edge of her dress. Without feeling she continued to dance, burning in orange-yellow brilliance. Smoke billowed out of her lantern home and soon the dancer was ash and her flames clung to the walls of the lantern, and the next one, and the next one, until they were all aflame. As they blazed gradually the chandeliers beside them lost their form and the glass they carried spilled down onto the polished wood beneath them, raining molten-hot shards onto the guests. People shouted, screamed, and ran towards the doors.

Ophelia tried to run with them, but she was frozen, and not by fear. She looked down to see her feet, but the bottom of her dress was encased in thick, clouded glass. She screamed, trying desperately to step up and claw at her bonds all at once.

If any guest had waited until now to leave, they ran out with the others at the sight of the frozen Dotti. The Genovese and the Harts were appearing from the twisting vines below now, making their way up the staircases. Magic and smoke poured off of them and filled the entire palace in a matter of moments.

“How dare you!? How dare you?!” Myrlin cried, face furious red, the wheels of his wicker chair held fast.

“Help me! I can't move!” Ophelia shouted.

Shaw and some of the other family members who weren't pure Dotti had managed to smash the weaker glass holding them and were running to help the others. Shaw reached her side, blue-green magic jolting from his fingertips. The glass around her made a cracking sound at his touch, but nothing more. He pulled at it with his bare fingers, but it wouldn't move.

“I'm sorry!” He cried. “I'm no good . . . my magic is no good!” Tears spilled out over his cheeks, he felt in his pockets for an elixir bottle he knew he wouldn't find there.

“It's okay . . .” Ophelia reached out a hand to touch his face. She swallowed hard, trying not to cry. “Go!” She whispered. “You have to leave, Shaw.”

He shook his head, unable to speak. Just then four padded feet hit the dance floor and ran full pelt, dodging Genovese and Harts. Piper barrelled head long to meet them.

“Ophelia!” His cry penetrated her mind. He was terrified. “The Harts and the Genovese! I couldn't make it in time! I'm sorry-”

He jumped up onto her shoulder just as the first shaft of amber light exploded into the floor of the ballroom. It sent cracked wood splintering into the air and left an immense hole tunnelling down into the kitchens and servants’ rooms beneath the ballroom floor.

“Shaw!” Ophelia grabbed Piper off of her shoulder and handed him to her cousin. “Take Piper and get away! Get to safety!”

Shaw took the struggling creature and held him tight to his chest.

Ophelia's fingers were touched with emerald light and her eyes were filled with a murderous rage.

“But Ophelia, you aren't supposed to use your family magic!” Shaw looked pale and afraid.

“Shaw, watch out!” Annie's voice echoed over to them, and Shaw turned, just too late.

A crack of amber light burst behind him and sent him flying. He lay several feet away from Ophelia, out cold. Piper rolled over and over, then lifted his head up, dazed.

“Shaw!” Ophelia brought her fists down hard against the glass, but even all her strength couldn't make it shatter.

Through the clouds of runoff, and real, choking smoke, Endolphin Genovese was walking towards her. He was striding onwards with maddening calm and a look of superiority that made Ophelia want to blast him to pieces. He didn't even pause to look at Shaw. He stepped over him as if he were crumpled paper.

“So, we meet again, dear Dotti!” His words were slow and deliberate.

She raised her fingers to strike at him but found that the glass had grown up around her and she was now encased up past her ribs, her arms pinned to her sides.

“Let me go!”

“Oh, I don't think I will.” He was close now, close enough to stroke her cheek.

He took his time, luxuriating in the way his amber light glittered in her eyes and bathed her skin like mortal sunlight. Piper shook off his fall and ran at him, snarling and biting. Endolphin hit out casually, with a flick of his well-manicured hand. The force struck Piper hard, sending him sailing through the air to land in a pile of rubble, where he lay in the falling dust, painfully still.

“Piper!” Ophelia shouted, she struggled hard, trying with all her might to break free, but she couldn't move. She couldn't think of anything, there were no smart remarks, no reckless action that could save her now. Light blasted around them as other, stronger family members broke free and fought against both Harts and Genovese. With a distinctive crack, the Nethercreatures arrived, sending people running in every direction at the sight of their smoked edges and the vibrant magic glowing at their disposal.

“Go on then!” Ophelia swallowed hard and stared up at Endolphin. “Why don't you get it over with and kill me?”

“Tut, tut! Haven't been here long enough to learn any manners, I see!” He roughly took hold of her chin, so she had to look him in the eye. “I could teach you . . . oh, yes, there are so many things I could teach you. I don't think you'd enjoy it . . . but I would break you in the end, my dear.”

“Just try it! We'll see who breaks first!”

He laughed darkly and drew very close to her. “You shouldn't underestimate me, little girl . . . the things I've done . . . it would make even a Nethercreature shudder.”

Ophelia thought of those soulless shadows and shivered all over. She could believe it, looking into his pale, lifeless eyes.

“Ah, I see you finally understand me, don't you? What a shame, what a shame. What we could've been! But no, we have other plans for you!” He drew out a long thin knife with amber set into its handle. He raised it so it glittered in the light of the flaming lanterns and the blasts of magic shooting every which way about them. With cold resolve he brought it down towards her chest.

In a sudden crack of violet light Halprin appeared between Endolphin and Ophelia. Held still by the glass she couldn't move, but Endolphin was bounced backwards, and the knife flew out of his hand, quickly concealed by the smoke and runoff.

“Halprin!” Endolphin snarled. “Get out of the way!”

“Hi Dolph!” Halprin grinned, leaning against Ophelia as if she were a convenient wall. “How’s it going? I like what you’ve done with the place – very ‘new world order’ – seditious chic if you will.”

“Is this you choosing a side?” Endolphin struggled to stand.

“I suppose it is.” Halprin shrugged. “But try not to read into it too much. I'm sure it's just a passing phase!” He wrapped an arm around Ophelia and held out his hand, palm down. The floor under Ophelia suddenly fell through and the two of them sank like stones, out of the main palace and into the servants’ quarters below. As they hit the ground the glass encasing Ophelia shattered, and she was free. They sat up in the rubble, covered in dust.

“Are you alright?” Halprin asked, quickly standing and pulling her up.

“Piper and Shaw!” She coughed.

“What?”

“My Lares and my cousin, you have to get them!”

Halprin stared at her with disgust and disbelief. “No good deed . . .” he muttered, rolling his eyes and disappearing in a lilac crack of light. He appeared again a second later with a limp furry body in his arms. Ophelia grabbed Piper and felt his tiny chest. “He's still alive! What about Shaw?”

“You're welcome!” Halprin said sarcastically. “Look, I don't know how much magic I have. I certainly don't have enough to lug a bloke down here too, it's a wonder I got your little rat here. And are you grateful? No! I –”

“Duck!” Ophelia pulled him down, just out of the way of a rushing surge of pale green light.

A man with a ‘D’ gouged into his face was coming straight for them.

“Damn! Midways!” Halprin took her hand and pulled her away from their rubble mountain. He shot magic back at the man, hitting him in the shin and sending him to his knees, cursing.

“I thought you left.” Ophelia said, running and cradling Piper to her chest.

“I did!” Halprin responded, blowing the smoke from around his fingers.

They had landed in the large kitchens under the ballroom, mid-fight between the Midway and Pybal servants. As they ran Ophelia glanced up through the gaping hole above them and just caught sight of Endolphin standing in the smoke, the palace above him filled with burning, amber light.

“We have to get back up there! We have to help!”

“No. We have to get you out of here!” Halprin pulled her down behind a workbench – narrowly avoiding a mis-sent burst of Pybal magic.

“Where are they?” He added in a growl.

“Who?”

He stuck his head up and looked around, sending out a blast of light, then he grabbed her hand and took off again for the nearest corridor.

“Servants!” He shouted.

“You brought your servants with you?”

“I was drunk – still drunk from yesterday. I needed them to carry me here . . . why did I never bother to learn their names?”

“You were drunk?” She shook her head. “Why am I not surprised?”

“I wish whoever was messing with your memories would do a better job of it!” He replied tersely. “You seem to remember every bloody thing I say and do.”

They turned a corner.

“Annoying-guy-face and Red-haired Girl?!” Halprin called out down the hall.

“What kind of names are those?”

A cupboard door concealed by the wood panelled wall flew open and Halprin and Ophelia were hauled inside before they could even begin to flare their fingers with magic.

“Would you two please keep quiet!?”

“Kashka!” Ophelia said with relief, hugging the still Piper tight.

Kashka was holding on to the top of her arm that was bleeding heavily, and she had an ugly looking knife held up to the throat of a whimpering Ethan.

“You!” Ophelia gasped with horror and disgust.

The world stopped. The air itself seemed to freeze. A sudden pain flooded her brain and she fell forward onto her hands and knees, drawing in a long, sharp breath.

“Ophelia!” Autumn and Kashka shouted in unison, but their voices sounded far off.

Ophelia's mind was flooded with barrelling waves of memories: . . . Meeting Autumn on her first day of school . . . Wandering through Rome with Ethan . . . Laughing. Singing. Running. So many memories, just the three of them . . . And then she remembered the kiss. Being sent away. Betrayal. Anger. Hatred . . . That desperate, all-consuming desire for revenge.

— Halprin gently pried Piper out of her hands and looked down into her face.

“Ophelia?” He watched as she squeezed her eyes tight shut.

A shower of Hemerocallis – just over half of them, loosened themselves from her skin and rained down on the floor, tearing themselves to pieces and disappearing in splashes of emerald light.

“Interesting . . .” He murmured. He turned in time to see his servants doubled over in pain too. Great chunks of the Knight seals on both of their foreheads broke away in bursts of bright, lilac light.

“Damn.”

Ophelia's eyes opened, searing with hatred and directed at Autumn. “You!”

Autumn held a hand to her stinging forehead. She blinked through the pain to meet Ophelia's accusing glare. “We – we came to bring you home. You're in danger here! The book told me –”

“Danger?” Ophelia laughed, cutting Autumn short.

It was such a sharp, nasty sound it caused even Halprin to step back a little.

Her fingers glowed emerald. “I'm Ophelia Isabella Dotti! I have been Chosen; I have more power than you could ever dream of! Enough to tear the two of you apart! Why would I ever need any help from you?”

“Do you want me to slice open his throat?” Kashka grinned, excited, not showing any sign of her wound.

“Not that I care or anything, but could we maybe do this later?” Halprin interjected with a sigh.

“What does it matter to you?” Ophelia turned on him, eyes flashing.

“I mean, it doesn't. Except they did kind of save my life, and I saved yours so maybe . . .” it pained him to be decent, it really, truly hurt. He clenched his fists. “Maybe don't kill them, alright?”

Ethan looked at her, eyes shimmering with tears. “Ophelia . . . please . . .” There was blood trickling down his neck where the tip of Kashka's knife kissed his skin.

— “Ophelia this isn't you!” Autumn reached out her hand and slipped it into Ethan's. “You are good. You are kind. You are our friend!”

Ophelia's expression didn't change.

Autumn squeezed Ethan's hand tight. She remembered who he was now, everything he was to her. No matter what happened at least they had that.

Ethan let out a sob. Their fingers interlaced and Autumn closed her eyes.

“Fine!” Ophelia said after what seemed like an eternity. “I will give you a head start. You have thirty seconds to get them out of here, Halprin. But if I ever see either of you again, I won't hesitate to destroy you.”

Autumn opened her eyes and blinked at her, stunned. Kashka reluctantly released Ethan who darted behind Halprin in an instant.

“What happened to you, Ophelia?” Autumn asked with quiet horror.

“Twenty seconds.”

“Come on!” Ethan fumbled for the door and Autumn shook her head and followed him.

“I'd listen to your friends, Dotti.” Halprin looked at her, eyes narrowed. “You're still all mixed up.” He tapped his cheekbone with a sad smile.

“Ten seconds!” She answered through gritted teeth.

He shrugged, handed Piper back to her and stepped out of the door, closing it behind them.

“She's lost to us!” Autumn said in a choked voice, tears coursing down her cheeks as she wrapped her arms around herself.

“Not quite.” Halprin said in a razor-edged tone. “But right now, we need to get you both out of here.” He took off down the corridor with purpose.

Ethan stroked Autumn's cheek, softly brushing away a tear. “We'll fix it, not now, but we will.” He tried to give her a reassuring smile.

She nodded, only half believing him and they ran off after Halprin into the twisting passages of the ruined palace.
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Molten Glass

Ophelia shook her head and turned to Kashka. “Are you alright?”

There was no time to dwell on what had happened, on why they were all there, and how they were connected. There was no time to even feel betrayed by Halprin.

“You're bleeding!” Ophelia noted, eyes wide.

“I'll be fine, it's just a scratch.”

Ophelia frowned then leant down and tore off a strip from her dress. “Here, it won't take a moment!” She gently tore away the shredded sleeve of Kashka's emerald uniform and bound the wound.

“Thank you, Miss.”

“Ophelia, just Ophelia. What happened to you?”

“Felicity Midway stuck me with a knife. This knife!” She held up her stained blade in her right hand. “They jumped us as soon as that voice rang out. Took the Lawrences a while to get their orders.”

“Lawrences?”

“Hart servants.” Kashka winced as Ophelia tied the bandage in a knot.

“Sorry. It isn't much but it will have to do for now. What happened to Felicity?”

“I stole her knife and slit her throat!” Kashka grinned. “They should know better than to mess with the likes of us!”

Ophelia felt her blood stir in her veins. The violence didn't shock her, it only made her angrier at the whole affair, that and seeing those two . . . She really wanted to hurt someone at that moment.

“I was wrong to try and get revenge in a sneaking way Kashka. Let's make it really hurt!”

Kashka jumped up, eyes dancing, full of life. “Let's go!”

Ophelia paused. “You should stay here, you're wounded, and Piper . . .” she looked down at him. He opened his little black eyes but didn't think a word. He was weak and she felt it.

“I'm not staying here. Not bloody likely!” Kashka tore open the door before Ophelia could stop her.

“Okay, Piper,” Ophelia carefully placed him on her chest, “can you hold on to my hair?” She pulled some loose and felt his little paws grip at it. With a hand supporting him she followed Kashka out into the corridor. It was empty. Ophelia had half expected to see Halprin and the others out there waiting for her, half wanted it. But no, that was a stupid thought. They didn't belong here. They didn't fit – they made her brain hurt. There was only that moment, only the need for revenge. A feeling far deeper than personal revenge, revenge for her family.

Kashka knew the layout of the servant's quarters and she led her down a dark, cobweb-ridden, spiral staircase that took them back out into the Ghast Shrines.

“One moment!” Ophelia stopped and tore off the entire bottom of her skirt then followed Kashka at a run, now able to move properly. They raced down the stairway and Kashka carefully opened the door and peered outside.

“I think it's safe!” She slipped in between the dark trees.

They could hear the battle echoing from up above the shrines. With cautious steps they made their way through the jungle. There wasn't a path that ran around the base of the ballroom platform and the meandering walkway, though easier to walk on would've been too hard to find in the dark. So, instead, they kept one hand on the wall and wove between the trees. The wood creaked and swayed darkly, as if the plants were filled with agitation at the heavy, oppressive magic swelling throughout the palace.

“I see it!” Kashka whispered back. “There's a stairway up ahead.”

“Wait!” Ophelia responded in a hushed tone.

She had heard something, an odd sucking, biting sound off to her left. “One moment . . .” She pushed her way through the leaves as quietly as she could. What was that sound? It was getting louder.

She realised it was coming from a clearing around one of the Ghast shrines. She arrived behind the statue, and she could see a boy sprawled out on the floor, not moving. There was something over him.

“Nethercreature!” She gasped, instantly clapping her hands over her mouth. But it hadn't heard her. The shadowy form was too intent on ripping the boy's chest in two. She felt like she was going to be sick.

“Come on!” Kashka's voice murmured in her ear. “Too powerful for us.”

Nausea rising Ophelia nodded and silently drew back to the trees and on to the stairs.

“Was he . . . ?”

“Eating him?” Kashka finished her question, pausing as she climbed upwards. “They lose their minds almost completely when they get to that stage. Right and wrong doesn't matter much. The Ghast is all they hear.”

“Why do they exist?”

Kashka looked suddenly strange. “They don't get like that for a real long time and it isn't always like that. I guess it's the soul, that's the problem . . .”

A loud explosion echoed above them.

“Let's go!” Ophelia urged. She was almost grateful to have Kashka interrupted, she didn’t want to think about it. She stroked Piper for comfort and followed Kashka up the stairs with hurried steps.

Ophelia didn't care about her promise, she didn't even pause to think of it. Family magic was what she knew best. Ghast magic may be more powerful, but she needed a weapon she could control. As soon as they left the safety of the shrines and were back into the battle, she blasted Dotti magic at the nearest Genovese. Her aim was still poor, but she managed to strike the man on his shoulder, and he went down, shouting in agony – a myriad of razor-sharp paper cuts slicing him to the bone.

She looked around the rubble for Shaw but couldn't see him anywhere. There was Mandabel, looming through the run-off with multiple bodies around him. They were barely visible through the storm of torn paper swirling around him that used to belong to the extinguished lanterns. Consumed by Dotti magic they were now wickedly sharp and cutting anybody nearby to pieces.

The Pybals, Lawrences and Midways had all made it up to the ballroom floor and were fighting with their weaker magic and knives with edges that glowed with odd light. Kashka drew out her knife as a Midway girl lashed out with a strike of pale green. The knife fell from Kashka's hand, and she shouted as the magic burnt her hand. Ophelia jumped forward, sending the Midway flying in a burst of pure, Dotti emerald.

Kashka held her hand with a grimace. “Thanks!”

Lorenzo was fighting back-to-back with Myrlin, who had abandoned his chair, and he caught sight of Ophelia just at the edge of the battle through the billowing smoke.

“Ophelia! Get out of here!” He commanded, inadvertently drawing Endolphin's attention to her.

With a fox-like smile Endolphin drew his magic up towards him and sent it in full force over to Ophelia.

“Ophelia! Get down!” Lorenzo shouted, but Kashka had seen it too and she dove at Ophelia, catching the full force of Endolphin's magic in her place.

“Kashka!” Ophelia jumped up from where she had fallen and turned instantly to her friend. Her body was smoking with magic, but, through the haze, Ophelia saw that Endolphin's blast had torn apart Kashka's skin and rent it into burning fissures of amber light. They looked like channels of molten glass. The fissures were cracking and growing as she watched. Kashka was breathing hard, her eyes wide open, staring wild at something, or nothing – far up beyond sight.

“Kashka! What can I do?”

— “Home . . .” Kashka replied in a broken, dull whisper. “I want to go home . . . I want my mum . . .” She sobbed, all her bravery deserting her, she sounded like she was five years old again – five years old and about to die.

Her eyes rolled backwards as her body began to fit and spasm uncontrollably. A desperate hand tried to find something to hold, something to anchor her, but she was slipping . . . Slipping away.

Blood bubbled up out from her lips like seafoam on some lonely beach. Her mouth opened wider, fighting for air, tasting only blood. She couldn't feel the burning anymore, only panic and the overwhelming sense of surprise at how much it hurt to die.

— Ophelia rocked back and forth with Piper's little body still clinging weakly to her.

What a mess. What a mess. What a total, unbearable, disastrous mess! Death hadn’t been real, it happened far off, out of sight, to be cried over, but never felt. Until now.

“Home . . .” Ophelia repeated, cradling Kashka and Piper, lips numb.

She closed her eyes, resting her shaking hands on any parts of Kashka that weren't torn. Around her the battle raged, Endolphin moved ever closer, but her mind was somehow completely clear. Present magic . . . Magic for the moment. A transient blast that could live and die like the light of a candle . . . like the life of a friend.

“Home.”

In a crack of green light and smoke, she, Kashka and Piper disappeared.


30

The Chosen Ones

The streets seemed darker, far quieter than they had ever seemed before. People had shut up their houses and businesses. No one would stir until it was certain who held the upper hand in the current conflict. The battle had spilled out of the Ghast Palace and into the park. It wasn't clear who was now the hunter and who was the hunted.

Blasts of light tore through the ancient trees and illuminated the formal gardens and gently sloping walkways in an unnatural light. The smoke was thick around the whole palace. In the confusion Halprin somehow managed to slip Ethan and Autumn out without having to call up any magic of his own. He was weak – helping Ophelia had drained him and his wound was hurting again, making it hard for him to breathe. Without saying a word Ethan pulled Halprin's arm over his shoulder and supported some of his weight as they hurried through the streets.

“Don't you have any police here?” Ethan muttered grimly, looking behind them for flashes of light.

As if Ethan had conjured them himself rushing shadows flew  through the street ahead of them, heading back towards the palace. Halprin pushed them all against the damp wall until the shades had passed by.

“Justice is blind here.” He said by way of explanation. “Blind and bribe-able.”

They stumbled on, stopping every few streets for Halprin to rest. Finally, they made it back to the garret where Autumn locked the door behind them.

“So, servants, tell me all you know!” Halprin ordered, his head lolling on the curved back of the chaise.

“A drink . . . sir? Master-Bat?” Ethan rushed to his post, uncorking a bottle of brandy and holding it out. His face kept falling into a frown, then righting itself as the enchantment tried to keep hold of him at half-power.

“Or maybe a nice cup of tea?” Autumn strode over to the fireplace and picked up a large brass pot.

“Oh, hell!” Halprin groaned, he placed a hand to his head. He could feel a headache beginning to burrow its way deep inside the folds of his brain. Once he took his influence away, they'd be looking for enchantments and it wouldn't be so easy to re-enchant them. He hadn't had servants in a long time and the place was finally clean.

Things never go my way, he sighed. With a flick of his wrist, he artfully lifted the veil he'd placed on their minds. Both Ethan and Autumn gasped with pain as the rest of the broken Knight seal fell away from their foreheads. Autumn dropped the brass pot and Ethan let go of the bottle. Halprin smoothly caught it mid-air and poured some into a crystal glass on the coffee table.

“Ethan? What's going on?” Autumn looked down at her clothes. The faded, purple embroidery, lacy cuffs and apron were all stained with age, dirt and blood. Ethan had no words; he was even more shocked by the lace and purple than Autumn was.

“I think you two had better sit down,” said Halprin, “why don't you get a couple more glasses?”

Without pausing to think Autumn moved automatically over to the cabinet and produced two more glasses and set them down beside the third.

She frowned. “How did I know where they were? I didn't even think!”

“You have both been acting as my servants for the last few days. It would've felt like you'd always held those positions. It will take a while for reality to justify itself in your minds.” Halprin explained.

Ethan gaped at him. “You've been messing with our lives?!”

“Just your minds. Your lives probably weren't all that interesting before you met me.” Halprin grinned and poured them all a drink.

Autumn awkwardly sat down and took a glass.

“Don't drink that! It could be poison!” Ethan cried out, but it was too late, she'd already drunk half of it.

She looked at him and hiccupped. “Sorry . . .”

“I'm not interested in killing you – either of you. At least not currently.”

“No, you just wanted us to wash your hundred-year-old underwear! Oh yeah, I remember that!” Ethan grimaced.

“Alright, alright!” Halprin drained his drink. “Save the theatrics for later. I want to know what you two did to piss off dear, demented Dotti.”

Autumn raised her eyebrows. “Do you mean Ophelia?”

“Why should we tell you?” Ethan scowled.

With a flick of his light-laced fingers Halprin drew Ethan to sit on the chair beside Autumn.

“Stop it!” Ethan struggled. “I don't like it! I'm not a puppet!”

Halprin rolled his eyes. “Will you please sit still!”

Autumn took another sip of her drink and hiccupped, staring at Ethan squirming helplessly under Halprin's control, her mind growing foggy from the warming, terrible-tasting liquid.

With a stomach-churning groan of moving wood the arms and legs of the chairs curled over themselves to hold Ethan in place.

“Stop it!” Ethan tried to rear up out of the seat, but he was held fast.

Halprin stood up, looming over Ethan. His teeth seemed sharper; his eyes blacker than they had before. “If you hadn't noticed. I am a very powerful Nethercreature! The Chosen one of the Knight Ghast. You two are particularly Mortally-Mortals trapped in the Netherworld with no magic or –”

“Did you say you're Chosen?” Autumn stopped him mid-flow.

She set down the heavy, crystal glass with a loud clunk.

He shrugged. “What of it?”

“Well, that's what Ophelia said too.” She frowned, trying to think through the warm buzz in her brain. “Are Nethercreatures the same thing as Chosen?”

Ethan stopped writhing in his chair and swivelled his neck round painfully to look at her.

“What do you know about it?” Halprin picked up her abandoned glass and collapsed on the sofa, kicking up his legs.

With a look of dawning horror Autumn jumped up and walked over to the cupboard under the sink. She threw open the doors, revealing a thin pillow and a threadbare blanket.

“What's that?” Halprin peered over to her.

“It's where I sleep!” She replied, casting an accusatory glare his way.

Halprin raised an eyebrow and poured himself another drink. “And where do you sleep?” He asked Ethan, a smile tugging at his lips.

“You're sitting on it!” Ethan returned with acidity.

Halprin tipped his head back and laughed.

Autumn returned with the Torrent book and set it on her knees.

“What’s that?”

“It's a book Ethan found in a tiny bookstore in the Vatican. We thought Ophelia had been seeing things – hallucinations, all her life and it was because of us that she was sent away to the Institute. We thought the Institute would make her better – that she could be cured because they weren't real. But then Ethan started looking for books, anything that could be relevant, to find proof that the things she saw were real.”

“Saw what things?” Halprin stroked his sharp jawline.

“Shadows . . . talking statues . . . that sort of thing.”

“Well, I don't know about the talking statues, but I can guess what the shadows were.”

“What? What am I missing?!” Ethan tried to inch around in his bonds.

“They used to be Nethercreatures . . . didn't they? The shadows I mean.” Autumn brushed her fingers over the pages, feeling the book speak to her, all those soft, papery nudgings in the right direction.

Halprin slowly nodded. “You don't die. You fade away into a shade, lose your marbles then float around looking for chaos.”

“What?! So that's going to happen to Ophelia?!” Ethan interjected, panicked.

“Eventually, but not for hundreds of years and even then it’s not necessarily your only fate . . .”

“And that's going to happen to you, and you don't care?”

“It wasn't exactly my choice. I was Chosen, you can't go against that. And it has its perks: magic, long life . . . Anyway, I didn't find out until long after and that's only because I met the shades themselves. Miserable bunch of lunatics if you ask me!” He drained the bottle.

“So, you're just going to drink yourself stupid until you shift into a brainless shadow-thing?” Ethan blinked at him, stupefied.

“I do more than just drink!” Halprin set down his bottle in a slow, deliberate gesture.

“Boys! Will you kindly stop bickering! Master – I mean Halprin – you have to help us. We can't let Ophelia become a shadow.”

“Why not?” Halprin sighed.

“The book told me she's losing her soul.” Autumn swallowed hard. “She's losing herself. This isn't who she is.”

Halprin's eyes betrayed a flash of anger. “I have my soul! Give me the book!”

Before Autumn could stop him, the book slipped from her fingers and shot into his hands.

As soon as he touched it, he turned palest white.

“You – you didn't tell me the book belonged to the Torrents.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Torrent Family!” He shook his head. “They were once a great family . . . greater even than the Dotti. But they were destroyed!” He pushed the book away from him as if the pages would burn him.

“Destroyed by who?”

He shook his head, not wanting to relive it. “I'm the only one who survived.”

“I thought your name was Knight?”

“It is. The Torrents were our great family, we Knights served them.”

“The book said Ophelia was in danger here, that we had to take her back to the Mortal Realm before it was too late.”

Halprin stared at her. “It spoke to you?” He turned and looked into nowhere, continuing to himself, “but how is that possible?”

“Halprin! Will you help us or not?” Autumn balled up her fists.

He stood up quickly. If the Torrents had orders he had no choice but to obey, but he wasn't going to tell Autumn or Ethan that.

“Annoying Boy, bring me a pen and some paper!” He snapped his fingers and the chair's restraints jumped back into place.

“Get them yourself!” Ethan snapped just as quickly.

Halprin let out a long, irritated groan. He already regretted lifting his influence on them. He darted over to an ancient writing desk and scribbled a note on a piece of paper.

“What are you doing?” Autumn stood up, grabbing the book and clutching it to her heart.

“Someone has been meddling with your friend's mind for far too long. I think it's about time she figures out who it is!” He folded the note up into a paper aeroplane and threw it through the nearest mirror, stopping to admire his reflection as the paper disappeared into the glass.

“And now?” Autumn asked solemnly.

“We wait.” He looked around for another bottle.

******

Ophelia held back the edge of the heavy, dark blue curtain. She was looking out of the window, eyes fixed on the obscured horizon, somewhere beyond the garden of the Villa Dotti. She had been standing there for a long time, breathing shallow, brow furrowed. Kashka lay asleep in Ophelia's bed. Asleep, not dead. She was clinging onto life by the thinnest thread. Her consciousness strained to join the great beyond, but it found itself inexplicably tethered to her fragile, torn body. Piper was laid out on a cushion beside her, just as still. A sudden breath of sound caused Ophelia to let go of the curtain and turn, clutching at her elbows, tense, containing herself, preparing for the worst.

The paper aeroplane soared into the room through the mirror over the vanity. It twirled around as if caught by the wind then came to rest in her palm as she held out her hand. She swallowed. Father? She dreaded whatever message was scrawled on that paper. Death? Destruction? Defeat?

She took the paper then turned anxiously to Kashka. The rise and fall of her chest told her she was still breathing. She nipped her lip and tore open the note.

Dotti, someone is messing with your mind.

Call me through the mirror, I will come for you.

Hal.

She frowned. Halprin? This again! She didn't know if she could trust him. He had been with Ethan and Autumn after all.

She sat down slowly on the chair beside the bed and stayed completely still for a few minutes, turning the note over and over in her hand. She glanced maybe a dozen times at the mirror but was still uncertain as to what she should do. A light knock came at the door, and she hid the note in the top of her ruined dress, close to her heart.

“Come in!” She said in as muted a tone as could be heard.

As soon as she saw Shaw enter the room she sprang up and ran to him, wrapping her arms around him and stifling a sob.

“Shaw! You're alright!”

He smiled, then looked tensely over at Kashka. Ophelia pointed to the door, and they stepped outside.

“Is she alive?” He asked as soon as the door was closed.

“Barely. I made her comfortable. She's breathing. Nobody’s here. I got some medicine from one of the Pybals before he went back to the Palace. Is my father . . . ?” She couldn't complete her sentence.

“He's alright, last I checked. The fighting is still going on. I woke up at home, someone must've sent me there. I came here as soon as I came to.”

“Thank you!” She squeezed his arm. “I have to get Kashka help, is there any magic I can use?”

He shook his head. “Not my sort of magic. Maybe Mother's . . . I'll send her to Kashka as soon as she's back.”

“I hope she'll be back soon.”

“I hope they all come back soon.”

They fell silent.

“Shaw, is this all my fault?”

“What do you mean?” He looked at her with concern.

“Endolphin Genovese . . . this war all started because of what happened on that damned train.”

Shaw took her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You're family. We protect our own. If it had been Annie or anyone else for that matter, it would've been the same. That's how it works here, family is everything. Besides, Endolphin started it. The important thing is that we shall finish it. Even if they did bring the Harts into this fight too.”

She looked pensive, trying to believe him, but feeling the guilt gnaw away at her insides.

“Try and get some rest. I'll send Mother to you as soon as I can!” He let go of her and turned to leave.

“Shaw, wait!”

He paused, full of tension. Ophelia felt the note sitting between her skin and the dress. It felt as heavy as lead. She had to ask. He was her friend after all. “It's a stupid question really, probably just another normal thing I don't understand here. Is it possible for someone to work magic on you, to make you think or feel a certain way?”

“Oh!” Shaw smiled, shaking his head. “That! Of course! But don't worry, Mother is always doing that. You just have to focus on your thoughts, and you'll know which ones are hers.”

“How?” Ophelia felt herself go cold.

He paused and thought. “They kind of smell like her . . . if that makes sense? When you focus on them you can smell her perfume.”

Anger, cold and vitriolic coursed through her. So, Halprin was right all along. She closed her eyes and thought, sifting through her mind; thoughts of revenge, worries for Kashka, for her father. They all felt like her thoughts but muddled somehow.

“Ophelia . . . ?”

But she was so determined to discover the truth, she could no longer hear her cousin. She frowned harder, trying to reach the deep, untouched recesses of her mind. The thoughts that had hurt had been of Ethan and Autumn.

She thought of them again. A faint scent seemed to surround her. Bluebells. It was Lucrezia's perfume. So, the memories of her ex-friends had been meddled with. But why? She struggled against the clouds that seemed to surround those thoughts. The scent intensified. Fighting hard, she imagined clearing away the clouds, focusing on what lay beyond.

“It's my life! My life before coming here! She concealed my life in Rome!” Ophelia said aloud.

Rome appeared in a glorious explosion in her mind's eye, drenched in real, bright sunlight. Hot. crowded – a city of sand-coloured stone and marble. The remembered brightness of her mind almost blinded her. She stumbled, eyes still shut, not feeling Shaw catch her and shout her name in panic.

The sunlight dimmed. A coldness gripped at her heart. That life had been pain, torture. The white walls of the Institute boxed in her mind.

“I don't belong there! I belong here!” She cried. The claustrophobia felt so real. “My family . . . it's all I ever wanted!”

Family. The Hotel Aurelia with its sign swayed into her mind. All the hurt, the abandonment and frustration and . . .

“Eleanora!” She sobbed. “Oh, Eleanora! How could I forget?”

“Who is Eleanora?” Shaw brushed her hair away from her face. “Ophelia! Hear me! Are you alright?! Who is Eleanora?”

Her sister's face, her hair, every part of her seemed to appear like a doll being put back together. Ophelia's eyes flew open.

“My sister!” She gasped for air as if she were drowning. “The curse! I need to save my sister!”

The rush of memories ran at her like a herd of wild animals, carrying her consciousness far and away, back into the past.

“Sister?” Shaw repeated, utterly bewildered. “You don't have a sister!”

Ophelia fell away from his grasp, hands covering her face. The Hemerocallis stars rained down from her cheeks. Every last hint of enchantment loosened itself from her mind; every petal fell from her skin and shredded as they made their way down to the wooden floorboards, where they disappeared in splashes of emerald light.

“Home . . .” she muttered through the scrambled thoughts tormenting her brain. “I have to go home. I have to save her, before it's too late . . .”

It was too much, she fell forwards, unconscious.

— Shaw caught her once more and held her, eyes wild. “Oh, Ophelia . . . what have you done?”
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Another Candle

Ophelia awoke in her bed with the hazy Netherworld light streaming in from her window. The sheets were clean and Kashka was gone. She felt as if she was waking up from a long illness. She remembered it all. She had already wasted so much time. There had to be some sort of paper or elixir that could undo the curse. She got out of bed quickly. Her whole body ached from the events of yesterday. She could feel the tiredness in her bones . . . or was that just another one of Lucrezia's tricks?

She stroked Piper's fur, gently. He was still breathing – weak but getting stronger. She kissed his little head, then walked softly across the room, opening the large, carved wardrobe.

If only she hadn't had them burn her clothes. The rows and rows of silk gowns all looked wrong now. She picked out the plainest dress that she could find and tied her hair back, out of the way. She looked in the mirror. Her face looked pinched and drawn. She took in a deep, steadying breath.

“Okay. How do I do this?” She murmured, looking at her own reflection.

She tried to remember what Mandabel had said about magic. She cleared her mind.

“Hal . . .”

The door burst open. “Ophelia!” Her father sprung into the room, full of energy as usual. He was wearing fresh, clean clothes and smelt of soap and coffee.

She froze, she didn't know how to feel . . . but no . . . her memories of him were new, untouched, weren't they?

“My darling girl!” His features fell instantly with concern. He stepped forward and took her hands in his. “On your ball! I am so sorry!”

“It wasn't your fault,” she replied stiffly.

“What a shock! It all must've been such a shock for you!” He swept her over to the bed and sat down. “But not to worry! We're handling it! We'll come out on top in the end, you'll see! Oh!” His eyes widened. “All your little stars are gone!”

She blinked at him. Had he known about the enchantment?

“I think you look lovely either way! You know I think you started a fashion for them. Your cousin Annie has glued all sorts of things to her face now. Don't point them out though, she pouts if you make a fuss!” He laughed.

“Where is Kashka?” Ophelia asked firmly, cutting through his bright tone.

“In her room, her mother took her when she got back. She's alright, no need to worry!”

At least that's something, she thought. She really did care about Kashka – that was real too.

“And the others . . . ?”

Lorenzo's smile looked a little pained. “Lost track of a few . . . Father, Uncle Astor . . . but I'm sure they're safe somewhere.”

She swallowed, hard. It was painful, more painful than she had thought it could be. But her sister needed her more. She looked up at him with as blank an expression as she could. “How do you cure a curse?”

“A curse?! Who's cursed?”

“How would you stop it? A cursed letter for instance. Those are black edged, aren't they?” She narrowed her eyes, picturing his letter to her mother as clearly as if it were before her.

He looked puzzled by her behaviour. “No, no . . . black edged is bad news, sorrow and sadness. A curse is black all over with silver script . . . ah . . . someone's been bothering you about curses! Now, I didn't tell you because I thought it would upset you. Things down here are very different from 'Up Top', you have to take it gently.”

“How do you undo it?” Ophelia pressed, impatient.

“Depends on the curse. But usually, you suspend the paper in wax and wash the magic away with cleansing elixir. It's messy and takes a few washes, but that usually does the trick.”

“Even if the curse meant for the reader to go mad? So mad they lose themselves completely and . . . die?”

He took in a sharp breath. “That's a nasty curse. Are you suggesting we use them in the war?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“Father! How do you take back a death curse?”

He looked back at her solemnly. “My dear, I'm afraid you don't. Unless the person or persons cursed bend to the will of the curse-caster there is no going back. That is why they're forbidden, even Dotti paper isn't used like that.”

“Why, because it isn't proper?” She arched an eyebrow.

He nodded slowly. “Well, yes, but also there is a special sort of ink involved, silver curse ink of a certain potency even our dear Dorvales can't make. No one has that sort of power anymore.”

“But if there was some left?”

“My dear, darling girl, I admire your clever thinking, but don't fret like this! We will bring down the Harts and Genovese without using forbidden magic.”

She looked at him hard. He doesn’t know about the Waltham Curse. She was almost certain of it. And she loved him, she was sure of that too. He was her father. He wouldn't hurt her or Eleanora, family meant too much to him for that. She smiled weakly. Could she forget about her mother's desperate desire to hide Eleanora? Could she tell him about her sister? His other daughter? Would it help? Her smile faltered. To drag her delicate sister down into a world of magic, exploding pavements and malicious vendettas, when she couldn't even bring herself to step out into the walled garden, seemed such an unbearable cruelty. Perhaps Eleanora's mind would be just as pulled about as hers had been . . . Perhaps it would destroy her. Ophelia might trust Lorenzo, but he wasn't the only one with power down here.

He patted her hand with a mournful expression, not at all aware of what she was thinking. “There, there. Despite all the mess of last night, today shall not go un-noted.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don't know?” He grinned.

She shook her head.

“Ophelia it's your birthday!”

“Oh . . . I'd forgotten about it.” She really had, but now that she remembered her last birthday, she wished she could've forgotten about being born all together.

“My darling daughter is sixteen! I can hardly believe it! I am absolutely determined to make today the best birthday you've ever had! I have a surprise waiting for you downstairs and I can't wait a moment longer for you to see it!”

Bemused, she allowed herself to be pulled up and dragged out of her room and down the staircase to the long gallery. All the while she kept thinking of the curse. How could she fix something unfixable? Her head was spinning, she wished the path was clear, that she knew exactly what she should do, but she couldn't see the safest way through it all. Her stomach felt odd and upside-down. The room was filled with flowers, they were everywhere, as if they’d sprouted from the carpets and on every surface overnight.

“Wow, this is…”

“No, no! Here! This first!” Her father pressed her to sit down on one of the chairs. He set a large, yellow and white striped box onto her lap. “Open it! Open it!”

She pulled at the yellow, gauze ribbon, distractedly then paused. “Shouldn't we wait for everyone else?”

“Open it, Ophelia!” He could barely contain his excitement.

She loosened the ribbon and opened the lid. Her mouth fell open. She didn't know whether to scream or throw up. A pair of severed hands lay neatly inside on a black, velvet cushion. There were still rings on the fingers and the pale, freckled skin was smudged with blood and dirt.

“The hands of Endolphin Genovese! Happy Birthday!”

She jumped up, quickly. The box tumbled from her lap and bounced on the ground. The hands fell out and lay under the glass table.

“W-where . . . how?” She could barely breathe, let alone string a sentence together.

“I caught him in the gardens of the Ghast Palace and cut them off myself! He will never touch my daughter again!” He smiled in triumph, then his face fell a little. “You don't like them?”

She stared at him. He's insane! Truly insane! She thought. “I . . . I . . .”

“Uncle!” Her cousin Leander interrupted, walking into the room without knocking. He glanced at the fallen hands, but then turned his attention instantly back to Lorenzo. “They're in the garden, attacking the house!”

Lorenzo turned to look out of the French windows just as they shattered into a million tiny pieces.

“Revenge for Endolphin's hands no doubt!” He grinned, “Ophelia stay back!” He raised his hands and sent out a surge of light that filtered out of every gap that used to house glass. Leander rushed to the mirror, pulling out paper from his jacket pockets. He frantically scribbled notes and let them fly through his anxious reflection.

Ophelia had jumped to the ground when the glass smashed, her arms above her head. She opened her eyes and found that one of Endolphin's hands was an inch away from her nose. She jumped up again, tripping backwards and collapsing on a sofa. She looked over at her father at the window. She couldn't believe he had done such a thing – for her. It was too awful.

“Mandabel!” Lorenzo cried out over his shoulder to Leander. “Get my brother here now!”

His emerald light was being pushed back by a wave of amber, getting closer by the second. As Ophelia watched a glimmer of light flickered above his head. With a crack and a burst of smoke something appeared, hands raised, ready to strike.

“Watch out!” Ophelia shouted.

She didn't think of her name, she didn't think at all, except that she must protect her father. With a rush of adrenaline, she jumped up high, far higher than should've been possible, and grabbed the thing right out of the air. There was no light, it was as if something purely elemental transferred through her fingers. A million tiny paper cuts instantly lacerated through the stunned creature's veins and pierced its heart before it could think.

Together, they fell to the ground and Ophelia pulled herself up, looking down at the thing that she had killed. She gasped and started back. It was a child, younger even than herself. His lips were parted showing his pointed teeth and his skin was jet-black all over like polished onyx, but he was only a child. He looked at her for just a moment and then went very still. The amber light ceased, as if the Genovese had felt the creature die.

“You killed a Nethercreature!” Her father looked back at her before leaping to the broken windows and peering outside.

“I didn't mean to!” She gasped.

“You did a splendid job!”

“A Nethercreature . . . but he isn't . . . is he? He's a boy . . . just a boy, not a shadow thing . . .” she stood up shakily. “Can't I do something? Isn't there anything I can do? Can I undo it somehow?”

A blast of amber, stronger than before rushed into the room and exploded the chair several feet to her left.

“Ophelia, get down!”

“I have to do something . . .” she mumbled stupidly, teeth chattering. “He's just a baby . . . isn't there any magic that can bring him back?”

Another blast exploded the glass coffee table and splinters burst everywhere, shredding her skin. She fell back, but it was too late. There were hundreds of nicks and cuts all over her. The petals of her birthday flowers rained down on the room like snow. Her blood flowed freely, and the petals stuck to her skin. She brushed them away and cried out, but not from pain – her blood was black.

“Ophelia, are you alright?!” Her father shouted, sending his own blasts back out of the window.

Messages sent; Leander raced to join him.

She sobbed in panic. “My blood! My blood!” She looked in horror at her hands, then back at the boy, but all she saw in his place was a black scorch-mark and thick, acrid smoke curling up from the ground. He was gone.

— “Get to safety! I will secure the house! Stay away from the windows! It will be alright!” Lorenzo shouted, struggling to focus on her and the battle. Through the light and smoke rising outside he saw a crack of green light. “Mandabel, finally!” He cried with relief. “You'll see now, Ophelia! It will be alright!”

— But Ophelia was already gone. She had torn open the door and run, tears chasing down her cheeks, her heart pumping black blood through her veins. Things weren't alright, they could never be alright. Everything was wrong here. This world was upside down. It was death and destruction, curses and blood. She had to get out of there, she had to escape from herself and what she had become.
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A Way Out

“Halprin! Halprin Knight!” Ophelia shouted into her bedroom mirror. She was covered in blood and trembling all over. Nothing happened. The surface of the mirror didn't shift. No note appeared. There was no reflection of a smirking boy in black. She didn't know what to do. Calm down . . . she told herself. You have to breathe. She took in a few wretched, sobbing breaths before she felt steady again. Clear mind.

Hands clenched into fists, she stepped forwards so that the tip of her nose met her reflection. She closed her eyes, mind blank. Bringing her fingertips to meet it, she breathed on the glass.

“Halprin Knight . . .”

His name appeared in lilac light, written in the cloud of condensation from her breath. Letter by letter his name dropped into the mirror. Suddenly the cold surface she touched felt warm and beneath her fingers a hand formed, palm to palm with her own. Halprin's hand. His fingers slipped down to interlock with hers and she stepped back with a gasp as he emerged from the mirror.

His face was plastered with the exact smirk she had imagined he would have. It was as if he were about to say something cuttingly clever, but as soon as he saw her horror-stricken expression the mischief in his eyes vanished.

“Ophelia! Are you alright?”

“You were right, Hal . . . I remember it all!” She whispered, her lip shaking as she tried not to cry.

— Halprin didn't think. He instinctively wrapped his arms around her and held her, his hand cradling the back of her head as she sobbed into his chest.

“I'm sorry . . . I didn't mean for it to hurt you!” He swallowed, his voice catching. His chest ached horribly, and he wanted it to stop. The sound of her crying was almost too much to bear.

She raised her head; her cheeks were smeared with blood. “There's more . . . I killed a Nethercreature. But it wasn't a thing. It was a little boy!”

“It was probably Orlo!” He said, looking away from her. “One of the younger Harts.”

“I thought a Nethercreature was a shadow, something grotesque and soulless. That's what I saw, that's what they feel like. I didn't think that they used to be people once.”

“A Nethercreature is what you become when you kiss the Ghast ring. It is the fate of the Chosen Children. What you are 'Chosen' to become.”

“So, he was human?”

“Partly. A Nethercreature lives in a world between Ghast and human. You belong to the Ghast and do it’s bidding; you are its creature. Your soul belongs to it.”

“And that's what I've been chosen for?!” She blinked with disgust. “He disappeared like smoke, Hal, as if he wasn't real! I don't want that! I don't want to fight and kill and watch myself change into a thing! I don't want to lose my soul and become just some hateful creature!” she shuddered all over. “I don't want to belong to a demon! To be . . . evil . . .”

He flinched back, letting her go. His black eyes flitted away from hers. So, this is how she saw him. She thought he was a thing. Nothing more than a creature. Evil. He had thought seeing her cry had been hard, but this was a new realm of pain.

What had he been thinking? Of course, he was a thing; an evil thing, beyond redemption, destined to one day shift into smoke and seek out chaos until he lost all sense and faded into nothing.

“Halprin?” Ophelia swallowed. “Are you alright?”

“Your friends are waiting for you.” He smiled, but his lips were tight, and his eyes were lifeless.

“Friends?” She stared at him. “What are they still doing here?”

“They wouldn't leave without you. The red headed one was sure you didn't know about the Nethercreatures. I suppose she knows you better than you think.”

“Idiots! They'll get themselves killed!”

He shrugged.

“Hal . . . Can I trust you?” Her eyes were pleading. “I mean really, really trust you?”

He turned away for a moment. He just needed a moment to forget. Silently, he put away all of his foolish ideas, all of those dreams he had been building up without knowing. He turned back and grinned, pushing back his hair with feigned reckless abandon. “No, you can't! Certainly not enough to be alone in your pretty, little bedroom with me.”

She looked at him oddly, but she had no other choice. “Is there an elixir that can cure madness?”

He made a face. “I know someone who makes a decent one. Advertises it as effective, but the human mind is a tricky thing . . .”

“I have to try. Will you get it for me?”

“Got any money?” He cast his eyes over the room for anything of value. It was time that he got back to the old Halprin Knight. The one who always survived, even when all else crumbled to dust.

She bit her lip, then a quick thought came to her. With regret she slipped off the silver chain and handed him the amber pendant her father had given to her. “Will this do?”

He took it. It was still warm from the touch of her skin.

“Yes!” He breathed, tucking it inside of his shirt. He turned to the mirror. “Get to the train station. I'll be there with your friends, under the clock. I'll get you out.” He tried to sound careless, but the words almost choked him.

— “Alright!” Ophelia nodded.

Piper whimpered. At the sound she snapped to attention and ran to his side.

“He's awake!” She knelt on the floor by the bed and smoothed back his fur.

“Ophelia . . .” Piper's little paw lifted, and he planted it on her cheek.

“It's okay, Piper, you're safe now!”

Halprin frowned. “You know you can't take him with you, don't you?”

“What? Why not?”

“He can't exist up there. He'll be a puff of smoke, a cloud of nothing.”

“I can't leave him here!”

“I'll look after him . . . I mean, I guess I can. If you want?” Halprin shrugged.

Tears flooded Ophelia's eyes.

There was a loud explosion somewhere not too far off.

“Ophelia, we don't have time for this!” Halprin shifted closer to the mirror.

“Alright! Alright!” She held Piper up to her face and looked into his keen, black eyes. His tail swished back and forth with anguish. “You're going to have to go with Halprin, Piper. Will you do that for me?”

“Piper belongs to Ophelia!” His eyes shimmered with tears.

Ophelia tried to push the pain away, but it was overwhelming. “I need you to go with him. I need you to stay safe!”

Halprin held out his hands, half submerging himself in the mirror.

“I love you Piper!” Ophelia kissed him on the head.

“Piper belongs to Ophelia!” He was struggling now, weakly, his movements pained. He tried to fix his short, black claws into the fabric of her dress. Heart breaking, she handed him over to Halprin. He fought pathetically, crying out in an odd, high-pitched howl as he was pulled into the mirror.

She reached out and touched the glass where they had disappeared. “Goodbye,” she shook her head, “I'm sorry.”

She raced to her cupboard and took out a cloak, pulled the hood up over her curls and quietly opened her door. It felt strange to walk without Piper bouncing at her heels. She turned to the stairs, then paused.

She might be too afraid to tell her father she was going, but there was someone she needed to see, someone she had to say goodbye too, she owed Kashka that at least. She spun around and headed up through the house, instead of down. The servant's quarters were in the vast attics of the Villa Dotti. The narrow wooden stairs and various doors were difficult to navigate, but all the rooms were empty. The Pybals were fighting beside their masters and there was only one room with the slight curl of magical run-off drifting out from underneath the door and through the keyhole.

“Kashka?” Ophelia opened the door.

Kashka was lying in bed and an older woman, who must've been her mother, was asleep in an armchair beside her. Her hair was half brown and half white, just like Kashka's and her face was lined with worry. Kashka's eyes were open. The molten fissures on her skin were no longer red-hot and glowing, they were now black and charred.

“Oh, Kashka!” Ophelia's voice caught, and she rushed noiselessly to her side and took up her undamaged hand in hers. “I'm so sorry!”

Kashka focused on her and smiled a painful, twisted smile. “Looks worse than it is!” She whispered.

“You're going to be alright! Shaw said Lucrezia could fix it. I'm so sorry Kashka . . .”

Kashka looked at her cloak and tried to sit up, but she couldn't move. “You're leaving . . . ?” Her voice rasped.

Ophelia saw that one of the fissures was cut right across her throat. She closed her eyes. “I have to.”

Kashka blinked in lieu of a nod. “Will you come back?”

Ophelia shook her head. “I don't know . . . but you can come find me . . . when you're better. I'll be in Rome. Come and find me in Rome!”

Kashka blinked again. She looked very tired.

“A trip to Rome? Sounds utterly divine! Terrible timing though, my love.”

Ophelia jumped and looked up in horror. Lucrezia stood in the open doorway, delicately removing her glove. She was as stained with dirt and black blood as Ophelia and her pale fingers were revealed one by one to be aflame with deep, emerald-green light.
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Old Friends, New Enemies

Ophelia clenched her hands into fists, her curls seemed to writhe and rise around her like the snakes of a medusa, or a haze of halo; it was hard to tell which one would have suited her better.

“You can't stop me, Aunt Lucrezia! You can't mess with my memories anymore.”

Lucrezia's eyes flashed with irritation, but she shot Ophelia a smile of such dazzling charm it almost hid her growing fury. “Ah, that . . . I can see how you wouldn't take too kindly to that little trick, but, you see, it was all for your own good.”

“My own good? You rewrote my personality! You lied to me!” Ophelia backed up against the flaking, wooden window frame, letting Kashka's hand slip away from hers. Furio jumped up from Lucrezia's side and stood at the end of the bed, hissing and spitting at Ophelia. He seemed bigger, bristling with magic. His teeth were bared and looked sharper now than even Halprin's.

Kashka's mother had woken when Lucrezia entered but she had more sense than to say a word, she only reached out a protective hand to touch her daughter's shoulder. She watched Furio warily, but all of his attention was on Ophelia.

“No, I didn't. I just gave you time to settle here!” Lucrezia tilted up her chin, unrepentant. “You don't need your life up there. You see that now, don't you?”

“You know nothing about it!”

“Ophelia, I won't let you do this to Lory. He's my brother and I won't see him hurt again!” Her eyes were huge, magnified by un-shed tears. Her hair was half loose, and she didn't look at all her usual, composed self. She stamped her tiny, heeled shoe on the creaking floorboards. “You simply can't do this to him! Not again! I won't let you!” She stepped forward.

Ophelia's fingers lit with a stronger light than her aunts. “I don't want to hurt him . . . or any of you. But I refuse to be sacrificed to your family demon.”

Lucrezia pouted, trying not to flinch at the use of the hated word. “Silly child! You don't understand it at all!”

Ophelia narrowed her eyes. “I understand it perfectly and I won't do it. Not now, not ever!”

Lucrezia smiled, looking manic with her eyes still swimming with water. “But my love . . . it isn't really your choice. You see it was your name written on the paper. The Ghast asked for you on your second birthday. Your mother acted so surprised, like she wasn't fully aware of what she signed up for. You say you understand it, but you don't at all. Without a little sacrifice the Ghast takes all his power back. If you walk away, you will destroy the whole family – your father, your dear cousin Shaw. You'll kill us all. Is that what you want?”

Ophelia swallowed. Her fists clenched ever tighter, her ragged nails hooking into her skin like tiny claws.

Lucrezia's voice dropped lower. “Being a Nethercreature isn't so very bad. Mandy doesn't mind it at all. It's only a little part of your soul you give, not the whole thing. You won't even miss it, not with all the power you'll get in return.”

The smell of her perfume intensified. Ophelia could feel her mind fogging up. Her eyelids grew heavy.

“Stop it!” She held her head and shook it, fighting off the cloying magic. “I won't let you manipulate me anymore!”

“This is how the family works, Ophelia! You would know that if you'd grown up here. You have to make sacrifices for the family. Look at Kashka! She understands, don't you?”

Lucrezia gestured towards her, but Kashka stayed silent, eyes fixed on Lucrezia's magic-dipped fingers.

“I don't want to be a Nethercreature!” Ophelia shouted, clinging on to her reason.

“My dear, there is no choice in the matter! I'm sure as soon as you kiss the Ghast ring you'll understand!” Lucrezia curled her finger forward in a beckoning gesture.

Ophelia felt her pull on her body. She grasped the window frame with both her hands. “I won't do it! I won't!”

“Run, Ophelia! Get out of here!” Kashka rasped and with all her strength she kicked out at Furio from under her sheets. The creature launched off of the bed and hit the wall with a sickening crunch that sounded like the breaking of bones.

“No!” Lucrezia howled in a guttural scream. She seemed to feel the blow as much as her Lares and she fell to one side, quickly crawling over to the fallen Furio. She was still blocking the door. The window was too small to smash and jump out of. Ophelia closed her eyes.

Train Station! She thought and in a crack of light the room, Kashka, Kashka's mother, Lucrezia and Furio were all gone. It wasn't like when she had brought Kashka home. Perhaps she would've realised that if Kashka had been conscious. If she had been awake Kashka, no doubt, would've been screaming in agony. The light pulled at every cut and scratch on Ophelia's body, tearing at them, deepening them. She cried out, but the sound fell away from her. There was no ground beneath her feet, she suddenly felt very conscious of that. She stumbled forward and fell, not onto a polished, marble platform, but into grass.

Slowly she lifted herself up and looked around. The smog was thick, so thick she could barely see her own hand out in front of her. She shivered, instantly coated with the damp embrace of the sodden air. It was cold, eerie. There was no sound except for the wind rustling in the trees somewhere out around her. She stepped forward a few paces and tripped. She looked down and shuddered. It was a human body. Completely still, laid out in the grass like a cut poppy.

She knew where she was now. These were the gardens in the heart of the Firioal City. Somewhere in that smog was the Ghast Palace – smashed to bits. She stepped over the body, trying not to look at his face. She refused to recognise him. She couldn't keep going if she recognised him. Behind her, somewhere in the depth of the runoff there was another crack of green light.

“Ophelia!” She heard Mandabel's voice echoing out in an unnerving way that made it impossible to know if he was near or far away. “Where are you?!”

She quietly crept in what she hoped was the opposite direction, not daring to breathe.

“I know you're here! You can't hide from us!”

He kept on calling her name. With a sinking feeling she looked around her at pressing blankness. She had no idea how to get out of there unseen. Using Ghast magic to shift again was no good. Looking at the deep cuts on her arms she wasn't sure if she could survive being torn again so soon. She thought of Autumn, Ethan and Halprin at the station. Would they wait for her? She wanted to cry but was too afraid to make a sound.

There has to be a way out. she thought, desperately. My mother got away. I can't repay her by simply lying down and letting them win, not without a fight. Don’t let me be lost, show me a way out, anything, anyone out there that isn’t a demon!

Somewhere to her left she could hear the faintest sound of running water. It was as soothing in that moment as a lullaby. Softly she walked towards it. Out of the fog emerged a small fountain, set into a sunken, paved garden. The smell of herbs tainted the dampness. Thyme and rosemary were bedded around the paved circle, faded greens with a hint of purple lavender planted between them. She tip-toed down the steps and went to the water. Scooping some up she washed her face and felt the fresh, coolness numb her black wounds.

“Ophelia . . .” she heard in a chilling whisper.

She stood bolt upright, waiting for a flash of magic to strike. But none came. On the fountain a stone frog stiffly turned its bulging eyes to meet her. It tried to stand, supporting its flailing, webbed hands on the stone hoof of a faun towering above him.

“Asparagus?” She asked in a thread of a voice.

The creature blinked, one eye at a time. “Come back. Come back to me!” It was his mouth that moved but the voice belonged to Eleanora. “Ophelia!”

Ophelia's blood ran cold as ice. She stepped back with horror as the frog's eyes grew with terror. In another second the thing exploded, shattering into tiny pebbles that scattered out into the waters below. She looked behind her wildly. But there had been no blast of light. Something else had broken the statue.

“How do I get home?” She whispered desperately, close to hysteria. “I need to get home!”

The carved faun, in the pained movement of ancient stone, took the long pipe from his lips and threw out an arm, gesturing straight behind him, his torso twisted in a way stone shouldn't move. Ophelia paused. His pointed chin and narrowed eyes looked dark and menacing. But the statues had never lied to her before. It was shadows that haunted her, not stone.

She nodded to the creature. “Thank you.” Not caring to conceal the sound of her footsteps she took off at a run, up the stairs and into the clouded abyss.

She ran through the dark, shuttered streets, too afraid to use magic to light the way. The buildings on either side of the street seemed to loom over her, blocking out the air and making it hard for her to breathe. The oddly shaped roofs and flimsy add-ons created shadows that seemed sure to morph into Nethercreatures at any second. Here she was a moving target. As conspicuous as a naked flame in a pitch-black room. Mandabel could sense her magic. Calling upon her power turned her flame into a towering inferno. Perhaps she could get away from Lucrezia, but Mandabel was a Nethercreature – far more powerful than her father, or even Myrlin.

Myrlin. She hadn't seen him since the fight in the Ghast Palace. Where was he? Had he made it out alive? She felt torn between her love for her new family and her fear of the horrors of their world. She couldn't think about them now. She pushed thoughts of them all away. She was about to break their hearts after all. If she stopped to think about it, she didn't know if she would have the strength to carry on.

The streets may have been empty, but, when she reached it, the train station was full. She slipped in with the crowd and heard the snippets of gossip about the night before, pieced together as she made her way through the mob. No one seemed to know who was winning the war, but many people were taking sudden trips out of the Firioal City to keep as far out of the way as possible. She pushed her way through the stifling press of people, towards the great clock in the centre. Suddenly she went pale and pulled down the hood of her cloak. She had recognised a face in the crowd. Leander. The cousin that had fought beside her father in his study. He was nearby, looking keenly around him, but he hadn't seen her. Her family must've guessed she would come here. Was Shaw here too? Her heart raced. She didn't want to face him. She knew she couldn't explain it all, not to him. She couldn't fight him as she could the rest. And then there was his promise. That promise could ruin him if he chose her over everyone else. Look what had happened to Kashka . . . She blinked back tears. Don't think of it. Not now. Don't fall apart now.

She kept her head down and stood anxiously under the clock. She could hear the minutes tick by above her. How long could she stand there? How long would it take for Halprin to get the elixir and then bring the others here? Had they come and gone already?

She was jostled hard by travellers hurrying past her to catch their trains. Overloaded trollies charged past, pushed by harassed-looking bellboys in rumpled uniforms. Every second seemed longer than the last. Every jostle could be the hand that took hold of her and never let go.

As soft as a whisper a thin, clammy hand slipped into hers, from behind. With a spike of terror Ophelia spun round, only to find herself face to face with Autumn. Her bright hair was also shielded by a hood. With only a slight tremble she put a finger to her lips and turned, pulling Ophelia along with her.

Ophelia fought the urge to wrench her hand free and allowed herself to be led. They didn't move to the platform as Ophelia had thought they would. They were moving to a closed coffee shop set into the exposed brick wall of the train station. Café Charlotte. Back to the first place she'd been in the Firioal City, where she had met Lucrezia, after being tricked by Furio and drawn out from the crowds. They wove through the tables with their chairs set upside-down on top of them. Everything was swept clean and smelt of an odd, disinfected lavender. It made Ophelia wrinkle up her nose with disgust.

“This can't be right . . .” she muttered.

She tried to pull away, but Autumn walked on.

“Hey! Excuse me! Miss! Come back!”

Was that Leander’s voice? She didn't know him well enough to be sure. Autumn's pace quickened. The last few steps they half ran to the door. As they reached it, the door swung open then slammed shut as they stepped inside. Ophelia dropped Autumn's hand quickly and pulled back her hood. In the dimly lit cafe, it was just the four of them. Ophelia, Autumn, Ethan, Halprin, and no way out.

“Do you have the elixir?” She asked Halprin without looking at the other two.

He pulled a glass vial out of his cape and shook the purple liquid. It seemed to swirl and sparkle with its own vague light.

“Pretty, isn't it?” His eyes were hazy.

She sighed. He looked like he'd been drinking again.

“Do you know he stole that?” Ethan chimed in; arms folded in disapproval.

“Great.” She replied without inflection. “Now, what the hell is going on?”

— “Nice to see you too! Oh, and you're welcome by the way!” Halprin put the vial back in his cape with a scowl.

“Why aren't we on the train?” She ignored him.

“Place is crawling with your family!” Ethan made a face. “They're looking for you, there's no way onto the train.”

“Why are you two still here?” Ophelia couldn't help herself, she wanted to scream with exasperation.

“I am truly amazed by the way that you manage to schedule these little chats for the worst moment possible!” Halprin raised an eyebrow, half-amused, half-incredulous.

“Where’s Piper?”

“He's in my apartment, having a wonderful time tearing to pieces everything I own.”

“That'll be hard to clean . . .” Autumn sighed, shaking her head.

“Good, so he's safe. We need to get out of here, now. The statue warned me, Eleanora is in danger, I –”

Halprin suddenly put a long finger to her lips. He quickly recoiled from the touch of her. It was too much. A form appeared through the clouded glass, rattling the door handle. Halprin blinked away all feeling and, raising his hand, he let out a narrow curl of lilac light that snaked and curled forward. It rapidly filtered into the keyhole and then seeped into the gaps between the door and its frame. In a shudder of movement, the light turned silver then black and solid, fusing the door in place.

“That won't hold forever!” He murmured, stroking his bottom lip unconsciously with the finger that had grazed her skin. “The glass can still be broken, though I would guess from the charms on the locks I broke, that the owners will have put protections in place there too.”

Ophelia swallowed. “Then there's no way out . . . What do we do? Can we do that teleporting thing out of here?”

“Not out of the Netherworld, it's too . . . complicated. We're on a bridge, you see –”

“Perhaps explain this later?” Ethan snapped.

— Ophelia could feel a cold sweat breaking out all over her skin as the door began to rattle in a vicious, repetitive movement. It smelled of lavender in here too. It was too much, too strong, too acidic. But it reminded her of the statue of the faun. The finger pointed out into the clouded nothingness beyond. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out.

“Halprin, can't you –”

“I can help!” Autumn stepped forward, holding the Torrent Book as high as her arms could manage. “There is a way out. The book told me so!”

Halprin's shoulders slumped, his dark eyes looked at her with keen intensity. “What did it say?”

She put it down on the polished bar-top and ran a hand over the pages, staring hard at the jumbled text and grim, twisting images.

“What are you doing?” Ethan swallowed nervously.

“Shhhh! I'm making sure I understand!” Suddenly she stopped and looked up at her own reflection in the mirror behind the bar.

“What? What is it?” Halprin demanded, staring at her intently.

“You aren't going to like it.” She turned her fearful face towards Ophelia. “It says we have to go through the mirror.”
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“Are you insane? Ophelia might be able to use it, and I stress might, but, as I have been saying – you and annoying boy are mortals. Mortal mortals. It will tear you apart or else trap you somewhere dark and nasty without all of your favourite things like water and oxygen. You need strong magic to follow the thread through the mirror.” Halprin waved his hands around dramatically.

The front door of the café was rattling more urgently now. Green light glowed beyond the glass.

“We have no choice! It’ll be alright!” Autumn stated decisively, closing the book. She was afraid, but she was certain, and, as nobody else seemed to have any bright ideas, that would have to be enough. She pulled herself up to stand on the counter, facing the mirror. It was clouded and spotted with black marks where the silver had eroded behind the glass. She stood determined, boots firmly fixed on the slightly sticky surface.

Ethan rushed over and gracelessly hauled himself up beside her. “You sure about this, Autumn?” He asked out of the corner of his mouth.

“Yes.”

There was an intense flash of light outside and the glass groaned and sighed like thick ice on a lake. Deep cracks fled out all over the surface.

“Too late to think of something else!” Ophelia jumped up onto the bar next to Autumn with one swift movement.

“Fine!” Halprin growled and jumped up beside them in a crack of light. “You hold on to Red Headed Girl. I'll try and keep the annoying one in one piece. See you in Rome?”

Ophelia nodded. “Vatican if you can, the Hotel Aurelia was – is where I live.”

Autumn held out her hand, the other holding the book to her chest.

Ophelia looked at her with a flash of anger.

“Trust me!” Autumn said quietly.

Ophelia didn't, she couldn't, but at that moment the cracked windows burst in the shop, and she grabbed Autumn's hand and they jumped into the mirror, disappearing into their terrified, falling reflections.

“Hang on!” Ethan was fiddling with his shoelaces that had decided to come loose and tangle around his ankles. Halprin rolled his eyes with disgust, grabbed him by the back of his jacket and dragged him into the mirror after him, just as the Dotti appeared through the smoke and shattered glass.

A shuddering, shaking brilliance tumbled over Ophelia and Autumn. Fine sand rushed over them – minuscule pearls of glass. Each pearl felt like a whole universe; a thinking, breathing world with skies that stretched on into infinity. Ophelia could feel Autumn being pulled from her; their grip was loosening. She tried to open her eyes, but the sand stung at them. She caught sight of a blinding light and shut her eyes again. It felt like flying – flying through thunder. Autumn's grip slipped further away.

You could let her go . . . a whisper passed through Ophelia's mind. It would be easy . . . You can get through; she'd be lost here forever.

“Ophelia!” Autumn's shout was bounced around her and pulled apart. Every one of Ophelia's scars seared and stretched.

Autumn slipped again and this time her fingers lost their hold.

“Ophelia!”

The scream forced Ophelia's eyes open. She looked left and saw hundreds of Autumns, all falling, down, down and away.

“No!” she dove for the Autumn in the middle, hand outstretched. “Grab my hand!” her own words were garbled, but her intention was clear.

Autumn tried to reach out, to grab her fingers, but she was falling too fast. She lost her hold on the Torrent Book and it spun out into the mirrored nowhere below. Ophelia kicked out as if she were swimming in water. Whatever channel had been carrying them forward she must've kicked herself loose because she was suddenly propelled quickly downwards. She was going so fast that she barrelled right into Autumn. In a rolling rush of limbs and too many reflections to count they found themselves coming down hard on something – somewhere solid, on top of the open Torrent book. It was deathly silent. A cold, lifeless prism.

“Eeee-Ethan?” Autumn called out. Her call was repeated and changed as if it were being thrown down a long hallway.

“Haaalprin?” Ophelia's cry was thrown in another direction and looped in on itself.

There were walls all around them, all mirrors at different angles, their frames melted together at the edges.

“Where are we?” Ophelia whispered, she traced her fingers over the mirrored floor, her fingertips touching her reflection.

“Inside the mirror.”

The explanation didn't help. Ophelia drew her knees towards herself. She looked up and saw her face reflected back from a mirror above them. “We're trapped here, aren't we?”

Autumn turned the book to face her. “There has to be a way out. The book wouldn't have led us here to get trapped!”

“Why wouldn't it? Why do you trust that thing?”

“I just do.”

Ophelia shook her head.

“Well, it's better than trusting nothing and no one!” Autumn snapped, cheeks pink.

“And why do you think that is?” Ophelia spat back.

“I'm s – no! You know what? I'm not sorry! I've done everything I can to show you how sorry I am. I came all this way because the book said you were in danger. I've mopped floors, been chased by people who can shoot magic like their fingers are water pistols, all to show you how sorry I am!”

“It isn't enough!” Ophelia replied bitterly.

“What is enough, Ophelia? Do you want me to find a way to travel back in time and do things differently? Because I can't do that!” She was crying, but she didn't feel the tears fall. “We thought we were helping! By the time we realised that we were wrong it was too late! We made a mistake!”

“That place was a living hell! You think I care if it was a mistake? You and Ethan are such hypocrites! You sent me there to rot!”

“We didn't! We came to the Institute, but they wouldn't let us see you! They said we weren't family and Marla wouldn't come!”

“She wouldn't come because you poisoned her against me!”

“We begged her, Ophelia! We begged her to sign the release papers. We showed her the Torrent Book. Ethan made thousands of photocopies of scrolls and things we found that talked about shadows coming to life. She wouldn't listen, she's just as stubborn as you are!”

“Don't ever compare me to her!”

“Why not? You aren't listening either!”

“Oh, you want to listen, do you? Well, listen to this – your precious relationship is . . .” Ophelia bit her tongue.

“Is what?”

Ophelia shook her head. Fake. A lie. One big lie. Why couldn't she say it?

Autumn slowly lowered her eyes to her shoes. “Do you think I'm stupid?” She whispered. “Do you think I never knew that Ethan liked you first? Ophelia we've been friends for almost ten years! I'm used to being your sidekick! There's never room for anyone else when you're there.”

“So, is that it? You thought you'd get rid of me and then you two could be alone?”

“No! How can you think that?” Autumn shook her head. “You never loved Ethan! You never could. You just think he's your goof-ball friend who always lets you win; no matter the game, no matter the stakes.”

“Isn't he?”

“Well, yes . . . but he's other things too, he's funny . . . he's loyal.”

Ophelia snorted.

“No, he is loyal!” Autumn balled up her fists. “He was the one who started researching everything! He's the one who found the book. The book chose me, but he found it first. He never gave up on you. He just got all weird I guess because he didn't want me to know about how he used to feel about you. He never knew I always saw it, but it wasn't real.”

“We kissed.”

Autumn paused. “And?”

Ophelia looked away, begrudgingly.

She tried to remember the feeling. It seemed like a lifetime ago. And really, what else did she have to compare it to? It wasn't like she knew that many boys, just Ethan and . . . Halprin. That spark whenever he touched her . . . But if he were to kiss her . . . what would that be like? “I don't know. I suppose it didn't mean anything in the end . . . we’re . . . we were friends.”

“We're still your friends! We never gave up on you.”

Ophelia took in a sharp breath. “I'm so angry.” She said suddenly in a little voice. “All the time. And it won't stop. It never stops!” Sharp tears stung at her eyes. The anger hurt, it felt heavy inside of her chest, she'd held it there for such a long time it felt lodged there.

Autumn reached out and took her hand. “I know.”

“It felt like being thrown away! Or being punished for just existing. I trusted you two more than anyone else . . . even Eleanora. I loved you.”

“I know . . .”

“I felt like I had two parts of myself ripped away. It killed me.”

“You're still here, you're still Ophelia and we still love you!”

Ophelia clutched her chest, it felt like it was on fire. Her emotions tumbled over one another, all the hurt, all the pain of the last year was fighting to be heard, to be felt, and avenged.

She took a deep, steadying breath and closed her eyes. “I love you too.”

The coldness that had settled on her heart felt as if it were beginning to thaw. She wrapped her arms around Autumn and held her tightly. Why had such a simple thing been so hard? She had been certain she would hate them forever, the idea of letting things go never even crossed her mind. The anger was gone. She was free.

Autumn sat back with a smile that turned into a curious frown.

“What is it?”

“You're bleeding!” Autumn raised a hand and gently touched the cut on Ophelia's forehead, her fingers came away marked by blood.

“It's red!” Ophelia said with surprise. She rubbed the blood between her fingers and watched the red smudge across her skin. “It's mine again! It's red!”

“That's, errr, great!” Autumn replied, not understanding her excitement. “But we need to find a way out of here.”

Ophelia nodded. She held back her hair and leaned in close to the mirrored floor.

“Halprin Knight!” She whispered.

No light, no words appeared. She frowned and tried again, a little louder.

She flared her fingertips green. “Perhaps if I . . .” She touched the cold glass and watched as her fingers fell through. She lowered her head further, expecting to feel her nose touch the floor, but instead she felt the odd sensation of it sinking through. She flattened her fingers, so they stayed on the surface, then closed her eyes as her face passed the barrier.

Her eyelids fluttered open on the other side of the mirror. She gasped. The deepest blackness fell away beneath her. She could see nothing, but it was a deep sort of nothing. She didn't know how she knew it, but the blackness was fathoms deep – if she fell, she'd fall forever.

She felt a wave of hopelessness wash over her. To fall forever . . . wasn't that what she was already doing? Her life was just a series of trips and stumbles . . . a nightmare of –

“Child . . . ” A blank, empty voice crawled into her ear like a worm burrowing through earth. “How do you find yourself in this place?”

“What? I don’t know what you mean!” She cringed, trying to pull away from the voice. Each word sent a throb of pain chasing through her.

“What an angry little heart you have . . . ”

She felt her heart go cold as if it were being caressed by icy flesh.

“You’re too late, you know . . .”

“What?” She gasped, still trying to pull away, but afraid now and listening.

“Your sister. They’ve taken her. Soon she’ll be a Nethercreature.”

“No! That’s not possible!” Ophelia shouted, filled with terror.

The voice laughed in a low purr of pleasure. “Oh yes . . . They’ll slice up her soul and it will be all your fault.”

“I won’t let them!”

“How would you stop them?” The voice sharpened, piercing her mind.

“I . . . I don’t know!” It was hard to think, hard to even breathe now.

“I could give you the power to do it . . . I could give you the power to rule them all. No one would ever hurt your sister again. No one would ever lock you up again, no one ever could . . .”

. . . White walls and disinfectant. Stolen sanity and dreamless sleep . . .

“How?”

“All you have to do is ask.” Each word felt like a cold finger pressing itself onto the fragile skin of her heart.

“I – ”

She was abruptly torn back through the mirror – out of the darkness. For a moment on the other side, she had no memory of where she was or even who she was. Her heart felt numb, cold.

She rubbed her chest and squinted at Autumn. “What happened?”

Autumn pointed at where Ophelia's fingernails had dug into the mirror's surface and left frantic scratches as if she'd been trying to claw her way out . . . or in.

“What was in there?” Autumn asked in a hushed voice.

Ophelia looked off into the distance, the dark thoughts still heavy on her mind. “Death . . . but a long, eternally dying sort of death . . .” She said without thinking. It’s words . . . the voice’s terrible words still thumbed the keys of her mind like the final note of a requiem.

“Something . . . a voice said we were already too late.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know . . . ”

“It can’t know that.” Autumn said decisively. “But let's not go through the wrong mirror again . . .”

Ophelia slowly nodded. Who knew if the voice had been right? She felt a deep horror at the thought of going back to that dark dimension. It was better to stay in the mirror network with at least the hope of getting out – at least the hope of the voice being wrong . . . wasn’t it? They stood up and looked at their reflections, the two of them looked very small and insignificant.

“What about the book?” Ophelia asked, shaking her head to clear her thoughts and focus on escape.

“I checked. It didn't say anything about what to do inside. I think we're on our own. I wonder if the boys made it out?”

“There has to be a way home! I refuse to be stuck in a mirror!” Ophelia stepped forward and in a sudden jolt the whole corridor jumped upside down, taking gravity with it.

Autumn was now on Ophelia's ceiling, back behind her.

“Here! Jump!” Ophelia stuck up her hands.

Autumn threw the book first, it flipped through the air and landed neatly in Ophelia's hands.

“Ooof! That makes my stomach ache!” Autumn said.

There was a ringing sound and she looked behind her to see the mirrors folding in on each other like collapsing origami.

“Quick!” Ophelia shouted.

Autumn jumped up and forward. Ophelia grabbed her hands and swung her around to the new right-side up. Autumn grabbed the book off of the floor, and they ran.

“Wait! Stop!” Ophelia gasped after a minute.

The folding had stopped and blocked off the way back with another mirror.

“I think I hate this place.” Said Autumn, breathing hard.

“Let's keep walking.”

They walked for what felt like miles. Sometimes the walls shifted and contracted, sometimes gravity flipped them around, but they never came to an end. Eventually, too tired to go on, they stopped and sat down.

“I suppose at least if we're here forever it means you don't have to become a Nethercreature.” Autumn said, trying to smile.

“I hope Halprin will give the elixir to Eleanora.” Ophelia bit her lip. “I hope it works.”

“You think something's wrong with her?”

“She wasn't herself, she seemed out of her mind. She said she was cursed . . . and people do that – my family does that.” She shook her head. “Why does it all have to be so complicated?”

“You know what Ethan always says?”

Ophelia shook her head.

“We can always fix things.” Autumn took her hand and squeezed.

“How do we fix this?”

The mirror far above them rippled like water. Something dangled down through it, tied to a long, silver cord. The something was wriggling wildly and squeaking. The girls looked at each other with surprise and relief.

“Piper!” Ophelia stood up and reached out her arms eagerly to embrace him.
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Eleanora

Ophelia undid the twine around Piper's middle and held him close as he kissed her face with his little, wet nose.

“The pale one sent me. I ate his rug, and he was angry!” He told her.

“How did you find us? Everything keeps moving!” She asked as he nuzzled around her neck happily.

“I'm your Lares. I will always find you!” He licked her ear and tried to eat some of her hair.

Autumn hadn't heard the creature speak and she looked at her quizzically.

Ophelia blushed. “His voice is in my mind. He's sort of made of magic.”

“Does he know how to get us out?” Autumn hugged the book with anticipation.

“Follow the tether back to the channel. From there, think of home. That's what the pale one said. ‘Only home don't get bloody distracted’ – that's exactly what he said!” Piper told Ophelia, wriggling in her grasp, desperate to try and eat some more of her hair, or at least lick it.

Ophelia nodded and let Piper cling to her neck with a mouthful of hair. “The rope will lead us back!” She said to Autumn. “I need you to hold on to me. Don't let go, no matter what.”

Autumn held the book tightly to her chest with one hand and then with the other she grabbed the edge of Ophelia's skirt. “It will have to do!” She said tensely.

“If we get out of this place, we're getting you a backpack for that thing!” Ophelia grabbed the tether with both hands and gravity shifted them round so they were walking on the mirrored surface that had once been the wall. It stretched on ahead of them, seemingly without end.

They followed the line into the vanishing distance where it stopped, changed directions and disappeared into what looked like a fast current of moving light. There was nothing there to contain it. It ran like a fast stream through thin air. Ophelia paused and reached up a hand to touch it. The light felt like sand.

“We should get in before the floor falls away again!” Autumn urged.

Ophelia swallowed and took Piper off of her shoulder. “You have to go back, Piper. You understand that don't you?”

He flicked his tail, rebelliously. “I want to stay with Ophelia.”

“We'll find a way. But not now, now you have to stay alive. Go back to where Halprin kept you, please, Piper.”

“Oh! If he's going back tell him not to make too much of a mess!” Autumn interjected with a look of panic.

Ophelia leaned in and kissed Piper's head. He placed his nose on hers, then with a final, longing look he leapt from her arms into the channel and was gone.

“Now us?” Autumn stepped to her side and took Ophelia's hand.

“I hope it works. I'll try to lead the way!” Ophelia took in a deep breath as if they were about to dive into water and they jumped inside.

Ophelia shut her eyes against the sand and light. “Home!” She thought. “Home!” The word caused images of Rome to flare up in her mind, but she pushed them away and focused on the word itself. Her eyelids opened a fraction, and she could see that she and Autumn were rushing towards their own reflections at incredible speed. Then, in a flash of light, they were tumbling out of the mirror and into a garden. She fell hard against an upright stone and Autumn sprawled in the path beside her.

“Where are we?” Autumn blinked, adjusting to the warm sunlight spilling in through the trees.

They weren't in Ophelia's garden. Birdsong rang out in sweet, mournful notes. Ophelia stood up and looked over the gravestones crowded around the walkway. She knew exactly where they were.

“We're home.” She whispered.

It was the Cimitero degli Inglesi – the English Cemetery in Rome. In the morning light it was silent apart from the birds. The trees cast leafy shadows over some of the graves, whilst others were bathed in patches of sunlight. In front of her was an angel made of stone. Her wings drooped over an altar and her face was hidden in grief, laid on the cold stone of the tomb. Inscribed on the altar in plain letters was her mother's name. Elisa Waltham.

“But how did we get here?” Autumn frowned, standing up and looking for a mirror, but seeing none.

Ophelia stepped up to the angel and touched the hand that supported her forehead. The stone fingers were curled around a tiny mirror, blackened with age and the elements.

Autumn peered around her. The mirror was far too small for even Piper to have squeeze through it. “But how?”

Ophelia looked at her and smiled sadly. “Magic.”

The stone face of the angel slowly turned. Autumn jumped back with fear, but Ophelia stayed there, listening. The stone lips parted and whispered. “Eleanora.”

“We have to go!” Ophelia jumped down from the altar and took off at a run.

*****

Halprin walked up to Ethan lounging moodily outside the Hotel Aurelia as he wound up a length of rope. It had come loose so either the Lares had found Ophelia, or something had eaten it. He leaned against the wall tensely. There was nothing he could do except wait. He hated waiting. But worse than that he hated feeling tense. He needed to know that she was alright. This was getting out of control.

He and Ethan had arrived in a bathroom in the Roma Termini and caught a cab over to the Hotel only to find the girls hadn't made it. With many muttered complaints Halprin had found himself another mirror and went home for Piper. He had given Ethan a very cryptic explanation about guides and pathways, followed by a long monologue about why amateurs should never try the network and, if they were lost forever, it was their own stupid fault.

— Ethan sat against the sun-drenched wall and sulked. The mirror network had tried to pull his arms and legs off and Halprin's magic hadn't done much to ease the pain even if it had popped his joints back in their sockets. Ethan felt miserable and useless. At least Autumn had the book, he was essentially a dead weight.

“Shouldn't we go inside?”

Ethan glared at Halprin. “You think I'm that stupid? The door is locked.”

Halprin grinned and pounced up onto the garden wall without any visible effort. Ethan jumped to his feet. “Hey! No fair!”

Halprin jumped down into the garden. Ethan was about to shout out again when the garden door unlocked with a click and swung open. He pushed his way inside. The garden was a mess, but in an overgrown, unkempt way that involved months of neglect. The house was another story . . . all the windows facing the garden were open and all the glass had been smashed.

“Something's wrong, we're too late!” Ethan pushed past Halprin and ran over to the French windows. He tore aside the splintered wood and entered the kitchen.

“Eleanora! Marla!” He cried out.

Halprin was right behind him. He stopped and looked around the kitchen. It was ransacked. There were shattered glasses and plates everywhere. Something awful had happened here. Ethan pulled open the door into the dining room. It was empty.

“Eleanora!”

“Shut up!” Halprin snapped. “I think I hear something.”

Ethan paused, heart racing. There was something, a small whimpering sound. Someone was crying and trying to muffle those cries. Halprin pulled open the door to the little office and Ethan jumped to his side. Marla was huddled under her desk, spare towels and foil wrapped chocolate mints littered around her like drifts of snow and lumps of faded crystal.

“Marla!” Ethan looked at her with horror. Her neat grey hair was in total disarray, she was sobbing in great heaving wretches and clutching a butcher's knife in her wrinkled, shaking fingers.

“Marla, it's me – Ethan!”

She blinked up at him as if she were struggling to recognise him. He squatted down and very carefully prised the knife out of her hand. He held her trembling fingers still.

“Where is Eleanora?”

“Gone . . . the boy . . . he took her!” She burst into fresh sobs that shook her whole body. “She didn't want to go . . . I tried . . . I . . .”

“Halprin! Get her something to drink!”

Halprin reached into his cape and held out a bottle. It contained a dark brown liquid that looked as thick as oil.

“Not that! Tea or something!” Ethan ordered, with a tone of exasperation.

“I think I preferred it when you were the servant.” Halprin muttered, but he strolled off into the kitchen.

Ethan coaxed Marla off of the floor and into the only non-shattered chair in the Hotel's lounge. After banging around the kitchen for fifteen minutes, Halprin managed to make something that resembled tea and brought the steaming, slightly grey-looking liquid to her.

She sat huddled in a blanket, quiet, eyes wide with shock, hands fixed around her mug as if it were an anchor.

“Eleanora!” Ophelia's terrified voice suddenly echoed through the house and Halprin and Ethan looked at each other darkly.

Ethan jumped up and ran into Ophelia in the corridor. “She isn't here!” He said, catching her by the shoulders and stopping her mid scream.

“The elixir! We have it! She can't be dead I –”

“No, no! Marla said someone took her – a boy.”

Ophelia's face fell in fury mixed with terror. “She let someone take her away? How could she?! Keeping her safe was the only thing she had to do! The only thing!”

“Ophelia . . .” Autumn said behind her. “Look at the place. I don't think anyone let anything happen.”

Ophelia swallowed then nodded. “You're right.”

Ethan stared at them bug-eyed. “Did I miss something?”

Autumn sighed. “We don't really have time for this; I know that you kissed and that you wanted her first. She knows I knew all along. She doesn't love you, not like that. You don't love her, not like that. She forgives us, we're good, you're good, everyone's good!” She explained in a distracted rush. “I'll fill you in properly later.”

Ethan went an intense shade of red. “That's alright I think I got it!” There was a lot he didn't think that he agreed with in there, but right now that all needed to be ignored.

“Let me go!” Ophelia said in a calmer voice. “I'm alright now.”

Ethan released her and she entered the lounge.

“Ophelia!” Marla stood up as soon as she entered, dropping the cup then jumping as it smashed on the floor.

Ophelia stared at her. All her life her grandmother had been the epitome of self-control. The woman before her looked like a complete stranger; bedraggled, old and afraid.

“What happened?” She tried not to let anger overrun her.

Marla clapped her hands to her throat, taking a ragged breath. “A boy . . . he said he had come for Eleanora, that she had to come with him. I told him no. Of course, not! But he wouldn't take no for an answer. There was a flash of light . . . so bright . . . it shattered all the windows. I could hear her screaming and screaming. I ran to her, but I was too late. He was in her room, and she was in his arms, unconscious… At least I hope. He said you had to come for her. That you belonged there, that you both did. I ran to take her from him, but he blasted the window to bits, and I was thrown backwards. When I woke up, she was gone . . . gone . . . gone . . .” she shook her head and cried out, losing the strength in her legs and collapsing back into her chair.

“What colour?”

“What?”

“What colour was the light?” Ophelia ground her teeth together, biting back her anger.

“B-blue . . . or green.” Marla stuttered.

“Which one?” She was losing her control.

Dorvale?

Dotti?

“Both . . . it blended together.”

“Shaw . . . it must be him. He was switching over to Dotti, his Dorvale magic was changing.” She felt a burning sensation in her throat. The voice in the mirror had been right. They had taken her sister and they were going to offer her to the Dotti Demon in her place. But Shaw . . . How could he? They were supposed to look out for each other. He promised. She hoped she was wrong. She had to be wrong. But deep down she knew there was no escaping the darkness. Perhaps the only way to overcome it was to embrace it. She rubbed her chest, feeling the cold numbness return. The voice had known. She could fix things but only with a greater, darker power than that of her family demon . . . She looked at Halprin. “We have to go back.”

“You barely made it here!” He stared at her, eyes coal black.

“It's my fault. When I found my memories, I said her name. I told Shaw about her. No one knew before that she existed.”

“This was family? Your father's family?” Marla blinked, trying to keep up.

“They’re going to make her a Nethercreature instead of me.”

“What?” Halprin raised a sceptical eyebrow. “How can you know that?”

“I just know. I have to get her back, Hal. I’m going with or without you!” She stood firm.

“Alright, whatever! We'll go back. You know at the end of this you'll owe me a fortune?”

“I'll pay you in instalments!” She smiled.

“You'd better! I'm not doing this for free. I don't know what you expect from me, but I'm no hero.”

Ethan looked him up and down. “Yeah, no kidding! Listen, Ophelia, we're coming too.”

“No, you aren't! I need you two to stay here.”

“That's just not happening!” Autumn smiled. “We're with you. Even if it's just as a distraction. To them, not you . . . hopefully.”

“You'll get yourselves killed! I can't protect you!” Ophelia shook her head.

“We can look after ourselves. Autumn has her book and I have my amazing ability to stumble into trouble then fall sideways out of it again!” Ethan grinned.

“Great superpower!” Halprin snorted.

“Eleanora is kind of our sister too. We're family!” Ethan added, ignoring Halprin. “A dysfunctional family, sure, but we're working on that.”

“Hal?” Ophelia looked at him questioningly.

“What does the book say?” He made a face.

Autumn opened it on the desk and poured over the pages, brow furrowed. “Eleanora is afraid.”

“Are they hurting her?”

Autumn shook her head. “I'm sorry I don't know. It doesn't say.”

“Fine. Take the walking book-stand and the useless idiot!” Halprin rolled his eyes. “They have experience cleaning up messes and this is quite a mess.”

Ophelia nodded, tense, ready for action. “Come on, there has to be a mirror here that isn't smashed.”

“Alright!” Halprin strode forwards. “But keep your ruddy mind on the destination this time.”

“And please don't let it tear me apart!” Ethan added.

They all rushed to the door.

“Wait!” Marla shouted.

Ophelia turned, slowly. “What is it?”

“You were right Ophelia . . . you said there were things that I didn't understand, and you were right . . . I-I'm sorry.”

Ophelia shut her eyes tight. She didn't need this right now.

“Do you think you can ever forgive me?” Marla asked in a tiny, frail voice.

Ophelia tightened her fists so hard her nails bit into her skin. She finally let go and breathed out a long breath. “I . . . I just don't know.”

“Come on Dotti. Clock's ticking!” Halprin said, looking at her cautiously.

Ophelia ran out of the door without a glance backwards.

— The old woman blindly felt for her chair and sat in the ruin of her home. At some point the sounds of their voices faded away and she was left alone, terribly, awfully alone.
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Life Lines

Standing in one of the non-wrecked guest rooms of the Hotel Aurelia in front of a gilt-edged mirror, they agreed on Driscoll's Coffee & Elixir as their meeting point. It was the only place Ophelia was sure she could focus on with enough certainty to reach it, and it was neutral territory that was probably not being watched by her family or the Genovese. Halprin stood in between Autumn and Ethan, holding onto them both whilst Ophelia stood on Autumn’s right. She tried to fix a far firmer hold of Autumn this time and focused on the dark café, with its rich, bitter smells of coffee beans and magic, pushing everything else to one side.

They stepped into the mirror and were instantly caught in the rushing tide of light. It surged and rained down on them. Ophelia forced herself to open her eyes. Around them, past the sands, it was as if reality were being refracted. It made no sense to her brain – it was beautiful and terrible all at once. How can I find the darkness when there is so much light? She needed to find the dark place. She needed to seek out that creature and accept his offer. Whatever it took she needed power. The power to destroy, to save her sister – to save herself. She had decided the moment she had found the house wrecked that she would find that thing in the hopeless place once more and take all the power she could. But rushing through the mirror was all a confusion. She tried to make sense of it all. The light split apart into all the colours of the rainbow, then split again into shades that she knew must be colours that the human eye had never seen – that they never could see.

What is it? She thought, trying to find where the light seemed to split apart. They were sailing to that point and in a second, they were divided. Autumn, Ethan and Halprin followed a lilac stream, shooting off at an angle and Ophelia was pulled in another direction – following one of the streams that she was sure was another colour, but something she couldn’t perceive.

The darkness, I’m heading towards that place. She thought in terror, suddenly regretting it all. Her fingers had nothing to hold onto – she couldn’t claw herself back to her friends, couldn’t even cry out to them. She was hopelessly sliding through light then crashing, without sound or feeling through her own reflection and out into someplace new and utterly strange to her.

She looked around her and blinked, trying to catch her bearings. There was no mirror – no escape from the creature who had spoken to her in the darkness. But no voice forced its way into her mind. And as her eyes recovered from the blinding light of the mirror network, she realised that she was not in a blank, desolate darkness at all. She appeared to be standing in an ankle deep, silver lake that seemed to have no end in either direction. Reflected in the water was a vast ocean of sky filled with starlight. It was only then that she realised that she hadn’t seen stars since Rome – there were no stars in the Netherworld. But looking up into this night-sky wasn’t like looking up from the rooftops of her world. Here the stars seemed close enough to reach out and touch and galaxies swirled and shimmered with blues, pinks and greens in the inky blackness. She shivered. She felt so small, so alone.

“Hello?” Her voice was that little, fearful thread that it had been after the Institute. She waited for the creature from the dark dimension to rise up out of the water and claim her, but no creature came. That quiet, awful loneliness was somehow worse.

I’m trapped! Was all she could think. It was like the loneliness of the Institute but this time with no way out. Not even silent comrades to suffer alongside her or nurses and doctors to hate with unrelenting passion. In a panic she took off at a run in no particular direction. The shallow water rippled and splashed but her feet didn’t feel wet. The water was laced with threads of silver light and here and there a golden thread wove a path through towards a greater river of gold in the distance, but Ophelia hardly noticed them as she ran, looking always for a way out – ready to fight her way through if she could. There has to be a way out. There is always a way out. She ran under the infinite sky for what felt like a long time before she collapsed to her knees, exhausted.

“Hal!” She cried, “Halprin Knight!” But it was just as it was in the mirror, her voice called out without answer. “Ethan!” Her voice caught, “Autumn! Father! Anyone . . . ” She sunk her hands into the dry water. What time was it? How long had she been running? Perhaps she was too late already. The voice had said as much. But why did she believe it? The coldness in her heart, the despair it had placed there – it was like a lifeline to her sister. Was that what she felt at that moment?

“Eleanora . . . ” She whispered, breathing hard. “I have to get to her . . . no matter what . . . Dotti,” she called on her name, “I am a Dotti.” Nothing happened. She raised her fingers and stared at them, willing them to spark with green light. “Dotti!” She cried, shouting now. “Dotti! Ophelia Isabella Dotti!” But it seemed she and her name were not enough, she was powerless.

All the life seemed to evaporate from her. She found herself lying in the dry water, face half submerged in the strange undrinkable fluid. She didn’t care what it was, she didn’t care if it drowned her. All she could think of was Eleanora – her soul cut and divided by the Dotti demon; her mind muddled with magic. The terror, the pain, her life snatched from her to become something dreadful that would die and leave nothing but a rising of black smoke. Her fault – the voice was right. And she couldn’t fix things. She couldn’t take it back or fight her way out.

She lay that way for what must’ve been hours, maybe even a day and a night passed by. Her eyes stayed open, her body still and lifeless. She knew she was thirsty. She was hungry too, but the thirst was probably the thing that would kill her she thought fleetingly. It wasn’t enough to make her move. All she could think about was question after question; would Eleanora grow claws? Would her skin blanch as pale as Mandabel’s? Would her teeth become pointed? Would her eyes turn blood red?

She should've stayed in the Institute and let them destroy her. That would’ve been better than this. Tears filled her eyes and steadily trickled into the dry water that flowed around her like smoke. I would rather die than see her suffer. I’d die now if it meant everything could be set right, if my blood would be enough to save her soul. As she thought this up above her a shooting star freed itself from the Heavens and soared downwards in an arc. Its fiery tail left a streak of gold behind it, and it crashed silently into the lake out ahead of her. Golden ripples surged on the surface and raced towards her. Her brain knew it wasn’t real water, but she still sat bolt upright before the surge could strike her in the face. Where the star had fallen a golden figure stood. Filled with sudden hope, Ophelia stood up and ran towards him. She stopped a few feet away from him, afraid to move closer. The man was made of light – not one shining beacon but millions of tiny flickers of light. He was tall, around thirty years old. He wasn’t handsome or ugly, but he had the kindest face of anyone she had ever known. It was so kind it almost broke her heart. She wanted to speak to him but for some reason she couldn’t think what to say. And then all in a moment the man had fallen to his knees, he took in a deep, ragged breath and looked back up at the sky. In a second Ophelia knew he was dying and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

“No!” She stepped forward, but with a deep sigh the points of light burst away from each other and sprang out into the water. There they became golden threads weaving in and out of the others, connected to the great river of gold that flowed from where the man had fallen. She hesitantly stepped closer and looked down at the golden water. The longer she looked, the more she focused, the deeper it all seemed. She felt as if she could lose her balance and fall into it, but as she stepped forwards it was all just as shallow as before. She was alone again. She sat down and pulled her knees up, rested her forehead on them and wept as she had never wept in all her life. That silent place seemed to swallow up her sobs. She wondered if she could cry there forever and never be heard by a single soul.

“Why are you crying?” The fluting voice of a child made her look up with a start.
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A Glimpse of Infinity

Afew feet away from her was a boy of around eight years old. His pale skin was radiant, almost luminous, his eyes swam with light and colour like the water at his feet and three frogs were climbing over his arms, up his neck and into his curly, pale hair.

“What? Who are you?” Ophelia asked, red-eyed and sounding like she had a bad cold.

“Helios.” The boy said as if it were obvious. “Why are you crying?”

The sky behind him was brighter, bluer where it met the water.

“Because I messed everything up. I’m trapped here, how did you get here?”

“I saw you crying, so I stepped down.”

“Down? From where?”

Ophelia looked around, hoping for a doorway or maybe a mirror.

“Up there.” He pointed at the sky.

She blinked at him. “What are you?” She could hardly think. He certainly didn’t look like a Nethercreature. Was he a Ghast? Had she somehow fallen into their dimension? He didn’t feel like a demon.

He laughed.

“What’s funny?” She asked.

“I told you already. I’m Helios!”

“That’s who you are, not what you are.” Ophelia replied, starting to get a little irritated.

“Oh, well then, what and who are you?”

“I’m Ophelia, I’m a human.”

“How do you know?”

“Know what?”

“That you’re a human?” He innocently took one of his frogs and petted it’s smooth back gently, looking into its over-large eyes.

“I suppose someone told me once when I was little – it’s just something you know.”

“Ah,” the boy said, nodding with understanding and placing the frog back on top of his head solemnly.

“Anyway, this doesn’t matter! If you somehow got yourself here, can you help me get out? I’m running out of time!”

“Time.” He laughed again. “Oh yes, I’ve seen time – that flat, narrow thing. How on Earth do you walk on it?”

She looked at him strangely. “We don’t walk on it; we walk in it.”

“Ah,” he said with the same knowing nod, “but isn’t that like falling through a crack in the floorboards?”

Ophelia didn’t like this thought at all and she couldn’t answer him. He cocked his head to one side and one of the frogs walked over his ear and made a jump for his waiting forearm.

“How do you know about floorboards but not about humans? Anyway, I don’t understand what else there would be beyond time.” Ophelia finally replied with a frown.

“It’s only a translation of an idea. What I understand as floorboards is probably only a little like what you understand them as. As for being beyond time, that’s where we are now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look down,” he said with a thoughtful expression, “what do you see?”

Ophelia dropped her knees to one side and looked into the water around her. Under the transparent surface the silver threads met and intersected, ran parallel and broke apart. Deeper still there were golden lines and if she looked at them long enough each line seemed to be a sliver of something, perhaps a picture or a film or something that went on and on without end.

“It just keeps going . . . ” she murmured, more than a little afraid.

The boy seemed to think that this was explanation enough. He smiled, his smooth, even features were without fear – they even seemed to have a hint of amusement in them.

“There was someone else here before . . . a man, or at least he looked like a man . . . I think he died.” She said softly.

“Oh, that was Ophiuchus.”

“Who?”

“You’re under his constellation,” Helios pointed up at the bright points of stars above them. “That’s him battling Serpens.”

“He’s a star?”

Helios laughed again as if it were obvious. “Oh no! He’s a man. It was he who sealed the Ghasts in their dimension.”

“I saw him die.”

Helios nodded solemnly. “He had to; it was the only way. He had to die to give everyone else a chance to escape the Ghasts – to give them a choice. They used to walk the Netherworld and even your world infecting everything with their darkness. But he used his blood to seal the gates. They can only work through people now – if they allow them to. I suppose you’d think of it as a distance from you . . . no you said you couldn’t walk on time. Hmmm . . . Behind you? I don’t know how to explain it.”

“A long time ago?”

“Yes!” Helios smiled.

Ophelia squinted at him. Her lips were cracked, and her head hurt. “You don’t have anything to drink, do you?”

Helios looked surprised. “You can drink the water.”

She shook her head. “It’s like air or smoke, it’s not even wet.”

He looked at her for a long time, the frogs wandering over him ponderously. “You don’t belong to them yet – not fully. The darkness has touched you, but you know their sort of power only leads to death and misery. You can drink from the river.”

“The river . . . the golden one?”

He nodded.

“But isn’t it . . . wasn’t it a person?”

“It’s life . . . but perhaps that’s lost in translation too.”

Her brain hurt too much. She was so thirsty. She stood up and went to kneel in the gold stream. She felt just as dry as ever and was suddenly worried that she wouldn’t be able to drink – that Helios was wrong, and she was already too tainted. She cupped her hands down and felt cool water. Desperately she brought it to her lips and drank and drank until she could feel the pain in her mind evaporate and her senses sharpen. She felt full of hope, full of life. The Ophelia who had lain without moving for days in the dry water seemed a stranger to her now.

“I’ve seen you before!” She exclaimed with sudden recognition, looking back at the boy. “Or at least a statue of you . . . at the Institute!”

He shrugged. “It’s very possible.”

“You were holding a frog then too, but by the leg, it wasn’t a nice statue at all.”

He cocked his head to one side again then looked down at the water. He reached down and lifted up a tiny thread that seemed to be attached to Ophelia. She stared wide-eyed as he inspected it then set it carefully back down in the water.

“I see now.”

“See what?! What was that?”

He took one of his frogs, seemed to whisper to it, then held it down to the water where it jumped and disappeared without a splash. He did the same with the other two while Ophelia looked around for the thread that had been attached to her. She couldn’t see where it had gone and there were far too many other threads to tell it apart. When she touched the threads, they were like air, not solid like they were for Helios.

“What are you doing?” She asked with agitation.

“Helping.”

“Are those the stone frogs from before? Is one of them Asparagus? Did they go back in time? Can . . . could I?” Her heart pounded with hope – if she could only go back to the beginning, she could fix it all, so it never even began.

He shook his head with a smile. “Your sort of time doesn’t work like that.”

“But I could save her . . . my sister, all my mistakes . . . ” somehow, she knew she didn’t have to explain. Helios had seen all her little life in that one thread. He knew everything that had happened and more than that, she wondered if he knew what was going to happen next.

“Don’t worry. There’s one thing that darkness can never understand.” He smiled, with complete innocence.

“What’s that?” She wondered if he could read her thoughts too.

“Light,” he laughed, “that’s what love is after all – light as a feeling thing – love without wanting something or anything in return. It chases away all the shadows.”

“Love? I can save my sister with love?” Ophelia looked bemused.

“Yes, exactly!”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will, when you’re supposed to.”

“But can I get there before it’s too late? Haven’t I been here too long?”

He just smiled in response – of course he would, time meant nothing to him, whatever he was. What was he? She couldn’t ask him again – did he even know?

“How do I get back?” She added, feeling a tense knot building inside of her chest.

“Close your eyes, the path will pull you back to it. Goodbye Ophelia, I’ll see you again soon.”

She wanted to ask him what he meant, but he was suddenly too bright to look at, and then he was gone, and she was alone in the strange waters. The knot grew heavier: she already knew what she had to do. She'd known it from the moment the stone frog had said her sister's name in the gardens, perhaps she had somehow known it since the day her little sister had been born. Her sister deserved a life of sunlight, away from haunting shadows. She deserved to be happy, to be free, to be loved. Really it wasn’t very difficult when she thought about it. Really it was the simplest, easiest thing in all the world. She thought of the coffee house and closed her eyes.
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The Light of the Star

They all arrived in the black-tiled bathroom only moments apart. Halprin landed neatly on his feet, the other three skidded or tripped, ending up on the floor or, in Autumn's case, sitting in one of the sinks.

“So, what next?” Asked Ethan, standing up and brushing himself down. Little specks of sand leapt off of him, then disappeared as they hit the ground. “Go in fighting?”

“All dress up like servants again and sneak in the back way?” Autumn suggested, awkwardly pulling herself out of the sink.

Ophelia slowly turned and looked back at the mirror – it seemed that no time at all had passed since they had stepped inside of the network together. Halprin saw her strange look and came over to her.

“What’s the matter?”

“I . . . I don’t think you’d understand it.”

“Try me.” He leaned against the sink beside hers, hands in his pockets.

“I didn’t follow you all here. I got lost along the way.”

Ethan and Autumn looked at Ophelia with surprise. “But we all came out together – you didn’t have time to get lost.” Autumn stated quizzically.

“I think I sort of fell out of time.”

Halprin swallowed, looking uncomfortable. “Did you see a Ghast?”

“No . . . I don’t think he was a Ghast. He didn’t seem to know or care what he was. I think somehow he’s been helping me this whole time. But not until now if that makes sense.”

“What did it look like?” Halprin looked a little sick.

“Like light . . . I don’t know how else to describe it. His name was Helios.”

Halprin shuddered all over. “You met an Asteri.”

“A what?” Ethan cut in.

“I guess you’d understand it like a star but a person.”

“What? Like a great big ball of burning gas?” Ethan made a face.

“That’s not what a star is, just what it’s made of.” Halprin rolled his eyes.

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Ethan looked at Autumn who shrugged – just as confused as him.

“What did it say, Ophelia?” Halprin turned back to her, jaw tense, hands clenched at his sides.

“He helped me to work out what I should do next.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Autumn asked nervously.

“I'm going to walk in there and ask them to let her go.”

“Well . . . that plan sucks!” Ethan screwed up his features. “Anyone else?”

“Really, Ethan. Don't try to stop me. I know there isn't any other way. My Aunt told me herself, they need me. I was the one the Ghast selected. They know about Eleanora now, she can't hide. I'm going to make a deal – she leaves, I stay.”

“I also hate this idea!” Autumn shifted the book, now in Ophelia's old school backpack on her shoulders.

Ophelia looked down. “I need to know that I can trust you guys. This is the only way out.”

Ethan and Autumn looked at each other.

“How can you trust that the Asteri thingy was trying to help you? What if he is in league with the Ghasts?” Autumn reasoned.

Halprin shook his head. “The two are like opposite forces. They would never help each other.”

“But are they good? You seem terrified of the creatures!” Ethan tried to hide a smirk.

Halprin scowled. “They don’t exactly take kindly to my sort. Caught a glimpse of one of them once in one of the more confusing dimensions . . . It was so bright. It hurt to look at . . . ” He seemed lost in the memory of it.

“Alright. Light beats shadow – rock, paper, scissors, I get it. What do you want us to do?” Ethan nodded decisively.

“I want you to make sure Eleanora gets home. No matter what happens. You too, Halprin.”

Halprin snapped out of his reverie. “Oh great. So, I'm a bloody delivery boy again. Super.”

*****

The Dotti palace was as silent as a mausoleum when they arrived outside of the gates. There were no blasts of light of any colour. The fighting, at least for now, seemed to have ceased. Ophelia grasped the cold, iron railings and took in a deep breath.

“You'll stay with me, won't you? As long as you can?”

“Of course!” Ethan said. “Try and stop us! I mean you did, and you failed, so I guess we've already proved our point.”

Autumn elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up!”

“Shutting up!” He yelped.

Ophelia opened the gate, but paused as Halprin drew close beside her, his fingers resting on the iron bar, inches from hers. He looked at her with his mouth pulled in a tense line. “What you're planning, it won't work, you know. Family is family, they won't let her go now that they know about her.”

“If they want me as their willing sacrifice then they will have to.”

“I wasn't lying when I said I wasn't a hero, Ophelia. I can't fight your family, there isn't enough money in the world. Besides, I'm not strong enough, my magic . . . it's fine for little things, but I can't take on a Ghast. I can't promise that I can get you out if you get into trouble.”

“I'm not asking you to save me, Hal. Eleanora – she's all that matters. Hide her in the mirror if you have to. Just make sure that she's alright, that's all I ask.”

She didn't need to hear his answer. She knew he would do everything he could, she just hoped it would be enough. She smiled sadly and slipped through the gate and away from him. Her footsteps crunched over the gravel. She knew they were being watched, but no one met them at the open door. When they entered, they saw the great chandelier being lowered into a dust sheet by Pybal servants in their green livery. They were everywhere, crating breakable objects and moving things away from the windows. They didn't stop Ophelia.

She went straight to her father's study. He was standing looking silently out of the window. The glass was back in place, but the room was half packed, the mirrors were gone and so were his books. He didn't look around when she entered.

“Father,” she said quietly.

“Oh . . . Ophelia. You're back!” He glanced at her, his eyes were glassy, his usual energy sapped away, leaving him somehow weaker, drabber.

“What's happening here?” She asked awkwardly.

“Must protect the house. Must protect the family.”

“Is Myrlin . . . ?” She couldn't finish her sentence.

“Sleeping. Again. Always sleeping. I can see why. A little peace, a little darkness . . . it must be nice, not to think, just for a little while, but then, it probably all feels like just a short while when you can dream.”

“I'm here for Eleanora.”

“Two daughters . . .” he breathed. “Isn't that the strangest thing? All this time I had another daughter, and I never knew . . . all that time wasted. Time is a funny thing, Ophelia, it just slips away from you, and you're left wondering where it all went. If only you could claw it back and start over again.”

“She doesn't belong here.”

“Of course she does, you both do!” He looked at her with a little more life, his eyebrows drawn down with anger.

“Where is she?”

“She's sleeping too. Best for everyone it seems. She . . . she had a great shock.”

“I want to see her.”

“What do I have to say to make you understand? Being a Dotti isn't something you can change. You and Eleanora will always come back to us. You must stop fighting it and accept your fate.”

“I will.”

He looked at her with surprise.

“No!” Autumn gasped behind her. She quickly covered her mouth to stop herself from saying more.

“I will do what you want. I will pledge myself to the Ghast and become a Nethercreature – if that’s what you want from me. All I ask is that you let Eleanora go. Release her from whatever curse she is under and let her go back to Rome so that she can live a normal life.” Ophelia tried to swallow. Her mouth was dry, and her eyes stung.

“Curse? Eleanora isn't cursed.”

“Yes, she is. The Waltham curse, it killed my mother, my cousin, so many people. That's why I came here.”

“I don't know about the others, but I promise you. I've seen her, I'd know if she were under some sort of enchantment.”

Ophelia shook her head, she couldn't think. It didn't matter, all that mattered was that Eleanora went free. “Will you let her go? If I stay?”

“Brother.”

They all looked around to see Mandabel standing in the doorway. In the dim light his skin looked even more startlingly white, and his eyes shone like dying stars. Autumn and Ethan shrank away from him and even Halprin stepped well back.

“The Ghast has chosen Ophelia. If these are her terms to come to him willingly, let it be so.”

Lorenzo started to cry. It was alarming to watch him struggle with so much pain. Ophelia wanted to go to him, but she held herself back.

“She is my daughter too.”

“Beyond family –” Mandabel began.

“There is only the Ghast's will.” Lorenzo completed his brother's sentence but didn't turn back. “Fine!” He said, heart clearly breaking.

“Father . . .”

Mandabel stepped forward and placed a black-gloved hand on Ophelia's shoulder.

She looked up at him, trying not to tremble. “My friends will take my sister home.”

“Ophelia!” Ethan bit his lip. “Is this the plan?” He added in a hiss to Autumn. “It doesn't feel like a plan!”

“Shaw!” Mandabel called.

Reluctantly Shaw stepped through the open door, hands twisted behind his back. He didn't dare look at Ophelia.

“Dear cousin!” Ophelia said bitterly. “It seems like such a long time since I saw you. Broken any promises lately?”

Shaw took in a sharp breath. “I didn't break any promise! It was for the best! For the family, and for you. Ophelia, please! You will see it that way, I swear!”

“Take these people to your cousin Eleanora. She is returning to Rome.” Mandabel cut in grimly.

“But –” Autumn began.

“Please, Autumn, it's for the best. Look after them, Halprin!” Ophelia held her arms to her chest.

She couldn't look at them. It would hurt too much to say goodbye. They had wanted her to do something daring at the last moment and somehow change it all. But she was out of ideas, there was only this, only the love she had for them and her sister. Perhaps it would've been better if she hadn't made up with them, perhaps then this wouldn't hurt so much.

— Halprin's eyes darted around the room – mind racing. He avoided catching Mandabel's eye as he shooed the others out of the room, following the dejected Shaw. This wasn’t how it all ended; he wouldn’t let it end like this. He threw one last look back at Ophelia, savouring the pulsating life of her golden-brown skin, wild hair and those green, green eyes now clouded with pain and cast away from him. A lamb to the slaughter . . . not if I have anything to do with it. The door clicked shut.
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The Ghast Ring

Mandabel gripped Ophelia's shoulder and marched her over to the French doors, not pausing to wait for Lorenzo. He swung them open, and they walked out onto the terrace.

“The havoc you have caused!” Her uncle snarled at her; voice choked with anger. “Why the Ghast still wants you I will never understand!”

Ophelia said nothing. She let him drag her down the narrow, moss-covered staircase to the grotto-shrine and push her down before it. She stumbled against the basin and nearly fell into the water.

“What do I do?” She asked. “Are there rituals – things I'm supposed to say?”

“The honour of all that is passed!” He spat, towering over her. “You don't deserve it. Kiss the ring. Promise yourself to him.”

“And you swear Eleanora can go free?”

He placed a hand on his heart and glared at her. “I swear it. On my Ghast and my name.”

She nodded and slowly stood before the hideous Ghast form. She shivered; the mists of the garden thick around them. Was there a way out? She had always escaped before, always gotten away with whatever nonsense she got herself into . . . until she didn't. There was no escape, nowhere to go. Love – that was all that was left.

I love you, Eleanora. She closed her eyes, a tear escaping from under her lid and tracking down her cheek. “I promise myself to the Dotti Ghast!” She didn't feel the tear drop fall down and cascade into the basin's still water. She leant over it and kissed the jewel glittering in its stone setting. As soon as she did, smoke poured from the statue's mouth. In a matter of seconds Mandabel and the garden were gone, and she was hidden in a cloud of smoke.

She groped forward to feel stone, but there was no longer any statue or basin in front of her. She was in a world of smoke, alone.

“Hello?” She called out into the void. Her own voice echoed back to her. She wrapped her arms around herself. “Mandabel?”

A creeping coldness – a dark foreboding settled over her skin like a slick of sweat. She walked forwards. The smoke cleared a little, revealing an angular, folded wall. She stepped up to it, hand outstretched. It wasn’t a wall, it was paper; soft, velvety, Dotti paper. She was in a world of sharply scored segments that, as she watched folded in on each other like the mirror network – expanding and contracting, revealing new pockets of smoked-filled voids that curled out towards her darkly. One opened in a series of unfurling triangular pieces to her left and the darkness that spilled out was the blackest of all.

“Ophelia Isabella Dotti . . .” A voice crawled up her body to reach her ears, low and terrible.

She shuddered all over.

“You have finally come to be claimed.”

“Yes.” She set her chattering teeth with determination.

The smoke directly ahead of her seemed to take a stronger form and writhe past her cheek like the touch of an undulating snake. She flinched back. A laugh, rasping and inhuman attacked her ears. “My, what a strong will you have. You will be such a fitting vessel for my power.”

The dark voice reminded her of something. She frowned, trying to remember. The smoke thickened. Something solid loomed in there. A clawed hand reached out and stroked her arm, sending chills down her spine. It spun her around, so she was faced away from it, looking back over the paper world. She was repulsed, she wanted to run, but she knew she couldn't – where was there to go? “It's over now, really over? My sister?”

“You've made your deal.” The Ghast hissed.

“Is she safe from you? From them?”

“From us, dearest creature. You are mine now – mine to command.”

She was frozen. Only her eyes could move. She looked down at the claws locked onto her arm, they were as sharp as knives, white, but not a clean, pure whiteness, one of shock – the pallor of death. The claw's ends were as red as if they'd been dipped in blood. She tried to move, but his power was greater than anything she had ever encountered. She could only watch as he drew out her wrist and turned it to reveal her blue veins just visible beneath the surface. She cried out in pain as one of the long claws pierced through her wrist and her arm was jerked upwards.

“What are you doing?!”

“A drop of blood, a drop of soul. Yours to mine and mine to yours.”

Overhead she heard the horrific sound of sucking and felt her blood being drained away. She grew faint, she would've fallen backwards if she wasn't locked in place. Her eyes were barely open. She finally felt her arm drop to her side. Something was held to her mouth. A foul, metallic taste touched her tongue, she wanted to spit it out, but was suddenly overwhelmed by a desperate need to drink. She gulped down the liquid. It burned like fire.

She drank and drank, her thirst unyielding. She was getting stronger, as if she were being filled by something so much stronger than light or life. The dark power raged through her veins, chasing away all thoughts of sunlight . . . the sound of birdsong . . . the feeling of joy . . . It flooded her memories, making them seem small and far away, like they belonged to someone else. Even that one, most precious memory – the last time she saw her mother's face. Ophelia smiled. She had been loved and now that same love was saving Eleanora from the darkness – it was over.

Suddenly the world of smoke and half-hidden demon radiated with an ear-splitting cry that sounded like the inside of a supernova.
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The Paper Prison

“Hey! Slow down!” Ethan raced after Shaw who was striding quickly through the entryway, his hands pushed deeply into his pockets, his shoulders slumped with misery.

Halprin and Autumn fell into step behind them. “Do you remember that time when you were drunk?” Autumn asked softly, so that only Halprin could hear.

“Which time?”

“The one where you told me about Ophelia. You said you wanted to save her.”

“People say stupid things when they're drunk.” He couldn't meet her eye.

She stopped, blocking the way up the stairs. “You're in love with her, aren't you?”

Halprin wanted to deny it, but he couldn't smile and brush it off this time. He clenched his jaw. “It doesn't matter.”

“She's my best friend, Halprin. I love her too. We can't let her do this.”

“I know. I have a plan.”

She nodded and started up the stairs mumbling under her breath, “it better be a better plan than hers was.”

They reached the door where Shaw paused to unlock it. He took an iron ring out of his jacket with dozens of keys looped on to it.

Halprin made a face. “Just hurry up and use your magic! We don't have all day.”

Shaw shot him a nasty look. “Don't you think I would if I could?”

Halprin folded his arms and leant against the wall. “Ahh so that's why you did it, Dormouse? Did the Ghast promise you more magic specifically, or did you betray your cousin on the off-chance that he would be grateful?”

Shaw didn't answer. He hurriedly jammed the key into the lock and turned it. He looked sick and very unhappy as he swung open the door. “Here she is.”

“Thanks,” said Halprin with a grin. He stepped forward and punched Shaw full in the face. Without even realising what had happened, Shaw fell through the door and onto the carpet, out cold.

Autumn gaped. “That was your plan?”

He shrugged. “Worked, didn't it?”

Ethan jumped over Shaw's collapsed body and ran to Eleanora's side. She was laid out on the bed; her cheeks were tear stained and there was a mist of magic around her. Her chest was rising and falling as if she were fast asleep. “She's alright . . . I think.” Ethan pushed his glasses up his nose.

“It's probably best you don't –” Halprin began, but Ethan's hand had broken through the mist to touch her shoulder already. Eleanora's eyes flew open, and she started to scream in abject terror. They all clapped their hands to their ears.

“It's me! It's Ethan!” He shouted over her cries.

Her eyes darted around wildly, not focusing on him. Halprin stepped forward and grabbed at the empty air. Suddenly the sound vanished. Her mouth was still open mid-scream, but her voice was gone.

“Oh, Eleanora . . .” Autumn cried with feeling.

“No time for that!” Ethan grabbed Eleanora and pulled her onto his back. “Halprin?”

“This won't be pretty!” Halprin flexed his fingers then sent a cascade of lilac light shooting at the window. It exploded. “Come on!” He ran at the smoking hole and jumped.

With only the briefest of glances Autumn and Ethan followed him, jumping through thin air. They came down hard, but not as hard as they should have. Autumn was about to thank Halprin when Mandabel appeared with a crack of light on the terrace they had fallen onto.

“You're too late! She's with the Ghast now. You can't bring her back, not until he's finished with her.” Mandabel smiled coldly.

Autumn felt a burning sensation on her back. The backpack was suddenly searing into her shoulder blades. It was the Torrent Book, vibrating with energy.

“Halprin! Hold him back!” Autumn shouted then took off at a run for the stairs down to the garden below where thick plumes of smoke were rising upwards.

Mandabel turned to grab her, but Halprin sent out a jolt of magic that hit him and shunted him backwards, his feet still firmly planted on the terrace.

“You dare to challenge me?” Mandabel hissed.

He let out a fierce whip of emerald-green magic towards Halprin, who ducked and rolled out of the way just before it could strike him. Razor sharp scraps of paper lodged themselves into the terrace where he had been standing.

“Ethan! Go! Follow her!” Halprin commanded, bouncing up on the smoking rubble.

“Are you sure? What if –”

“Go!” Halprin shouted, exasperated. Mandabel's magic was bearing down on him now, pushing back his fainter, lilac light.

— Ethan, still carrying the silently screaming Eleanora ran after Autumn. As soon as he was out of sight Halprin dodged to one side, letting Mandabel's power rush past him and strike the Villa's colonnade with full force. Ethan struggled to keep his balance on the slippery steps. Eleanora was heavier than she looked, and the smoke was dense and choking. When he finally reached Autumn, she was sitting on the stone floor, reading rapidly from the Torrent Book. He looked up in horror at the stone monster gleaming blackly in the grotto. Ophelia was nowhere to be seen.

“What do I do? I don't know what to do!” He said helplessly. He set Eleanora down, propped up against the basin, facing away from the Ghast. She was sobbing, gibbering without sound, too weak to stand.

Autumn's words grew louder, more distinct, then suddenly there was a cracking sound. The stone image of the Ghast had a fine line cutting through it. Ethan stared at it, but a moment later an explosion from above demanded his attention.

“Halprin!” He flexed his fingers, not knowing what to do. Another explosion. “Damn it!”

He spun on his heel and ran up the stairs. The terrace was unrecognisable now, cluttered with rubble and smoke. He could see Mandabel's tall form standing over a shallow crater. Ethan climbed onto the ruined stones beside him and through the haze he could just make out a body lying there before Mandabel, unmoving.

“No . . .” he whispered, too afraid to shout.

It couldn't end like this. No matter how irritating batboy was. He could feel emotion rising up inside of him. A sudden, mad thought arrested his mind. Ethan looked at his hands, then threw them out with energy in front of him. Nothing happened. “Worth a try!” He shook his head. “I guess it all comes down to you, Ethan,” he told himself, “use your head . . .” he frowned, then took in a deep breath, ducked down and charged at Mandabel, shouting out in a wild, whooping war cry.

Mandabel turned, bemused, just in time to catch Ethan's head right in his stomach. He sailed backwards, too surprised to think and smashed into the crumbling colonnade.

“Halprin?” Ethan said, holding his head and wincing.

“I'm alright . . . Ophelia?” Halprin whispered.

He looked far from alright as he lay there, covered in black blood and dust.

Ethan reached out a hand and hauled him up. “You know I think I've worked out what my superpower is.”

“Oh yeah?” Halprin replied coughing up black blood.

“Timing!” Ethan grinned, supporting Halprin and pulling him forward. “Come on! We have to leave; I sincerely doubt a head-butt can take down a half-demon!” He dragged him to the stairs.

*****

The ear-splitting cry around Ophelia seemed to last an eternity. Suddenly, the source of the liquid was torn from her mouth and the hold was broken. She fell forward onto the ground. She opened her eyes and looked around her. The cry sounded again, and she covered her ears.

“Poison!” The voice screamed at her. “Your blood is poison!” The Ghast rushed at her through the smoke, it span her around and pinned her to the ground.

“What did you do to me?!” Its sharp teeth were stained with her red blood. It dripped into her eyes and mouth.

“I don't know! I didn't do anything!” She spluttered.

Another high-pitched scream emanated from the creature. It was in a great deal of pain. Smoke poured from it, concealing its full form from her blood-filled eyes. The scream felt as if it pierced the very centre of her mind.

She sobbed. “Please! Let me go! Let me go!”

But the scream went on, loud, terrible . . . enough to drive her mad. Her world was pain. Unceasing, unending pain. There was only that sound, that awful sound draining the life out of her. But no . . . there was something else . . . something pulling at her, wrestling her from the claws that held her. She lolled her head to one side.

The creature was still screaming, but it was a different sort of scream now. Its grip lessened. “No!”

But it was too late. She was sliding back into the smoke, pulled away by something or someone, away from the Dotti Ghast. She caught one last glimpse of its blood-red eyes, burning with anger and pain before she was dragged out of a tear in the paper world back into the Dotti gardens. She was in the basin, soaked through by the water. There was a sickening, cracking sound and the fissure that had opened in the statue cracked all the way down the centre. The air smelt of burning.

In another moment Ethan and Halprin were there. Ethan left Halprin's side and jumped forward to pull her out of the water.

“Ethan . . .” she said, lips trembling. “What happened? Is this . . . Hell?”

“It will be if we don't get out of here!” He replied quickly.

The ground shook, the air was heavy with smoke. Mandabel appeared before them, shaken, clutching his heart with pain. “What did you do?!”“He cried in agony. He fell to his knees when he saw the Ghast statue. “What did you do?!”

Ophelia was too weak to stand. Her uncle's fingers flickered green, but it came in fractured sparks.

“Halprin!” She cried out.

He stumbled to her side, wrapping his arms around her. She was so weak he had to hold her up.

“You will answer for this!” Mandabel cried, his gloves were torn, showing long, pointed, blood-red tipped fingers, glowing with Dotti Green, he raised them, ready to strike.

“Not today.” Halprin replied and sent out a surprisingly effective stream of light in Mandabel's direction, blasting him away from the grotto and into the clouded haze.

It felt as if the whole Netherworld was coming to an end. The ground shook and the house above was in an uproar as Pybal servants and Dotti ran for cover.

“How do we get out of here?” Autumn was exhausted by the effort of using the book.

Ethan put a hand on her shoulder. “We need to get to a mirror.”

Ophelia rested her head against Halprin's shoulder, tears spilling down her cheeks, mixing with the drops of her blood. “Take me home, Halprin. I want to go home.”

— As he looked down into her vivid, green eyes, he felt like his cold, black heart was going to explode in his chest. He took her hand, his fingers ablaze with lilac. Lifting her head, she stared at the glorious light with wonder. Her own magic rose up and met his, but it wasn’t green, it was gold. As they watched, the two blended together in a swirling globe of light, at its edges was a new colour no human eye could see. The globe erupted around them, gold and lilac energy, enough to encircle Eleanora, Ethan and Autumn as well. For a moment Ophelia saw an all-consuming light rush past them from the corner of her eye, but she was looking up at Halprin. His face was so close to hers; he was all she could see.

“You're safe . . .” he whispered. “I'm taking you home.”

He leaned towards her, but her eyelids fluttered as she fainted away into a deep blackness that didn't lift until she awoke days later in Ethan's room at the American Embassy in Rome with Eleanora at her side.


Epilogue

2 Weeks Later

It was the darkest hour before dawn. Ophelia stood on the uppermost point of the Castel St. Angelo. Above her the bronze angel stood, lashed down by his many cables, frozen with his sword unsheathed. Below her the city of Rome still slept. She felt a chill wind sting right through her and she shivered, holding her thin shoulders.

“Halprin . . .” she felt him rather than saw him appear beside her.

“I thought I'd find you here.” His tone was tinted with his smirking smile.

“Why?”

“You can see it all up here, no smoke and mirrors, you can see that it's real.”

She let out a long breath. “Do you have it?”

He reached inside of his cape and handed her a glass vial from inside. “How is she?”

“The same. It comes and goes, some days are worse, some are better.” She smiled sadly.

“And you?”

“Me? What about me?” It was the first time she'd seen him since the night with the Ghast. Autumn had told her that he'd carried her all the way home. But then he had disappeared. She had sent a note through the mirror asking him for more elixir, but she had hardly expected that he would come. The silence was uncomfortable.

Sometimes I wish that I could forget, that I had stayed under Lucrezia's enchantment and lived like that forever. She thought it, but she couldn't say it, not aloud, not to anyone, not even to Halprin. “I'm fine,” was her answer, “you?”

“Still full of inexplicable Knight magic!” He grinned, but the smile didn't quite reach his eyes.

“Why didn't you tell me?” She asked quietly.

“Tell you what?” He looked up at her quickly.

“That you were one of them – a Nethercreature – this whole time.”

“Ah, finally figured it out, did you?” He raised an eyebrow darkly.

“Autumn said . . . well, it doesn't matter. It's just, why didn't you say something? Why did you let me say all of those awful things?”

He shrugged. “What is there to say? It was the truth!” His eyes looked wild and glassy. He stepped forward and looked down over the railings at the steep drop without a hint of fear. He leant out so far, she reached out and grabbed him by the back of his long, black cape and pulled him back.

“Be careful!”

He stood over her with a smile as if to say. Does it really matter? But his eyes still didn't look quite right. He looked confused, lost.

“Hal . . . I'm . . .” she wanted to say she was sorry, but did that mean anything? She couldn't take back the things she'd said. “How's Piper?” She asked lamely.

“A pain in the neck.”

She smiled tensely. “And the war?”

“Profitable, for the most part. They aren't coming after you, if that's what you wanted to know. Not yet at least. Whatever you did to your Ghast weakened them considerably. No one knows it yet, they're putting up a good show with allied magic, but it's only a matter of time.”

“I didn't want to ruin them.”

— “I know that.” He was silent for a moment then suddenly he grabbed her and stared into her eyes with unbridled intensity. “How did you do it, Ophelia? I have to know!”

“Do what?” She looked at him, startled by his sudden passion.

“Free yourself! How did you break the hold of the Ghast? It's all I can think about! I tried . . . I tried everything I could think of, but I'm still . . .” he looked desperate and so very unhappy, “wrong . . .”

She looked up at him, her green eyes filled with pity. He turned away from her, letting go of her arms. He couldn't bear to be looked at like that. Couldn't stand to be pitied, by a mortal, by anyone, but especially by her.

“I . . . I don't know.” She said finally. “I've been over it again and again. He said my blood poisoned him. My blood turned red again in the mirror. But then, I don't know. I saved Eleanora. And then there's this . . .” she felt in her pocket and produced her mother's brooch. “It was fixed to the inside of my dress the whole time. Perhaps my mother did something to it?”

He shook his head. “It's no good . . . none of that!”

“No good for what?”

He was silent.

“Hal, what's wrong?”

“I . . .” He swallowed hard. “What was it that turned your blood red again?”

“I really don't know. It happened when I hugged Autumn, the moment I forgave her and Ethan and let go of all that hatred. At least that's what I think did it.”

He drew back and frowned. Taking in a deep breath he felt in his cape and produced a long, thin pin with an end that appeared to be a large, rough-cut emerald. He closed his eyes tight without saying a word for what seemed like an age, then his eyes flew open, and he pierced the skin of his forefinger with the pin. He stared at it long and hard. Enough time passed for dawn to edge the sky with violet light. The blood was black. His face fell.

“I don't think it works like that.” She said softly.

“No!” His expression became stony. “Why would it?” He smiled bitterly. “You were good, deep down. Of course it worked for you. I'm evil, right down to my core: irredeemable. I just forgot that for a moment.”

Ophelia felt the old anger surge up within her. “It isn't like that!” She snapped, squeezing her eyes shut. It felt painful, swift and mixed in with a new, frightening power.

In the growing light Halprin watched in horror as Ophelia's skin blanched palest white all the way to her fingertips that were pointed and stained blood-red. Her eyes filled with the same violent colour and her hair fell straight, bleached as white as her skin.

He stumbled back. “Ophelia!”

“It's not simple!” She gasped through pointed teeth; her eyes stung with tears as she fought back with all her will against the change. Slowly the colour came back into her cheeks. She blinked and her eyes faded from red to amber and then to green like traffic lights.

Halprin closed his eyes then went to her, taking her shaking, changing hands. “Ophelia . . . I'm so sorry. I didn't know.”

“Nothing is ever simple!” She whispered. “I love my family, but I can't be what they want. I try every day to not be this . . . thing. Try to let my best self win. That's what it is, Hal. You have to fight to be good. Even when the whole world, your own family, tells you what you are – what you should be.”

He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She felt like a tiny bird, heart hammering with fear and fragile life.

“Perhaps you're right.”

“Something good inside my soul sees something good inside of yours. I know there's light inside of you Hal, I think I saw it from the start. But you have to fight to let it out.”

“I'm not sure if I can.” He replied, throat tight.

She looked up into his pale face, eyes shining. “I believe in you. Couldn’t you give it up?”

“What?”

“All of it . . . the magic, the pain, the darkness?”

He looked down at her but couldn't bring himself to speak. He knew at that moment that if he told her he loved her she might say it back. Maybe they'd be happy, maybe he would even become something like the boy she thought he was. But he was far closer to being a shade than she realised. She couldn't see the blood that was on his hands, the things that he had done. He would ruin her – drink up every bit of purity in her until all that was left was the Dotti Ghast. She'd probably try to save him, just like she had saved Eleanora, but it wouldn't change anything . . . not deep down. After all he didn't have enough of a soul – that had been traded away in little pieces over the years until he was left just an empty shell and a little magic.

Yet still she looked up at him with her bright, green eyes, waiting. The silence stretched out between them like an enchantment. He could break the spell with a kiss . . . But no. He wasn't a hero. Whatever she thought. His blood was black. He was a shadow creature, nothing more. Any hope he had had of redemption was long gone.

He smiled a twisted smile and looked away from her. He held her, his cape swirling around them as they watched the sun rise over the eternal city. Their hearts were so close together – both so close to breaking . . . But there was that moment. That one second before the end where they could hold each other, before the dream died.

They watched the world flood with colour – fill with glorious, irrepressible golden light. As they gazed over the terracotta roofs and the shining Tiber, they were both thinking of quite another city, one swathed in perpetual twilight. As the two faced the light, the bronze angel above them swung out his immense sword above his head, as if to protect them from that dark place. But it couldn't touch the real darkness, the darkness that belonged to the demons they still fought inside – the fight against those had only just begun.


The End
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cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




