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Chapter One


I suppose if this were a proper book I’d begin it something like, “Miss Lydia Bennet, youngest of five daughters to a father hopelessly entailed, had few advantages in life, but not too few to squander.” That sounds fine, and important, and promises that no matter how exciting the story may become it will all resolve with a tidy boring moral at the end. That is why Kitty and I prefer to skip the last chapter of novels.


However, that bit about squandering isn’t true. Oh, I daresay many in Meryton would whisper that I had indeed squandered all my advantages of birth and position; and that much is true, and Lord knows I have shed many a tear over it. However, I was born with greater gifts than one silly girl can use up in a lifetime. Kitty is proof enough of that. For another thing, I am not the youngest of five daughters. I am the youngest of seven.


Those who knew me in Meryton would frown over this, and perhaps discreetly count on their fingers. As far as the public remembers, we Bennet sisters number but five. There is beautiful Jane, the eldest; Lizzy, second in beauty and first in her own mind; dull, moralizing Mary, so mortified by her own lack of beauty that she was doomed to become clever; my darling Kitty; and me, Lydia, the baby.


This count is wrong in two respects. Firstly, three of my elder sisters died shortly after birth. No doubt the world scarcely remembers them, for unless Mamma wanted something from my father and wished to remind him of all she had gone through on his behalf, Charlotte, Anne, and Sophia were rarely spoken of in our household. Quite right, too. Deceased progeny are hardly a jolly topic of conversation, I think.


Nevertheless, this makes me, Lydia, the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. Strange, is it not, that being born so late and a girl should be a source of both my misfortune and my strength?


Those readers diligently counting Miss Bennets will have noted that the count is still off by one. Five living girls and three dead ones bring the total to eight, not seven. Is all this arithmetic making your head ache? It is mine. Perhaps I’d better begin again.


It is a truth universally acknowledged that the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter must be a witch.


My earliest memories are of my sisters’ backs. I remember toddling along after them, calling for them to wait. Jane was always kind, and Lizzy only slapped me if I tangled her embroidery; but Mary loathed me. She would begin to cry and whine to our mother the moment I came near. “Mamma, Lydia pulled my hair! She stained my dress! Take her away! Mamma!”


Quite often I did pull her hair and stain her dress, but I was only trying to get close to her. I adored her, and yanking on one of her long, neat plaits was one of the most reliable ways to get her attention. I thought of nothing but attracting attention in those days; in our large family circle I was often forgotten. They do not remember it so, of course—in a large family, every child is sure that they alone were uniquely neglected. Lizzy says I was Mamma’s favorite from birth, which is quite possible, but Mamma was often abed with her nerves or another failed attempt to produce an heir, and quite often no one was looking after me at all. Once my mother, after bringing me on a morning visit to show me off to Lady Lucas, forgot me in the carriage, and no one found me until tea-time. Another time I fell in the stream that ran through the garden, and despite my cries no one came. It was one of my father’s tenants who fished me out, and that, I believe, because he heard my cries and thought me one of his lambs. Jackson brought me into the house, dripping and sobbing, and then the house was set in as much of an uproar as I could wish. I spent the evening on my mother’s lap, being squeezed and kissed and lamented over, while my sisters petted and caressed me and brought me sweets and bits of ribbon.


The next day, I threw myself in the creek again. Well, what did they expect? A good thing witches float.


I wanted hugs and sweets and smiles from them all. Failing that, I would accept scolds and slaps. Mary was my primary object. I adored her, worshiped her, thought she was beautiful. (She should have enjoyed it while it lasted—I was the only one who ever thought so.) In my foolish baby mind, if I glued myself to her side firmly enough, she would eventually return my regard, and we would form a pair like Jane and Lizzy. Alas, even then Mary loved nothing but solitude and study, and her legs were long enough to escape me.


And so I found myself, in a house crowded with sisters, servants, and visitors, usually alone. It did not suit me. Mary is born for solitude, but I am born for company, as much and as merry as possible.


I took to spending my time with Mamma’s cat. My father gave the little gray kitten to Mamma after one of her indispositions, and for a time she enjoyed cuddling the sweet little ball of fluff. But it soon grew into a stringy, mottled gray cat with a piercing yowl, and Mamma took no further notice of it.


I began to follow the cat about as I had my sisters. At first I had no better luck winning its heart. Indeed, when it saw me reaching my jammy hands toward its fur, it would make a sound of dread low in its throat and leap for the nearest open window. But cats are simpler creatures than sisters. Neither scratches nor howls deterred my lavish embraces and sticky kisses. My love needed an object, and the family cat could not escape. Generous gifts of cream and kippers soon had the creature following me from room to room, much to Mary and Papa’s disgust. Indeed, Papa would leave the room when he saw us coming, claiming that my pet made him sneeze.


I did not care. I only hugged my cat close, glorying when she purred instead of fleeing, and whispered my secrets into her fur.


So far, ordinary enough. Many a lonely young girl makes a companion of a pet. What happened next, though, was far from ordinary. I made believe that my cat was my sister, and my family indulged me, as one does with an imaginative and spoilt child. “And how is Kitty today?” they would ask me.


“Kitty is hungry,” I would say, or “Kitty wants to go to the market,” and my elders would nod solemnly. Do you know the difference between pretending to believe a witch, and truly believing her? There isn’t one. Kitty this, Kitty that, was the refrain in our house, until one day, they were not humoring me—they saw her, too.


From that day forward, my parents had not four daughters, but five. The world saw Kitty as a tall, thinnish girl, not terribly bright, but with a great gift for learning things she wasn’t supposed to know. She had a rather carrying voice, and spoke almost exclusively to me.


This was my first spell. I thought nothing of it at the time. All small children think they can control the world around them. Years later, my aunt explained to me what a tremendous working my first one was—I would not match it till the events of my sixteenth year. Later still, we talked of the price of it. All magic carries a price, of course, and if you do not pay up front and in full, it will extract the cost in its own way.


My aunt’s theory on the price for that first, unconscious spell was an heir. Perhaps my mother would have had one more child, maybe even a boy to save us all; but my unknowing childish gluttony for love snatched its soul from her womb to fashion Kitty. I tend to disbelieve this theory. On the day my father first referred to Kitty as his daughter with no hint of mockery, his favorite horse dropped dead at four years old and he could never afford such a fine one again. No further explanation, I believe, is necessary.









Chapter Two


If you were to tell Lizzy’s story, or Jane’s, I suppose you would begin with when they met their husbands. I don’t say that to slight them! I’ve often wished that my own life had turned out like theirs. They seem very happy with their rich husbands, and though neither man is to my taste, who am I to judge? I am a foolish wretch and usually racked with misery of my own making. Ask anyone. Ah well! At least I’ve known such fun as they will never come within a hundred yards of. La! Imagine what Lizzy would do if she knew I made that spot on her chin pop back out whenever she vexed me.


The story of Lydia Bennet must linger in her childhood for a while (but take heart, dear reader, there are handsome rakes and ardent suitors to come). Luckily for me and my family, I was not the only witch in our connection. My aunt Philips, my mother’s sister, lived in Meryton and she had the gift. When all the town began referring to a ragged mouser as Miss Kitty Bennet, she realized that one of us must have it, too. Shortly after that, she cornered me after a family supper.


“That is a very pretty bit of magic you worked, my girl,” she said. “They all see Kitty as your sister now, even your father, who still sneezes when she comes near.”


“I know,” I said complacently. I was too young to be astonished at the mention of magic. “Papa thinks he avoids her because she is so stupid. He dislikes me for the same reason, so it’s easy for him to believe. Pooh, I hate sherry.” I withdrew from the scent of sherry on her breath. I had not yet learned to be polite. (Some would say I never did.)


My aunt merely chuckled, sending more clouds of sherry breath my way. “Careful, my girl. If you’re to be a witch, you needn’t hold your tongue generally—it’s the good Christian folk who must take care not to offend you. But I’m a witch myself and you’d better mind me, or I’ll disenchant that cat of yours and the Bennets will find themselves with only four daughters again. There, don’t cry.” She chucked me under the chin, which had begun to tremble, and glanced nervously over her shoulder at my mother sitting by the fire. I had a piercing voice when I cried.


“Don’t take Kitty away,” I whispered. My mother still hadn’t noticed anything amiss, but Kitty, curled up next to her, narrowed her eyes at us and came stalking over.


“Take me where?” she said.


“Nowhere,” said my aunt hastily. “I’m proud of the glamour she cast over you, Kitty dear. And as long as you both behave I’ll do nothing to alter it.”


Kitty slipped her hand into mine and squeezed it. I was glad I’d made her my older sister instead of younger. Lifting her chin, she was nearly as tall as my aunt.


“As if you could,” she said scornfully. “I’m in this shape because I choose to be.” But I saw a flash of doubt pass over her face. We had never met another witch before.


My aunt laughed. “Isn’t that just like a cat. Everything has to be your own idea. I believe I’ve frightened you two, and that’s the last thing I would wish, my dears. Come, let me make it up to you. Let’s have some fun, eh?” And from the depths of her dress she produced two lengths of lace and handed one to each of us. We gasped.


“This is the new lace from London! Mrs. Pierce said she wouldn’t have any till next week. How did you get it?” I demanded.


She looked sly. “When you’re a witch, there’s much folks will do to oblige you, if you know how to ask.”


That was enough for me. The promise of new lace made me clamor to learn all she had to teach, and she readily agreed.


“I’d better train you up, yes, for Lord knows who you’ll kill, else. I’ll teach you. You too, Miss Kitty. You won’t be able to work human magic, of course, but Lydia’s power is bound up with you.”


Naturally I agreed. From then on Kitty and I spent all the time we could in the village with my good aunt. She made me promise not to tell anyone of our lessons; however, I think she must have laid a powerful silence spell on me as well, for I was such a chatterbox in those days and never could have kept mum on my own. I suppose she had to do it, but I’m sorry for whatever alley cat or street mongrel sacrificed its life’s blood so that a middling witch like my aunt could perform such a spell. I have always been powerfully fond of animals.









Chapter Three


Aunt Philips was no seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. She was a simple hedge witch, with a little talent for the craft supplemented by a great deal of guile. Her first Great Working did not come until she reached the age of seventeen, and was mortified to discover that her younger sister—my mother—was considered far more beautiful than she.


Up until then, as the eldest, my aunt had been first in everything. And so she had assumed it would always be, for my mother admired her as much as she could wish. When my mother came out, and suitors flocked to young Anne Gardiner while ignoring Margery, the elder Miss Gardiner’s rage was so wild that it forced her gift into full flower.


For many of us, you see, the first working is one of the greatest. The power of dammed-up youthful passion is considerable. So it was with Miss Gardiner, although even at the height of her powers, she was not strong enough to cast a glamour on herself that would make her appear a beauty to the whole town, or even just the young men. But what her gift lacked in power, she made up for in deviousness.


“My father was an attorney in town, and very prosperous for his station,” she told me. “Our brother had no wish to succeed him, so Papa established him in manufacturing in town and prepared to pass the business to his clerk, a handsome young man named Philips.”


I can remember sitting at my aunt’s knee, the ruddy light of the fire playing over her face as she told me the story. Even years later, it filled her face with glee. “My sister adored Philips,” she said with a chuckle. “From the time she was a tiny girl, she followed him about, declaring that she would marry him. A childish passion, but it did not fade.


“The young man did not object to the affections of his master’s daughter. They would have been married, I suppose. But when Anne came out, the attentions of other young men turned her head, and she became a great flirt.” She shook her head. “For what came next, she has only herself to blame.”


She stirred up the embers with a poker. “My girl, here is the truth about witchcraft: We have been given immense power, and we must use it. To squander it would be wicked—especially if we do not use it to right wrongs, such as the wrong the world had dealt me. Well, use it I did. I cast a glamour, and young Philips found himself ten times as devoted to me as he ever was to my sister.” She chuckled. “You should have seen Anne’s face when we announced our engagement! It was as though I had slapped her. I’m sure she thought that when she had had her fill of flirting, he would still be waiting for her. Let that be a lesson to you, Lydia. The power of beauty is considerable, but it is no match for the craft. Now cast these bones and tell me if it will rain tomorrow.”


Luckily for family harmony, my mother’s respect for her older sister was stronger than her passion for her father’s clerk. After a brief outcry when she learned of their engagement, she found comfort in half a dozen new flirtations, until finally marrying my father. She never seemed to bear my aunt any ill will, perhaps because in the eyes of the world, my father was the much better match. Still, sometimes when we were all together, I would catch her looking at my uncle, a little knot of worry between her brows, as though she was trying to remember a pleasant dream long forgotten.


Anyway, that’s my aunt in a nutshell. And that, pray, is the woman who shaped me! I do think that excuses some of what followed, don’t you? I could not help but turn out terribly wicked and selfish when guided by such a woman. Lord, even she thought me wicked! Most of her stronger spells required an animal sacrifice of some sort, and I refused outright to take part. Indeed, she once bought a snow-white kid goat to sacrifice at the full moon, and I snuck out while she was asleep and stole the kid away. I brought her to one of our tenants and said she was a gift from my father. When Aunt Philips found out what I’d done, she boxed my ears and said I was the most selfish creature she’d ever encountered, and it was my fault if the harvest was blighted that year. I’ve no idea if it was blighted, but Papa still receives regular gifts of goat cheese.


*


La, how my hand hurts! I have been writing for two hours together and I have never felt such an ache in my life. My hand is smeared in ink, too, for I’m left-handed. And fancy, I have just counted and only ten pages are done! This writing is the dreariest business I have ever undertaken. But I did promise to do it, and every witch knows the importance of keeping one’s promises. (Promises to people who matter, I mean. I promised to pay Jane back for lunch and I never shall.) I know what: Our bargain was that I must write an “account of my experiences,” so I shall fill these quires of paper till the last page and then stop—even if that leaves off in the middle of the Battle of Brighton. That would serve you right.


*


Where was I? Oh yes, my aunt. After her great triumph of landing my uncle, they took a house in Meryton. She still practiced the craft, and often bragged to me that she had brought the rain for the farmers; but only after the rain was already falling.


Her house was like a second home to me and Kitty. At her knee I learned all she knew about the craft and, I thought, all there was to know. I learned herb lore and glamours, knot-magic and mirror-magic. Before I was ten years old I knew how to spy on any household in town that had a mirror. I couldn’t do it very often, for our mirror was in our front hall, and I could rarely be alone there, but once I saw the vicar picking his nose, and another time I caught Lady Lucas saying that Mamma was an “empty-headed, vain peahen,” and I was overawed to learn that adults were as rude as children when in private. Magic was immense fun to me then. When Mary fell in a patch of nettles and got a rash across her neck and cheek, I told her, quite seriously, that I would fix it. I pestered my aunt to tell me what herbs would cure it, and snuck out at midnight and sprinkled them into a pool of water reflecting the full moon, and the next morning Mary’s rash was gone. She didn’t believe that I had fixed it and refused to thank me, so I pushed her into the nettles again. I would also tell fortunes for my sisters and girls of our acquaintance.


Our parents thought this was harmless make-believe and allowed it. If only they knew! I told my sisters that Jane would marry a beautiful fool, and Lizzy the most disagreeable man she had ever met; and wasn’t I right?


My magical education was rather patchy, but my aunt did teach me the most important thing a witch must know: the law of sacrifice.


“Some spells are more difficult than others,” she explained, “and some witches are born with more power than others. Being the seventh of a seventh, and having a familiar, my dear, you’ve a tidy little sum of magic to your name. If magic were coin, I should say you had about ten thousand pounds. But there are other things that will affect your success—your skill, and the quality of your herbs, and the position of the moon, and so on. But most of all, every magic you do, Lydia, you must pay for. The more difficult the magic, the more you must sacrifice.” And she leaned over and plucked a hair from my head.


“Ouch!” I said.


She ignored me. “Try that spark spell again now.”


I did so, and found that I could raise a spark from my fingertip. It fell on my apron and left a little black spot. I had never managed real fire before, only illusions. “Gracious!”


I plucked three more hairs from my head, expecting to be able to produce a whole shower of sparks, but again there was only one.


“Three hairs do not hurt more than one, do they?” she said. “The magic knows that.”


“How does it know?”


“Little witches should not be so inquisitive.” (It took me a few years to realize this is what she said when she had no idea.)


“But then how am I to do great magic without plucking my head bald?”


“Ah.” She looked sly. “There are all kinds of sacrifices, are there not? What matters is not what the sacrifice is, but what it costs. And it need not be you who pays it.”


I pondered her words. This, of course, accounted for my aunt’s habit of slaying small animals. “If magic keeps such minute reckoning of the cost, why does it allow you to make others pay?”


She shook her head. “It is the way of the world, child. Farming your father’s lands requires a great deal of sweat, but how much of it is his own?”


None, of course. “Oh, I see.” I said the spark spell again, then, just before sealing it, reached over and ripped a handful of hairs out of her head. She cried out in pain. A whole shower of sparks burst from my fingertips. My aunt’s hair had begun thinning, causing her great distress, so I suppose it was a greater sacrifice.


“Now you’re thinking like a witch,” she said, “but I am not your black cockerel.” And she boxed my ears.


My aunt didn’t teach me much protective magic. Her own talent was paltry enough that she never attracted much notice from anyone who might endanger her, and I suppose she did not know that my case was different.


She did, however, offer one piece of wisdom that I should perhaps have taken more note of, although at the time, she never made much of it.


“Never offer an open boon to another witch, niece. Your word is your bond where magic is concerned,” she told me. I nodded solemnly, but I was not even sure what a boon was. I vaguely pictured a sort of exotic animal. As if I would give one of those away if I had it!


I soon had reason to wish she had spent less time teaching me parlor tricks and a bit more time preparing me for the actual dangers of being a witch. I had never so much as heard of the Great Powers up until the day I met one.


It happened on the way to Meryton when I was seven and Kit eight. Kitty did not like magic lessons above half. She didn’t enjoy the walk to Meryton, which was often muddy and soiled the hem of her gown or—if she was in cat-form, as she often was if we were alone—caked the fur of her paws.


“Drat this walk,” she said one particularly cold March day as we picked our way across the Lucases’ south field. One of her hands clutched at her bonnet strings and the other held back her skirts. I saw her then as others did—a girl of eight in a fine dress and a handed-down bonnet. She preferred to take human form when we passed near Lucas Lodge, so the dogs would not chase her. If I let my eyes relax with a certain laziness, I could see through the disguise to what she really was: a mottled gray cat hopping between puddles with weary distaste, shaking one paw and then the other. “Why must we go so often to your aunt? The hearth is quite as warm at home, and though nobody strokes me anymore, Cook will give me all the cream I want now that I am a Miss Bennet. Come, let’s go home!” Her voice rose to a plaintive yowl.


I focused my eyes and Miss Kitty Bennet snapped back into place. “You may go home,” I said, “but I shan’t. Aunt is teaching me tea-reading today. Fancy being able to tell the future whenever someone comes to tea! You’re just jealous, Kitty, that she won’t teach you.”


Kitty put her hands on her hips. “We cats know things of magic that your aunt can never teach you,” she said loftily. “And if I go home, Mamma will scold me for leaving you to walk alone, and send me to bed without tea. How cold it is. And there’s Sir William’s dratted dog. Come, Lydia, let’s go home.” She continued in this vein for some time. If you ever have the chance to give your cat the power of speech, I strongly advise against it.


I was trying to raise little whirlwinds as we walked, by knotting the ribbons on my purse. It was my latest trick, and not an easy one—it’s far easier to change the way things seem using magic than the way they are. Kitty’s whining upset my concentration. Besides, if she did go home, my spells would not work nearly so well. My magic was always strongest when she was by my side, as well she knew. “If you know so much magic,” I snapped, “why don’t you tell me my fortune now?”


“I could,” she said. “Cats can tell the future, you know. Haven’t you ever heard of how we can predict earthquakes? Or how we crouch at the bedside of those about to die?”


I snorted. “There’s never been an earthquake here, so I suppose you’ve never been wrong. But when the old groom died of fever last winter, you slept soundly in your bed all night.” She pushed me into a mud puddle at that, and I launched myself back at her and grabbed a handful of her curls and yanked. We often had such scraps in those days. We never felt easy when we were apart—my magic weakened, and she had a harder time remembering not to have a tail. All that enforced sisterly closeness found an outlet in fighting, especially on the way to my aunt’s to spend the night. We knew that she would wash our gowns for us, and would not betray us to our mother.


Eventually I got the upper hand, for though she was taller I was more ruthless. I sat astride her. “Do it then,” I said. “Tell my fortune with your cat-magic.”


She scowled. “Shan’t.”


“You mean can’t.”


A flash of claws across my arm left me with three bright scores of pain. I fell back and Kitty got up, trying in vain to brush the mud from her dress. “Very well,” she said. “But remember, you asked for it. Cats care nothing for anyone’s feelings. Cats are honest, and so is our magic.”


I would have scoffed at this, but just then she grabbed my hands in hers.


We often held hands when I was doing magic, or when one of us was frightened, or so we could squeeze each other’s hands in warning when it would not be polite to giggle aloud. I knew the feeling of her palms well. But this felt different. Though she still wore a girl-shape, she no longer looked human to me. Her face went blank, her eyes far away. Then she spoke—but the voice was not her own.


Well, well, said the deep voice that came from her mouth. What tender young lambs have wandered onto my lands?


Her lips shaped the words, but the sound seemed to come from all around us—if it was a sound at all. It was as though the earth itself was speaking, the words vibrating up from deep underground to rattle my bones.


“Stop it, Kitty,” I said nervously. “I don’t like it.”


“It’s not me,” she said in her own voice. I could see the fear in her eyes. I tried to pull my hands away.


Ah, ah. Her hands gripped mine even tighter. Hold still, witchling and witch-beast. Let me have a look at what’s been creeping across my territory.


It was as though red-hot claws raked through my brain—a bit like the three scratches Kitty had left on my arm, but deeper and more precise. Bits of memory flicked lightning-fast across my brain—the thing in Kitty was examining my life.


So that’s how it is now, said the voice in disgust. Courtesy and lace caps. Visiting cards and dancing slippers. You foolish folk have forgotten the deep, wild power in this land.


“Who are you?” I said. My voice was shaking now. My aunt had never told me of anything like this. “I warn you, I am under the protection of the witch Philips.”


The voice laughed so loud it made my teeth ache with the hum of it. You mean that hedge witch who lives up yonder? Yes, I can feel her. Her power wasn’t even enough to stir me. As to who I am—bah, what an impertinent question. I am your liege, of course. You may call me Lord Wormenheart.


My father has a book in his study that has illustrations of exotic animals. I used to sneak in and look at it sometimes—a great risk, for if any small fingerprints were found on his precious colored plates I’d have my ears boxed, but the illustrations were irresistible to me anyway. There was one that fascinated me—a man being slowly strangled by a boa constrictor. The way I felt now reminded me of that picture. Wormenheart’s tendrils of power seemed to be wrapping themselves around the heart of me, slowly, even lazily, but I could not escape.


Do you know what poaching is, little one? he asked conversationally. It’s stealing game from the lord of the land. Your own people frown on it most harshly. Well, I am the rightful lord of this land, and you have been poaching its magic from me.


“You’re not the lord of this land,” I gasped. “This is Sir William Lucas’s land, and he does not hunt game here anymore, because of his gout.”


Wormenheart chuckled. Such spirit you have. You certainly speak your mind, child. Is it bravery or idiocy? Ah well, in many folks they are the same. I felt the mental coils constrict. Enough chatter. Nourish me.


“Wait,” I gasped. “I—I—if you have waited this long, surely you can wait till I make more of a meal.”


The squeezing slackened, just a little. More of a meal?


“My—my aunt says witches don’t come into their full power till they’re women. I’m j-just a little girl.”


Hmm. There was a long pause, and I held my breath, hardly daring to hope. If he ate me, what would happen? Would my body drop lifeless to the path? Or would I disappear, erased from the world as wholly as Kitty had been imprinted on it?


Very well, it said. A few years are as nothing to me. I will let you go—if you apologize for your discourtesy.


“Discourtesy?”


You did not make yourself known to me when you came upon the county, witchling. As lord of this land, all magical creatures within are my subjects. The coils flexed. Make it right.


Jane says that the rules of etiquette exist to make everyone comfortable. The most important part of politeness, she says, is putting everyone at their ease, whether or not they deserve it. Sweet Jane! She would think that. She would rather burn her tongue off than say the porridge is too hot. But etiquette is also a weapon. A velvet-wrapped cudgel that the powerful use to prettily brutalize the weak. I hate it, I hate it, I hate it.


I willed my shaking muscles to still. I dropped the deepest curtsy I could and inclined my head. Jane herself could not have done it prettier. “I am sorry, my lord,” I said. “Please accept my most humble apologies and allow me to live and work magic on . . . your land.”


Very well. The voice was practically purring now. You are free to go. I’ll content myself with this one.


Before I could gasp, the tendrils had left me and tied themselves around Kitty.


“Stop!” I shrieked. “Leave her alone!” All the wild panic I’d kept at bay when my life was at risk was now clawing at my throat.


But she’s so interesting, he said. A cat and a girl at once! I’ve never seen such a thing. Quite a unique delicacy.


Kitty hissed and bared her teeth. She’d let go of my hands and now her shape was flicking rapidly, cat-girl, girl-cat, as she struggled to escape. Not even a creature this powerful can easily hold a cat who doesn’t want to be held. But slowly, he was closing in.


A wave of possessive rage swept over me. Kitty was my sister. My companion. How dare he!


“I’ll give you a boon!” I blurted.


Again, Lord Wormenheart paused. A boon?


“Yes.”


And just like that, he released her. Kitty gasped and stumbled into my arms.


You owe me a boon of my choosing, witchling, Wormenheart’s voice said. He sounded farther off and a bit sleepy, but very smug. I will let you know when it comes due.


And then he was gone.


Kitty began to cry and sat down. I did, too. “Who was that?” I said again. He certainly was not a lord. They did not eat people, I was sure—not even the Prince of Wales. But then, Wormenheart claimed we were his subjects, and he evidently had the power to enforce it—perhaps that was all a lord was.


“I don’t know,” said Kit, her arms around my waist. For long moments we clung together, sniffling, until the cold and damp made us get up and continue on our way. We were still teary and frightened, but there seemed to be no words to discuss what had just happened. Indeed, as we walked on, the details of the encounter began to shred away and disappear, like a dream does when you wake in the morning. Long before we got to Meryton we had forgotten about Lord Wormenheart, and resumed our previous squabble. We arrived at my aunt’s house in Meryton muddy and still bickering, but together, as we almost always were. Kitty was frostily aloof the rest of the day, and made a point of speaking mainly to my uncle at dinner; but the night was a cold one, and when we went to bed she crept small and furry into my arms, and slept purring against my side.









Chapter Four


Bother. Do you know what I’ve just realized? You will be a character in my story before long. How tiresome. For I did promise you to tell the story thoroughly and honestly, and I could hardly do that if I left you out.


But my goal in writing this wretched, hateful book is to get you to grant my request, and how likely are you to do so if I’m honest about you? Not that I will say anything so very bad, for I have the greatest respect admiration friendship fear


There, you see? As soon as I tried to address you I sputtered to a halt. I know. I’ll write you in the third person, as though the you reading the story and the you in it are quite different people. Perhaps that will make it easier. I suppose you will still be offended—but remember, the Lydia who met you and the Lydia who now writes this volume are quite different people, too.


*


For some time after the Wormenheart incident, my interest in magic waned. I didn’t remember it clearly, as I said, but I kept a vague impression that magic was not the fun romp I’d enjoyed thus far, but something much more dangerous.


It was not just that. My sisters and I were growing up, and even with such neglectful parents as ours, we could not but notice that certain aspects of our education were lacking. Jane and Lizzy were moving more in society and had grown alarmed at how we Miss Bennets compared with the girls they now mixed with.


“You ought to have a governess for us, madam,” Lizzy said. (She’d begun to call our mother “madam.”) “I thought myself very widely read, but all the ladies in town talked of poets I’d never heard of. And we have no accomplishments at all.”


“Except for Mary,” Jane said.


“Yes, but that’s Mary.”


Our mother, after waving off the mention of Mary, on whom she and Lizzy quite agreed, said, “No accomplishments? Nonsense. Jane can draw very well and you can play and sing ever so much better than the Miss Lucases. And what is better, you are both very pretty. Believe me, my dear, men do not care a straw whether a girl can net a purse.”


But Lizzy pressed her point, and Jane, in her quiet way, backed her. In the end it was agreed that Kitty and I should be kept much more at home and learn to be accomplished.


Masters were engaged. I studied drawing and Italian, Kitty singing and piano. I think sometimes of those girls we were becoming. Where would they be now? Still respectably unmarried, I suppose, visiting their rich older sisters and mixing with wealthy young men in pursuit of an eligible alliance. Wherever that Lydia would be, she’d probably be living more comfortably than in these cramped, cold quarters of ours. I could have done it. I am not so lazy as my sisters like to believe. I can net a very elegant purse, you know.


But it was not to be. My aunt missed my worship and was determined to have me back as her student, and she wooed me with all her ability. She magicked Lizzy to make her forget a red hair ribbon she’d lent me, allowing me to keep it. She made Papa send Kitty’s singing master away—though, whether that was really magic, I doubt, for we were all heartily sick of her noise. And, greatest wonder of all, she convinced Mamma to let me and Kitty come out. It was ridiculously early for me to be attending balls and parties, as I was just fourteen, but in our small provincial town few people were more than vaguely aware of that. I was wildly excited to go to balls with my sisters. If magic could attain such wonders, did I really need accomplishments?


For a time, I tried to do both—learn to be a proper young lady, and a proper witch. It proved impossible. Not even magic can make more hours in the day. I was always rushing from my aunt’s house, where she would shake her head over the half-crushed herbs I’d hastily picked, to my home, where my sisters would scold me for being late to my drawing lesson.


The problem wasn’t just time—my two fields of study were fundamentally incompatible. Becoming a young lady is a bit like being a topiary bush. You start out wild and unformed, and highly paid experts snip away at you until you’re beautiful and thoroughly tamed. Only then are you considered proper company. A witch is more like a young willow tree. You may start as a scrawny weed, but every root you send questing through the ground, every shoot you send toward the sun, strengthens you. If you’re not checked, your roots can crack walls.


So, gradually, I stopped drawing and sewing. At first, my family tried to force me to apply myself, but none of them had much energy to spare for the task. Once I stopped, I felt I’d been a fool ever to start. Nobody seemed to give a fig whether I was accomplished or not! I was still pretty, merry, and a Miss Bennet, and that was all it took to be welcomed heartily into every salon and ballroom in the country. Why, Mary had accomplishments coming out her ears, and where did that get her? Ignored, mostly.


You see why I turned out so bad? It’s really not my fault. When someone has warned you that there will be dire consequences if you do a thing—and you do it—and the consequences do not appear, it leaves you inclined to take a dim view of consequences more generally. Everything, I decided, would generally work itself out, so I could do as I pleased. Young ladies are met with prognostications of doom for the slightest transgression, and I feel that this is unwise. For we will transgress, of course. Unless one is as perfect as Jane, one can’t help it. What they ought to do is tell us what the really big mistakes are—the ones that will end life as we know it.


Lord, maybe they did tell me. I probably wasn’t paying attention.


*


So much for my happy childhood. I must now pass to the period that you most want to hear about—and that, I own, I least wish to speak of. Must I really go over the whole tiresome business again? You already know the particulars as far as the public is concerned. Rich Mr. Bingley came to Meryton; mooned after Jane; Jane mooned after him; Bingley brought the even richer Darcy; Darcy looked down his nose at us all, and set up a year’s worth of trouble by refusing to dance with Elizabeth; Jane and Bingley continued to be moon-calves; the regiment came to town, full of delectable officers, the handsomest one being Wickham; Lizzy set her cap for Wickham in the most shockingly forward fashion, whatever she may now say; Caroline Bingley made her brother leave town without offering for Jane, which just goes to show how dangerous it is to pay too much heed to one’s elder sisters; Lizzy met Darcy again near Rosings, where he offered for her; having now heard from Wickham what a shocking rascal he was, she refused him; then later, after seeing the extent of his estates, she accepted him; I went to Brighton, married Wickham, and left with him for London, though not in quite so correct an order; Jane married Bingley and became rich; Lizzy married Darcy and became richer; and at some point Mr. Collins was there.


I daresay nearly all those involved would cry foul about the above account. I know, I know, I am doing them wrong, but that is how the world sees it, and the world thinks well of most of them and terribly of me, so they ought to be content.


Of course, nearly everything the world thinks it knows about my part in the affair is wrong. As far as society is concerned, an empty-headed young girl (me) went to Brighton, where she was seduced by a rake (Wickham), ran off with him to live in disgrace, and was only saved from utter ruin by Mr. Darcy’s willingness to pay him off to marry her. They know nothing of me! Not even my own family knows what I sacrificed and went through in Brighton—what I’m still sacrificing! It’s not fair!


Bother! I’m crying. I will have to leave off writing for a while. I’m almost out of ink, and if this page splotches I can’t afford to rewrite it.


*


I took a turn about our quarters until I was calm again. It took quite a number of turns, for our quarters are the size of a mouse-hole, and about as well maintained. All right, I’m ready.


“My dear Mr. Bennet, have you heard that Netherfield Park is let at last?”









Chapter Five


We were all assembled in the parlor when my mother walked in and uttered those words. It was a fair September day just before Michaelmas, and the windows were open to let in the breeze.


It is remarkable how much time we all spent in that room, living entirely different lives. I was not paying much attention to the others, for Kitty and I had our heads together trying to work a spell that would allow us to become the best dancers in Meryton at the next assembly, at the low cost of Mary’s ability to dance at all. That wasn’t so bad, you know—Mary never did dance, for she said she detested it (I think she was actually just afraid that no one would ask her). She never missed the dancing ability we took from her.


Though I was paying little attention at the time, I find I can call the scene to mind if I remember what everyone was wearing. Jane wore the simple light-blue morning dress that so brought out the hue of her eyes. Most morning dresses are white, you know, so this was a rare sprig of vanity in her. She sat near our mother, sewing a shirt for Papa. Mamma worked on another. Lizzy, in a white morning gown that used to be Jane’s, sat at the desk by the window writing a letter—she always had someone to write to, seeking any mental escape from our company. Mary despised white, and had dyed her hand-me-down morning dress a deep brown.


I found this unutterably selfish as she would someday hand the dress down to me or Kitty—and in fact, I’m wearing the horrid thing now, and it does not become me at all. She was at the piano. Papa sat in the best chair, reading the paper.


“My jewel, I had not heard such a thing,” he responded to our mother’s fluttering announcement. “Therefore you must be mistaken, for as you know I am the town gossip, and always up on the latest news.”


There followed a scene that was common in our household, and which Kitty and I had learned to tune out until actual information arose from it. My mother fluttered around my father’s chair, worrying at him, trying to make him join in her urgency; this only made my father retreat farther into his paper. Kitty always said the scene reminded her of a young kitten trying to induce its mother to play when she would rather sleep. For my part, I am reminded of a sparrow pecking at a tortoise.


My sisters and I began, one by one, to take notice, though, as we realized that Mamma had genuinely important information to impart. Lizzy dropped the pen, Jane laid her sewing to the side; Kitty and I allowed Mary’s dancing ability to flow back to her unmolested.


“Why, my dear, you must know, Mrs. Long says that Netherfield is taken by a young man of large fortune from the north of England; that he came down on Monday in a chaise and four to see the place, and was so much delighted with it, that he agreed with Mr. Morris immediately; that he is to take possession before Michaelmas, and some of his servants are to be in the house by the end of next week.”


“What is his name?”


“Bingley.”


“Is he married or single?”


“Oh! Single, my dear, to be sure! A single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a year. What a fine thing for our girls!”


“How so? How can it affect them?”


“My dear Mr. Bennet,” said Mamma, “how can you be so tiresome! You must know that I am thinking of his marrying one of them.”


“Is that his design in settling here?”


“Design! Nonsense, how can you talk so! But it is very likely that he may fall in love with one of them, and therefore you must visit him as soon as he comes.”


“I see no occasion for that. You and the girls may go, or you may send them by themselves, which perhaps will be still better, for as you are as handsome as any of them, Mr. Bingley may like you the best of the party.”


My father, as you can see, is a monster. You know how it was with our family, yes? Our lovely house, Longbourn, was our father’s, along with enough land to keep us in gowns and lace and a serviceable carriage; but it was entailed to the male line, and we had no brother, and altogether our situation was a bit like eternally picnicking at the edge of a crumbling cliff. My father’s favorite pastime was mocking my mother’s fear of falling.


While they continued to argue, Kitty suddenly growled low in her throat, the way she did when I stroked her fur the wrong way.


“What is it?” I whispered. “Is there a dog in the yard again?”


She threw me a look of reproof. When she was a girl, she did not like to be reminded of her catlike tendencies.


“I have had,” she said, “a Premonition.”


“How diverting! There is going to be an earthquake then? Or am I going to die?”


“Of course you’re not going to die,” she said impatiently. “Not for years and years, I’m sure. And no earthquakes, either. This is about us. Something about that Mr. Bingley she mentioned—things are going to change for us—all of us.” Her face took on a faraway look. “Except for Mary.”


I was beginning to believe her. Kitty loved to give herself airs, but she never lied to me, and the look on her face was one I’d never seen before.


“Perhaps this Mr. Bingley is the Chevalier,” I whispered.


The Chevalier was a code word Kitty and I had for a certain kind of man. We had never encountered him, except in novels, and only imperfectly there. The Chevalier was the man I was going to marry; sometimes there were two Chevaliers, one each for Kitty and me, but he was primarily my fantasy. He began dimly to appear when I was around eleven, and by now his image had so sharpened that I could almost see him. The Chevalier was tall (very important, for I was already the tallest of my sisters, and still growing) and handsome. He always looked straight past my sisters and fell in love with me. Sometimes he was blond, sometimes dark; but always his face was comely, his manners beautiful, and his history tragic.


That was my primary objection to the young men in the neighborhood. Nothing very tragic had ever happened to them. Oh, some of them had lost parents or siblings, but always to something prosaic like the fever or childbirth. Never anything truly heartbreaking like a centuries-long feud with another family or an illegitimate uncle bent on revenge.


What I wanted was someone with a story. A story I didn’t know. I tried not to think of marriage much, because when I did, I found my prospects so bleak that I was tempted to try out one of Mamma’s fits of hysterics. I knew my father would never take any of us, let alone the youngest, for a London Season (like I said: monster), and my aunt and uncle in London were not terribly fond of me, so my best chance to find a husband was someone who lived near Meryton, and they were all utter bores. I would probably end up married to Tim Lucas—never mind that when Tim stayed with us once while his siblings had measles, he cried every night for his nurse, and my mother had to rock him to sleep—and he a big boy of eight! Who could marry that?


Sometimes the Chevalier was rich, but not usually. A lack of fortune was a barrier, you see, and barriers were romantic above all. Besides, he would be pure of heart and swift of sword, so in the course of our romance a fortune would sort of naturally accrue to him, to allow us to live passionately ever after.


But Kitty shook her head at the idea that Bingley could be the Chevalier. “I don’t think so,” she said. “When I think of him, I taste money, and fun—but no romance. Not for us. No, he is a—a harbinger.”


This was a rare word and I was not at all sure Kitty was pronouncing it correctly. “A harbinger of what?”


“I don’t know. Change.” She frowned. “Lydia, we must go to the Lucases’ ball in a fortnight.”


“Of course we must! The last public assembly was canceled because of the fire at the inn, so we’ve not danced since Mr. Herriott’s ball in August. We don’t need a premonition to tell us to do that.”


“No indeed,” Kitty said, and giggled. So did I. Mary told us to hush, and Mamma told her to hush, and Papa told us all to hush.


*


Lord, how cold it is in here! I can hardly write for shivering. Thinking of that day, with the sun streaming in the south windows, makes this horrid place feel even colder. Stupid, isn’t it? With my gifts I could make the Archbishop of Canterbury dance naked in front of Buckingham Palace if I chose, yet I cannot make a fire to warm my chilblained hands—at least, not during the waning moon, and not in such an unmagical place as Newcastle. Oh, I expect I could make sparks, but what good is that when we’ve no coal and no money to buy more?


I do envy Jane and Elizabeth their money. If I were the mistress of Pemberley, I should light a roaring fire in every fireplace in that ancient pile, cost be damned—then I would drag a tiger-skin rug (I have never been to Pemberley, but surely there is a tiger-skin rug. If not I would buy one) in front of the biggest fireplace of all—and toast myself on it until the tiger and I were both warmed through. Don’t you think Darcy ought really to have married me instead?


I am never invited to Pemberley, so I do not know what it is like there, but I can guess, for at the Bingleys’ house it is never above half warm. Those who have never been cold do not understand how beautiful it is to be warm.


Just now I sent Wickham out to get us some money. He was not eager to leave his bed, for all that it is nearly eleven. I suppose he drank enough last night that the deep chill of our shabby little rooms could not touch him.


“You must go and find something to burn, dear husband,” I said to him. “Or I will take my death of cold.”


“If only you would,” he growled.


“Go,” I said, “or I will tell your father.”


“My father the steward of Pemberley is dead, rest his soul.”


“That would be no obstacle. I’m a dab hand at necromancy.”


He turned away from me and splashed his face with the icy water in the basin, growling something about foul witches burning in hell.


“In any case,” I said, “I meant your real father.”


He whirled on me, his eyes gone hard, all traces of his hung-over daze gone, and growled, “If you do, I’ll tear your heart out.”


“You already did,” I reminded him. “But I was younger then. You know well what a ruthless monster I can be these days. I know you’ve got those pretty silver cuff links hidden away where you think I won’t find them. Go and sell them, or I’ll make you sorry for it.”


For a long moment, he did not move, staring a challenge into my eyes. He was right in front of me now and I could feel his chest rise and fall when it brushed mine—the first warm thing I’d felt all day. In public he was always perfect in appearance—hair oiled, coat brushed, shirt points starched. A waste of time, I now knew. Having seen him first thing in the morning, tousled, shirt hanging carelessly open, and still handsome enough to take one’s breath away, it was quite clear that all his elegant attire was just gilding the lily.


Stupid Papa. Stupid Darcy. Stupid busybodies of Meryton and Brighton. How could they blame me for following such a creature anywhere, whatever his so-called morals?


Of course the truth is far more complicated. But even if it was just a question of a silly girl’s seduction by a rake, they should not have blamed me.


“Go,” I said lightly, and shoved on his chest. “Or next time you’re in a stupor I’ll empty a chamber pot over you.”


He stepped forward, the insolent press of his body pushing me up the wall an inch. I fought the urge to squeak and merely met his gaze steadily. His ogreish expression failed to frighten me anymore. Realizing his bluff had been called, he stepped back, made me an ironical bow, and departed.


I breathed a sigh, long and shaky. I declare, there are times I wish that nasty creature and I really were married.









Chapter Lord, I Don’t Know—Seven?


I could go back and look, but I’m feeling mulish. I feel I’ve written a hundred chapters by now. Time goes ten times as long when writing as anything else. It drains one awfully.


I shall bear down and get some of it done today, but it is most awfully hard, you know. My mind will not settle. From our grimy window I can see the entrance to one of Newcastle’s most fashionable dressmakers. I suppose there must be an important ball coming up, for all day long I see richly dressed young ladies going in and out, their hair styled in the latest fashion.


Most of them are the daughters of manufacturers, I suppose. If they had tried to join in Meryton society they would have been severely snubbed. Now not one of them would be at home to me if I called—a poor soldier’s wife with a dubious reputation. I am as far from my old life as if I’d been flung to the moon. A pity. Those ringlets tumbling over one shoulder would, I suspect, look charming on me.


*


I left off writing for an hour or so, to try the style out. Difficult to do on my own, with no lady’s maid, but a witch manages. As I suspected, it looks elegant. Are you sure you would not rather I write you an account of the latest fashions? No, I know you would not, you bore. It would at least be fun, though.


But I suppose I must get on with it. Back to that fall. My father, after having his fun, did indeed make Bingley’s acquaintance. Shortly after, so did we all, and immediately he singled Jane out. I was not terribly impressed with him—he reminded me too much of the Lucas boys—but the way he looked at her left nothing to be desired. It was exactly the look I wanted from the Chevalier.


The next time we all met him was at Maria Lucas’s coming-out ball, a few weeks later. Poor Maria! She was nowhere near as plain as her eldest sister Charlotte, but she was such a shy, meek little thing, and her looks so unassuming, that hardly anyone remembers it as her night. Bingley and Jane talk of that night fondly as the beginning of their love; Lizzy remembers it as the night she met her husband; and I—well, I remember it as the occasion of several important events, not all of them connected to the ball. For that night was the very first time I attended a gathering of a coven.


That was later, of course, however. The ball came first and I was far more excited about it. I wore a dress of pale rose, covered with a slip of white tulle, with pale-rose silk flowers braided in my hair. (You see I will make this an account of the latest fashions whether you wish it or not.) My sisters and I attended Maria’s ball all together, but Kitty and I were engaged to leave with Aunt Philips and stay the night with her. I thought she merely wished me to spend the early-morning hours gathering herbs under the light of the moon, as we had several times before, so I thought little of it, except to hope it meant we might be able to stay later at the Lucases’ than the elder three. It was a warm night, and I leaned my head out the carriage window as we drew near. How different everything looks the night of a ball! Lucas Lodge, so shabby and familiar during the day, glittered with lights at every window. Nestled at the top of a hill, it could almost be a fairy castle.


When we arrived, Lizzy fixed us younger ones with a stern eye and said, “Behave.” After she turned her back, Kitty stuck out her tongue. We were heartily sick of Lizzy acting as though she was in charge of us instead of Mamma. Mamma herself said nothing but that we should have a good time, and for the next few hours we made certain to do so.


Inside, the ball was everything one could expect from a Lucas affair: crowded, hot, poorly organized, and great fun. There were not nearly enough gentlemen and many a lady had to sit down, but Kitty and me had partners for every dance. (Kitty and I, I can practically hear you saying. Shush. Few pleasures are left to me in this life, so allow me at least to make free with my pronouns.) How I love to dance! One forgets how it feels until one is doing it—and then one feels that this is what bodies are for—moving in rhythm, twirling, dipping, and just when you think you’ve become muddled and forgotten the steps, you turn round and your hand slips into your partner’s, and you realize your body knew the way all along. Tap! A dozen dancing slippers hit the floor at the same instant. Whoosh! You dash down the line of the dance, so lightly it feels you’re flying. Boom! Your heart keeps time with the music and the clapping hands of everyone not lucky enough to be on the floor. Many say that I am the best dancer of my sisters, for though I am not so pretty as Jane, nor so precise in my steps as Lizzy, I enjoy dancing the most, so even the clumsiest partner may feel at ease with me.


Besides, I am the tallest. It’s very easy for me to meet a gentleman’s eye across the crowd, and once he has done that, what can he do but ask me for the next dance?


When I wasn’t dancing, I passed a very enjoyable evening gossiping with Kitty over glasses of punch about what a goose Maria was to wear that violent shade of green that did not suit her at all, and how proud Bingley’s friend Darcy was, walking up and down the assembly looking down his nose at us all, and eavesdropping on what someone’s Oxford chum said to Mrs. Long’s niece going down the dance.


“La!” I said to Kitty. “I am sure some of the things he said were quite improper. Is a gentleman allowed to say ‘milky knees’ to a lady?”


“I’m sure not,” Kitty said. “A cat could, though. The barn tom used to sing praises to every part of me, tail-to-whiskers.” She gave a little shudder of pleased remembrance.


“The barn tom is no gentleman,” I said.


She smirked into her punch. “By cat standards, he was.”


I did not know how to continue that conversation so I changed the subject. Leaning closer, I said, “How goes your premonition? If it was not about Bingley, perhaps it was about his friend, Master Stinkface.”


I nodded across the room to Darcy, who was just then standing coldly near Elizabeth, declaring with every rigid line of his body that he would not ask her to dance. I wonder sometimes that anyone minds my behavior when men like that exist. At least I like people.


Kitty frowned. “Mr. Darcy? No, I do not think so. That is—oh, I don’t know. The feeling’s long gone. Perhaps it was only a fancy after all—oh look, here comes Lady Lucas.”


Indeed, our hostess was bearing down on us, beaming. In her wake trailed a skinny girl of perhaps sixteen. “Just the girls I wanted to see!” Lady Lucas said. “My dears, allow me to introduce Miss Mary King. Mary, Miss Kitty Bennet and Miss Lydia Bennet.”


As we made our curtsies and said how d’ye do, I eyed the newcomer. She had a very elegant fascinator trimmed with feathers in her hair, but it did not quite match her gown. The gown itself looked expensive, but it sagged in the bodice—it had not been made for her, and she had not enough bosom to fill it. Two strikes against her in the marriage market, if that was what she was here for. Perhaps husbands were not yet on her mind, though. She was tall enough, but her figure was rather thin and childish, and her face young. She had ginger hair and—worst of all, if landing a husband was her aim—her face, her arms, and even her bosom were covered in freckles.


Lady Lucas’s gaze flitted between us as we sized each other up. “Miss King and her mother are new to the county,” she said. “Her grandfather is ill and needs rest, so she is come here to visit, aren’t you, poor lamb?” Miss King looked vaguely insulted at being addressed as a poor lamb, but Lady Lucas gave her no time to reply. “Well, I told her, I know two of the liveliest young ladies in the county, and just your age, too, and if you will allow me to present you, I am sure you will all soon be the most intimate of friends.” By the end of this speech she was already looking over our shoulders, and when she was done she departed without another word, intent on seeing to some other crisis of hostessry, leaving us to stare at one another.


Why is it that grown-up people always assume that young people of the same age and sex must necessarily be intimate friends? They do not abide by such maxims themselves. If they did, Lady Lucas would be bosom friends with Mrs. Cantby, instead of cutting her dead whenever they meet. (Mrs. Cantby’s niece declined Fred Lucas’s invitation to dance, and then danced with another man for the very next set! It was all we talked of for weeks.)


Kitty and I tried not to stare, of course, but the newcomer regarded us with an amused smile, as if she expected us not to be able to tear our eyes from a creature as magnificent as her. She was indeed eye-catching. Her dress was a vivid shade of coral that clashed horribly with her ginger hair. Most of the young ladies in the hall wore shades of pastel or white. She stood out among us like a flamingo among doves. And yet, the effect was not displeasing, exactly. Her clashing hues were so riotous they seemed almost a deliberate statement, an arch, witty remark I could not quite follow.


Kitty broke the silence. “I am very sorry to hear your grandfather is not well. Has he been indisposed long?”


“Oh, ages,” our obligatory new friend said in a drawling accent. “I declare I am dead tired of it. He persists in not dying, and Mother and me are left in low water.” We must have looked confused, for she favored us with a smile. “In low water? Skirting the river Tick? Low on funds, you know.”


Kitty and I exchanged a glance. We had never heard a girl of our own age use such slang. She gave us an airy little laugh that sounded like she’d learned it by rote. “I suppose country girls like you are not allowed to use such terms,” she said. “Lord save me from provincial manners.”


“You’re from London then?” I asked.


“London! Oh no. What a bore. I am from Brighton.” She said it like I am from Buckingham Palace.


Have you ever met someone who you could not decide if you loved or hated? So it was with Miss Mary King. I was a child still really, and had seen nothing of the world—but even I could see that our new acquaintance was not quite the thing. And yet she behaved with such utter careless rudeness that she gave the impression that it was all of us in Meryton who were beneath her notice! Her manners seemed to say that every guest in attendance ought to be paying their respects to her august personage. She was so self-assured that she made me doubt my own sense of the social order. Maybe it was we country bumpkins who were ignorant of the social supremacy of a lawyer’s daughter from Brighton.


And oh, how she spoke of Brighton! The balls, the tents, the amusements, the sun, the sea, the officers on parade. It did make me feel small and countrified in comparison. Even apart from the slang, her speech was peppered with words and phrases that she made no further attempt to explain. They were alluring in their incomprehensibility.


“In general we go walking on the Steyne in the early afternoon,” she was saying. “Of course the heat is oppressive, but it is a much more exclusive time to walk. If one goes later there is always the tiresome crush of people about HRH, and Mamma cannot abide it.”


“HRH?” I ventured to ask.


“Why, His Royal Highness, of course. The Prince Regent. Fancy you not knowing that! We see him all the time in Brighton, naturally.” She paused to take a swallow of punch.


It was a bit like saying you lived next door to the man in the moon. The Prince Regent was so removed from our sphere that I never even thought of him. He belonged to Papa’s tiresome discussions of politics with his friends. Miss King, however, spoke of him casually, as if he were a nodding acquaintance. I did not quite believe it, but in the fairyland of Brighton, who knew what might be possible?


Our conversation was interrupted periodically by the dancing, when partners came up to claim Kitty’s or my hand for a round. No suitors came for Miss King, which was not so very surprising—she was a stranger, and men hereabouts were generally shy. When I danced with Tim Lucas I tried to get him to ask her next, but in vain—when Tim returned me to her, despite my elbow in his side, he made his bows and swiftly retreated. Miss King did not look at me, her gaze drifting languidly over the dance floor.


“How glad I am that none of these tiresome country boys have asked me to dance,” she said. “Their skill is sadly lacking. It is all right for you, I suppose, having grown up among them.”


This I would not stand for from an outsider, even about clods like Tim. “I think there are many gentlemen here who are fine dancers.”


She widened her eyes and flung her hands up. “My dear Miss Lydia, I meant no offense. They are the finest dancers in the land, if you wish it. I meant merely that, having been raised in the ballrooms of Brighton, I expect a different standard, and should hardly enjoy myself with any of the men here.” Her keen, small eyes scanned the room. “That gentleman, perhaps, knows how to acquit himself. When he asks me to dance, I may acquiesce, if I am not too fatiguée.”


I followed her eyes and laughed. “You mean Mr. Bingley?”


“Is that his name?” She watched him, talking animatedly to Jane on the other side of the ballroom. “He patronizes a decent tailor at least. I fancy I may even have seen him in Brighton.”


“Perhaps, but he is—” I hesitated. “He is certainly a fine gentleman, and they say he has four thousand a year. But he is hardly acquainted with anyone here. He is new to the county.”


“Then we will have much to talk of. Besides, we are acquainted. Sir William made us known to each other.”


Kitty’s eyes met mine, and we shared a moment of silent commiseration over a situation that had become distinctly uncomfortable. Bingley was still hanging on Jane’s every word, and anyone could see that he was gathering his nerve to ask her to dance again. Acquainted or no, he clearly had no intention of asking Mary King. But then a group of punch-seekers swirled by, obscuring our view, and when they had moved, Bingley, with a startled look on his face, was moving toward us.


“Miss King,” he said, with a bow. “May I have the honor?”


“Oh, I suppose.” She lay a gloved hand in his and they were off, without so much as a backward glance. Her back was straight and proud; Bingley had the look of a man who did not quite follow what was going on. But then, that was not so different from his normal look.


Kitty and I were soon claimed by our own partners, so we had no time to gape. Bingley, recovering from his apparent surprise, chatted amiably with his partner, and her bright laugh trailed with him down the line, her eyes never straying toward the incredulous and, in many cases, envious looks the young ladies of Meryton cast his way. I was not jealous—to me, despite his lovely fortune, Mr. Bingley seemed like an overgrown Tim—but it was certainly perplexing. Perhaps his disagreeable friend had dropped a word in his ear about dancing two sets in a row with a young lady he had only just met. Yes, that was probably it.


I ought to have guessed the truth then, of course, but I was busy trying to remember the steps to the new gavotte.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Also by Melinda Taub



		Dedication



		Part One



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Lord, I Don’t Know—Seven?



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen









		Part Two



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine









		Part Three



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two









		Acknowledgments



		Author’s Note



		About the Author













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









OEBPS/images/p1.jpg
PART ONE

S =






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
/4
AN\

Jo Fletcher

BOOKS





OEBPS/images/1.jpg
S AR





OEBPS/images/2.jpg
S A DLSTE A





OEBPS/images/9781529426267.jpg
2O 4 SO

%
The Scandalous *
COTZfCSSiOII S Of

Melinda Tau






OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
Jo Fletcher





