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For my grandma, Sandra Burgis,
 who always understood the importance of circulating libraries and exciting novels. And for my son, who teaches me about wild magic every day. 
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One
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It was a truth universally acknowledged that my brother, Charles, was a hopeless gamester, a ridiculous oversleeper, and the one sibling too lazy to take part in any family arguments, no matter how exasperating our sisters might have been (and usually were).

But he had one shining virtue as an older brother: He was infinitely persuadable.

“You do know, Kat,” he whispered, “Stepmama will murder you for this if she finds out.” He was yawning so hard that most people wouldn’t have been able to decipher his words, but I had long experience. Ever since Charles had been sent home from Oxford in disgrace, he’d resorted to sleep as his safest escape from family obligations. Even as he yawned and complained, though, he was obediently following me down the creaking wooden stairs to the ground floor of our family’s vicarage.

It was simply too much trouble for Charles to hold out against anyone who didn’t give up the first time he said no. And I—as all three of my siblings could testify—was definitely stubborn enough for the task.

It was still dark outside, and the candle in my hand was the only light in the stairway. I held it up high for Charles’s sake, and carefully stepped over the spots on the stairs where the ancient wood was beginning to rot. “Stepmama won’t murder me,” I whispered back, “because she won’t find out. Anyway, she’ll be too busy preparing for the wedding to bother with either of us when she wakes up.”

“Huh.” As usual, he didn’t bother to pursue the argument … which was just as well, since nothing could have changed my mind.

In three hours my oldest sister was going to be married. In four hours—five at the most, if the wedding breakfast took longer than expected—Elissa would be gone, and all of our lives would change forever. Even when she came back for visits, from now on, she would always bring her husband with her—and as much as I liked her sweet-tempered fiancé, Mr. Collingwood, it could never be the same. They would be sharing a bedroom, for one thing. That meant I wouldn’t be free to slip into Elissa’s room any time in the day or night to get comfort or advice or help against Stepmama … or even just to let Elissa fuss over me, the way she had ever since I had been born and our mother had died, leaving my two older sisters to raise me.

For all that I’d complained over the years about Elissa’s prissiness and high-handedness, her lectures on propriety, and the fact that she never seemed to realize I was twelve years old and not a baby anymore. … Well, somehow, none of that seemed to matter anymore.

Nevertheless, I’d woken up this morning at four o’clock and lain staring into the darkness of my attic bedroom for a full hour before I’d given up and come down to pull Charles out of bed. What we were about to do would have horrified Elissa to the depths of her ladylike soul—but if I didn’t do it, I just might explode.

I stepped off the last stair and breathed a sigh of relief. We hadn’t woken anyone else. “Come on,” I whispered. “Mrs. Watkins won’t be in the kitchen yet. No one will hear us there.”

Shrugging, Charles padded after me. He was still wearing his dressing gown, nightcap, and slippers. His blond hair, the same buttery shade as Elissa’s and (before it grayed) Papa’s, stuck out in wild tufts from beneath the cap—he’d been sleeping facedown when I’d shaken him awake. I didn’t understand how he’d even been able to breathe in that position. Then again, I hadn’t understood much at all about Charles ever since Stepmama had first arrived in our lives, five years ago, and sent him off to Harrow to become a gentleman.

He might have come back from boarding school a different person, but at least one good thing had come of it: He had developed some very useful skills.

The kitchen fire was banked, and the big room was chilly. I built up the fire, lit two more tallow candles against the darkness that pressed in from the narrow windows, and got Charles to help me push the heavy wooden table to one side.

“Excellent.” I stepped into the space we’d cleared and raised my fists in the way he’d taught me more than a year ago, the first time he was sent home from Oxford for bad behavior. Above me, bunches of herbs and meat dangled from the ceiling, waiting to be used in the grand wedding breakfast later this morning, along with the covered dishes already sitting on the kitchen table. I tried not to think about any of them, or what they meant.

Elissa … My throat wanted to choke up. I didn’t let it. Instead, I kicked off my slippers and bounced on the pads of my feet on the cold floor. “Come on, then!”

“If I must.” Charles rolled out his shoulders and started to raise his own fists into position. Then he dropped them. “You know, it’s too early for fisticuffs. And if either of us has a bruise at the wedding service, Stepmama really will pitch a fit.”

“Charles …” I fixed him with my most imperious glare. I’d learned it from Angeline, our other sister, who was an expert. “You gave me your word of honor.”

“And I’m not backing out,” he said hastily. “If you insist on fisticuffs, that’s what we’ll do. But what about wrestling this time instead?”

“Wrestling?” I lowered my fists, thinking.

Charles had taught me fisticuffs and fencing last year, and Frederick Carlyle—officially Papa’s latest Classics student, but unofficially the only man in England who could match and measure up to Angeline—had taught me how to play billiards two weeks ago. Somehow, though, I’d never even considered adding wrestling to my list of useful and illicit skills.

“No bruises,” Charles said, “and no arguments.”

“Fine.” I dropped my arms to my sides. “Show me.”

“You’d better be the one to do it, not me.” He was frowning. “If anything goes wrong … erm. Look here, I’ll tell you what to do. Come at me … yes, like that … grab me here and here”—he set my hands in place—“and then twist with your hips. No, wait! I mean …” He turned bright red. “Dash it. If Stepmama had heard me say that—”

“I know I have hips, Charles.” I rolled my eyes. “Just because ladies aren’t supposed to use the word—”

“Ladies aren’t even supposed to understand the word,” Charles muttered. “Not that you’d care about that, obviously …”

“Obviously,” I agreed. “So I twist, like this—”

“No, no, you aren’t doing it right. Like this …” We changed positions, and he showed me, moving slowly. “If you do it with enough force, you can throw your opponent over your hip. See, first you shift them off balance, and then—”

“What on earth is going on here?”

Angeline spoke from the doorway. I slipped as I turned in Charles’s arms. And Charles, caught in mid-demonstration, panicked.

He twisted with his hips. I launched through the air.

“Oh, dash it!”

Sometimes I forgot how strong my hapless older brother really was. I flew across the kitchen, heading straight for the big wooden table. I gritted my teeth, preparing to hit it. …

… But instead, my body froze in midair as Angeline whispered something under her breath and the scent of fresh lilacs filled the room. I hung unmoving, three feet from the ground and a full ten inches from the table.

Sometimes it was useful to have a practicing witch in the family.

“Brilliant,” Angeline said. “Simply brilliant, both of you. Just what Elissa would have wanted on her wedding day.”

And sometimes it was only irritating.

“Oh, give over.” I stuck out my tongue at her. “Elissa wasn’t going to find out.”

“Not even when Charles threw you straight onto the dough for all of Mrs. Watkins’s pastries?” She nodded at the covered dishes on the table.

Charles, of course, was already sidling toward the door, trying to avoid eye contact with either of us.

“It wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t startled him,” I said. “Anyway, Elissa would be just as shocked to see you use magic. Remember how you told her and Stepmama that you wouldn’t cast any more spells, in case someone else found out? Witchcraft is much more improper than a bit of wrestling.”

“Is that so?” Angeline crossed her arms and raised one eyebrow. “Fine. I won’t cast any more spells, then. Not a single one.” She looked pointedly at me as I hung, horizontal in midair. “After all, I wouldn’t want to shock your delicate sensibilities.”

“Look here, Angeline. Really, you know I couldn’t care less about any of that magical nonsense, but …” Looking desperate, Charles hovered by the doorway that Angeline was blocking. “If a fellow could only be allowed to get some sleep for once in this madhouse …”

Angeline didn’t spare him so much as a glance as she stepped aside. “Well, Kat?”

I sighed. “Fine. Don’t set me down. I don’t need your help anyway.”

Angeline had been the one to find our real mother’s old magic books, with all of Mama’s spells inside, the magic that had made Mama such a scandal to Society. The talent for witchcraft might pass to all of a witch’s children, but Elissa was far too proper to even consider making use of it, Charles probably didn’t even know he had it, and Angeline wasn’t about to share Mama’s magic books with me. A witch without any spells to cast was as powerless as any proper lady, and as a witch, I didn’t know a single spell that could help me now.

But Mama hadn’t only been a witch. She had also been something much rarer, something most people had never even heard of: a secret Guardian, with the natural power and responsibility to protect Society from malevolent magic-users. Only one of a Guardian’s children ever inherited their parent’s powers.

And a Guardian didn’t need spells to work magic.

I closed my eyes and summoned up the familiar, tingling pressure. It rose through my chest and into my head, until it was all I could feel. Electricity crackled in my ears. With my eyes closed, I looked for Angeline’s spell and found it.

“NO!” I hissed, with all my Guardian strength.

Angeline’s spell snapped.

I fell three feet to the ground, twisting as I fell, and landed hard on my back.

“Ouch! Ouch, ouch, ouch …” I sat up, massaging my shoulders. “There has to be a better way to do that.”

“And I’m sure you’ll learn one in time.” Angeline sighed and crossed the kitchen to me. Her voice was as acerbic as ever, but she knelt down beside me and rubbed my back exactly where I needed it. “Haven’t you started lessons with that Order of yours yet?”

“Not yet.” I leaned back into her warmth, luxuriating in the feeling of her strong fingers working out the knots. “Mr. Gregson says it should all be sorted out soon. I just need to be initiated first. For some reason it’s taking longer than expected.”

Well, the truth was, I had a good idea what that reason was. But I had never told Angeline the whole story.

Mama had been a Guardian, it was true. But when she had met and fallen in love with Papa, she’d been so desperate that she’d turned to witchcraft to help win him. If there was anyone who disapproved of witchcraft more than the propriety-obsessed leaders of Society, it was the Order of the Guardians, who blamed witches for Society’s hatred of all magic. Mama had been expelled from the Order for her spells, and it had nearly broken her heart.

As soon as I was a full member of the Order myself, I was determined to restore her reputation and knock aside their stupid prejudices … but that meant being initiated into the Order in the first place, which was turning out to be harder than I had expected. Mama had died young, but her enemies within the Order hadn’t.

“Oh, well.” Angeline gave my back one last firm pat and straightened. “Come along, Kat. As long as you’re awake, you can help me get the church ready.”

“Ugh.” All the dread-filled weight I’d been trying to ignore descended straight back onto my shoulders with her reminder. “Do we have to?” I looked around the room for distraction, anything to put off the inevitable. “Couldn’t we make some toast first? Or—”

“There’s no time for any of that,” Angeline said, and brushed off her skirts. She was already wearing a morning dress of rose-colored muslin, and she looked as cool and collected as if it were any ordinary day, and not one of the most important days of our sister’s life. “Why do you think I came down so early? You want Elissa’s wedding to be perfect, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.” Sighing, I pushed myself up off the floor. “But if you mean we have to spend hours hanging up ribbons and lace and … wait.” I frowned as I caught sight of the kitchen windows. “It’s still dark outside. You hate early mornings. Even Stepmama isn’t out of bed yet. It can’t be time for wedding preparations.”

“And that’s exactly why I’m up.” Angeline filched a pair of apples from the bushel on one of the sideboards, and tossed one of them to me. “You wouldn’t want me casting any spells where other people might see them, would you? Since you’re such a slave to propriety?”

“Well, if you put it that way …” I bit a chunk out of my apple and grinned at my older sister. “I suppose I’d better come along and keep an eye on you, after all. Just to keep everything proper.”



Two
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I must have stepped inside our little stone church at least ten thousand times before Elissa’s wedding day. All four of us had been baptized there, and I’d spent every Sunday morning I could remember sitting in the front row of hard wooden benches between my older sisters, listening to Papa sermonize while his patron, Squire Briggs, snored gustily in the main pew.

At least, I’d tried to listen. Papa had an unfortunate tendency to lose his way in the middle of his sermons. All too often he would start out well but end up spending half an hour debating with himself about different possible interpretations of Greek and Latin texts that nobody else had ever heard of. I supposed it might have been interesting to someone who actually understood either of those languages, but my sisters and I had only ever studied French—and only Angeline, out of all of us, had ever shown any real talent for it. Luckily, England had been at war with France for so many years that, as far as I was concerned, speaking French was a fairly useless accomplishment.

But I had sat there anyway, trying to look attentive for Papa’s sake, because almost no one else ever bothered. While the local farmers and villagers had whispered or slept behind me, I had memorized each and every swirl of color in the tiny stained-glass window set in the back wall, and I had counted out every one of the ancient, dark gray flagstones laid into the floor under our feet. After all those years, I hadn’t thought our church could ever look new to me again.

But I had been wrong.

White roses hung clustered high in the rafters of the arched roof and twined around the edges of the wooden pews, filling the room with scent. They weren’t the same color as the enchanted roses that Mama used to grow in our garden, but they were every bit as heavenly. Watching Angeline cast the final spell to hold them in place, I remembered all the times Elissa had taken me out to visit Mama’s roses, before Stepmama had cut them down, and I had to fight a terrible, humiliating urge to weep.

“Well, Kat?” Angeline finally turned back to me, dusting her hands. “Are you ready for your part?”

“Of course,” I said, and I swallowed hard to push back the tears. Finally, Angeline was going to teach me another spell to cast, after all my months of nagging her. Once I was officially inducted as a Guardian, I would have to give up casting spells entirely, so I was determined to make use of my witchcraft while I still could. “What shall I do?” I looked around the church, which was full of color and beauty and wonder—just right for Elissa’s wedding. “I can’t see anything missing. …”

“Oh, don’t worry.” Angeline smiled. “I’ve thought of the perfect task for you.”

I knew that smile. It never signaled good things.

Ten minutes later I was cursing my luck once again for having been born the youngest sister, as I finished dragging the heavy ladder from our shed behind the vicarage up the green hill to the church. I shoved it against the outer wall with a grunt of effort and glared at Angeline, who was lounging on the wide, flat stone steps before the doors, finally eating her apple. The closest farmer’s roosters were crowing, and the sun was just beginning to rise over the long line of hills in the distance.

“You are going to regret this,” I told her.

She widened her dark eyes at me in a look of perfect innocence. “But Kat, you were the one who reminded me how dangerous it would be for all of us if anyone found out about the magic. You wouldn’t want our guests to suspect anything, would you? If Mrs. Briggs noticed how high some of those roses were and didn’t have any explanation for how we had gotten them there—you know she already suspects us all for Mama’s sake …”

I narrowed my eyes at her, in an imitation of her own most threatening look. “Just wait,” I said. “As soon as Elissa’s wedding is over …”

But that moment was coming sooner than I wanted to admit. As soon as we stepped into the vicarage, I could smell food baking in the kitchen. Mrs. Watkins was awake and hard at work.

She wasn’t the only one. Stepmama’s voice sounded in the sitting room, high and anxious. “And if—heaven forbid—you ever see that Mrs. Briggs’s plate is close to empty, then for all our sakes, and the sake of your salaries, don’t forget …”

The new maids, Angeline mouthed. She closed the front door silently behind her.

I peeked through the open doorway into the sitting room. Stepmama had hired two girls from the village to act as temporary maids for the day, to help with the grand wedding breakfast she was laying out after the ceremony. Both of the girls looked absolutely petrified as she paced back and forth in front of them. I winced in sympathy. They were right to be afraid.

Ever since Elissa had become engaged to Mr. Collingwood—a gentleman so wealthy he’d agreed without a blink to pay off every one of Charles’s horrid gaming debts—Stepmama had been wound up as tightly as a new watch, just waiting for something to go wrong. Even the fact that Mr. Collingwood was quite obviously besotted with Elissa didn’t seem to be enough to soothe her jangled nerves. She seemed to be irrationally convinced that some mysterious catastrophe would descend upon us and change Mr. Collingwood’s mind—and our family’s unprecedented good fortune—if she left even a single detail to chance. Her new wedding mania had made her even harder to live with than she ever had been before—and when it came to Stepmama, that was saying a good deal.

At least we had one thing to be thankful for. Despite all the bragging Stepmama had always done about her grand connections in Society, almost none of her wealthy relatives had bothered to reply to the wedding invitations, and not a single one of them cared enough to travel to Yorkshire for the wedding. So at least we were saved the sight of Stepmama going into absolute hysteria trying to impress them as well. Impressing the village gentility—especially Squire Briggs and his horrid new wife—was driving her quite mad enough already.

Her voice rose now, shifting from panic to threat. “If I see a single drop of punch spilled on any of our guests …!”

Angeline and I looked at each other and winced. Then we both tried to speak at once.

I got my words out first. “You have to tell her about the roses. I did the ladder.”

“Fine.” Angeline sighed. “But you have to promise me, when Frederick and I are ma—I mean—!” She caught herself, blinking rapidly. “If Frederick Carlyle and I are ever married—and of course we aren’t actually betrothed—it’s not as if he’s even proposed, so I certainly don’t expect—”

“He will,” I said, and rolled my eyes. Angeline worrying about Frederick Carlyle’s intentions was every bit as daft as Stepmama thinking anything could stop Elissa’s wedding now. Even two months of sharing a room with Charles hadn’t been enough to drive the man away. Instead, he’d taught himself to fix leaks in the roof—probably the first time in his life he’d ever had to do any manual labor—so that he could move into our abandoned spare room instead and stay in easy reach of Angeline all day, every day, for teasing and flirting and hot longing looks when they thought no one else was watching.

“He’s mad about you, in case you hadn’t noticed,” I said. “He’s only waiting until he turns twenty-one so the betrothal will be legal. He explained it all to me during our billiards lesson.”

Color swept across in Angeline’s cheeks. For once, my confident older sister looked flustered. Mentions of Frederick Carlyle tended to do that to her. It was one of the reasons I approved of him so much.

“Regardless,” Angeline said, and fixed me with a look. “If it ever happens, you have to promise me you’ll lock Stepmama safely in a cupboard and not let her out until the wedding ceremony is over. Understood?”

“I promise,” I said, and escaped up to my bedroom.
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But I couldn’t stay there forever. All too soon, Stepmama was berating me for not being dressed yet, and I was scrambling into the horrible gown she’d chosen for me—all ruffles and puce muslin, the price I’d had to pay for missing that particular shopping expedition.

And then everything seemed to both speed up and slow down in an almost magical way.

First I was standing in the bedroom my older sisters shared—the bedroom they had shared all my life until today—and Angeline was pinning the floor-length wedding veil to Elissa’s bonnet. Both of them were chattering away somewhere far, far away in the distance, but I couldn’t hear a word of it. I was too busy gazing at my beautiful oldest sister, her blue eyes shining with happiness and excitement, looking more like an angel than ever. Elissa’s fair blond hair curled in ringlets around her cheeks, and her white veil fell around her like a cloud. She looked as if she could float right through the air away from me, and I dug my fingernails into my palms and tried to memorize her face for always.

Then Stepmama was bustling in to gather us up, and we were hurrying outside, back up the green hill where I had walked earlier that morning, while carriages and farmer’s gigs rolled up the long road from the village, and the cool September breeze blew Elissa’s veil up around her, tangling with her legs. Elissa and Angeline were laughing as they beat it back, and Stepmama fussed. For a moment, it all felt safely like a dream.

But then Stepmama was gone, seated inside the church with everybody else, waiting for the ceremony to begin. Only the three of us were left standing outside on the grass, in front of the closed doors. Organ music struck up inside, and suddenly everything felt all too real.

“Elissa,” I said. My voice came out as a thin, fragile whisper, caught by the breeze and thrown away.

But Elissa and Angeline both heard me, and they both put their arms out at the same time. Elissa looked as if she could either cry or laugh; Angeline’s face was full of warm sympathy with, for once, no irony. We all held each other’s hands for one perfect moment that felt like forever.

The doors swung open.

Angeline’s and Elissa’s hands fell away.

Angeline gave me a firm nod. I took a deep breath and nodded back. Together, we started forward, carrying our bouquets.

The church was full of people—Papa’s parishioners, Stepmama’s friends, and of course Squire Briggs in his pew, looking pleased and self-important, while his wife looked as pursed-up as a prune. The sight of her suspicious, disapproving face actually helped, for once. It steadied me, giving me the nerve to lift my chin and square my shoulders and pretend to be as cool and collected as Angeline as I walked down the aisle.

This was Elissa’s wedding day, and no one was allowed to spoil it.

The whole church looked perfect. Angeline’s white roses bloomed around us, buoying up my spirits with their scent. Papa stood beside Mr. Collingwood at the altar, looking so tall and distinguished that no one would ever guess how impractical he was in real life. Mr. Collingwood himself looked close to swooning with excitement as he stared past us at Elissa.

And standing next to Mr. Collingwood …

Frederick Carlyle was Mr. Collingwood’s best man, but all his attention was focused on Angeline. He gave her a smile so tender and knowing, I actually had to look away. For the first time since we’d entered the church, Angeline lost her cool composure. She flushed darker than I’d ever seen her as she met his gaze. I could almost feel the air crackle between them.

It was utterly embarrassing.

“Careful,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. “You don’t want to trip on your gown in front of him.”

“Shh!” Angeline hissed back. But she glanced quickly down at her feet. I grinned.

We each stepped to one side of the altar. Elissa passed Angeline her bouquet. Her eyes were modestly lowered. She was breathing quickly. Mr. Collingwood looked positively goggle-eyed as he gazed at her. Papa cleared his throat.

“Dearly beloved …,” he began in his rich, rolling voice.

The big wooden doors flew open, slamming against the stone walls of the church. I spun around, almost dropping my bouquet.

A short, round, crimson figure stood in the open doorway, flanked by servants and brandishing a parasol like a weapon.

“Where is he?” she bellowed. “Where is my son? And what has that trollop done to him?”



Three
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The whole church erupted into whispers. I barely felt the bouquet crumple in my hands as I stared at the woman in the doorway. I had never seen her before in my life.

From her pelisse to her towering bonnet and the thick cluster of dyed ostrich feathers that rose above it, she was dressed in blindingly bright crimson. It would have been hard to take my eyes off her even if she hadn’t been so obviously mad. That was the only possible explanation: She must be mad, to come barging in like this to a stranger’s wedding. Poor Elissa would have to wait to finish the ceremony until someone had escorted her safely away. People would be talking about it for weeks.

But then I recognized two of the servants clustered behind her: our own temporary maids. They were wringing their hands and looking close to tears. For the first time, real dread began to trickle into my chest. The woman’s round, stubborn-looking face was full of rage. And if, by any horrible chance, she wasn’t actually mad …

Then Frederick Carlyle spoke.

“Mama?” he said. He stepped away from his place by the altar. “What are you doing here?”

“Frederick?” Her jaw dropped so wide open she looked like a beached fish. “Oh, dear heaven, please say I am not too late!”

“Too late for what?” he said. “Mama, I don’t know what you’re thinking of, but—”

“Quiet!” She tucked her head down for speed and hurtled toward us, knocking the roses off the pews with the sharp end of her parasol. “Tell me!” she screeched, and pointed at Papa. “Are they married?”

“Ah …” Papa looked as staggered as I felt. “My dear madam—”

“Are—they—married?” she repeated, banging her parasol against Squire Briggs’s pew for emphasis.

Mrs. Briggs stiffened with outrage, and Squire Briggs’s face darkened to near-purple, but even they didn’t dare to protest.

“Well,” Papa said, “we’ve only just begun, so technically—”

“Get away from that altar!” Mrs. Carlyle bellowed to Frederick. She drew herself up to her full height—not even quite as tall as me—and laid one small gloved hand on the crimson silk chest of her pelisse. “This wedding may not take place! The groom is underage, and I do not consent to the match!”

“Mama,” Frederick Carlyle began.

“Madam, really,” said Papa.

Stepmama began to shriek wordlessly in the audience.

Mr. Collingwood stepped forward, chin up, and looked Mrs. Carlyle in the eye. It was the bravest I’d ever seen him without a highwayman’s mask. “I beg your pardon, Madam,” he said, “but I am fully six-and-twenty, and in need of no one’s permission to wed.”

“Who’s talking about you, you fool? Frederick—”

“He’s the one being married, Mama,” Frederick Carlyle said. “Not me.” It was the first time I’d ever seen confident Mr. Carlyle flushed with embarrassment.

She turned to stare at him, her mouth working. Only one word came out: “Not …”

“You appear to be suffering from a dreadful misapprehension, Madam,” said Papa. “You have interrupted the wedding ceremony of my eldest daughter to this gentleman, Mr. Collingwood. Mr. Carlyle is merely acting as his best man.”

“Best—”

“Best man,” Frederick Carlyle repeated firmly. “What were you thinking, Mama?”

“But …” Her parasol twitched dangerously. Mr. Collingwood leaped back. She swiveled around to aim it directly at Elissa. “Are you trying to claim you haven’t ensnared my son with your wicked, unnatural wiles?”

Stepmama’s shrieks faded into a single, low moan of despair. Charles slumped deep into his seat on the bench beside her, covering his eyes.

“I beg your pardon!” said Elissa. She drew herself up to her own full height, which was a good six inches taller than Mrs. Carlyle.

“My sister has no wiles, unnatural or otherwise,” Angeline said in a voice like honed steel. Frederick Carlyle winced and put one hand out to stop her, but it was too late. Angeline continued, “I think it must be me you’re thinking of, Madam.”

“Ha!” Mrs. Carlyle spun around. Her parasol quivered in midair as it pointed straight at Angeline’s middle, like a sword about to strike. “I knew it!”

“Mama,” Mr. Carlyle began, “you are completely mistaken. No one has ensnared me. No one is tricking me into anything. No one—”

“No one tricked you into anything?” She let out a harsh laugh. “If only I could believe that! When you’ve abandoned your studies at Oxford in midterm—”

“I’ve been studying Classics with Mr. Stephenson—”

“—Abandoned all communication with your friends and family, written me letters barely two pages long at most, and only once a week—never even suggested visiting, despite all you know about my poor health—”

“I was going to visit you after the wedding, next week—”

“I knew something suspicious was going on. A mother always knows!”

“Indeed, you must have remarkable powers of perception, Madam,” said Angeline, and I wished I could reach across to pinch her before she could make matters even worse. But her face was white with rage, and she wasn’t looking at me. “To intuit wicked, unnatural wiles from weekly letters of two pages apiece? That suggests a truly astonishing imagination.”

The look Mrs. Carlyle shot back at her was so venomous, the air between them should have sizzled with its force. “I needed no powers of intuition or imagination to know all about what has been going on here. You may be interested to learn, young lady, that I know what happened at Grantham Abbey!”

Mr. Collingwood blanched. “I say, if it’s about the highwayman—”

Elissa cut him off with a look. “Mrs. Carlyle,” she began, in a tone of sweet reason, “whatever reports you may have heard—”

“You,” Mrs. Carlyle said to her son, “came chasing after the family like a madman, only to be by Miss Angeline’s side!” She pronounced my sister’s name with as much loathing as if she were referring to a poisonous spider. “You may be interested to know that more than one person took note of it! And one of the most admired personages there understood it all.”

“Mama—”

“Perhaps we could continue this highly enlightening conversation later?” Angeline suggested. “After my sister is finally married? And perhaps …” Her dark gaze swept across the fascinated audience in the church pews and benches, including Squire Briggs, who looked ready to have an apoplectic fit, and Mrs. Briggs, who was listening with an expression of gleeful horror. “In private?”

“Ha! I’ve no doubt you would prefer that.” Mrs. Carlyle sneered.

“Yes, I would, for my sister’s sake,” said Angeline. “You may think nothing of interrupting an innocent couple’s wedding ceremony, but—”

“What do you know of innocence?” Mrs. Carlyle shrieked.

Even Angeline retreated. Her mouth dropped open. “How dare you say such a thing?”

“Madam!” Papa said, more firmly than I had ever heard him speak in my life. “I must beg you to control yourself.”

“Mama, that’s enough!” Mr. Carlyle snatched the parasol out of her hand, glaring at her. “Your behavior is outrageous. To speak in such a way of any young lady—”

“Ha!” said Mrs. Carlyle, and scooped a letter out of her reticule. “Miss Angeline Stephenson is no lady. Miss Angeline”—she waved the letter—“is a witch!”
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Papa staggered back as if he’d been struck a blow. He had to clutch the altar to stay upright; his face had turned sickly pale. Stepmama let out a wail and collapsed in a swoon on her bench. Beside her, Charles scanned the high rafters as if searching for an escape.

Whispers swarmed through the church, growing louder and louder. Mrs. Briggs’s face was filled with smug delight. Squire Briggs’s jaw wobbled up and down in wordless fury. Even Angeline and Mr. Carlyle looked transfixed with horror.

It was obvious that no one else knew what to do. So it was time for me to take command of the situation.

“That,” I said, pitching my voice to carry through the church, “is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.”

“Ridiculous, is it? Ridiculous?” Mrs. Carlyle thrust the letter in my face, so close I had to blow it away from my nose. I went cross-eyed trying to read the handwriting before she snatched it away again. “I know it all! The whole sorry scheme!”

“Someone has been telling you lies,” I said.

“Lies? Lies?” Her face suffused with crimson until it matched her gown. “How dare you—you snip of a girl!—to cast aspersions on one of the most respectable women in all England!”

I eyed her doubtfully. “I beg your pardon, but you don’t actually look terribly respectable just now.”

“Ohhh!” She clenched her fist around the letter until it crumpled in her grasp. “I am not speaking of myself, you idiot child. I am speaking of the kind friend who sent me this news, Lady Fotherington herself!”

“What?” I stepped back involuntarily. I had to force the words out around the shock in my chest. “Who did you say? Not—”

“Yes! Lady Fotherington, the noted Society hostess! Lady Fotherington, one of the most admired leaders of London high fashion, and an intimate of Prince George himself! Even you have heard of her, I see. You can hardly cast aspersions on her honesty!”

Oh, yes, I can, I thought. But the words stuck in my throat.

Lady Fotherington wasn’t only a leader of fashion. Lady Fotherington was a Guardian—the Guardian who had discovered Mama’s secret experiments in witchcraft. Lady Fotherington was the Guardian who had brought about Mama’s expulsion from the Order, and had done so with malicious glee, as a final victory. More than that, she had tried her best to persuade the rest of the Order into “pacifying” Mama—a process that would have taken away all of her magical powers and damaged her mind, too.

Three months ago Lady Fotherington had tried to make me her magical slave, and if I hadn’t accepted my own powers as a Guardian, she would have succeeded. I’d thought she’d given up her feud against our family once I became strong enough to withstand her.

Obviously, I’d been wrong.

“But I barely even met Lady Fotherington at Grantham Abbey.” Angeline’s voice didn’t sound like steel anymore; it sounded fragile, as if it might break at any moment. “She didn’t even arrive until the day after Frederick—Mr. Carlyle—arrived. Why would she say such things about me?”

“About us,” Mr. Carlyle corrected her. He stepped up to her side and gave her his arm. As Angeline closed her hand around it, he turned to his mother, his jaw set. “Whatever rumors Lady Fotherington or anyone else passed on to you, Mama, they were mistaken. I am under no enchantments.”

“What else could possibly explain your behavior? Walking all across England to this godforsaken village in the middle of nowhere? Abandoning everyone you knew? Of course you must have been bewitched!”

Mr. Carlyle and Angeline exchanged a speaking glance. “I swear to you, Mama, I am not bewitched,” Mr. Carlyle said firmly, and I admired how well he’d sidestepped the question of what had brought him here in the first place.

He might have forgiven Angeline for the spell she’d cast to bring her true love to her, but I couldn’t imagine his mother would be so understanding.

She was sputtering now, almost too angry to talk. “I know about this—this dreadful family! Their mother—your future mother-in-law!”

A whimper of horror came from the benches behind me. I recognized the voice.

“Stepmama is perfectly respectable,” I said.

“I am not speaking of her, but of your true mother, the disgrace! Everyone knows of her shame. Everyone knows how she ruined your father’s career—everyone knows she was a witch!”

I looked to Papa, but he was only staring at the altar, his shoulders sagging. Of course, I might as well expect the altar itself to defend us as expect Papa to stand up to anybody, especially when it came to the question of Mama.

So I took a deep breath and tried again. “Just because Mama was a witch doesn’t mean she taught any of us witchcraft. How could she? She died when I was born. Angeline was only five years old.”

“I know your mother left her magic books behind,” Mrs. Carlyle said, and I sent a silent curse to Lady Fotherington for her thoroughness. “But that hardly matters. Even if the three of you were as pure as snow”—she sniffed—“as unlikely as that sounds, it would have no effect on me. My son will not be ensnared by a family that has been tainted with witchcraft! My son has all the birth and breeding that you lack. If you think I would allow him to ally himself with a family that has brought only scandal and disgrace—”

“I shall,” said Mr. Carlyle. He was breathing quickly, but his voice was firm, and his handsome face had hardened into determination. “I am going to marry Miss Angeline Stephenson, Mama. So I would very much appreciate it if you would refrain from slandering her any further.”

“You shall not!” Mrs. Carlyle snatched the parasol back and held it like a weapon. “I will never allow it!”

“I will be one-and-twenty in three months,” said Mr. Carlyle. “And then neither you nor my guardian will have anything to say about the matter.”

“No?” She let out a crack of laughter. “You haven’t spoken to your guardian about this yet, clearly.”

He frowned. “Uncle Henry—”

“You may come of age in three months, but under the terms of your father’s will, your uncle has the right to decide when and under what conditions to release your inheritance to you. And he is allowed to wait until you are thirty!”

“What?” He stared at her. “No one ever told me that!”

“It hardly mattered, when we trusted you,” Mrs. Carlyle said. “But the good son I took such pride in is gone. Bewitched! Defiled!”

“Mama, I told you—”

“I consulted your uncle before I came to rescue you,” said Mrs. Carlyle, “and we came to an agreement. Should you be shameless enough to enter into any clandestine betrothal with Miss Angeline Stephenson, we shall know you are unfit to be trusted with your father’s inheritance.”

“Mama—”

“You shall remain safely under my eye from now on,” she said. “And if you attempt any contact with Miss Angeline or any other member of her wretched family, your allowance will be entirely cut off. You will be penniless!”

Mr. Carlyle’s face was pale with shock. “Mama, you cannot do this. Please, if you would only listen—”

“I have listened enough!” Mrs. Carlyle swept her gaze across all of us. “This family is even more shocking and degraded than I had dreamed possible, and you will have nothing more to do with them. Do you understand?” She gestured to her own servants, who were clustered against the back wall of the church, looking nervous. “Jenkins! Prepare the carriage. Harris, fetch my son’s belongings from the vicarage. He won’t be going back there himself.”

“This is absurd,” Mr. Carlyle said. “If you would only see reason …”

“She won’t,” said Angeline. Her voice caught. “She doesn’t want to. All she wants is to take you away from me.”

“It won’t work.” Mr. Carlyle turned to take her hands. “Listen to me, Angeline. I will be back. I’ll find a way around this.”

“I’ll wait for you,” Angeline said. Her lips twisted. “I’m good at waiting.”

He bent to kiss her hands. His mother’s parasol cracked sharply across his shoulder.

“Ouch!” He turned around, glaring. “That’s enough, Mama!”

“Indeed it is,” she said. Her cheeks were nearly purple now, but she held her head high. “You will precede me out of this church, Frederick, or your allowance will be withheld for the next six months!”

Mr. Carlyle gritted his teeth. “As you say, Madam.” He released Angeline’s hands and stepped away. As he turned, I saw Angeline’s lips move. A faint but unmistakable flowery smell sprang up around her: the beginnings of a spell.

Exactly what Lady Fotherington would be waiting for.

I gritted my own teeth and focused, until the familiar electricity crackled in my ears.

“No!” I hissed.

Angeline’s spell was extinguished as quickly as it had begun. She fell back, grabbing Elissa’s arm for balance … then turned her glare to me.

Later, I mouthed silently.

She shot me a look that said she wouldn’t forget.

I felt sick as I watched Mr. Carlyle walk down the church aisle away from us, past all the staring, whispering wedding guests. His mother’s footmen held the front doors open for him, their faces carefully expressionless. He passed through the doors ahead of his mother, then turned to look back.

Mrs. Carlyle’s voice cracked through the air. “Now, Frederick!”

The footmen slammed the doors in his face, leaving the church echoing behind them.



Four
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The rest of the wedding went by in a blur. Papa read out his lines in a voice that sounded only half-full, as if it—and he—might blow away entirely in the next strong breeze. Elissa and Mr. Collingwood stumbled through their responses. Angeline looked ready to shatter into either violence or, worse yet, tears at the slightest provocation. Stepmama wept silently in her seat, while Charles dealt with all the misery around him in his usual manner—by falling snoringly sound asleep to escape it.

The entire audience whispered throughout the ceremony, especially Mrs. Briggs, who looked to be haranguing her husband in their pew. Everyone in the village knew that ever since she’d married the squire, six months ago, she’d been trying to persuade him to dismiss Papa from his post, only because of the old scandal about Mama. I had a terrible feeling that Mrs. Carlyle might have just supplied the perfect new excuse.
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