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[image: images] Despite what either of my sisters may say, I actually possess a great deal of common sense. That was why I waited until nearly midnight on the last night of our journey into Devon before I climbed out of my bedroom window.


Luckily, my family was staying on the first floor of the inn, so the rope I’d brought along in case of emergencies was more than long enough. Luckier yet, I knew a useful secret: it’s much easier to sneak out in the middle of the night when you can make yourself invisible.


I landed on the grass with a thud that sent the rope jerking hard against the window’s edge. It was the moment of truth: I held my breath, watching the darkened window and searching for the faintest sign of an outraged older sister awake and ready to use all of her considerable powers—even scandalous witchcraft—to try to force me back to safety.


Nothing. My shoulders relaxed.


Not for the first time, I blessed my sister Angeline for the fact that she slept like the dead. If our older sister, Elissa, had been the one sharing a room with me, the noise would have woken her in an instant, and then there would have been goodness only knew how much commotion and offended propriety.


It was the first time I’d ever been glad that she was gone.


Elissa was one of my favorite people in the entire world, and ever since she had moved with her new husband to London last autumn, I had missed her every single day. When it came to matters of propriety, though, she was the prissiest female I had ever met. And there was nothing in the world quite so improper as magic.


That was one of the reasons I loved it so much.


Grass tickled between my bare feet as I took a deep, exhilarating breath of cold night air. My magic-working buzzed in the back of my head, strong and steady.


I was on a mission, and for once, no one in my family was going to stop me.


I turned around, letting my eyes acclimate to the darkness. I’d landed to one side of the sprawling old timber-framed inn, which backed onto a hill dotted with trees. By the top of the hill, they thickened into a true forest, dark and full of secrets. We were only a mile away from the sea, the closest I’d ever been to it in my life, and I could smell a hint of salt in the air, exotic and intriguing.


To my left, the thatched cottages of the village below stood dark and silent. To my right, the trees whispered to themselves in the shadows and a cool breeze ruffled my hair with the promise of adventure.


I knew exactly which way to go.


There was no one in sight, but I kept my magic-working steady as I hurried past the stable block and up the hill, toward the darkness of the forest. Can’t see me, can’t see me, can’t see me . . . The night around me might look empty, but I knew what I’d seen earlier that day—and the day before, at the last inn we’d stopped at—and, most telling of all, outside our own ramshackle vicarage back in Yorkshire.


I was being followed, and I didn’t care for the sensation one bit.


I waited until I was deep into the trees and nearly fifty yards above the inn before I let the magic-working slip. Ha! My mysterious follower could spend the rest of the night lurking about the inn, for all I cared. But he couldn’t possibly have seen me leave . . . which meant that I was free.


For the next five days, until Angeline was safely wed, I would have to be as proper, prim, and ladylike as a saint, for my sister’s sake. Her terrifying future mother-in-law, Mrs. Carlyle, was already on the lookout for even more reasons to despise my sister, and I wasn’t about to hand her any. But we weren’t at Hepworth Park yet, and I had Guardian practice to do.


I knelt down on the damp grass in the center of a moonlit clearing. I closed my eyes and felt the breeze on every inch of my skin.


Air, surround me. It was a silent command, with all the power of my will behind it. I sucked in my breath and felt the cool night air draw in around me. My hands rose to my sides—


And a familiar voice spoke just three feet away.


“I thought that was you I heard clambering about,” said my brother, Charles.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” My eyes flashed open. The magic-working fizzled out before it could even take hold.


Charles was standing beneath the nearest tree, his blond hair rumpled and his coat and waistcoat both unbuttoned. He looked as if he’d been out for a night of wild dissipation—which, knowing Charles, was probably the truth.


“What on earth are you doing here?”


“I could ask you the same thing,” Charles said. He reached out one arm to pull me up with effortless strength. “Not really the thing, y’know, Kat, wandering around the wilds in the middle of the night.”


“No, really?” I glared at him. “Well, it’s lucky you were here to enlighten me, then. We all know what a model of propriety you are!”


Charles shrugged. One of the most infuriating characteristics of my older brother was his utter refusal to be drawn into any argument. “I thought you might not have thought it through,” he said.


“You . . . ” I shook my head, gaping. I couldn’t even finish the sentence.


Charles thought I might not have thought through my actions carefully enough? Charles?


It was too ridiculous to even bother with a defense. Instead, I eyed his rumpled clothing. “What were you up to, anyway? And how did you find me?”


“I heard you knocking about in the next room,” he said. “When I looked out my window, I saw the rope dangling down. Well, I was pretty sure Angeline wouldn’t be crawling out, so . . . ”


Curses. I’d remembered to make myself invisible. If only it had occurred to me to make the rope invisible as well.


“What were you even doing in your room at that hour?” I said. “Don’t you usually drink till dawn in inns like this?”


He looked absurdly offended. “Dash it, Kat. I’ve been as sober as a judge since last September. You know that.”


I blinked at him. “I do?” I tried to cast back my memory. It was true that I hadn’t seen Charles foxed for a surprisingly long time—but I’d assumed that was only because he hadn’t managed to escape Stepmama’s clutches. As far as I could tell, the only things he’d ever learned at Oxford, before he’d been sent home for bad behavior, were how to drink until his brain turned into porridge and—and now that I thought of it, this might be related—how to lose horrific amounts of money in pointless card games.


“I’ve changed my ways,” he said. “I’m practically a saint nowadays. Didn’t you even notice?”


“Erm . . . ” I tried to think of a politic answer.


It was too late. “Might’ve known,” he said, shaking his head. “Sisters always notice when you do something wrong, oh, yes, but when you finally try to mend your ways . . . ”


“I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right, I should have—wait.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Didn’t you sneak out to play cards at the pub last month? And the month before, when Stepmama took Angeline to Harrogate to buy her wedding clothes? And—”


“That hardly counts!” Charles looked like an offended judge. “I didn’t drink while I was there. And anyway, I won every time.”


“So?”


“I always do, nowadays,” he said, and slumped against the nearest tree trunk. “It’s taken all the fun out of it. So I’ve decided to give that up too.”


Brothers were completely baffling.


I sighed and brushed the grass off my skirt. “Never mind. As long as you’re here, you can make yourself useful.”


He almost knocked himself out against the tree in his lurch backward. “Devil take it, Kat, you know I don’t get involved in your magical nonsense.”


“It isn’t nonsense.” I advanced on him purposefully. “But if you’ll just help me, I can get it done much faster.”


He was flattened against the tree trunk now, staring at me with as much horror as if I were aiming a loaded pistol at him. “I mean it, Kat. You and Angeline can play at witchcraft all you like, but I know what magic’s like now, and—”


“This is not witchcraft,” I said, “and it isn’t wild magic, either, so you don’t have to act like such a frightened kitten about it. Just because your idiotic university friends got you into that mess last autumn—”


“If you’d nearly been sacrificed to a blasted Roman goddess, you wouldn’t be so calm about it either,” said Charles, and began to edge around the tree. “Look here, I can see you’re actually doing fine now on your own, so—”


“I saved you from being sacrificed,” I said. “Remember?” I grabbed his coat sleeve before he could get away. “Tonight is my last chance to practice before my initiation. Half the Guardians in the Order don’t even think I ought to be allowed in, just because Mama practiced witchcraft.”


Well, that wasn’t quite the whole truth, actually. In the old days it had only been Mama’s past that had made the rest of the witch-hating Order of the Guardians disapprove of me, but nowadays the fact that I’d stripped the hereditary Head of the Order of all his magic powers—and his wits—had just as much to do with it.


I’d done that to save Charles’s life, though, and that was something I could never hold against him or pretend to regret—not even to win an argument.


So I skipped that part of the explanation and only said, making my voice as sweet and plaintive as possible, “Do you really want me to make a fool of myself in front of all of those important people?”


I knew exactly the moment that I won. Charles’s shoulders sagged even before he spoke. “Fine,” he said. “But considering the whole lot of them would be drummed out of Society if anyone found out they were practicing magic . . . ”


“I know, I know, I know.” I dragged him back to the grass where I’d sat before. “Sit down here.”


He eyed me warily as he lowered himself to the ground. “This isn’t going to hurt, is it?”


“Don’t be absurd.” I sat down across from him, raising my hands. “You’ll enjoy it, I’m sure.” I closed my eyes and focused. Air, surround me. “Everyone wishes they could fly.”


“I beg your pardon?” Charles’s voice sounded more like a squeak.


I couldn’t spare the energy to answer him.


Pressure was building in the air around me, much stronger now than the first time I’d tried. I lifted my hands slowly, cupping the night air. It felt thick and tangible against my palms, like butter. Higher up, it pushed against my chest so hard, it hurt to breathe.


I’d never done this before. My tutor, Mr. Gregson, had told me that it might not be possible for me to do it yet without help. He’d even told me, meaning to be kind, that I wouldn’t need to—that the other Guardians would understand if I left out that part of my initiation next week, as I’d had to wait so long to receive my proper training.


The very thought of it made my teeth set on edge. Oh, the other Guardians would certainly understand. They would understand, and they would titter behind their hands, and then . . .


“Kat?” said Charles. “I say. Are you in pain?”


Oops. I unclenched my jaw and let out my held breath in a sigh. Focus. The air had gone thin in my hands again as the magic-working fizzled out.


I took a deep breath and forced my shoulders to relax. Air, surround me.


I could do this. I was a Guardian by birth, just as my mother had been. It was the only connection to her that I had left.


To save Charles, I’d had to sacrifice my most cherished possession: Mama’s magic mirror, her own inherited portal to the Guardians’ Golden Hall. Of course it had been the right decision, and even though I’d never known our mother, I knew it was the decision she would have wanted me to make. But the rest of the Order didn’t understand that. Not at all.


One portal was passed down in each family. One, and only one, to be protected and valued above all else. I didn’t know how many generations had used Mama’s mirror before I’d inherited it, but when I’d thrown it into the bubbling waters of Bath to complete the rite of wild magic and save Charles’s life, I had single-handedly thrown away the one piece of evidence that proved to the rest of the Order that I truly belonged as one of their number.


Oh, they couldn’t refuse to admit me, not after I’d saved Britain from invasion and the Guardians from the scandal of their own Head’s treason. But in order for my initiation to take place, I would need a new portal . . . and to hear all the grumbling, you’d think I was selfishly demanding the Crown Jewels. It had been eight months now since I had lost Mama’s mirror, and just as Mrs. Carlyle had made excuse after excuse to delay my sister’s wedding, the Order had made excuse after excuse for why the time was never yet exactly right for me to finally be initiated and for my new portal to be given to me.


Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised; after all, everyone had been outraged by Mama, too. After the Order had expelled her for secretly practicing witchcraft, she’d scandalized all England by letting the secrecy drop. There was no crime worse in the eyes of Society than publicly practicing magic of any sort—and the other Guardians in the Order weren’t the only ones who still sputtered with fury and disgust whenever Mama’s name was mentioned.


But I’d agreed to join the Order in the first place not only to fight malevolent magic-workers, but also to restore Mama’s reputation as a Guardian. I might have had to give up her mirror, but I would be dashed if I’d let the snobs who’d expelled her for her curiosity and courage look down their noses at me during my own initiation ceremony.


I deserved a new portal. And I would prove it.


I cupped my hands and lifted the air in them. Power buzzed through my body, rising upward. I felt the night around me in my grasp.


Air, support me.


At first I thought it was only my imagination. Then I felt cool air brush underneath the skirts of my dressing gown.


I opened my eyes. Charles was staring at me, his mouth wide open . . .


And I was hovering a full inch above the ground.


I had to bite my lip to keep myself from laughing with sheer delight. I tugged at the air. It lifted me two inches higher. The cool night breeze billowed the wide sleeves of my dressing gown around me like a pair of muslin wings.


I couldn’t hold back my laughter anymore. It burbled up from my chest and overflowed. I tugged myself half a foot higher and met my older brother’s astonished gaze. It only made me laugh harder. “If you could see your face right now—”


“Well, what do you expect of a fellow?” But Charles was grinning too now, and looking astonishingly like the brother I used to know before Stepmama first sent him off to boarding school and dissipation and stupid university pranks. “Come on, then, Kat, follow through on your promise. You’re not going to sit up there all night on your own, are you?”


“Absolutely not.” I closed my eyes and felt through the darkness. “Ready?”


I could hear Charles’s grin in his voice. “Do your worst.”


Air, surround him—


A twig snapped just ten feet away, as loud as any gunshot in the silence of the night.


My eyes flared open. I twisted around in midair.


A dark figure stood between the trees, watching me.





Two


[image: images] My jaw dropped. Unfortunately, so did my focus.


I tipped forward and crashed straight to the ground, hitting a massive knot of tree roots with my left shoulder.


Ouch!


I didn’t have time to moan over my injuries. I rolled over and pushed myself to my feet. The dark figure was already gone. Curse him! Charles had started to his feet and was heading toward me.


“Kat, are you—?”


But I was already running. “Don’t worry about me.” I yelled the words over my shoulder. “We have to catch him!”


“Well, dash it, Kat, you can’t just—Kat! Wait for me!”


I didn’t bother to respond. I needed all my energy for the chase.


I dove between tree trunks and jumped over knotted roots, powered by fury. My mysterious follower might think himself amazingly clever for tracking me all the way across England this past week, but I would be damned if he’d get away with spying on me as I prepared for my own initiation ceremony. I wouldn’t let him go until I finally found out what the devil he wanted from me.


But that was easier said than done. On my way here, I’d had time to carefully find my way through the darkness to the moonlit clearing. Now that I was running at top speed, every pointed tree branch in the forest seemed to aim directly at my face or arms, and every single one of them found its mark. I was scratched and panting by the time I burst out of the trees at the top of the hill, looking down over the inn and the village beyond.


The hill was empty. The stables were dark. There wasn’t a single person in sight.


I let out a groan of pure frustration.


Whoever my mysterious follower was, he was a fast runner—and a quiet one too. If it hadn’t been for that telltale twig snapping under his feet, he could have watched me and Charles all night long, and I never would have known.


What an utterly horrible thought.


I wrapped my arms around my chest and looked down at the stables between me and the inn. Narrow, darkened windows stared back up at me like hollow eyes.


I was not afraid, I told myself. Certainly not. Only cowards eavesdropped and spied and ran away when they were spotted, and I could never be afraid of a coward.


But when I heard a crackle of breaking twigs behind me, I spun around so fast, I nearly fell over.


It was only Charles, emerging from the trees and brushing grass off his trousers.


“Blasted tree roots,” he said. “I think at least one of them tripped me on purpose.” He looked around, frowning. “So, where is he? Whoever he is?”


“Gone,” I said, and ground my teeth together. “We were too late.”


“Huh.” Charles straightened his jacket. “You can’t say much for his manners, can you? Lurking about in the woods to spy on people. Not what you could really call gentlemanly behavior.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I relaxed just enough to roll my eyes at my brother. “I can’t believe you’re huffing about gentlemanly behavior. Aren’t you the one who keeps getting sent back from Oxford?”


“That’s completely different,” Charles said. “Having a bit of fun—”


“You mean, doing stupid amounts of drinking and gambling, and taking on every idiotic prank that your friends dared you to—”


“It’s not dishonorable.” Charles lifted one lip in a sneer. “As you would understand if you were a gentleman.”


“Ha.” I started down the hill toward the inn, shaking my head. “If being a gentleman means . . . ”


My voice dried up in my throat. I froze, five steps out from the shelter of the trees.


Something was tickling at my senses, something I’d been too busy to notice while I was arguing with Charles.


“What the devil—?” Charles stumbled into my back, knocking me forward. “Blast it, Kat, will you make up your mind? Are we going or staying?”


“Shh,” I hissed.


My whole skin was tingling with awareness. I turned in a slow circle, peering through the darkness.


Moonlight cast a faint glow on the grassy hill, sweeping down to the stables and the inn and the thatched cottages beyond. There still wasn’t anyone in sight.


But we were still being watched. I was certain of it.


I breathed deeply, all my senses alert. If he was using witchcraft to hide himself . . .


No. Every witch had a signature scent that lingered in the air when they cast a spell, and I smelled nothing but the fresh scent of grass and leaves, mingled with the salt of the ocean in the distance.


The trees rustled behind me, full of secrets. I thought my watcher had come out of the woods ahead of us . . . but had he? Or was he still standing in the shadows, only a few feet away, listening to our conversation?


There was only one way to find out.


Clenching my hands into fists, I lunged forward—


And Charles’s arms closed around my waist from behind. To my utter shock, I found my feet rising high off the ground. My six-foot-tall brother had scooped me into the air, pinning my arms against my sides.


I was almost too startled to be outraged.


“What—on—earth—do you think you’re doing?” I panted. I twisted and kicked against him, fighting to break free.


“I’m saving you from yourself,” said Charles. He held me with maddening ease, no matter how hard I struggled. “Someone needs to, don’t you think?”


“Of all the idiotic, dunderheaded—! No. Wait.” I took a deep, calming breath and stopped struggling. Holding perfectly still and relaxed in his arms, I smiled up at my brother, giving him my most calm and mature and reasonable smile. I had practiced it before, in mirrors and on Stepmama, and I knew how well it worked. “The thing is,” I said, both calmly and sensibly, “there happens to be something that I have to do right now, so if you’ll just let me down for a moment, I’ll—”


“Go charging into the woods after some lout twice your size?” Charles snorted. “I think not.”


“How did you know—?”


He shrugged. “I do have eyes, Kat. And you ain’t exactly a blank slate, you know.”


It was too absurd to be borne. This was Charles, for heaven’s sake. Charles! For the past six years, ever since Stepmama had first sent him to boarding school, he’d barely seemed to remember that he even had a family. Why did he suddenly have to notice me now?


“I am a Guardian,” I said. “Remember? You don’t have to protect me from anything. And if you’re trying to act like an older brother now—”


“I am your older brother,” said Charles. He heaved a long-suffering sigh. “It would be pleasant if, for once, even one of my sisters would recall I am the oldest in the family.”


If I hadn’t been so angry, I might have let out a shout of laughter.


“Just try telling Angeline and Elissa that,” I said. “Really. I’d like to hear what they’d say. But in the meantime, if you’re finished playacting . . . ”


“Sorry, Kat.” He turned and started back down the hill, his long legs striding confidently forward despite all of my exertions. “I’m sure you’re a terribly powerful magic-worker and the whole world trembles when you let out a roar . . . but I’m still not letting you go running into trouble anymore.”


I kicked his leg, hard, on purpose. “Of all the people to preach at me about running into trouble—!”


“I’ve been spending an awful lot of time thinking, since last September,” Charles said. “You did save me, after all. And you were right—I had been acting like a fool for a long time before that. But believe it or not, I’m not the kind of fellow who’d just ignore a thing like nearly getting killed, especially”—he grimaced—“when I had to be rescued by my own infant sister, of all people. And besides, that showed me just how out of control you’ve become.”


I gaped up at him. “I beg your pardon?”


He frowned as sternly as a judge. “Running around Bath at night, by yourself? Throwing yourself into battles with people twice your size? If I don’t step in now, you’re bound to get yourself killed or cause a public scandal before you even turn fourteen.”


“I’ll cause a scandal?” I took a deep, soothing breath, to keep myself from screaming. “Charles,” I said. “I appreciate your concern. But of all the people to give me a lecture—!”


“Trust me,” said Charles, “I may have ruined all of my own prospects, but I won’t stand by and let you ruin yours. Obviously Stepmama can’t handle you, and now that Angeline’s leaving, you’ll have no one else keeping any reins on you at all. So from now on, I’m going to look after you myself . . . whether you’re sensible enough to like it or not.”


“Oh, my Lord,” I moaned.


I subsided against him in limp horror. The whole world seemed to be whirling around me as he carried me down the hill.


I’d spent the last few weeks trying not to think about how on earth I was going to cope without either of my sisters, once Angeline married Mr. Carlyle and left me behind for the first time in my life. But it had never even occurred to me that there was a far, far greater danger in store.


The Charles I had known for the past six years, who had slept through every Oxford lecture and gambled the whole family into debt . . . well, he had been a problem, to say the very least.


But a brand-new Charles, wide-awake and determined to take charge of my life?


That was an absolute, unmitigated disaster.


I peered back over his shoulder all the way down the hill. No one moved out of the shadows of the trees. But I could still feel hostile eyes watching me all the way to the inn, and it made me burn with impotent fury.


Soon, I promised myself. Soon I would hunt down my mysterious follower, and I would show him I was a force to be reckoned with.


Just as soon as I managed to escape Charles’s “protection.”
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“Katherine Ann Stephenson!” Stepmama’s shriek could have shattered glass . . . or eardrums.


I groaned and pulled my bedcovers over my face. The sunshine through the bedroom window was far too bright, I had stayed up far too late, and I was nowhere near ready to face Stepmama yet.


I’d barely settled the covers over my eyes, though, when she snatched them off again. She was already fully dressed in a forest green traveling gown, and her cheeks were flushed with rage. “Explain yourself this instant, young lady!”


Angeline groaned beside me and pulled her pillow over her head. “What’s Kat done this time?” she mumbled into the pillowcase.


Humph. So much for sisterly loyalty. I would have glared at her if I’d had the energy, but the bright light was hurting my eyes too much. Stepmama must have opened the curtains. “Please,” I said, and put my hand over my eyes. “I’ll get up soon, I promise. Just ten more minutes . . . ”


“I’m not going anywhere until you explain how you came by those scratches on your arms and hands, young lady.” Stepmama pulled my hand off my eyes, then gasped. “And on your cheek! What in heaven’s name were you doing last night?”


Oh, Lord. My late-night dash through the woods was coming back to haunt me. “Um . . . ” I blinked up at her, trying to think through the sludge of exhaustion in my brain. Be creative. Be creative. “Ummm . . . ”


Stepmama dropped my hand and collapsed onto the chair beside the bed. “I dread to think what Mrs. Carlyle will say.”


The mention of her future mother-in-law acted like a lightning rod against Angeline’s prone figure. “Mrs. Carlyle?” She yanked the pillow off her face and surged up from the bed, her thick, dark braid of hair swinging like a whip. “What about Mrs. Carlyle? What’s happened now?”


Stepmama gestured wordlessly at me. Angeline turned. She stared.


For once in my life I genuinely wished for a good, nonmagical mirror to show me my own face. From the way they were both looking at me, I might as well have been an exhibit in a traveling fair.


I took a deep breath and lifted my chin. “I have a perfectly reasonable explanation,” I began.


“Oh, dear Lord,” said Angeline. “I don’t think I can take one of your explanations, Kat. Not before I’ve even had my morning tea.” She dropped her head in her hands, massaging her forehead. Her voice was muffled by her fingers. “Exactly how far are we from Hepworth Park?”


“Less than ten miles,” Stepmama said in her Doom voice. “It may take longer than usual because of the perilous road, but we’ll still be there by noon.”


“Damnation,” said Angeline.


For once Stepmama didn’t even reprove her for her language.


I squirmed. In the heat of last night’s chase it hadn’t even occurred to me to worry about Angeline’s dragon of a future mama-in-law. It was true, though—my arms were scored with deep scratches that could never be covered by the short puff sleeves of my gown, and I could feel my face stinging too, where sharp branches had caught me.


“Can’t you fix this?” I asked Angeline, touching one hand to my face. “If you use your witchcraft—”


“If you utter even one more word on that topic, I shall swoon,” Stepmama announced. “Kat, don’t you dare tempt her to such madness. Angeline Olivia Stephenson, if you so much as chant a single syllable—”


“Have no fear, ma’am. I’m not entirely a fool.” Angeline dropped her hands and looked me in the eye. “For heaven’s sake, Kat. Don’t you even remember how hard it was to persuade Society that I wasn’t a witch after that horrible round of gossip last September? Do you really, truly think it would be a good idea for me to cast a spell right now, right here, less than ten miles away from Hepworth Park? Only four days before my wedding? When we could be absolutely certain that any observers would be ready and eager to spread the gossip where Mrs. Carlyle and all of the wedding guests could hear it?”


“Um . . . ” I gulped, thinking back to last night. “I . . . hadn’t really thought about it that way.”


“Obviously.” She rubbed her eyes, yawning. “So. Tell us everything. What were you doing last night to come by those scratches?”


I bit my lip. If the two of us had been alone, I might have told her . . . or then again, I might not. Even Angeline might not completely understand why it was so important for me to prove myself to the other Guardians. Ever since she had discovered that Guardianship, unlike witchcraft, was only inherited by one member of each generation—and that I, the only one of us who had never known Mama, was the one who had inherited it from her—it had been a decidedly awkward subject between us.


And after what she had just said . . .


No. I would keep last night’s Guardian practice a secret, I would find and deal with my mysterious follower, no matter how hard Charles tried to stop me . . . and then, after the wedding was safely past, I would tell Angeline all about it.


Long after the wedding was safely past, I amended, as I saw her expression shift into sudden horror.


“Please,” she said. “Please, please tell me you didn’t go down to the taproom last night and start a fight.”


“No!” I gaped at her. “Of course I didn’t.”


“There’s no ‘of course’ about it,” said Angeline. “You’re covered in scratches and”—her eyebrows rose as she focused on my bare shoulder, where I’d landed hard on tree roots—“bruises, too. You either fought in a taproom brawl or made a tiger angry. And considering we’re at a provincial inn with no tropical jungles in sight . . . ”


“The taproom?” Stepmama looked ready to swoon at the very thought. “Katherine, you wouldn’t. Would you?”


I crossed my arms and glared at them both. “You have no faith in me at all.”


They looked at each other and traded a meaningful glance. It might have been the first time I had ever seen Angeline and Stepmama agree about anything.


“She had an accident,” Angeline said. “A terrible accident.”


“Yes.” Stepmama drew herself up. “Perhaps . . . a farm cat gone feral, who attacked her.”


“What farm cat?” I said. “We haven’t stopped at any farms.”


“Shh.” Angeline didn’t even bother to glance at me. “It was lucky she didn’t lose an eye.”


Stepmama nodded. “Needless to say, the cat has been disposed of.”


“Disposed of?” I stared at her. “That’s horrible!”


“That,” said Stepmama, “is the only thing preventing you from being sent straight back home, young lady. If you wish to be allowed to attend your sister’s wedding, I suggest you commit that story to memory and stop arguing.”


“Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “But if I ever do get scratched by a cat, I’ll remember not to tell you about it.”


“Trust me, Kat,” said Angeline. “If a cat does scratch you, we’ll assume it had its reasons.”


“Humph.” I narrowed my eyes at her. What I needed was a really good, sizzling retort, the kind that Angeline could toss off as naturally as breathing.


But she spoke before I could come up with one.


“Can you promise me one thing?” Her dark eyes were fierce with worry as she leaned toward me, looking so vulnerable, I had to blink hard to make sure I was seeing her properly. Angeline almost never let herself look vulnerable to anyone. It was all part and parcel of her I am so strong, no one can ever hurt me no matter how hard they try! attitude, the same attitude that had kept her proudly snarling in response to every humiliating snub thrown at us for our mother’s public witchcraft . . . every absurd new excuse Mrs. Carlyle had invented to delay Angeline’s wedding . . . and every long-awaited visit that Frederick Carlyle had been forced to cancel on his mother’s orders.


It was the same maddening attitude that made my sister almost never ask anyone for help, no matter how badly she might need it . . . and that made it almost impossible for me to refuse her anything when she trusted me enough to ask.


Now she took my hand and said, “Can you absolutely promise me that no one who saw you last night will carry the gossip to my wedding party?”


I swallowed hard. I had never broken a promise to either of my sisters. I never would. But Angeline had been as tense as an overstrung harp ever since we’d first started planning for this wedding. If I told her about my follower now, she might just snap.


And really, whatever mischief or malice he might be after, it had to be more significant than mere gossip to make him pursue me all the way across the country. So truly, if I looked at the matter in just the right light . . .


“I promise,” I said, and let out the breath that I’d been holding.


Relief softened my sister’s eyes. She squeezed my hand. “Thank you, Kat. I knew I could count on you.”


I squeezed her warm hand back and hoped that she was right.


I couldn’t let myself think about it for long, though, or my guilt would start to show. Angeline was a veritable fiend for ferreting out my guilty secrets. So I dropped her hand and slid off the bed, my bare feet landing with a thump on the hard wooden floorboards.


“Is Elissa here yet?” I asked Stepmama, as I scooped up my dressing gown from the floor where I’d left it.


The morning air was uncomfortably cool—I could see gray clouds through the window and the promise of rain coming later in the day—but I was already feeling better at the very thought of my oldest sister’s arrival. It had been one hundred and twenty-three days since her last visit, and that was one hundred and twenty-three days too long for me.


Stepmama had been busy looking pained at my unladylike treatment of my clothing—after six years of living with her, I could interpret that particular expression and repeat the familiar lecture in my sleep—but now she sighed and held out a folded letter. “If you hadn’t made every other thought fly out of my head—!”


Angeline rolled across the bed and snatched the letter before I could take it.


“Not fair!” I jumped for it, but she held it over my head.


I hated being the shortest person in my family.


“Stepmama was handing it to me,” I said, and glared up at my sister.


“It’s about my wedding,” Angeline said, and curled her lip at me.


“Girls!” Stepmama heaved a martyred sigh from her chair. “Katherine, please remember you are thirteen years old and only four years away—heaven help us all—from being presented in Society. Angeline, you are all of eighteen and about to become the mistress of a grand estate. Would you please have the goodness to behave like one?”


“You see?” Angeline gave me a superior look. “I am about to become the mistress of a grand estate. Stepmama said so.”


“Ha. Well, you aren’t yet. And if you try stealing any letters from Mrs. Carlyle—”


Angeline’s lips twitched. “It’s a good thing she’s even shorter than you. It’ll make it even easier to hold them out of reach.”


“Oh, my heavens!” Stepmama moaned. “Angeline—Kat—my poor head—you mustn’t even dream of—!”


I met my sister’s eyes. We both started laughing at once, drowning out the sound of Stepmama’s protests.


“Oh, Kat.” Angeline looped an arm around my waist and pulled me down with her to the bed. “I am going to miss you so much. Do you know that?”


The laughter died in my throat, turning into something hard and knotted that made my eyes burn. I wasn’t going to cry. I was not.


But if I let myself think about losing the second of my sisters, I might not be able to stop myself.


“Open the letter,” I said, and swallowed down the knot in my throat. “You might as well read it, now that you’ve got it.”


“Fine.” Angeline kept her arm around me as she unfolded the letter, and she spread it across both our knees. I leaned into her shoulder as I read, and I breathed in the familiar, comforting scent of my sister. We’d sat this way so many times over the years. I knew exactly where my head fit against her shoulder, exactly where her dark hair tickled against my cheek. It didn’t seem real—it didn’t even seem possible—that in less than a week she would be settling here in Devon for good, and I would be riding back to Yorkshire without her.


When my vision blurred, I set my jaw and blinked hard. But I still couldn’t make out what the letter really meant—and for once, it wasn’t only because Elissa had the tiniest handwriting of anyone I knew.


“ ‘Physician’s appointment’?” I read aloud. I’d read the letter twice already, and Angeline was still frowning down at it without speaking. “What physician’s appointment? Do you think she’s sick? But no, she can’t be, or she wouldn’t still be planning to come to the wedding. So what do you think it means?”


“Oh, Lord. Who knows?” Angeline tossed the letter onto the bed with a sigh. “Only Elissa would think it was too improper to tell us why she needed to see a physician.”


“It must be important,” I said, “or she wouldn’t have delayed the trip for it. She knew how worried you were about meeting the Carlyles.”


Angeline lifted her chin. “I am not worried about meeting the Carlyles,” she said. We were still connected at the side, though, and I felt her whole body stiffen as she spoke. “Just because Mrs. Carlyle has summoned the whole extended family to meet me, and they’ve probably spent the last eight months wondering why on earth she allowed the match . . . ”


“And your younger sister looks as if she’s been mauled by a tiger,” Stepmama supplied.


Thank you, Stepmama. I scowled at her. Angeline didn’t answer, but I felt her spine stiffen another notch.


I thought longingly of Elissa’s beautiful new traveling carriage, and how impressive it would have been to arrive at Hepworth Park in that instead of in our hired carriage, which looked every year of its age, especially in its peeling brown paint.


I thought of Mr. Collingwood, Elissa’s sweet, doting husband, who was wealthy and well-bred enough to impress even the most sneering of aristocratic in-laws.


I thought of Elissa herself, so graceful and elegant and self-possessed in every circumstance, so talented at smoothing over difficult situations.


“Didn’t you say the road to Hepworth was perilous?” I asked Stepmama.


She groaned. “The road that leads directly from London to Hepworth is fine—one of the finest in the country, apparently, because the family sees to it. But from our direction—why, according to the innkeeper, it’s quite the most dangerous road in Devon. Narrow, full of treacherous stones, running along the side of a cliff . . . If I don’t have a migraine by the end of it from sheer terror, I shall count it as a miracle.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Angeline said. “He was probably just trying to impress you.”


“Maybe,” I said. “But maybe not.” I frowned.


Angeline frowned too as she looked at me. “What?” she said. “I know that look, Kat, and it never signals anything good. What exactly are you scheming now?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “Not yet.”


But I hoped the innkeeper was telling the truth.


If the road really was that perilous, we would have to go slowly. And if we went slowly, that would give me time to come up with a truly stunning plan.


“Don’t worry,” I said, and took my sister’s hand in mine. The bright red scratches on my skin stood out like flames, warning me of danger ahead. Still, I smiled at her as reassuringly as I could, and put all my confidence into my smile. “You’ll make a brilliant first impression on the Carlyles, even without Elissa here to help. I’ll make sure of it.”





Four


[image: images] The innkeeper hadn’t been exaggerating. The road was truly terrible.


Unfortunately, I’d left out one important point from my calculations: it is impossible to think up a brilliant scheme when your teeth are trying to rattle their way out of your head.


“So,” Angeline said. She was clinging to the strap on the carriage wall, but her shoulder still knocked against the corner of the window as she spoke. “The innkeeper claimed this road was a bit rocky, did he?”


Charles laughed without opening his eyes. Stepmama only groaned, covering her face with both hands. Papa, seated across from me, was still doggedly trying to read his book, but he had started to look disturbingly green. I kept a careful eye on him in case I had to move fast.


My only consolation was that the innkeeper had been telling the truth about something else, as well. This strip of road ran just above the ocean, hard against a grassy cliff. From the window I could see a wide swath of bluish-gray water stretching on and on into the horizon, a full hundred feet below us.


It was an astonishing sight. In fact—I grimaced as my head banged against the back wall—if only I’d been able to focus on anything but the rattling of the carriage, I might even have found it beautiful. As it was, though . . .


A loud crack sounded underneath us. The back of the carriage dropped with a thump, too fast for me to react. My head bounced off the back of the seat. Papa’s book flew out of his hands and slammed onto my lap. Then I was flung forward against him.


I put out my hands to catch myself on his chest just as the carriage slewed around. Suddenly I was falling onto Angeline instead, a tangle of legs and arms inside the wildly swerving carriage . . .


. . . and we were all heading straight for the edge of the cliff.


For a moment the bottom of the carriage scraped over the rocky surface of the road, vibrating as though it was going to shake itself to pieces. Then the whole carriage flipped.


High, animal screams filled the air—the hired horses shrieking outside. I saw their hooves flash past the window as we toppled. Stepmama was screaming too. As the world spun around us, I had just enough time to wish that I had ever learned how to swim. . . .


The carriage landed on solid ground with a thump that juddered straight through my bones.


When my vision cleared, I found myself lying on top of Papa, breathing hard. He lay on his back against one of the carriage doors, Angeline kicked herself loose from Charles beside us, and the moaning weight that lay half on top of me was Stepmama.


Blue sky shone through the other window, high above us. Shards of glass lay scattered around us, glinting like diamonds in the sunlight.


Breath shuddered through my chest. I felt as light-headed as if I were floating.


There was a rap at the side of the carriage. The hired coachman called through, his voice hoarse.


“Mr. Stephenson? Mrs. Stephenson? I can’t help you out. I think my leg’s broke.”


“Ah—that’s all right, then,” Papa called back. “Er, do look after yourself.”


“And the horses!” Stepmama added. She was already brushing the glass off her gown, muttering to herself, “Of all the disastrous—ouch—ridiculous—ouch!”


“I’ll get us out of here,” I said. I started to push myself up, nudging her aside.


Papa cleared his throat underneath me. His voice sounded thin and strained. “Er, if you wouldn’t mind—?”


“Sorry, Papa.” I moved my elbow off his stomach, still thinking furiously. I could certainly reach the handle of the other carriage door, but after that . . . “I think I can—”


“Out of the way, Kat,” Charles said. “I’ve got it.” He straightened and pushed the door wide open, then swung himself out with perfect ease. “Come on, Angeline.” He reached back into the carriage to pull her out.


“I could have done it,” I muttered to him a minute later, as he helped me out onto the dusty road.


“Course you could have,” Charles said.


But I didn’t trust his tone at all.


I narrowed my eyes at his back as he pulled out Papa. Didn’t he even remember who had saved him last autumn?


Then I looked past him, and my stomach gave a sickly flop. We’d missed the cliff edge by less than three feet. Beyond it there was a long, green drop to the water below—and something I hadn’t seen from my earlier vantage point at the carriage window: sharp, jutting rocks at the water’s edge. I imagined our carriage being thrown against them, and I swallowed hard.


Luckily, I didn’t have time to be maudlin. The coachman was sitting a few feet away, still hanging on to the horses’ reins as they whinnied and stomped in place. His face was chalky pale, and his right leg hung at an odd angle. I hurried to his side, trying not to look at the cliff edge as I skirted it.


“Let me help you with the horses,” I said. “You should be resting.”


“That’s all right, miss.” He managed a wan smile. “I’d rather see to them myself, if you don’t mind, especially this close to the edge. Right miracle it was that I didn’t go over the side myself when we fell over.”


“How did it happen?” I looked back to where the rest of my family was assembling in the middle of the rock-strewn dirt road. There were no houses or farms this close to the coast, only another tall wall of grass-pricked white rock stretching high above the twisting, curving road. No one to ask for help, I thought, and grimaced.


“The back wheel, it was. Come loose somehow and snapped straight off. I could’ve sworn—never mind.” The coachman shook his head.


“Sworn what?”


“Nothing, miss.” His smile looked even more strained this time. “Never you worry about it. I was only imagining things. Would you mind seeing if your father or your brother are free to have a word with me about the horses?”


I looked hard at him. He was still pale with pain, and sweat rolled down his cheeks . . . but there was definitely more to it.


I could have sworn that he was hiding something. But whatever he knew or suspected, he wasn’t about to share it with a thirteen-year-old young lady.


I was so, so tired of being treated like a young lady rather than a sensible human being.


He really was in pain, though, so I gave up for the moment and walked over to pass on his message to Papa. Papa, of course, was even less likely to know anything about horses than I was . . . but as far as I knew, the only thing Charles had ever done with a horse was gamble on it.


As Papa hurried over to the coachman’s side, I joined Angeline and Stepmama in surveying the wreckage. Charles had wandered off to the cliff edge and was frowning over it, kicking pebbles off the side.


“It was the back wheel,” I reported. “It came off.”


“No, really?” Angeline pointed to where the wheel lay discarded on the road, several feet back. “Somehow, even I had managed to guess that much.”


I shrugged irritably, looking back at Papa and the coachman. Papa had just beckoned Charles over to join them, and the three of them were frowning toward the back of the carriage. Needless to say, it hadn’t even occurred to any of them to invite me over. If only Angeline would just once let me have a good look at Mama’s diaries of witchcraft, instead of hoarding them all to herself! I’d only ever managed to learn one of Mama’s spells, and it certainly wasn’t the one I most needed. A spell to eavesdrop would be infinitely useful, especially right now.


I sighed.


Angeline met my eyes and smiled wryly. There was only one small cut along her cheek from the broken glass, but the left shoulder of her pelisse was ripped, her left hand was bleeding from several different shallow cuts, and her thick, dark hair had escaped half its pins. “Not quite the first impression I had planned to make on the Carlyles.”


“It is an absolute disaster,” said Stepmama. “We can hardly even ask the coachman to carry the news to Hepworth Park with that broken leg.”


Angeline rolled her eyes at Stepmama even as she leaned over to wrap a handkerchief around her own hand. “Indeed. What can he possibly have been thinking to insist on breaking his leg only to inconvenience us?”


Stepmama’s face tightened. “Very amusing, I am sure,” she snapped, “but has it occurred to you yet that we are going to have to walk all the way to Hepworth Park, coating ourselves with dust along the way?”


“I could—” I began.


They both turned to me with eyebrows raised in identical looks of disdain. I set my teeth.


“Fine,” I said. “I couldn’t, because it would be terribly improper, but Charles could ride to Hepworth Park on one of the carriage horses and tell them what’s happened.”


“Charles?” Angeline looked ill. “I think not.”


“No,” Stepmama agreed, and shuddered. “Certainly not.”


“But—”


“We are trying to make a good impression on my future in-laws,” Angeline said. “Remember?”


I felt a twinge of guilt as I looked over at Charles, listening so seriously to the coachman. “He is getting better, you know,” I said.


“Hmm,” said Angeline.


“He hasn’t gotten drunk since last September,” I offered.


They traded another look.
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