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CHAPTER ONE


   



  FERNLEIGH MANOR


   



  
The first sight of Fernleigh Manor leaves me with a lump in my throat that is not altogether love, nor altogether excitement. It's a beautiful school, with the smooth green games fields, the pool reflecting back the sky’s pearly grey. The Tudor School House and the newer wings enclose the rose-scattered courtyard, already teeming with buses and girls in navy uniforms. Against the brighter green of the lawns, the deeper green of ancient hedges form a boundary around the grounds.


  They are less of a barrier, of course, if you arrive from the sky.


  I love to fly, especially on the back of a pegasus. Oh, I enjoy riding the earth-bound unicorns and even earthly horses, of course, and I love riding the dagger-minded carnivorous steeds like dragonlings and gryphons with which my mother has such sympathy. There's still simply nothing like being on the back of my own pegasus, his great wings beating the air and cutting the wind around me, his wild gentle mind wrapped around mine.


  The courtyard is not as empty as I hoped when I set out so early. The evening coach carrying the second and largest group of girls, is yet to arrive, but the cars parked on the drive are spilling out schoolgirls and luggage. I can already make out groups of girls standing in groups, exchanging greetings and gossip, while their parents stand patiently back, waiting to be remembered and receive their nonchalant farewells. No girl past the first form would be so silly as to show any distress at parting with their family, at least in front of the others.


  When I see just how many girls have arrived, there’s a panicked moment in which I rethink my scheme and almost turn back to take Ember toward Briar Stables again, like a good girl. It passes. Ember is already circling lower, and the figures in the courtyard are starting to look up, point, and bring each other's attention to me. I'm in for it, now. Might as well try to carry it off with style.


  Why did I ever think this was a good idea? Me, who hates being the centre of attention. And when I've kept my record clean at school for nearly two years now, to break the rules on my first day in the Sixth in a way the mistresses can't possibly pretend not to notice, in front of a crowd of girls and parents. I don't ever think anything through properly, that's my problem. Like my brothers are fond of telling me, I don't have the horse-sense of a newly born unicorn.


  Ember rears backwards, pacing the air, his head high. I lean forward, burying my head in his neck, his wings beating the air, unworried about taking a tumble. Ember would never let me fall. We understand each other too well for that, and not just as steed and mistress.


  I have the ability to reach out to fabled beasts and feel their hearts and souls, and communicate what I want. It's my sole magical talent. It's more than just my magical gift connecting me to Ember, though. It's not simply that I can reach into his heart, more that we share the same one. I was present at his birth, and I felt it the moment he slid, wet and pathetic looking, from his dam's body. We belonged to each other right then.


  When I feel Ember's rear hooves strike the ground, I relax and let myself sit back as he brings his front hooves down as well, landing in a canter that slows to a trot as the beating of his wings gradually subsides and his strong legs take over. He wheels in a circle, drops to a walk, and folds his wings along his back. A perfectly executed landing, and I barely had to nudge him with my mind. I can hear his smugness in his whinny. I ignore it, given over to my own anxiousness and embarrassment.


  I give my audience a somewhat desultory wave and slide from my seat. The girls who had scattered at my approach are reforming into groups and heading to me as if Ember's beautiful wings exert some magnetic attraction. There's altogether too much fuss already for my tastes, too much giggling and shouting, but then, I suppose I was asking for it. It's a relief when Cecily and Esther come to the forefront. Those two won't make a silly fuss.


  The other girls, mostly younger, hang back a bit as they come forward, not so much in awe of me, I suspect, as of Cecily. Of course, being a sixth former now, I suppose I too might be an important person in the eyes of the kids. I may not cover myself in glory in either scholastics or magic, but I'm not a bad fast bowler, good enough to hold my own in the first Eleven, in any case, and I've been in the first hockey team since last year. Still, I'm not nearly as impressive a figure as Cecily, Head of the Fifth last year, Senior Prefect and, far more importantly in the eyes of the school, Games Captain. Esther, too, is the best batsman Fernleigh Manor ever produced, as well as being possibly the prettiest girl in the school and a source of deliberate awe and terror to the little ones for more reasons than that.


  The crush disperses a little at the sight of my grand company, although I'm still uncomfortably aware that there are a lot of eyes on me—or, at least, on my pegasus.


  "Oh, really, Charley, fancy flying him right down to the school courtyard like that!" My friend Cecily has a peculiarly welcoming smile, all straight white teeth, and a an agreeable Colonial accent. She doesn't remind me that it's strictly against the rules to bring magical creatures into the school grounds; she knows very well that I know, and she wouldn’t knock me in front of the younger girls. "Don't tell me that he'll be sleeping in the classrooms."


  "It's more likely that she'll be sneaking him up the back stairs to sleep in the dorm. We shall spend all term hiding him under our covers and pretending to Matron that his whinnies and sudden outbreaks of fire are just an unfortunate reaction to school cooking," drawls Esther, reaching up to stroke Ember's nose. He flares his nostrils at her, and I send a calming thought his way.


  "I wouldn't put it past her," says Cecily, clapping me fondly on the back.


  I grin back at them, a little shamefacedly. "I just thought that Ember should see the school at last, so he'd understand better what I am thinking about." I realise how odd that sounds as soon as it comes out of my mouth, so I add hastily: "It's our last year, after all."


  "Don't remind me!" Cecily grimaces.


  Esther is still admiringly stroking Ember's shining neck. It makes me happy. Ember is—well, he's spectacular, but people don't always properly appreciate that. He's so large, and the glowing red flickering that sometimes flames up in his bay coat can be a little alarming, especially if your clothes start to smoulder a little. "I can't bear to think we have only three more terms left here."


  The younger girls are gaining confidence and moving closer. One girl, a fourth former at a guess, but not one I recognise, with long pale hair in two thick plaits and even thicker spectacles, summons the courage to approach Ember. She strokes him well, a good, firm touch, not the nervous tickling a lot of youngsters inflict on magical steeds, afraid of being bitten or flamed. I can feel pleasure and appreciation coming from Ember in response.


  It makes me look at the girl more closely. Pointed ears show through her hair, and her eyes are large and round behind her spectacles. Interesting, that. The good families, the ones with heavy streaks of blue elfin blood, often share an affinity with beast magic. The thought crosses my mind that perhaps I can help her out a bit. We're always supposed to be encouraging the youngsters in their talents, and apart from a bit of cricket coaching, I haven't done much in that line.


  I spring back into the saddle. So far, the mistresses have yet to interfere with me, but if Ember makes a mess in the school courtyard, my time will be up. Especially if what he leaves behind him sets fire to Miss Carroll's precious roses. "Well, we can't stay at Fernleigh forever, Cissy," I say, just as if it doesn't matter to me whether I go or stay. "Everyone grows up eventually."


  "I don't feel particularly grown up," Cecily says slowly. "I can't think that, in a year, I'll be at university. And then back to Australia, or a job, or married. . . " Her voice trails off, her eyes focused on something past Ember's mane, which is beginning to flare a bit as if he's picking up her feelings. He turns from her and pushes his nose at the girl with the plaits, as if she can comfort him. Yes, definitely some talent there.


  Esther laughs, her black eyes sparkling. "I, for one, can't wait." She turns on the group of lower formers. "Hi, you lot, back off! Show some respect and give your seniors some room!"


  The girls move reluctantly back, the bespectacled girl a little after the others. She looks back over her shoulder at me and I give her a reassuring grin. No good squashing the kids too much, especially not the ones who are picked out for special favour by Ember. She sort of gives me a shy half-smile back and then turns quickly on her heel, as if she's done something disgraceful. Funny kid. If she's new, some well-meaning sage has probably rubbed into her that you're barely seen and never heard on your first days at school.


  I make a note to ask Cecily about her at some point. Cecily doesn't gossip, as such, yet she always seems to know, in the kindliest fashion, about everybody. Part of this is her own magical gift, and part of it is just being Cecily. Lost little new girls are right up her street.


  I kick Ember first into a walk and then a trot, his wings unfolding. There are cheers from his adoring audience as first his front legs, then his rear lift into the air, and he carries me cleanly over the hedge.


  I have to admit, I enjoy it just a little. A bit like returning to the pavilion after a half century, only it's Ember's glory really, not mine. I'll have to pay the piper in the end, but it's fun at the time. The kind of triumphs that only make sense to schoolgirls and seem silly to grownups.


  I’ll be part of the grown up world in less than a year. I can't make it seem real; I’m as bad as Cecily that way. I will have to leave Fernleigh Manor soon, of course. I'm a little sorry about leaving school, when it comes to that. Cecily and Esther will go on to university, there's no doubt about it, but I know I don't have the brains or the magical talent for that.


  So then, what? Some kind of training in London, perhaps, for some job or other, and Mother had said something in the holidays about trying to manage a few parties for me or something, although I hadn't paid much attention at the time. I hadn't wanted to think about what parties meant, that was the truth. I'd spent all summer trying not to think about a shaming few moments in the stables and how things had suddenly changed between me and my eldest brother's friends. The last thing I want to think about is parties in which the whole point is to meet nice young men.


  As Ember circles down to the yard at Briar Stables, my cheeks are hot, and I don't think it’s just the exercise. Whatever I said to the other girls, I don't feel grown up in the slightest. And yet. . . aren't I already more grown up than I was last term? Isn't that why I am suddenly not just a chum to ride with for boy friends, but a girl whose hand to press and whose kisses to steal?


  I detest that nonsense. It makes me feel hot and red and somehow as if I've been caught out doing something wrong. I suppose that, when I'm really grown up, I'll want it. Right now it's something I want passionately to put off as long as possible.


  The obvious alternative to marriage is a job. Perhaps I could do something with fabled beasts. It's what I'm good at. The gift of communion with magical creatures, the kind the elves brought to Earth with them when they invaded hundreds of years ago, runs very strongly through my family. The problem is, I can't get a job as a groom, even if my family would allow it, not as a girl. Setting up my own place would be expensive, and while the family can stretch—just—to good schools for all of us, I'm afraid setting one child up with stables of her own is far too much to ask. I could work with Father helping to run the stables and train the younger steeds and monsters, perhaps, until I get married.


  I’m back at that again. Married. As I dismount in the stables, I shake my head. I suppose I will marry, eventually, but the thought of marriage and what comes with it is all mixed up with the unwelcome feeling of lips against mine and being, somehow, reduced by it. Just a girl.


  The worst of it all is that I really don't have anyone to talk to about it. It would be nice, I sometimes feel, to have a real friend of my own. Someone who understands. There's always Cecily and Esther, of course. I love them dearly; I know they're fond of me. It doesn't change the plain fact of the matter that they are more each other's chums than mine. Oh, they find me amusing, and they tolerate my quirks and queerness, and they don't mind making up a threesome with me. Still, I've never lost sight of the fact that Esther is Cecily's friend first, and somehow in a different way, than I am.


  It's unthinkable to talk to them about this. Cecily, if I confided in her, would just tell me in her straightforward way that I should never have allowed myself to be kissed in the first place, not still at school and without some kind of understanding between the boy and myself. And the thought of Esther's sharp tongue making witticisms at the expense of my confusing experiences is too much for me to handle. I'm having enough difficulty reducing it in my head to a harmless incident without Esther amusing herself by making it something that it truthfully was not.


  I suspect Esther would not blush at a boy's kisses.


  I wheel my steed down and to the ground. Ember lands happily, eager at the friendly scent of horses and unicorns.


  "Ember! Welcome back! And you too, Charley."


  I grin happily down at Miss Roberts, feeling a little better at the sight of her weather-beaten face. Miss Roberts, Esther once pointed out to me in a meaningful kind of way, is what happens when pale-skinned girls go riding for years and simply won't make the effort to shade their complexions. I don't see what's so bad, myself, in a bit of sunburn and wrinkles. Miss Roberts' face is rather nice, like reddish aged leather. She, quite frankly, is a trump. Some of the other girls dislike her and are a bit afraid of her blunt, mannish ways, but there is more real kindness in Miss Roberts' little finger than Miss Evans, our fluffy little English mistress with her trail of adoring acolytes, has in all her over-perfumed body.


  Miss Roberts is a Fernleigh Manor old girl and a friend of Miss Carroll, our headmistress, and the girls who bring their own steeds always stable them at Briar Stables. She hires out horses and unicorns to the girls who love to ride and don't have their own, poor things, and is patient teaching even the little ones. Not pegasi, though. Ember is the only pegasus who uses the special paddock that a wizard with a gift of binding enspelled to prevent flying beasts taking off without a rider. This gives me a kind of idea, a fragile and new little idea that, like a gryphon hatchling, needs to be hidden deep down in the straw of my mind before it can stand to be looked at too much.


  We settle Ember together. Sometimes, I suspect Miss Roberts loves Ember almost as much as I do, and it makes me feel better about being separated from him.


  We walk together back into the sunlight and I push the air out of my lungs in long, deep gust. It still tastes a little acrid in my mouth, from the soot that flies up from Ember's mane in a high wind. I love the taste.


  "All tip-top at home, Charley?" Miss Roberts' tone is as light as a voice as deep and husky as hers will ever be, but the glance she shoots me is sharp.


  I think of everything that was worrying me on the short ride over, and I wish that I could find the words to tell her. Somehow, I think she'll understand better than most. But the words are just impossible. I'm a schoolgirl, not even eighteen yet—how can I talk about kissing, and marriage, and not sound foolish? Most of all, how can I tell a grownup, of whose private inside life and any past romances I know nothing, how horrible the kissing made me feel? Won't she laugh at me? Or, if she is a spinster who has never even had a drop of romance, wouldn't it make her feel I was being wicked and ungrateful?


  I lift one shoulder slowly, then let it drop. "It's just hard coming back, after long hols." Miss Roberts understands, better than anyone, what coming back can sometimes mean to me. "I'll be fine once I shake down."


  "All right, then. But you know - if you need anything, ask Miss Carroll if you can come over for tea. Not tea, though - filthy muck. But I'm told I can make a wicked cup of black coffee." She squeezes my shoulder.


  "I'm fine," I say. "So long."


  I can feel Miss Roberts' gaze on the small of my back as she shuts the gate behind me and I set off down the road to the school. It's only a short walk. It's strictly forbidden to leave Fernleigh Manor's boundaries alone without a permission slip, but there's quite a large gap in the hedge nearby, and I'm not the only one who slips out to Briar Stables every now and then. Miss Roberts is too much of a sport to report us for popping down to see her charges.


   



   



  
Somewhat to my surprise, Esther and Cecily are waiting for me by the gap in the hedge. We slip back into the school proper together and cross the playing fields, an arm slipped into each of mine. It’s somehow warming to have the company, that they thought of me.


  There’s no doubt that my time at Fernleigh Manor has been made terrifically easy for me because Cecily and Esther took me up, as—well, as a kind of hobby, I should say. I’m in the privileged position of being a bit of a favoured and indulged pet of these two. I’ve enjoyed the position since not long after I first turned up at Fernleigh Manor as a sullen, lonely waif of a second-former, determinedly hostile to the indistinguishable girls in gym slips who shared the bell-regimented life in which I found myself—so different to my home, overrun with children, animals and magical beasts. I had snubbed every offer of friendship from what seemed to me incredibly stupid girls in order to spend my time in the first form science classroom, attempting to communicate with the almost mindless fairies in the aviary. It was only when I successfully summoned a Cait Sith kitten to the Blue Dormitory that I discovered that that least two of the silly creatures weren’t so bad. Cecily, kind enough to wake the bad-tempered newcomer for a midnight feast, found Meggs returned to full visibility and curled up asleep on my stomach.


  There’s just something about trying to hide a magical feline in a boarding school dormitory that breaks down the most stubborn of barriers between collaborators. By the time Meggs was discovered by a prefect and shipped home to my parents, leaving the three of us with enough lines to keep us busy all term, Cecily and Esther had adopted me as their own particular concern. Esther began including me in the practical jokes with which she plagued the mistresses, Cecily urged me to try out for hockey, and all of a sudden school did not seem such a purgatory after all.


  I squeeze their arms affectionately.


  “So, did I miss anything? Any word on who is Head Girl?” I ask, lifting a meaningful eyebrow at Cecily. The Head Girl and the Games Captain are generally from School House—not entirely fair, I suppose, but it always seems to work out that way—and Cecily is very much our shining star. She sometimes tops even Esther in class, is brilliant at games, and popular with everyone from her classmates to the little ones, to whom she has all the glamour of a wild Colonial girl.


  She shrugs carelessly, although she looks straight ahead without turning to look at me. “It won’t be me, I think,” she says, and I don’t think it’s entirely false modesty. Cecily really doesn’t ever seem to realise her standing in the school. “They’ve given me a good run, lower fourth form and fifth, and I suppose they’ll give someone else a shot this year. Maybe it will be our dear Esther,” she adds, a little malice in her tone. “After all, she’s our most shining scholar.”


  “What, a bad influence like me?” Esther opens her wicked eyes wide. “Surely they won’t risk the snowy morals of the school to my tender mercies.”


  Cecily frowns, as if she doesn’t quite find that quite as funny as Esther does, and I can’t think of a single reply. I don’t even understand the joke. Esther can be a little less than straightforward sometimes, and I don’t always understand her sense of humour, but I’ve never known her to do anything really bad. I brush the exchange aside as something unimportant.


  Instead, I ask: “Any new girls?”


  It’s really just something to say, not with any real expectation of a positive answer. It’s rare to take new girls into the upper forms, and even though Blue Dormitory has dwindled a bit in number over the last few terms, I don’t really expect a replacement.


  The other two exchange one of the quick, sideways glances that always leave me feeling uncomfortably excluded, as if they are communicating in ways that cut me out. They are both looking past me, right in the middle of them, and it makes me uncomfortable, somehow. Why don’t they just say what they mean? My brothers don’t do all this silent talking with their eyes, even the twins, who can do thought-to-thought communication. It’s just silly girl stuff.


  “Of course, you were off putting your baby to bed and you missed the excitement,” Cecily says.


  “Excitement?”


  “The arrival of the fashion plate,” Esther says, as if that explains everything.


  Cecily giggles, suddenly looking much younger than a Senior Prefect should. “Well, at least, she looked that way to us. If she hadn’t been wearing a Fernleigh uniform, I would have assumed she was a grown up sister of one of the girls, or even a mistress. Too well dressed for a mistress, I suppose.”


  “Gym slip by way of Paris,” Esther says in her slow, honeyed voice with its undercurrents of malice. I don’t always like her as much, when she talks like this, all sidelong, somehow. “It’s a work of beauty, let me tell you. And her hair, permanent waved by the very best London stylists—not that I expect you could tell one way or the other,” she added, her gaze lighting on my hair.


  I shrug off the comment. I have no use for spending hours primping and preening my hair, like Miss Evans, or Esther, for that matter, especially since when it’s any kind of length my hair forms ringlets, which take so much time to keep neat. Crop it short, and then there’s no fuss.


  “Oh, well. She’ll settle in well enough, no matter how expensive the uniform is,” I say. I’m not as interested in the new girl as they seem to be; I’ve already dismissed her as not my type. “Miss Carroll won’t put up with any nonsense.” Miss Carroll is the Headmistress of Fernleigh Manor, but she’s also the Head of our House, one of the advantages - or disadvantages, depending on how you look at it - of being in School House. For all that, she’s not a bad sort. Not precisely the kind that you’d want to curl up on a stool by her knee and tell her your secret troubles, but pretty decent.


  We head toward the Sanatorium. My trunk is already at the school, sent on by train—I could hardly bring it myself on Ember—and we just need Matron to confirm we have a clean bill of health before finding out our assigned dormitories for the year. And, of course, to assign our studies. School House Sixth Formers get studies shared two to a room, rather than a common room—another point of favouritism over the other Houses, I suppose. We don’t get to choose our study-mates, but Miss Carroll usually tries to assign girls to their particular friends, which means that Esther and Cecily will be put together, and I—I don’t know. Whoever is left over, I suppose. Probably Valerie, unless she’s been put with the new girl, who seems more likely to be her soul-mate than I would be.


  I have a vague hope that I’ll have a study to myself, although I suppose there’s not much chance of that. Not that I dislike the other girls, but living in a group is hard enough, without spending more time one-on-one with a girl that I’m not close with. I wish there was a study big enough for three girls, but then, even with their arms companionably in mine, I don’t know that Esther and Cecily would actually find three comfortable company. There are limits to how much you want even your own particular pet around.


  Esther breaks into my thoughts. She obviously hasn’t exhausted the subject of the new girl. “But, my dear girl, you have no conception of how honoured we are. Fernleigh Manor is, at last, attracting girls of the right class.” She’s smiling, in a not particularly nice way. Lips tucked in at the corners in a way that somehow makes the faint points at the tip of her ears seem sharper. “This vision of beauty—her name is Diana, Diana Struthers, a very
suitable
name—is, we are reliably informed, the daughter of Mary Bing, of
the
Bings. We, my dearest Charles, are at last going up in the world.”


  I’m a little confused. I suppose she means the new girl is from one of the old elfin families, but so are quite a few of the girls here, although we’re hardly one of the more expensive or exclusive schools. That girl with the spectacles and plaits, for instance, had the look about her, pointy ears and all. A few of my father’s friends sport titles, sharp ears and odd shades of hair; magical steeds are popular among the upper classes, who usually have the magical ability to control them. Some of Father’s cronies are quite decent sorts, knowing their beastflesh, and others aren’t worth the time of day if you ask me, but I don’t remember anyone expecting me to be particularly impressed by their families.


  “I wonder why she’s come here,” Cecily says, thoughtfully. “Fernleigh isn’t really the kind of school to attract the rich and fashionable, especially not in our final year.”


  “There’s Kitty in the Fifth, on the Second tennis team. I think she’s actually Lady Emmeline something,” I offer. “Pointed ears like a cat.”


  “Kitty’s a holy terror, that’s what she is,” says Cecily, with the deep emotion of a prefect and Games Captain.


  Ethel shrugs slim shoulders. “Kitty’s only here because Miss Carroll is tolerant about waiting terms for her fees to be paid if they come with a nice present to the school when the gee-gees are doing what they’re supposed to. Her father’s pretty much a professional gambler, for all he’s a Marquis. I don’t say Miss Carroll’s wrong at that. She probably comes out of it better overall. But a more exclusive school might expect more regular arrangements. As for Diana. . . I have no idea. Perhaps Miss Carroll is trying to attract a better class of girl than the rough hoi-polloi like Charley and myself and wild Colonial roses like you, Cissy.”


  “Does it really matter so much what family she comes from?” I ask.


  “Apparently very much so,” mutters Cecily. Her usually sunny face is drawn in a scowl.She catches my eye and visibly tries to relax and smile.


  “You have no idea how much it matters, darling.” Esther’s smile is as smooth as silk. “No idea at all. But I’m sure Diana will let you know. She’s utterly
enchanting, I promise you.” There’s an odd emphasis on the word.


  I shrug, not sure what to say. It’s all beyond me. Truthfully, it’s starting to bore me. If the new girl tries on any snobbish airs and graces, she’ll be sat on until she’s squashed into place, and either way, it’s not really my concern. I leave all the squashing to the girls who care.


  When we reach the San., I realise yet again how well trained the babes are to defer to the older girls. The queue to see Matron melts away on our arrival, and we three give her our certificates without any waiting. I don’t quite like it, to be honest. I frankly detested being expected to give way to the older girls when I was younger, and I don’t quite see why we should be treated as grand personages now, when we only have a few years on even the littlest first former. It makes me feel ridiculously self-conscious.


  Matron nods at us. “Back again! Ready to work hard, girls?”


  Cecily and Esther nod, quite gravely. They will be going in for difficult exams this year, hoping to enter university. Me, I just grin. I mean to take it easy this year. Matron twinkles at me, as if she’s reading my thoughts.


  “You’re to make good use of your studies, you know. To learn something, not to give parties. I’m sure you’re anxious to know who you’ll be sharing with.” She checks a list. “Now then… There we are. Cecily, dear, you’re with Gladys White.”


  “Gladys?” Cecily says, disbelievingly, and then catches herself at Matron’s disapproving sniff. “Oh, I’m sorry, Matron. I just assumed that Gladys would be sharing with Frances. Aren’t cousins usually put together?”


  Matron sniffs again. “Would you like to ask Miss Carroll her reasoning?”


  “Oh, no, of course not.” Cecily smiles, with as much grace as she can muster.


  Esther and I glance at each other. Perhaps, I think, it means I’ll be paired with Esther. It’s not a bad thought, except I suppose that it will be awkward sharing with a girl I know would prefer to be with Cecily. Even so it won’t be so bad, I catch myself thinking, for once not to be the one on the outside. It’s a petty thought and I’m a little ashamed of myself for it. Still, there it is.


  “Frances is sharing with the new girl, Rosalind Hastings,” Matron said cheerfully. “I suppose Miss Carol thought new girls need someone with more experience to help them settle in. On that note, Charley’s study.” Matron is the only member of staff who calls me Charley, and I love her for it. ”You’re sharing with the other new girl, Diana Struthers.”


  Esther snorts with laughter, and then represses it, glancing quickly around at the lower form girls who are apparently patiently waiting, but are watching us with great interest. “And I, may I ask?”


  “You’re with Valerie Lincoln,” Matron says, just as pleasantly as if she doesn’t know exactly how Esther will feel about it. Matron always does know things, somehow. She smiles serenely, and ticks something off on her list. “Cecily, Miss Carroll wants to see you directly you’re settled in.”


  Cecily and I manage to thank Matron and get Esther away somehow without her bursting. Once we’re out of the San., Esther marches us straight into an empty classroom, and turns on us, blazing.


  “Well! The gang split up, by all that’s merciful! What is this, some new scheme of Miss Carroll’s to force us to make new chums? It’s not going to work, if so. Valerie Lincoln, of all the shattering news.”


  Cecily frowns warningly at her. “You’ll have to play nice, Esther. It won’t look good for the House if Val spends the year in tears.”


  “It wouldn’t be a problem if she wasn’t such a soppy, water-logged. . .”


  “That’s enough of that!” Cecily is clearly in prefect mode already. “You’ll just have to watch your tongue and try and make the best of it. We all will,” she adds, a little dismally.


  Esther hoists herself up onto a desk and lets her legs swing, her flames dimming a little. “It’s worse for you, my poor pet. Do you think even little Frances got to the point where she couldn’t stand her precious cousin Gladys?”


  “I said that’s quite enough, Essie. Gladys isn’t so bad when you get to know her,” Cecily says, although she doesn’t quite sound convinced. “She’s a little hard to get on with, sometimes.”


  “She’s a domineering beast.”


  “Esther!” Esther subsides a little, one slender leg kicking out like pendulum. Cecily doesn’t snap often, but when she does, people tend to shut up. “I think it might be. . . well, perhaps Gladys is going to be a Senior Prefect this year, and Miss Carroll wants us to work together.” Cecily leaves unspoken that, if that’s so, she is almost definitely going to be Head Girl. Gladys is the only other obvious candidate. She’s clever and good at games and well-organised, and the only score against her is that the younger girls fear her bullying and dictatorial streak as much as they worship Cecily.


  “Gladys as a Senior Pre. is going to be a catastrophe, simply cataclysmic.” Esther seems to be starting to see the funny side of things. “Gladys has no patience at all with the little ones.”


  “And you do?” I flash a grin at her, taking a seat on another desk.


  She grins back. To give her her due, Esther rarely takes offence, and her temper never lasts all that long. “Point taken. I’m not precisely prefect material. Although I’ve never yet let a fireball off to sizzle the eyebrows of some poor kid who failed to block a goal, you must admit. Actually,” Esther goes on slowly, “thinking it over, our Charles has it worst of all. And she doesn’t yet even know the depths of her dire fate. Shall we take her and introduce her to the lovely Diana, then?”


  “Perhaps they’ll get along,” Cecily says, but even she doesn’t seem to be able to summon much sincere hope. I am beginning to dread the new year. “Don’t put Charley against her before they’ve even met, for heaven’s sake.”


  “Perhaps they
will
get along, after all.” Esther still looks amused, but the amusement is harder, somehow. Her teeth no longer show in her smile, if it is a smile anymore, rather than just a tight, pressed-together uplift of her lips. It’s the kind of smile she used to give in lower forms, when plotting some ridiculous trick to enliven lessons, or the kind of smile she used when playing Puck when the Dramatic Guild gave some scenes from a Midsummer Night’s Dream at the school concert. “Charley might quite like her. Diana’s extraordinarily decorative, even I must admit that. And so very
charming. Maybe I’m just being a beast out of petty jealousy.” She slips from her desk and stands in front of me, still looking down at me with that odd, fey smile. “How does golden hair take your fancy, dear heart?”


  She lifts a hand to ruffle my curls. She’s standing very close, forcing me to tilt my head back to meet her gaze. Esther’s own hair is almost golden, a fair bronze, and her long dark eyes are sparking with mockery.


  The heat rushes up past my neck and flames in my cheeks.


  “Knock it off.” I push myself to my feet, shoving her aside none too gently. “I’m bored with all this gossip. I’m going to go see if my things have arrived.”


  Cecily’s lips are parted with surprise, but I don’t have any words to explain my rudeness, and I don’t want to talk just now. I want to get away somewhere by myself, and I know it’s impossible in this house full of girls. At least I can get away from Esther.


  My cheeks are burning so much that I change course to go to the bathrooms and splash some water to cool them down. I feel like it’s evaporating straight off my skin. I lean against the wall and give myself a moment to think.


  Back in the stables, my brother William’s friend Roy had asked me, in exactly the same teasing tones, if I was going to miss him when I returned to school. When I looked up at him in surprise, he leaned over me and ruffled my hair in just the same way, and then—


  I am such an idiot. Just for a crazy second, just because of a tone of voice and a hand in my hair, I’d thought Esther was going to kiss me, right there in front of Cecily. It’s a ridiculous, shameful idea. Unwholesome sentimentality has never been encouraged at Fernleigh Manor; we’re allowed, even encouraged, to form particular friendships, so long as we try to be good influences on each other, and the kids sometimes pick out a heroine in the upper forms, but anything tinged with soppiness is treated with scorn and rubbishing once you get into the Senior School.


  When Roy stole his kiss, I utterly loathed the awkward feel of his lips on mine, the slight roughness of his face. I’d shoved him aside almost as roughly as I had Esther. The problem is, as hard as I try to shove the thought and the feeling down inside, I suspect that Esther’s kiss would not be nearly as awkward and objectionable as Roy’s.


  I don’t know what to do with the thought. I’ve never cherished the slightest hint of sentimental feeling toward Esther. She’s remarkably good looking, of course, with her unusual colouring and graceful figure, and amusing. There’s also something uncomfortable about her, with her air of gently mocking the world while being too clever by half. There’s nothing in that to explain why the thought of that puckish mouth on mine, even now, is making my heart feel like it is beating in my ears and my throat all at once.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER TWO


   



  NEW GIRLS


   



  
As I make my way to Blue Dormitory, I feel like every girl I pass can hear my heart pounding, and suspects why. I can barely make myself return the greetings of the other seniors.


  “Ow—oh, sorry.” I’ve half fallen over a girl outside the dormitory. I manage to sort myself out enough to see that it is the girl with the spectacles who had patted Ebony so firmly. She’s easy enough to recognise with those plaits: they are very pale and have an odd silvery tinge to them. Platinum blonde like a film star, I suppose, although I’d always imagine platinum blonde to be brighter and more golden, less of a dull grey.


  Even in the state I’m in, I feel guilty at charging into the girl. She seems nice enough—sensible when it comes to fabled beasts of uncertain temperament, anyway.


  I pat her shoulder as kindly as possible. “Did I trample you underfoot with my big clumsy feet?”


  “Please don’t mind it,” she says. Her voice is so soft that I can hardly catch the words. She has large eyes of an unusual roundness and blueness, and her spectacles magnify them even more, so she is all eyes. Like an insect or something. Her cheeks are almost as flushed as mine, probably out of terror at being forced to speak to a sixth former on her first day, poor babe. To make it worse, she has the sort of pale, translucent skin that turns a violent red at times of emotion or embarrassment. Even though all I want to do is find my cubicle and draw the curtains tight, I resolve to be kind.


  “Were you bringing a message to the sixth form, kid?” I ask her. “You can leave it with me.”


  Those big blue eyes widen to the size of saucers. “Oh. No, you see. . .” She bites her lips, apparently paralysed by awkwardness, and I’m torn between pity and impatience. I’m usually pretty good with shy little things—there’s a lot of patience you develop when you work with magical animals, and I pride myself on being able to coax a newly born dragonling out of its shell—but I seem to have reduced this one to a puddle of melted ice-cream. I wonder if thumping her on her skinny little back will help her get the words out. “I was waiting for Frances White.”


  Frances! Over the girl’s shoulder I spy a plump, familiar form, and I hail her with relief. “Hi, Frances! Take this kid off my hands, will you? I think she has a message for you.”


  Frances’ eyes widen for a moment, and then she lets out a squeak of laughter. “Oh, Charley, you’re a scream! Come on, Rosalind, I’ll show you our dormy.” She takes the girl’s arm, and steers her into our dorm.


  Esther pokes her golden-brown head out of the same door. “Oh, good shot. Glad to see you’re setting the new girls at their ease. That child, my love, is the mysterious Rosalind, and a new ornament to the Senior School.”


  “Shut up.” I push past her. I don’t know, at this stage, what is making me blush more: that I made it clear to a painfully shy new girl that I thought she was a lower former, or that at the sight of Esther laughing at me my heart started up in my ears again.


  All because she looked for a moment like a boy who had kissed me. It’s ridiculous.


  “Hi, Charley!” Gladys pauses in arranging her possessions on her nightstand to look back at me over her shoulder. “Miss Carroll wants to see you, when you can spare the time, if you would be so good. Don’t tell me you’re in hot water with the Head already, kiddo.”


  This is not turning out to be a good term.


   



  
With Miss Carroll, ‘when you have the time’ means ‘drop everything, now.’ I stick my tongue out at Gladys, rather babyishly, and flee, cursing myself for the stunt with Ember.


  It’s not that I’m scared of Miss Carroll, precisely. She’s a little awe-inspiring, but can be a sport, when she wants. But she also has a way of looking gravely and directly at you with her clear hazel eyes that makes you feel the worst kind of worm. I never know how to deal with it, and I forget where to put my hands and don’t know where to look.


  Well, all right, I’m a little bit scared of her.


  There’s a horrible temptation to knock on her door very, very softly, so that she won’t hear me. It’s a childish, cowardly temptation. In reaction I hammer far too loudly, the door shaking. It’s all I can do not to cringe with embarrassment.


  “Come in, Charlotte.” Miss Carroll’s beautifully modulated voice sounds in my left ear, although the door is still closed. Of course, knocking softly wouldn’t have hidden my presence. Miss Carroll is a Sensitive, someone who is magically attuned to the personalities and thoughts around her, much like Cecily is, but about twenty times as strong. It’s a common gift in leaders and teachers, and it makes it impossible to get anything past her.


  Me, I am about as unSensitive as you can get, at least when it comes to humans. I find it hard enough to tell when Esther is joking, let alone sense a presence outside a closed door. I can read a unicorn or a fairy, but people? No chance.


  I open the door and try to step inside with a firm step, chin lifted, shoulders squared. As if you could fool a Sensitive. Maybe I fool myself, at least a little, because I make it to in front of Miss Carroll’s desk in one piece, and even return her smile.


  “Sit down, dear.”


  I gratefully take a seat. Standing in front of a mistress, especially with a guilty conscience, always puts you in the wrong, somehow. It’s like being in the lower forms and being called in the night after your midnight feast left rather more crumbs in the dormitory than you planned.


  “I have a special reason for calling you here, Charlotte.” Miss Carroll glances down at the table, and I follow her gaze. I can hardly believe what I see. A Senior Prefect badge—and next to it, the small golden tie pin that Cecily wore next to her own Senior Prefect badge and her Colours all last year.


  The Games Captain pin.


  I don’t say anything. I’m too confused. I’m conscious of a mad rush of pride and on top of it, absolute horror. What do I know about being a games captain? I’ve only ever been a solid member of the team, not brilliant like Esther or like Corona Smith from the West Wing. I have my Colours, that’s enough. And as for Senior Prefect, when I wasn’t any great shakes as a regular run-of-the-mill prefect in the Fifth.  .  . 


  I don’t want either badge. I don’t want to spend my free hours watching practice, or overseeing prep. and making sure the first formers don’t chatter after lights out. I want this last year, my last precious year at school, to be precisely like the year before. I want to go to Briar Stables every time I can escape, and work on my goal shooting, and learn to do jigsaw puzzles at last. It’s flattering, so flattering that I can hardly believe it, but I can feel all my time for riding or walking or just doing nothing being sucked into those two little badges.


  Miss Carroll’s eyes crinkle a little at the corners, and I know she can tell, or feel, exactly what I’m thinking.


  “Senior Prefect is a position of some importance in this school. In a way, Games Captain is even more so. The younger girls look up to the Games Captain even more than they do to the Head Girl in a way. A healthy amount of hero worship, in fact, that can inspire girls to strive to greater lengths and become more disciplined for the sake of their health and the school.” I look down at my hands. They are sunburned still from a summer spent mostly outdoors. My nails are broken, which always annoys the mistresses. Fernleigh girls are expected to be well-groomed at all times, and I can never quite carry it off. It’s enough of an undertaking to keep my tie properly knotted and straight half of the time. Perhaps a Games Captain tie pin would actually help with that.


  “Both as Prefect and as Games Captain, a girl has an opportunity to be a very good influence. Especially a girl as admired by the lower forms as you are.”


  I look up again, to search Miss Carroll’s face. She’s smiling still, more gently now, as if tolerantly amused at my astonishment. I’ve never thought of myself as someone the kids are particularly keen on. Of course, I try to be decent to them, but I never have much time to spare for coaching them or listening to all their little troubles, like Cecily does. I’ve always had Ember to think about.


  “I’m quite aware that you’ve never tried to use your popularity to your advantage. More to the point, you’ve never tried to use it to theirs.”


  My tie feels uncomfortably tight, somehow. I resist the urge to loosen it as Miss Carroll continues serenely on. “I had planned to give you these badges almost immediately on your return to school, after I had spoken to Cecily about other duties. Matters are, unfortunately, not as I expected. Charlotte, what I need to ask you now is: do you think these responsibilities should be given to someone who flagrantly disregards the rules on her very first day back? Is that the kind of example we want to be setting for your juniors?”


  My face burns, but I try to meet her eyes steadily. “No,” I say, but my hands are tightening on each other. Somehow, being found unworthy of the honors is a different thing entirely to not wanting them in the first place. Still, perhaps it’s for the best.


  Miss Carroll nods, slowly. “Take the badges.”


  I bite my lip. “Miss Carroll?”


  She leans back in her seat, her lean form graceful. “I know you don’t particularly want them, Charlotte. But I don’t think that your feelings are due primary consideration in this case. I have to think of what is good for Fernleigh Manor. A popular schoolgirl like yourself, with so much influence, going her merry way with consideration for no one else is not in the least good for the school.” This time I really do fiddle with my tie, the tie that will soon be held with golden badge. “A different kind of Charley, taking her responsibilities seriously and helping the younger ones, might be a very good thing indeed for Fernleigh Manor.”


  I reach forward and pick up the badges. “I’ll try.” My voice shakes a little, and my heart is heavy with dread.


  “I will hold you to your word. My dear, I want you to understand that I am not just sacrificing your fun to the good of the school. You’ve had a lot of fun here, haven’t you?” I flash her a grin, feeling a little better. “This is for your sake too, Charlotte. I’ve spoken to your mistresses—and to your new Head Girl, too. They all share the same opinion of you. They say there is a lot of good stuff in you—kindness, decency, a loyal nature. But they also say you can be self-centred and lazy. And I must say it fully accords with my estimation of your character.”


  My grin fades. The mistresses are one thing. That Cecily, with her generous nature, one of the closest friends that I have in this place, feels the same way about me stings like a wasp.


  “Isn’t it selfish and dishonest,” Miss Carol continues remorselessly, “to go your own way, without thinking first of how it affects your schoolmates? To never use your influence for the good of the younger ones? To keep yourself to yourself, instead of reaching out in friendship to those who might need it? To take the expensive education your parents have provided you with, and never study as hard as you might, or play as hard as you might, or take full advantage of the other lessons we have to offer?”


  It is taking a real effort to meet her cool hazel gaze fully. Part of me just wants to turn tail and flee the room. The other part wants to argue back. Instead, I sit quietly, and listen.


  “I pride myself that my girls here don’t just come away with balanced education and a sense of responsibility in using her magic. My hope is that each of you goes away stronger and with deeper foundations than when she came to me. I pride myself that Fernleigh Manor turns out good, dependable, womanly young ladies, with fine characters, who have learned and grown from their time here. You, Charlotte, I don’t think have grown as much as I would have hoped.” She smiles again, suddenly, sweetly, looking younger and very loving. She reaches across the desk and lays a hand on mine. “This year, I have faith you will fulfill my hopes.”


  “I’ll try,” I say again, but with more determination this time.


  Miss Carroll smiles. “You won’t let me down, my dear. If I didn’t believe that, I never would have offered you the badges.”


  It sounds like a dismissal. I climb to my feet, awkwardly, but Miss Carroll stops me.


  “One more thing, my dear. I’ve decided that you share a study with a girl new to this school, Diana. Have you met, yet?” I shake my head. “I think Diana, of all girls, could benefit from your influence the most. It might take her some time to become accustomed to the standards of the school. I want you to make a special effort to put your own prejudices aside, and try to be a good friend to her. Do I have your word?”


  “Of course.” I shift my weight from one leg to the other, wanting to ask why we have two new girls in our very last form, why she thinks it is so important that I befriend this new girl.


  Miss Carroll inclines her grey head in dismissal. “You may go, dear.”


  I take my questions, and the shining little badges, with me.


   



  
I’ve hardly made it through the door into Blue Dormitory when Cecily and Esther are on me, thumping my back so hard it knocks the breath out of me.


  “Steady on!” I put up my hands in protest.


  “Shot, our Charley!” Gladys shouts across the room, and her cousin Frances echoes her. I feel an unexpected little flicker of warmth. It’s nice that they are happy for me, even if I’m not entirely sure I’m happy for myself. Gladys, I notice, has a new Senior Prefect badge on her collar, as well. The new girl is looking curiously across at me, no doubt wondering what all the fuss is.


  Esther yanks at one of my curls. “We expect the school to win absolutely everything and for you to be a paragon of virtue, do you hear?” She’s grinning at me, without any hint of oddness from earlier. I relax a little, and turn on Cecily.


  “You already knew and told everyone, didn’t you?” I fiddle self-consciously with the pins in my hand. “Is it fair that I’m the last to know?” I try hard to sound aggrieved.


  “You have no idea how hard it was not to tell you, especially when you were slinking off like a beaten dog. I wanted to let you hear it from Miss Carroll.” She beamed at me, her face glowing. “You have no idea how glad I am to have you as Games Captain, old thing. It’s no joke, being Head Girl, especially this year.”


  “Why this year?”


  Cecily tugs on my arm, and the three of us collapse on her bed.


  “Miss Carroll told me that there’s going to be a School Banner this year. Games, distinctions at exams, and general conduct.” I looked curiously at Cecily. Her expression is animated, as if she’s was telling me something of great significance, but I really don’t understand the drama. I suppose it would be nice to win, but Cecily is looking like it is a matter of life and death. “School House can win it, you know. Esther is going to clean up on the exams, and with you on my side and helping with the babes at games, we can really do it. But I’ll need special help from you and Gladys pulling together to keep the House in line. You know what the Fifth is like this year, and some of the kids coming up into Second.” I nod. The Fifth—that is, last term’s Upper Fourth—are a lot of holy terrors. Kitty of the pointed ears and blue blood is the worst of them, and the others follow her around like puppies learning naughty tricks from a little boy.


  I look into Cecily’s sparkling eyes. She’s tall, and solidly built—not pretty, exactly, but she looks dependable and kind. A Head Girl, and a friend, of whom to be proud. I still can’t quite understand why a silly school banner is so important to her, but I remember what Miss Carroll said about selfishness, and I find myself nodding. “We’ll win it for you, Cissy.”


  She gives me one of her blindingly sweet smiles. “I know you will. But take it seriously, Charley. You’re a Senior Pre—your conduct is going to be awfully important.”


  “Hullo, girls!” Valerie, the last missing member of Blue Dormitory, comes into the room. She’s tightly arm-in-arm with another stranger. The second new girl, the one deputed to be my friend, I suppose. I take her in with some curiosity.


  A good figure, rather too good for a schoolgirl—I fleetingly wonder if her underthings are strictly regulation, and what Matron will say if they’re not—and auburn hair in immaculate waves around a sulky looking face. Somehow, she’s not what I expected. I was prepared for something a little more spectacular, based on Esther’s account of her. If anything, both Esther and fluffy little Valerie, the acknowledged beauties of the form, are much better looking. This just looks like an ordinary, reasonably pretty schoolgirl.


  “This is Diana,” Valerie says, breathlessly, as if announcing the Queen.


  Life is cruel for new girls. I wince at the memory of standing in the doorway meeting a room full of blank stares. This girl, unlike me, takes it in her stride. She looks around her in a kind of appraising way, with none of the shyness proper to a new girl.


  Cecily broaches the awkward silence, like the good Head Girl she is. “We’ve met already. Why don’t you settle in, Diana? Your cubicle is between Valerie and Rosalind. I’m sure Val will help you get fixed up.”


  Diana gives her an oddly impudent tilt of her immaculate head, and lets Valerie, who is gushingly pleased about sleeping next to her, guide her to her bed and start unpacking her things. There’s a moment’s quiet before everyone simultaneously seems to recall that it’s rude to stare and turns to their own affairs. I start to change out of my riding things, ready for dinner. Cecily and Esther, who are used to looking after me, begin to unpack the trunk at the end of my bed.


  “What our beloved Head Girl was trying to tell you before we were so rudely interrupted is that this year, there’s to be no sneaking off. No billing and cooing with your fiery turtledove at unauthorised hours, Charles darling,” Esther says in her lazy drawl, as she folds my towel away. “A necessary sacrifice for the sake of the School Banner and your honour as Games Captain.”


  I bite my lip. I hadn’t thought of that. Decidedly I’d been intending to slip off to Briar Stables whenever I got the chance.


  “But your name isn’t Charles,” a voice cuts in, sweet and well-modulated and distinctly unfriendly. “It couldn’t be.”


  The three of us stop laughing, and turn. My blouse is half pulled down over my chest. Self-consciously, I tug it all the way down. I don’t mind the other girls watching me change, as a rule, and I never really bother with drawing the cubicle curtains closed first, but in front of these grey eyes I am somehow ill at ease. Perhaps it’s that Diana’s so perfectly put together. I don’t know if Esther is right about her uniform being made in Paris; we can get ours made up from patterns wherever we want, but hers looks no different to anyone else’s to me. I do know her auburn hair is waved as if she was a film star, and she has a good inch of height on me. I’m not short, either.


  “I’m Charley,” I say. No one really calls me Charles except Esther, and sometimes Cecily. I want to be clear that this new girl doesn’t have the right to use the nickname.


  “That’s right, Diana,” Cecily says, perfectly politely, but with something careful in her level voice. Cecily doesn’t quite have Miss Carroll’s level of power, but she is also Sensitive to emotions and personalities around her. Something sin the dormitory atmosphere is clearly unsettling her. “I should have introduced you properly. Charley is your study mate.”


  Diana’s gaze doesn’t even flicker from me to her. She gives no sign of acknowledging, in fact, that Cecily spoke at all. She’s still staring at me, as if I’m something fascinating but quite repulsive that she has accidentally unearthed by kicking a rock. “You can’t possibly have been christened Charley,” she says.


  “My Christian name’s Charlotte,” I say. My tone is short. I don’t care so much for my own indignity, although it’s not exactly nice being subjected to this kind of attention, as for this rudeness to Cecily. What kind of new girl cuts the Head Girl on her first day, for goodness’ sake?


  Esther, who can never leave well enough alone, corrects me: “Her Christian names are Charlotte Elizabeth Dorita Violet.”


  Again, Diana doesn’t turn her head, just keeps her hostile, appraising gaze on me. “Is that true?”


  I shrug. “After four boys, I suppose Mother thought she had better use up all her favourite girl’s names at once, just in case.” It’s a familiar joke, but it doesn’t feel very funny when I’m being stared at like that.


  “You have four brothers?”


  “Six altogether,” I say. It seems a shameful thing to admit to her, and I have no idea why. I also have two little sisters too young for boarding school. Somehow, I don’t feel like explaining that.


  “Oh.” Diana tosses her head, not dislodging one hair from its place. I’m relieved that she has broken her stare at last. “That explains a lot, I suppose. You look more like a Charles than a Charlotte,” she adds, dispassionately.


  I can feel the pulse pound in my ear. Of course, I’ve been teased for being less like a girl than a boy, plenty of times before. It’s natural enough to be a tomboy of sorts, with six brothers; I suppose my only other route would have been to be a petted little darling like my sisters Babs and Peggy and eventually grow up to be all expensive face cream, poses and carefully practiced airs and graces, like Valerie. I’ve never minded much, because the ribbing has always been good-natured enough up to this point. There’s nothing at all good-natured in the way Diana is regarding me.


  I suddenly want to point out that I’m just as much of a girl as Diana, for all her permanent wave and the expensive perfume prickling at my nose. I know that would just make me ridiculous, and I don’t know how to tell her off without making myself look even more of a fool. I wish violently for the gift of Esther’s sharp retorts. I button the cuffs of my blouse, instead.


  “That’s no way for a new girl to speak to a Senior Pre.” Gladys’ voice, always a little too strident, is raised further. She strides across the dormitory and fixes Diana with a stare even less friendly than the one Diana has subjected me to. “You’d better find your place quickly, my girl, or we’ll find it for you.”


  That turns Diana’s attention from me at last. I suspect she even whitens a little with pure outrage.


  “Oh, Gladys!” Valerie rushes to protest. “It’s her first day. She’s just trying to get to know people. She didn’t mean to upset Charley, did you, Diana?”


  Diana shrugs.


  Gladys, however, is still angry, her handsome face flushed. “Apologise to Charley at once, and finish unpacking.”


  “I’m done.”


  “How could you possibly be?”


  Diana looks down her nose at her. “Well, Valerie simply waved her hand.”


  Gladys has the appearance of a kettle about to give off steam. “Val, you used Psychokinetics? Using magic on chores is strictly forbidden, you must know that! It’s not fair on other girls who don’t have the same Gift.”


  Diana looks pointedly at Esther, who has an armful of my blouses. Esther smiles sweetly at her in response.


  “I’m sure she didn’t mean to break the rules,” Cecily says hurriedly. “Perhaps it was different at her last school. Val, since you and Diana have become fast friends already, perhaps you could explain to her how things are done at Fernleigh Manor? Charley, Esther and I don’t want to do
all
your unpacking, you know. Hurry up and finish dressing.”


  The girls settle, quietly. Esther leans over and says softly, her breath disconcertingly soft and warm in my ear. “Diana is, as I said, quite enchanting, don’t you think? She has a certain glamour to her.”


  I look sharply at her. She’s laying out my hairbrush, and smiling to herself, and I don’t quite want to ask what she’s thinking.


  I look across at Diana, remembering Miss Carroll’s admonitions to be a good friend and example to her. Somehow, I feel like it’s going to be an uphill battle.


  As I watch, Diana stoops, and picks up a brooch from the floor. She stares at it for a moment, and I can’t read her expression, but there’s something odd in it.


  “Here—you dropped this.” She hands it across to the other new girl, who dips her head shyly and thanks her. Diana crosses to sit on her bed. “You’re Rosalind, right?” She favours the other girl with a smile so charming that it looks like she’s practiced it in front of the mirror for a week. “We should get acquainted. After all, we’re both new girls in the top form. We should be able to help each other out quite a bit.”


  Rosalind murmurs something in reply, looking pleased. Diana, for her part, looks like she’s purring. Thinking of cats, however, Valerie looks distinctly like someone has just taken away her bowl of cream at the last moment. She hesitates a moment, then joins the other girls on Rosalind’s bed, looking a little left out.


  “After all,” Cecily says in a low voice, “they’re both new girls, and that must be hard, in the Sixth. There’s no reason they shouldn’t make friends.” She seems to be arguing with Esther, despite the fact that Esther hasn’t said anything at all.


  “Oh,” Esther says, softly. “I’m sure she has only the best of motives.”


  I don’t really understand the byplay, and it makes me feel shut-out and uncomfortable.


  When we head down to dinner Rosalind walks arm-in-arm with Diana, with Valerie trickling woefully in the rear. It irritates me, for some reason. Silly. Just because a girl appears to have a certain amount of Fablespeaking ability doesn’t mean that she’s a decent sort. No one who is pleased to make friends with the likes of Diana and Valerie is really worth the effort.


  Still, I feel a little disappointed. She did seem at first like a nice little thing.


   



  
It’s an unwritten rule at most schools that new girls don’t push themselves forward. Rosalind Hastings seems to have taken this to heart, to the extent that she almost becomes invisible. She probably would, I speculate, if she’d had the right gifts. She seems, in fact, outright frightened of the other girls. It puzzles me, a little. She seemed shy on her first day, certainly, but a girl who could approach another girl’s pegasus like that didn’t seem to be quite the scared rabbit she appears to be now. I see a fair amount of her outside of lessons, although not really to talk to, as Diana is always inviting her into the study. She doesn’t seem so bad, then, just rather quiet. In class or the grounds, though, she shies away from anyone other than Diana or Valerie who speaks a word to her. Cecily has tried, on several occasions, to be kind, with no results, and Frances complains bitterly about having such an unfriendly study mate.


  Strange kid. I can’t quite see why Diana has taken her up with such a rush. Surely Val, who is pretty and graceful and gossipy, would have more appeal to someone like Diana.


  Diana, for her part, obviously doesn’t see the point of unwritten rules. I tell myself she only gets away unscathed because the Sixth are too grown-up to snub her like the lower forms would. The real truth is, Valerie Lincoln isn’t the only one in the Sixth trailing after her; half the girls from the other Houses seem to have lost their hearts to her on first sight. Within days the existing sets in the form have reshaped themselves into those who have no time for Diana and her airs and graces and those who worship at her feet.


  As her study mate, I’m in the perfect position to watch the waves settle as she passes. She is as charming to her admirers as she is contemptuous to me. Not that they are all allowed equal time in the sunshine of her presence. She allows pretty, dainty little Valerie to dance attendance on her, doing her darning and helping her with chores. Frances is occasionally treated to the sunshine of her smiles and a share of her jobs when she chooses. Rosalind Hastings, however, is Diana’s boon companion. Sometimes, I catch sight of Rosalind’s heart-shaped face and remember the way Ember responded to her, and it seems a bit of a pity that she’s taken up with someone I dislike so much. It seems impossible to befriend one of Diana’s supporters. Diana’s elegant and hostile presence forms an insuperable barrier to striking up a conversation with any of the girls in her wake.


  Not that I don’t have my own pals, in any case. It’s a pity that neither of them feel about fabled beasts the way I do but then, Gifts are rarely common to friends. It’s unreasonable of me to care.


  All that is properly my concern about the new girls is their performance at games. Neither are very promising. Diana is neither brilliant nor a slacker, not a potential team member but holding up her end well in Form games and Swedish exercises. Rosalind is a complete washout; Matron informs me that she is excused from games on the basis of delicacy. Looking at her pale complexion, I think she would be better off outside than cooped up inside all day, especially if she’s delicate. It’s not really my concern, of course.


  I only come to a real understanding of how different Diana is to your usual new girl when the roles are assigned for the end of year school play, ten days after the start of term.


  Esther has always been considered one of the leading lights of the Drama Guild, which is taken very much in earnest at Fernleigh. She’s clever enough to memorise lines with ease, has a certain flair for the dramatic, and, to be perfectly frank and at risk of expanding her already considerable vanity, is acknowledged as one of the beauties of the school. She’s had several key roles in the annual school plays and we all assumed she was just waiting until she was in the Sixth, which naturally has first claim on any decent roles, to take on starring parts. When Esther announces that the Guild is going to put on
The Princess
at the end of term, Cecily and I just assume Esther’s taking her pick of the parts.


  I’m in Cecily’s study, escaping Diana for a bit, when Esther comes back from the casting meeting in a state of high disgust.


  “Those blind, incompetent idiots!”


  I’m very glad that Gladys has music; Esther in a high temper and Gladys in a literally flammable mood are a bad combination.


  “You’re not Hilarion then, I take it?” Cecily says.


  “Not even close! Cissy, dearest, hand me a cushion. I need to shriek into something.”


  “Why ever did they pass you over?”


  Esther rolls her eyes to the heavens. “Diana Struthers has consented to lend her luminous presence to the Guild. As soon as she expressed an interest in reading for the Princess, they were all over her.”


  “A new girl of only ten days’ standing in the lead,” Cecily says, slowly. “Surely not.”


  “But surely so.” Esther sighs. “She’s not what I’d call a brilliant actress, either. But oh, the enthusiasms and passions over how perfectly she would look the part! A real princess, we can all agree on that.”


  “I don’t see why that means you can’t play Hilarion.” I feel a little lost.


  “Oh, that’s all Diana, too. I could—oh, it would be a relief to be a boy, so I could spit. She confessed, very shyly, that she would feel terribly awkward if she was taller than the Prince, and it simply didn’t seem right for the School House to hog all the parts. I hadn’t even said I wanted to play Hilarion yet, but she was looking straight at me. She’s a beast!”


  “So, who are you playing?” Cecily asks. “Florian?”


  “Melissa!” Esther tosses the pillow she’s been clutching onto the floor. “Can you see me pining and melting over the first man I meet? It’s a horror of a role. This year is my last chance, too! I really wanted some decent experience from school before I have to go to university.”


  Cecily makes soothing motherly noises and I pat Esther on the back. She subsides a little.


  “I must make the best of it, I suppose. What gets me is why Diana was so determined to have me not play Hilarion. It didn’t feel like it was just my height that made her want to keep me out of it. Why, I’ve been positively angelic to her—at least compared to how I’ve felt like behaving,” she amends quickly, catching Cecily’s raised eyebrow.


  “She didn’t want her moment of glory spoiled by playing opposite someone prettier than I her,” I say, with certainty.


  “That’s probably true,” Esther says, cheering up visibly. She bats her long lashes. “My devastating beauty does tend to stir up all kinds of trouble. It’s hardly my fault.”


  “As I recall, Helen of Troy had much the same problem,” Cecily murmurs.


  “Too true. Only a complete rotter would blame us.”


  “As did Medusa.”


  “Now that was pure puss-cat, darling. You ought to take more care of my wounded dignity. Put a sisterly arm around me, bosom friend of my childhood, and Charley can sit at my feet and tell me over and over again how exceedingly good-looking I am. It’s balm to my broken heart.”


  “Don’t push your luck.” I punch her arm.


  “Hmm.” There is a moment’s quiet. “You don’t really think I’m prettier than Diana Struthers?”


  “Of course you are,” I say, surprised at the question.


  Cecily and Esther exchange little smiles. “And that, my sweet girl, is why we love you so much,” Esther says. ”Such loyalty and gallantry in this degenerate day and age is rare. I doubt that the rest of the school will agree with you, though. Diana has made a palpable hit.”


  “Stuff and nonsense,” I say, a little annoyed by her posing. “Must we really go on talking about Diana until French? It’s enough that I share a study with her.”


  “This child is also sick and tired of the subject,” Esther says agreeably. “I prefer, of course, talking about the more fascinating topic of my own beauty. Failing that, we can discuss how to inject something of interest into the part of Melissa, although I will admit that pretending to fall madly in love with Azalea Stuart is going to tax all my powers of verisimilitude. Why don’t you go in for acting, Charles?”


  I scoop up her abandoned cushion and throw it at at her.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER THREE


   



  FRIENDS AND ENEMIES


   



  
I’m annoyed, naturally, on Esther’s behalf, but I don’t really have the time or energy to worry my head too much about the Drama Guild and some auburn-haired girl pushing herself forward. Wednesday afternoon is when I take the lower forms for hockey practice for the first time.


  I feel like a complete ass, standing there bossing the youngsters as if I’m such a spectacular player that I know better than them what they should do. I’m only saved from tongue-tied embarrassment by having Cecily, in her role as former Games Captain, and Miss Harlow, the games mistress, on hand to show me the ropes. I pay close attention to the way Cecily follows up criticism with easy praise and the way the girls play up under her attention, until I feel like I can do the same, awkwardly at first and then with more confidence. By the end of the first practice I’m shooting advice to the girls practicing passing and tackling as if I was Miss Harlow herself. It’s gratifying, seeing the way they listen solemnly to me and bridle with pleasure if I praise them. I have no idea why they pay so much attention to what I think. The games captain badge on my tie, I suppose. For all that, it’s rather nice.


  The second time, the kids are left to my tender mercies alone. I find I mind much less than I did the job of finding things for them to do. I set myself to paying close attention to their potential: who runs fastest when I set them to sprinting, who passes quick and hard when they practice with the ball, who flags least by the end of the practice. I have to choose teams, and soon.


  The responsibility weighs heavily on me, especially with the kids in the lower three forms. Fernleigh Manor is about one hundred and fifty girls altogether, not such a large school that there isn’t a place in one of the two top teams for every upper school girl who is really keen. These lower forms, though... I remember the way my palms grew wet the first time I checked the lists for the third team, and how heartbroken I would have been if I wasn’t on the list. I don’t want to let any of these kids down or be the one to blame for any secret tears.


  It’s unfair of Miss Carroll to put the responsibility on me. She should have known perfectly well how I would detest it.


  When they’re packing up, I call out to little Mary MacConnell, who has tried her heart out and is bent over retying a shoelace. “Nice work! Keep passing like that, and you’ll be in a team in no time.”


  She lifts big, terrified eyes to me, turns bright red, and scampers off toward the school as if the devil himself was after her.


  “What was that about?” I say aloud. “Do I look like I bite?”


  Rhoda, a freckled imp from the second form, giggles. “Not a bit. She’s just cracked on you,” she says, as matter-of-factly as if she was pointing out that Mary had gone to change a broken shoelace. “Half the girls who are keen on games are.”


  I shove my hands in the belt of my gymslip and whistle through my teeth. It hadn’t actually occurred to me until this second that this was one of the pitfalls of being Games Captain.


  “Rhoda! You can’t say things like that,” hisses a wiry young thing who rejoices in the name Ethelberta.


  “I don’t see why not. You know you’re cracked on her yourself. Oh, it’s not your fault, Charley,” Rhoda explains kindly, obviously noticing my discomfiture. “I’m staying loyal to Cecily, though. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Oh! Of course not.” I glance warily at the unfortunate Ethelberta, who has subsided into horrified blushes. “Be my guest.”


  “You see, you’re ripping and all, but you’ve never ridden through a bush fire with a rescued baby kangaroo—”


  “Joey,” fills in Kay Jones. I’m not entirely pleased to find myself at at the centre of a fascinated group of juniors drawing close.


  “Don’t swank so, Kay. With a baby kangaroo,” Rhoda says firmly, “balanced over the pommel of her saddle. And fire bunyips screaming in her ears.”


  “Did Cecily ever do that?” I ask, diverted.


  There’s a murmur of enthusiastic agreement and vigorous nodding, especially from what I suspect is Cecily’s fan club in the second form.


  “And she killed her first snake when she was eight. Her first
poisonous
snake,” Erica, another second former, assures me earnestly. “I bet it was a spirit snake, too.”


  “She never said a word to me. Oh, I suppose that explains why she never has any hair ribbons when she needs them,” I say, knowing perfectly well I should be cutting off this conversation straight away—should probably have sat down properly on it in the beginning—and completely incapable of resisting. “Rhoda must take them to sleep with under her pillow.”


  Rhoda turns a deeper red than as Mary as her friends dissolve into heartless jeering.


  “Still,” says Kay, recovering from her squashing, “it was only an ordinary horse. Not a pegasus.” She beams loyally at me.


  “My good girl, it would make just as much sense to be cracked on Ember as me,” I say briskly, coming back to a sense of my responsibilities. “Now, that’s enough of this nonsense, you understand? You’re not to talk such rubbish again. Go and change, now.”


  There is a round of obedient nods and “Yes, Charley”s. I clap poor little Rhoda on the back, grin all around to show no offence taken, to the obvious relief of some of them, and make my way back into the School House, whistling.


  I’m distinctly amused by the kids, if a bit abashed. Silly little things—just because I take them for hockey and have a fabled beast. I don’t remember feeling that way about Pam Carrington when I was in the bottom forms. I badly wanted her approval, but only because I wanted colours so badly. I wanted to be just like her, at times, but there was nothing sentimental about it. Stuff and nonsense. . .


  It was rather sweet, for all that. They’re nice kids.


  There’s a little sting under the amusement. I’m nearly up to my study before I place it. Playing at being in love with older girls, that’s all it is, just harmless fun and a stage a lot of babies go through. Passions for older girls and mistresses are simply a stage, before they grow up and turn their affections toward—toward forced uncomfortable kisses in the stables, toward thoughts of husband and marriage. It’s simply a harmless stage.


  That, somehow, is exactly where the sting lies. Not that I’d want any of those kids to be serious, it’s just that, somehow, it feels all wrong that feelings for other girls are always playing. Never anything that means anything. I don’t know what I want it to mean.


  Simply that everything is, in some indefinable way, wrong.


   



  
I push open the study door. Rosalind is curled in one of the easy chairs, a book open on her lap, the light turning her hair into a halo. She looks up at me, with something very clear and serious in the blue eyes behind those glasses, as if she can, uncannily, see straight into my thoughts. I bite my lip and look away, wondering is she’s a Sensitive herself.


  Diana, at one of the desks, clicks her tongue in irritation, as if I was the one invading, despite the fact that neither Rosalind nor Valerie, who is sitting at my desk, belong there. The sound feels like a needle run against my nerves.


  “Val, do you mind?” I say, more sharply than I intend. She gives me an outraged look, and I try to soften it a little. “I just need the full desk to work out team lists.”


  She yields and gathers up her things, dumping them on Diana’s desk, and I get out my things. There’s only a few moments of blissful silence, enough time for me to just begin to think about the team list I’m making up, before Diana turns back to the others and says, “It’s simply wonderful how often Miss Evans is at the door when Herr Wolfsdorf finishes music lessons, isn’t it?”


  I groan, trying to concentrate on the task at hand. Third hockey team. Little Rhoda Phillips is quick and good, but heaven knows Mary MacConnell worked like a trooper at practice, and she did run back to the school like the wind. I repress a grin at the thought. The first time I said “Good shot!” to Mary MacConnell, she tripped over and fell flat-faced in the mud. Oh, poor kid, it will break her heart if I don’t put her in. Yet Rhoda really runs like a dervish on the wings.


  I simply don’t know who truly deserves the final place. It’s important, not just for the sake of winning the next inter-school match, but because I know whichever of the kids is knocked back to reserve will be crushed. And Valerie’s high-pitched giggles and all the chattering from across the room are making it impossible to concentrate. Diana treats the study like her own particular drawing room, when it’s just not big enough for four grown girls. Having studies is supposed to make it easier to concentrate than doing extra work in a common room. The Fifth form common room was a haven of peace compared to this.


  Not that Rosalind contributes much to the noise. She sits quietly and listens to the other two chatter, saying the worst kind of girlish, spiteful, gossipy ways, and rarely says a word in response. She looks decidedly uncomfortable at times, especially when girls amuse themselves inventing lovers and romances for the mistresses, or start talking in a silly syrupy way about young men they met in the holidays. I often get the feeling that Rosalind doesn’t approve of these subjects any more than I do. She never protests, if so.


  Mind you, I don’t object, either. I can’t, somehow. Every time I start to tell them off, I remember that out of the girls in this room I’m most likely the only one with any experience, as such, and the memory of Ray’s breath hot on my mouth seals it with shame.


  I’m not as good at exerting a wholesome influence over Diana as Miss Carrol predicted.


  Rosalind really is an oddly self-contained thing. Diana and Valerie pump her quite often about her family and her home, but she answers in soft little sentences, never giving much detail, and switches the conversation away from herself as soon as possible. I wonder if her people are very badly off, despite the elfin ears and platinum hair, the way she avoids speaking of them. Or perhaps she’s unhappy at home.


  She seems so meek, but sometimes I look up from my studying and she’s watching me, quietly and thoughtfully, with the same penetrating gaze she’d turned on me when I entered the study that night. I have no idea what goes on behind those spectacles.


  Not really worth thinking about it, in any case, not when her choice of friends tells so much about her character and I have all the extra games coaching to worry about. Besides, when she’s not looking at me, she’s looking at Diana, with a kind of worshipping attention like a puppy looking at its owner. I don’t understand Diana’s magical appeal in the slightest. Even Frances, who is usually as level-headed as is she irritating, is infatuated with her, although Diana rarely has time for her. Rosalind seems head over heels.


  It’s a shame. For a while there, I’d hoped to have someone in the form who would understand and sympathise with how I felt about pegasi and unicorns and winged and magical beasts of all kind, but that would involve actually having a conversation or two some time.


  It doesn’t matter. For my part, I certainly don’t have the time to bother with Diana Struthers and her friends. No time at all.


  “As for that priggish Cecily,” Diana says, and I’ve had, I decide, quite enough.


  “Cecily is the Head Girl of Fernleigh Manor. I don’t know how you did things in your old school, but here, it’s not done to carp at the Head Girl behind her back.”


  Valerie and Diana stare at me as if they’ve quite forgotten I’m there and are none too pleased to discover my presence. In my own study. They take the cake. Little Rosalind is looking at me, too, only without surprise. Her lips twitch, so slightly that I’m not sure I haven’t imagined it.


  “I suppose we need to show our loyalty to the school tie,” Diana says, sneering.


  “Something like that. Loyalty to our Head Girl, certainly.”


  Valerie looks a little shamefaced. “She’s right, Di. Drop it.”


  Diana doesn’t seem inclined to drop anything. “I don’t see why I shouldn’t say what I think of her. I can’t abide that hearty, beefy type of girl.”


  I gather up my list and my books. “I advise you to think about it whenever you’re around me, then. I
am
a Senior Prefect. If you insist on acting like a lower former who needs to be shaken into shape, then I will treat you like one. School code of conduct, written out ten times, on my desk by tomorrow.”


  Diana opens her mouth to protest. Rosalind touches her arm, and she subsides.


  
Something drops out of the pile of books in my arms, and I bend to pick it up. It’s a bookmark, carefully embroidered, with a rearing pegasus on it, its wings spread wide. It’s beautifully done. I wonder for a moment where it came from, and then I realise it’s a probably a token from one of the youngsters. Nice kid, to not show any sign of who made it, so as not to be accused of schlooping and trying to win her way into the team by devious measures. I smile down at it.


  “What’s that?” Valerie catches my arm to stop me straightening up and peers over my shoulder. “It’s pretty.”


  
Stupidly, still pleased at the kindness of the present, I tell her.


  “Don’t tell me that kind of thing is allowed at Fernleigh Manor,” Diana says. “It’s disgusting.”


  “What is?”


  She tosses her burnished hair. “Crushes and passions and all that unnatural nonsense. It’s sickening enough, the way the little ones flock around that great clumping—oh, well,” she finishes hastily, before I lose my temper completely. “But to actually encourage them to send gifts and tokens to you!”


  “I don’t encourage the babes.” I shove the little bookmark back in the pile. “Anyway, there’s no harm to it.”


  “It’s unhealthy.” Diana’s grey-green eyes are bright with malice. “Especially when the object of their affections is, well. You don’t even try to look like a normal girl, do you?”


  “Diana!” Valerie seems torn between shock and glee. In her own corner, Rosalind is as pale and tense as if she’s seen a ghost.


  I shove my way through the door and let it slam behind me. Poisonous beast! Ruining some lower former’s sweet little gesture like that, turning it into something quite unlike the innocent little show of admiration it is. I don’t see how Miss Carroll could ever expect me to be any influence on someone with a nasty mind like that. The one who is actually having an influence on the school, I decide as I kick at the closed door, is Diana. Valerie wasn’t half so bad until she had Diana dripping her poison into her ear day and night. As for that quiet little Rosalind kid, heaven knows what she thinks of the school she’s moved to, with girls like Diana and Val to judge by. A pit of vipers, surely. No wonder she looked like she was going to be sick.


  I catch my breath back, willing my hammering heart to slow. I know, really, why Diana’s spite upset me so much. It’s important not to think about it too much, because thinking about things makes them true.


  I need to find somewhere to make up this blasted team list. I head for Frances’ study. Not that we’re particularly close friends, but with Rosalind taking up space in my study Frances should have a desk to spare.


  The door is closed when I arrive and no one answers my Frances must be at her Guides meeting. She’s quite cracked on Guides. Somehow, I don’t like the thought of letting myself in and settling down in Frances and Rosalind’s study without permission, even though Frances isn’t the sort to mind. It might be awkward if Rosalind came back, especially after that little scene.


  Esther, too, is probably alone. I hesitate. Somehow, Esther is the last person I want to talk to right now.


  Instead, I knock on the door of the study Cecily and Gladys share. “Mind if I work here a bit? Rather a nasty atmosphere in my study.”


  Gladys snorts in understanding. She has no time for Diana and Valerie. Cecily gives me one sharp look, then smiles and nods. That’s the ripping thing about her; she can sense what you’re feeling, but she never pries, just lets you be. She goes back to reading her letter from home to Gladys.


  Despite Esther’s predictions, the two of them seem to be quite cosy together in their study. There had been one terrible flareup early on when Cecily had wanted Gladys to leave the room because a third former had come quaking to her Head Girl for advice and Gladys had objected to being cast out. Esther, telling me about it, insisted that the new mark on the rug was Gladys losing control of her Firewielding out of temper. Whether that was true or not, Gladys had learned that, for all Cecily’s air of being a dear Little Mother, she is about as easy to bully as a mother dragon.


  After that one flareup, literal or not, peace had reigned, and the two seem to have become fast friends. It makes me a little lonely. Certainly, even though I’ve been ordered to do the same with my own study mate, it’s not happening. I comfort myself with the fact that Esther and Valerie are also still to become bosom pals, so I’m not the only one failing at getting along in my study.


  I curl up and try to work, letting Cecily’s pleasant colonial accent soothe me. Her brothers have written her a letter in turns, and they are talented at what Cecily calls “yarning”, making Gladys and I chuckle with their ridiculous tales of snakes and adventures. I can hear the loneliness in her voice, though; she doesn’t speak much of it, but I know it’s not just her brothers she misses, but the place she comes from, so far across the seas. I miss my brothers and sisters too, and I love my home, but I don’t have the same strong sense of place.


  So there’s absolutely no reason that the longing in my friend’s voice sets off an unfocused wave of longing and loss in my own heart.


   



  
Sixth form life is supposed to prepare us for grownup life. Part of that is getting used to dressing for dinner in the Head’s dining room, followed by dancing. It’s not every night, thank goodness, just once a week, with School House taking Saturdays, another sign of our privilege. The dancing is expected to be a little more formal than the giggling and tugging each other around in the gym that we’ve done formerly.


  Some of the girls, like Valerie, are gleeful at the prospect of showing off their evening frocks and begin primping long before it seems necessary to dress. I’m far less sure about the fun of dressing up to exchange stilted small talk under Miss Carroll’s eye.


  At least my dress is nice. Mother picked out something for me in a dark chocolate heavy stuff that makes my eyes look more brown than green, very simply cut without any fuss or frippery. I have to admit it makes me feel queerly grownup, having all that long fabric swirling around nylon clad legs. I’m not so sure I like the way it’s clinging to my upper body. I feel ridiculously exposed, more, for some reason, than I do in a bathing costume, which I’ve worn without embarrassment in front of the other girls a hundred times.


  The girls around me are brushing and curling and pinning. Even Cecily has released her mass of brown hair from its usual ponytail and is arranging it in elegant coils at the nape of her neck. I tug a comb through my hair and leave it, feeling a little out of place among all this girlish giggling and primping. There’s not much I can do to make my hair more fancy than serviceable.


  “Charles, you’re hopeless. Come here.” Esther, wearing something floaty in marigold that makes her look even more golden than usual, pushes me into a chair. Her clever fingers move through my curls, winding in a black ribbon to hold them back a little, so that they spring up crisply behind. “There, that’s better.”


  “Not bad,” Diana admits, crossing over, Rosalind in her wake. Diana is wearing filmy white with bare arms and looks deceptively innocent and pretty and sweet, like a girl at a coming out dance. She’s going to freeze to death. “You could almost be fooled into thinking she’s a real girl.”


  “No one could mistake you, on the other hand, for anything but genuine cat,” Esther says. She gives her handiwork one last pat. “Not quite Cinderella, but you’ll do, dear heart.”


  
Rosalind, unexpectedly, says, “I think Charley looks very pretty with her hair like that.”


  I blink at her. No one, as far as I can remember, has called me pretty since I was six years old, not even Esther. Nor has Rosalind ever volunteered a remark to me, or really to anyone other than Diana and Valerie.


  “Thanks.” I wonder if I should say more.


  Diana wrinkles her nose and sweeps her shadow off before I can find something better to say. Later, though, when I find myself paired with Rosalind for a dance, I remember to return the compliment.


  “You look nice in that pink thing.” It’s perfectly true. While she looks pasty and washed-out in our dark green uniforms, the pale rosy colour of her frock brings out her extreme fairness in an entirely different way, her eyes very blue, her dull greyish hair shining softly on top of head and braided up like the tresses of a Greek goddess, or a Swiss milkmaid. There’s even a faint rose on her cheeks. It must be the reflection of the pink dress.


  “Thanks, Charley,” she says. She lowers long fair eyelashes over her eyes for a moment. “Esther looks very lovely, doesn’t she?” It’s as much as I’ve ever know her to say directly to me, and I smile encouragingly. “She and Diana look so perfect together.”


  I turn my head. The two are indeed partnered together, Diana touching Esther as little as possible with clear distaste while Esther, equally obviously enjoying herself, is playing the devoted suitor and being ridiculously solicitous and complimentary. The more flowery she is, the more Diana’s forehead furrows with bad temper.


  
Rosalind, I think, must see the scene a little differently to the way I do. I can feel my cheeks dimpling despite myself.


  “Diana is so beautiful, too,” Rosalind adds wistfully. I frown, a little. There’s no argument about Esther’s good looks, with her sleek bronze hair and golden complexion. I don’t see what is so special about Diana. Her face is pretty enough in an ordinary way, of course, with an excellent figure, and white suits her, granted. She’d still hardly qualify as a raving beauty in my book.


  Between my puzzlement and my amusement at Esther’s teasing of Diana, I find myself paying too much attention to the other couple instead of my own partner, and end up losing track of my feet and stumbling over her.


  “I’m sorry!” Dismayed, I try to set us back on course. Rosalind smiles and shakes her head, but I suppose she’s relieved when we finally exchange partners again. She certainly hasn’t seemed happy for the rest of the dance, or inclined to chat more. It’s a pity. For a moment there, I thought we were actually making some kind of connection. At least she talked to me. I absently extend my hand to my next partner.


  “I know you’re taller, but I think it would be safest if I lead,” Cecily tells me, grinning. “I value my feet too much.”


  “Shut up, Cis,” I say, and let her take the lead. For my money she’s prettier than Diana, too, with her rich brown skin and full figure. Yet no one seems to gush over her the way they do over Diana. It’s an oddity.


  I’m starting to get hotter and sweatier in my dress than I ever feel on the field or pitch, and I can feel the ribbon slipping loose from my hair already. I don’t know if it’s permissible to let go of Cecily’s hand to put it back in or if that’s a terrible breach of etiquette.


  I feel in my heart that Saturdays, all things taken into account, are going to be a bit of a trial.


   



  
My out of lessons hours are so crammed that I almost welcome History as a precious chance to slack off a bit. It’s one of the hours at which Miss Carroll gathers up all the brilliant hopes for England’s womanhood to coach for university and scholarship exams, so I suppose it’s natural that we plodders left behind seize the chance to take it easy a bit. Especially since we share the lesson with those bright scholars in the Fifth considered unsuitable for further studies in Latin.


  Miss Spears is a new mistress engaged only last term when Miss Logan gave us up as a bad joke. Unlike Miss Logan, who was content to name a chapter and have us take notes, Miss Spears is keen on modern teaching methods. She asks us to read up on subjects in our precious prep. hours and then tries to engage us in intellectual conversation about what we’ve read. It’s pretty gruesome, sitting staring at our laps while Miss Spears gazes around with bright, hopeful eyes, transparently hoping for someone to be moved at last to enthusiasm and insight. Esther, safely off with the other bright sparks, is cruelly offering odds on how long it will take her optimism to break utterly and the poor teacher to resign herself to set us copying out chapters in our exercise books.


  At least we’re better off than the juniors. According to rumour they’re chosen in turn to dress up and act scenes out of history, a particularly merciless form of torture for the shy ones.


  Today’s theme at least interests me a little. Miss Spears had us read up on myths and accounts of the unheralded arrival and abrupt departure of the elves. I’m mostly interested because it seems pretty certain that until the elves arrived, the world was tame and there were no magical beasts at all: no unicorns, no sea beasts in the oceans, no yowies and bunyips to enliven Cecily’s childhood rides, no nameless terrors haunting the night. It seems impossible that there could ever have been a time in which there were just lesser, earthly animals with no magic to them at all. Right now, if I concentrate, I can feel the spiky minds of the fairies outside the window.


  I might just make Miss Spears faint by actually asking a question. It’s hovering on my lips when Gladys gets in first with a complaint.


  “I don’t see why we have to read up on myths. It’s not proper history at all,” she says, her brow black. She is always in a bad temper after Esther and the other luminaries are taken off or coaching. Everyone expected her to be part of the chosen circle, and it must sting a little to be here in the dunces’ class. “My father says that there’s no proof the elves ever really existed—they’re just a story made up to explain magical abilities and new species that developed naturally, through processes of evolution. All it takes is the proper scientific approach to find out why some people have some gifts and not others, and why they are sometimes passed on through families, and how horses grew wings and horns and—”


  “Lizards turned into dragons?” murmurs Corona.


  Gladys wheels on her. “What’s so silly about that? Elves visiting Earth to bring us magic is just as silly. Why on earth would they turn up, give us all magical gifts, and then go away again?”


  Miss Spears gives the dreamy, slightly smug smile of a teacher who feels she is at last provoking lively discussion and now all she has to do is guide our growing minds in the right direction. “That’s the wonderful mystery of magical history. These stories of unearthly visitors bearing magic appear with minor variations in all the known nations of the world. What do you say about all the stories of young men and women from all over the world who were drawn into woods and deserts to dance with strangers of unearthly beauty, and came back forever changed, with the ability to cast illusions or fireballs?”


  Gladys snorts. “Stories.”


  “What about the babies with pointed ears and round eyes?” Corona leans forward in her chair. “Our book said there are no pictures of them dating from before the elves came. And the babies had to come from somewhere.”


  “I can think of a reason someone would pretend to have a baby by magic. What does that say anyway, that elves came to our world just to seduce innocent girls and breed?” Gladys shoots back at her.


  “Girls, girls! No need to be indelicate.” Miss Spears crosses the classroom, in a kind of gliding wriggle I’m sure she thinks is graceful. That woman wears far too many scarves and brooches. “It’s true that it seems some elves took the form of humans of incredible loveliness to—to
marry
humans of special ability and quality. These humans naturally rose to prominence, because of their attractions and powerful gifts, and passed these on to their lucky families.” She self-consciously tucks her hair back behind her left ear, so that we all can’t help but notice the little point at the tip “It’s true that people of specially pure elfin blood tend to have a special quality to them, with the obvious signs: pointed ears, large round eyes, and often unusual colouring.”


  She pauses by Rosalind Hasting’s desk, and takes Rosalind’s chin in her hand. The poor girl stares very hard past Miss Spear’s pointed ear, pretending to be supremely unconscious that a classroom of girls are now staring at her silver-grey plaits, the huge eyes behind her spectacles, and the sharp cat-like points of her ears. It’s dreadful, like watching a kitten freeze in the hope of not disturbing the tin can tied to its tail. I’m sure that at any moment she’ll lose her nerve and bolt from this awful woman. I have a terrible urge to get up and rescue her.


  “Those us of with a strong strain of elfin blood bear a special responsibility,” Miss Spears says. It strikes me as a bit rich to claim sisterhood, considering her ears are not nearly so pointed as Rosalind’s and I’m not convinced the slight blue sheen to her black hair is entirely natural.


  Gladys makes another explosive sound. “If that’s so, then every two-bit actress who dyes her hair pink and sleeps with pegs on her ears is an aristocrat.”


  Miss Spears stiffens and draws herself up, tweaking her hair back over her ear, as some of the other girls snicker a little.


  Oddly enough it is Diana, who usually speaks up about as much in class as I do, who cuts in before than can be an explosion. “The elves aren’t gone altogether, though. You can still reach them.” She clasps her hands together.


  “That’s nonsense, sadly. The days of elfish miracles are long over.” Miss Spears sighs, theatrically. Myself, I’m pretty sure that elves would be uncomfortable folk to have around, given the tricks they were rumoured to play.


  Kitty from the Fifth leans forward. “It’s a silly idea, but some people really believe it. Some of Daddy’s friends are trying to find a way to swing it. They think that if you can focus enough power, and use rituals to enhance it, then you can open a conduit—and the elves will give you even more power in return. You could unlock all the magical gifts in one person at once, like the elves could.” She twirls a finger in one of her red-gold curls. “Idiots.” There’s amusement in her lilting Scottish voice.


  Miss Spears moves to the front of the classroom again. She has suddenly lost her airs and graces; her expression is very serious. “Kitty is right: it’s a very silly idea indeed. There’s no human with power enough to breach the gap between the human world and the elfish world—if an elfish world even exists,” she adds, in careless contradiction of everything she has just been saying. “Rituals and so-called magical items are, as I expect you all to know, frauds. They are people dressing up their innate gifts with worthless gewgaws, or snake oil salesmen trying to persuade those of little talent that they can possess more. Magic is an intrinsic, beautiful thing, and each man—or woman’s—special gifts emerge as they mature. There is no way to increase your natural power.”


  Diana opens her mouth to protest, and Miss Spears’ voice becomes harsh.


  “I’d be doing you girls a great disservice as your teacher if I allowed you think there was any way to become more powerful. After all, the elves—or God—decided in their wisdom that one or two gifts were enough for mere humans, lest we become too powerful and challenge the angels themselves.”


  Diana shakes her perfect waves of hair, her brow still creased obstinately. “But what about Drainers?”


  Miss Spears’ shoulders stiffen. She arranges her scarves more carefully around her shoulders as she speaks. “It is true,” she says coldly, “that some unfortunate individuals have no true magical gifts of their own, and can only absorb those of others. This is not, however, a gift to be fostered. I would like to remind you all that Draining without consent is entirely illegal—as well as deeply dishonourable.” She pauses and then says, in the same sharp tones, “That is enough for today, girls. Head out for your break.”


  There’s still a good quarter of an hour left of lesson time, but we are nothing loath to escape. As we head for the Dining Room to see if the milk and biscuits for morning break can be wheedled out of the kitchen staff early, I notice Diana take a hesitant step toward Kitty. That young lady, however, is winding her arm into that of Anne Crompton of her own form and is clearly engaged. Diana pauses, showing more awkwardness than I have ever seen in her. She finally turns back to Valerie and Rosalind, who are waiting loyally for her.


  In the absence of my own two particular friends, I pair with Gladys, a step behind Diana and the two others. Thanks to Cecily, Gladys and I have lately become pals of a sort.


  I have absolutely no intention of anything as sneaking as eavesdropping on the girls ahead of us. I simply can’t help being aware that Diana is whispering in an excited voice about what Kitty said in the lesson.


  “Drop it, Di,” Valerie says, with unusual impatience. “It’s all nonsense, anyway, like Miss Spears said. If we really could contact elves, everyone would.”


  “I’ve heard it’s possible, too.” When Valerie doesn’t respond, Diana’s voice changes to the kind of condescending sneer she usually saves for me. “Obviously, it wouldn’t be of use to someone like
you. I suppose the elves are far more likely to answer someone of purer blood. Isn’t that right, Rosalind?”


  Valerie yanks her arm away and rushes ahead in an offended silence. Beside me, Gladys half-smothers a chuckle. “One in the eye for darling Val,” she mutters in my ear.


  “I really wouldn’t know anything about elves.” Rosalind’s voice is expressionless.


  “But, Rosalind—”


  “Please leave it.” There is more firmness in Rosalind’s voice than I ever recall hearing before. ”Valerie’s right. I don’t think it’s quite nice to talk about.” She pulls her arm free and follows Valerie.


  “And one for Diana!” Gladys adds, gleefully. “Even the little mouse can squeak!”


  I nod in shared amusement and a little guilt. I have a vague feeling that, as a Senior Prefect, I should be quashing Diana’s silly talk. Unfortunately, there’s no actual rule I know of forbidding speculating about summoning elves, nonsense as that sounds.


  I really wish there was some kind of guidebook on being a good prefect. Someone like Cecily would know how to handle this, and do it firmly and tactfully. Me, I let it slip, taking comfort in the fact that Gladys has not challenged Diana either.


  Within a few moments, I am drinking milk and chatting with Gladys and Corona, who are both keen on hockey, about my plans to set up a hockey match against the local Women’s Institute. Hockey is far more interesting than Diana’s silliness.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER FOUR


   



  ROSALIND


   



  
I find myself peeking at Rosalind with a faint puzzlement in the evenings, thinking about the odd conversation at the dance. Sometimes I catch her thoughtfully watching Diana or myself instead of getting on with her own prep, as if she’s weighing us in the balance. There’s no clue in the level line of Rosalind’s mouth as to how the two of us measure up.


  I try to put her out of my mind, pretty successfully. I have too much on my hands, struggling to keep up with the work of the Sixth on top of my other duties and still spare some time to see Ember and Miss Roberts, to spare a strange new girl more than a passing thought.


  To be fair on myself, Rosalind doesn’t exactly force herself on one’s attention. She’s excused from games so I don’t see her on the playing fields, which is where I seem to spend most of my time, either practising with the First or taking practices or giving extra coaching. And… well, it’s not exactly unjust that being Diana’s chosen bosom friend is enough to drop anyone several pegs in my estimation. I detest the way she bobs around in Diana’s wake, hanging on her every word. As if Diana ever said anything a decent girl would find worth listening to.


  It’s not until well after another Saturday, in which I never ended up paired with Rosalind at all, that she suddenly claims my attention. In English, of all places.


  The argument has clearly been in full swing for a few moments, before I notice it. There’s a glorious autumn day out the window, and in my head it’s hot Australian sun, and I’m wheeling and circling above a herd of magical brumbies on Ember’s back, the warmth of that sun beating down on us both. In my defence, I’ve barely seen Ember, let alone ridden him, in a fortnight. I’ve done my best to keep my word to Cecily about sneaking out; besides, I constantly have my hands full now, taking extra prep. and overseeing practices. All in all, I can’t be blamed if I let my mind wander a bit.


  I detest English, in any case; it usually consists of Miss Evans standing in front of the class posing self-consciously, declaiming poetry or plays in her dreadfully affected manner while Valerie and Frances clasp their hands in adoration. Silly girls, acting like a pretty face and curling golden hair are the most important thing in the world, when anyone can tell Miss Evans has less brains and backbone than a teacup. She and Miss Spears are inseparable friends and cut from the same showy cloth.


  I’m not conscious of what is going on until I hear the last voice I expected to hear raised.


  “It’s utterly dreadful.” Rosalind’s voice is shaking a little, her pointed face very pale with the effort of contradicting a mistress when she hardly says a word in class, like the little mouse she is. “And untrue. We shouldn’t have to study such trash.”


  “Do I take it that a schoolgirl sees herself as more capable of judging deathless poetry than I am?” Miss Evans’ voice is very cold. “This passage describes the ultimate celebration of the relationship between magical beasts and man. It’s only in the glory of the hunt that their true beauty is revealed, and their existence reaches its culmination in death, in a mystical union between monster and hunter. You’re just an inexperienced girl who has never had the glory and honour of being in at a kill.”


  Rosalind rises half out of her seat, shaking, her weight supported by two hands with fingers splayed out on the desk. Two bright points of red glow in her white face. “That’s all lies. It’s not like that at all—it’s horrible, the most agonising thing I’ve ever been through. I don’t believe you’ve ever been on a unicorn hunt, or you wouldn’t talk such utter rot!”


  Valerie gasps audibly, and the class turns to watch Rosalind in half-aghast, half admiring fascination. Rosalind herself seems too angry and upset to realise or care that she has just twitted Miss Evans, with her carefully refined voice and her hair cleverly arranged to accent any pointing of her ears, with the difference between their birth. Naturally Miss Evans has never hunted unicorns, or chimerae, or phoenixes. Hunting of fabled beasts is a privilege strictly reserved to the oldest families, and while Rosalind clearly has first-hand knowledge of hunting magical game, Miss Evans equally clearly has not, and never will.


  Miss Evans crosses to Rosalind and looks down at her. Rosalind glares up at her, for once completely unafraid.


  “I’m not accustomed to my girls calling me a liar, Rosalind.”


  “It’s obvious you’ve never been hunting!” Rosalind’s voice is much louder than usual. She pushes her glasses askew and passes the back of her hand against her eyes, furiously rubbing at the tears. “You would never forget it—the way they look, all broken and crumpled in blood, and the death hounds tear at their flanks, and they scream, and they are so scared and in pain. . .”


  “Sit down at once, Rosalind! I simply cannot believe such a naughty display of temper from a senior girl!”


  For a moment it seems Rosalind will refuse. She stands straight and lifts her hand, and for one glorious second my heart rejoices at the thought of Miss Evans having her smug pink-and-white face soundly slapped. Then Rosalind subsides into her seat, flinging her head into her folded arms, her shoulders shaking.


  “I am almost beyond words at your impertinence, Rosalind. You will come to me directly after supper, and you will copy this poem out over and over until I am satisfied that you fully appreciate its beauty.” Miss Evans is smiling smugly, the aptness of the punishment obviously making up a bit for the humiliation of having her middle-class birth flung in her face by a mere girl. “Sit up, you defiant child!”


  After a long moment, Rosalind obeys. Her face is streaked with tears, and I feel the sudden urge to go comfort her like I would Ember when he’s frightened, stroking and soothing. Seated behind her, Cecily moves impulsively, then drops her hand, obviously fearing adding fuel to the flames. Her gentle, intelligent face is drawn with pain itself. It must be difficult for her, as a Sensitive, being close to so much distress.


  Almost as difficult as it would be for someone with my Gift to be present at the murder of a unicorn during a hunt.


  The lesson resumes, the form somewhat subdued. Rosalind sits very straight and does not react to anything else at all. Miss Evans is far less dramatic than usual, and eventually writes a set of comprehension questions up on the board, as if we were lower school babies. Rosalind, I notice, makes no attempt to write any answers out.


  When we finally file out, Diana slips a consoling arm around Rosalind’s waist, all sympathetic affection.


  “What a beast Miss Evans is, dear heart! I wonder that you could endure being scolded like that. It’s this terrible school—I'm sure you weren’t used to this kind of treatment at your last school. Why, my own school—"


  "It’s not a terrible school," Rosalind interrupts in her usual soft voice, a world away from the way she was talking to Miss Evans. "It’s awfully decent, really. I don’t have the least idea why I made a scene in that horrid way. It's only—she has no idea. It's so dreadful I can hardly bear remembering it." She bit her lip. “I suppose Miss Evans just doesn’t understand, and neither did the poet. If you had been there, you could never write a silly poem about it.”


  "I hate the very idea of mythical hunting." I’m not really certain why I’m interrupting, except that I’m the only one, I think, who can truly understand what Rosalind was feeling, and that I’m aware that there is something frightfully likable about little Rosalind Hastings after all. The two girls turned toward me in surprise, and I feel heat rise on my own cheeks. Diana’s finely drawn brows are rising in surprise, while Rosalind looks at me questioningly. I realise that, apart from our brief conversation while dancing together, I’ve rarely spoken directly to Rosalind.


  For her part, of course, she’s rarely spoken a word to me. Just watched me, with those round blue eyes, now a little swollen and red. I hate it when girls cry, the itchy feeling of embarrassment it gives me. I can’t give a girl in the Sixth hugs and sweeties to make the tears go away like I would with my own little sisters. Somehow, Rosalind isn’t the kind of girl it’s easy to tell to dry up.


  I press on through my embarrassment, awkwardly, although I’ve lost the impetus of what I was saying. "I know exactly how you feel. If I imagine the prey was Ember. . ."


  "Your pegasus? I was there, the first day. He’s magnificent." Rosalind's distress is wiped away by eagerness, flooding her thin face with light. Why, when she smiles like this, she’s almost pretty, despite the glasses and her smallness and the redness of weeping. She hesitates for a moment, then visibly gathers her courage. "Oh, Charley, do you think that some day—"


  "Come on, Rosalind,” Diana says, taking her arm. “You promised that you’d help me with my darning in break, as some people,” she glares at Gladys, “insist we do it the hard way.”


  "But. . ." The light in Rosalind's eyes fades a little, and she hangs back, still turned toward me.


  "Come on!"


  Rosalind lets herself be tugged away by her arm, and I feel a flash of irritation and hurt, especially when I catch my own name in Diana’s whispered undertone, her tone making it certain what she thinks of me, as the girls hurry away. Not that it matters. It was no news to me, nor any skin off my teeth, that Diana frankly detests me. I feel the same way about her, no matter what Miss Carroll wants in the way of devoted friendship from me. There’s no earthly reason to care what any of precious Diana’s friends thinks of me. She can fill Rosalind’s pointy ears to the brim with poison for all I care.


  Besides, what good would it be trying to make friends with a timid, overly cosseted thing like Rosalind in the first place, even if it wasn’t for Diana? I don’t really know what I could say to a frightened mouse like that. Once we’d exhausted the topic of fabled beasts—which, to be fair, can generally keep me going until Esther threatens to smother me with a cushion—we wouldn’t have a single point in common.


  Far better to stick with Cecily and Esther—and Gladys, for that matter, who seems to have more or less formed a quartet with us this term, miraculously without coming to blows with Esther even once. An inevitable result, I suppose, of someone as warm-natured as Cecily sharing a study with even someone as difficult to get along with as Gladys. Besides, Gladys really isn’t all that bad, once you get to know her.


  The three of them, echoing my thoughts, come to walk me down to the Quad. for afternoon break.


  “Poor kid,” Cecily says, softly, as we settle on a sun-drenched wall. Perhaps it’s not Australia, but the late roses are turning to rose hips and the leaves are turning a multitude of different colours and I’m happy right where I am. I wish we didn’t have to go back inside for lessons.


  “I didn’t think Rosalind had in it her!” Esther giggles. “I should have known, I suppose—still waters. Look at our Gladys and her campaign against elves. I’m sorry I missed that. It’s a good thing Rosalind doesn’t have Gladys’ talent, after all, or Miss Evans would be a smoking patch on the carpet by now.” She stops to savour the image.


  Gladys frowns. “All the same, she shouldn’t be allowed to get away with cheeking a mistress like that. Not when we’re going all out for the School Banner. Now Miss Evans has given her detention, that’s several conduct points lost.”


  Cecily bites her lip. The School Banner is her weak spot. “I don’t think she’ll do it again. She was really upset.”


  “I think she’s a Fable Empath,” I say, thinking aloud. It’s a pretty rare gift. A lot of girls have Franciscan ability with other animals. Some even have a Dryadic talent for plants. Magical creatures, however, tend to keep their souls to themselves. While it runs in my family, as far as I knew I was the only Fable Empath in the school.


  “I think so, too.” Esther shoots me a quick look. “It’s an idea, you know,” she says, more to Cecily than to me.


  “What is?”


  The two look at each other again, silently communing. I wonder if Gladys feels as shut out when they do that as I do.


  “I haven’t been quite easy in my mind about Rosalind,” Cecily says at last. “She’s a new girl, and she seems a decent little thing. She hasn’t been away to school for years, you know, Miss Carroll said. Ill health. It doesn’t seem quite kind to leave her in the hands of dear Diana and Valerie without interfering.” She presses her lips together a little self-consciously. “Interfering in a properly Head Girl-ish way, of course.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Cecily claps me on the back, grinning. “Take her to the stables, my love. You can hang adoringly together over Ember’s stall or something. Try to get her talking; after all, you’re half way there. She’s already just said more to you than she has to anyone but Diana and Valerie all term. She must like you.”


  I turn the idea over in my head. “I don’t think she will come with me. Diana has her claws into her properly, and Di doesn’t like me much, you know.”


  “She doesn’t like Rosalind all that much, for that matter,” Gladys says crisply. “Val is far more her type. I suppose Diana took her up because she feels the pointy ears need to hang together.”


  “It’s no good me talking to Rosalind about it, because she’s terrified of me,” Cecily tells me. “Not just shy, you understand. Scared half out of her wits. I can’t understand it. I mean, it makes sense that she’s nervous around Gladys and Esther, I would be too.” Gladys looks distinctly affronted at that, and Esther screws her face into a demonic leer. “But she’s a bundle of nerves every time I so much as smile as her. I don’t get the same feeling of fear when she’s near you. I really think you have a shot at winning her over.”


  I shrug, helplessly. “I’ll help, if you want me to. I just don’t know why you’re casting me as a potential friend for Rosalind,” I add, a little resentfully. I seem to be spending this term assigned to spread love and light among new girls. “I should have thought Frances would make more sense as a pal; they’re study-mates, after all. I don’t see that anyone who likes Diana so much would be interested in someone like me. Not that I can see what
anyone
sees in Diana.”


  Esther shrugs her slender shoulders. “I can’t stand the poisonous snake, personally, but she has her points.”


  “What points?”


  “Well, she’s very good looking, of course,” Gladys says dismissively, with a fine disdain for beauty.


  “Is she? I really don’t see it.”


  Three startled faces turn to me, then a slow grin spreads over Esther’s face. “You don’t see it, do you? You really, truly don’t. What do you think of Diana’s ears, then?”


  I tilt my head at her, confused. “My dear girl, have you gone mad? What kind of a question is that to ask me?”


  Esther shrugs and turns to Gladys. “Gladys, dear, tell me about our Diana’s ears.”


  Gladys lifts her rather broad shoulders and lets them fall. “I think a good character is far more important than elfin blood.”


  “Answer your Auntie Essie’s question, child, and don’t be so shatteringly pi about it.”


  “Oh, all right, they are very long and quite pointy. If you must know.” Gladys looks disgusted at having to say it.


  I stare at her. “No, they’re not. They’re nothing out of the ordinary. Less pointy than yours and Frances’, in fact.”


  Gladys and Cecily stare at me in astonishment. Esther laughs. “Our Charles has hidden talents, it seems. I have suspected it for simply ages.”


  I try to recall the words Esther had used to describe Diana on the first day. Charming. . . glamorous. . . enchanting. I thought at the time she was just being spiteful.


  “She uses Glamours,” I say, realising.


  Esther nods, as if I’ve just correctly performed a trick. “She does. It seems that you, my angel, are so completely immune to them that you don’t even know she’s using them. Interesting, that. I think we have a Truth Seer in our midst.”


  I’m a little awestruck. I’ve never been able to do this before, at least not to my knowledge. Of course, it’s not unknown for new abilities to manifest on reaching womanhood. I just had assumed that I only had one talent, like most folk, and was otherwise a dry well.


  Gladys seizes on a different aspect of the situation. “The horrid little sneak! Doesn’t she know it’s not done to use Glamours at school?” She jumps to her feet, and there’s an ominous glow around one of her fists. Gladys, like most Pyromancers, sometimes has trouble with control.


  “Now, Gladys. There’s no actual rules against it,” Cecily says, unhappily tracing shapes in the dirt with her toe, regardless of what it is doing to her shoe. “But you’re right. It really isn’t playing the game.”


  “She doesn’t do any of her own darning, or clean her own shoes, and I think Rosalind and Valerie do most of her prep.,” I say, thinking it over. “If she’s using Glamours to get out of chores, isn’t that against the rules?”


  Cecily nods. “Yes. Maybe we can fix her with that. We have to be careful, mind you. We need to handle it ourselves, and not bring it to the attention of the mistresses.” For the sake of the School Banner, we all understand. Her indignation suddenly bursts out. “For a Sixth former to be using such tricks, like a cheap actress! Esther, why didn’t you tell me?”


  Esther flicks her fingers in response to the accusing tone. I had forgotten myself that, as well as having the Gift of Illusions herself, Esther sometimes has the ability to tell when other people are using their gifts. It’s not a Gift she has very strongly, not like the talented Perceptives who work for the courts to foil slippery lawyers; she’s barely Gifted enough to have a suspicion that something is up, some of the time. “Simmer down, Cis. It didn’t seem to be quite playing the game, as you so adorably put it, to sneak on her. I do play cricket myself, just sometimes, for the novelty of it. It’s not even that I was certain—I can’t see right through it like Charles does, I just could sense that she was trying something magical on. I wondered, too, when you’d realise for yourself. Didn’t you Sense an unlikely amount of devotion around?”


  “Oh, I know some of the girls are a bit gone on her. That does happen with a pretty newcomer sometimes, even in the upper forms, you know. Purposely using magic to influence them, though, that’s different. We’ll have to put a stop to it. It’s all the more important that you get Rosalind out from under her shadow a bit, Charley. Will you do it?” She reaches out and squeezes my hand.


  “Of course. Anything for our beloved Head Girl,” I say, although the prospect is more daunting than ever. Still, part of me likes the thought that, deep down, maybe Rosalind really isn’t the type to choose a nasty piece of work like Diana as her friend. She really does seem a nice little thing. At least, she cares about fabled beasts as much as I do, and she stood up to Miss Evans. Besides, Ember likes her.


  It doesn’t mean that Rosalind will like me in return.


  Esther seems to guess what I’m thinking. She winds her fingers in my curls. “Don’t worry, Charles. I’m sure that even Diana’s Glamours can’t hold out long against your boyish charms.”


  I shake her hand out of my hair, and laugh, to hide my discomfort. I wish I could be sure that Esther doesn’t know exactly what she’s doing when she confuses me like this. I wish I could go talk to Miss Roberts, and sort everything out.


  Under it all, too, I have the uncomfortable knowledge that it’s not Rosalind I’m supposed to be befriending, it’s Diana. I can’t help thinking that any concerted effort to win Rosalind’s friendship is hardly going to improve matters with that young lady.


   



  
When I get back to the dorm that night I hesitate a little, then check out my reflection in the mirror, searching for the boyish charms Esther claims to see in me. I don’t see anything special. A face that is clearly a girl despite the cropped hair and a rather square chin, but not a particularly handsome girl at that, not like Esther or even Gladys. I’ve never cared, particularly, about my looks, but for the first time in my life I feel a little stab of disappointment that I’m not better looking.


  The next time Diana brings Rosalind into our study, I don’t flee to Cecily or Esther. I sit writing a composition on Pyromancy, something Gladys has been very helpful with, waiting for the right moment to insert myself into the conversation. Every now and then I try to perceive Diana’s Glamours, but there’s no sign of them to me, no giveaway signs of magic. Just a pretty girl who is rather ordinary looking apart from her film star figure.


  When Diana mentions going down the the village on Saturday, I force myself to ask if I can tag along. I can hear my own voice in my ears, sounding false and elaborately casual, and squirm internally with shame. It’s really not like me to force my way in where I’m not wanted.


  Diana doesn’t bother to hide her dismay at the idea of me joining her cosy little group. “Aren’t you down to take Detention on Saturday?”


  “Gladys is taking it,” I say, as if I’ve actually spoken to her about it. I have no doubt she’ll lend a hand. She loves nothing better than to order the youngsters around, especially if they’re already in disgrace and deserve it at least a little. A born prefect if there ever was one. “I wanted to get some special things for Ember.” I watch Rosalind through the corner of my eye as I speak. Now that I’m paying attention, I notice that she lights up a little as I mention the pegasus. “You can’t go in a group of less than three, so we might as well go together.”


  “Valerie is coming,” Diana says stubbornly.


  “Valerie, you know very well, has extra French.” Valerie generally has extra
something; nearly every piece of work she hands up gets returned. You can see Cecily watching her and calculating how it will affect our chance of the Shield every time Val puts some work on a mistress’ table. “Don’t say you’re telling a prefect that you were intending to go shopping as a twosome.”


  Diana glares at me. “We’ll ask Frances—”


  “Why shouldn’t Charley come with us, if she wants to go to the village anyway?” Rosalind asks.


  I grin at her, while Diana thrusts out her lower lip in irritation. She’s not used, it seems, to Rosalind expressing an opinion of her own. “That’s settled, then.” I pick up my pen again.


  I’m conscious, as I try the churn out in my composition book the things Gladys has told me about magical fire, that Diana is truly furious. She barely says a word to Rosalind afterward, until the poor girl takes the hint and slips back toward her own study. I could almost be a Sensitive, the way I can feel Diana’s temper from across the room, the impatient sighs and huffs as she does her own prep. for once.


  She seems altogether too angry for her temper to stem merely from being saddled with someone she doesn’t like for a walk to the village shops. It makes me curious. Very curious indeed.


   



  
As it turns out, I get a chance to make my first overtures toward Rosalind before Saturday.


  I’m arm-in-arm with Cecily, making my way back from a particularly acrimonious Prefects meeting. Cecily’s sweet temper is unusually sour; the always troublesome Fifth have been caught out of bed after lights-out acting up in a way that requires punishments severe enough that it’s too much to hope that the mistresses won’t notice. Worse, the the School House seem to have provided the ringleaders among the wrongdoers. Cecily, her precious School Banner in the balance, is taking quite a lot of soothing.


  “I don’t even know where they dug up a roulette wheel,” she mutters as we make our way down the stairs. “Oh, Charley, stop laughing, it isn’t funny!”


  I snort, causing her lips to twitch just a little. “Oh, all right. Just a bit funny. But you have to admit that horror of a Kitty Eversleigh isn’t amusing at all, the way she can look right at you with those big innocent green eyes and lie straight to your face. She shouldn’t have made it to the senior school without having some sense of honour knocked into her. She doesn’t even seem to imagine telling stories is wrong. And she was using some kind of Charm on me, I’m sure of it. Every time I lost concentration I stopped thinking of what she’d done and started thinking about what a sweet, ill-used girl she was instead. Appalling little beast.”


  “I don’t think she means any real harm.”


  “You’re just too open and lacking in suspicion, my sweet Charles. You’d think a yara-ma-yha-who didn’t mean any real harm if it was stalking your baby sister.”


  “I’d love to see a yara-ma-yha-who,” I agree. “Do you think you could arrange it, if I came to visit your people? I could bring Babs as bait, if you truly think it would help.”


  Cecily starts to laugh at last, squeezing my arm. Perhaps it’s because I’m grinning at her, pleased that I’ve managed to lift her uncharacteristically black mood, that I half tumble over someone hovering by the bottom stair. Cecily manages to disengage herself from the collision just in time, so it it only me who ends up tangled up with another girl, looking into a pair of wide blue eyes behind thick glasses.


  Cecily, without even trying to help me up, says brightly, “Hello, Rosalind. Don’t sit on the stairs, girls, you’re underfoot. I must run, I promised to go over Esther’s lines with her. So long!”


  I glare after her retreating form, then concentrate on getting myself to my feet and helping Rosalind to hers. “Sorry about that. I always seem to be trampling all over you.” I give her a half-hearted grin and hunt for something to say. All very well to tell me to befriend the girl, or to decide myself that I don’t mind doing so. Starting confidential girlish chatter has never really been my strong point, and it’s not as though Rosalind seems to be much use at it, either.


  I remember Cecily’s instructions and seize on them with relief. “I’m just headed down to the stables to check on Ember before dinner, and Cecily seems to have run off on me. Want to keep me company?”


  “Are you sure you want me?” she asks, a little timidly. The question makes me shift uncomfortably.


  “Of course. Why do you think I asked?”


  “You never showed any sign of wanting my company before,” she says, apparently without rancour.


  It’s uncomfortably true, of course. Rosalind has been in my study nearly every evening since term began. I’ve always ignored her, slipping out to another study as soon as decent. Leaving a shy new girl to Diana’s tender mercies, and not even wondering if she was hurt by the way I cut her. Miss Carroll was right about my selfishness.


  I decide to resort to at least partial truthfulness. “I’ve never heard you tell off Miss Evans before. Makes me think you’re a pal worth cultivating. Come on, old thing. Have you ever been down to Briar Stables?” For some reason, it seems very important not to let this girl brush me off, now that I’ve made the first friendly advances.


  Rosalind shakes her head, plaits swinging, cheeks red. “I wanted to. My name is down to ride. But Valerie says it’s a dreadful place, and that the woman who runs it is awful.”


  “She would. I wouldn’t put too much faith in what Val says, my girl. There are pixies around the stables, although I’ve never seen or heard of them doing any harm, and Valerie is the kind of girl who always thinks the unicorns are thinking about goring her. I don’t think
you’d
be frightened of a unicorn,” I say, smiling down at her, and she smiles back up, shaking her head. It’s a very sweet smile. “Come on, let’s get our things and go.” I tug her toward the cloakroom.


  “Don’t tell me we’re leaving school grounds as a twosome, and you a Senior Pre.,” she says, her thin cheeks dimpling in an unexpectedly mischievous way. We wrap ourselves in coats, scarves and hats. “Not after what you said to Di.”


  “There won’t be just the two of us. There will be Ember,” I say, and I distinctly hear her giggle as we step out into the autumn sunshine.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER FIVE


   



  SUNFLAME


   



  
Miss Roberts is shovelling manure in the ‘special’ pegasus-proof paddock when we arrive. I introduce her with careful offhandedness, mindful of Rosalind’s shyness.


  I needn’t have worried. The moment the girl catches sight of the occupants of the ‘special’ pen, her timidity slides off her shoulders like snow in a thaw. She can barely contain herself long enough to be introduced before she heads straight for Ember.


  Miss Roberts eyes them warily, as there have been a few unfortunate incidents with Ember being spooked by girls approaching him with more admiration than care. While dry straw and anything else unduly flammable is carefully kept away from him, there’s still a risk, not to mention the need to bandage burned hands. I’m not worried. When Ember presses his head affectionately against Rosalind’s shoulder, I can feel right down to my toes the loving warmth of his response to her overtures. I smile reassuringly at Miss Roberts.


  She nods back. “I’m impressed. Why haven’t you brought this one down here before? You usually can’t wait to show Ember off.”


  I shrug, a little embarrassed. “I think I haven’t been a very good friend to her. I’m beginning to think that was a mistake.” I try to pitch my voice low enough that Rosalind doesn’t hear. I’m not sure I succeed. She shoots me a kind of sideways glance as she moves down to touch one of the unicorns.


  Miss Roberts gives me a vague pat on my shoulder, and addresses Rosalind in her rather loud voice. “Have you brought riding gear with you?”


  
Rosalind, now deeply involved in communion with a unicorn with a glossy golden coat, startles a little. “No—I mean, yes. Not here, back at the school.”


  “I always have some spare stuff on hard for lower formers, so I should have something to fit you,” Miss Roberts says, fairly tactlessly. “Charley, you can make do with my gear, can’t you? Sunshine needs a good run, and Ember hasn’t been out nearly enough.”


  I raise my eyebrows at her. The ordinary horses are available for hire to the girls whose parents have put their names down, but the fabled beasts like Sunshine are strictly off limits to schoolgirls, Ember obviously aside. Too fast, too wilful, too dangerous.


  Miss Roberts shrugs back. Of course, most schoolgirls can’t bond with a pegasus in two seconds flat. Rosalind is going to be fine.


  Rosalind looks like she’s been handed the key to a blue castle in the sky for a moment. Then her face falls. “It’s nearly dark. We have to be back at supper in half an hour.”


  “There’s a good hour of twilight left, and Sunshine has excellent night vision,” Miss Roberts says briskly. “I’ll give you some tea when you get back, and ring up Miss Carroll so she won’t fret. You’re in her house, too? Right, then. You might get a mild scolding, that’s all. All right, Charley?”


  I hesitate for a moment, thinking of the Senior Prefect badge on my collar. It won’t go down well if we miss supper, even with Miss Roberts putting a word in for us. I know it’s not a good example to set for the babes.


  On the other hand, I’ve been good all term, so very good. This is the first time I’ve slipped out without permission. I’ve coached the little ones, I’ve overseen prep and detention, I’ve backed Cecily up in everything. Surely I can be forgiven one small breakout. Especially since, I tell myself, I’m doing exactly what Cecily asked me to do.


  “I’m game if Rosalind is.”


  Rosalind is quiet for a moment, obviously weighing it up in her mind. Then her mouth curves in the sweet smile that completely changes her pointed face.


  “I’m game.”


   



  
We change quickly into our riding gear, eager not to waste what remains of the light.


  Rosalind looks much older with her hair coiled under a bowler for riding, instead of in two childish plaits. Still a slight figure, just not the middle former I had at first taken her to be. It surprises me so much that, as we prepare to mount, I ask her how old she is.


  “I turn nineteen at half term.” She flushes at my astonishment, her translucent skin changing colour easily. “I know I’m small for my age.”


  “You’re almost a year older than me!” I bite my lip, realising that I’m still showing too much incredulity. Somehow, it turns around all my ideas of her, knowing she’s probably the oldest girl in the school. “What made you come to Fernleigh so late?”


  “I haven’t been at school at all for two years,” she says, concentrating on fastening buckles. “I was badly ill, with pneumonia, and I just didn’t seem to get better.” For some reason, her colour deepens still more. Perhaps it’s because she hates talking about herself; this is the most I’ve heard her say about herself in all those evenings in the study. “When I got better, Mother was determined I have at least one more year of education before going to finishing school. My doctor said the outlook was healthier here than my old school. He has a daughter in the Fourth, you see. So… here I am. I can’t do games, but I can ride, and I’ve been very much better.”


  “You seem well,” I say. I’ve never noticed her cough or wheeze. I’m a little foggy on how pneumonia affects someone, especially for so long, without leaving them with at least some kind of hacking cough. She is pale enough, when she’s not blushing. Perhaps it was depression, or nerves. I’ve heard that can come after a bad dose of the ‘flu, and probably pneumonia is much the same. None of my family, who all enjoy the rudest of health, are prone to that kind of complaint, but Rosalind seems a much more sensitive type.


  “Yes. I suppose so.” She tugs at a lock of hair that has come loose under her hat, twirling it around her finger. “Shall we?”


  We make our way up the cliff school path, which is wide enough to ride abreast. It’s forbidden to go too far off the paths; Cornwall still has, according to rumour, full dragons somewhere in the caves by the waters, and there are other things to worry about. Pixies, of course, and reports of other malicious things I’ve never sensed for myself. There’s also a lot of hunting here, mostly of unicorns and dragonlings, and the pointed-eared beast-hunting folk around here object strenuously to schoolgirls trampling over nests or disturbing wild magical horses. Pointy-eared beast-hunting folk like Rosalind’s people. Taking in the girl riding behind me, self-contained and obviously enchanted with her steed, it’s a curious thought that she belongs to the same community as the hunters I loathe.


  I have to admit keeping to the paths, or I suppose flying along them, is a rule I habitually ignore. Miss Roberts knows I can be trusted, and I will sense any perilous fabled beasts long before I disturb them. Flying sedately above a path seems silly, on days with sunlight sparkling off the waves or warming the downs.


  Ember is a little annoyed at being kept entirely to the ground. Fortunately he loves to work his legs sometimes, so I nudge and soothe him with my mind, promising him a good fly as soon as I can manage it. He folds his wings up less sulkily than I feared.


  I’m not sure how experienced Rosalind is, so I take the ride at a fairly gentle pace. It’s splendid up here, the dying sunlight sparkling on the waves far below, the cliffs grey and lovely, the air fresh and salty. I wish we didn’t spend so much time cooped up in classrooms. It’s nice having someone to ride with, too. Miss Roberts comes with me sometimes, or Cecily. They are both so busy, though.


  We jog along gently together, for a while, and then Rosalind tips me a grin over her shoulder. “Miss Roberts did say Sunshine needs a good run.” Without further warning, she lets loose, without so much as kicking her heels to send Sunshine into a full gallop.


  I shout in surprise and urge Ember into full speed, too. I don’t have a hope. A unicorn is fast, much faster than an earthly horse, and this girl rides as if she is part of her steed. Together, they take the twists and turns of the path as if they barely exist.


  Ember pelts after her as fast as he can, hampered by his folded wings. Through my laughter, I can feel the injury to Ember’s pride growing. Finally, in direct disobedience to me, he unfolds his wings and lets them lift him up. He falls back even further as he sorts himself out, then he swoops ahead of Sunshine, still running his heart out. Rosalind shouts something, laughing, that I am sure is about cheating.


  I know I shouldn’t let Ember get away with being so wilful, but it’s hard to impress discipline on him when he can feel my happiness. I can feel Sunshine, too, his pleasure at being at a free gallop with a Fable Empath on his back combined with an impossible determination to outrun Ember, now wheeling insolently above him.


  After a while, I can feel something else entirely.


  I gather up Ember, now more docile, and bring him down to the path. By the time we alight, Rosalind is already slipping from the saddle.


  “You feel it too, don’t you?”


  It’s not really a question. Rosalind nods anyway, her face taut with pain and concern. “It’s this way.” She points inland.


  We bind the steeds with our minds to wait on the path. They snort and toss their heads, reluctant, as we head away from the path, pushing through the gorse, unheeding of the prickles. The feeling becomes stronger as we go forward. Pain, terror, sickness, loneliness. . . above all, pain. It’s unendurable.


  A hand slips into mine. I look down, surprised, to meet Rosalind’s tear-filled gaze, mutely appealing to me for comfort. I squeeze her hand, hard, needing comfort just as much. The projected feelings are almost overwhelming. What’s worse is trying to imagine the cause. My mind fills with horror and my fingers clench and unclench on Rosalind’s smaller ones.


  In the end, we nearly stumble over it, hidden in a depression in the gorge. A cloud of fairies sparkle up into the air around it as we approach, marking where it lies. An alicorn filly.


  It’s been there a long time, I think. I don’t really know how to tell. What is obvious is that it doesn’t look good. There’s a terrible gash at the base of one wing, and it’s oozing blood. I can’t tell in the fading light if it is oozing anything else. I’m terribly afraid.


  “The poor darling—the poor darling,” Rosalind says incoherently, dropping to her knees. I’m afraid for one moment that the poor creature will bite her in fear. To my relief it gives one great shudder and lets her draw its head onto her lap. Rosalind strokes its neck, very gently.


  “There, there, baby,” she croons. In the same caressing voice, so as not to disturb the foal, she says to me, “Charley, will you have a look at the wing?” It doesn’t feel strange, somehow, to have the little mouse of a Rosalind telling me what to do. She so clearly understands what she’s doing, and oddly enough she seems less frightened than I am.


  I inspect the gash, in some fear. It’s a little better than I expected; I was afraid, seeing all the blood matting the feathers, that the wing would be nearly severed. It’s still in one piece, but I don’t know for how much longer. I reach out to touch it next to the wound, gently; the alicorn jolts, but Rosalind is soothing it with voice and mind, and I am sending out love and comfort to it for all I am worth. In the end, it relaxes and lets me examine the wound in an exhausted, docile way. The skin, beneath hair and feathers, is swollen and hot to the touch around the wound. I touch elsewhere on its body to compare, then sit back to give Rosalind the bad news.


  I expect her, given her fragile appearance, to break down into useless girlish tears. They never come. She sets her jaw in a business-like fashion. “You’ve been at this school longer than me. How can we get help?”


  “Miss Roberts will organise a rescue, I suppose. She’ll have to inform the authorities.” It’s the law that injured fabled beats must be reported. For a foal found without its dam, the likelihood is that it’s owned by a human and has escaped. That brings the terrible, inevitable thought that what it will be returned to won’t be anything wonderful. Pegasi of all kinds are loyal beasts; they don’t try to escape unless they are really desperate. Suffering and terrified for their lives. And this little girl is so small. It’s a miracle it hasn’t been found by a dragonling or gryphon, or something worse. Perhaps the fairies were protecting it in some way; I don’t really understand what those strange little things do or the choices they make, or if they make choices at all. If they were, surely it wasn’t so it could be handed back to abuse.


  The alternative is nearly as horrid. I don’t need to tell Rosalind that wild fabled beasts revert to the Crown, and if it survives, this little beauty will probably end up raised somewhere until it’s stronger, and released on royal estates when it’s grown big enough to consider it sporting to hunt it.


   


   


  Rosalind looks directly at me. In this light, her eyes look more black than blue, and larger still, great dark pools in a face that is becoming blurred and white, either from evening fall or from the tears in my own eyes. “Will she hide it if we ask?” Her voice is crisp and matter-of-fact.


  The tears are choking my breath rather than spilling out. Perhaps, after all, Miss Roberts would. She loves horse-like creatures of all breeds.


  If she’s caught, it’s all up for her. She will lose her license to keep fabled beasts, lose Briar Stables, and her livelihood, and possibly be prosecuted, lose everything she cherished, all because we went for a ride on the cliff paths when we should have been returning to school for supper.


  Somehow, looking at the little injured thing, lying here dying alone, I can’t regret choosing to go riding this afternoon. I just don’t know what to do about it.


  I try to explain this to Rosalind, stumbling over my words. She listens quietly.


  “Right. First things first, in any case. We need shelter for it, saline, a needle and strong thread, gauze, surgical tape. Petroleum jelly might be a good idea too, I suppose.” She says all this very simply, as if stating the obvious.


  “Where do we get them?” I ask, barely conscious that I am leaning on her for answers and help.


  “It depends. If your Miss Roberts will give them to us without question, we can get them from her. If not—well, you’re right. I don’t want to drag her into this. We must steal them from the San.” She is obviously trying to say this bravely, but her voice trembles a little. The alicorn reacts to her fear and whinnies a little in distress. She hushes it with hands and, I know, mind. “We should be able to manage it. Or you can. I’m supposed to be delicate, after all. I could complain to Matron that I feel unwell, and you could come with me for support, and…. You’ll think of something, I know, Charley.” There is complete faith in her expression, faith I don’t feel like I’ve been living up to at all.


  “We are really going to do this, aren’t we? Break the law, I mean.”


  She nods, slow and sure and confident. “We are.”


   



  
There’s a shack I’ve flown over often. From the ground, you would follow a little winding, mostly overgrown track off the main paths. I have no idea what it was once used for, or why it exists—itinerant workers? Some other purpose that has long since been abandoned? The important thing is that it is in disrepair and obviously has not been entered, let alone used, for years.


  By the time we get the wee baby up there, it’s dark, and I feel ten years older. Ember accepts the two of us on his back to make our way back to the alicorn, leaving a very annoyed Sunshine behind.


  The trouble lies in getting the alicorn filly up on Ember without damaging it more badly. In the end, we settle on Rosalind sitting up on Ember’s back, as I clearly have more strength with which to hoist the alicorn up. It’s frightened and struggling, despite our best efforts to calm it, and I can’t help it without hurting it. I’ve never felt so clumsy. Every jolt of pain the alicorn endures goes straight through me, and I can tell that Rosalind is damp with sweat and suffering. I offer up prayers of gratitude that the baby is at least not a fire alicorn, but I have a terrible fear that Ember will become displeased enough to flame off himself.


  We finally get it settled, but the worst is yet to come. The actual flight to the shack is hell on earth. Rosalind clings to the filly, I hang onto Rosalind like grim death, and Ember is overburdened and exhausted and angry, and the battering of emotion from both the fabled beasts is enough to almost make me want to let go and fall, just to make it stop. The scratches I would sustain from the gorse would almost be a relief. It seems I have no courage in a crisis.


  It could only be a few minutes, really, but it seems like hours before Ember lands, fortunately fairly lightly, and I slip off and reach up to take Rosalind’s burden from her. We get inside the shack, somehow, and finally settle our precious charge down. I sit on the floor of the shack and bury my face in my hands for a long while.


  When I finally come to a little, I’m conscious of Rosalind’s hand stroking my hair. There is a strange sense of warmth and wellbeing flooding through me, and my exhaustion is ebbing. I raise my head and see that she has one hand on Sunshine, one on me, giving us both the same firm, soothing strokes.


  “Better, Charley?”


  I manage to nod. “You?”


  “Yes.” Rosalind sounds so tired that I feel guilty for my own collapse. I am much stronger, now. “We can’t stay here forever, Charley. I’ll stay with her. Can you manage to go for help?”


  I catch the hand that was stroking my hair and crush it in a tight, grateful grip for a moment. I release it and haul myself to my feet. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” On impulse, I stoop and drop a light kiss on her cheek. Such demonstrativeness is quite unlike me, but I feel like we have spent several years together, although it could not have been more than an hour.


  It’s entirely dark by the time Ember and I find Sunlight again. I bless every power in the world for being a Fable Empath; if I had to lead the unicorn back, it would take forever. Instead, I wrap him up with my mind and we go as fast as I dare take a non-flying horse in the dark.


  “Charlotte! What on earth?” Miss Roberts is running up the cliff path. “Where’s Rosalind?” I can see her horror at the thought that she has sent two schoolgirls out after dark and one has met with a serious accident. Her first care would be for Rosalind’s safety, naturally, not her own reputation. That wouldn’t change the fact that the consequences for her would be dreadful. I know I can’t drag her into the matter of the alicorn, not at well as causing her this trouble.


  I shake my head, wearily. “Rosalind’s fine. I’ll bring her back soon. Miss Roberts, I need some things from you, and I need you not to ask questions. Please.” I rattle off my requirements as if being fast enough will forestall any objections. Then I wait.


  I’m terribly afraid, for a moment, that Miss Roberts and I aren’t as alike as I think, that she won’t trust me, that the friendship between a schoolgirl and a grownup can never be quite enough and she will drag the story out of me and everything will go wrong. I could cry with relief when she nods, curtly.


  “Come inside while I get the things together. I have hot milk on the stove, waiting against you two coming back. I didn’t expect just the one of you.”


  I pour myself a mug while I wait and add cocoa and sugar. My hands are shaking and it’s an effort to drink it. I’m glad I do. The sweetness and warmth are surprisingly comforting.


  “Finish up, old girl. And put more sugar in. It won’t do you any harm in the circumstances. Make sure your friend drinks some, too.” Miss Roberts is standing behind me, with a rucksack full of supplies. She fills a flask for Rosalind. “I’ll telephone Miss Carroll and let her know you two are spending the night in my spare bedroom. I’ll tell her I was afraid you were coming down with chills and didn’t want to send you back in the cold and dark. Thank God she won’t be able to Sense what I’m feeling over the telephone, or she’d be down here in an instant, probably after calling the police.” She pauses. “Charley, I don’t lie often. Not often at all, let alone to one of my oldest friends, and there’s not many people I would do it for. Give me your word of honour that I’m right to do so.”


  I hold the hot cup in my hands a moment longer, even though I’m desperate to get back to Rosalind and the alicorn, alone in the dark. I try to find the right, the truthful words. “I promise, we’re trying to do the right thing. I’m sorry to ask for your help like this. I didn’t know who else to go to. Please trust me that it’s best that we don’t tell you what we’re doing. I give you my word that we’re not doing anything I consider wrong.”


  “Then that’s enough for me.” She brushes her hand over my hair, ruffling it. “Hurry and drink up, and get Rosalind back as soon as possible.”


  I obey. I want to hug her and howl on her shoulder a bit, but Miss Robert’s never been the kind of lady you could do that to, at least without feeling terribly awkward. Instead, I obey her, hoping that’s enough to show what I’m feeling.


   



  
I can tell that Rosalind’s been weeping, even though I’m pretty sure there was some hasty removing of glasses and wiping of her face as I approach. I can’t think how awful it must have been, waiting in the cold darkness with the pain of the alicorn reflected in her mind, while I had cocoa and company.


  Somehow she manages to smile at me. I smile back, feeling a rush of admiring liking for her. She’s such a gallant girl, and I never guessed it.


  Another dreadful time follows. We set the torches up on a pile of rocks so that our hands are free to get to work. I try to remember everything I have ever been told about cleaning and suturing wounds, thanking heaven that I was often there when the veterinarian was brought to my parents’ stables or the stable hands gave first aid themselves. Still, without Rosalind’s unexpectedly expert help, I’d be at a loss. We pour the saline lavishly over the wound. We can always beg more from Miss Roberts, but not—not if the little alicorn is dead by morning. I hate the thought with all my heart, wishing I could be convinced that just that isn’t exactly what is going to happen, for all our efforts.


  Rosalind has deft little hands, sewing up the terrible wound with strong, neat stitches without faltering for a moment, even though I know every stitch is sending an answering jolt of pain through her head as it is mine. Her kindness is almost ruthless.


  When it’s done the alicorn accepts a little water from a flask. We stay sitting together on the floor for a long while. Rosalind has the baby’s head on her lap again, and I put one hand on the long nose as well, trying to project love and comfort at it. Rosalind’s head falls on my shoulder, as she finally runs out of whatever source of energy inside her that had been driving her on, and I wrap a supportive arm around her.


  We sit silently together, sending out magical comfort to the filly, until it finally falls asleep, covered in blankets. Its—she’s—feeling warm and comforted, thirst eased. Its pain has eased, too, more than I could have possibly expected our ministrations to achieve. Perhaps it’s because the fairies have returned, hovering gently over us and the baby. I reach out with my mind, trying to sense what they are feeling towards it and us. There’s nothing much there. There never is, with fairies, just sharp little sparks of awareness in the surrounding emptiness, like stars in the sky. I wonder, dully, why they cluster around the injured alicorn. Fairies don’t have any healing abilities, at least that I know about. Maybe they just like strays.


  Maybe, if the alicorn dies, they will eat her.


  “I don’t want her to wake alone,” Rosalind says quietly.


  “I know,” I say, gently. “But we’ll be out here soon. Every morning before breakfast, and whenever else we can. I promise.” I’m making the promise to the filly as much as to Rosalind. “She’ll be safe here.”


  Rosalind touches a flank, gently. In the light of the fairies’ wings the alicorn is a colour no earth horse ever displayed, shimmering between green and gold and red and blue, and none of those colours at all. Her wings are like smoke. “We found her with Ember and Sunshine,” she says, dreamily. “I think I’ll call her after them: Sunflame.”


  I don’t dispute Rosalind’s right to name her. I have been connected with the alicorn, too, and I passionately love the poor little thing already, but it’s obvious to me that Rosalind has connected far more strongly and deeply. As I did, with Ember. Their souls have recognised each other.


  There’s no point at all in saying anything about how illegal, and risky, it is to lay claim to a wild or strayed alicorn. I keep my mouth shut about it.


  “Sunflame is a good name, old girl,” I say, gently. “I’m sorry, but now we need to leave her and get back. Miss Roberts will be frantic with worry.”


  She nods, reluctantly, and tries to rise. She seems to be having a little trouble, until I take her forearms and help her up. She seems dizzy and unfocused. I’m almost afraid that she will actually fall asleep and fall on the flight back to Sunshine. I hold her waist tightly, just in case.


  It’s a distinct relief to make it back in one piece. Miss Roberts gives us tea, cheese, hot buttered toast and cake, and no questions, then bundles us off to her spare bed wrapped in spare pairs of her pyjamas. Rosalind’s hands are completely hidden in the sleeves, and she trips over the legs. I catch her just before she falls, and get a faint smile in return as I help her to the bed.


  We snuggle in next to each other. I feel a little shy at the closeness, which is ridiculous, given how often my little sisters and youngest brother creep into my bed for midnight cuddles at home, and given that we sleep only a couple of beds away from each other in any case. There’s plenty of room to fit two girls in the bed with space to spare. Still, I turn away, suddenly awkward.


  “Charley?”


  I roll back toward her. Her round elfish eyes are black in the dark without spectacles. “Mmm?”


  “Thank you for today, Charley dear.”


  I should probably say something in response, if I could think of the words. I can’t bring any to mind.


  Of all things to feel, I am conscious of a queer, wild sympathy for Roy, and the unfortunate impulse that led him to steal an unwanted kiss from me in the stables. I was too hard on him.


  Perhaps it was because we’ve spent the time concentrating on feeling love and sympathy toward the alicorn together, trying to wrap it in tenderness. I feel like these last few hours have bound us closer together than a year of ordinary friendship could. Or perhaps it was always going to happen to me eventually, with some girl or other—although it feels, right now, that it couldn’t ever be any other girl than this one lying next to me. All I know is that all I can feel now, so sharp and poignant that it makes my heart ache, is the terrible, unnatural desire to move closer just a little, and kiss this girl. Not a peck on the cheek like I gave her in the shack, but a real kiss. A kiss that will tell her that she is sweet, and courageous, and a complete darling, and that I don’t know why I ever didn’t realise how pretty she is, or that I would like her more than anyone else in the world if I had ever just given her a chance, and that I want to be her friend and so much more that I don’t even understand.


  Most of all, a kiss that would risk revealing to Rosalind how much I
want
to kiss her. A kiss that would smash our budding friendship to pieces. A kiss that would, if she understood it and it alarmed her sufficiently, ruin absolutely everything, perhaps my whole life. I can foresee, with painful clarity, Rosalind shrinking away, horrified. . . Perhaps calling for Miss Roberts. . . The final consequences are more vague, but I shrink from them.


  I need to say something normal, frank and cheerful, thanking her too. I can’t make the words come. Eventually, she gives up waiting for a response and turns away from me herself.


  “G’night, Charley.”


  “Night.”


  I listen to her breathing change as she falls asleep, tired out by the dreadful evening. It takes me much, much longer before I can shut out my own thoughts enough to sleep.


   



  
We get up and dress before dawn. We take the stairs carefully, trying not to make any too obvious creaking sounds and wake Miss Roberts. Our noble effort is entirely wasted. The kitchen is already lit up, a fire in the grate, hot tea and porridge and buttered toast waiting for us.


  She waits until we’re fed before she asks any questions. When she does, she asks simply: “Are you girls going to be back at school in time for morning classes?” When we nod a little uncertainly, she says, “I’ll help you get your rides ready. I presume you are up so early in order to go out.” And that is all.


  When we open the shack door, I half expect to see Sunflame lying dead, or dying, the infection in her wing too much for her emaciated frame despite out best efforts. Instead, she’s on her feet, teetering eagerly in our direction, radiating affection and joy at seeing us—at seeing Rosalind, in particular.


  At first I’m caught up in the delight of seeing her so much better. It takes me a little while to realise that she’s suspiciously much better. We did our best last night, but it’s not really credible that a couple of schoolgirls treating her wound made quite so much of a difference.


  As we busy ourselves changing her bandages, I watch Rosalind carefully. There are purple bruises around her eyes, livid against her pallid skin. Her thin cheeks are more hollow than can be accounted for by one late night. By the time we take Sunflame out to socialise with Ember, Rosalind’s hands are shaking.


  There’s no doubt about it. The faster Sunflame gets better, the worse Rosalind looks.


  I try to put Rosalind’s appearance and Sunflame’s miraculous recovery together with what happened last night. I had felt really dreadful when I collapsed in in the shack. I rather think I was suffering from shock. Then I felt immeasurably better after Rosalind stroked my hair for a while, as if shock and exhaustion could be caressed away by human touch, while she had looked ever more fragile. I had thought at the time she was simply comforting me with her touch out of kindness and sympathy. Perhaps she was both kinder and more sympathetic than I’d imagined.


  I bite my lip. It’s not my place to say anything, really. Rosalind doesn’t have to discuss her magical Gifts and how she uses them with me. It’s not considered in good taste, really, to boast about magical abilities, because it’s not as if they are things you can earn on your own, although of course girls do always speculate and talk about Gifts. Grownups are sometimes more circumspect. After all these years, I’m still not quite sure what Miss Roberts can do. If Rosalind doesn’t choose to tell me she’s a Healer, that’s her choice, and an honourable one.


  It’s only. . . Rosalind has been away from school for two years because of ill health. I look at her hollow, strained face. I remember that it’s supposed to be my duty, as Senior Prefect, to look after the wellbeing of everyone in the school.


  I still say nothing. After all, if I’d had the ability to help an alicorn filly, wouldn’t I have done the same?


  There is golden smoke blossoming from Sunflame’s wings now. Not hot smoke gleaming red in its depths, like Ember produces: a kind of curling, cool mist. It’s beautiful. The little creature comes back to Rosalind, adoringly, as if she can’t bear to be far away; Rosalind leans down and hugs her. I sit back on my heels and worry about them both.


  There has to be a reason this creature is alone, without herd or owner. Perhaps Sunflame ran away from her owners because of mistreatment and was injured by something wild, which somehow failed to tear her apart and devour her. More likely it was a hunter that had injured her, a sharp spell, an arrow or a small knife-sprite injuring her wing, and she evaded death, not injury. Of course it’s illegal to take magical young for sport, but it still happens, especially when poachers who aren’t entitled to hunt want some sport themselves, or to sell unicorn horns and pegasus feathers on the black market.


  The worst of it is that Sunflame won’t be a filly forever. The hunting parties drawn to Cornwall by the thought of the small, sluggish dragonlings wouldn’t pass on a something as rare as an alicorn with both wings and horn. Teaching this little baby that humans are to be loved and trusted is not really an investment in her long-term future. We might be doing more harm than good.


  I try to explain my doubts to Rosalind. Her small chin juts out defiantly.


  “We’ll just have to find a way to keep her.”


  “You can’t just turn up with an unpapered alicorn and not expect people to ask questions. They’re not exactly as common as golden geese, you know.” Unicorns and pegasi rarely breed together successfully, and when they do, the offspring is generally sterile.


  “Your father runs fabled beast stables, doesn’t he? We’ll find a way.” Rosalind’s voice is firm, but her round elvish eyes with their purple shadows, proof of what she’s already sacrificed for Sunflame, are fixed pleadingly on me. Without really intending to make any promises, I hear myself telling her:


  “It’s nearly half-term. We could ask my older brothers for help.”


  “You think they really will?”


  “They’re sports. They’ll think it’s a lark,” I say, recklessly committing my family as well as myself to lawbreaking and fraud.


  Rosalind hugs me so hard that she nearly squeezes the breath out of me. I slowly, carefully begin to put an arm around her in response, trying to be natural about it. I must take a little too much time because she pulls away before I can properly embrace her back, bright spots of colour in her pale cheeks.


  I want so much to ask her so many things: about being a Healer, about why she doesn’t tell anyone about herself, about what makes her so scared of the other girls all the time—and why she trusts me so readily, even though I’m a prefect and it’s probably my duty to turn her in, not aid and abet her and incriminate myself. Time enough back at school for questions, I tell myself.


  “Come on,” I say, gently. “Time to leave the wee baby and head back to school. We can check on her this afternoon.”


  She nods. We leave the shack open, so Sunflame can shelter there if she needs to, and head back to Fernleigh Manor.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER SIX


   



  SECRETS


   



  
The immediate result of our adventure is actually that I see less of Rosalind than I ever did before. I can’t go check on Sunflame that evening, both because I don’t want to draw particular attention to my movements and because I’m overwhelmed with duties. I’d been a prefect last year, of course, but I candidly admit I slacked and let Cecily do the bulk of my chores while I went flying. I really had no conception of how much is expected of a Senior Prefect. Besides, Sunflame really wants Rosalind, not me. So much is clear.


  So Rosalind is absent during dinner break and after lessons, presumably having slipped out to see to her charge, while I work and fret and can’t see to either of them. It’s horrid in one way, and rather a relief in another. I need time to thrust back the feelings of that night and prepare myself to behave casually and naturally around her.


  One of my duties is to take turns with the other prefects, checking that the lower forms are tucked into bed on time and don’t talk after lights out. Once the Pink Dorm, with their cheeky demands for bedtime stories, are at last quiet in their beds with the lights out, I make my way back to my study, exhausted. For once I’m not dreading the thought of finding a crowd there. I tell myself that I will be friendlier this time, make Rosalind feel at home.


  The only person waiting for me is Esther.


  “It’s too bad, having to share a study with that cream puff of a Valerie, but Diana on top of her is too much to take!” she says in disgust. She thrusts a bundle of papers at me. “You don’t need to tell me you are about as good at acting as you are at needlework, darling. Read for me anyway. Unlikely as it seems to cast you as a woman of wisest wit, I need a Blanche, and I couldn’t be fagged going across to another House after dark. So much trouble avoiding the prefects on the way.”


  I grin at her, repressing a queer little stab of disappointment, and prepare to tackle blank verse like a man. It’s odd, to be disappointed that Esther isn’t Rosalind. I’ve always enjoyed Esther’s company immensely.


  The next evening, I gather that Diana and Valerie have already descended on the study shared by Rosalind and Frances. They are conspicuously absent from my study the next night, too.


  I hug the hurt to myself. I’d really thought Rosalind and I had established some kind of eternal bond of friendship while caring for the alicorn, silly as that sounds. Now the pointy-eared pixie won’t give me the time of day, not with glamorous Diana around. When our paths do cross out of hours, I turn pointedly away and slip an arm around Esther. Childish of me, I know. I don’t actually need Esther’s quirked lips to tell me so.


  In the dorm later that night, catching sight of those large blue eyes watching me across the room once more, expression once again unreadable, I melt a little. Rosalind is a pushover for a bully like Diana, anyone could see that. The girl probably gave her a really nasty time over deserting her and spending the night at Miss Roberts. Then, if Esther is right, Diana’s using Glamours to back up her influence. Only a complete beast could blame Rosalind for wanting to placate her.


  It’s possible, in any case, that I really was imagining that we’d forged some kind of bond of sympathy, quite apart from our shared interest in Sunflame. The thing is, the only fair way to decide if we are or are not any kind of particular friends now is to actually talk to her.


  While Diana is distracted by brushing out her hair, I make my decision. I walk over to the bed where Rosalind is sorting out her pyjamas, and ask conversationally: “Where did you learn to ride like that?”


  Rosalind looks up me, momentarily startled. Then her smile blossoms out, and she begins to tell me about her pony as a child. An earth pony, but a very special and beloved one, it seems. She’s moved onto her first unsuccessful attempt at riding her father’s massive unicorn, while I’m simultaneously telling her about our own stables, both of us talking at once and thoroughly understanding each other, when a pillow hits Rosalind in the face.


  She looks flustered and bewildered at the blow. I turn to tell whoever it is off—throwing pillows is not exactly unheard of, but anyone could tell that a girl like Rosalind would be alarmed by it—and meet Cecily’s grin. She’s standing by the door, one hand on the electric light switch.


  “I hate to come over all Head Girl, but I’m turning the lights off on the count of twenty. It’s time for all good children to shut their chatterboxes and go to bed.” Her tone is stern, but her brown eyes are shining in approval. “One, two—hurry up, Charles!”


  I flee back to my cubicle, laughing and feeling warmed all over. I barely spare a thought for Diana’s sour expression as I pass her.


  That’s not entirely true. I do think about Diana’s reaction a bit. I have to admit I’m smug, just a little. I’ve heard Diana try to draw Rosalind out about her family and her background, time after time, and she has never opened up and chattered the way she did tonight. At the very least, she’s given away that her father can afford a very expensive ride. Diana, I suppose, kept trying to persuade Rosalind to talk directly about herself, which is obviously a mistake. Diana should have tried talking about something that actually interests Rosalind without making her feel self conscious. She obviously doesn’t understand her, I tell myself, the way I do.


  That night, in the confused half-waking state before real sleep, my dreams are confused. Awkward memories of Roy pushing me against the stable wall to kiss me, yet when I push back it’s Esther smiling her puckish smile at me, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. In my dream, I close my eyes in shame when I feel soft lips on mine and when I open them again it’s me doing the kissing, my hands pushing back on Rosalind’s narrow shoulders and her hands tangled in my hair.


  When I wake the dreams float back behind my eyes, for just a moment, confused and distant now. There’s still a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach, tight and pulsing all at once, anxious and excited. I don’t like it.


  It’s all, I think, while knowing exactly how unjust I’m being, Esther’s fault. If she didn’t have that queer, malicious habit of acting like I was an attractive boy she was flirting with, I would never have associated Roy’s awkward kisses with girls at all. It’s unfair to practice her powers of attraction on me. If Esther hadn’t confused me so much, I could become friends with a nice kid like Rosalind without worrying about wanting to kiss her. Esther mixed me up, that’s all.


  If I want to become unmixed, it’s important to dismiss the whole thing from my mind. I don’t want it to get in the way of my new, fragile friendship with Rosalind. Because I like Rosalind, dreadfully much, I know that. The way she lights up and becomes herself around fabled beasts, the way she drained her energy to heal the little alicorn and spent even more on me and didn’t say a word about it, the kind of earnest simplicity in the way her eyes look through those thick spectacles when she talks. She’s, well,
nice.


  There is one thing, or rather girl, that I neglect to take fully into consideration when I weigh things up and decide in favour of pursuing a normal, straightforward friendship with Rosalind. Diana Struthers.


  When I catch Rosalind after prayers the next morning and ask her if she is free to come riding that evening, a rare, precious free evening, Diana looks daggers at me.


  “Rosalind’s busy. She promised to help with my Magical Theory composition.”


  “I can help you with your prep in break and still make it to the stables with Charley.” Rosalind’s eyes are pleading, although I’m unsure at which of us the plea is directed.


  Diana tosses her auburn head. “I don’t know why you’re always sneaking off to the stables now. You never wanted to go riding before.”


  Rosalind takes a deep breath. “I
did. I said so. But you don’t like horses, and you said you detested Miss Roberts. She’s really quite wonderful, you know. You should give her another chance.”


  Diana scowls, her face ugly for a moment, and then it relaxes. Her expression is very sweet when she looks down into Rosalind’s face, turning it to her with a finger under her chin. “You don’t want to go getting tired out, Rosalind. Look how exhausted you were last time. It would be a shame if you caught a chill; you know you’re supposed to be careful. Stay in at the school where it’s warm.”


  
Rosalind’s set expression begins to waver and melt as she looks limpidly back up at Diana. I have no way of knowing for sure, just the new knowledge Esther has given me, but I am suddenly certain that Diana is using Glamours to make Rosalind give in. It’s surely not normal for a girl to turn into a puddle of cream because another girl has her face in her hand.


  My anger, always slow to ignite, is starting to rise in me, when Rosalind shakes her head abruptly and pulls away. “I’d like to go riding with Charley, Diana. I promise I’ll still help you with your composition. In break.”


  I could hug her in pride and gratitude for the moment of defiance. I try not to show my glee too obviously.


  Diana, for her part, looks utterly blank with shock. “If you’re set on riding, perhaps we could go together some day,” she says uncertainly.


  Rosalind actually laughs. “You know you couldn’t keep up with me, Diana. I’ve been riding since I was a small child.” She smiles across at me. “I’d love to come, Charley.”


  I know that Rosalind is fighting Diana’s magic because she needs to see her Sunflame again more than anything in the world. That’s all it is, really, not anything about choosing me over Diana. Still, I have the sneaking feeling that I somehow won some huge battle when Rosalind pulled away from her friend.


   



  
Miss Roberts lets Rosalind take Sunshine out without question. I gather that the unicorn is going to be Rosalind’s usual ride and that she is allowed, in defiance of all school rules, to take him out alone if she chooses. It’s an extraordinary amount of trust for Miss Roberts to extend to a new girl, especially one she must know is keeping something from her. I wonder if it’s because of my own long friendship with Miss Roberts, or because of the direct blue gaze of Rosalind’s eyes. Perhaps it’s simply that Miss Roberts, like me, tends to trust people that fabled beasts trust.


  “I’m glad you came with me,” I say, just to make Rosalind give her sweet, rare smile. It makes me happy that I can draw it out.


  When we reach the right point in the cliff path, Rosalind dismounts and leads Sunshine, while Ember and I flap lazily above.


  The little alicorn, all long limbs and eagerness, is overjoyed to see us. I can feel the happiness glowing from her, and I swear I can feel it in Rosalind as well, rising in joyful answer. Sunflame’s nearly well already, much better, surely, than she would naturally be. When we undress the alicorn’s wound, it’s free of infection, nicely closed and already healing. I wonder just how much of her energy Rosalind has been pouring into it.


  “We can’t keep doing this for long,” I say slowly. “It’s dangerous to teach her to stay in one place.”


  “I know.” Under the shadow of her bowler hat, Rosalind’s mouth is set in a firm line.


  As Rosalind’s clever hands start to pull out the stitches, I stroke the alicorn soothingly and tell my friend that I’ve written to my eldest brother still at home, Harry. He’s working under Father at the stables, and I know he’s always up for a dare. Maybe he can produce false papers for the little one, pretending she is from one of our mares, and after all Rosalind’s birthday is coming up… I trail off. I know deep in my heart that it would be a crime to separate Rosalind and Sunflame, looking at the trust the little thing has in her, the loving way she is dealing with the baby’s wounds. I know perfectly well that an expensive fabled beast is hardly the kind of gift a girl usually gives to a friend of less than a term. There will be all kinds of questions.


  I can’t think of any other way to get Sunflame back to Rosalind. It’s equally impossible to keep her at home - it’s not like Father wouldn’t notice a stray alicorn around.


  “I’ll ask Mother to buy her for my birthday. She promised I could have anything I like, if I’m careful of myself and get well and stay at school.” Rosalind doesn’t say this as if an alicorn was at all an extraordinary request for her to make. I wonder for a moment what it would be like to have that kind of money, that taken-for-granted ease. We have fabled beasts, of course. It’s just that they are also work, and it can never be taken for granted that the stables are going to remain enough of a paying concern to keep them. “I’ll tell her your brothers brought Sunflame at half term to show me and I fell in love.”


  “But—surely she will want to talk to Father about it—”


  “Send your brother as an agent.” She tuts at a bead of blood appearing on the wound where she has pulled out a thread, touching it with a delicate fingertip and wiping her finger on her handkerchief. “There, that will do. Brave, brave girl.” She kisses Sunflame’s nose.


  “The money. It will be a
lot
of money,” I say, blankly. My parents rarely sell anything as rare as an alicorn; we survive mostly on the trade from miniature dragonlings. “Harry will have to take it, or she’ll know something is up. It feels—well, it feels like stealing from your parents.”


  Rosalind stops cuddling Sunflame for a moment, and crosses to me. She puts a hand on my shoulder, looking straight up into my face. “I know,” she says, seriously. “It’s not a perfect plan. I hate so much to ask anything dishonourable of you, even if I think your family deserves the money anyway, because
you
brought Sunflame to me. I just have to. I can’t leave her here, to be hunted. We’ve been bonded, somehow. If she dies, I’ll die, too.”


  The sun catches her hair, white and platinum all at once against the creamy pallor of her skin. She’s not good looking, not in any usual way, with that thin plain pointed face and over-large eyes like a fairy or insect. Still, in her own way, she’s utterly beautiful. I want her to have anything she wants, anything in the world.


  Besides, if it was Ember, left out here to die or be hunted. . .


  “We’ll find a way to make it work,” I promise. I’m dismally aware that I will promise her anything, at this moment, with the light catching the ends of her eyelashes, making little golden stars at the tips.


  I would also do anything at all to change the fact that she’s superficial, Charm-using Diana’s adoring friend, not mine.


   



  
After the second visit to Sunflame I become completely shameless about pursuing the first place among Rosalind’s friends, neglecting my own two pals in the process. I might have been a little muddled in my feelings that first night at Miss Roberts’ cottage; Rosalind is, nevertheless, a friend worth having.


  Every now and then my conscience pricks me just a little. For all my frank dislike of Diana Struthers, I don’t think I’m unkind by nature, and even though I know Esther finds Diana’s obvious frustration at finding me always at her own elbow killingly funny, I sympathise with Diana in a way. She deserves it, of course. Any girl low enough to use Charms and Glamours to her own personal advantage is not worth the time of day, and it’s entirely clear that Diana takes advantage of Valerie and Rosalind in the most disgusting way.


  And. . . well, I would have loathed an interloper pushing in, if I had been the one to be Rosalind’s original special friend. I don’t pursue that thought further. I have never seen the point of equivocating: if I want something, I reason, I might as well be straightforward in getting it instead of denying it and approaching it in a hole-and-corner way. I don’t see why friendship should be any different than going after a ribbon in a gymkhana or a place in the First Eleven. Be sporting in defeat, of course. Even so, it’s better to be open about competing than pretending you don’t really want it and that you’re not doing your best.


  After all, I’m perfectly polite to Diana always, whatever the provocation.
I
can’t help it if Rosalind's face lights up in welcome when I go to join them, and if the conversation always drift eventually around to pegasi and pixies. It’s not my fault that Rosalind and I share the precious secret of Sunflame, and it makes a bond between us. It’s not my fault, either, that Diana couldn’t ride with us even if we weren’t keeping the little rainbow baby a secret.


  Most of all, isn’t my fault that Rosalind is a Fable Empath and a born horsewoman. I wish I'd realised before that I have a kindred spirit at the school, someone else to whom mythical beasts aren’t merely a pleasure but a passion, that the bespectacled little mouse is the only one who can keep up with me when I fly and understands entirely how I feel.


  “Gracious, that fire is glorious.” I lean back in the rocking chair my parents have sent from home, letting the darning fall back onto my lap. Matron had returned two pairs of my stockings from the wash along with a few acid comments about whether I was intending to ink my legs to hide the holes like a baby in the first form. I have to admit the thought did enter my head.


  Rosalind looks up and smiles at me. She’s at the desk helping Diana with her French prep., or rather doing the whole thing for her. I’m too contented and pleasantly sleepy to feel in the least resentful.


  “You look half-asleep,” she says.


  Beside her, Diana shifts sharply, shooting her a glance. Me taking away Rosalind’s attention is a new thing, and not one that Diana appreciates.


  “I am. It was a good game.” I yawn behind my hand. School House had a practice game after lessons against the combined other houses, and although we’d lost, it had been exactly the way I like hockey, with light sharp rain to keep us fresh and cool, mud and laughter. I’m so proud of the way the players are shaping, in all Houses and forms. I have some good inter-school matches arranged, and the First has already made a decent showing against various ladies teams in Cornwall.


  “Don’t fall asleep.” Diana’s tone is acid. “You know what Matron said about your darning.”


  Rosalind reaches out for the heap of lisle on my lap. “I can do it for you if you like. I don’t mind darning.”


  I catch her hand, blocking it. “I can do my own darning,” I say, firmly. “You don’t need to baby me; you have your hands full with your own chores, without needing to pick up anyone else’s.” I raise an eyebrow at Diana, who scowls.


  “Rosalind
likes
darning and sewing,” she says in a tight voice. “She doesn’t play games, so she has plenty of free time.”


  I glare at her. I’ve been watching Diana and the way she treats her so-called friends much more narrowly since befriending Rosalind. Now I’m looking for it, I can see the unnatural intentness with which she gazes at them when she turns on. . . well, the Charm. She’s not keeping the other girls under her thumb through any virtue of her own, or even merely through Rosalind and Valerie’s weaknesses, but by directly manipulating them with magic. It’s not against school rules, precisely—although evading her chores is—but it’s something no decent girl would do. For all Diana’s family seems all right from what she says, she behaves like a rank outsider.


  As if to show just how much she cares about my opinion, she’s doing it now, her fingers brushing at the loose ends of one of Rosalind’s plaits, turning her full attention on the smaller girl. “I appreciate so much the way you help,” she says, very softly. The easy blush rises to Rosalind’s cheeks and her eyes shine behind her thick glances. I detest seeing it; it feels like a new, itchy jumper against bare skin.


  “You do sew beautifully, my girl,” I say, not picking or choosing my words, just wanting to break the connection between them. “Your embroidery is ripping.” It’s true enough. On the few occasions on which Rosalind is not fully occupied playing personal maid to Diana, she works on the most wonderful sampler, all flowers and fairies made in tiny delicate stitches.


  Rather to my surprise the faint rose on Rosalind’s cheeks becomes a flaming red and she turns from Diana, not to me, but away from us both, as she mumbles something. Diana and I both stare at her in puzzlement. I’ve obviously succeeded in distracting her from Diana’s charms; I just can’t figure out why her response to a casual remark is so dramatic. I know she’s becomingly modest, but I’m sure she’s been complimented on her work before.


  I think of my bookmark, with its exquisitely worked pegasus, tucked inside the book on raising gryphon cubs that my sisters clubbed together to give me for my last birthday.


  I lean back in my chair, rocking gently as I go on with my darning, and leave the other girls be for a while. Charms and Glamours, after all, clearly aren’t everything. The utter sweetheart.


  For all that, the more I care about Rosalind, the more convinced I am that Cecily is right about her needing rescue. Something should be done about Diana, for Valerie’s silly sake as well. I suppose, as a Senior Prefect, I have the right to interfere. It’s just all complicated and tangled because I’m hampered by how badly I want to supplant Diana as Rosalind’s true friend, how obvious I’ve been about it. Any way I interfere with Diana’s activities will look like jealousy and possessiveness.


  Maybe that’s what it truly is, at the root. I don’t want to leave myself open to an accusation I will have trouble denying.


  
Meanwhile, Diana continues to trample all over the other two girls, while I, the girl with the most chance of exerting any real influence over Rosalind, says and does nothing. I’m not unconscious of Cecily’s reproachful looks at me when Diana is extraordinarily demanding. I shrug helplessly at her in response. What, truthfully, can I do?


   



  
Weekend walks into the village are a precious privilege. The ability of girls from the two upper forms to go down into the town and look at the shops and visit the teashops is fiercely cherished. The absolutely most devastating punishment a senior girl can be given is gating. Obviously, another reason for the cruelty of the penalty is the prospect of being banned from any games played away from Fernleigh Manor; I have made it clear that any girl missing from a team for such a reason will incur my strong displeasure. For all that, it’s really being kept from shopping, overly stewed tea and cakes with suspiciously sweet cream that is the most terrible fate for most of my schoolmates.


  I’ve never really seen the point, myself, although I sometimes go along with Cecily and Esther for the company. I’d really rather be flying or practicing at the nets than staring into the windows of dismal antique shops and milliners. This weekend, I keep my Saturday appointment because it gives me a chance to be with Rosalind and because I don’t want her spending too much time alone with Diana. Shameless, like I said.


  The two of us fall behind as we take the rather pleasant road to the village. I’m happy and in no hurry to trade the glowing autumn trees lining the road for the rather dull Victorian village. It adds to my happiness that Diana is in a simmering sulk, striding ahead in front of us, instead of claiming Rosalind’s attention. Rosalind at first seems a little unhappy with Diana’s black mood and starts to make up the distance between us. I grasp her arm firmly, pulling her slightly back. After a moment, she stops trying to catch up. She lifts a questioning eyebrow at me.


  I search for a way to explain why I don’t want to her to fuss around mollifying Diana. In the end, I go for simplicity. It’s always better to be straightforward.


  “I don’t think Diana likes me very much.”


  “She just doesn’t know you well enough. She doesn’t know how wonderful you are.” I search Rosalind’s face for a sign that she is joking or evading, and see nothing but simple, friendly loyalty. She really does seem to think that anyone, even Diana, would like me if they had the chance. It makes me want to blush a little myself.


  “I’m not so certain. It’s a little awkward, being loathed so much.” I laugh a little. “You know, you don’t have to have just one set of friends. Why don’t you come with my crowd, sometimes? We’re not such a bad gang.”


  The colour leaves Rosalind’s face. She shakes her head, jerkily, and then quickens her step, pulling me along with her. She gives me the impression of a high-strung unicorn shying away from a stranger.


  It’s curious. I could swear that she is more than just shy of my friends, she is terrified, like Cecily said. It simply doesn’t make sense. Well, maybe a little. Esther can be a bit unsettling while Gladys can be a little loud and inclined to set fire to things, but neither of them really justify this level of nervousness and aversion. As for Cecily, well, she is Head Girl. If Rosalind was a second former caught planning a midnight feast, I could understand being awed by Cecily. On the other hand, I’m pretty sure hiding Sunflame is the first school rule Rosalind has broken in her young life.


  “Can’t we just be friends, the two of us?” Rosalind asks at last. She’s looking down at her feet, the soft lines of her mouth unhappy.


  “Rosalind, don’t be a little idiot.” I give her a light, chiding pressure on her arm and search for the words to reassure her. I can’t, I feel, have her being afraid of the people who mean most to me. “My pals are awfully nice, truly. I mean,” I correct myself more truthfully, thinking about Esther and Gladys, “Cecily’s awfully nice. All the lower formers come to her with their troubles and get sound advice and chocolate biscuits. You don’t need to be frightened of Cecily, of all people. Esther—well, Esther can be queer sometimes, but she’s just too clever for her own good, and she always backs her friends up in a pinch. Gladys can shout a bit, and lose control of her flames, but she’s a good sort too, honestly. You’d like them all if you gave them a chance.”


  She looks unhappily at me, not saying anything. The country road is becoming a village one; soon we will be on the High Street.


  
Eventually she says, very quietly, “I’m sure they’re all grand. I don’t really know why you still bother with me—you’re very kind. I just don’t feel safe around them.”


  It’s an extraordinary confession, I feel. I grapple for the right thing to say. “You’re not afraid of me, at least,” I say in the end, helplessly.


  “I knew from the first you were different,” she says simply.


  “Why?”


  She shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe because I could feel that Ember loves you. I simply knew you were good and kind. Diana just had to be wrong about you.”


  “Diana?” My grip tightens on her arm, so that when I stop dead, she’s forced to stop walking as well. Rosalind looks up at me with dismay.


  “Charley, dear, forget I said anything. Please?”


  I force myself to keep my tone even. There’s something in my throat fighting to escape. I shove my free hand in my blazer pocket, to prevent it shaking. I’m not even really sure what is making me so afraid.


  “Rosalind, what precisely has Diana been saying about me?”


  My tone was far too rough. There are tears welling up in her eyes now. I feel like an unconscionable beast, to make her cry like that. Part of me just wants to soothe her, grin and make light of it all. The problem is that there is something tight and afraid and anguished clenching my heart, and I need to know what Diana has been saying about me, at the same time as dread of what I’m going to hear is making me feel sick. I think of beautiful Esther with her little touches and teasing almost-kisses, that she never directs to anyone but me, even though Cecily is her dearest friend. I think of what I must seem like to the others, with my cropped hair and boyish nicknames. Of Diana’s nastiness about the innocent little bookmark. I clench my hand in my pocket.


  Rosalind touches her lips with her tongue, those huge blue eyes fixed pleadingly on me, as if waiting for me to relent. “She just doesn’t understand you,” she repeats. “I know you couldn’t mean anything bad. Not really bad.” A tear actually escapes each eye; one runs down her face while the other is caught on the rim of her spectacles, glimmering there in the yellow autumn sun. The detail fascinates me horribly. I feel terrible guilt for causing her misery with my brutality.


  I know I can’t drag the rest out of her, not if it is upsetting her like this. I also know, with sick, terrified pain, that I don’t need to. Rosalind’s inability to say just what Diana has said, or implied, makes it clear that I’m right to guess what Diana has been suggesting about me.


  “I’m sorry, Rosalind. I didn’t want to upset you.”


  She smiles at me through her tears. “Please, let’s leave it?” she asks, hope in the sweet lift of the corner of her lips. “I don’t believe that anything you could do would be wrong, so it doesn’t matter.”


  Perhaps Rosalind can’t say outright the “anything” she is thinking of because it is just too terrible a thing to think or say about me and she is too pure-natured and loyal to think it of someone she has accepted as a friend. Perhaps, too, she doesn’t have the words for it any more than I do, or much understanding beyond the instinct that it is terrible and wrong.


  The worst of it, the absolute hell of it, is that anything Diana can imply is true, and in my honest moments I know it. I’ve never actually done anything in the slightest wrong that could be held against me. But I hated it when Roy kissed me, and dissolved into a mess when I thought Esther might. The signs are there, for anyone worldly enough to read them. Most damning of all, I’ve spent the secret sleepless moments of my life letting myself imagine what it would feel like to stroke Rosalind’s soft silvery waves of hair, to touch her cheek. I had wanted, so desperately, in the spare room bed at Miss Roberts’, to hold her close and kiss her lips. If I could, if everything in the world was different, I would still do it, right this moment. Anything ugly, anything shaming and unnatural that Diana’s poisonous tongue has implied about me, is in all justice anything but unfair. I’ve been so careful, so very good, never making a wrong step—and Diana has pried into my secret heart and tried to use it to destroy my fragile new friendship with this girl.


  I drop Rosalind’s arm. “Stay here,” I order, curtly, hating myself for my tone.


  I storm off after Diana, catching her arm. “Give me a moment, Diana.”


  "What do you want with me?" She eyes me with disfavour. "As if you didn't already spend all your free time tagging along where you're not wanted. I may have to put up with you, but I don’t have to entertain you."


  "Why wouldn't I be wanted?" My hand is curved around Diana's slender upper arm, and I tighten it just enough to discourage her from trying to pull away and walk off. She is looking a little scared and I feel a stab of compunction. Bullying goes against my nature. "What precisely have you been telling Rosalind about me behind my back, Diana? And about the others?"


  I regret it as soon as I say it. It would be unbearable to have the truth about me spilled out in ugly openness on the village street. To be forced to lie and deny it, or let it stand and give Diana power over me.


  I need not have worried. Diana doesn’t have enough honour or courage to say openly to my face what she has suggested behind my back. It might make her look bad, to even know about such things.


  "I've said nothing that's not the perfect truth." She lifts her chin defiantly, although her free hand is fiddling with her tie.


  "And put as mean a spin on it as possible," I say contemptuously. "Very well. Say what you like about the others—although you're an utter disgusting beast to make your own friend so mistrustful of the girls she has to live with—and I'll say what I like about them too. I’ll tell her the truth, that they are good, dear girls and you are simply jealous and possessive. We'll see who Rosalind trusts more."


  I catch a triumphant lift in the corner of Diana's full mouth before she manages to control it, and my disgust doubles. Diana knows perfectly well that I can no more use a Glamour to influence someone than I can fly without Ember, and she trusts that her Gift will win out. She’s no better than a charlatan fortune teller, using cheap Charms to twist others, and to keep a vulnerable girl like Rosalind afraid and lonely and dependent on her. I dislike her so much that it takes all my self-control not to take her by those elegant shoulders and shake her.


  "I’ll tell you this for free, Diana Struthers. Say one more nasty, vicious word against me to Rosalind, and I might just forget how I feel about sneaking and gossiping, and start telling her a few tales of my own about her angelic Diana. Do you think she’ll be happy when she knows you are using magic to keep her lonely and afraid of everyone? To convince her you’re wonderful so that you get to meet her grand family? To make people think your ears as as pointed as hers? I might just write to her mother, as well. We'll see if a lying, treacherous snob who uses her Gift to manipulate others is a suitable friend for a girl like Rosalind Hastings, shall we?"


  Diana's spite, or maybe some shred of genuine affection for her friend, overcomes her cowardice for a moment.


  "I’m a far more suitable friend than a tomboy without a brain beyond the hockey pitch. That’s not the worst that can be said of you, and you know it. You know I’m the only one who sees you for what you truly are. And you know perfectly well that you are the most unsuitable friend for a well brought up girl that you can be, and I intend to protect Rosalind from you and your bad influence." My grasp relaxes for a moment in shock and she pulls free to deliver her parting blow. "If you're so far above caring about her position and her family, then why do you care so much what she thinks in any case? She’s not exactly the type of
friend
you usually have. Do you hope to win valuable connections for your family to sell their horrible monsters to?"


  It’s so ridiculous that she could suspect that, so far from the real trouble of the situation, that I laugh, in confusion rather than amusement.


  “Go on, laugh.” Diana turns and addresses someone behind my right shoulder. “I suppose you heard all that—all those lies. I’m glad you can finally see what your precious Charley is like.”


  
Rosalind, naturally, hasn’t stayed behind like she was told. Why should she? She’s not, I realise belatedly, a tamed fabled beast or a junior, to follow my orders instead of choosing her own course. She’s standing right behind us, watching quietly, tracks of tears still visible on her face.


  “Was she really lying, Diana? I’ve often wondered if you used Glamours on me,” she says, as simply as if she’s saying something not very surprising. Our faces must reflect our astonishment, because she colours a little. “You seem too pretty to be true,” she offers as an explanation. “Prettier than anyone
really
is. Like an actress on stage. Of course, it could be real, so I didn’t like to suggest otherwise.” Her voice trails off. “Anyway, I don’t think Charley tells lies. Not unless it’s really important, I mean.”


  Diana stares at her blank-faced, and Rosalind shrugs.


  “I’d prefer you not to use magic on me, you know.” She looks nervous, but determined. “You don’t need to. You were so kind to me when I first arrived and we were both new. That’s enough to make me your friend. It always was.”


  Diana looks blackly at us both. In that moment, I’m not sure which of us of the two of us she hates most.


  “It’s all ridiculous nonsense,” she snaps. “We’ll talk later, in private. And you—I won’t let you get away with acting like this, Charlotte Forest.” She turns on her heel and strides along the High Street, ignoring the shops, her perfect waves of auburn hair swinging in indignation.


  “We should stop her,” Rosalind says, uncertainly. “She shouldn’t be in town on her own. If she was caught she’d be in trouble.”


  “Let some other prefect bother,” I say. The last thing I want to worry about is Diana. “Rosalind, how much did you overhear?”


  She shakes her head, plaits swinging violently, to forestall any discussion. “I can’t stand scenes. I just want to forget it happened. You’ve upset Diana a little, that’s all. She’ll cool off and we’ll be friends again.”


  “But—Diana is using—you heard. . .” I can’t believe that, now it’s out in the open, Rosalind doesn’t seem to care what Diana’s doing.


  She shakes her head again, more gently this time. “It doesn’t matter. Not the way you think it does. Perhaps she’s using Charms and Glamours because she isn’t sure of herself and wants to make people like her. She’s still been kind to me. And maybe it’s not her fault that she sees the worst in people. I don’t even know what school she went to last, and she won’t talk about it. We don’t know what’s happened to her to make her wary of people. I do wish, though, that she wouldn’t do it to me.”


  “You’re very good, you know that?” I say at last.


  Rosalind removes her spectacles and polishes them on her blazer sleeve. “No, I’m truly not, believe me. I just know that sometimes you simply need people to be kind, whatever you’ve done.” She bites her lip, then replaces her glasses in a sudden brisk moment. “Whatever mistakes you’ve made.”


  “What about us?” I ask, the fear still there.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do you still want to be friends, after that frightful scene?”


  “Of course I do!” She laughs, a little embarrassed at the strength of her own response. “I wish you and Diana could be better friends. But who else do I have who can tell me more about dragonling breeding patterns than I could find in any book? Please promise to stay my friend, Charley.”


  “I promise.” I laugh a little, too, in relief.


  By common unspoken consent we turn back to the school. Neither of us, I suspect, feels much like shopping or currant buns. We don’t talk much as we walk back. I’m busy with my own thoughts. I feel distinctly shaken, as if the nasty conversation with Diana is a bad fall that’s jolted my bones all wrong.


  All I can hold on to is that I haven’t lost Rosalind. She’s still my friend, even if only because of the same blind loyalty that makes her stick to Diana even when she knows she’s being tricked and deluded. I have to be careful, very careful, not to make Diana’s vile gossip seem real, or I’ll have wasted my reprieve.


  Even blind loyalty like Rosalind’s can only go so far.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER SEVEN


   



  HALF TERM


   



  
My brother Harry’s answer arrives only two days before half term, by which time both Rosalind and myself are in a welter of anguished anticipation. Sunflame, fully recovered, is often circling above the cliffs when we arrive, coming to meet us as soon as our minds brush. I can’t hide how worried this makes me, and I know Rosalind feels the same. The alicorn is far too visible, too obviously willing to stray into human environs. I’m just waiting for the dreadful day she tries to follow Rosalind home. Even now, she is the colour of sunset, gold and red shot through with the faint blues and emeralds of a dying day, glowing against the dull pearl of the sky. Surely, surely sometime soon, someone will notice her and realise she isn’t a fleeting rainbow.


  All we can hope is that if she’s seen, it will be by picnickers and day trippers who won’t think to tell anyone who could do anything about her. I’m devoutly thankful the weather is worsening. If it was summer, with Cornwall’s beaches brimming with holidaymakers, I wouldn’t give tuppence for her chances.


  I read the letter when I find it on my plate at breakfast, which is a terrible chance to take. I simply can’t wait until I am alone to open it.


  It’s short and to the point. If we take Harry to find the alicorn, he’ll take care of it. Rosalind will have her precious baby, he adds ironically. It’s possible, on reflection, that I’d pitched her attachment to the filly rather strong. Not that I was being at all misleading.


  I barely choke my way through breakfast. I know my manner is over-bright and distracted. Cecily watches me with slightly raised eyebrows and wrinkled brow. I can’t worry about a Sensitive friend right now, though. As soon as Miss Carroll indicates that we can leave the table, I am on my feet, grabbing Rosalind’s hand and pulling her out of the dining room, down the corridor and into an empty classroom.


  “Why, Charley, whatever is the matter?”


  “Read this.” I thrust the letter at her.


  As she skims it, I am suddenly, uncomfortably aware that the is the first time we have been alone together at school since the dreadful scene with Diana. I have time, as Rosalind takes in what Harry has written, to regret taking her hand. I can’t remember if Diana had scowled at our linked hands or if it’s simply my guilty imagination. I’ve been very careful to keep our friendship casual and distant, and now I’ve dragged Rosalind off by the hand to an empty classroom.


  The atmosphere has been more settled than I expected, after the ill-fated walk to town. As Rosalind had confidently expected, Diana relented toward her very quickly. Even with me, she keeps up a brittle courtesy, especially in front of Rosalind. For all that, I’m not exactly dying for Diana’s company, and I’ve gone back to going to Cecily or Esther’s studies of an evening. It’s really only when riding that I have Rosalind to myself, and it’s hard to have intimate conversations when one of you is galloping and the other flying above her head.


  One thing that gives me a certain degree of pleasure, is that Rosalind seems to be doing far less of Diana’s chores and prep than before. I’ve even heard her say, with surprising firmness, that she is quite busy enough with work of her own. I secretly hope that it means that Rosalind has realised that Diana wants to be in Rosalind’s good graces more than Rosalind needs to be in hers.


  After all, Rosalind has another friend now. I watch her draw in her breath with delight and hope as she reads the letter.


  “What is he planning?”


  “I don’t quite know.” The light on her face dims a little, and I hasten to reassure. “If Harry says he’ll do something, he’ll find a way. He’s never let me down. Not even when I was a tiny moppet. He’ll see us through.”


  “Thank you.” She hesitates a moment, her slim shoulders stiff with some tension, then slips her arm around my back and hugs me, hard and briefly. Then she slips from the room.


  I follow her slowly to the school chapel, trying to avoid Cecily’s reproachful look at my lateness. All through morning prayers, I ignore what Miss Carroll is saying, and pray hard, on my own behalf and Rosalind’s and that of the little alicorn, that my faith in my big brother is justified. It has to be. It’s not like he’s ever let me down before. When I had my beloved doll, Mary Ann—even a girl like me can love a doll as if it was a human child—and Walter pulled one of her arms loose in a fit of peevishness, it was Harry who sewed her up with big unpracticed stitches. When I tried to ride Ember the first time and ended up with my posterior regions in the mud, it was Harry who picked me up and dusted me off and made me get straight back up. He won’t let me down now.


  The morning of half term dawns crystal-bright and clear after nearly a week of rain and squalls, to the relief of a hundred and sixty school girls who were dreading that the promised outdoor picnic and games demonstrations for our parents would be traded for trestle tables in the gym. Rosalind and I are more relieved than most. Trying to convince our families that we have to go riding in a rainstorm would require dire and desperate efforts.


  We make plans for our families to meet up and share lunch. Despite my feverish excitement over Sunflame, I find the time to be a little nervous over meeting Rosalind’s mother, who is coming alone.


  “You needn’t worry about that,” Rosalind says, poking a wary spoon at her porridge, which is thick and unappealing, especially to someone who must be suffering something like pre-game nerves. “I’ve written to mother all about you, she’s very happy to meet you.”


  Diana, overhearing, pouts. “Rosalind, why didn’t you talk to me before you made plans with
her?” She says it as if my name isn’t worth saying aloud. “I particularly wanted our mothers to lunch together. I’m sure they will have so much in common.” She leaves unstated that the mother of someone like me could never really understand someone of Rosalind’s background.


  Rosalind smiles. I’m not in the least worried by the smile. There’s absolutely no chance of denting her determination where Sunflame is concerned. “I’d very much like to meet your mother, Di. Perhaps you could introduce us while the games are on. But I have already promised to meet up with Charley’s family for lunch.”


  Diana’s pout deepens, and she reaches for Rosalind’s shoulder. To my surprised approval, Rosalind turns sharply away, neatly deflecting any Charm aimed at her. Things really have changed, far more than I ever realised. Rosalind has no intention of being magicked out of her plans.


  When my family arrives, they make a hit with the school. My two eldest brothers, out of school but not yet out of the home, my two little sisters and one of my younger brothers, all not yet old enough for boarding school, fly in with my parents. Rumours must have spread about what the Forest family arriving as an army is like, because is seems like half the school is at Briar Stables waiting on their arrival. My mother, for her part, is riding a dragonling, with little Bobby bundled up in front of her. Five pegasi and a dragonling are an unusual enough sight that their arrival is heralded by a chorus of gasps and admiring sighs.


  Some of the girls in our form and the Fifth, it must be said, seem quite as interested in Harry and Walter, curly-haired and bowing and waving to the crowd like film stars, as in the steeds. We’re all growing up, I suppose. The thought depresses me, somehow. I repress it and run forward to disperse hugs and, to the little ones, kisses. Some soppiness is allowable on the first day of half term, even from a Sixth former.


  “Wait a minute, Mums, I have someone for you to meet.” I take Rosalind’s hand, forgetful of precautions in my pleasure at seeing my family again, and urge her forward. Cecily and Esther are already deep in friendly conversation with my older brothers, old friends of theirs through many school holidays.


  Rosalind comes forward slowly and reluctantly, pulling slightly back. She’s wearing a flowery frock and cashmere jumper instead of her school tunic, her heavy waves of pale greyish hair loose down her back, looking for once less schoolgirlish than dainty and blossom-like. A nice, feminine girl, I can almost see my mother thinking, as she greets her, an odd friend for tomboyish Charley, if not as odd as Esther. Her smile is approving.


  My brothers seem to approve of her, too, or at least Harry and Walter do. There’s something in Harry’s smile that makes me oddly uncomfortable. He never smiles at Cecily that way, fond of her though he is. Nor Esther, even, although Esther is miles and away better looking than Rosalind, and impossibly grown up in a tailored scarlet dress.


  I don’t meet Rosalind’s mother during the morning. There’s an exhibition match, and I’m playing for School House. I’m so proud of my girls, in all the teams and all the houses, that I could burst. They play their hearts out for the audience, especially the first and second formers. Anyone could see that they are well-trained and enthusiastic, girls of whom to be proud.


  It strikes me that being a games mistress might not be the worst of all careers, although I’m not sure how one would go about it. Presumably there’s a college, or something, and you don’t just stay on at school after you finish and start teaching instead like a Victorian heroine. It’s something to ask Miss Carroll about, perhaps.


  When I’ve washed and changed, we go to lunch. Esther’s family have already taken her and Cecily to a hotel in a nearby town, not wanting to expose her frail grandmother, brought back from China by Esther’s missionary grandfather long ago, to too many tiring, rambunctious schoolgirls. Despite this, we form quite a large group. Rosalind has obviously given in and brought Diana and her mother as well as her own mother, with Valerie, whose parents haven’t made it, tagging on her heels.


  Diana’s mother is truly stunning, I have to grudgingly admit, with perfectly styled hair in the same auburn as her daughter, and a smile like a film actress. For the first time, I feel a flicker of sympathy for Diana. She must be a difficult mother for any girl live up to.


  For her part, Lady Hastings is small and silvery-haired and pointed-eared like Rosalind, but with an elegant self-possession quite foreign to her daughter. Even I can tell she is beautifully dressed and made up and I can’t help feeling the gap between Rosalind’s family and my own rough-and-tumble lot. I’d guessed, of course, that Rosalind came from one of the older families, but somehow I’d never fully realised it; if Rosalind has a title more impressive than Miss, she’s never used it at school. Lady Hastings greets me, however, with what seems like real pleasure, and I relax a little.


  My family greet the new arrivals cheerfully, and we settle down on the rugs spread out to eat and chat. Rosalind doesn’t say much, not surprising given her shyness and the crowd. She pulls little Bobby, who immediately took to her, onto her lap and feeds him little bits of sandwiches and cake, seemingly perfectly happy. If she’s scared about what will happen with Sunflame, she doesn’t show it.


  My brothers, I can’t help notice, are awfully solicitous in attending all three girls, making sure they have lemonade and full plates. They’ve never shown quite such care of me. Of course, Valerie is undoubtedly pretty, and Diana is probably using Glamours for all she is worth, despite her mother’s presence, and Rosalind. . . I don’t quite like the way Harry smiles at Rosalind, and I know I have no right not to like it, and it makes me sulk a little. It’s an effort to make myself smile.


  “I say, Rosalind, have you ever ridden a pegasus?” Harry asks, eventually.


  “No, at least not by myself. Charley has taken me up on Ember a couple of times.”


  Harry grins. “You must be terribly privileged, but it’s not the same, riding yourself. This is your chance, then. Do you have anything on this afternoon?”


  “No.” She looks at him wonderingly, just as if she didn’t expect that Harry would try to get us some time alone together to plan and plot.


  “Charley’s told us you’re smashing on a unicorn’s back, and it’s about time you learned how to fly. If you’ve got riding gear at school, it’s an excellent chance for a first lesson. Walter will lend you Steam, won’t you? He won’t be too big even for a mite like you. Mind you, he has to be all dinky and Wally-sized.”


  Walter shrugs good-naturedly. He doesn’t quite have Harry’s height, and Steam is not what you’d call a huge pegasus. “Go ahead. Take Charley too, why don’t you? She can’t have flown for quite half a day, she’s getting restless.”


  Harry chucks him affectionately under the chin, and I realise that they’ve planned this entire conversation together.


  “Don’t be too long, girls,” Lady Hastings warns. “Just a little flight. We’ve all agreed to go together as one big party to a restaurant.” Her smile takes in my parents, Mrs Struthers and all the assorted children and youth alike.


  Diana looks distinctly sour, but she won’t dare make a fuss in front on Rosalind’s mother or two good looking boys. I’m guessing she hasn’t been sure who in the assembled company is more important to Charm—watching her try to monopolise attention in three directions at once has been quite amusing. Poor Valerie doesn’t stand a chance against her. Still, Diana is opening her mouth as if to object to the plans, when Walter leans in and saves the day.


  “We’ll be relying on you two lovely ladies to entertain us while sis has deserted us,” he says. “Some sibling devotion Charley has, when we came all this way.”


  “I’ll be devoted when you’ve earned my devotion,” I snap in mock umbrage. Diana, mollified by Walter’s flattering attention, subsides, and Rosalind and I slip off to change, catching Walter’s wink as we go.


   



   “All right. Now, it’s not so different to ordinary riding, except you have to be prepared that he’ll leave the ground front first, and land back first. You have to hang on like you would when a horse rears, and not slip off. You’ve stayed on a horse that’s tried to throw you before?”


  Rosalind smiles at Harry. “Many times,” she says, confidently, and Harry laughs.


  “I bet you have. And I bet you don’t cry if you’re thrown, too. A pegasus who trusts you won’t try to throw you from the air, though, so no need to worry about falling from the skies and breaking your neck. Tell that selfish baby sister of mine to share Ember more. It’s time you learn how to fly. After all, it sounds like you’ll need to know, soon enough.”


  His faith is justified. She stays on beautifully, adjusting her weight as she needs to, moving with Steam. I can tell that she’s communicating easily with him, and I’m proud of her. I really should lend her Ember every now and then. I’m a little embarrassed that I need Harry to tell me so. Ember has always been mine and mine alone, but Rosalind is different.


  The three of us wheel down toward the shack soon enough. Sunflame is nowhere to be seen. She usually turns up quickly enough when we seek her out, so I don’t worry. I’m more concerned about Rosalind getting herself down safely. She has a moment’s uncertainty with the landing, but she stays on well and pulls it off beautifully, all considered. Harry grins at her with oddly proprietorial pride, as if he was responsible for her riding.


  “Now, let’s get that foundling of yours,” he says.


  “What are you planning?” I ask.


  “We lost a sickly newborn alicorn filly a year or two back. We still have the papers in our files, and our Walter is a dab hand at altering numbers. He’d be sent down from his college over a dubious cheque at some point, if it wasn’t for my ennobling moral influence,” he says cheerfully. “My plan is that I ask Rosalind’s lovely mother, as a favour, if she will ‘borrow’ this baby indefinitely for Rosalind, to advertise the stud. It’s all right, Charley, Dad does that kind of thing sometimes to get us in with the right people.


  “Your friend seems to have all the right connections,” he adds, with more honesty than manners. “It might genuinely do us some good. I’ll come back with Wal later in the year once you’ve introduced me to Sunflame—we’ll fix up a time to meet you two to try and soothe her into going with us—and I’ll drop in on Rosalind’s family and spring it on them.”


  I turn to Ember and play a little with his mane, to hide my frown. I don’t think it’s as all simple as Harry is making out. There are too many holes in the story and too much difficulty.


  I fully realise what I’m asking of him, what would happen to his reputation and the family stables if it was known he’d stolen a wild or runaway mythical beast. And Walter. For all Harry’s affectionate slander, Wal’s straight as they come, and the worst forging he’s ever done was when still at school, forging notes from the masters as part of pranks. Forging papers is much more serious.


  I’m asking so many people I love to take risks for me— my family, Miss Roberts— and all because I can’t bear to see Rosalind upset. I’m selfish, right enough.


  In my guilty preoccupation, it takes me a moment to realise that something has already gone awry. Rosalind is standing stock-still, ashen-faced, and when I reach out I can feel Ember, Steam, Harry’s precious Gallyowen, and… Nothing.


  The alicorn is gone.


  We reach out our minds, desperately, over and over, but Sunflame can’t be found, not even when we take to the wing again and circle, hunting further and further afield. We touch other minds, small magical creatures and even something dim and dark that my mind shies away from, some old and nasty-minded gryphon or other monster. Nothing that feels like the warm brightness of an alicorn’s mind.


  Rosalind is trembling when we finally return to the stables and dismount. There are tears on her cheeks, and she turns slightly away to scrub at them.


  Harry has landed closer to her than me, so it is he who produces a handkerchief and takes her glasses while she turns away and Harry and I stand, in an agony of the awkwardness caused by pretending that someone isn’t crying, while she puts herself in order.


  When she turns back, Harry puts a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Cheer up, kid. Perhaps she’s just avoiding me because I’m a stranger.”


  “She’s gone,” Rosalind says, flatly. “I was trying not to admit it, but I’m certain.”


  “Hard luck, old girl.” He puts a hand on her shoulder, his arm across the back of her head, protectively. “You know it might be for the best, after all. Perhaps her flight have found her, and she’s rejoined them.” He is kind enough to leave unspoken all the other, more horrible, possibilities unspoken.


  Rosalind lifts her chin. “She’s all right, you know. I can tell.” She manages to smile, a little. “Thank you for being so nice. I’m all right, I promise.”


  “That’s my girl.” He smiles down at her, patting her head like he has so often patted me when he thought I was showing pluck. There used to be a time when the most important thing in the world was having Harry’s approval, and Rosalind seems to feel similarly, given the slight brightening of her face.


  I feel, despite my worry for Sunflame, a little left out. Rosalind looks so small and exquisite next to Harry’s height, and he’s so solid and dependable. And handsome. They look right together, as if someone like him was made to protect someone like her. I haven’t, somehow, found a word of comfort or kindness to say to her, or a touch, even though it was I who found Sunflame with Rosalind and helped nurse her back to life. I am the one who is supposed to be her friend.


  A fairy flies too close, brushing my face with its sticky-soft wings. I brush it away in irritation. Useless things. It’s no good asking them where the alicorn went. They can’t stop anything bad happening at all.


  Harry falls back a little with me, when we’re changed and heading back to the picnic.


  “That’s a very nice girl, your little friend,” he says in a low voice. “I’m sorry we couldn’t find her filly for her. She’s pretty, too. I’ll fight you for her.”


  My head jerks back in shock. All I can see on his face is teasing laughter. There’s no seriousness, no awareness that I might possibly want Rosalind in the way he, as a boy, might. Nothing to indicate that he thinks I have any kind of guilty secret held close to my heart. My brothers think it’s funny to treat me like I’m actually a boy, sometimes. That’s all it is.


  Maybe, though, he is serious about liking Rosalind. She really is looking much better than usual, out of the school uniform and the childish hair. And she’s sweet, and gentle, and exactly the kind of girl to appeal to a protective nature like his.


  I try not to hate him for it.


  What he said keeps coming back to me, all through dinner, and out to a play. All through the next day, during which Rosalind is off doing something with Diana’s family, and we hire a car for a long drive that is never quite as exciting as flying, but can take us further.


  Why not? Perhaps it is not so wild a surmise as it seemed at first. Harry has to marry someone, that is obvious. Come end of this year, I am perfectly sure that I will lose all my other friends. Cecily and Esther and Gladys to university and a life that doesn’t involve me, Miss Roberts because I will have no reason to hang around Briar Stables once I’ve left school. Rosalind. . . I don’t know what is planned for her future. To go be finished, perhaps, or be presented at Court. I’m a bit vague on what a girl of her family does, if she has no obvious ambitions of her own, but I suspect, horrid as the thought is, they involve being introduced to some agreeable boy of the right background and letting matters take their natural course.


  Rosalind has already met Harry. She really does seem to like him; after all, he’s easy enough to love. We’re not from the same kind of family as she is, of course, but I don’t think we’re beyond the limits. Father, to put it in old-fashioned terms, is at least a gentleman. And Harry is so nice, and in line to take on the stud himself eventually. He’d take good care of Rosalind. She’d be surrounded by fabled beasts, and go riding or flying every day, with no pressure to hunt, and settle down in the country.


  We’d truly be sisters. I’d never quite lose her.


  It’s not as if the thought doesn’t hurt. It hurts less, though, than the thought of some stranger being the one to kiss and claim her. Harry belongs, in his own way, to me. He’d be good to her, she to him; he’s a complete darling, and so is she. I don’t see how they could fail to love each other, given half a chance.


  By the end of the half term weekend, I feel sick to the heart, but I’ve determined on a course of action.


  I don’t really know how I will bear it, that’s all.


  That night, after lights out, Rosalind slips from her bed and pads over to my cubicle, something strictly forbidden, although I’ve never been quite sure of the reason for the rule. Visiting cubicles is perfectly acceptable in the day, and a terrible sin at night.


  She kneels down by by bed and puts her mouth close to my ear to whisper to me. “It’s quite all right, Charley. Thank you for trying so hard to help us. I know she just knew she was going to be taken away from me soon, and she didn’t want to. She’ll come back to me, when I really need her.”


  I try to make out her face in the darkness, her eyes even rounder and huger without the spectacles.


  “I hope so, dear, I really do,” I whisper gently.


  “I know she will. I love her and she loves me and we’re bonded, so she can’t possibly leave me for good.” She hesitates a moment, then kisses my cheek, quickly, and slips back to her own cubicle.


  I touch my cheek with my fingertips. It was just a quick touch of lips to my skin, nothing more. Rosalind is, of course, far more demonstrative than some ass of a girl who couldn’t so much as give her a comforting squeeze when she lost her precious alicorn.


  She’d have no idea at all how it makes me feel.


  I wish, oh I wish, there was some way to keep hold of her other than throwing her at my brother’s curly head.


   



  
Despite the missing alicorn, I think the second half of the term is the happiest time I have ever spent at Fernleigh Manor. I have someone to ride with, to confide in, someone to even share my fears about the future with. Rosalind listens gravely, taking me seriously, as she takes everything seriously, promising to think about things I can do. She doesn’t laugh at me; but then, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Rosalind laugh. She smiles, rarely and sweetly, without laughing. But then, I don’t laugh much myself. It’s Cecily and Esther who joke around all the time. I’m not always very good at seeing the point. Too thick-headed.


  I don’t have Rosalind entirely to myself, of course. She persists in her friendship with Diana, and I know better than to argue. I’m beginning to understand Rosalind better now, that under her timidity and natural bent for compliance she is anything but truly weak. There’s a streak of iron under all that softness, when she feels it really matters. It’s simply my misfortune that her loyalty to Diana is something that really matters to her. And that, unreasonably, it hurts every time Rosalind smiles up at her, as if she should only ever smile at me.


  But then, I tell myself, would she really be my Rosalind if she wasn’t steadfastly loyal, even to someone as rotten as Diana Struthers?


  My Rosalind. I catch myself thinking that, and I sensibly keep the thought quite to myself. I can’t help thinking it, though. Even if. . . When. . . she marries, I suppose, some part of me will secretly, stubbornly, hurtingly think of her as somehow belonging to me. I really am an idiot.


  It’s not as if I spend my time idly pining away for her attention. Incredibly, I seem to get even busier as the term wears on. The Fifth, especially Kitty and her crowd, are acting as if Old Nick has got into them. Even with the prefects from all houses sharing the burden, overseeing their punishments, taking detention and hearing lines is fantastically time consuming.


  I’m once more at my desk, desperately trying to keep up with my reading preparation while listening to Diana’s speaking. Diana and Rosalind for once, to be truthful, which is even more distracting. Rosalind has her lap filled with sewing— Diana has her helping with costumes for the play, which to be fair Rosalind claims to enjoy—and the script on an end table beside her, reading the other roles while Diana struts up and down in the role of the Princess.


  They are rehearsing the final scene, in which Hilarion confronts the Princess with the idea that, if she lives in a female community, there will be no second generation. I abominate the scene. I can’t help taking the Princess’s resignation from the university personally. Of course, there must be children. Children are wonderful. It’s just that there is no good reason that the Princess must marry to have them, when so many other women do.


  In Rosalind’s halting voice, Hilarion is supremely unconvincing. He’s right, though. It is normal and natural to want to marry. After all, I’ve made the best plans for Rosalind’s future I can. She and Harry would have adorable children together. I feel slightly ill, and wonder about escaping once more, to one of the other studies. I simply, I decide, cannot bear to hear the arguments for marriage presented in Rosalind’s voice.


  I shut my eyes and reach out with my mind for comfort, finding a tiny fire sprite in our fire. The feel of its self-absorbed, warm little mind soothes me a little. I wrap my thoughts around it, jumping a little when it suddenly sparks into confusion. I open my eyes and find Rosalind watching me. She must have reached out to the sprite at the same moment.


  We share a secret little smile and I feel better, especially when Diana peevishly demands of Rosalind why she is missing her lines. Rosalind apologises sweetly.


  She doesn’t manage even one more line before Cecily storms into the study, ignoring Diana’s presence, and tips a handful of shining badges onto my lap.


  “I say, what on earth is this, old girl?” I turn one over in my hands, hoping I’m wrong.


  “The badges of every prefect in the Fifth,” she says grimly. I try not to show my horror, but it’s no good with Cecily. “Oh, Charles, darling, don’t look at me like that. What else could I do? I passed the form where they were having prep., and it sounded like a barnyard. I went in, and Miss Spears had been called out of the room. That Kitty was in front of the class, imitating her. Oh, you know her little ways, the way she walks and talks. They were jeering and catcalling to a man—even the prefects.”


  “It must have been a shock, having the Head Girl walk in.”


  “Apparently not enough of one.” Cecily looks around for an empty chair, fails to see one, and settles herself on the floor crossed-legged instead. “I told them exactly what I thought of senior girls being put on their honour to work carefully and instead being so shockingly disrespectful to a mistress, like a herd of small boys. They started to settle down, and I think some of them were actually properly ashamed of themselves. Then. . .” Cecily hesitates, shooting a look across at Diana, then squares her shoulders, her face reddening a little. “Kitty started up mimicking me, repeating my lecture in what I suppose she thinks is an Australian accent. Quite an odd mix with her brogue.”


  “What did the others do?” It’s Rosalind’s voice, quiet enough, but I spare a moment of pride in her for talking to Cecily at all. Since finding out about Diana’s magical abilities, I think she really has made an effort to speak up and be more friendly with my crowd. “Surely they didn’t let her cheek the Head Girl?”


  “I think they were too shocked to say anything, at first. Then Anne Crompton started up with that bleating laugh of hers, and the others—oh. So I’m afraid I lost my temper and raised my voice. A bit.” Cecily grinned. “That did make them shut up. I’m not a ladylike little Head Girl like Hilda was, you know. I can make my voice heard across three paddocks when I have to. Then I confiscated all the badges. I don’t care how deep the prefects were in this, they’ve shown themselves completely incapable of keeping order in their own form, let alone any other, this year.”


  I can’t hide my dismay. “So we only have prefects from the Sixth?”


  “I’m sorry. I truly am. I know it will be a lot more work, and you and the others have been trumps already. I didn’t see what else I could do. Besides, it was that or pick up a ruler and give Kitty Eversleigh the spanking of her life.”


  I sigh, and reach down to stroke her brown hair consolingly. “I quite see your point.”


  “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid.” She peeps up at me from under her thick fringe of hair. “I also banned them all from games for a month.”


  “Oh, Cissy!” I wail. Half my decent players are from the Fifth.


  “I really am sorry. I knew how you’d feel, but I felt I had to. Oh, do be a dear and forgive me, and come outside for an evening stroll around the courtyard. I need to walk all this bad feeling off.” She clambers to her feet and holds out her hands.


  I take the proffered hands and let myself be hauled to my feet. “I suppose I can forgive you. If you apologise humbly enough and promise to score at least two goals when we go up against Hindley.”


  “That’s my own sweet angel of a Charley,” Cecily says, more cheerfully. “Come on, and we’ll have a good Senior Prefect to Head Girl confabulation.”


  “You need it, I should say,” Diana says, very smoothly. “You don’t seem to be doing a good job as Head Girl.”


  My own temper flares suddenly, just as the fire sprite shoots up a hail of sparks. I know all too well that Diana is voicing exactly what Cecily most fears. There’s been dark lines under her brown eyes lately, and I’m sure that she’s staying awake at nights worrying about how she is doing.


  “Cecily is doing wonders. And she’s far too good a Head Girl to take a ruler to you, Di, but I’m warning you that I’m not. Come on, Cissy, before I do something I’ll regret.” I grab my friend’s arm and pull her from the room.


  As I leave, I catch the look on Rosalind’s face. Hurt, and a little left out. I feel a stab of compunction. The fact is, though, Cecily needs a pal right now, and it’s my job to buck her up a bit.


  And. . . well, Rosalind’s been doing Diana’s work all evening. A small mean part of myself thinks it’s good for Rosalind to be the one to be the one feeling left out for once.


  Of course, by bedtime, I’ve completely repented of doing anything that might have hurt Rosalind’s feelings in any way whatsoever. I make sure I stop by her bed for a word and to elicit a promise of a ride together, if I can be spared for a moment from other duties. The softened look on her face is reward enough.


  Given the way my heart lurches in response, perhaps it’s for the best that, given extra prefect duties and games and reading lines with Esther, I don’t spend much time alone with Rosalind at all.


  I make the most of the time I have. When we can, we ride. When we can’t, we talk. About horses, particularly pegasi and unicorns, at first.


  Then we talk about—well, about me, to be truthful. Rosalind still doesn’t talk about herself much, even with me. That hurts me, a little. I feel that we should be close enough by now that even a private person like herself should open up to me a little.


  Once I ask Rosalind about her old school. She shakes her head, plaits flying.


  “There’s not much to say, truly. It was much stricter than Fernleigh Manor. I was never really clever enough, or any good at games, to shine. Not that games were so important, there.”


  “What about your friends?”


  Her pointed face seems pointier, somehow. “I had one. Not any longer.” She looks up at me, almost smiling, in a way that seems oddly pathetic. “Not like you.” A hot warmth floods my heart. She spoils it, a second later, by adding, “Or Di and Val.” This time it’s me who drops the subject.


  But it is new, and wonderful, to feel that I have a friend I can tell anything to, and be listened to earnestly and sympathetically, with none of the teasing that would accompany confidences to Esther or even Cecily.


  I even, when we manage to get away from school for a bit one afternoon, find myself telling her about Roy’s kiss, and how uncomfortable it made me feel. I confide in her how worried I feel that I detested my first kiss so much.


  “There might be something wrong with me,” I say, slowly. We’re sitting on the wooden railings of a gate to one of the fields at Briar Stables, watching the horses. I swing my dangling legs back and forth, watching them, long and lanky in their thick lisle stockings. It has rained heavily the night before; the grass is wet and bright green and smells of fresh mud, one of the loveliest smells in the world. All the world feels wholesome and clean. For the moment, even I do, and it almost seems possible to tell her part of what I am thinking. “Maybe I’m not like other girls,” I say. I can feel the other unspoken words hovering there.


  “He’s obviously not the right one for you,” she says, simply. “You’re only a schoolgirl, Charley. There’s no need to worry because you don’t want to marry the first boy who tries to kiss you.”


  “I’m not sure I want to marry any boy,” I say, carefully. Part of me wants to shut up quickly and end the conversation, before I confess to her everything, how twisted and different my feelings are, how I feel that the right one for me isn’t any boy at all, but this skinny little thing with grave blue eyes sitting beside me. The other part. . . oh, I don’t know what I want. Just that it would be both a relief and a disaster to have it out. I feel reckless and terrified, both at once.


  I’ve read books in which girls exchange promises not to marry, and to live together in quiet spinsterhood forever. It seemed a nice idea, at the time. Perhaps, when we are even closer friends… but then, one girl or other always wants to leave and get married. It’s better to stick to my plans to make sure Rosalind chooses a safe husband.


  I have the stupid, ridiculous impulse to show her what I really mean. She’s so gentle and forgiving, perhaps it really wouldn’t be so disastrous if I tilted her pointed little face up to mine, and kiss her, softly and sweetly, and see how different I know it will be from the awkward, terrible experience of Roy kissing me. That’s the problem, of course. I think of flinching away from Roy kissing me, and of Rosalind reacting the same way to my kiss.


  I should have had more sympathy for him.


  
Rosalind’s quiet so long that I turn to look at her. She’s staring at her own feet, encased in sensible school shoes. I could fit two of her feet in one of my shoes.


  “I don’t quite know what to say,” she says, eventually. “I can’t see into your heart, Charley. I’m no good with understanding humans the way I can understand fabled beasts. Even with you.” She says that last very quietly, so much so that I can hardly catch it.


  “Maybe I should ask Cecily, then,” I say lightly. I have an odd feeling of relief, as the possibilities of the conversation evaporate in the sunlight. “She can always tell what I’m feeling, even when I can’t tell myself.”


  
Rosalind’s lips tighten, just a little, and I can’t repress a twinge of glee. She’s jealous of Cecily and Esther, I’m almost sure, and it makes me unabashedly happy that she cares. After all, she has Diana and Valerie.


  Cecily’s Sensitivity is not something to joke about, truthfully. For all I try to convince Rosalind not be be frightened of my friends, I find I am not quite comfortable being around Cecily and Rosalind at the same time myself. Sometimes Cecily looks at me with worry showing in her warm eyes, and I suspect that I have given myself away somehow, when the light has caught cold silver flame in Rosalind’s hair or the set of her small mouth is particularly sweet. It’s wearisome and doesn’t, somehow, feel quite straight, trying to guard my emotions around my friends. I never tried to deceive Cecily, before Esther harried up my soul and Rosalind completed the job.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER EIGHT


   



  ROWS AND REVELATIONS


   



  
For the next few weeks, Diana pretty much has Rosalind to herself, or at least only to share with Valerie or Frances. I’ve embarked on a series of inter school matches with schools with a decent reputation for hockey. The planning and training takes up a lot of my time. I’m playing in the First, of course, and it’s my happy duty to be there to cheer on the lower forms. There are two away matches in immediate succession, one a hard-fought draw, the other a runaway victory.


  I adore away matches, the trip on a hired coach with everyone in good spirits, the teas afterwards with cakes and buns and noisy, excited chatter between ourselves and our opponents. When I make a goal from halfway down the field in the last seconds of the second match my loyal group of followers in the lower school respond as if I’ve cinched an Olympic medal. Cecily’s own admirers group adoringly around her; she has made two goals to my one, but Corona from West House, who has been utterly brilliant in goal, is the true heroine and is treated accordingly. They’re such nice kids, the lower formers, so enthusiastic and open-hearted. It’s an exciting time to be Games Captain. I should be much more grateful to Miss Carroll for the privilege.


  It’s been nice, too, having the extra time to spend with the other three in our quartet, all of whom play in the First Eleven. I’ve really enjoyed the practices and the matches with them.


  It’s just that as we head in the direction of the pavilion where tea is set up that I find myself wishing, a little depressed, that Rosalind had seen me take that last minute goal. Perhaps she would have been proud of me for saving the match from a draw. I could be wrong, though. She’s never shown any interest in games and it must be a shame for her, being out of them. How long does pneumonia last, in any case?


  I look up to see Esther watching me. She looks younger than usual with her bronze hair tied back for hockey, shivering in the cold, her air of mocking sophistication gone for the moment. Just a schoolgirl dressed for hockey.


  “Missing someone?”


  I shrug, as carelessly as I can. “Oh, you know. It’s just a shame that we can’t bring girls who don’t play along with us to away matches. The home team always has the advantage in support.” I wave at the crowds who have turned up to cheer against us.


  “Any girl in particular?” I don’t answer. Esther takes my arm so that her face is close to my ear. “You
are
taking care, aren’t you, Charley?”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I say, honestly.


  Esther makes an odd little one-shouldered shrug with her free arm. “Oh, I’m glad to see a spoke put in dearest Di’s wheel, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that you need not take it too far.”


  “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” I say, less honestly. I’m afraid I understand only too well. If I cursed, I would curse Esther, who always sees too much and doesn’t have the sense to shut up about it.


  “What’s the hold-up, girls?” Gladys asks, turning back to us, arm-in-arm with Cecily. “Hurry it up. I’m freezing and starving.”


  “Nothing,” Esther says, lightly. “I’m just being a jealous beast, that’s all. Your fault, Cecily dear, for always being so very upright.”


  “You’ll get a goal too next time, Esther,” Gladys says, briskly. “You just need to put more practice time in. And be ready when you’re passed to!”


  “That, of course, must be it,” Esther murmurs.


  Cecily looks at first Esther, then Gladys, in laughing confusion. “Come on, girls, our Gladys is not the only one who is starving, and we’ll be left with bread and butter if we don’t hurry up.” She hooks her free arm through Esther’s and the four of us go in together.


  I do wonder, a little, devouring an excellent tea and looking at Cecily’s open face, if she is far less confused than she seems. She never intentionally pries, it’s not in her nature, that’s not what I’m thinking. It’s just that a Sensitive simply can’t help feeling other people’s emotions sometimes, and I must be radiating uncontrolled emotion all over the place near Rosalind and Diana these days. Perhaps she’s even said something to Esther, and asked her to speak to me about it.


  I only wonder later why Esther chose to call herself jealous.


   



  
Only one serious incident occurs to mar the second half of term. Unfortunately, it is the most terrible incident imaginable. It starts out in such a lovely way, too.


  My parents prove more than willing to have Rosalind to stay for part of the holidays. I knew they approved of her: a nice, ladylike friend for me. A real lady, I suppose, to be old-fashioned about it. Good with fabled beasts, too, which is important to my family.


  
Rosalind, when I ask her to come home with me, turns pink and white in rapid succession. “Really? You want me? Even without Sunflame?”


  I laugh at her astonishment and pleasure, happiness warming my own heart. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”


  “Yes. If you want me,” she says, uncertain, and I laugh again because she is so unsure of herself after all this time, and because she obviously has no idea what goes on in my heart and just how much I like her and it’s a little funny, as well as strangely hurting.


  “Of course I want you, you darling idiot,” I say, and she goes red again. It makes me wonder if I’ve said too much; but then, the other girls call everyone dear and darling. Not just Esther, who drops brittle endearments like congealed honey to her own little circle, but perfectly sensible girls like Cecily or Frances, out of fondness and kind feeling. Rosalind inarguably
is
a darling, anyone would think so once they got to know her.


  “I’d like to, very much,” she says, and I squeeze her arm.


  “You’ll love it. Briar Stables have nothing on home,” I tell her. “Oh, Harry says we have a new brood of dragonlings that will be hatched in time for Christmas, the boys are sleeping in the stables with the eggs, and Walter rolled over too close to the enclosure and one set fire to his sleeve.” The rest of the short break between breakfast and prayers is entirely taken up with stable talk.


  I’m rather glad that Rosalind has no idea that I’m plotting for Harry to fall in love with her. The very idea seems idiotic to me when I face it in the daylight, watching Rosalind, small and demure, in tie and gym slip, the perfect schoolgirl. At night, it seems inevitable, even without my help. I lie there and ruthlessly play over watching them become closer and closer and eventually Rosalind coming to me, blushing and glowing, to tell me of their engagement, until I want to turn my head into my pillow and howl like a first former on her first night at school. I tell myself it’s what I want, more than anything. Rosalind will be my sister and I’ll never have to let her go completely.


  Whether my plotting works or not, I have the prospect of a precious holiday with Rosalind, away from lessons and preparation and games. A holiday of riding and cosy chats. I beam at everyone and lavish the second team with quite unearned praise at before school practice.


  It’s only afterwards, after morning lessons, that everything starts to go wrong. Rosalind is held up to discuss a rather disastrous piece of translation. To my astonishment, Diana of all people takes my arm, and propels me into a spare classroom.


  “What do you want?” I eye her with suspicion. Diana and I are not precisely on the kind of terms on which she’s likely drag me away for girlish confidences.


  “Rosalind tells me she’s spending the first week of the holidays with you, mucking out gryphons.”


  I hoist myself onto a desk and turn the developing scowl into a grin. “She’ll love every moment.”


  “Everyone pretends they don’t know what you’re up to.” Diana’s mouth folds up into a tight line. “It’s no good, you know. You might as well give it up. We have two more terms, and then what? You think Rosalind’s family will be amused once she leaves school if she keeps playing at childhood sweethearts with a boy in a dress?”


  The grin stays frozen on my lips. “You’d be better?” is all I can manage in reply. I want to drip scorn and some distant part of me cringes at how flat and weak I sound instead.


  “Of course I would,” Diana says impatiently. “Rosalind’s hopelessly awkward. She can’t possibly come out into society as she is. I’m going to make sure that my family send me to the same finishing school, so I can look after her. Rosalind needs a friend who is of some social use to her and can teach her how to act, not a great clumping tomboy in gumboots. She and her family will have no time for you once we leave here, so you might as well give up on her right now and turn your foul attentions to that evil cat of an Esther, not force them on a girl like Rosalind.”


  I hear the crack, and feel the sting on my palm, before I realise what I’ve done. Diana is staring back at me, her eyes bright with tears, one hand held to her cheek where it is flaming red from my blow.


  I feel like being sick. Everything my brothers ever told me, everything I believe, about honour, and I’ve hit a girl. Somehow, in my confusion, that’s the worst thing of all. Because I
am
a girl. It’s not like one of my brothers has hit her. It’s boys who have to protect and look after girls, not other girls. Not ever me. Somehow, slapping Diana is proof of that.


  “You bully.” Despite the tears, there’s something triumphant in the curve of her mouth, as if I’ve played straight into her hands. “Do you think that just because you’re a prefect I won’t report you for that?”


  “You don’t need to,” I say, shakily. “I’ll go straight to Miss Carroll and tell her myself.”


  She’s smiling now, a nasty cold little smile that makes me want to hit her again. “And Rosalind?”


  “Of course I’ll tell her. And I’m sure you’ll tell your horrid version, too. She’ll believe me.” I try to regain steadiness in my voice, and fail miserably.


  I turn to leave the room, before Diana can see that I’m starting to cry, too. After all, everything Diana has said is true enough, if I only looked at it straight.


   



  
As I reach the top of the stairs, Diana is on my heels. “No you don’t, Charley Forest. I’m speaking to her first. I’m not having you twist your way out of this.”


  I’m too sick at heart for words.


  Diana is the one to knock on the door, pushing past me to give a hard and triumphant rap. When Miss Carroll invites us into the room, she gives us a long, calm look, assessing our emotional states. I try to clamp down on my feelings, knowing it’s no good, that Miss Carroll can rake straight through my heart with that level gaze and her magical gift.


  “Charlotte and Diana.” She lays down her pen. “What a pleasant surprise. Did you wish to speak to me together about something, girls?”


  Diana steps forward. “No. I want to talk to you first.” She clasps her hands, eagerly. I wish I could tell if she is using her Charm. If she is, Miss Carroll gives no sign of it.


  “Very possibly you do. Nonetheless, it is is Charlotte’s privilege, as Senior Prefect, to give her story first, Diana. I’m sure you understand that.”


  Diana turns pink. “That’s not fair! You’ll let her get in first and twist everything!”


  “I think, Diana, you can rely on me to be fair in deciding for myself how far each of you is speaking the truth,” Miss Carroll says, dryly. “I am not exactly unGifted in that direction. Please step outside, my dear, and I’ll call you in when I’m ready to talk to you.” She gives a motherly smile which I can’t help thinking Diana doesn’t deserve, vicious little beast that she is.


  Diana hesitates, then flounces out. She’s just too much of a lady to let the door slam behind her.


  I stand silently, all too aware that Miss Carroll can sense every turbulent emotion inside of me. When I don’t speak, she says, very gently indeed, “Did something so very dreadful happen that you can’t trust me to understand, my dear child? Can’t you talk to me at all?”


  For a desperate moment I consider giving her a stream of excuses, telling her that it’s not my fault, that Diana is spiteful and cruel, that she provoked me. Instead, I unpin the badges on my collar, with trembling fingers, and put them on the desk, shutting my eyes to avoid seeing my head mistresses. I don’t want to see disappointment or shock on her face.


  “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think, Charlotte?” A little of the dryness has returned to Miss Carroll’s voice, but the kindness is still there. “Why don’t you tell me about it, and leave it up to me to decide your fate. Come now, take a seat and take your time. It will do Diana no harm at all to drum her heels and calm down a little.”


  I still avoid her gaze as I slip into a seat. I sit there for a moment, Miss Carroll waiting quietly, as I try to sort through my story, and eventually give up on finding a version that excuses me at all. “I slapped Diana. Very hard.” The tears are hot in my eyes.


  “I don’t need to tell you that was a shameful thing for a Sixth former, let alone a Senior Prefect, to do. I admit I’m curious as to why would you do such a thing. You’ve never been known for your outbursts of temper before.”


  “She—she said some things I didn’t like. About me.” I try not to think about what they were. “I just saw red, I suppose.”


  “That was all?” She raises an eyebrow. That’s the trouble with Sensitives, they can always tell.


  I reach down into myself. “And about a friend. Diana said I’m not as good a friend as she is, and I suppose—I suppose I’m jealous.” The truth is shameful, and I hang my head, trying to hide the tears that are blurring my vision again.


  “I see.” Miss Carroll gets up and takes three cups from the sideboard. “Fortunately my tea is still hot enough to drink, and they always bring me far too much for one woman. I think you could do with some.” I detest sugar in my tea, but she puts in three heaping spoonfuls and I sip obediently when she puts it in front of me, managing not to make a face at the taste. “I will take a cup to the unfortunate Diana while you compose yourself.”


  The over brewed, sugary tea is highly unpleasant. I mop my eyes and gulp it down anyway, not wanting to be ungrateful. Somehow, it does seem to make me feel a little better by the time Miss Carroll returns and takes her seat. She watches me drink, for a while, sipping her own tea slowly. She reminds me, oddly enough, of Rosalind. They are nothing alike in appearance or manner, just the same air of wordlessly taking everything in and assessing it. Combined with the knowledge of her magical Gift, it’s quite alarming.


  “I don’t discourage close friendships in the school as a general rule,” Miss Carroll says eventually. My hand tightens on the handle of the cup and I bite my lip. “My position is that schoolgirl friendships can be a beautiful thing to give strength and inspiration throughout a lifetime, when girls encourage the best in each other. What is dangerous, however, is if a girl with a weak personality forms a dependent friendship with a girl with a much stronger and more forceful personality than her own. Her growth as a woman can be stunted, and both girls can suffer as outside influences are crushed out. Do you, Charlotte, know why Frances and Gladys White don’t share a study this term?”


  I had been sitting waiting for a denouncement of my friendship with Rosalind. The sudden change in subject makes my hand jerk in surprise. It’s fortunate that my tea is nearly empty.


  She’s patiently waiting for my answer. “I assumed that it was because you wanted Gladys to help Cecily as Head Girl.”


  “Partly. Gladys has excellent managing capabilities, although she lacks the kindness that Cecily has in abundance.”


  She replaces her own cup on the table and is silent for a moment, as if weighing her words. “I had another reason. Frances White has an unfortunate tendency toward hero worship. It’s harmless when directed at a mistress or a Guides leader who must know how to deal with this situation, and less fortunate when aimed at a girl with less experience of life. Gladys has an unfortunate tendency to take the upper hand and dominate others whenever she has the opportunity. It was, I considered, unwholesome for both of them. Cecily is more than capable of standing up to Gladys, and winning her respect, while I hoped that, away from Gladys, Frances would have a chance to develop into her own self.”


  “I don’t understand,” I said, slowly. Gladys can be a bit of a bully sometimes, but I’ve grown fond of her over the last term. And Frances always seemed very happy playing nursemaid to her cousin. It seems a shame to have spoiled their friendship. I don’t dare so so.


  Miss Carroll raises an eyebrow and seemingly changes the subject. “I’ve been pleased with the friendship between yourself, Cecily and Esther. You all have strong personalities, and yet you rarely clash. I also think your friendship has been especially beneficial to Esther. You and Cecily, my dear, are both thoroughly nice girls. Under your influence, certain worrying possibilities in Esther’s character have failed to take root, and the better potential in her has flowered instead of her pettier, more harmful instincts.”


  “Esther’s not a bad sort,” I say, defensively.


  “Thanks in part, I think, to you and Cecily. Brains and beauty, without sufficient inborn moral character to buttress them, can be a burden rather than an advantage. With the wrong friends, Esther might have turned out entirely different with different influences. Please understand, Charlotte, I am talking to you frankly and freely, as a woman and not as a child. It’s your privilege as a Senior Prefect and trusted member of the upper forms.”


  “I—thank you.” I’m confused by the direction the conversation is taking, and not liking what she’s suggesting about Esther. I know in my heart that Esther is good all through, as much as she likes to pretend to be wicked. Surely a Sensitive could tell this. “You wanted us to be friends yet you didn’t let us share studies?”


  “I was hoping that your influence would have a similarly wholesome effect on Diana. I know certain things about her that I cannot share, from her parents, and from her former headmistresses.” I catch the plural, startled. “I thought that if you could possibly make friends with her, I thought that you would encourage her away from certain… silliness. I realise now that I misjudged this, and that you would always be too much at odds. I confess myself disappointed,” she says, and my cheeks flush with shame. I haven’t tried with Diana, not even a little. I’ve been too caught up in my own affairs.


  “As for Rosalind—” I stare at Miss Carroll, wondering if she had snatched the thought from my mind. “Well, I sincerely hoped that she and Frances would befriend each other. Both have rather weak, clinging characters,” she added with clinical detachment, “and I thought that pairing them together might force them to become more independent and help each other. It seems that, in Rosalind’s case at least, I was wrong. She turns naturally to stronger characters than her own to avoid standing on her own two feet. I should have foreseen it.”


  I want to tell her that she’s wrong about Rosalind. That Rosalind is stronger than she thinks, despite Diana’s mischief, that she’s courageous and sure of herself when it matters. How, though, can I tell Miss Carroll anything without giving away about Sunflame?


  “I’m not asking you to give up Rosalind’s friendship. I think you can be a good influence on anyone you choose. I just want you to think about what I’ve said and think your words and actions through, Charlotte. A girl like Rosalind is in great danger of subjecting herself all too willingly to any girl who tries to shape and influence her. She has an unfortunate history of that, you know. I promised her parents that if she was in my care, I would do my best to prevent that from happening here.”


  “I do my best to protect her from Diana!” I want to protest that Miss Carroll has done nothing herself to shield Rosalind from Diana’s poisonous influence. The words dry on my lips. Talking to me as a fellow woman or not, there are limits to how far I can cheek her.


  ”Diana Struthers and her petty Glamours are not my concern. I merely ask you to tread lightly with Rosalind, my dear. And try to keep your hands and your temper to yourself, no matter how justly provoked you feel. You are in a position of seniority in this school, and it behooves you to remember it.”


  I put down my empty cup. “I’m sorry, Miss Carroll.” I stand to leave, wanting to run from the room.


  “One moment.” Miss Carroll stands, too. “I quite agree with you that a girl who strikes another in a violent temper is unfit to be Games Captain. However, I did not give you the position solely for your own advantage; you’re not as important as all that. You’ve done very well. I have been more than pleased with how hard you’ve worked, and your patience with the other girls. To put a less popular Captain in your place would, I think, be detrimental to discipline for the younger girls, who are likely to take sides and resent the new incumbent. I don’t accept your resignation. As for your position of Senior Prefect—well, you can hardly expect to escape your onerous duties so readily.” She passes the pins back to me.


  “So I’m not to be punished?” I clasp my hands over the pin.


  “On the contrary. You are gated for a fortnight. That includes, by the way, inter-school matches—and any visits to Briar Stables.”


  
Separating me from Ember is a terrible punishment, one I mind far more than even the disgrace of losing my pins, but I know better than to argue. I know I’ve got off far more easily than I deserve.


  What preys on my mind, as I pass Diana entering the room with a flushed, spiteful face, already assembling her arguments against me, is Miss Carroll’s speech about strength and weakness. I am afraid, terribly afraid, that she has seen straight into my heart and what I want, secretly, of my friend. I know that, for all Miss Carroll’s kindness and understanding, that if I do anything thought to push Rosalind into something unwholesome or corrupting, there will be no mercy for me.


  It’s not that I’ve ever intended to act on my guilty impulses. It is an unnecessary warning. Nevertheless, I feel a cold fear in the pit of my stomach that doesn’t leave me for a very long time.


   



   “You really are the most unmitigated little idiot, Charley Forest.” Cecily glares at me as we walk slowly back across the courtyard from the East Wing, where we’ve been having Geography. “You deserve a good spanking with the back of my hairbrush.”


  I can’t really argue the point. I know I have behaved inexcusably. I’ve been dreading telling Cecily what a mess I have made of things, when I have been trying so hard to back her up. Well, except for the whole thing where I was helping to hide an injured pegasus filly, I suppose. That possibly wasn’t the most prefect-like behaviour.


  “Whatever possessed you to take a swipe at that Diana brat?” Esther asks curiously. “Not that I haven’t been tempted myself, although I’d prefer to pull all that permanent wave from her head and scratch her eyes out, personally. It’s just that it doesn’t seem your dark-and-stoic style.”


  My cheeks flush. “I was bored with her spite,” I say, trying to be firm enough to discourage further questions.


  They take the hint. Cecily sighs. “We have an away match next week, too. Oh, well, Elinor will like a chance to move off the reserve, and I’ll take care of the chicks for you. I quite miss being Games Captain.” She pats my arm and I realise I’m forgiven for letting her and the school down, just like that. Dearest Cecily. I put my hand over hers in mute gratitude.


  She tosses me a grin and heads off to lend a sympathetic ear to the school orchestra, a mission that takes a better and more generous kind of prefect than me.


  Neither Esther nor myself have any fixed plans, so we loiter about in the courtyard a little. It’s a beautiful evening; early rain has freshened the air but there’s a cool, clear grey light from the emerging sun, and the roses are a riot of rose-hips. We lean against the wall in a secluded part of the garden in companionable silence. It’s a nice spot, both out of sight of anyone hurrying around and, more importantly, out of sight of any lower form misdemeanours that I might otherwise feel duty-bound to do something about. I can hear the noise of lower formers who have set up a scratch match on the fields, a hockey game that, for once, I don’t have to be at. The happy shouts seem to set a seal on the peace and contentment that is finally returning after my unpleasant interview with Miss Carroll.


  “I don’t know why you and Cecily are so decent to me,” I say, abruptly. “I know this School Banner means everything to Cecily and my idiocy isn’t helping matters. You’re both—well, you’re both trumps, that’s all.”


  “Such soppiness, from our down-to-earth Games Captain, no less!” Esther gives me her odd smile. “Better not let the Third hear you, or they’ll lose all respect for you. Uncivilised lot of hooligans, our Third. And I try so hard to be a refining influence on them.” She sighs theatrically.


  I grin affectionately at her. “I can be allowed a few lapses of soppiness, with friends like you and Cecily.”


  I’m expecting a grin back in return, and some off-hand joking remark. Instead Esther’s smile fades and her expression becomes uncharacteristically serious.


  She moves in just a step, so that instead of leaning beside me she is facing toward me, one hand on the wall next to my head, her face unusually close to mine.


  “I could be a lot soppier than that about you, if you wanted me to, my Charles.” Her tone is light, but the mocking look is entirely absent from her black eyes. “I sometimes wonder if you quite realise that.”


  I freeze, like a beast found by hunters and hoping that, if they just stay still enough, the threat will pass, and half hoping it won’t, just to end their dread. It strikes me forcibly just how beautiful Esther is, with her bronze hair and warm skin and those long dark eyes. My heart is hammering, and the confusion that she has been causing me since the beginning of term resurges in full swell.


  We stand there for—I don’t know how long. A few seconds. Minutes. Esther’s black eyes are watching my face in a curiously unhurried, interested way, as if she’s looking straight through my eyes into things I can’t see or understand myself. She doesn’t seem inclined to do or say anything other than wait for me to respond. I know the situation is impossible, and I should do something, push Esther away, say something laughing and witty, and return things to normal. I’ve never been good at passing things off lightly. I wish I was Cecily. I’d give anything to know what Esther was thinking and feeling. I am terrified that if I make the wrong move, then—what? I’m not even sure what is making me so afraid.


  Her mouth is so close that I can feel her breath on my lips.


  I suppose I would have stood there until Esther became bored and said or did something herself, but an indrawn breath behind Esther’s shoulder catches my attention.


  “Well, we’ve found your precious Charley. I suppose you still want me to apologise for my unfair accusations?” Diana’s tone is smugly triumphant.


  The blood rushes hot into my face, flooding me with visible guilt. I manage to turn my head just enough to see the two of them, Diana with the pleased look of Meggs when he’s provoked one of Mother’s dragonlings to flame at him and he knows the creature will get in trouble. Rosalind stands slightly behind her, arms down at her side, and doesn’t say anything at all. I find that I’m waiting, drowning, for her to say something, or turn away in disgust and anger, or do anything at all. Instead she just stands there, eyes unusually dark in her white face under her pale hair, watching me with a strangely expectant expression.


  It’s Esther who steps smoothly away from me and breaks—not the embrace, because we’re not embracing. Whatever it is.


  “You really are a beast, Diana,” she says, coolly. “Well, go on. Charley is waiting for your apology.”


  “Apologise to her? I should go straight to Miss Carroll!”


  “Run along and tell her all about it, then. I don’t know what you imagined you saw, but Miss Carroll tends to have short shrift for anyone who comes sneaking to her with vile made-up stories. Eavesdroppers never get the full story.” Esther is at her most creamy and smooth, the puckish smile back on her lips.


  “Vile?” Diana is shaking. “You are the vile one—both of you. You shouldn’t be allowed at a school like this. You disgusting—”


  “Shut up!” Rosalind’s voice is high and loud, as it was when she was disputing Miss Evans. “Stop it, both of you. I can’t bear it.” Her eyes, always overly big behind her glasses in that pointed little face, are inhumanly huge. “They weren’t doing a thing. Charley, I’m sorry. I’ve been an idiot.” She turns on her heel and strides away.


  Esther doesn’t turn her head, keeping all her attention focused on Diana. “If you take one step after her, Diana Struthers, I will box your ears until you howl for mercy. We’ve all had enough of you poisoning that nice little thing’s mind.”


  “You won’t! I won’t be hit by two of you on the same day! Everyone at this school thinks you’re so wonderful, but you’re bullies—and worse, much worse. When I tell everyone…”


  “Just try it,” Esther invites her. “You’re right, you know. Everyone at this school does think we’re wonderful. While you, if they only knew, are a dishonourable outsider who fools them with Charms and Glamours. You speak one word against Charley or myself, and we’ll leave it up to the girls to decide which of us is worse. You’ll see how much your magic matters then.”


  Diana catches a sob in her throat, and I feel abruptly sorry for her. After all, she’s right, really. We hadn’t been doing anything, but Diana is right, all the same.


  She turns and hurries off, in the other direction to Rosalind.


  “That settles her,” Esther says, with satisfaction. “Why, Charley. There’s no need for waterworks, old thing.”


  She wraps her arms around me. This time it doesn’t feel dangerous, just comforting, and I sob into her hair a little. The strain of the last moments, the sight of Rosalind’s white face and her disgust, make me shake.


  Esther rubs the back of my head for a while, tugging gently on my curls. Her sigh tickles my ear.


  “Go on, Charles darling. Go talk to her.”


  “Why should I? She hates me.”


  “Not Diana, idiot. Your fairy with the pointy ears.” She pushes me back a little and gives me a wry smile, somehow more honest than her mocking smile. “I’m sorry, Charles. I was completely out of order. I quite see that my fascinations are in vain. You obviously prefer something more in the line of a weak and clinging vine.”


  “Rosalind’s not weak.” My voice is muffled in my handkerchief.


  “Well, you’d know better than me. Go on, my love. Do what you can to salvage things. I’ll take care of our Diana. I won’t let you suffer because I never know when to stop with a joke.” She gives me a small push. “If you like, I’ll track Rosalind down afterwards and tell her it was all my fault, which is quite true. You really are a devastating changeling, though.”


  I hesitate, muddled and grateful and sad all at once. “You’re so dreadfully pretty,” I say, bluntly and inadequately. “The prettiest girl in the school.”


  Esther laughs. “So chivalrous, as always. I’ll take that to my grave. Go on, before I change my mind and do something we’ll both regret!” She pushes me again, harder this time, and I go in search of Rosalind.


  




   



   



   



   



   



   



   



   



  
CHAPTER NINE


   



  FRIENDS FOREVER


   



  
I finally run Rosalind to ground in her study. She’s curled in an armchair, pale and dry-eyed and obviously distressed, with a solicitous Frances trying to get her to drink a cup of cocoa and chattering comfortingly to her.


  Frances comes to me in relief. “Oh, good, Charley! Something’s happened to upset Rosalind, and I don’t know what to do,” she says in a stage whisper. She obviously doesn’t notice my own red eyes. So funny… I prided myself on not crying, until this term. “She might be ill. Can’t you get her to talk to you?”


  “May I talk to you, Rosalind?” I ask, gently and unsure of myself.


  She doesn’t look up, but she nods, slowly. I turn imploringly to Frances, who smiles brightly.


  “I just want to go have a word with Miss Carmel about these Latin exercises. Take your time and have a nice little chat.”


  I reach out and squeeze her arm as she passes. I’ve always thought of Frances White as a kind of helpful shadow of Gladys, fussing happily around her, never really as her own person. She is, I realise gratefully, rather nice, in her nursery-governess way. Certainly nice enough to vanish when she’s not wanted.


  When the door closes behind her, I step awkwardly forward. I’ve done what Esther said and I’ve asked Rosalind to talk to me. Deciding what to say to her is another matter entirely.


  “Rosalind?” I should tell her that what she saw wasn’t what she thought, that I’m not like that, that’s she’s safe with me, but the lies are too much and they die on my tongue. “Please tell me what you’re thinking.”


  “I’m sorry. I just don’t like scenes. They upset me.” Her voice is small and tight and I can feel our friendship crumbling in front of us. The future is very clear, a future of Rosalind withdrawing from me and becoming as wary of me as she is of the other girls, more so, and it hurts so much that I can feel desperation pulling through me like a knife.


  I fall to my knees by her chair and take her hands, trying somehow to hold onto her with the touch, before I even realise that touching her right now might be a really bad idea. I wait for her to pull away in disgust. Instead she finally meets my gaze, with unhappy eyes.


  “You’re very kind to me, Charley,” she says.


  “What?” It’s not what I expected her to say after I let her down in some way that I’m not even sure about.


  “You’ve been very kind always. Taking me riding, helping me with Sunflame. You’ve been sweet. But I knew, when it came down to it, that you couldn’t be my friend. Not really my friend. Not like you are with Cecily and—and Esther.”


  “What?” I say again, blankly. “I don’t understand.”


  She smiles at me. “It was nice of you to pay a new girl attention and all that, and I’m grateful. After all, you’re so popular.”


  I find myself wanting to argue with her. I am, and always have been, an oddity in the school, a graceless tomboy whose only talents involve beasts and not people and who never really fit in. Of course, I’m Games Captain. A position that, if I’m being honest with myself, probably matters more to the school at large than Head Girl. All right. So I have some influence. I’ve simply never thought of it that way before. Taken off-guard by finding out that I’m somehow a leader in the school, it takes a moment for the full meaning of what she said to sink in.


  “You’re jealous of Esther.”


  Rosalind flushes. “It’s ridiculous. I always knew that she’s your real friend. You must think I’m an idiot, to be upset and jealous like this.”


  “I thought. . .” My voice tails off. I can’t really tell her that it had never occurred to me that Esther could possibly be the problem. I had been so afraid that Rosalind would be shocked and disgusted and want nothing more to do with me, that her innocence would be repulsed at the sight of Esther and myself doing… whatever it was that we were doing. I hadn’t considered that she was in fact so entirely innocent that she wouldn’t see anything but two close friends, talking intimately, and feel left out. “You mean you’re upset because you think I like Esther more than you.”


  She tries to tug her hands from my grasp. Only my steadfast hold keeps them in mine. Instead, she turns her head aside in shamed distress. “I know I’m being silly and childish.”


  “Rosalind, Esther didn’t mean to cause a break between us. She sent me after you. She’d be so terribly sorry if she thought she’d hurt you. And,besides—”


  I swallow, my mouth dry, forcing myself to continue. “Besides, Rosalind, there’s no one in the whole world that I’m more fond of than you. Not Esther, not Cecily, not anyone. Don’t you know how much I care about you?”


  My hands are sweaty where they are clinging to hers. Half of me wants, desperately, for her to understand, that she might as well be casting Glamours like Diana because as far as I’m concerned her pointed face is no longer plain at all but as lovely as Ember flaring off at dawn, that I love the way her hair glows dully against her creamy skin and the way her face lights up when she rides, her timid vulnerability and her unexpected fearlessness, the way she quietly makes up her own mind about things and won’t be shaken in her decisions. I want her to understand my completely unreasonable feeling that Rosalind belongs to me in some indefinable sense, and I belong to her.


  At the same time I’m terrified that she will understand too much, because my heart is thudding more painfully than it did when Esther was leaning into me and it is all I can do not to kiss her. I feel as if Esther has awakened something very dangerous in me that is only barely under control and is, somehow, more about Rosalind than about Esther, and I am more in danger of losing everything than I have ever been.


  Rosalind looks at me in that quiet, considering way she has when she’s judging things for herself, and then her rare smile flashes out and she says, quite simply, “I love you more than anyone else in the whole world, too.”


  I can feel the grin split my face. “You’re
my
friend, then.” I flinch a little at the naked possessiveness in my voice, but I don’t care, she loves me and I won’t lose her, not if I can help it.
Loves
me. If I can’t ever be with her the way I want, I’m still the one who is special to her. I’m so happy it hurts, and it’s all I can do not to crush her close. “Let’s promise, then. That we’ll be friends forever and always be true—like sisters.”


  “I promise. Like sisters.” There’s something a little odd in her voice, and I wonder if I’ve gone too far.


  I’ve said it now and I can’t take it back. My heart is actually hurting and scaring me a little, it’s pounding so hard that I can feel the pulse in my own wrists and ankles, and there is a queer desperate ache, not only in my heart but in an entirely confusing place. Rosalind is flushed, and terribly grave looking, and I have this odd feeling that I am standing on the edge of a very steep hill. If I only set a foot forward, I will plummet headlong, and everything will change. Everything. I just need to take that step, and I don’t quite know what it is, and I’m frightened.


  But Rosalind loves me best. I hold onto that. And she is so pretty like this, with the roses on her cheeks and those serious eyes bright and blue.


  “I promise too, Rosalind. I’ll always be there for you.” She smiles at me and I open my mouth again, not knowing what I’m going to say, with a feeling that I am about to take that plunging step after all, and the door opens.


  Diana makes a disgusted tutting sound as she takes in the scene, and suddenly everything is ghastly and ruined.


  I can feel the blood rush to my face, and I drop Rosalind’s hands guiltily and scramble to my feet, clasping my own hands behind my back. Rosalind is so innocent, but Diana is far more worldly. She understands, I know, what was happening between Esther and myself better than I did, and now she’s come on me kneeling before Rosalind, holding her hands and gazing up into her eyes, and I feel like I have been caught doing something filthy and wrong. Something that will besmirch Rosalind, who is so good and trusting. I don’t know how to undo it.


  “I’ve just come to get the things I left here,” Diana says to Rosalind, ignoring me. She gathers up some books, and a scarf. “And to tell you that I’m done with you, Rosalind Hastings. I’ve tried to be nice, I’ve tried to look after you, and
that
is what you’ve chosen.” She sweeps me with a contemptuous glance. “All your advantages—well, if you choose to throw them away, that’s your look-out. I’m done with you for good.”


  Rosalind doesn’t speak or respond. The door clicks closed behind Diana, and Rosalind draws a shuddering breath.


  “Are you very upset?” I ask Rosalind, in a low tone. “I know she was your friend, and I’ve driven her away.”


  She considers. “No. She was very kind to me—but I don’t think she ever really liked me for myself much. She wouldn’t have used magic on me, if she did.” The hurt is clear in her voice, and against all my better judgement I can’t help pulling her close in comfort. At first my arms are awkward around her back, until she sighs and settles her head against my shoulder, and my arms curve more naturally around her slender back, finding the right place to rest comfortably at her waist.


  “I
really like you,” I say, softly. She makes a sound I can’t quite make out, and snuggles closer, setting my heart thumping again.


  I hold her for a moment until the feeling of her delicate form, with the soft swelling of her breasts under the gym slip, becomes too much, and I become afraid that she can feel how my heart is hammering or sense somehow the tense ache that is becoming worse with the contact. I push her gently away. “All fine and serene?” I brush the pointed tip of one of her ears with my fingertip.


  She nods. “All fine and serene.” We stay there smiling at each other. At that moment she is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, thick glasses and childish plaits and all.


   



   



  
Frances is delighted at the change in Rosalind, and pulls me into the corridor to tell me so. “I knew you’d sort her out. I wanted to, but she’s such a funny girl. Won’t say boo to a goose. Why, sometimes I’ve thought she was scared of me!” She opens her eyes wide at the ridiculousness of the statement.


  I have the impulse to tell Frances that I know, in my inmost soul, that Diana has been using a mixture of gossip and magic to make Rosalind scared of the other girls. I can’t do it, though. I have no proof, and it’s too much like sneaking. So I just squeeze Frances’ plump shoulder and say, “I think she’ll be a bit friendlier now.”


  I do my prep. in the study Frances and Rosalind share rather than in my own or going to Esther or Cecily. I suppose Diana is no longer wasting any magical energy on Rosalind, because my friend is more chatty and easy-going with Frances that evening than I have seen her with anyone except myself. Frances, bless her, glows with pleasure at this new friendliness. I watch Rosalind talking to her with possessive pride, like a mother watching her child chasing her first pony club ribbon.


  She’s a good sort, Frances. It can’t have been an easy term for her, without her cousin and with a study mate who is scared of her. I wish, vaguely, that I can reconcile her with Gladys, whatever the trouble between the cousins. I’m no good at these things myself.


  I resolve to speak to Cecily about it. I am just so happy, so glowingly happy, that I want everyone to feel as happy as I do.


  It’s only later that night, lying in my cubicle surrounded by the breathing of other girls and feeling both oppressed by it and happy because one of the sleeping girls is Rosalind, that I allow myself to relive fully what I have felt on this confusing evening, the feelings Esther awoke in me and the overwhelming rush of emotion in Rosalind’s study. I feel like something has changed inside of me that will never quite change back. Over and over again, I think about Rosalind telling me she loves me best of everyone in the world, the way she looked and the way her voice sounded, the way she felt snuggled in my arms.


  The secret new ache inside of me is stronger and it makes me unbearably restless. I lie there playing the memories over again in my head, and in my imagination there is no need for courage and no need to fear disaster, I take that final step, I press Rosalind back in her easy chair and smother her white neck with kisses, find her pointed ear with my lips and whisper into it just what I my courage had failed me to say to her.


  I turn my head into my pillow and whisper it into the fabric and pillows.


  “I love you too, Rosalind. I love you so much.”
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  Lying awake in the early hours of the morning, with toothache and a mind that won’t shut off its clatter, is a particular form of hell. I am entirely unable to leave the throbbing pain alone, poking it experimentally with my tongue in order to see if it still results in the kind of agony shooting across my face that it did the last hundred times I tried it. In the same way, I keep poking at my memory of the incident this morning.


  I’d been straightening my tie before breakfast. I find putting on my tie somehow an awkward process these days, with the glimmering pins on it, as if making myself neat was somehow bragging to myself about being Games Captain unless I studiously avoid my reflection. Esther drifted across to retie it more neatly for me. It’s not an unknown thing for her to do, Esther likes patting my hair and Cecily’s into place or sorting out our collars, although it feels a little different these days when I catch a vaguely resentful restlessness from Rosalind when Esther sorts me out. I suppose Esther does seem very proprietorial, at times, in a way that is queerly different from the way Frances mother-hens Rosalind.


  Not, to be honest, that I like it much when Frances, in her maternal way, brushes Rosalind’s lovely masses of hair.


  Esther had straightened me out, stood on her tiptoes, and whispered into my ear: “When I need a big favour, Charles, and I will, please remember that I am being very nice to your little Rosalind, and not ripping her limb from limb.”


  Before I could respond, she’d slipped back to her own cubicle, leaving me feeling vaguely disturbed. I don’t like the idea of owing Esther a big favour. Somehow, being in Esther’s debt feels quite dangerous, especially when I has no idea what she had in mind.


  Besides, everyone should be nice to Rosalind. She never says a bad word against anyone. I resent a little the idea that being decent to her is somehow a huge favour to me.


  Now, in the darkness, the pain fretting me, I turn the incident over and over in my head, to no resolution. Of course, often Esther is provoking just for the sake of it. I just don’t want the happy, uncomplicated flow of the last few days interrupted by Esther’s perverse schemings.


  In the end I clamber from the bed, sitting heavily on the end for a moment as the movement sends pain coursing through my face. When I can move, there’s enough light from the moon in the window to manage my slippers and dressing gown.


  I dread the thought of bearding Matron in her den. I would go back to bed if it wasn’t for the fact that if I don’t have some clove oil soon to deal with the pain, I will never sleep, and between sleeplessness and toothache the poor First form will wish I’ve never been born when the time comes to take them for prep. For their innocent sakes, I tell myself, I have a duty to brave Matron’s grumpiness.


  Our cubicle curtains never shut all the way. I’ve never been quite clear on the reasoning why closed curtains are a sin. Privacy is unhygienic, or something. It means that I can see the others as I pass, Cecily curled on her side like a small child, Valerie with her blankets tangled around her knees. I can’t resist the temptation to stop for some ridiculously soppy moment, that I would absolutely die if anyone found out about, to peek at Rosalind, her moonlight-pale hair spread over her pillow and shining softly. She would look like Sleeping Beauty, waiting for an elvish prince to kiss her back to consciousness and full magic powers, if she hadn’t fallen asleep sucking her thumb. I grin and move on.


  Next to Rosalind’s cubicle, Diana’s bed lies empty.


  At first, I don’t think particularly much of it. There is one very straightforward reason that all girls leave their beds at night at one time or another, even though it is frowned on. I’ve actually passed on down the aisle before something clicks in my head, a little detail that I’ve noticed. I turn back to Diana’s cubicle.


  Her dressing gown is still hanging on the back of her chair. It’s a chilly night; there’s no way anyone would venture out in her pyjamas. There is, however, no blazer with the clothes folded neatly on her chair. Slippers by the bed, not shoes.


  I curse under my breath, a very bad word I once heard a stable boy use. I don’t want to care what Diana is up to. I want to get my clove oil and go back to bed and curl up in the warm and fall asleep and leave Diana to her own devices.


  I suppose, once you start thinking like a Senior Prefect, there’s no escape from acting like one.


  I brave Matron’s wrath, first of all, because I know my temper will be much worse if I’m in pain. Once the clove oil has first escalated the pain into hell fires of torture and then dulled it, I return to the dormy, half hoping that Diana has made it back and I can confine myself to scolding her in the morning. No such luck. I sit on the end of my bed, resisting the lure of the pillows, and give myself up to thought.


  Diana’s been spending a lot of time with Kitty and, presumably, her crowd, lately. Perhaps the Fifth are having a midnight feast or something. I really hope it’s something as innocent as that, something that will mean I can pack them all off to bed and make them write me a short essay on why they need their sleep, some minor breach of rules that doesn’t put Cecily’s precious School Banner at risk. I have a dragging feeling in the pit of my stomach that it won’t be something so babyish and simple to deal with. Diana isn’t really the sort to hobnob with the lower forms at midnight feasts and, come to that, the Fifth’s record of night-time wanderings is a little less innocent than secret boiled eggs and ginger beer.


  I drag myself back to my feet and walk softly along the passages, checking all the usual places for illicit feasts, or come to that, casinos: the Fifth common room, the music rooms. I even ease open the doors of the Fifth dormitories and peek inside. The demons in the Fifth are sleeping like precious angels. Well, all barring one.


  
Naturally, Kitty Eversleigh’s bed is the empty one.


  I curse again and resort to my last guess, the study Diana and I share. It only takes me a moment to see that the window, apparently closed, has in fact a ruler wedged into it to prevent it latching against someone’s return.


  It’s going to be, I suspect, a long night. I settle into an easy chair near the door and resign myself to the vigil. There are books lined up on the shelves, including one on gryphon breeding that Mother has sent and I am just longing to read, to while away the hours. If only I dared put on a lamp and read to keep myself awake, without alerting the two miscreants that I’m lying in wait.


  I decide to work on my plans to encourage Harry and Rosalind to fall in love instead. After all, I think bitterly, it’s usually the best way to keep me tortured and awake all night.


  My romantic plans don’t change much, no matter how often I go over them. They are two of the nicest people I know, after all. They’d be a perfect couple. If I could only convince Rosalind to keep all those heavy pale waves of hair out on display instead of tied up in childish plaits, and get her talking about Fabled Beasts so that her fiery enthusiasm for them overpowers her timidity, I can’t see how Harry could help falling in love with her. Harry, who will spend all night working on some doomed foal, won’t be able to help having his protective instincts roused by someone like Rosalind, which is half the battle. And Harry… he is good looking and chivalrous and kind-hearted and another Fable Empath and Rosalind will adore him and I will just have to bite down and endure it, because it is a hundred times better than some stranger carrying her off.


  I fall into miserable day dreams of them together, Rosalind’s face turned up to him with the soft glow of affection that in my heart should always belongs to me. Will still, in part. She promised forever friendship. It’s just that it will rightfully belong more to someone else later, which is good and natural and inevitable, and a loving friend would be happy for her.


  I cuddle deeper into my dressing gown, shivering. I pull my knees up to myself. The ache in my tooth is still numbed, at least. I’m feeling sad and so terribly drowsy.


  The clink of the window coming up wakes me fully. I remain motionless, trying to breathe softly, listening to the scuffling as the two girls come in the window and close it behind them. Then I am up and between them and the door before they can react to my presence, my back against the wood as I flick on the electric light switch.


  Kitty and Diana blink at me. They are wearing wraps turned inside out to hide the school colours, over evening dress, dance slippers in one hand and school shoes on their feet. Kitty, as a Fifth former, shouldn’t even have a party frock at school. I have no idea how she hides it from Matron.


  Diana turns pale, then red. Kitty, for her part, gives me an impudent smile. “Couldn’t count enough sheep, Charley?”


  “Not quite enough, no.” Deep fury is welling up in me. I’m so tired. My head aches. My tooth is starting to twinge again, too. I don’t want to deal with these two idiots and I don’t want to tell Cecily that any kind of conduct Banner is further and further away from School House because of their actions and feel that somehow it’s my fault for catching them and—I could just spit. Instead, I lean back against the door.


  “Let us past, there’s a dear. We’re all cold and tired and we’ll feel better for some sleep. We can have a chat about this in the morning.” Kitty dimples up at me, stepping forward and putting a hand on my arm. I’m almost sure she’s wearing powder and rouge and that her long lashes shouldn’t be quite so black, not with that red-gold hair.


  For some reason, the thought that she’s wearing makeup puts the seal on my fury. “Are you both completely mad?” I struggle to keep my voice down. “You know that breaking bounds at night could get you expelled! We’re going to Miss Carroll, now!”


  Diana is neither red nor white now. She’s a sickly grey. She lifts a hand as if to touch me and drops it, helplessly.


  “Charley—Charley, you can’t.”


  I glare at her. I hate her. I really hate her, with a deep loathing that makes me tremble. It’s going to be ugly, and horrible, and I hate her for ruining Cecily’s chances at her precious Banner, and I hate her most of all because her unhealthy pallor and obvious terror forces me to feel sorry for her. Everything that has gone wrong this year feels, in this moment, to be Diana’s fault. The only thing stopping me from crossing to her and shaking her is the need to keep the door blocked, with Kitty so close to me and still cheekily unperturbed.


  “I don’t have any choice,” I say, shortly. “I’m a Prefect. This needs to be reported.”


  “Oh, Charley, you can’t mean it,” Kitty wheedles, stroking my arm. I shake her hand off. She narrows her feline eyes, thoughtfully.


  “You don’t understand,” Diana says. “This is my last chance. I can’t be asked to leave another school!”


  I press my palms to my eyes and slide to a sitting position against the door. “You have to be pulling my leg,” I say, with no real hope. After all, new girls in Sixth form are unusual enough that there’s probably a story behind them.


  “How many schools
have
you been asked to leave so far?” Kitty asks. She sounds inquisitive and sympathetic and not at all scared about her own prospects.


  “Th-three.” I peer out between my fingers. To my despair, Diana is shaking and crying. “I didn’t think Daddy would find another school to take me, until Miss Carroll agreed to have me here at Fernleigh Manor. I was never officially expelled,” she says hurriedly through her tears, “just that they all told Daddy that there wouldn’t be a place for me next term. I can’t be expelled from here, I just can’t! Charley, please!” Her voice rises in a wail.


  “Three expulsions is a pretty good record. I mean, I’m pretty bad, and I’ve only been expelled once. What on earth did you do?” Kitty asks curiously. She is still carrying on as if this was a friendly conversation, and I want to slap her.


  “It doesn’t matter what I did! Oh, Charley—I know you hate me, but please!”


  I realise I can’t go on letting Kitty carry on the conversation. I relent, just a little. “All right. Have it your way. We’ll go to bed, and after prayers, I’ll call a full meeting of prefects. You can explain yourselves and we’ll decide together what to do.”


  “Not Miss Carroll?” Diana scrubs at her tear-wet cheeks with the back of her fists.


  “I can’t promise. It depends what Cecily and the others decide.” I clamber wearily to my feet. “Get out of those ridiculous frocks before you freeze to death, and go to bed.” I hold the door open for them.


  Kitty has the cheek to give me another smile as she leaves. Diana steps after her, then turns back, tear-streaked and blazing.


  “I suppose you want me to thank you for not going straight to Miss Carroll. High and mighty prefect, giving the naughty children a chance. What does it matter, though, if we go to a dance? I’m nearly eighteen! You had no need to interfere.” Her voice is hot and vindictive and full of spite. “It’s natural to want to dance and meet young men and have a good time. I haven’t done anything really wrong—anything sick or perverted. You are the one who truly deserves to leave Fernleigh Manor, you know that as well as I do.”


  She turns on her heels and whirls off. I stand there dumbly, letting her go.


  It doesn’t matter what Diana says. I’m still a Senior Prefect. I still can’t let them get away with flouting the strictest rule in all the school. Even if she is right about our relative sinfulness.


  I wait for a while before following them. I want Diana safely in bed before I get back to the Blue Dorm, so that I don’t have to face her. When I’m sure it’s safe, I make my way slowly toward my cubicle, feeling ill and feverish and wanting bed more than anything. Almost more than anything.


  I want, desperately, to wake Rosalind and cling like a kid, to be comforted. She could make it feel better, I’m sure. She could—oh, I am such an idiot. Perhaps if I’d gone to her, she could have used her Gift to ease my toothache, and I never would have stumbled on Diana’s secret. It’s too late now, and with Diana hunted to a corner, the last thing I dare do is enter Rosalind’s cubicle. I push my way past it, into my own, and curl up miserably on my bed.
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