














My Lady,





I have heard that things are different with you now. If people speak truly, I would he glad to make your reacquaintance. Meet me at Trafalgar Square, midday on the morrow so that I may see for myself.


I remain,


Jessica





She sealed it and paid a local child to deliver it.


And after I see her? And if she has not changed? What if the duchess tried to kill her again?


Snow panicked for a moment at what she had begun, images of the tall and frightening duchess looming over her with knives and candy-sweet smile.


She shook her head.


I shall stay in crowded, public places with her, and if she should try anything—I am a Lonely One. I shall run or fight and be gone before she or anyone can follow….
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A lone figure walked down the dark aisle of a church. She was dressed for travel in plain gray with a heavy wool cloak, which fastened around her head like a nun’s habit, hiding her face. The stones beneath her were ancient and cold; her footsteps echoed off every stone column and arch. She pulled the cloak tightly around her as the shadows crept up her skin and chilled her to the bone.


Light struggled and lost here: It strained through dim stained glass windows, glowed from occasional candles, and glinted off a golden locket at the girl’s neck.


She walked past the altar to one of the side chapels, where previous dukes and duchesses had been buried over the long centuries. Their bodies were encased in stone coffins, some of which had the likenesses of those within carved in relief on the top. She used to come here often, to run away, to spend time quietly, to look at the strange gargoyles and tombs, to pretend to mourn, to mourn, to think. The dead never bothered her—except that she wondered how they really looked, in life.


She took out the locket she wore and looked at the miniature within. From everything she was told, her mother did indeed resemble her painting—with a few exceptions. She had longer lashes and fuller eyebrows, and a face bent more toward smiling than serenity. She wore her hair down in a braid, not up in a chaste bun. She had looked very much like her daughter, people told her.


She willed the colors in the tiny oil painting to flow into the stone, to open the coffin and present her mother again, alive.


“Good-bye,” the girl said simply, kneeling. “I love you, and will return someday. Please, watch over me in my travels. Keep me safe.” She bent her head in prayer. Tears welled up in black eyes. Motionless she stayed, even at the sound of footsteps padding behind her.


“It’s time to go, Jessica,” the boy whispered.


She nodded and wiped her tears. He was older and dressed in a servant’s uniform, complete with cap and knickers, but he put his arm around her like a brother and led her gently away.


They walked together through the church and out to the field. It was gray and damp and misting slightly; the grass blew with the possibility of a storm. A carriage was waiting, a wagon really, with two old draft horses and an old man with a pipe at their reins.


“Good-bye, Jessica,” the servant said, and kissed her on the cheek. “Remember that I love you. Keep safe.”


“Good-bye, Alan. I will miss you, and Kenigh Hall.” She said it bravely, like a queen, but tears kept running down her face. He helped her up onto the cart and threw a bag in after her. The wagon began to move at a pace slower than walking. The two horses ambled as if they had all the time in the world. The servant boy cast a worried eye on the church and estate behind them. Slowly the horses gained speed, and soon she was halfway down the hill, standing up and waving.


“Farewell!” he cried.


“Farewell,” she whispered. Then she turned around and sat down so she could see the road ahead and what lay in store for her.






PART ONE
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Chapter One
ONCE UPON A TIME …

… there lived a duke and a duchess in a remote corner of Wales. It was a cold land, rugged and wild, known more for its strange weather than anything else. A sunny day could become windy and rainy and turn to snow just as quickly, then clear away to blue skies again, full of rainbows and bright golden sunlight. Fields were few and carefully tended; most of the land was hilly and overrun with half-wild ponies, shaggy and fierce. There was an abundance of nothing but landscape, sheep, and canal boats carrying coal from other parts of the country.

Yet the people of Kenigh lacked nothing; they had their pubs and their dances, their gossip and their holidays. They were an independent people beholden to no one, and only grudgingly did they acknowledge the queen of England.

The duke and duchess lived on a large estate in a positively enormous old house called Kenigh Hall, partly built into a real castle made from the same stones ancient invaders used for roads and temples. They had a proper staff, with servants, maids, cooks, butlers, and dozens of others. They had a huge kitchen in which feasts were occasionally prepared, libraries filled with old books occasionally read, velvet-draped studies decorated with French furniture, stables with expensive horses, game parlors, and dozens of bedrooms. Like royalty in the rest of the world they passed their hours usefully: The duchess ran the house, wrote letters to friends, and embroidered and sewed. She spoke French with important visitors when they arrived and was as perfect a hostess as one could imagine. The duke managed the estate and the finances, spoke with his retainers, and invested in exports from the Caribbean. Their leisure time was spent mostly with each other, except when the duke went on foxhunts or the duchess made the long trip to visit a friend in London.

In the rest of the world far away, time marched on relentlessly through its new mechanical clocks, but at Kenigh Hall life went on much as it had for hundreds of years.

The only thing it could be truly said that the duke and duchess lacked was a child and heir. For many years they consulted doctors, midwives, priests, and spiritualists, all to no avail. Neither the duke nor the duchess had family, not even distant cousins with sons who could inherit the estate. The people of Kenigh were likewise apprehensive; as far as the whole buisiness of royalty was concerned, these two were polite, generous philanthropists who employed almost half the town, from scullery maids to expensive orders from the butcher. Once they died the Crown might very well auction off the title to some rich nobody who would use the place as a summer retreat and spend most of his time in London. And where would they all be then?

But as the couple and their town began to lose hope, the duchess at last conceived a child. For nine months she was treated delicately, like the sickest of invalids, coddled and cooed over by the servants and lavished with kisses and presents from her husband. During the rare times that no one was around to keep her from leaving the bed, the duchess would rise and stand in front of her largest looking glass, hold her belly, and imagine what her son or daughter would look like. She herself was slender, with pale cheeks to her husband’s rosy ones, and dark hair to the duke’s mane of orange-gold.

“I hope he will be handsome. I hope she will be beautiful,” she would say. Gazing out at the wintry landscape she would add, “With skin as fair as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as shadow.” Identical twins, boy and girl, played in her head. Then she would shake her head at her silliness. “I hope he is brave like my husband. I hope she is kind, like—like I hope I am.” She willed the baby inside her to be strong, to live out the nine months and be born healthy. The duchess knew the duke was expecting a boy, but she would be grateful for either, and secretly she would have been pleased with a daughter.

Finally, one chill winter morning, the duchess did indeed give birth to a girl. She had just enough time to cradle the baby in her arms and kiss her neck before slipping quietly away to the dark lands. “Jessica,” she murmured with her last breath, her lips already gone cold.

The duke came running in, throwing aside the midwives and nurses. When he saw a maid gently removing the baby from her dead mother’s breast, the duke howled in despair. “Mary,” he cried, rushing over to his wife and kissing her hands. He wept and stroked her hair. Everyone in the room averted their eyes, allowing him some semblance of privacy.

He kissed her brow one last time and stood, shaky, spent, and almost as pale as her.

The baby made the softest noise, more of a sigh than anything else.

The duke turned to glare at it, all his anger at his wife’s death directed toward the tiny thing.

“Well, what is it?” he growled.

“It’s a girl, Your Grace,” a nurse spoke softly as she curtsied.

“Even that is denied to me.” His eyes flashed. “Not even an heir, a hope of the future now that my past is dead.”

“My Lady’s last words,” an older maid spoke evenly, knowing the things that must be done even in unpleasant times, “were to request that she be named Jessica.”

The duke’s face went soft for just a moment at the mention of the duchess’s last act on earth. Then he scowled.

“Jessica, Elizabeth, Constance—it makes no matter to me. Call her what you will. Just keep her out of my way while I mourn.” And he strode out of the room.



A wet nurse was found for the baby Jessica. The first time she was brought outside, it was to attend her mother’s funeral. A maid held her as she slept, woke, and made small noises. They stood at the back of the crowd where they would draw little attention.

But Jessica showed none of the sickness one might expect from the child of a dying mother; she was obstinately healthy and smiled early. The wet nurse and the other maids and servants doted on her; it could well be said that Jessica had a multitude of replacement mothers, fathers, uncles and aunts, and brothers and sisters. Her own father showed little interest in her fate or development. Once in a great while—on a holiday, for instance—Jessica would be dressed in long white clothes and presented to the duke. He would lean over and see her black hair and black eyes, so reminiscent of her mother, and his face would soften for just a moment. Then the baby would smile or gurgle, full of life, and he would send her away again.

Years passed.

The duke demonstrated no growing love for his own daughter; if anything, his bitterness grew with her as Jessica walked and talked. She was raised in the kitchen, sitting well-behaved on a stool in the corner when she was a toddler, playing with a wooden-spoon or pot lid the cook gave her. Warm smells and big, friendly faces surrounded her early childhood. What mischief she made was little; at most, she would pretend to sneak out of the kitchen, only to be run after, caught up, and hugged in a fit of giggles by Dolly, the fat old cook.

Once in a while the local priest or a friend would come by and mildly suggest that the kitchen was no place for a child of royalty. For a fortnight thereafter the unhappy Jessica would be confined to a large, drafty bedroom near the duke, cared for by an equally unhappy butler. As soon as the duke stopped noticing or caring, off Jessica would go, back to the kitchen where she was happy again.

The problems of the estate, far from being a concern to the little duchess, were nonetheless strangely felt by the duke and the town. There was still no royal heir. Girls and women could no more inherit property than men could bear children. At the very least the old duke would have to live until Jessica grew up and married so the estate could pass to her husband if he were high enough royalty, to her own son if he was not. But that was many years off, and as the poor duchess was an example, there are no guarantees in life or death.

So the duke was obliged to find another wife—one who could still bear him a son. He was not inclined to do so; for all of his many other faults he had loved his wife dearly and had no desire to replace her. He took his time—some would have said dragged his feet—as secretaries and advisors suggested this match or that, and foreigners came from as far as France to offer their noble daughters and sisters as his bride.

Jessica was still a child at this time. But unlike many duchesses, by the age of seven she could bake bread, doing everything herself from weighing the flour to slashing the top for steam to escape. She could churn butter, make jam, carefully weave pastry lattices for the tops of tarts, and expertly carve a paper-thin slice of rare meat off a leg of lamb if required.

Her favorite kitchen task was turning meat on the gigantic spit over the kitchen fireplace. The fat would drip and sizzle, and the herbs would roast and fill the room with intoxicating smells. It was the warmest place in the drafty old estate house, and while staring into the fire Jessica would make up stories about the people and dragons she saw in the flames. Where other duchesses wore silk and velvet, she wore rough linen smocks; where they learned to sew and curtsy, she painted her face with flour and played catch-the-sack with the stableboy and the servants children.

Little did visiting nobles, presenting possible brides to the duke, realize that their meals were prepared, and sometimes served, with the help of a duchess.

When she reached nine and ten the servants and maids who had been her family finally began to feel that a kitchen was perhaps, after all, not the most appropriate place for her. It had been a long time since any royal children had been in the castle—not since the duke himself had grown up, with his cousins—so the protocol was uncertain. Jessica was forced into a proper bedroom in the main hall near where her father slept, but not too close. She was lonely and scared the first few nights, and gathered as many of the hunting dogs as she could to sleep in bed with her. Maids tried to fit her with more appropriate clothes, switching from shifts to dresses, barefoot to slippers. They tried to make her brush her hair.

But exile from the kitchen meant freedom on the rest of the estate grounds. Soon—every moment she wasn’t under direct supervision, in fact—Jessica was running wild, from looking out the highest gable windows in the attic to jumping in the hay in the stables, from catching frogs with the servants’ children to tiptoeing about the great hall when it was empty, spooking herself with the empty suits of armor that stood guard there.

Her happiness was not to last.

The duke finally began correspondence with a woman whom he did not immediately dislike. She was Duchess Anne of Mandagor, from England and therefore at once distrusted by everyone. The duchess was, however, childless, which brought some relief, eliminating the fear of a complete invasion of the duchy. She was older than Jessica’s mother would have been by a number of years, some said almost as old as the duke himself. The estate flew with rumors about her: that she was a spy for the Queen, that she was the most beautiful woman in Britain, that she had dark powers, that she had killed her previous husband, that she had just been considering entering a convent, and that she had a delicate hand and an unheard-of skill with the needle.

The duke traveled to see her with his most trusted advisors and secretaries. Jessica was only vaguely concerned about the goings-on regarding the duchess; the duke himself was merely a scary man she was supposed to like and who, having gone away, she wouldn’t be forced to see for a fortnight or two.

Upon his return he announced his betrothal to Anne, who was making arrangements and would join him in a month for their wedding. Parties were planned, despite his annoyance. It had been far too long since his few friends and colleagues had anything to really celebrate. The stableboy, Davey, told Jessica that there were plans for cakes and great fox-hunts. They were debating the various merits of the different kinds of possible cakes when she was summoned to the duke’s presence.

Maids rushed to prepare her as best they could, combing her hair with their fingers and patting down her dress, removing ash and flour. A little frightened at the summons, Jessica entered the duke’s private office with her head down but remembered to curtsy and mumble “My Lord Duke” as she approached him at his chair and desk.

“My Lord Father,” the duke corrected. He looked her up and down as if she were a stranger, no fault escaping his eye. Her face was smudged, her stockings crumpled, and her dress the length of a child’s—not the calf-length dress an eleven-year-old should wear.

“You are to have a new mother,” he said, gazing at her levelly.

Jessica’s mouth hung open in shock. Her mother, as everyone told her, was dead and interred in the church. She had never known her. Dolly was the closest thing to a living mother she had, and Jessica loved her with all her heart. She didn’t understand why she needed another.

“Close your mouth, girl. This will not do at all. Too long have I neglected your education, left it in the hands of incompetent and lally-minded maids. We shall have to shape you up before the duchess arrives.”

“The duchess …” The realization came upon Jessica slowly that the woman who was to marry her father was also to be her mother. This was a connection she had not made before, listening to all of the servants’ gossip. “Is she very … nice?” she asked meekly.

“She is very beautiful. And wise,” answered the duke. “And she may be able to turn you into a real lady yet.”


Chapter Two
THE DUCHESS ANNE OF MANDAGOR

“Stay still.”

Jessica, eleven and just beginning to be fully acquainted with the concept of duchess, mentally forgave the maid, Gwen, who dressed her and forgot to say “Your Grace” as she tied tight bows and brushed down the girl’s dress. The little girl might have been responsible for making such a hassle of it; she strained on tiptoes and swung this way and that to catch a glimpse of her new mother, or at least her entourage.

“What kind of carriage does she ride in?” Jessica asked for what was probably the thousandth time.

“Not a carriage—she’ll ride in a train as far as Cardiff, and the duke has bought her a pretty little Beaufort phaeton to ride here in. By herself!”

Jessica squinched her nose, trying to remember what Davey, the stableboy—now the coachboy—had said about such things. He and his friends were all mad for coaches, trains, and other conveyances. Maybe the phaeton was the one with the open roof? And the large—

“Ow!”

Now Gwen had the brush, the one with boar’s hair spines, and was yanking it down Jessica’s locks in back, which were perfectly black and mostly straight without the help of a maid, thank goodness.

“Mother cats are kinder when they groom their kittens, and they have long claws and teeth!” Jessica protested.

Gwen giggled.

“Oh, I think you’d be glad I’m no cat,” she said.

There was some excitement in the hall beyond her bedroom, and Jessica managed to squirm out of Gwen’s grasp just long enough to peek over the banister.

There was a crowd downstairs of porters, luggage carriers, drivers, servants, and more foreign wait staff. Piles of trunks and suitcases littered the front hall. The crowd parted for just a moment, and in the middle was the most beautiful, tall, and stately woman Jessica had ever seen, as regal and pale as an ice queen. She was delicately removing fawn-colored driving gloves and a matching bonnet when she seemed to sense Jessica’s stare. The woman turned, locking eyes with her for a moment.

Gwen grabbed Jessica from behind and pulled her down the hallway. The little lady duchess did not object.



Anne of Mandagor. Jessica was positive that was the woman she saw—the woman who was to be her new mother. Maddeningly, she was told that the woman was exhausted from her travels and would be resting in private until the evening, when Jessica would be formally presented to her. She found this horribly unfair; it was her mother, for goodness’s sake. She sat and played as quietly as she could, trying not to mess up her outfit and require another horrid neatening by Gwen. Her own bedroom was huge and drafty, recently redecorated in honor of the duchess’s arrival. No one had consulted Jessica on what she might like, however. The paint was a vomity pale green with white trim, and the bookshelves were filled with nasty little books about what happens to children if they are bad. The bed was the only real improvement; it was huge and high and adult, and like a whole other world when she was perched in the middle of it. She liked playing in the quilts, pretending that they were hills and oceans and that she was meeting and speaking with animals. Maids yelled at her for leaving bits of food out on the floor, claiming it would attract rats, but Jessica only hoped to see and tame a mouse.

Evening finally came; supper was brought up to her but she couldn’t eat more than a bite or two. Bored and sick with waiting, she brought out her last defense: an absolutely giant book of ABCs with more than two hundred pages of illustrated, nauseating rhymes about the English language. She began at page one, reciting each poem aloud.

Jessica was deep in the middle of “Meditating Monkeys Might Mostly Meet Men” when she was called. Gwen and a butler formally escorted her downstairs into the sitting room traditionally reserved for the lady of the estate. A large fire was lit and roaring, as were a few gas lamps. The duchess sat in front of a silken screen that protected her from the extreme heat of the flames. The duke stood behind her chair, arms on its back, watching her intently.

Suddenly Jessica felt bad for all the trouble she had caused Gwen earlier with her hair brushing and wished she didn’t have to walk the final few feet alone. But she did, even remembering to curtsy. She wrinkled her nose, distracted by the duchess’s strange perfume, something like oranges, something from far away. Exotic. In the firelight the older woman was even more regal than before. Her face looked as though it had been carved from white marble, and her eyes were brown and warm like caramel. Her golden hair was put up severely and elegantly behind her. Her eyebrows arched elegantly; her cheekbones were high. She … was … perfect. A queen.

Jessica felt like a baby and wanted to look down or hide. She was small and ugly next to this creature.

The duchess sensed her discomfort and smiled slightly.

“Why, come here, child. I shan’t hurt you.” She offered a single white, long hand, beckoning Jessica to come forward. I shouldn’t touch her. I’ll break her. Jessica imagined herself stumbling forward and knocking into the duchess, causing her fine white skin to crack and her to fall into a pile of porcelain shards. She inched forward delicately, aware of being observed every step of the way by the caramel eyes.

“You’re very pretty,” the duchess said approvingly, turning her head this way and that to see her better in the light. Jessica felt a warmth rush through her. “Very pretty. I am to be your new mother, you know that, child?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Jessica mumbled.

“I think we shall get along just splendidly. I’ve always wanted a daughter of my own.”

Again Jessica felt thrilled that this woman was pleased with her … but it was strange to be called daughter by her. A mother was fat, dark haired, warm, and loving. Like Dolly or the picture in her locket.

“Let us see some of your work.”

Jessica blinked; she immediately thought of the snowmen she had built in the winter, or the ravens she made out of straw with Davey.

“Here, My Lady,” Gwen curtsied and came forward, handing the duchess a folded bit of cloth.

Oh. That.

Jessica frowned and stared at the floor while the duchess inspected her admittedly terrible embroidery.

“Oh, this won’t do at all,” the duchess said with a smile. “Proper ladies must know how to sew, mustn’t they? And you do want to be a proper lady, isn’t that right, child?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Five minutes ago nothing could have been further from the truth. What is a proper lady, anyway?

“We shall have to work on that. And you …” She reached a long, delicate finger out to touch Jessica’s cheek. She turned her head this way and that in the firelight, inspecting Jessica’s face. “Yes. You are beautiful. Almost. Well, you haven’t anyone to properly teach you about your toilette. We will have good mother and daughter times together, I promise you that!”

Jessica was wondering what the word “toilet” was doing coming out of such an elegant woman’s mouth when the duchess took both her hands in her own and squeezed them, with a smile that was not false, merely unpracticed.

“You may go now, Jessica,” her father said with a faint smile.

He seemed to be pleased; Jessica had done well. She had known this was going to be some sort of ordeal, but she had no idea how or when she passed. She curtsied as prettily as she could, backed away, and then turned and left—that much courtesy she knew. Court-esy. Court-easy. Curtsy.

Within a few minutes she was playing in her bedroom again, making her fingers bow and dance for each other. But after she fell asleep, the duchess’s golden hair and pale face haunted her midnight dreams.



The wedding was immediate and small, far smaller than the duke’s distant relations and closest friends would have liked. The duchess herself had little family, and as a widow she thought it fitting to keep the ceremony close and elegant. Jessica could see a great number of the housestaff’s fears relieved immediately; They had been terrified the duchess would be a spoiled big spender who would insist on luxuries the estate could ill afford.

Jessica’s own opinions of the duchess were uncertain. She had imagined her new mother to look or be like any number of things, including wicked, and Anne had turned out to be nothing like she could have ever dreamed.

She belongs in her own fairy tale, Jessica decided as Anne walked down the aisle. She is far too beautiful and special for Kenigh. The duchess glowed silvery as white and shiny cloth reflected her pale beauty back at the candles and gas lamps. Her dress was just long enough to touch the floor and skate over it, pearls and trim making soft tinkles.

Jessica’s own dress was itchy, but she kept as still as possible during the ceremony and tried not to fidget as the priest went on and on about the blessings of marriage. The only interesting and light-hearted moment in the solemn afternoon came at the end, when two altar boys released a pair of doves that fluttered to the ceiling. The duchess smiled in delight, and the whole room sighed at her beauty. My stepmother’s beauty. Jessica was proud of that and walked behind the couple with her head held high. She only tripped once.
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