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PROLOGUE

London, 1855 Alice Kingsleigh started awake.

Her heart was pounding. The room around her
was dark. The only glimmers of light slipped under
the door from the lamps in the hall outside.

Shed had the dream again. It was the same
every time.

The tiny nine-year-old pushed back her heavy
bedcovers . She shivered as her bare feet hit the cold
wooden floor. Sounds echoed from downstairs—
the strong, comforting voice of her father and the
answering guffaws® of his friends in the study.
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Pale lace curtains fluttered at her window as
Alice pulled open the bedroom door. She crept down
the hall, a ghostly figure in her white nightgown. A
floorboard creaked underneath her as she passed her
mother’s room.

Alice froze, waiting for a stern” word to send her
back to bed.

Silence. Another roar of laughter from the men
downstairs. Either her mother was asleep already— or
pretending to be.

As Alice hurried down the long staircase, the
smooth wood of the banister felt like polished bronze
under her small hands. She stopped in the doorway
of the study, transfixed® by the sight of her father.
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Charles Kingsleigh stood before the window,
lit by the glow of firelight. A circle of men sat
listening to him, captured by his ardor the way
Alice usually was. He spoke passionately of his
new grand idea. Alice didn’t understand it, but
she knew if her father believed in it, it must be
something wonderful.

Peering around the door, she recognized one
of the faces in the crowd. It was Lord Ascot, a
dour, aristocratic”’ man with none of her father’s
energy or life. Lord Ascot’s son, Hamish, was a
pasty, stuck-up little boy with no sense of humor.
Alice thought he was rather horrible, but she
tried to be nice to him. She thought she might

BORHT - B ITA AR B AT, BRREP KBRS T i B, —
H S NEARAE— R 2R Wi i, PR 21— R, 1
IR BT IR S | T BRI S A R 1 O
U 72 PR R B , 2 R 22 AN HEK 28, (B RN A0 2R SR (R IX
P FRRIATHY B E —5E R ]

BMZWETOHEE THE, EABPIAE—TA. BAR
Bl ST RLRR O B, — (AT S SRR BUR R TR, — ULt
EAMACRITE NS, PSR BT AkA, 2 —4
T E  w i E RI/NE %, — LR A . %25

(1) aristocratic adj. &R, BESIREY: ZEHE5IH

003



004

be horrible, too, if she had parents like Lord and
Lady Ascot.

Instead she had her father, who understood her
completely. Alice wrapped her hands around the
doorknob” and leaned on the solid wooden door,
waiting for him to notice her.

“Charles,’” said Lord Ascot, “you have finally lost
your senses.”

“This venture” is impossible,” agreed another
man, his mustache twitching.

Charles Kingsleigh smiled a grin that made
Alice feel warm inside. How could anyone disagree
with him about anything?

“For some,” Alice’s father said. “Gentlemen, the
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only way to achieve the impossible is to believe it is
possible”

Alice pondered this.

“That kind of thinking could ruin you,” said a
man in an ill-fitting black suit, shaking his head.

“Pm willing to take that chance™,” Charles said
passionately. “Imagine trading posts in Rangoon,
Bangkok, Jakarta ...”

He waved his arms, imagining the exotic
faraway ports, and his gaze drifted across the room
and fell on Alice. Immediately he stopped speaking
and crossed the room to her. The other men turned
and saw the tiny blond child standing at the door
in her nightgown. Alice’s father crouched beside
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her and put his warm hands on her trembling
shoulders.
“The nightmare again?” he asked kindly.

Alice nodded, thinking of an immaterial” cat
and a talking hare. Charles took one of her hands in
his and turned to his guests.

“I won’t be long,” he said.

Alice leaned on his shoulder as he carried her
up the long staircase. Her mother would have been
scandalized if Alice had shown up in the middle of
one of her parties. She would have sent her straight
back to bed on her own. But Father understood.

He always understood, and he was always there for
her.
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Charles tucked the bedclothes” around Alice
again and sat down on the bed beside her.

“Tell me about it,” he said, patting her hand. “T'm
falling down a dark hole,” Alice said, “and then I see
strange creatures... ” She faltered. It all sounded too
peculiar to believe, but her father listened with a
serious, attentive expression on his face.

“What kind of creatures?” he asked.

“Well, there’s a dodo bird,” said Alice, “a rabbit
in a waistcoat, a smiling cat—"

“I didn’t know cats could smile,” her father said.
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“Neither did I,” said Alice, but she could see
the smiling cat in her head as clear as day”, as well
as the smile left behind when the rest of the cat
disappeared. She shivered. It was so very odd. “Oh,
and there’s a blue caterpillar,” she said, remembering
the large puffy® mushroom it sat on.

“Blue caterpillar,” Charles said gravely.
“Hmmm.”

Alice gave him a worried look. “Do you think
I've gone round the bend®?”

Her father felt her forehead, looking just like
their family doctor when he was checking for a
fever. He made the doctor’s “bad news” face and
said, “I'm afraid so.” Alice’s eyes widened”, but he
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went on. “Youre mad. Bonkers. Off your head. But
I'll tell you a secret ... all the best people are.”

He grinned at her, and Alice couldn’t help but
smile back. She leaned against him with a little sigh.

“It's only a dream, Alice,” he went on. “Nothing
can harm you there. But if you get too frightened,
you can always wake up. Like this.” Suddenly he
pinched her arm, not very hard, but it made her
shriek with surprise. Giggling, she pinched him
back, and he laughed, tousling her hair.

“Exactly;” he said. “You see? Nothing to worry
about. It’s only a dream.” He kissed her forehead and
fluffed the pillows around her as he stood up.

“Thank you, Father,” Alice whispered.
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But as she listened to his footsteps going back
down the stairs, a shivery feeling ran across her
skin.

How could a dream be so very real?
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CHAPTER I

Ten years later

A horse-drawn carriage careened down the
road at a full gallop. Outside the carriage windows,
the outskirts of London flashed by. Inside the dark,
cramped cab, Alice Kingsleigh fidgeted"” with her
dress. She wished she could be out in the sunshine
with a book and a kitten, instead of stuck here on
her way to a dreary, boring party with a lot of dreary
people.

The little girl haunted by her nightmares had
grown into a beautiful woman. There was something
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slightly unusual—and unearthly—about her beauty.
Her large hazel eyes seemed to see things differently
from other women her age.

Beside her on the carriage seat, Helen
Kingsleigh fussed” with Alice’s hair. Alice’s mother
could never understand why Alice’s wild blond
mane was so unmanageable. Long golden curls
seemed to escape no matter what Helen did to pin®
them all back.

Alice twitched grumpily as her mother yanked
on a particularly intractable lock of hair.

“Must we go?” Alice asked. “I doubt they’ll

notice if we never arrive” She yawned hugely. Her
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body ached with tiredness, and the last thing she
wanted to do was make polite conversation for
hours.

“They will notice,” her mother said firmly. She
adjusted Alice’s long blue skirt and reached to retie
her waist sash. Her thin fingers poked probingly at
Alice’s stomach. Her eyebrows arched in surprise.
“Where’s your corset '?” she asked, scandalized.
What was the world coming to? Couldn’t the child
even dress herself? Dreading the worst, she lifted
Alice’s skirt above her ankles and gasped. “And no
stockings!”

“I'm against them,” Alice said with another
yawn@”.
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“But you’re not properly dressed!” Helen
pointed out. What would the Ascots think?

“Who’s to say what is proper?” Alice said, with
that maddening streak of impossible logic shed
inherited” from her father. “What if it was agreed
that ‘proper’ was wearing a codfish on your head?
Would you wear it?”

Helen closed her eyes. “Alice.”

“To me a corset is like a codfish,” Alice said.

“Please;” said her mother. “Not today.”

Alice sighed with frustration and turned to look
out the window. “Father would have laughed,” she
muttered”. Instantly, she felt a pang of guilt and
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