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Chapter I

 

 “Mother?”

 The slight young man scanned the still surface of the ornamental lake. Ringed by yellowing reeds, it reflected the cold steel-grey of the twilight sky. In spite of top-boots and buckskin riding breeches, his lame leg ached with the chilly dampness.

 “Mother!” he called again.

 A rustle among the yellowing reeds preceded the appearance of a sleek brown head. Dark, intelligent eyes questioned him.

 “Tell Mother I’m here.”

 The otter whistled and slid into the water. Spreading ripples lapped at the reeds. Edward waited.

 Not for the first time, he wished his mother would remove into the house for the winter. She swore she felt warmer at the bottom of the lake, whither she had retired when her beloved husband died, but it was deuced uncomfortable for Edward when he wanted to talk to her.

 At least the concealing woods kept off the biting wind.

 Smoothly silent as a trout rising to a fly, Daphne, Baroness Tarnholm, ascended from the depths, spangled with silvery drops. Green-gold hair, slanted eyes the green of water-worn bottle glass, a piquant face with pointed chin, slender white shoulders, small, high breasts...

 “Mother!”

 “Oops, sorry, dear.”

 Her ladyship ducked, to reemerge a moment later with the offending portions of her anatomy covered by two tiny scraps of fabric, purple spotted with yellow.

 “Good Lord, what is that?” asked her son, stunned.

 She glanced down at her front. “It’s my itsy bitsy teeny weeny yellow polka dot bikini,” she said with pride, then added sadly as she saw his blank expression, “Drat, wrong century.”

 Ducking again, she came up draped in a swansdown shawl. “There we are. Now we can talk without you getting all hot and bothered.”

 “I could do with some heat.”

 She gestured at him with slightly webbed fingers and at once a gentle warmth seeped through him, easing the pain in his leg. The sodden wood of the nearby bench lightened as it dried with magical speed. “Sit down, dear, and tell me what’s going on.”

 “Reggie’s coming home, Mother, and it is all my fault,” he told her gloomily. “I wrote to him to point out that Cousin Lizzie will be eighteen next month and really ought to make her bow to Society come spring.”

 “That’s bringing the duke home? After five years of utterly ignoring the existence of his sisters?”

 “He writes that a friend of his pointed out to him that if he doesn’t marry them off, he’ll have them on his hands forever.”

 “On your hands, Edward. Who has overseen their upbringing since your dear father died? Not the noble Duke of Diss. Though I cannot altogether blame him; last time I saw them, I decided a more shockingly insipid troop of young ladies doesn’t exist. They take after their mother. Alicia never had an ounce of gumption.”

 “I’m fond of my aunt,” he protested, “and of my cousins, too. By the way, it’s past time you came up to the house and entertained them to tea. It’s all very well being thought an eccentric recluse, but if you are never seen I shall be suspected of doing away with you.”

 “Nonsense, the duchess knows very well what I am.”

 “For thirty years she has managed to persuade herself that she imagined the débâcle of my christening.”

 “Oh, very well. Arrange a date and I’ll struggle into my crinoline.... No? Thank heaven for small mercies! Of all the simply frightful fashions, only the Grecian bend is...was...will be worse. I do get a bit confused about time, living down here,” Lady Tarnholm admitted.

 “I shall check what you are wearing before you appear in the drawing room. How we should manage without loyal and discreet servants I cannot imagine.”

 “They are quite as fond of you as they were of your father, dear.”

 “And of you, Mama, on the rare occasions they see you. Anyway, as I was about to say, my chief concern is not for my cousins. Reggie cannot get his sticky hands on their dowries, and they are all pretty enough, besides being sisters of a duke. They will find husbands whether or not I can persuade him to sport the blunt for their Seasons.”

 “Then what has got your knickers in a twist?”

 “What has what?! Never mind, I can guess. I’m worried about the maidservants and farmers’ daughters. You know Reggie’s disgraceful reputation.”

 “I shouldn’t worry, dear. Country innocents have never appealed to him in the least. He’ll not spare a second glance for dairymaids in stuff gowns and pattens or tweenies in caps and aprons.”

 “Tweenies?”

 “In-between maids. An unhappy and downtrodden cross between a housemaid and a scullerymaid. You don’t have any?”

 “Not to my knowledge,” said Edward dryly. “I trust none of my servants is downtrodden.”

 His mother concentrated, the lightest of frowns wrinkling her smooth, white forehead. “Ah, late Victorian, I believe. Sixty or seventy years hence. No, Reginald wouldn’t care for tweenies. He’s too frightfully like his father for words. It’s the bejewelled and painted Birds of Paradise in their silks and satins he fancies.”

 Edward sighed. Just as the fashionable Cyprians of London used their fine attire to attract protectors, he could, if he chose, use his title and fortune to win a bride. But he didn’t want a wife who had married him for the sake of her own or her parents’ ambition.

 He wanted to be loved. Yet what woman could love a man with a limp, with one shoulder a smidgeon higher than the other, with fox-red hair, eyes of a curious silvery grey, and a face that missed ugliness by a hairsbreadth? Add his small, fine-boned stature and it was no wonder the villagers regarded him as a changeling.

* * * *

 Old Mrs. Stewart was drowsing in her rocking chair, her snowy cap resting against the back, mittened hands folded in her lap. With a sigh of regret, Martha marked the place in Miss Maria Edgeworth’s Tales of Real Life with a leather bookmark and set the volume on the table.

 Tucking the pink shawl securely around the old lady’s shoulders, her rug about her black bombazine knees, Martha poked up the fire before she took her money from the table. She loved reading aloud to the vicar’s aged mother. Mam did not mind, because young Mrs. Stewart paid her as much for her time as she would get for sewing.

 The vicar’s wife—fifty if she was a day but still Young Mrs. Stewart to the villagers—was passing through the front hall when Martha stepped out of the old lady’s room.

 “She’s asleep, madam,” Martha said, bobbing a curtsy.

 “She always sleeps well after you have read to her, Martha. She does enjoy it so. You read very well.”

 “It’s thanks to you I can read at all, madam, and write. And I enjoy it, too. If it wasn’t for this job, I’d never have a chance. I’ll be away home now if there’s naught else you want me to do while I’m here.”

 “There is something. Just a moment.” Frowning in thought, Mrs. Stewart continued absently, “You have an excellent speaking voice, also, not at all common as one would expect of a miller’s daughter.”

 “Thanks to Mrs. Ballantine, madam. Whenever I go to sew for her young ladies at the Academy, I’m allowed to listen to their lessons,” Martha explained patiently, not for the first time. Young Mrs. Stewart was renowned for her forgetfulness.

 “Sew!” she exclaimed. “That is it. I tore the lace on my Sunday best grey silk, and no one can do invisible mending as well as you can, my dear.”

 Martha much preferred creating new gowns to mending old, but with eight younger brothers and sisters to be fed, any kind of work was not to be turned down. Her tiny, neat stitches soon fixed the rent to Mrs. Stewart’s satisfaction.

 She left the vicarage with an extra sixpence jingling in the pocket of her old blue woollen cloak. Walking homeward past the church and through the village, she cheerfully hummed the old ballad of John Barleycorn.

“They ploughed, they sowed, they harrowed him in,

“Throwed clods upon his head.

“And those three men made a solemn vow,

“John Barleycorn was dead.”

 In the gardens of the reed-thatched, whitewashed wattle and daub cottages, nothing grew but Christmas roses, snowdrops, and cabbages. It was a mild day for January, though, and Martha threw back the hood of her cloak. On a day like this, spring seemed not so very far away.

“Then they let him lie the winter through,

“Till the rain from heaven did fall.

“Then little Sir John sprung up his head,

“And soon amazed them all.”

 As she passed the Pig and Peasant at the crossroads, Tad, the landlord’s son, dashed out.

 “Martha,” he cried, “I bin watching for you. You going home? I’ll walk a ways wi’ you.”

 She tossed her golden curls and said, “Who invited you?” but she smiled. Tad was a likely lad, strong as an ox with his thatch of straw-colored hair and merry eyes.

 “Aw, Martha, you know you be agoing to marry me in the end.”

 “That I’m not! Or maybe I am, but not for ages yet. If Lady Elizabeth goes off to London-town come spring, I want to go along as her abigail.”

 “Aw, Martha, I can’t wait that long!”

 “If you can’t there are plenty who will,” she assured him, cornflower-blue eyes flashing.

 “There’s not so many as has a good living waiting for ‘em like I has at the Pig.”

 “What if the duke was to decide to rent the inn to someone else?” Martha teased.

 “Why would he? ‘Sides, long as he gets his rent his Grace don’t care a button who’s landlord o’ the Pig, off raking in London as he is. He ain’t bin near Willow Cross in going on five year.”

 “I can’t remember when he was here last,” she conceded.

 “Lord Tarnholm’s the one as says what goes,” Tad persisted, “and he’s fair for all he’s a changeling. He wouldn’t turn anyone out for naught. So Lady Elizabeth’s really going to London, is she?”

 Martha shrugged. “She’s eighteen. It’s time for her to make her curtsy to the poor old Queen and go to fancy balls and such, looking for a proper husband. But it all depends whether the duke remembers she exists.”

 “He don’t take no more account o’ his family nor he don’t o’ his tenants,” Tad agreed.

 Reaching the humpbacked bridge over the stream by the mill, they stopped to lean on the stone parapet and watch the swirling waters below. The usually placid brook was swollen with winter rains, its roar competing with the familiar creaking rumble of the great mill sails. Above the din, Martha heard the thunder of galloping hooves.

 Round the bend of the lane on the other side of the stream sped a coach and four.

 Martha and Tad scrambled out of the way as the top-hatted, coachman, huge in his multi-caped greatcoat, reined in his team to cross the narrow bridge. The matched blacks were lathered with white froth from their wild course. On the door panel of the royal blue carriage a ducal crest was picked out in gold. Through the window, Martha caught a glimpse of a darkly handsome, arrogant face within, before the coachman whipped up the horses again.

 “Looks like he ‘membered his sister arter all,” Tad observed, staring disconsolately back down the village street after the racing carriage with the two footmen clinging on behind. “And a right hurry he’s in. Let’s hope he don’t start poking his nose in and interfering wi’ the rest on us, for we go on mighty well wi’out his Grace.”

 Martha nodded, said goodbye, and went on to the mill house with her head in the clouds. Never in all her born days had she seen such a splendid, dashing gentleman.

 “The duke’s come home,” she told her mother, a plump, grey-haired, harried woman with a child on her hip and another clinging to her skirts. “He’s ever so handsome.”

 “Handsome is as handsome does,” Mam grunted, stirring the savoury-smelling soup in the kettle hanging over the fire, “and by all accounts his Grace ain’t one to put hissel’ out for nobody. It’s to be hoped he don’t upset things as is running smooth without him. Take your cloak off now, Martha, and cut some bread and bacon for supper.”

 Dreamily, Martha obeyed. A duke was something special, she thought. You could not judge him by the same standards as ordinary people.

 


Chapter II

 

 “I’ll be damned if I’m going to spend the morning conning account books,” said the Duke of Diss petulantly, pushing the heavy volumes aside. “To the devil with ‘em, say I! I suppose I can count on my own cousin to keep my bailiff honest, and if he’s not you have my permission to kick the good-for-nothing out and hire another.”

 “I believe him to be an excellent man,” Edward assured him, “but I have my own estate to oversee.”

 “Pooh, your place is too small to take up much of your time, and I wager you don’t aspire to cut a figure in Town.”

 “Which is why I cannot bring out Lizzie for you.”

 “Oh, I don’t mind squiring her to a few parties, now I’ve seen she’s at least half-way presentable. Not butter-toothed nor squint-eyed, thank heaven! But I daresay it’s going to cost me a small fortune to fig her out for the Season. And five more to go! I’d forgot I have so devilish many sisters.”

 His dark brows meeting in a scowl, he stood up, towering over his cousin. He was dressed in a brown shooting jacket, fawn buckskins, and tasselled top-boots, so it was no surprise when he announced, “I’m off to bag a few pheasants.”

 “A few is all you’ll find,” said Edward, not without a certain relish. “I haven’t had your coverts kept up as you are never here.”

 “Ducks, then. Or have you drained the North Marsh?” Reggie asked suspiciously.

 “No, you will find plenty of waterfowl and snipe there, but you scarcely have time to go so far. Your principal tenants will be here at noon.”

 “To hell with my tenants! I’ve nothing to say to ‘em, damn their impudence.”

 “I arranged the audience,” Edward said dryly, “and not at their request. I felt it to be only proper that they seize this rare opportunity to offer their obeisance. Come, cousin, you surely will not forego a chance to dazzle them with your noble condescension?”

 The prosperous farmers, the miller, and the innkeeper knew better than to consult the duke about any matter of substance. In fact, Edward had not found it easy to persuade the reluctant men that they ought to pay their respects to their absentee landlord. 

 “Oh very well,” Reggie conceded, with a trace of sulkiness belied by the light in his eyes. “The new blue morning coat from Weston, I think, and my neckcloth tied in the Mathematical, with the diamond pin. I’ll see what my man suggests in the way of a waistcoat.” His broad shoulders squared to meet the challenge of impressing the peasants, the duke strode from the room.

 Just what went on beneath those fashionably coiffed dark locks? Edward wondered. On the whole, he decided, he’d rather not know.

 The Mathematical knot proving troublesome, his Grace kept his tenants waiting in the Tudor great hall for the better part of an hour. Stiffly dressed in their Sunday best, they pretended to examine the faded armorial bearings, or eyed the minstrels’ gallery and the high hammerbeam ceiling with knowledgeable mutters of “dry rot”.

 To Edward’s amusement, two of the farmers engaged him in a discussion about the possibility of draining the North Marsh, at the far end of the estate. He had to agree that it could provide a goodly acreage of excellent pasture. Let his Grace stay away another five years, he told them, and he would consider allowing the drainage.

 They abandoned him forthwith when the duke descended the age-blackened, carved oak staircase. Even his disaffected cousin had to admit he made a magnificent entrance.

 The great tailor Weston’s coat fitted him like a glove, as did his dove-grey inexpressibles. His refulgent Hussar boots shone scarcely less than the gold fobs at his waist and the gold brocade waistcoat that a stickler might have considered more suited to a ballroom. In the elaborate folds of his pristine neckcloth glittered a large diamond. His tall, elegant figure moved with a studied grace and the expression on his patrician face was one of haughty disdain. Lip curled, he raised his quizzing glass.

 Awed, the tenants moved together for support. Edward introduced them one by one. Reggie greeted and dismissed each with a gracious nod and a word or two. None ventured to do more than express his utmost respect until at last it came to Tom Miller’s turn.

 “If it please your Grace,” he blurted out, “I’ve a daughter.”

 The duke raised supercilious eyebrows.

 “She’s a good lass and a pretty un, your Grace,” the stout miller stammered, “and she’d like fine to be abigail to her ladyship Lady Elizabeth, your Grace.”

 “Indeed,” said Reggie coldly.

 Edward was ready to intervene before he gave the poor fellow a shattering set-down, or even dismissed him for his impertinence. But Tom, his always ruddy face redder than ever, was determined to do his best for his daughter and he rushed onward.

 “My Martha’s the best seamstress in the county, your Grace. Why, she can turn a scrap o’ muslin into a ball gown fit for a duchess, quick as winking.”

 Reggie’s attention was well and truly caught. “She can, eh? Lady Elizabeth’s going to need a whole new wardrobe for London. I suppose the girl could manage that in a day or two?”

 “Oh yes, your Grace, sure as eggs is eggs, and better nor any London dressmaker,” Tom boasted. “Everyone says so.”

 “Send her up to the house tomorrow noon, my good man, and we shall see what she can do.”

 “Yes, your Grace. Thank you, your Grace.” The miller went off looking pleased with himself.

 Equally pleased with himself, Reggie turned to Edward. “This will save me a pretty penny. You wouldn’t believe what the fashionable London modistes charge.”

 “You shouldn’t believe Tom Miller’s bragging,” said Edward. “He’s famous for his tall tales, and his tongue tends to run away with him.”

 His cousin frowned ominously. “You mean he’s not telling the truth? The girl can’t sew? By gad, he’ll suffer if he’s lied to me.”

 “Martha can sew, most beautifully, I understand. In fact she already makes some of your sisters’ clothes. But I suspect Miller’s vision of a fashionable London wardrobe is two or three round dresses and a ball gown.”

 “Devil take it, I’m not such a credulous slowtop as you think,” said the duke, annoyed. “I daresay it may take her several days to make all Lizzie needs. But if she is as good as he says, I shall save a small fortune I have much better uses for. Tell Lizzie to make up her mind exactly what she wants, will you, coz? I’m going duck hunting.”

 He dashed off up the stairs much faster than Edward, still protesting, could limp after him.

* * * *

 Martha wanted to skip as she made her way to the great house at midday next day. Though she restrained herself—skipping was beneath the dignity of an abigail-to-be—excitement bubbled within her.

 She touched the lucky four-leaf clover in her pocket, that she had found last summer. She was going to see London, and with her expenses paid so that all her wages could go to her parents. She was going to be living in the same house as the magnificent duke. Pa had told them what a splendid figure he made, dressed up to the nines, tall and handsome and haughty.

 Even Mam had grudgingly agreed it was good of his Grace to give Martha a chance to display her abilities.

 Of course she knew better than to expect a great nobleman like the Duke of Diss to pay his sister’s maid the least notice, but she was bound to catch a glimpse now and then. Dreaming was free, wasn’t it?

 She had no doubt of her ability to create an elegant wardrobe for Lady Elizabeth. The local gentry always sent for Martha Miller and her clever needle when they needed a special gown for the assemblies in Newmarket or Bury St. Edmunds.

 As she passed a poplar windbreak, the tall, narrow trees leafless now, she paused to admire the mansion. With its grey stone towers and turrets, imposing gatehouse and crenellated walls, it reminded her of a woodcut of a king’s palace in a book of faerie stories she had once read to old Mrs. Stewart. A fitting home for the splendid Duke of Diss.

 Walking round to the servants’ entrance in the east wing, Martha turned her mind to the task ahead of her. Silks, satins, and velvets she would be sewing, instead of the winter flannels and worsteds and the summer muslins she was more accustomed to. Rich lace by the ell, fur trimmings for pelisses, gold and silver thread embroidery—the young ladies had shown her pictures in the London magazines. If she did a good job, perhaps his Grace might smile at her?

 Mrs. Girdle, the housekeeper, who was Tad’s auntie, met her with a worried face.

 “I hope you haven’t gone and bit off more than you can chew, Martha.” She led the way up a winding stone staircase to the sewing room, high in one of the towers. “His Grace gets some mighty odd notions into his noddle, there’s no denying, and what with your pa’s getting carried away by his own tongue the way he does....”

 “Why, I’ll just have to do the best I can, ma’am,” said Martha gaily. “If I don’t get to go to London with Lady Elizabeth, well, I’ll be sorry but it won’t be the end of the world, after all.”

 “That’s a sensible lass,” Mrs. Girdle approved, opening a door off a narrow landing. “Here you are, then. His Grace sent up a tray of provisions for you, over there on the little table. Bread and cheese, he ordered, but I told Cook to put in a few lemon jumbles.”

 Martha smiled at her. “Thank you, ma’am.”

 “You have all the needles and pins and thread and such you need, do you?”

 “Oh yes,” Martha said with confidence, “not like some places I sew where they measure every inch of thread you use!”

 “I should hope not, in the duke’s household! I had the fire made up, and there’s plenty of coals and candles. I’ll leave you then, my dear. Lady Elizabeth will come up presently to tell you what she wants.”

 Martha bobbed a curtsy, and the housekeeper left.

 The big octagonal room was Martha’s favourite place to work. Its mullioned windows overlooked all the countryside about. Beyond the gardens stretched the green turf of the park, cropped by cattle, sheep, and fallow deer. Then came farmland, the dark brown of ploughed fields chequered with the green of winter wheat. A twisting ribbon of pollarded willows showed where the stream meandered across the flat fields. To the south, the village was a knot of bare, grey-brown trees and pale gold thatch, with the church tower rising at one end, the mill at the other.

 The room was a bit chilly at this time of year, although the sun shone in through the windows on the south side. Martha went to the fireplace to warm her fingers before she took off her cloak. Then she turned to the big table in the centre of the room.

 On the table lay a bulky bale, wrapped in brown paper and string. It must contain the luxurious materials she was to make up. She was eager to see them.

 She had untied one knot when Lady Elizabeth came in. A tall, pale, plump young lady, she had an unfortunate preference for yellow and green gowns adorned with multiple ruffles and bows. Martha had never quite dared to point out that they made her ladyship look sallow and even plumper.

 Lady Elizabeth was followed by a footman liveried in royal blue and white. Albert was a younger son of Farmer Winslow, over at Grey Dike Farm. Martha had known him all her life. He gave her a quick wink as he set on the table a pile of new issues of La Belle Assemblée, Ackermann’s Repository of the Arts, and the Ladies’ Magazine.

 Dismissing him, her ladyship turned to Martha, who curtsied.

 “As I expect you know, Martha, Cousin Edward has persuaded my brother I must have a Season in London,” said Lady Elizabeth excitedly. “Is it not splendid?”

 “Oh yes, my lady!”

 “I daresay you will be happy to see the great city, too. Reginald says you may be my abigail if you make my gowns well, and I know you will. I assured him you are an excellent seamstress.”

 “Thank you, my lady,” Martha said with fervour.

 “I daresay I shall quite like to have someone from home as my personal maid. Doubtless you will soon learn to dress my hair in the latest mode, for you are quite a clever girl. You can read, can you not?”

 “Yes, my lady. Our vicar’s wife taught me.”

 “Excellent. Look here, at these magazines. I have marked the plates of all the dresses I want, and written down notes as to the colours and any changes in design or ornament. Mama is not to have any say in my choice. My brother says her notions are shockingly old-fashioned and provincial.”

 Her Grace did indeed favour more elaborate dress than was the current mode. Though Martha held her tongue rather than agree with criticism of the duchess, she hoped that without her mother’s influence, Lady Elizabeth might opt for more flattering simplicity.

 “My brother says you are not to be disturbed at your work until every single gown is ready, so you must take all the measurements you need now.”

 “Yes, my lady.”

 Martha helped Lady Elizabeth take off her morning dress of soft, warm merino in a peculiarly sickly shade of yellowish brown. Her ladyship shivered in her shift while Martha busied herself with her measuring tape, writing down figures as tiny and neat as her stitches.

 Lady Elizabeth dressed and departed, and Martha returned to the bale on the table. Untying the last knot, she opened the paper to reveal a vast quantity—ells and ells—of plain white muslin.

 Puzzled, she glanced around the room, then under the table. Nowhere did she see any parcels that might contain other fabrics. The small cupboard held nothing but the usual needles, pins, scissors, and thread. The old cedar chest against the wall contained as always scraps of ribbon and lace, odd buttons and beads, spangles, faded silk flowers, bits and pieces of cloth that might come in handy some day.

 No doubt the duke’s footmen would shortly bring up all she needed. Closing the lid of the chest, she turned.

 In the doorway stood his Grace himself, lounging against the doorpost and regarding her with a curious smugness. He was as handsome as her brief glimpse had suggested, tall and dark, his shooting jacket and buckskins molded to his powerful figure. His boots gleamed so, Martha could hardly believe they were made of leather.

 With difficulty tearing her gaze from his splendour, Martha curtsied low.

 “Miller claims you can make a ball gown from a scrap of muslin in the wink of an eye,” he drawled. “M’cousin swears you can’t.”

 “Lord Tarnholm, your Grace?” Martha ventured, wondering why the baron should speak ill of her. Though she had never had cause to exchange a word with him, she had often seen him riding or driving through the village, and sometimes in this very house, when she came here to sew. Surely he must know his aunt and his cousins were satisfied with her needlework.

 “Lord Tarnholm,” the duke confirmed. “He vows your father exaggerates. Well, I’m a reasonable man. I shall make allowances.”

 “Thank you, your Grace.” Knowing her father, Martha bit her lip, beginning to worry. What exactly had Pa promised on her behalf?

 “Not at all.” The duke waved a gracious hand. “You can start with the simple stuff. Make up a couple of dozen morning gowns and walking dresses and suchlike by tomorrow morning and I’ll pay you well—by country standards, that is,” he added quickly.

 “T-two dozen, Your Grace?” she faltered, bewildered. “By tomorrow?”

 Twenty-four gowns in twenty-four hours! He might as well ask her to spin straw into gold. What could anyone possibly want with twenty-four gowns? Dazzled by his magnificence, she must have misunderstood.

 “That’s right. We shall soon find out whether Tom Miller’s lied to me. If so, I’ll turn him and his brats out of the mill to beg in the streets.”

 Horrified, Martha steeled herself to protest, but already the duke was turning away, pulling the heavy oak door shut behind him.

 “Don’t worry,” he said over his shoulder, “I shan’t let anyone interrupt your work. I even thought to have your supper brought up in advance. Yes, there it is.” He gestured at the small table on which stood an earthen jug and a tray covered with a white napkin.

 The door thudded to. Martha heard the great iron key turning in the lock.

 Martha’s feet carried her unwillingly to the southern window. There, across gardens and park and fields, beyond the church tower and the thatched roofs of the village, the mill’s sails turned and turned in a brisk breeze from the North Sea. There Pa, loud-voiced and jolly, presided over the great round, rough stones that ground to flour the corn from the rich arable soil of the Norfolk plain. The biggest millstones in the county, he was wont to boast, and the finest flour.

 What would he do, what would Mam do, and the little ones, without the mill that was their home and their livelihood? Tears rose to Martha’s eyes and trickled down her cheeks.

 It was up to her. Perhaps if she worked all night she might manage three or four dresses, even half a dozen, if she didn’t take her usual pains to make every stitch straight and small. Tapes instead of buttons, single seams for double, even basting in place of proper stitches where it would not show—considering the possibilities, Martha moved towards the table.

 His Grace claimed to be a reasonable man. Surely he would be satisfied with three or four completed gowns!

 She stopped with a shock. White muslin. How could she have forgotten all she had to work with was plain white muslin? And cheap stuff at that, she realized, fingering it.

 Her heart sinking again, she skimmed through the fashion magazines. As she expected, Lady Elizabeth wanted crêpe and sarcenet and lutestring, with lace dripping from the sleeves, silk roses set on, rouleaux of satin, and even seed-pearl embroidery. Even the simplest morning gowns were of fine jaconet, mull, or sprig muslin.

 Beside each illustration, her ladyship had written firmly the colour she desired, primrose, lemon or canary yellow, lime, spring or pomona green.

 Martha sank down on a stool and wept.

 


Chapter III

 

 “Miss Miller, don’t cry,” came an urgent voice from the direction of the door. “Pray don’t!”

 The sight that met Martha’s startled stare made her jump to her feet, knocking over the stool. She retreated backwards, her hand to her mouth.

 From the keyhole—but the keyhole was far too small!— protruded a red-haired head. Even as she watched, eyes round with astonishment, a neck and then blue-coated shoulders followed Lord Tarnholm’s head into the room.

 So he really was a changeling!

 He wriggled his shoulders and his arms popped free. Changeling or no, he looked most uncomfortable and Martha instinctively started forward to help. How, she had not the least notion.

 “I’m afraid I seem to be stuck,” he said apologetically. “I’m only half faerie, you see.”

 Dismay at his plight conquered her alarm. “Can you go back, my lord?”

 “I might as well. I’m no earthly use to you like this.” With an expression of intense concentration on his homely face, he began to move backwards, then came to a halt. “Dash it, I really am stuck.”

 “How...how did your lordship do it?”

 “How did I get this far? I just wished myself through. To tell the truth, I didn’t expect it to work even this well,” Lord Tarnholm confessed wryly. “My mother tried to teach me faerie magic when I was a child, but something always went wrong so I gave up.”

 “It’s no good giving up now, my lord. You cannot stay there for ever. Could you try a different spell for your...your lower half?” Blushing, she persisted. “A different sort of magic, or wish, or whatever it is?”

 “I could turn half of myself temporarily into smoke, I daresay. The trouble is, I cannot be sure which half would stay solid.”

 “Oh dear!”

 “I suppose I must try it. If I end up back outside the room, I shall just have to make another attempt to persuade Reggie to leave off this addlepated nonsense.”

 Martha watched with bated breath. She was not at all sure that she wanted Lord Tarnholm, solid or not, locked in the tower room with her, for all he was well thought of in Willow Cross and environs.

 Still, she decided, nothing could possibly be worse than it already was.

 Slowly the baron drifted away from the door. From the waist down he had become a cloud of purplish mist. Or rather, from the waist up, for being lighter the mist rose towards the ceiling. Stuck in midair now, his lordship dangled head down, arms flailing.

 “Don’t turn back into...into you yet,” Martha warned him. “You will land on your head and hurt yourself.” Without thinking, she put one hand between his shoulderblades, the other on his chest, and tiptilted him right side up.

 He promptly solidified. His feet thumped to the floor and he caught her arm to steady himself as he stumbled. Hot with embarrassment, Martha found herself nose to nose with Lord Tarnholm.

 His eyes were silver, and slightly slanted, she noticed as she backed away. And he appeared to be as embarrassed as she felt, his thin cheeks stained with scarlet.

 He looked away. “I’m sorry,” he said despairingly, limping towards the table, his crooked shoulders obvious now that he was on his feet. “I thought I might be able to help you.”

 “To help me? With spells?” She clasped her hands tight together. “Will you really?”

 “You have already seen what a mull I make of it when I try to do magic.”

 “I cannot see how you can possibly make things worse.” Her woes returned to the forefront of her mind and her lips trembled. “Please help me. Please! I’ll give you...” But what had she that a rich lord might want? “I’ll give you my lucky four-leafed clover.”

 Fumbling in her pocket, she took out the tiny leather case Will Cobbler had made for her precious talisman, and laid it in his outstretched palm. His hand was long-fingered, strong yet smooth and slender, quite unlike the square, red, calloused hands of the village lads.

 As she withdrew her own hand, she felt a strange sensation, as if invisible threads as fine as spider’s silk connected her fingertips to his. She brushed her fingers on her gown and the feeling went away.

 “The ideal gift.” Lord Tarnholm’s smile made her wonder for a moment why she had thought him plain. He opened the little case and regarded the brownish green, carefully pressed leaf with due gravity before putting it away in his inside coat pocket. “I shall certainly need luck as well as magic for this business. Let us get to work.”

 “What do we do, my lord?”

 “For a start, I am not here as your lord, and to call me so will inhibit the magic. I have a faerie name,”—his face twisted in sudden misery—”but I do not care for it. You had best call me Edward.”

 “Yes, my...Edward.” Martha’s curiosity was aroused. What was his faerie name and why did he dislike it so? She didn’t know what to make of him, but he was her only hope to save her family.

 “What do we do?” she asked again. “How shall we set about it?”

 “I haven’t much more notion than you do,” he admitted. “The one thing I’m quite certain of is that I cannot make something out of nothing. Shall we unroll some of that muslin? Maybe it will give me an idea as to what to do next.”

 Lord Tarnholm was stronger than he looked, for he lifted the heavy bale with ease. Martha spread several yards of the white material across the table. He contemplated it for half a minute, then shook his head.

 “I don’t know enough about dressmaking. In fact, I know nothing about dressmaking,” he admitted. “I’m afraid you will have to make up a gown to start with, and I shall watch you and try to learn.”

 So she showed him how to create a paper pattern by combining the design shown in a print in Ackermann’s with the measurements she had taken of Lady Elizabeth.

 “Remembering to add an allowance for seams and hems,” she pointed out.

 While she pinned the paper shapes to the cloth and cut them out, he glanced through the magazines.

 “All the morning gowns are basically the same shape,” he observed. “Long, full sleeves, a high waist just under the...er....” He blushed and continued hastily, “A middling high neckline, and fairly full skirts. With luck, we should be able to manage with the one pattern.”

 “It will not last for twenty-four gowns,” she said with regret. “There are too many pin-holes, and sooner or later it will tear.”

 Fixing his gaze on the paper she had just unpinned from one of the cut-out pieces of muslin, he gestured at it. The pin-holes disappeared.

 Martha clapped her hands.

 Lord Tarnholm grinned, then sobered. “That was easy. What next?”

 She took two panels of the skirt, pinned them together, and threaded a needle. Putting on her cheap tin thimble, made to fit her finger by a travelling tinker, she began to tack the seam. He watched closely over her shoulder, his breath warm on her cheek.

 Suddenly the needle took on a life of its own. It slipped from her fingers. Dipping in and out of the muslin, it raced around the edges of the pieces.

 “There!” said his lordship proudly.

 Martha giggled. “Very clever, my lord...Edward, except that you have sewn up the waist and the hem! Never mind, I can easily unpick them.”

 “It is more complicated than I realized.” Crestfallen, he handed her the scissors.

 She pulled the thread from the waistline, turned to the hem, and burst out laughing. “See, the needle ran out of thread! Way back here. Never mind, I’ll finish it off.”

 “If I was all faerie, the thread would have gone on for ever,” he grumbled. “In fact, I daresay the needle would have known where to stop and start again.”

 Despite a few more false starts, Martha quickly tacked the rest of the pieces together with his carefully directed help. With one of the flatirons she had set to the fire earlier, she pressed the gown, singing a cheerful song as she worked. The ballad of Lovely Joan was one of her favourites, the story of a girl who had cheated her would-be seducer.

“Then he pulled off his ring of gold,

“‘My pretty little miss, do this behold.

“‘I’d freely give it for your maidenhead.’

“And her cheeks they blushed like the roses red,” 

Martha sang, heedless of her audience.

“She’s robbed him of his horse and ring,

“And left him to rage in the meadows green.”

 Lord Tarnholm laughed. Martha’s cheeks burned, more like glowing embers than red roses. All that talk of maidenheads! So amiable and gentle as he was, she had plumb forgot she was singing to a man, and a lord at that. Covered with confusion, she hid her face in her hands.

 “Quick, the iron!”

 With a gasp she seized it. She stared in dismay at the brown scorch mark, right where Lady Elizabeth would sit upon it if the gown was ever fit to wear.

 He touched it and it began to fade.

 Was it her imagination or did the shape change to a heart, just before it vanished away? And if it did, was it a-purpose, or was it just his magic going awry again? She had never heard that the baron was one for chasing the petticoats, like his cousin the duke. Poor fellow, with his looks it could not be often he got a chance to make up to a maid, for all his title and his fortune.

 But she had best be wary, she decided. Like a shield before her, she held up the gown by the shoulders.

 “Lady Elizabeth ought to try it on now,” she said, “but his Grace said there wasn’t to be a fitting, so I’ll sew it up properly right away. Just as well, really, that my lady don’t see it, for white muslin’s not what she asked for, nor nowhere near.” Her worries returned.

 “Now I have some notion what I’m doing, we shall work faster.”

 Though he was right, a clock struck three somewhere in the house as they finished. Three hours gone, and only one plain white muslin gown to show for it.

 “Now what?” she asked hopelessly.

 “Let me see if I can double it.”

 Sweat stood out on his forehead as he concentrated on the dress. The fabric stirred. He paled and his gesturing hands shook with the effort.

 “Edward, wait.” In her concern for him, she disregarded the awkwardness of using his Christian name. “You said you cannot make something from nothing. Perhaps we should...well, sort of feed it?”

 Gingerly she picked up the gown and laid it out on top of the scraps left from cutting it out.

 At once, as though animated by the magical energy he had poured into it, the gown began to grow. Martha clutched Lord Tarnholm’s arm. Under their fascinated gaze, the gown’s edges crept across the table, absorbing the scraps of fabric. It lengthened and widened till before them lay a gown fit for a giantess.

 Martha suppressed a half-hysterical giggle as Lord Tarnholm’s shoulders sagged.

 “I warned you everything would go wrong,” he groaned, his silver eyes chagrined.

 His disappointment made Martha ignore her own. “Don’t give up,” she urged him. “See if you can divide it into two. Taking things apart is always easier than making them.”

 A moment later she triumphantly held up two gowns.

 As the short winter day faded, Lord Tarnholm struggled to develop and refine the trick of doubling in number rather than size. At last he mastered the knack, but it tired him and he had to rest often. Still, even with a break for bread and cheese, jumbles, and cider, by midnight most of the bale was gone and they had four-and-twenty identical white muslin gowns.

 “I had better hire out to Mrs. Ballantine’s Academy,” said Lord Tarnholm with a weary smile, “to make her pupils’ uniforms. To think that just a few years ago unadorned white muslin was de rigueur for young ladies on every occasion! I hope I can work out how to produce all the colours and materials Lizzie has chosen.”

 “I’m sure you can.” Martha’s faith in him was by now unbounded.

 While he was busy multiplying the basic gown, she had sorted through the contents of the cupboard and the chest. She had found samples of almost every colour, every fabric Lady Elizabeth wanted. On each unadorned dress as he created it, she had embroidered a small area, or sewn on a few inches of lace, ruffles, ribbons, or flounces.

 Now, taking a dress from the heap, she spread it out on the table and consulted the Ladies’ Magazine. Beside it she set a length of primrose yellow embroidery silk, a fragment of delicate jaconet muslin that happened to be blue, and an illustration of a much beruffled morning gown.

 He whistled. “This is going to be complicated.”

 “Change the fabric first, without worrying about the colour,” she suggested.

 Picking up the scrap of jaconet muslin, he closed his eyes and rubbed it between his fingers. Then he felt the hem of the gown.

 “They are very similar,” he said uncertainly.

 “So it should be easy.”

 “That’s what you think!” He flashed her a quizzical smile. “I have not your fine discrimination and I’m not at all sure I can tell the difference. Oh well, needs must when the devil drives.”

 The now familiar expression of fierce concentration on his face, Lord Tarnholm touched the gown with the scrap of fine, blue jaconet. The piece in his hand promptly turned into plain, cheap, white muslin.

 Without a word, Martha took it from him and gave him another sample of jaconet, pink this time. He pondered for a moment, closed his eyes, then tried again. The gown did not change visibly, but when she felt it, Martha could tell it was now finer, softer.

 She smiled at him. “That’s it. You have done it.”

 “It was a matter of focussing on touch instead of sight, but also of direction. I can’t explain any better than that. Now let me try the colour.” He studied the strand of primrose yellow embroidery silk, holding it up to the light of a branch of candles.

 Outside the windows, a myriad frosty stars glittered in the black night sky, like incongruous spangles on a mourning gown. Martha shivered at the thought.

 At least the penny-pinching duke had not quibbled at Mrs. Girdle’s provision of plenty of lamps and candles. Their light was adequate, and they helped to warm the room. The bread and cheese his Grace had supplied would have been enough for her alone, though shared between two it had made a skimpy dinner, even with the biscuits.

 Martha was hungry and sleepy, but no longer frightened. She trusted Lord Tarnholm to save both her and her family from disaster.

 An odd chap, he was, not a bit high in the instep. Sort of unsure of himself even though he was a nobleman and half faerie. He could not have had it easy, being on the small side, plain as a pickled onion, and lame into the bargain, while his cousin was so tall and handsome and dashing.

 He was rubbing his shoulder now as if it hurt, and shifting on his stool to ease his bad leg.

 She didn’t believe any more that he was a changeling, a faerie child left in the cradle when a human babe was stolen away. All the old stories said changelings were mischievous beings, always causing upsets, and vanishing away before they grew up. No, Edward was half and half, the last Baron Tarnholm his pa, and his mam a water-faerie, a nixie. No wonder her ladyship kept herself to herself.

 His mam was a faerie. “Can’t Lady Tarnholm cure your leg with a spell?” she blurted out.

 Flushing fiery red, he muttered, “My mother has done what she can. There is a powerful magic against her.”

 Her well-meant question had turned out to be both rude and unkind. Her tiredness and his friendliness had made her forget her place. Wishing she had not spoken, Martha bowed her head.

 He touched her hand, pointed at the gown spread out on the table.

 “Look!”

 From the hem towards the neckline oozed a yellowish hue. It was a warm, pretty shade with a hint of blush pink—peach, in fact—as if the pale primrose had absorbed a touch of colour from his lordship’s cheeks.

 Not for the world would Martha have mentioned the glaring difference from what Lady Elizabeth had instructed, but Lord Tarnholm saw it for himself.

 “It’s wrong, isn’t it?”

 “It’s lovely, and it’ll suit Lady Elizabeth much better than what she asked for.”

 “Yes, I believe you are right.” He cheered up. “Now for the ruffles.”

 He studied the short piece of wide, full ruffle Martha had made and pinned onto the skirt to act as a model, then he turned to examine the fashion plate in the magazine. Meanwhile, Martha swiftly pinned strips of ungathered muslin to the skirt and bodice to “feed” the five ruffles.

 Glancing back and forth from picture to gown, Lord Tarnholm made his magical gestures. The strips quivered and bulged, but failed to gather into ruffles. He frowned with the intensity of his efforts.

 Then Martha noticed that the pattern piece of presewn ruffle had narrowed and flattened.

 “Wait, Edward. Just a minute.”

 She unpinned the strips. Beneath were rows of tiny, dainty ruffles. Martha began to laugh, and then she found she could not stop.

 His puzzled stare changed to a grin, and then to alarm. Standing up, he shook her gently.

 “Hush, Martha. What is it?”

 “It’s just...” she gasped, gazing up into anxious, sympathetic, silver-grey eyes. “It is just that your magic seems to know what will become Lady Elizabeth much better than she does herself. The trouble is, if she is not satisfied with what I...we have made.... If she complains to his Grace, he will say I have not....”

 A lump in her throat, her eyes filling with tears, she dropped her head on his chest.

 One arm about her shoulders, he awkwardly patted her back. “You need not worry about Lizzie. I may not be able to persuade the duke to abandon his folly once he has a bee in his bonnet, but Lizzie will believe me when I say she has never looked so well. Come, my dear, dry those tears.”

 She took the handkerchief he pressed into her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m tired.”

 “And worried about your family.”

 “You know?”

 “Yes, Reggie told me of his threat to turn you all out of the mill. That is why I came to help you.” He pulled a rueful face. “Come now, I am tired, too, but we have a great deal of work still before us.”

 The gowns that emerged from their white muslin chrysalises over the next several hours bore scant resemblance to the magazine plates.

 However hard he tried, elaborate trimmings failed to materialize, replaced by elegant simplicity. The colour green might as well not have existed for all Lord Tarnholm could do to produce it. He had a struggle with even amber and apricot, the warmer shades of yellow. The rack in the corner filled with pink, from the palest possible to deep rose, and with amethyst, lilac, and lavender-blue.

 They were beautiful. Martha gave up fretting and eagerly awaited each new creation as she pressed the previous one with the smoothing iron.

 She still could not imagine how anyone could possibly need two dozen gowns. That did not stop her wishing wistfully that she owned more than three, two of which, including the one she had on, were made of practical brown stuff.

 “Twenty-three,” she counted.

 There was no response.

 Looking up from ironing a lace edging, she saw that his lordship was fast asleep, his head pillowed on his arms on top of the last gown. A wave of fatigue crashed down on her. That one could wait; she wasn’t going to disturb him to get at it. 

 With leaden arms, she hung up the one she had just finished. When she blew out the candles and glanced at the window, she saw a faint paling of the eastern sky. Dawn was not far off, but the duke surely had not referred to dawn when he spoke of morning. The gentry were late risers.

 Martha curled up on the chest and fell asleep.

 


Chapter IV

 

 A harsh, grating noise roused Edward.

 Bewildered, his bad shoulder aching like the very devil, he stared around the room. What the deuce was he doing up in the tower?

 His gaze fell on tousled yellow curls, rosy cheeks, a delectable figure somehow enhanced by its awkward huddle on the chest. Martha Miller. Of course! Memory returning, he smiled tenderly.

 What a dear she was! He had often seen her before, and thought her pretty. Though he had never had occasion to speak to her, he had known her reputation as a first-rate seamstress and an honest young woman. How could he have guessed she was also kindhearted, compassionate, merry, intelligent, well-spoken, and with a voice like a song-thrush in springtime....

 Screeech...click.

 A key turning in the lock!

 In one swift—though far from smooth—motion, Edward rose from the stool and stumblingly darted to hide behind the opening door. If anyone discovered that he had spent the night here, Martha would be ruined.

  His leg throbbing, once again he scanned the room: a crumpled dress on the table, twenty-three more hanging in the corner, a seamstress’s paraphernalia strewn here and there, stubs of candles. Nothing there to give away his presence if he was not seen.

 Pale sunbeams shone in through the east window. The sun rose late at this season: mid morning, then. Was Reggie so impatient as to rise before noon?

 “Martha?” That was Lizzie’s tentative voice. She stepped into the room, caught sight of the rack of dresses, and ran to inspect them. “Martha!”

 She was furious now. Crossing to the chest, her back to Edward, she shook the girl roughly.

 He moved out from behind the door, then to the side, so that the doorway was at his back, as if he had just stepped through.

 “They are all the wrong colours!” Lizzie cried angrily as Martha sat up, rubbing drowsy blue eyes.

 “My doing.” Edward smiled at his young cousin as she swung round, incensed.

 “Cousin Edward! You mean you told Martha to ignore my instructions?”

 At least she appeared to believe he had followed her up the spiral stairs, unlikely though it was that she would not have overtaken him on the way.

 “I could not bear to see such a pretty young lady impair her looks with ill-advised choices,” he said pacifically. “Yellow and green really do not suit you in the slightest, my dear Lizzie.”

 She pouted. “Then why have you never said anything before?” she asked, her tone disbelieving.

 “It hardly signified while you were still in the schoolroom and hidden away in the country,” he pointed out. “A London Season is another matter. For that, it is imperative to make the best of yourself.”

 “Yes, but—”

 “Try them on, Lizzie,” he urged. “I wager you will like the result.”

 Lizzie yielded. “Oh very well. You will have to wait outside, though, Cousin Edward. Hurry up, Martha, do. I must be gone before my brother wakes up. He will be cross as crabs if he finds I have disturbed you when he strictly ordered that you must not be distracted from your work, but I simply could not wait to see what you have made.”

 “Where did you get the key?” Edward asked as Martha stumbled sleepily to the clothes rack.

 “From Mrs. Girdle, of course.”

 The housekeeper, of course! And he had fought his way through the keyhole, making an utter cake of himself, having assumed that Reggie had the only key. As he left the room, Edward surreptitiously pocketed the key which Lizzie had left in the lock.

 Waiting on the tiny landing, he leant uncomfortably, sore in every joint, against the chilly stone wall. Though he fixed his gaze on the narrow, unglazed window, he was blind to the panorama of roofs, turrets, chimneys, and towers, for his mind’s eye was filled with Martha’s image.

 Weeping, smiling, laughing, singing, intent over her needle, sleepily yawning, blushing in confusion, concerned for his discomfort, cheering his success—it would be all too easy to persuade himself he had won her regard.

 All too easy to fall in love.

 Bitterly aware of his disabilities, Edward had always avoided the company of females other than his family. Small wonder, then, that he should find himself attracted to the first pretty girl who welcomed his presence.

 He reminded himself sternly that her welcome stemmed from desperation. Even if he had not started out by humiliating himself before her with that caperwitted keyhole business, she could not possibly love a cripple. Her gratitude must satisfy him.

 He was glad to have been able to help her, to prevent the eviction of her family. Tom was a good miller, a good husband and father, even though he was the biggest braggart in Norfolk. Only a gullible sapskull like the Duke of Diss would believe his tall tales and expect the impossible of his daughter. Only a selfish coxcomb like the noble Duke of Diss would threaten to beggar her family if she failed.

 “Cousin Edward? Come and see.”

 Returning to the tower room, he watched Lizzie preen before the looking glass on the wall. She turned to him and curtsied low.

 She had put on a dress the pale pink of wild roses, a shade produced by Edward’s magic quite against his intentions. It suited her, reinforcing what little natural colour she had in her cheeks. The style suited her, too, transforming incipient embonpoint into a pleasing plumpness. 

 Recalling his struggle with the mother-of-pearl buttons circling the skirt between the rows of narrow lace, Edward grinned at Martha. She did not notice, for her eyes were downcast in the submissive stance of a servant.

 Such meekness was all wrong for her, he thought, suddenly angry. He hated to see it. Why should so bright and lively a girl defer to his cousin—insipid, Mama had called her, not without justice—because of a mere accident of birth?

 “You have worked magic, Miss Miller,” he said, glad to see her soft lips quirk in amusement as she bobbed a deferential curtsy. “I have never seen Lady Elizabeth look so well. You will take the Ton by storm, Lizzie.”

 “Do you really think so, Cousin Edward?” Pleased, she turned back to the looking glass. “I own it is a charming gown, though rather plain.”

 “Surely you cannot want an excess of ornament to distract attention from your face?”

 “I suppose not,” she said dubiously. “Let me try another, Martha. That lilac—it is not at all my colour.”

 To Edward’s relief he was exiled to the landing only four times more before he succeeded at last in convincing Lizzie that her entire new wardrobe became her to perfection. He was aided by her qualms at the prospect of being caught there by her brother.

 Quickly she changed back into the gown she had arrived in, only to stand frowning before her reflection, vaguely dissatisfied.

 Consulting his watch, Edward looked grave. “Even Reggie will not stay much longer abed.”

 “Oh, let us hurry away! I should not care to meet him upon the stairs. Thank you, Martha,” she said graciously. “I am quite pleased and so I shall tell the duke.”

 Edward had no excuse to linger. “I expect the duke will be with you soon,” he said to Martha. “I am sure he will be delighted with what you have accomplished.”

 “Thank you, my lord,” she said demurely, curtsying, eyes still cast down. But as he followed Elizabeth out of the room, he thought he heard a soft, “Thank you, Edward.”

 Limping awkwardly down the stairs after his happily chattering cousin, he followed her into the sunny breakfast room, where they found his aunt and the rest of his cousins. The smells of coffee, bacon, ham, and toasted muffins made him realize how hungry he was—and Martha must be. After greeting the duchess and the girls, he directed a footman to take up a tray to Miss Miller.

 “Oh, m’lord, I daresn’t,” the lad quavered. “His Grace gave orders no one’s to go up the tower, and he’s a’ready dismissed Albert just for rattling the coals in the scuttle when he made up the fire in his Grace’s chamber ‘smorning.”

 “Reggie is shockingly unreasonable, Edward,” lamented Alicia, Duchess of Diss, a wispy, grey-haired lady. The over-elaborate gowns she favoured in an apparent attempt to lend herself substance only succeeded in making her look still more fragile and ineffective. She had as little colour sense as her eldest daughter. The puce she wore this morning needed an imposing figure to carry it off in style.

 “Albert did nothing so very bad,” she continued. “He is an excellent footman and certainly did not disturb Reggie on purpose. And I’m sure the poor girl ought to have something to eat, but it is as useless to argue with Reginald as it was with his father.”

 “I know, Aunt Alicia.” With a sigh, Edward once more addressed the footman. “John, you may inform Albert that his position will await him when his Grace returns to London. Now make up a tray, if you please. I shall take it up to the tower myself.”

 The footman was eager to make amends. “I’ll get Cook to pack up a basket o’ goodies, m’lord,” he offered. “‘Twill be easier for your lordship to carry.”

 John even ventured to carry the basket as far as the base of the tower stair. There Edward took it and wearily limped back up the stone spiral—fortunately, as it turned out, for he had forgotten to lock the door.

 He found Martha asleep again, curled up on the chest, her blond head pillowed on her hands. She had tidied the room, pressed the last gown and hung it with the rest.

 Setting down the basket on the table, he stood looking down at her. His heart twisted in his breast. Too late for caution, he realized. He was in love.

* * * *

 Martha woke when the late morning sun touched her face. Within her middle was a growling void. She sat up, stretched and rubbed her eyes, and noticed the napkin-covered basket on the table.

 At once she guessed who had brought it, climbing the stairs with his poor, hurting leg. Lord Tarnholm must be the kindest gentleman in the world.

 She feasted on cold ham, buttered rusks, and an apple hoglin. There were two biffins for her to nibble on, too. Cook, who was Martha’s uncle’s wife’s sister, must have tucked them in, knowing her liking for the sugar-glazed dried apples. A corked jug held home-brewed ale.

 Appetite satisfied, she stowed away the remains in the basket and hid it in the cupboard. She was just closing the cupboard door when she heard voices on the landing.

 The lock screeched, the door swung open, and the duke appeared in all the glory of morning dress. A blue coat of Bath superfine, superbly tailored, topped skintight, dove-coloured pantaloons. Gold tassels swung from his white boot tops and a gold signet ring adorned one finger. On either side of his starched, pearl-pinned cravat, his shirtpoints rose so high he had no choice but to elevate his haughty chin and look down his aristocratic nose.

 Doubtless that explained his use of a quizzing glass, through which one cold, arrogant eye, horribly magnified, appraised Martha.

 Stifling a nervous giggle, she curtsied. He strode into the room, followed by Lady Elizabeth and Lord Tarnholm.

 “Well?” he demanded.

 “Please, your Grace, I have made twenty-four gowns for my lady, like you said.” She indicated the rack.

 He went over, beckoning his sister to follow, and gave the dresses a cursory inspection.

 “Satisfied, Lizzie?”

 “Oh yes, Reggie. They are beautiful. Thank you.”

 “Excellent.” Rubbing his hands together, he returned to the table and counted out five gleaming golden guineas, one by one. “Those would have cost me fifty times as much in Town,” he told Lord Tarnholm. “If not a hundred times. I shall save a fortune.”

 Martha curtsied again, with difficulty tearing her gaze from the coins. “Please, your Grace, can I be my lady’s abigail when she goes to Town?”

 “Yes, yes, make her a dozen evening gowns by this time tomorrow and you shall be her abigail. Fail and I’ll see your father clapped up in gaol as a charlatan.”

 “Reggie!” protested Lord Tarnholm. “At least let Miss Miller rest before—”

 “A firm hand, coz, that is what’s needed with these yokels. Peasants are bone idle without a crack of the whip now and then to keep ‘em on their toes. Tell those fellows to bring in the stuff.”

 Two footmen bore in a bale of cloth wrapped in unbleached calico. The duke and his retinue departed, and the key turned in the lock.

 Martha stood by the table, fingering her gold guineas. Gaol! If she failed, would his Grace not only send Pa to gaol but keep her imprisoned here in the tower forever?

 She shivered. A grand nobleman like the duke turned the law to his own ends, and woe to those who crossed him. Even the baron could not stop him. It must be wonderful to have so much wealth and power.

 But as for Martha and her family, their only hope was that once more Lord Tarnholm would take pity on them. 

 Sighing, she began to unwrap the bundle of cloth. To her dismay, the entire bale was made up of the coarse calico she had supposed was protecting lengths of silk and satin. Edward had turned plain muslin into fine muslin without great difficulty, once he had worked out how to set about it. She suspected changing cheap cotton stuff into sarcenet, lutestring, velvet, and crêpe was not going to be so easy. He was only half faerie, after all.

 She turned to the magazines. Lady Elizabeth had marked all the most elaborately embellished gowns. Martha trusted Lord Tarnholm would once again contrive to persuade his cousin to accept simpler, more becoming trimmings, which would be a great help.

 However, each gown consisted of slip and overdress, doubling the work, and the shapes of bodices and sleeves varied. This time they could not use one paper pattern for all.

 Never one to mope when there was work to be done, Martha fetched paper and busied herself with coloured chalk, measuring tape, and scissors. She finished a pattern for the petticoats, but Lord Tarnholm did not come. She finished patterns for two different styles of overdresses, and still Lord Tarnholm did not come.

 Lords had more amusing things to do than to help a poor seamstress, she reminded herself forlornly. He had been generous with his time helping her last night. If he had not, her family would have been turned out of doors.

 But if he abandoned her now, her father would go to gaol, perhaps die of gaol fever, leaving Mam and the children to starve.

 Her vision blurred by tears, Martha started on a pattern for a puff sleeve.

 


Chapter V

 

 A halting step sounded on the landing. Martha looked up, afraid to hope. Iron scraped on iron. The door swung open and she ran to meet Edward, hands outstretched in welcome.

 Into her hands he put a heavy basket. “I have made sure we shall not go hungry today. What, tears, Martha? Surely you did not think I would fail you? The duke insisted on my company for a while.”

 “I have no right to expect your lordship’s aid.”

 “I was well paid, remember. What will you give for my aid this time?” he asked, smiling.

 “All I have is five golden guineas, which is nothing to your lordship.”

 “Give me a lock of your golden hair to plait into a ring for my finger.”

 Wondering at the note of sadness beneath his joking, she took her scissors and went to the looking glass to cut off a curl. As she gave it to him, she thought she saw a glistening web of tenuous threads, finer than her hair, stretching between her hand and his.

 She blinked and it disappeared. Lord Tarnholm put the lock away carefully in the tiny leather case with the four-leafed clover.

 “Let us get to work,” he said cheerfully.

 All afternoon they toiled, all evening, and into the night. As they toiled they talked, of village life and of the great city Martha was going to see with Lady Elizabeth, of books she had read and books he thought she would enjoy.

 She told him about reading to old Mrs. Stewart, the vicar’s mother, and listening to lessons at Mrs. Ballantine’s Academy, about her brothers and sisters and her suitors. He told her about his childish experiments in magic and his dearly loved nixie mother who lived in the lake in the woods on his estate, with otters and frogs for servants.

 Hotiron in hand, she sang the ballad of The Outlandish Knight:

“‘Lie there, lie there, you false-hearted man,

“‘Lie there instead of me,’“ she carolled.

“‘Six pretty maidens you have drowned here before,

“‘But the seventh has drowned thee.’“

 Lord Tarnholm grinned. “The ladies emerge victorious in all your favourite songs,” he commented.

 “Indeed,” she answered saucily, “for my liking there are altogether too many tales of deceived maidens dying of broken hearts.”

 By trial and error they worked, laughing together over the freakish results of his frequent blunders. His first attempt at a scalloped hem turned into a skirt split to the high waist into narrow panels like daisy petals. Velvet grew a nap so long it looked like a shaggy dog. A net overdress appeared with a mesh too large to catch any fish smaller than salmon.

 “It will do,” Lord Tarnholm joked, “since Lizzie is sure to throw back anything smaller than a marquis.”

 The fine cording of lutestring silk gave him particular difficulty. At first it came out like thick-ribbed corduroy. After several unsuccessful attempts, Martha had the idea of starting from corduroy and thinning the ribs magically, instead of starting with smooth cloth and creating ribs. It worked perfectly.

 The next problem was a fringe of vandykes around the hem and bodice. Each pointed ornament was finished with a little bobble of chenille.

 “They look like harness bells,” Lord Tarnholm remarked, and of course, once he had that notion in his mind, little bells they became.

 Martha picked the dress up, shook it, and giggled at the tinkling.

 “I think it is a silly decoration anyway,” she said. “I am surprised you managed to make it at all.”

 “Perhaps my talent has a sense of humour,” he said with a tired grin. A wave of his hands and the vandykes disappeared, bells and all.

 The last twist his roguish talent produced was Martha’s fault. Instead of just showing him a picture and an example of a particular kind of sleeve, she told him the style was known as “slashed.” Neither of them was surprised when the result was rags and tatters.

 In spite of all the obstacles, by dawn twelve glorious gowns hung on the rack. Martha looked at them and sighed, and wished she was going to wear them, to dance at parties where lords were two a penny and every single one was seeking her hand.

* * * *

 “I say, coz, I’ve a devilish good notion!”

 Reggie burst into the chamber where Edward was catching up on missed sleep. The room was always kept prepared for him as he often stayed the night at the house when busy about his cousin’s affairs.

 He sat up, yawning and forcing his eyes to open. Then he quickly shut them again, dazzled. Was he imagining things, or was the duke’s scarlet velvet dressing gown really embroidered with gold Chinese dragons breathing multi-coloured flames? His magic had never yet produced anything quite so outrageously outlandish.

 “What?” he asked baldly.

 “I wish you would listen to me. I said—”

 “...You have a good notion.” Edward mustered the patience always necessary when dealing with Reggie. Nonetheless, his voice came out a trifle waspish. “I did listen, or at least I heard you, even though I was fast asleep at the time. What is this famous notion?”

 Reggie had the grace to look slightly abashed. It did not last. His self-satisfaction bubbled over.

 “If the chit’s done it again—made all those gowns—and she manages the next lot, I’ll wed her, damme if I won’t. That way I shall be sure of her services for the rest of the brood. Just think of it, five more sisters to go. I’ll save thousands!”

 “Wed her!” Edward was too stupefied to be aghast. “Wed Martha? You cannot be serious! Have you forgotten she is a miller’s daughter?”

 “Of course not,” said Reggie crossly, with a pout very like Lizzie’s. “I wish you will not always be taking me for a knock-in-the-cradle. That’s half the beauty of the scheme, you see, her being of humble birth.”

 Edward did not venture to voice his conviction that his cousin was either jug-bitten or even more fit for Bedlam than usual. “I don’t see at all,” he said. “Why is her low origin acceptable to you?”

 “Not merely acceptable, it’s just what I need. The thing is, I must get an heir, for you’re certainly not going to provide one.”

 “Even if I did have a son, he would not be heir to the dukedom,” Edward pointed out. “Our families’ connection is through your mother.”

 “Yes, yes,” Reggie said impatiently. “One way or another, what it comes down to is that I shall have to marry, sooner or later.”

 “You should have no difficulty whatsoever in finding a blue-blooded bride.”

 “But a nobleman’s daughter will expect all sorts of finery and gewgaws! A well-born bride might even want to join me in Town, of all the ghastly thoughts, though Mother never complained when Father left her down here.”

 The late duke’s only interest in his family had been to ensure that his heir grew up as arrogant and selfish as himself. Though he rarely set foot in Norfolk, the duchess had admittedly always seemed contented with her lot. Edward assumed she had realized long since she was better off with her unsatisfactory husband at a distance.

 “But Martha—Miss Miller—wishes to see London,” Edward protested, recalling the light in her blue eyes when she spoke of going to Town with Lizzie.

 “Then she can go on wishing,” Reggie snapped. “I’ll be damned if I’ll parade a miller’s daughter before the Ton. Or any female, come to that, but her parents ain’t likely to rake me over the coals for neglecting her as Lord and Lady This or That would. I daresay the girl will be perfectly happy to stay here sewing and breeding. She’ll be a duchess, after all. What more could she ask for?”

 Not a word of argument would he hear. Pleased with himself, he went off to complete his toilet, leaving Edward to wonder if he could conceive of anything more painful than to see his own beloved the wife of his cousin.

 He tried to consider Reggie’s plan from Martha’s point of view.

 Unlike his aunt, Martha had not been brought up as a diffident, biddable young lady. She had set her heart on going to Town and she had too much spirit to give up easily. On the other hand, naturally she would be overjoyed to become a duchess. She would revel not only in the wealth and comfort, but in the power to assist her family.

 Whether she could be happy as a neglected wife was another matter. Perhaps she might be contented enough with children to occupy her. Reggie’s children.

 Bitter jealousy flooded through Edward. For a moment he failed to distinguish its throes from a different, peculiar sensation in his head. Then he recognized the unmistakable tingling touch of magic.

 Once before he had had a similar involuntary experience, a brief vision of another time. His mother had explained that her own immortal people lived in a timeless world incomprehensible to humans, where past, present, and future mingled. His veins half filled with faerie blood, Edward was capable of seeing events that would take place in his own lifetime, or had already happened, or might happen.

 Now, slumping back against the pillows, he saw the bedchamber subtly change.

 It was evening. Gas lights replaced the candle sconces; the blue brocade curtains changed to green velvet; a florid pink and green paper covered the white walls and a patterned broadloom carpet the polished oak floorboards.

 A young man stood before the dressing table, tall, broad-shouldered, golden-haired. He wore a black frock coat with a high, folded collar and loose-fitting black trousers. When he turned his head, Edward saw that his cravat was a small, modest affair. A fringe of reddish beard disfigured his jaw.

 Like his hair, his cornflower-blue eyes were Martha’s, but his expression was pure Reggie.

 “I’ll be damned if I’ll dress up for the yokels, Uncle,” he said sulkily. “They should be honoured that I have accepted the invitation. Father has never condescended to dine with the neighbours in his life.”

 “Surely you do not mean to pass up a chance to bedazzle them?”

 Edward recognized his own voice, quiet, persuasive, yet with an irony Reggie always failed to perceive. He looked towards the doorway, whence the sound came, but the scene was dissolving, shifting before his eyes. The harsh gas light faded to grey midwinter daylight; the cabbage roses on the wallpaper merged, then paled to white; the carpet shrank to a rectangle of Turkey rug.

 Reggie appeared in the doorway. “Are you coming with me to see what the girl has produced, coz? Oh, you’re still not up. I can’t wait to see her face when she hears of the honour in store for her.” He took himself off.

 Haunted by his vision of the duke’s heir—so obviously Martha’s son—Edward rang for the footman who acted as his valet when he stayed here. Martha depended on him. He could not let her down. He would use his magic to help her win the duke’s hand...

 On one condition.

 She greeted him with stars in her eyes. “Edward, did His Grace tell you? He wants to marry me! I can hardly believe it, the most handsome, dashing nobleman in the world, and he has chosen me to be his duchess. Is it not the most wonderful thing imaginable?”

 Edward’s heart sank. So it was not only the great position she coveted, she actually admired Reggie. Despite the way he had treated her, the meanness and the threats, all she saw was his outward attractions, his good looks, his splendid physique, his fashionable dress.

 Nonetheless sorry to bring her back to earth from her air-dreams, he asked bluntly, “What do you have to accomplish to earn such felicity?”

 Her nose wrinkled in an enchanting grimace. “He has given us sackcloth this time, to make six ball gowns and a formal court dress. I did not realize a ball gown is different from an evening dress, more elaborate still, and a court dress is dreadfully complicated. Two petticoats and a robe with a train! But I know we can do it.”

 “What will you give me for my help?”

 Her face fell. “You know I have nothing worth giving.”

 “Nothing?” Your love, Edward cried in silent agony, but that was impossible. Now was the moment to present his condition: “Then give me a promise,” he said slowly, “that when you are Duchess of Diss, you will let me bring up your first-born son. Let me guide his steps, direct his discipline, oversee his education.” 

 “What an odd request,” she exclaimed, surprised and doubtful.

 She glanced from the bundle of sackcloth on the table to the open magazine lying beside it. The illustration showed a court dress: zephyrine trimmed with lace, over a lace petticoat, over a hooped satin petticoat, all richly decorated with pearls and silver lamé. It would not do to skimp on the trimmings for Lizzie’s presentation to the Queen, who was a notorious stickler for every observance.

 Not that the trimmings made any difference, when she had nothing but sackcloth to work with.

 “Yes, I promise,” Martha cried, “for without your help, I shall never be duchess.”

 At the instant she pronounced the words, “I promise,” Martha became aware of the tenuous strands of the web between herself and Edward. It had never disintegrated, she realized, only hidden itself from her sight. Now, slowly, it stiffened until slender yet rigid crystalline rods held them at once together and apart.

 Again the eerie manifestation vanished from view. Invisible and intangible, it did not affect the physical distance between Martha and Edward. Despite its elasticity, though, and despite its fragile appearance, Martha sensed it was as strong, as enduring as a millstone.

 Yet a millstone could be fractured by a blow in the wrong place.

 She had no time to wonder about the significance of that strange lattice, nor to worry about her promise, for the task before them was the most formidable yet.

 


Chapter VI

 

 The sacking was near impossible to work with, difficult to pin, fraying when cut, refusing to lie flat when Martha tried to smooth it. As she wielded the hot iron, a mournful song, The False Bride, rose to her lips.

“‘Oh, when I saw my love out the church go,

“‘With the bridesmen and bridesmaids they made a fine show,

“‘Then I followed after with my heart full of woe,

“‘For I was the man should have had her.’“

 She heard Edward humming the plaintive tune as he struggled to change silk thread to silver, with the aid of every silver sixpence and threepenny bit in his pocket.

 Hour after hour they worked together. By now they knew each other’s methods and abilities; they could guess in advance what Martha needed to prepare to ensure that Edward’s magic was not overstretched.

 This advantage was offset by such problems as an asymmetrical overdress looped up with a garland of alternating knots of pearls and bouquets of flowers. Though they simplified the ornaments, it was still dreadfully complicated.

 Dawn crept through the mullioned windows, and still they laboured.

 Martha’s arms were heavy, her hands cramping, her fingertips sore. She did not complain. Edward’s pale, tight face and cautious movements told her his shoulder and leg hurt, yet he never paused to rest. Courage and kindness—for her sake, for her family’s sake, he defied pain as resolutely as he defied the duke’s orders.

 Recalling his sensitivity when she enquired about his mother’s healing powers, she said nothing. Had he not been a man and she a maid, had he not been a lord and she a villager, she’d have offered to rub his shoulder and his leg. Though magic could not ease his suffering, sweet herb unguents might, and hot fomentations, or cold compresses.

 Once she was duchess, his superior in rank and his cousin by marriage, she would see that he had the care he needed, she vowed.

 “Don’t fall asleep now, Martha,” he said with an effortful smile. “We are nearly finished. The very last thing I need is a rosebud to copy for this corsage.”

 “I cannot make a rosebud with sackcloth. Is there a strip of crimson silk?”

 “Here.” The green scrap Edward passed her changed colour as it changed hands.

 Snip, snip, a deft twist, a few stitches, and a rosebud blossomed. “I was not going to sleep, just thinking about what I shall do when I am a duchess.”

 With a disheartened expression, he said wryly, “I hope you will not be disappointed. Remember, the duke will still be your master, even when you are his wife.”

 Fixing his gaze on the silk flower, he muttered, gestured. Two rosebuds appeared, then four, eight...

 “We only need three,” Martha protested, and then gasped as a rich, summery fragrance reached her.

 The deep red roses heaped on the table were real!

 She picked up three or four, avoiding the thorns, and raised them to breathe in their sweetness. Over their velvety heads, her eyes sought Edward’s face.

 He avoided her gaze. “I’m sorry, I lost control for a moment. I shall get rid of them.”

 “I wish I could keep just one,” she said wistfully.

 “A rose in January is bound to arouse Reggie’s suspicion. I cannot begin to imagine what he might think.”

 The flowers in Martha’s hands turned to sackcloth. On the table lay three silk rosebuds, pathetically artificial after the real thing.

 As Martha gathered them in a posy and sewed them to the shoulder of the last gown, Edward’s warnings resounded in her head. The duke would still be her master, even when she was his wife, and the duke’s suspicion was to be feared.

 She stabbed her needle into the pincushion and turned to Edward. “I dread to think what his Grace will do if I give you his heir to bring up,” she said in a quavery voice.

 “You promised.”

 Frightened now, remembering the duke’s threats against her family, she pleaded with him. “Do not hold me to my promise. Please, Edward...my lord. I shall find another way to reward you for your help, when I am duchess.”

 His face twisted and he said sadly, “Very well. If you can find out my faerie name within three days, I shall release you from your promise.”

 Shoulders slumped, his limp more pronounced than ever, he left her.

* * * *

 Lord Tarnholm did not return at noon with the duke and Lady Elizabeth. They were both delighted with the gowns.

 Lady Elizabeth even gave Martha an impulsive hug. “I shall have the best abigail in London,” she cried.

 “Not her.” The duke shook his handsome head.

 “What? Why not? I want Martha!”

 “Don’t fuss so, Lizzie,” he snapped. “You shall have a perfectly adequate abigail, but not her. Come down to the drawing room and I’ll tell you why.”

 He strode from the room, followed by his sulky sister. At the last moment he glanced back over his shoulder at Martha and said testily, “You had better come too, girl.”

 It was not what Martha expected of a betrothal, not the joyous, festive occasion the villagers made of those happy events. Obviously the nobility regarded such matters differently.

 She was too tired to be disappointed. Concentrating on not stumbling, she followed her future husband and sister-in-law down the winding stairs and along passages. He stopped at a grand double-door, through which came the sound of music. Flinging it it open, he marched in.

 The music stopped instantly. The duchess jumped up from a sofa by the fire.

 “What is the matter, Reggie?” she asked apprehensively. “Why did you want me and the girls to await you here?”

 Standing numbly by the door, hands clasped before her, Martha saw Lady Elizabeth’s younger sisters gathered around the pianoforte with their governess. They all stared at their brother.

 “I have an announcement to make,” he proclaimed. “No doubt you will be glad to learn, ma’am, that I mean to take a bride. I am going to marry the miller’s chit.”

 There was a moment of dumbfounded silence. The duchess’s mouth actually dropped open. Then she recovered herself and said uncertainly, as though she thought her ears must have deceived her, “Martha Miller, Reggie? You are to wed Martha Miller?”

 “That’s the one.” He turned and gestured at Martha. “You, girl, come here and make your curtsy to your mama-in-law. I’m off to London,” he added carelessly. “While I’m gone Martha can finish making Lizzie’s wardrobe—pelisses and such. When I come back, we shall discuss the wedding.”

 He departed without a backward glance.

 The duchess sagged back onto the sofa. Her daughters clustered around her, giggling and twittering like a flock of sparrows, and casting sidelong looks at Martha.

 She scarcely noticed. After curtsying as ordered, she stood rooted to the ground, unable to summon up the energy to think what she ought to do next. The only thing she actually wanted to do was sleep.

 The youngest of the young ladies suddenly dashed to the window. “Reggie is leaving already, Mama!” she cried. “He must have ordered his carriage brought round before he told us.”

 At a gallop, the four black horses pulled the elegant royal-blue carriage past the window, and Martha’s betrothed was gone.

 Perhaps she had dreamed the whole thing?

 But the duchess patted the place at her side on the sofa. “Martha, my dear, do come and sit down,” she said, kind though still flustered. “I must confess, this has come as quite a sh...surprise. I assume the duke—Reginald—acquainted you with his intentions long since, but it is quite new to me.”

 “He told me yesterday, your Grace.”

 “Told? Oh dear, not asked? How very like Reggie, to be sure. But of course you would have accepted had he troubled to request your hand.”

 “Oh yes, your Grace,” Martha said fervently.

 “I suppose there is nothing to be done. Once Reggie has made up his mind, nothing will shake him, and it is excessively uncomfortable to cross him. He grows more and more like his father, I fear.”

 Martha could think of no polite answer to that, so she held her tongue.

 “Well, well, it will take us all some time to grow accustomed to the idea. Perhaps you would like to go home and acquaint your family with your good fortune?”

 “Oh yes, please, your Grace.” 

 “Stay a few days, my dear, while we...while we settle matters,” said the duchess vaguely. “I must decide which rooms you are to have—I daresay Reggie will not wish you to stay at the mill until you are married. Oh dear, I simply cannot think straight!”

 “Do not stay away too long, Martha,” said Lady Elizabeth. “Remember Reggie told you to make my pelisses and spencers before he returns to take me to London.”

 “Yes, my lady.”

 “Oh dear, this is all most irregular, not to say improper,” the duchess sighed. She patted Martha’s hand. “Not your fault, my dear. What can Reggie have been thinking of? I must talk to Edward.”

 Recalling the fateful riddle Lord Tarnholm had set her, Martha ventured to ask the duchess, “If you please, ma’am, has Lord Tarnholm any other name?”

 “His Christian names are Edward James Frederick,” her Grace said. “However, when you are Reggie’s wife, it will be proper for you to call him Tarnholm, or Cousin.”

 “Those are all the names he has?”

 The duchess shuddered. “I cannot think what you mean,” she said with uneasy evasiveness. “I daresay his nurse may have called him Ned as a child.”

 Martha did not dare press her.

 No one thought to call out a carriage for the future duchess, nor did it cross her mind to ask for one, so she trudged wearily back across the park to the mill. As she walked, the crisp air revived her mind if not her body, and she tried to recollect the names of all the men and boys she knew.

 Most had ordinary names, like Edward, James, Frederick; like Pa, Thomas, and her brothers, Peter, Michael, Harry, and John; like Albert the footman and Will the cobbler. Will’s dad was Obadiah; Tad at the inn was Thaddeus; and Mr. Stewart, the vicar, was Swithin, all odd to be sure, but not quite odd enough to be faerie names.

 Then Martha recalled a play she had read to old Mrs. Stewart. The faeries in that had been called Cobweb and Mustardseed and Moth. Had William Shakespeare made them up, or did he really know? If Edward’s name was something like that, she would never guess in a hundred years.

 Reaching home, she fell into bed. Not rousing even when her sisters joined her, she slept the clock around and half way round again.

* * * *

 When she awoke at last, Martha knew what she must do. One person was bound to know the answer: Edward’s mother.

 Lady Tarnholm was a nixie, Edward had said, a water sprite who could undoubtedly turn Martha into a frog, a toad, or a newt if she so chose. Yet a faerie given to turning people into frogs was not likely to bring up her son to be kind and gentle and chivalrous.

 That day, Martha could not get away from her family. She swore them to secrecy and told them, all but the littlest ones, everything that had happened at the great house, except her promise to Lord Tarnholm. They were incredulous, excited, doubtful.

 Mam frowned and said forebodingly, “I don’t know as I wants my daughter being a duchess up at the great house. They’re not our sorts of folks. You won’t know how to go on among ‘em, our Martha.”

 “I’ll learn, Mam.”

 “Then you’ll be getting so high and mighty you won’t want to speak to the likes o’ your family.”

 “I won’t, Mam, I promise.”

 “How’re we to know they’ll treat you right? His Grace ain’t done too well so far.”

 “It’ll be different once we’re wed,” Martha said hopefully, though not without a tiny twinge of doubt, quickly suppressed. “Just wait and see.”

 “O’ course it will,” roared Pa. He was ecstatic, his round, red face beaming so wide it was like to split in two. “My girl a duchess! Don’t that beat all?”

 “Ye’re a fool, Thomas Miller,” Mam snorted. “Never could see past the end o’ your nose.”

 Pa paid her no mind. “What the fellows’ll say when I tell ‘em our Martha’s to be her Grace! I’m off to the Pig.”

 “That you’re not!” said Mam sharply. “Not but what they’d only think ‘twas more o’ your braggery, but look where your tongue nearly got us—out on the street if we was lucky, or mebbe in gaol.”

 Pa sobered. “Oh, ar,” he said with a sheepish look.

 “‘Tis thanks to Lord Tarnholm we’re not left wi’out a roof over our heads, him and our Martha. And you swore to her you’d not tell a soul.”

 “Eh, then, your mam’s right, I did that, our Martha. I just forgot a bit, but your pa don’t break his promises. I won’t breathe a word till the banns be read.”

 “Course you won’t, Pa.” Martha kissed him and Mam, then spent the rest of the day helping with all the chores left undone because of her absence.

 As she worked, the question nagged at her brain: What was Lord Tarnholm’s faerie name?

 And what would the duke do if Lady Tarnholm refused to tell Martha, and she failed to guess, and she had to give up his son and heir to his cousin?

 


Chapter VII

 

 On the third day, early in the morning, Martha set out for Lady Tarnholm’s lake.

 She knew roughly where to find it, though no one ever went there. It was tucked away in an isolated corner of the Tarnholm Manor park, surrounded by overgrown woods full of brambles and bracken.

 Though the sun shone in a cloudless pale blue sky, frosted leaves crunched underfoot as she made her way beneath the bare birches. She came to the end of the trees. Pushing between green laurels and leafless hazel bushes hung with swelling catkins, she came out on the bank of the lake. Only a bed of withered reeds separated her from the silent, enigmatic waters where dwelt the nixie.

 “Lady Tarnholm?” she called uncertainly, feeling foolish. “My lady? Are you there?”

 A plop startled her. A growing circle of ripples showed where a fish had jumped or a small water beast had dived. Martha hoped she would not have to follow it into the depths to speak to the baroness.

 At the far end of the lake, mallards were scavenging head down in the shallows while a moorhen bobbed along nearby. Watching them, Martha was taken by surprise when a voice quite close to her said, “Oh, it’s you, Martha dear.”

 “M-my lady,” she stammered, curtsying as she stared, her fears banished by fascination.

 The head emerging from the water looked much too young to be Lord Tarnholm’s mother. The nixie’s sleek green-gold hair was bound with a fillet of gold set with aquamarines that sparkled in the sun, no more brilliant than her slanted green eyes. Her smooth white shoulders were bare, the extreme décolleté of her watered-silk gown displaying a superb necklace of aquamarines and pearls.

 “Oh dear, I do feel overdressed,” she said with a friendly smile. “But why did you call me Lady... Oops, I’ve got in a muddle over time again. Never mind all that nonsense, then, we shall start afresh. Do tell me, pray, what I can do for you, young lady?”

 “You are Lady Tarnholm?” Martha enquired doubtfully. “Edward’s...his lordship’s mama?”

 “I am indeed. You think it odd of me, I daresay, to reside in the lake when there is a perfectly good house. I find it quite comfortable, I assure you, though it is a bit cramped after the Norfolk Broads—that’s where I met James, Edward’s father. I could go back to the Broads now. The queen confined me to the estate only for James’s lifetime. But as you can imagine, I stay on because I prefer to be near Edward.”

 “Surely not Queen Charlotte? No, of course not. Does your ladyship mean Queen Titania?”

 “That’s what she calls herself,” said Lady Tarnholm tartly. “Plain Mab it was till she was elected queen, back around 1550. And to make sure everyone realizes how superior she is now, she gives her courtiers perfectly beastly names like Peasepudding and Beetle.”

 “Shakespeare had it nearly right! Queen Titania confined you to the estate?” Martha asked, enthralled, her vital errand half forgotten.

 “She doesn’t approve of marriage between faerie and mortal, dear. Though carrying-on is all right, and she does plenty of it, let me tell you. However, she made a law against proper church weddings. She didn’t hear about James and me until too late to stop us, but that made her madder than a hornet, so at my poor dear Edward’s christening...”

 The woodland lake faded before Martha’s eyes.

 She found herself drifting through french doors, open to a flower-filled garden, into an elegant drawing room. Facing her, Lady Tarnholm reclined on a green brocade chaise longue. She was now demurely clad in blue cloud muslin like the reflection of a summer sky in the surface of her lake, but otherwise she was unchanged.

 She winked at Martha.

 Behind her, holding her hand, stood a tall, well-built young man, with an attractive, amiable face, his hair tied back in a queue in the fashion of the last century. Martha recognized him as the late James, Baron Tarnholm.

 His sister, the Duchess of Diss, young and pretty but with a familiar tentative air, perched on the edge of a chair. On her lap she held a bonny baby swathed in a long lace christening gown and cap. Her husband, but for his powdered hair the very image of his son Reginald, the present duke, stood beside her, looking bored. Two or three older people Martha did not know sat in a group.

 Over this gathering presided a youthful Swithin Stewart, Vicar of Willow Cross, in his clerical bands. As Martha watched, he picked up a silver chalice of holy water and took a step towards where the baby lay gurgling placidly in his godmother’s arms.

 A small, lithe mannikin dressed all in Lincoln green with a red cap darted in through the french doors, crying out, “Daphne, ‘ware the queen! ‘Ware Mab!”

 Lady Tarnholm sprang to her feet and ran towards her child. Half way there she stopped, rooted to the Wilton carpet, as a swarm of slender sprites rushed into the room in a smoky swirl of gossamer draperies.

 Their leader, tall and beautiful, crowned with a garland of rare orchids, laughed a silvery laugh with a spiteful undertone. “Aha, the baby in the duchess’s arms. This is a task for you, Peppercorn.”

 One of her followers moved forward, her grin revealing pointed teeth. She began to recite an incantation, and as she spoke, Martha saw to her horror the baby’s little face melting and changing.

“‘I speak severely to my boy,

“‘I beat him when he sneezes;

“‘For he can thoroughly enjoy

“‘The pepper when he...’ 

Aa...aaa...atchooo.”

 Lady Tarnholm was vigorously shaking a tiny, lace-edged handkerchief at her, shouting “Off with her head! Off with her head!”

 Except for Martha, who was not really there, all the humans in the room started to sneeze helplessly, including the baby. His nose had turned into a pig’s snout, his tiny hands into pointed trotters.

 “Stickleback!” shouted the queen.

 Peppercorn retreated, still sneezing, but the rest of the faerie court were unaffected by Lady Tarnholm’s counter-spell. Another came forward, hands slowly waving like a fish’s fins. The baby’s eyes grew fishy and silvery scales covered his piggy ears.

 Perhaps Queen Mab had forgotten that her rebellious subject was a water sprite. Lady Tarnholm had considerable power over aquatic creatures, and as she fought back with words and gestures, her son’s features distorted again, changing back towards humanity.

 “Toadstool!” Mab shrieked.

 Again a water creature: In the battle, the baby’s skin shifted between pink and muddy greenish-brown, warts erupted and vanished, eyes protruded and subsided. But Toadstool had no real connection with toads. Lady Tarnholm was winning.

 “Foxglove!” The queen’s last follower.

 As rust-red fur sprouted on the baby’s head, the Reverend Stewart made a heroic effort to overcome his sneezes. Gabbling the words of the baptismal service, he sloshed the contents of the chalice over the infant and marked a cross on his forehead. The faeries fell silent.

 Though Edward James Frederick was undeniably human, he was no longer a bonny babe, but quite the plainest child Martha had ever seen. Tears rose to her eyes as she realized that the dreadful contortions his poor little body had suffered had marked him for life.

 Lord Tarnholm caught his wife as she slumped.

 Queen Mab laughed again, mocking. “Edward James Frederick? He needs a faerie name, too,” she observed.

 “Stumblebumpkin,” suggested Stickleback sycophantically.

 “Fumblepipkin,” cried Foxglove.

 “Tumblewiltshin,” croaked Toadstool.

 “Piglet.” Peppercorn blew her nose on a cobweb and cast a malevolent glance at Lady Tarnholm.

 “He shall be Rumplestiltskin,” the queen decreed. “I wish you joy of him, Daphne dear.”

 As she led her followers out, the drawing room faded. Martha found herself again on the bank of the lake.

 “And I have had joy of him,” said Lady Tarnholm sadly, “along with the pain. Robin Goodfellow warned me just in time to prevent the worst. Edward was the sweetest child, always affectionate and considerate, always patient despite his difficulties, and he has not changed as a man. I could not ask for a better son.” 

 Martha nodded agreement, but she said with a puzzled frown, “I have the oddest feeling, ma’am, that I once read a tale about all that has happened in the past week. Only in the story, the duke was a king, and the miller’s daughter had to spin straw to gold.”

 “I daresay, dear,” said the nixie. “These stories get badly garbled before anyone writes them down. What Lewis Carroll made of that pig and duchess business! Or is it the other way round? And Shakespeare—you mentioned Shakespeare—put in a bit at the end, where Oberon casts a protective spell:

 “‘And the blots of Nature’s hand

 “‘Shall not in their issue stand;

 “‘Never mole, hare-lip, nor scar,

 “‘Nor mark prodigious, such as are

 “‘Despised in nativity,

 “‘Shall upon their children be.’

 “Only, of course, he was too late for Edward. Oberon was, that is. Or perhaps Shakespeare?”

 “But Shakespeare was hundreds of years ago! And how could I have read the story of the miller’s daughter when it only just happened?”

 Lady Tarnholm groaned. “Don’t ask. Time has me going round in circles. Why, when you arrived today—was it today?—I quite thought you had already...But I mustn’t say,” she added hastily. “It’s against all the rules. You will come and visit me again, won’t you?”

 “Oh yes, my lady, if I may. Thank you so very much for your help.”

 “Not at all, my dear. I am sure everything will turn out for the best.” Lady Tarnholm waved graciously, then performed a complicated twist and, with a shocking display of legs, she dived into the depths of the lake.

 Martha made her way back through the bushes. In the birch wood she found a rabbit path leading in the direction of the baron’s house. His mama had given her the answer to his riddle. Now she was free to marry the duke without dreading his anger over her promise.

* * * *

 Lord Tarnholm’s manor was not at all like a palace, more like a larger version of the Stewarts’ comfortable vicarage, a solid, friendly-looking house of warm red brick. Martha walked around to the servants’ entrance, dreaming of the day when, as Duchess of Diss, she would roll up to the front door in her own comfortable carriage with the ducal crest on the door.

 The housekeeper, Mrs. Wellcome, was Pa’s sister’s husband’s cousin. “It’s nice to see you, Martha,” she said. “I don’t get down to the village often these days, mostly just christenings and funerals and weddings. You’ll be marrying young Tad one of these days, I daresay?”

 “That’d be telling, Mrs. Wellcome. Can I see his lordship?”

 “Brought a message from your father? I hope it’s nothing urgent, for his lordship’s not well in himself, if you know what I mean.”

 “He is ill?” Martha asked, alarmed.

 “Not exactly ill, no more than usual with his poor leg and his aches and pains, poor dear gentleman. No, he was up at the great house for three days,” Mrs. Wellcome explained, “and since he came home he’s been that blue-devilled. We’re all worried about him. Not but what he’ll see you, anyway, for he don’t ever turn anyone away.”

 Dismayed, Martha followed the housekeeper. Why was Lord Tarnholm unhappy? Was it so important to him to bring up his cousin’s son and heir—her son? Did he regret leaving her a way out? She hated to disappoint him, but she was frightened of the duke.

 She seemed to hear her own voice echoing in her ears, singing:

“She’s robbed him of his horse and ring,

“And left him to rage in the meadows green.”

 And Edward’s voice: “The ladies emerge victorious in all your favourite songs.” 

 But songs were not real life, alas. In real life, a poor girl did not refuse a rich duke’s hand for the sake of her true love. In real life, she married him, Martha thought muddledly, as the miller’s daughter in the story had married the cruel king who threatened to cut off her head if she failed to spin straw into gold.

 Mrs. Wellcome opened a door and Martha recognized the room where Edward had been christened. The brocade chairs and sofas were covered with blue-striped satin now, and a fine fire blazed in the fireplace opposite the french windows.

 “It’s Martha Miller, my lord, wants a word with your lordship. Go on in,” Mrs. Wellcome urged as Martha hesitated on the threshold. “His lordship won’t bite.”

 Edward rose from a chair by the fire and limped towards her, smiling wryly. “Three days,” he said. “I take it you have discovered my name?”

 “Yes, my lord.”

 Gazing into his silvery eyes, she saw unhappiness, yearning, and an unselfish kindness that was glad for her sake that she had won.

 Something glimmered between them, a faint, insubstantial pattern, connecting them with a tracery as strong as steel—and as brittle as glass. Martha realized she could shatter it with a single word.

 She recalled Edward’s loathing for his grotesque, taunting faerie name and she knew she could not bring herself to pronounce it. She could not bear to hurt him because...because....

 How could she have been so blind?

 “Your name is Edward James Frederick,” she cried. “I don’t want to marry the duke, after all, because I love you.”

 And she ran into his arms, and he clasped her to his heart.

 

 


ALADDIN’S LAMP


 


Prologue

 

 Though Alan’s mind still followed a strand of the tangle of English jurisprudence in the books he left behind, his feet bore him out of the college and round the corner into Holywell Street. As he passed the dusty window of a curiosity shop, a blue glitter caught his eye. A sunbeam had fought its way through the murky glass to sparkle on a string of beads. It reminded him that today was his mother’s birthday, a fact liable to get lost in a head full of legal complexities. The necklace would be a good present.

 A bell tinkled as he pushed open the door and went in. “How much are you asking for those beads in the window?” he asked the stooped old man who appeared from a back room.

 “The blue ones? Half a guinea.”

 “I’ll give you half a crown.”

 “Ten bob, and that’s rock bottom. They’re genuine Strass glass, they are.”

 Even for “genuine imitations,” ten shillings was much more than Alan could justify spending on anything so frivolous. He shook his head, but he went on to poke amongst the extraordinary collection of oddments on the shelves.

 They varied from a forget-me-not decorated chamber-pot with a broken handle to an exquisite ivory horse from China; from odd forks and spoons of both silver and Sheffield-ware to a ship’s compass. Alan found a gold watch with a repeater mechanism. He listened to its chime, and was regretfully replacing it on the shelf when he saw the perfect gift.

 The small vessel was the exact shape of Aladdin’s lamp in the illustration in his mother’s favourite book. Pointed at one end, it was rounded at the other, with a curving handle and a circular foot. It would amuse her, and it only needed a wick and oil to be useful, too.

 Taking it from the dim depths of the shop over to the counter at the front, Alan saw that his find was heavily coated with verdigris. Cleaning it was going to be quite a chore.

 “How much?” he asked.

 “A crown.”

 “Five bob? But it’s green with age!”

 “Proves it’s copper or brass, not just tin.”

 “There may be nothing left once the corrosion is cleaned off.”

 With a grunt, the dealer prodded the lamp. “Tell you what, I’ve had it lying around for years. Half a crown.”

 “A shilling.”

 “A florin.”

 “Eighteen pence,” said Alan hopefully.

 “One and nine,” the man countered.

 “All right, if you’ll wrap it for me.”

 Grudgingly the old man nodded. He produced brown paper and string, while Alan dug the coins from his thin purse.

 The parcel safe in his coat pocket, Alan continued along Holywell Street and across the grounds of Magdalen College to the footpath on the bank of the Cherwell.

 


Chapter I

 

 “A perfect day, and amazing warm for May,” Lady Beatrice said gaily, as the boat slid out from the willows’ shade into a patch of sunshine. Conscious of the admiring gaze of a shabby young man tramping along the river-bank path, she adjusted her pink and white parasol to frame the golden curls beneath her Leghorn hat. “A punt is a delightful mode of transport, is it not, Miss Dirdle?”

 Her companion and ex-governess nervously surveyed the smooth, grey-green surface of the River Cherwell. “Delightful,” she murmured in a tone utterly lacking in conviction.

 “I shan’t upset you, ma’am, never fear!” cried Cousin Tom, the young gentleman wielding the punt pole. “Punting’s safe as houses.”

 “It’s my turn, Tom,” insisted Lord Wendover. Tom’s best friend and a fellow-student at Magdalen College, he was madly enamoured of Bea, and always trying to impress her. Impeccably dressed in fawn trousers and a blue morning coat, he had tied his starched white cravat so high it held his chin up at an uncomfortable angle.

 Tom, in buckskins, a shooting jacket, and a red Belcher kerchief, said scornfully, “Don’t be a sapskull, Windy, you can’t punt in that rig-out.”

 Resorting to nursery language, Lord Wendover snapped, “Can too!” as he stood up and reached for the pole.

 A brief tussle rocked the boat, till Miss Dirdle’s cry of alarm made Tom let go. A moment later, Lord Wendover was left clinging to his trophy as the punt moved on without him. Tom made a grab for his friend, the punt tilted, and Bea found herself floundering in the chilly Cherwell.

 Annoyed, but not particularly alarmed, for Tom had taught her to swim years ago, Bea quickly found her feet in three feet of water. She looked around, recovering her breath. The punt, tenantless, was heading downstream for the Isis. Lord Wendover still clutched his pole as it slowly tilted riverward. Tom stood waist-deep laughing at him, heedless of the plight of his cousin and her companion.

 “Miss Dirdle!” Where was she?

 “I have her, ma’am.” The shabby fellow from the footpath emerged from the river like Neptune from the waves, the elderly gentlewoman coughing and spluttering in his arms. “Just let me carry her to the bank and I’ll come back to give you a hand.”

 “Thank you, sir!” Bea exclaimed gratefully. She started to wade towards the bank, her thin muslin skirts dragging at her legs. Miss Dirdle’s heavy bombazine gown (“Ne’er cast a clout till May be out” was one of her favourite maxims) together with panic must have pulled her down. She might have drowned but for her gallant rescuer.

 He laid her on the grass and turned to help Bea.

 “Don’t come in again,” she said, looking up at the hatless figure, water streaming from his short, dark hair. “Though you can scarcely get any wetter, I admit.” Reaching the bank, she held out her hands.

 Grasping them, the young man hauled her out. She stumbled against him and he caught her in his arms, but he let her go at once. As he stepped back, one hand out to steady her, their eyes met.

 For an instant, an electrical current seemed to sizzle between them. Bea lost her breath again.

 Then his gaze rose to her hat and he said, a quiver in his voice, “I fear your bonnet will not recover from its ducking.”

 “N-no matter.” Her voice quivered too. “I shall enjoy shopping for another. I must thank you, sir, for saving my companion.”

 “It was nothing.” His eyes dropped and a slow flush rose in his cheeks. Hurriedly he turned away, stripping off his sodden coat. “I hope the lady... Ma’am, are you all right?”

 Miss Dirdle sat up, gasping. Dye from her black bonnet streaked down her cheeks, and the bombazine adhered to her bony chest. Bea took a step forward to join the old lady.

 The young man stopped her and thrust his coat into her hands. “Here,” he muttered with apparent confusion, “it’s no drier than your...than you are, but...but...”

 “Lady Beatrice!” cried Lord Wendover, sploshing up onto the bank. “I say, I’m most awfully sorry.”

 “Bea, you are a sight!” That was Tom, of course.

 Bea looked down at herself and realized her gown clung like a second skin. With renewed gratitude, she shrugged into the stranger’s coat. He was tall, so the tails reached almost to her ankles and concealed—from the back, at least—the greater part of her exposed figure.

 He was leaving, at a rapid stride. Bea hurried after him, as close to running as allowed by her wet skirts and Miss Dirdle’s rigorous training in ladylike conduct. She caught his shirtsleeve.

 “Sir, how shall I return your coat?”

 Half turning towards her, but not looking, he mumbled, “Alan Dinsmuir, at Wadham College, ma’am.”

 The patched cambric slipped from between her fingers, and he hastened on.

 “Bee-ya!” Tom called.

 She paused for a moment, staring after him, hugging his coat about her. Had she imagined that shock of awareness between them? It had struck her like the jolt from the electrical apparatus Tom once brought home to Hinksey Hall. Mr. Dinsmuir must have felt it! Or had his voice shaken because he was trying not to laugh at her disgraceful appearance?

* * * *

 Alan’s feet bore him automatically across Magdalen Bridge, up Headington Hill, and through the village. He was unaware of the stares as he passed soaking wet, hatless, in his shirtsleeves. Before him floated a piquant face with golden curls, and rosy lips parted in a saucy smile, and eyes the blue of a cloudless summer sky—which yet had the power to strike a man with lightning.

 His gaze still on this vision, he came to his mother’s cottage, a short way beyond the village. Opening the gate in the high hawthorn hedge, where bees hummed amidst the may-blossom, he crossed the tiny garden in a few strides, and stepped into the low-ceilinged, stone floored kitchen-parlour.

 Mrs. Dinsmuir dropped her sewing in her lap. “Dearest,” she exclaimed, “what has happened?”

 “I have just met the most beautiful girl in the world, Mother,” he answered dreamily.

 “And she robbed you of your best coat and hat, and pushed you in the river?” Mrs. Dinsmuir asked in horror as he stooped to kiss her.

 Alan returned to Earth, glancing down at his sodden clothes with a rueful smile. “No, she was boating on the Cherwell with a couple of oafs who overturned the punt.”

 “So you pulled her out?”

 “Not even that, alas.” He sighed. “She found her own feet and was obviously safe, whereas her elderly companion went under and failed to reappear. I had to find the old lady first, so I cannot even figure as Lady Beatrice’s gallant rescuer. Yet she thanked me as prettily as if I were. She is the dearest creature!”

 “Lady Beatrice,” said his mother, dismayed, “the daughter of an earl, or marquis, or even a duke. Alan, pray do not set your heart on a female so far above your touch.”

 “I’m hardly in a position to support a wife of any sort, Mother, far less one accustomed to a life of luxury. I cannot even support you.” He scowled at the needlework she had taken up again, piecework which added a meagre sum to her meagre annuity. “I wish I had not promised Father to qualify as a lawyer.”

 “It was his dying wish, dearest, that you should not be a poor schoolmaster all your life, as he was. Think how well we shall live once you are a solicitor...but not with an expensive wife.”

 “You need not fret, Mother. I’ve only seen her once, and barely spoken to her. In the unlikely event that she accepted my proposal, her father certainly would not. But at least I shall see her once more. She asked where to find me so as to return my coat.”

 Mrs. Dinsmuir glanced around her clean, tidy, but sadly humble dwelling in alarm. “She will not come here?”

 “No, I told her Wadham College. Come to think of it, she will no doubt send a footman with my coat.”

 “Very likely, dearest. What became of your hat?”

 “It floated off down the river,” Alan admitted with a sheepish look. “Stupidly, I didn’t take it off before I plunged in. I’ll have to make do with the old one for now, and look about the second-hand shops in town.”

 That reminded him of the curiosity shop, and the present he had bought for her birthday. Unless it had fallen out of his pocket in the river, Lady Beatrice would find the parcel and return it with his coat, but with no sense of urgency. Too late now to buy something else.

 “Mother, I had something for your birthday, but it was in my coat pocket—”

 “I am far too old to celebrate birthdays, dearest. But it was a kind thought, and I thank you. Go and change now, before you catch a chill,” Mrs. Dinsmuir urged. “Your things will dry in the garden before you have to go back to Wadham.”

 Alan went up to his cubby-hole under the eaves, across from his mother’s slightly larger chamber. Here he kept the tattered clothes he wore for gardening. He changed and took his wet things down to drape over a bush in the back garden, then he did some weeding. When his mother called that the kettle was boiling for tea, he pulled a few radishes and took them in.

 She always had fresh tea-leaves when he came, though he knew she would reuse them more than once. He suspected the bread and radishes they ate with their tea would be her last meal of the day. As a Scholar, he would eat a good dinner, for his room and board were provided by his college during the term. When he graduated in June, he would lose that. The pitiful salary he expected to earn during the required three years as an articled clerk would scarcely make up for it.

 No, he had nothing to offer Lady Beatrice.

 After tea, Mrs. Dinsmuir sat down by the open front window and took up her sewing again. “Read to me for a while before you go,” she requested. “There is light enough, these long evenings.”

 “The Arabian Nights?” he asked with a smile, going to the book-shelf.

 “Yes, let us have one of the voyages of Sindbad the Sailor.” At a sound outside, she glanced out of the window. “Oh, who can this be?”

 Alan joined her. A plump young woman in grey calico and a plain chipstraw bonnet was coming down the path to the front door. As she raised her hand to knock, Alan opened the door.

 “Can I help you, miss?”

 She looked him up and down and said doubtfully, “Be you Mr. Dinsmuir? Mr. Alan Dinsmuir.”

 Wishing he had changed out of his gardening clothes, even if the others were still damp, Alan said, “I am. What can I do for you, miss?”

 For answer, she turned and hurried back towards the gate, calling, “It’s him, my lady, it’s him right enough!”

 In consternation, Alan backed into the cottage, madly trying to smooth his hair with his hand.

 Out in the lane, Bea’s footman handed her down from the barouche. “Bring the parcels, Ephraim,” she ordered.

 CHERRY TREE COTTAGE read the sign on the gate. Passing her maid with a murmur of thanks, Bea trod firmly up the garden path. The well-kept garden was full of gay tulips, candytuft, sweet williams, and columbines. A rambler rose with swelling buds climbed the tiny thatched cottage, its leaves glossy against the whitewashed wall.

 Bea scarcely noticed. She was concentrating on not appearing as nervous as she felt.

 The proper thing to do would have been to send a footman to return Mr. Dinsmuir’s coat and the odd object she had found in its pocket. It was not that she wanted to see him again, she told herself. That instant of world-shaking communication between them must surely have been pure fancy. But she could not count on a footman to explain properly about the hats.

 She glanced back. Yes, Ephraim had all three parcels, the two big ones and the little one, rewrapped when the soggy paper tore.

 When she turned her head again, Mr. Dinsmuir stood in the doorway. The clothes he now wore were not merely shabby, but ragged and grubby, Bea saw in dismay, glad she had worn her simplest gown, blue-sprigged white muslin with a blue sash at the high waist. His face was the same, though, except that his hair had dried to light brown. His eyes were brown, too—she had been too stunned to notice the colour before. This time there was no shock, just a feeling of warm, comfortable recognition.

 Gladly she saw his embarrassment fade, felt her own ebb. Smiling, he bowed.

 “Good evening, Lady Beatrice. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

 “I went first to Wadham College. The porter told me you were out, and directed me hither to your mother’s house.”

 “Alan,” came a voice from within, “do not keep the young lady standing on the doorstep, pray.”

 Seeing his uncertainty, Bea said, “Will you not present me to Mrs. Dinsmuir? I must tell her how her son so nobly rescued my poor Miss Dirdle.”

 “How is the lady?” he asked hurriedly, stepping aside to allow her to enter.

 “Perfectly well, but she has retired to her bed as a precaution. Against what, I am not perfectly sure!”

 As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light inside, Bea saw a tall woman in black, who rose and came to meet her. Her brown hair, neatly banded, was scarcely touched with grey. She could not be more than fifty, while Alan appeared to be in his mid twenties, older than most undergraduates.

 “Mother, Lady Beatrice... Good lord, I don’t know your surname!” said Mr. Dinsmuir as the ladies curtsied to each other. “How odd!”

 Heartened by this evidence that he felt the same sense of long-standing familiarity, Bea said, “Albrough is my family name, ma’am.”

 “Hinksey’s the title,” said a loud, disapproving voice behind her. “The Most Honourable, the Marquis of Hinksey.”

 “Thank you, Ephraim,” snapped Bea in annoyance. “Put the parcels on that table, if you please, and then you may go back to the carriage.”

 “I didn’t ought to leave your ladyship alone in here,” the footman said obstinately.

 “Don’t be tottyheaded! Molly will stay with me, not that I have any need of her. Do as I say.” As Ephraim reluctantly obeyed, Bea moved to the scrubbed white-wood table. “Mrs. Dinsmuir, I have brought back the coat your son lent me. I do hope it has not shrunk. Molly, have you scissors to cut the string?”

 “I didn’t bring none, my lady.”

 Mrs. Dinsmuir said quickly, “I shall untie the knots in a trice.” She set to work on the large, flat parcel.

 Realizing that string was a valuable commodity in this household, Bea stripped off her gloves and reached for the top knot on the bulky, odd-shaped package.

 “What is that?” asked Mr. Dinsmuir. “All you had of mine was my coat, and that.” He indicated the small parcel, but as he made no move to untie it, Bea did not comment on its curious contents.

 “However, you lost something else, I think,” she said as the knot loosened.

 “My hat, entirely through my own carelessness.”

 She smiled at him. “Entirely through your chivalrous haste. There.” She folded back the paper to reveal a stack of top-hats, nested one inside the next. “Not knowing what would fit you, I brought one of Papa’s, one an uncle once left behind, and three of Cousin Tom’s—one new and two grown-out-of.”

 “That’s very kind of you,” he said gruffly, taking the largest.

 “You must not suppose I intend to leave you with a cast-off. It is for emergency wear. I shall buy you a new one as soon as...Oh!” She clapped her hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Oh dear, even that is too small. You must have a great deal more brains than Papa.”

 The hat perched precariously on his head, he grinned at her.

“I shall have to make do with my gardening hat for the present,” he said.

 “Here is your coat, Alan,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir. “It looks none the worse for wear. Try it on.”

 “Excuse me a moment, Lady Beatrice.” Taking the coat, he turned towards the stairs.

 “Don’t go,” Bea said. “I have seen you in your shirtsleeves already and am none the worse for it. Change coats here.”

 So he pulled off his tattered coat and put on the other—struggled into it, rather. It was tight across the shoulders and the sleeves were now a good four inches too short. As he stood there with his arms sticking out like a scarecrow and the too small hat wobbling on his head, Bea tried desperately not to laugh.

 Her eyes met his, and the laugh escaped, and it was all right because he laughed too, and in that moment she knew she was going to marry him. What if he was a poor scholar? Papa was already furious with her, had dragged her down to the country in the middle of the Season, because she had rejected a duke’s heir. Besides the sheer folly of her behaviour, half the Beau Monde thought he had not come up to scratch. Either way it was a delicious scandal, and Bea was in disgrace. Her father could not be any more furious because she accepted a nobody. Somehow he must be won over.

 She had not the least doubt that, given the proper encouragement, Mr. Dinsmuir would propose.

 “Well, Mother,” he said now, “since you have a clown at hand to assist in the festivities, let me present your birthday present.” With a bow made awkward by the tight coat, he handed over the little package.

 “Is it your birthday, ma’am?” Bea asked as Mrs. Dinsmuir untied the knot. “May I wish you many happy returns?”

 “Thank you, my dear. Oh, Alan, just like Aladdin’s lamp in the picture! How splendid! Wherever did you find it?”

 “In a shop in town. It’s badly in need of cleaning, I’m afraid. I meant to polish it before giving it to you.” Taking the lamp from her, he picked up the paper it had been wrapped in and rubbed at the verdigris.

 A sound like a rushing wind filled the room, and a sharp, cold scent which made Bea think of darkness and unimaginable distances. She and the Dinsmuirs all recoiled as a column of swirling mist arose in their midst and began to coalesce into something huge and dark.

 Unable to tear her eyes from the apparition, Bea felt for Mr. Dinsmuir’s hand, found it, and clung.

 The Jinnee was immense, his turbaned head bent beneath the low ceiling. “I was asleep,” he said in a voice like thunder with a distinctly pettish undertone. “What do you want?”

 


Chapter II

 

 With a piercing shriek, Molly fainted. Bea hurried to tend to her maid, a crumpled heap in the corner. She knelt beside the girl, trying to make her more comfortable while not losing sight of the magical monster. In a moment Alan’s mother joined her, with a bowl of water and a cloth to bathe Molly’s face. Mrs. Dinsmuir, too, kept glancing over her shoulder.

 Meanwhile, Mr. Dinsmuir addressed the creature. If he had lost his wits in his surprise, it had not been for long.

 “For a start,” he said with commendable composure, “please reduce your size if you can, and the volume of your voice. You are frightening the ladies.”

 “Sorry,” muttered the Jinnee, shrinking rapidly until he was merely a tall, robust man. He forgot to adjust the size of his clothes, so that the smoke-grey robes draped in folds on the ground and the turban fell down over his fiery coal-black eyes. “Damn!” The garments contracted to fit.

 “And don’t swear in front of ladies,” Mr. Dinsmuir admonished him.

 “All right, all right. Did you wake me from centuries of sleep just to find fault? What can I do for you? You don’t want me to repeat all that stuff about being the slave of the lamp et cetera, do you? You seem to know what’s what.”

 “I’m familiar with the story of your association with Aladdin. Incidentally, he was a Chinaman and the story is Arabian, so how is it you speak English?”

 “By the Great Roc, how should I know? Magic is magic.”

 “Hmm,” mused Mr. Dinsmuir, “I wonder—”

 “Look here, O Master,” said the Jinnee with a touch of sarcasm, “I have no objection to your wondering, but if you want me to accomplish some task for you, perhaps I could get on with it while you wonder?”

 “By all means. I’d like new clothes.”

 “I’d like... What sort of order is that?”

 “Bring new clothes!” cried Mr. Dinsmuir. “And stop arguing!”

 The Jinnee vanished.

 Molly weakly raised her head. “Oh, my lady, what was that monster?” she whispered.

 The Jinnee reappeared, as large as before, bumping his head on the ceiling. “Ouch!”

 Molly promptly fainted again. Before her eyes were quite shut, the Jinnee had shrunk, remembering his clothes this time. At the same moment, Mr. Dinsmuir’s coat, shirt, breeches and the too-small top hat he still wore turned into a long robe of green silk embroidered in gold thread and a white turban with an emerald glittering in its folds.

 Bea had just time to decide he looked most impressive. Then she found herself swathed in draperies and peering out between a head shawl and a veil which covered all of her face but the eyes. Mrs. Dinsmuir was similarly enveloped, but for the veil. Molly—

 “Gracious heavens!” Bea pulled the shawl from her head and flung it over the transparent gauze which revealed most, if not quite all, of the maid’s charms.

 “English clothes!” bellowed Mr. Dinsmuir. “Please,” he went on in a voice taut with self-control, “bring English clothes in the present style for my mother and me, and restore Lady Beatrice and her servant to their own attire.”

 “Really? Pity, that slave-girl is worth a second look.”

 “Really!”

 “No need to shout, I’m doing my best. There, is that better?”

 Mr. Dinsmuir was now attired in a bottle-green morning coat which might have been fitted by Weston; a ruffled shirt, and a snowy cravat expertly tied with an emerald glittering in its folds; biscuit coloured waistcoat and Inexpressibles; Hessians with that shine only displayed by the finest leather; and a glossy beaver, curly-brimmed, which he hastily doffed and set on the table.

 If he had been impressive in Eastern garb, he was now complete to a shade, an elegant figure fit to mix with the most fashionable gentlemen of the Fashionable World. And with the ladies, too, thought Bea, relieved at the reappearance of her sprig-muslin. Mrs. Dinsmuir was the very picture of a handsome, well-bred widow, in black silk and jet beads, with a frilly, beribboned cap on her head.

 “Excellent,” said Mr. Dinsmuir.

 “I must ‘a’ bin dreaming,” said Molly, sitting up in her grey calico.

 “Not a slave-girl, by the way, Jinnee. As Lord Chief Justice Mansfield decided in 1772 in the case of the negro Somerset, slavery cannot exist in England.”

 “Is that so!” said the Jinnee in surprise. “Where does that leave me, I wonder? I’d better get back to Headquarters and find out.”

 He started to fade. Bea found it somehow even more disconcerting than his previous abrupt disappearance. Molly squawked and buried her face in her hands.

 “Wait!” Mr. Dinsmuir commanded. “First bring us a meal, if you please, a feast fit for a birthday celebration.”

 “That’s more like it,” the Jinnee approved. “I hear and obey, O Master.”

 He vanished. When he returned an instant later, he remembered to keep his size reduced, but the circular tray he bore was as vast as if he were still a giant. Ignoring the table, he set it on the floor, then looked round in a dissatisfied way. He snapped his fingers, and around the tray appeared three plump cushions, covered in brocade in glowing reds and blues, with gold fringes and tassels.

 The Jinnee frowned, still not quite satisfied. Again he snapped his fingers. Bea found herself kneeling on carpet instead of stone. Though nothing in the room had discernibly moved, the floor was now covered by a superb Persian rug, a Tree-of-Life design interwoven with birds and flowers.

 “If there’s nothing else for the moment,” said the Jinnee, “I’ll be off. Just rub if you want me.” With a wave, he rapidly faded out of existence.

 “Is he gone?” asked Molly, cautiously lowering her hands.

 “Yes,” Bea assured her. “I hope he is not gone for good, Mr. Dinsmuir. Loath though one must be to profit from slavery, perhaps you should have kept him in ignorance until your future affluence was assured.”

 “Perhaps I was a trifle precipitate,” he admitted ruefully.

 “We shall do very well, dearest,” said his mother. “Why, the carpet alone is of great value, and just look at the tray and the dishes on it. They are all gold and silver, and you my be sure it is not mere plate. Recall the story of Aladdin! We may live in luxury until you are admitted as solicitor, or in comfort for many years.”

 All very well, thought Bea, but it was not enough to persuade her father to let her marry Alan. With a sigh, she quoted another of Miss Dirdle’s favoured maxims, “No use crying over spilt milk.”

 “None at all,” Mrs. Dinsmuir agreed. “Will you dine with us, Lady Beatrice? There is plenty for your maid, too, I am sure. Alan, help me put the dishes on the table.”

 “Oh no,” said Bea, “it will be more fun sitting on the cushions in the Eastern style, like a picnic, if you will not be uncomfortable, ma’am. Molly, pray go and tell Ephraim and Coachman to go to the inn in the village and get something to eat. Here is a crown for them. They may pick us up in an hour.”

 “If you please, my lady, I’ll go too. Not a bite o’ that witched food’ll pass my lips,” the maid said ominously, “not if it was everso.”

 “As you choose. But don’t say a word of what has happened.”

 “Likely no one’d believe me anyways, my lady. Think I’m moon-addled, they would. I’ll keep mum.” She bobbed a curtsy and left.

 Mrs. Dinsmuir denying the possibility of discomfort, they all took their places on the cushions. The intricately chased gold tray was a good four feet across, crowded with silver bowls and platters, flagons and goblets. All the dishes were covered, some with silver domes, some with damask napkins.

 When Alan lifted the dome nearest him, cinnamon-scented steam arose from a concoction of saffron rice and lamb, studded with currants and pistachio nuts. Mrs. Dinsmuir found a stew of meat and apricots, while the crisp, layered pie before Bea turned out to contain chicken and eggs, sweetened, with onions and mixed spices. There were various vegetables, recognizable and exotic, some stuffed, some pickled. Quinces and apples rubbed shoulders with pomegranates and small orange fruits which—by the stones— must be fresh dates. Flat bread and oddly flavoured pastes, tarts and fritters: more food than ought reasonably to fit on the tray.

 The flagons contained wine, fruit sherbets, and something which smelled like sour milk.

 “I daresay it is intended to be sour,” said Bea doubtfully, bravely taking a sip. “Everything else is perfectly presented, if a trifle strange.”

 “A trifle!” Alan exclaimed. “It’s not quite the birthday feast I had in mind for you, Mother. I’m sorry.”

 “Nonsense, dearest, most dishes are simply delicious.”

 “Think of it as an adventure, Alan,” Bea suggested. Blushing as she realized she had used his christian name, she went on hurriedly, “Just the thing for a birthday surprise, even if one will be quite content to return to roast beef and green peas tomorrow. Beef in one form or another is always my cousin Tom’s first choice. But perhaps you prefer mutton, or ham, Mr. Dinsmuir?”

 “I prefer ‘Alan,’ Lady Beatrice,” he said softly.

 “Oh!” Her face flaming, she stammered, “My family and friends call me Bea, two syllables, Be-a, not bee like a bumblebee. Oh dear, I am babbling. But will you, please...?”

 “Of course, Bea dear,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir kindly, though she seemed rather dismayed, “if you are truly sure you wish it.”

 “I do.” The unintended echo of the marriage service further disconcerted her. She peeped at Alan.

 He said nothing, but the besotted bliss on his face was enough. Their fingers met and intertwined.

 The door knocker sounded. “Is that there monster in there?” came Molly’s voice. “I’ll wait out here for you, my lady.” 

 “Have I been here so long?” cried Bea, jumping up. “Mama will be wondering where I am. I shall be shockingly late for dinner and unable to eat a bite. I am coming, Molly.”

 “Wait a minute.” Rising, Alan reached for the lamp. “If I have not ruined everything, the Jinnee will transport you home in a trice.”

 Bea shook her head, half regretfully, half in relief. “It will not do. I hope I am not so poor-spirited as to be afraid of rushing through the ether, but Molly would die of fright—and so might the horses! Also, if Ephraim and Coachman find out about the Jinnee, everyone will soon know. I think it best that Papa does not discover what means you use to...to...” She stopped having worked herself into an inextricable position.

 “To turn myself into an eligible suitor,” Alan said soberly. “It will take some doing, even with the Jinnee’s help. Without, it may prove impossible.”

 “We shall manage, somehow. Mrs. Dinsmuir, may I call upon you tomorrow afternoon?”

 The widow sighed. “Yes, dear. I can only hope the two of you know what you are about. Alan—”

 “My lady?” Molly called nervously.

 “Coming.” Bea looked up at Alan.

 Tenderly his lips brushed hers. “Until tomorrow, darling Bea.” He went to open the door.

 Alan watched from the threshold until Bea disappeared behind the hedge. Then he listened to the thud of hooves, jingle of harness, and creak of wheels, fading away until a robin’s song rang louder. He turned and went into the cottage.

 His mother had lit a tallow candle and moved two dishes from the tray on the floor to the table. As she returned for more, he caught her by the waist in a big hug, lifting her inches off the floor.

 “She loves me!”

 “Put me down, Alan! I agree that Lady Beatrice appears to have taken a liking to you, but I put no faith in such sudden attraction. Very likely she will think better of it tonight and not turn up tomorrow.”

 Alan hardly heard a word. “Is she not wonderful?” he demanded, attempting to lift the tray. Failing, he helped to transfer the dishes to the table. “When the Jinnee appeared, her first concern was to succour that widgeon of a maidservant, though I know she also was terrified, for she clutched my hand.” He laid said hand against his cheek and stood for a moment in rapt contemplation.

 “A very pretty-behaved young lady,” Mrs. Dinsmuir concurred, “but a Lady, and far above your touch, dearest.”

 “Not with the aid of the Slave of the Lamp, Mother.”

 “Whom you have released from his bondage.”

 “I could not do otherwise. The law is the law.” Alan dropped despondently onto a chair and sat with his chin in his hand, gazing at the window, outside which dusk was gathering. “Perhaps he will continue to serve me out of gratitude.”

 “The Jinn in the stories are not noted for their gratitude upon release,” his mother pointed out, busy combining the left-over food in a few dishes and setting the empty ones aside to be washed. “Have you forgot the story of the fisherman who freed the Jinnee from the bottle and as a reward was nearly done to death?”

 “That was an Afreet, an evil Jinnee. Ours is one of the good ones. I think. I wonder, if we used the proceeds of selling this gold and silver to go to America, to one of the slave states, would he be bound to serve the owner of the lamp again? I could have him amass a fortune for me there, then come back and woo Bea—or rather Lord Hinksey—in proper form.”

 “It would scarcely be fair to her to ask her to wait for so uncertain an outcome, dearest.”

 “She will wait,” Alan said confidently. “She loves me. Still, perhaps it won’t be necessary. I’ll see if the Jinnee will answer my summons. Where is the... But I keep forgetting, Mother, the lamp is yours, not mine.”

 “It is the person who holds it, not who owns it, that counts. I shall not give it back, because it is quite the most exciting birthday present ever given me, but I am perfectly content to let you do the rubbing!” She found the green-tarnished lamp among the gleaming silver dishes and handed it to him. “Otherwise, I should take some sand to it and give it a good polishing.”

 “Let that be his first task,” said Alan, laughing in spite of his suspense, “if he comes.”

 Heart in mouth, he rubbed his knuckles across the lamp.

 A gale, heard and sensed rather than felt, swept through the room, disturbing not a hair on their heads. A tang like the smell of sea-brine made Alan think of small ships setting out across vast, uncharted oceans. Above the table between him and his mother, a column of writhing mist began to form.

 As its top reached the ceiling, a pair of flaming black eyes glowered through the haze. “To the deuce with this furniture-fixated society,” grumbled an irritable voice.

 The mist hopped down to the floor and solidified into the Jinnee, in his large but manageable form.

 “At your bidding I come, O Master,” he announced unnecessarily. “What is your command?”

 “Does this mean you are still slave to whoever holds the lamp?” Alan asked.

 “Not exactly. I’m a free Jinnee as long as the lamp is in a free country, but it seems I inadvertently engaged myself to serve you. An implied contract, they call it. A quarter’s notice on either side, and I hereby give notice. From your point of view, the catch is that you have to pay me for the next three months.”

 “Pay you what?”

 “It’s for you to make an offer, for me to accept or refuse.” He grinned cheekily. “There is one stipulation: my wages cannot consist of anything I myself have provided.”

 “You will not...” Mrs. Dinsmuir faltered, “...you will not kill him if he fails to propose a suitable salary?”

 The Jinnee drew himself up to his full height, incautiously growing until his head hit the ceiling. “Ouch! Madam, do I look like an Afreet?” he enquired, affronted.

 “Not in the least,” she hastily assured him. “That is the second time you have knocked your head. Is it sore? I have some comfrey balm which is excellent for bruises.”

 “Most kind!” The Jinnee was restored to good humour. Indeed, he looked quite gratified. “My turban protected me, madam, but I do appreciate your sympathy. By the Great Roc, no mortal has ever before proposed to do anything for me!”

 “I should very much like to do something for you,” Alan broke in, “to wit, to pay you an appropriate wage. However, so far I have racked my brains in vain. Do the rules allow me to request your own suggestions?”

 “Good question. I have no notion. I had best go and enquire.”

 As he began to fade, Mrs. Dinsmuir reached out to touch his sleeve. “Before you go, Mr. Jinnee,” she said, “I have one very small favour to ask. Will you be offended if I say the state of your lamp is unworthy of so powerful a being?”

 “I have often thought so myself, madam. My lamp, you say? To be sure, it belongs to me more than to its temporary possessors. Unfortunately, I cannot clean it without an order, and none have given me such an order.” 

 He looked hopefully at Alan, who still held the lamp. Alan obliged. “Please polish it.”

 In a twinkling, the lamp gleamed coppery in the candlelight. The Jinnee beamed. “Thank you,” he said.

 “Thank you,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir.

 “My pleasure, madam. Do you know, I cannot see the need to trouble Headquarters again in so small a matter. What I should like, sir,” he continued, almost shyly, “is to live with you as your servant, instead of having to dash here from the back of beyond whenever you summon me. I have never had an opportunity to observe the mortal world at leisure, just those bits and pieces I happen to catch sight of when on an errand.”

 “And that would be reward enough for your service?” Alan asked in surprise, and some dismay, eyeing the still-massive figure in his turban, robe, and billowing trousers.

 “Why not? Think about it: For millennia I’ve been at the beck and call of any fool who happens to pick up my lamp.” As he stressed the possessive, he cast an approving look at Mrs. Dinsmuir. “It’s been ‘Come here. Do this, do that, do the other. All right, we don’t need you any more, off you go to the nether world and kindly don’t reappear until you’re summoned.’ Positively demeaning, when you consider it.”

 “Most unfair,” Mrs. Dinsmuir said warmly.

 “You would not mind, Mother? Having the...gentleman about the place?”

 “Not a bit, dearest. I daresay Mr. Jinnee would not mind giving a hand with the housework now and then.”

 A trifle taken aback, the Jinnee glanced about the kitchen-parlour. “Surely, sir, you will not remain in this place—charming as it is, madam—” he put in hastily, “now that I am here to serve you. A palace, with a large staff, can be yours in the twinkling of an eye.”

 “Now wait a bit!” Alan exclaimed. “Let us not be too precipitate. This is going to take a great deal of thought. I must consult Bea as to the best way to win her father’s consent to our marriage. Her father is a marquis, you see, Jinnee, and I am naught but a poor scholar.”

 “Aha!” said the Jinnee. “So that’s the way of it. I suspected something of the sort. A delightful young lady, if I may be so bold, sir, though far from modestly dressed.”

 “She was perfectly modestly dressed,” Alan said hotly (much of the heat coming from a sudden memory of Bea emerging from the Cherwell, naiad-like, in skin-clinging, near-transparent muslin), “for this time and place. Which brings me to the question of your attire, Jinnee. If you wish to become part of the household, you will need to wear clothes that are rather...er...less remarkable, so as to avoid gossip.” 

 “You don’t expect me to wear one of those strangling things around my neck, do you?” the Jinnee asked in horror.

 “A cravat. Yes.”

 “And tight trousers? And no turban?”

 “I’m afraid so. And if you could reduce your size a little more, it would help.”

 The Jinnee heaved a long, gusty sigh. As he exhaled, he shrank, until his eyes were exactly on a level with Alan’s, though he remained considerably bulkier. At the same time, his robe and voluminous trousers metamorphosed until he was properly garbed for an upper servant—except for the turban.

 “No turban?” he asked wistfully.

 “Let him keep it, Alan,” urged his mother. “People will just assume he is an Indian. I am sure India nabobs sometime bring back native servants to England.”

 “Very well, at least for the present.” Alan found he was too tired after an emotionally exhausting day to consider the extraordinary situation from every angle. All he wanted was to be alone to hug to himself the knowledge that Bea loved him.

 “Thank you, sir.”

 “We shall see tomorrow what Bea thinks about the turban. Jinnee, I must return to college tonight, but you had best remain here, or you are free to go home—if that is the appropriate word—if you wish. Mother, I’m off. I’ll be back in the morning after chapel.”

 He kissed her cheek and turned towards the door. Before he reached it, he found himself flying through the night sky. Bright stars twinkled above, and as he swooped down Headington Hill the twinkling lights of Oxford came into sight below. He swept over the gleaming ribbon of the Cherwell. An instant later he was standing in his study-bedroom in Wadham College.

 Catching his breath, which he had held for the entire journey, so short a time had it taken, Alan dropped into a chair. He had not ordered the Jinnee to bring him here. If his new servant, with his shaky understanding of modern English life, had decided to lend a helpful hand without awaiting instructions, only trouble could ensue!

 


Chapter III

 

 Bea lay awake half the night. Part of the time she luxuriated in loving and knowing she was loved. Part of the time she wondered whether Alan Dinsmuir could possibly be as wonderful as she remembered him. And part of the time she wondered whether a gentleman so clever as to make a serious study of the law could possibly truly love anyone so frivolous as her unworthy self.

 Being young, she rose in the morning showing no sign of her restless vigil. On the contrary, she was full of confidence, determination, and energy.

 The energy demanded an immediate outlet. After a large breakfast with her father—she responded with sunny smiles to Papa’s ominous mutterings about girls who turned down the heirs to dukedoms coming to regret their folly and ending up as old maids—Bea set off across the park to climb Hinksey Hill.

 It was another beautiful day, the air crystal-clear. Though no great prominence, the hill afforded an excellent view of the city of Oxford. Bea had brought a map of the city and her father’s spy-glass. Seated on the dry turf, she amused herself with trying to pick out the buildings of Wadham College.

 Alan must finish his degree, she thought. He only had a few weeks to go. Who could tell when it might be useful?

 Papa might prove obdurate. Lowering the glass, Bea surveyed the vast Palladian mansion below, and sighed. She supposed it was natural that the owner of Hinksey Hall would refuse to let his only child wed a threadbare scholar whose home was a tiny cottage. With the Jinnee’s continued help, which was by no means certain, Alan would cease to be a threadbare scholar, but he would still lack a noble family.

 And what if something went wrong, as it did with Aladdin, whose wife and palace had vanished overnight? He had recovered them with the aid of a magic ring, but Alan had no such alternative Jinnee to call upon.

 Bea had some money of her own, fifteen thousand pounds she would come into on her twenty-first birthday. It sounded like a lot of money, if one did not spend hundreds of guineas on ball-dresses and such extravagances. However she had not the least notion whether it would suffice for three people to live on in modest comfort. Better to consider it a supplement to Alan’s earnings.

 “Gracious, how practical I am growing!” she said aloud with a little laugh.

 “I beg your pardon, my lady?” said a familiar voice behind her.

 “Oh!” Bea swung round, hand to thudding heart. “How you startled me, Jinnee.” Taking in his changed appearance, she went on doubtfully, “You are Mr. Dinsmuir’s Jinnee, are you not?”

 “After a fashion, my lady,” he said, bowing. “I apologize for startling your ladyship. Mr. Dinsmuir and I have come to an agreement over the terms of my service, but it was Mrs. Dinsmuir who sent me to speak to your ladyship. Madam is most concerned lest the master has misled himself in attributing your ladyship’s kindness to—ahem—warmer feelings.”

 Bea blushed. “No. You may tell Mrs. Dinsmuir that I am quite determined to marry her son. That is, if he...”

 “Your ladyship may rest assured that the master is...’heels over head’ was the expression madam used, I believe. Madam affirms that a mother cannot be wrong in such cases. I must say, the lad looked to me pretty far gone,” the Jinnee added confidentially.

 Throwing her arms around him, Bea stood on tiptoe to kiss his swarthy cheek, which promptly turned a dusky pink.

 “We’ll bring your father round, never fear,” he said in a gruff voice.

 At that moment, the church bells in the village began to ring for the morning service. “Bother, I shall be late for church,” Bea said. “See, the carriage is already at the door. Mama will be in high fidgets.”

 “I’ll take you down,” offered the Jinnee.

 Before Bea had time to accept or refuse, she was whisked through the air, and before she had time to gasp in shock, she was set down gently behind a pillar on the front steps.

 “Not far enough to get up a good speed,” the Jinnee’s voice grumbled in her ear. She spun around, but he was invisible. “I’m off back to madam,” he said. “Until later.”

 In a thoughtful mood, Bea went down the steps to the carriage. By luck or good management, no one seemed to have observed her whirlwind arrival. Nonetheless, the notion that the Jinnee had not awaited an order, or even a request, alarmed her. What might he take it into his head to do next?

* * * *

 After church, Bea persuaded Miss Dirdle that she really ought to call on the mother of the young gentleman who had saved her from drowning.

 Bea did not want to take Molly with her. The maid had convinced herself that yesterday’s horrid apparition was the result of eating something which disagreed with her. Best to leave her with that belief.

 Miss Dirdle, on the other hand, had introduced Bea to the Arabian Nights tales in childhood. A confirmed romantic at heart, the governess had sighed longingly over the exotic settings and magical happenings, and especially over the happily-ever-after love stories. What was more, she sympathized with Bea’s refusal to marry a man she did not love, however exalted his station.

 Hoping her dear Miss Dirdle would sympathize equally with her desire to marry a man she did love, however humble his station, Bea set out with her companion in the barouche.

 They drove through the city and across Magdalen Bridge. Miss Dirdle shuddered at the sight of the peaceable stream which had so nearly claimed her life.

 “Indeed, I owe Mr. Dinsmuir my hearty gratitude,” she affirmed. “You are right, my dear, though naturally one cannot call upon a gentleman, one may hope to encounter him at his esteemed parent’s abode, and there to express one’s thanks.”

 As they started up Headington Hill, Bea caught sight of a figure ahead of them, striding along the high, embanked footpath beside the road. Though last time she saw Alan walking away from her he had been shabby and soaking wet, she would have recognized him anywhere. Her heart gave an odd little jump, and she ordered the coachman to stop beside him.

 “Mr. Dinsmuir,” she said breathlessly, gazing up at his beloved face, high above her, “may we offer you a lift?”

 “My dear Lady Beatrice,” he said, his obvious elation on seeing her giving way to a grin, “the very sight of you lifts my heart so high, I am afraid of knocking my head against the sky. But if you will have your coachman move along to the next steps, I shall be delighted to come down and— Good Lord, what on earth?”

 He turned and stared up the hill.

 Bea became aware of an approaching clamour, dogs barking, boys cheering. She stood up and peered past the coachman.

 “Looks like the circus is coming to town, my lady,” he observed, pointing with his whip.

 He had to put it down suddenly as the racket made the horses sidle nervously. Bea knelt on the forward seat and steadied herself with a hand on its back.

 Down the hill came an extraordinary procession. In the lead, at a stately pace, came a beautiful girl in a robe embroidered with gold and studded with jewels. On her head she balanced a golden bowl covered with gold brocade, also gem-studded, glittering in the sunshine. At her side walked a plump African in voluminous white trousers, a brief jacket open down the front, and a turban. Behind them came another couple, just the same, and another, and another....

 “Jinnee!” swore Alan.

 Scrambling, he lowered himself from the embankment onto the barouche seat beside Bea, stepped to the floor, and thence sprang to the ground. While Bea collapsed in helpless giggles and Miss Dirdle sat open-mouthed, he ran to the first eunuch slave.

 “Stop!” he shouted.

 Without pausing in his pace, the African answered with a stream of liquid, incomprehensible syllables. The Jinnee’s magic translation effect apparently only worked for him in person. 

 Alan stepped in front of the front pair, arms spread wide. The column simply parted to flow around him. The parade continued down the hill towards the city.

 Hurrying back to the barouche, Alan jumped in. “Go on, Coachman,” he cried, “and make haste!”

 “Yes, do,” Bea seconded him, as the coachman turned to her for orders. She no longer felt like laughing. In a lower voice she said to Alan, “I dread to think what Papa will do if they reach Hinksey Hall.”

 “I’ll have that Jinnee’s blood!” Alan vowed vengefully.

 “If he has anything as mundane as blood in his veins. But, darling, he is just trying to help us. That is exactly what he did for Aladdin to win the Sultan’s consent, is it not, Miss Dirdle?”

 “Aladdin?” said Miss Dirdle in confusion. “Really, Lady Beatrice, I cannot conceive—”

 “My apologies, ma’am,” Alan said. “You must think us fit for Bedlam. Indeed, you may be right. My brain is in a whirl.” He clutched at his head. “Bea, you had better explain.”

 “First let me introduce you properly. Miss Dirdle, this is Alan Dinsmuir, the gentleman who fished you out of the Cherwell yesterday.”

 Miss Dirdle’s effusive thanks took them the rest of the way up the hill. The barouche turned off the main road, and Bea had time for only a brief explanation, which left Miss Dirdle more confused than enlightened, before they reached Mrs. Dinsmuir’s cottage.

 With a grim “Excuse me, ladies,” Alan sped through the gate in the hedge, shouting, “Where’s that Jinnee?”

 The footman who jumped down from the step at the back to hand down the ladies was not the disapproving Ephraim, Bea had made sure of that. Reuben used to smuggle her sugar-plums when she was in disgrace as a child. She swore him and Coachman to secrecy, sent them off to the inn for a pint of ale, then preceded an apprehensive Miss Dirdle up the garden path.

 The cottage looked bigger. Not conspicuously, with an extra wing, or storey, or even more windows—just as if it had been stretched in all directions. The impression was confirmed when Bea stepped in through the open door. The ceiling was higher. The kitchen area had vanished behind a partition. The remaining space easily accommodated the table and rush-bottom chairs she recalled, as well as a set of low, comfortably cushioned divans, where before three cushions on the floor had scarcely fitted.

 No sign of Alan, nor of the Jinnee. No raised voices. Bea clasped Mrs. Dinsmuir’s hands, held out to her as she entered.

 “What has he done, ma’am? What have they done?” Bea asked anxiously.

 “What happened? What has Alan in such a miff?” his mother asked at the same moment. “He dashed in here, raging, and commanded Mr. Jinnee to take him into town at once.”

 “Oh dear, was the Jinnee offended? I do hope Alan will remember how powerful he is and be tactful. He did not harm him, or threaten him?”

 “Certainly not!” said Mrs. Dinsmuir, quite sharply. “Mr. Jinnee is a charming and most obliging gentleman. I do not know what he did to make Alan angry, but I am perfectly certain his aim was to help.”

 “He does seem to wish to be helpful,” Bea admitted.

 “He told me he knew exactly the thing to make your papa look kindly upon...Oh!” She suddenly noticed Miss Dirdle, dithering on the threshold, and moved forward to greet her. “My dear ma’am, I am so sorry. Pray pay no heed to our nonsense. Do come in.”

 Bea hastily introduced them. Mrs. Dinsmuir seated her bewildered guest on one of her new divans. “You will feel the better for a cup of tea,” she said soothingly. “The kettle is on the hob, it will not take a moment.”

 “The very thing,” said Bea. “We came out straight after church, without any refreshment.”

 “Then you will like something to eat as well. I have some pastries, rather unusual but quite delicious.”

 “I shall come and help you carry everything.”

 “My dear Lady Beatrice!” Miss Dirdle exclaimed, shocked.

 Sitting down beside the old lady, Bea took her hands. “Miss Dirdle, Mrs. Dinsmuir is going to be my mama-in-law.”

 “Oh, my dear!”

 “I am quite determined to marry Mr. Alan Dinsmuir, with or without Papa’s permission.”

 “My dear child!”

 “But naturally I should prefer to have his blessing, and Mama’s, so we must strive to come up with a plan to win it, with or without the Jinnee’s help.”

 “The Jinnee?” said Miss Dirdle in a faint voice.

 “Large as life, and twice as natural—or rather, natural as life and twice as large. You will help, too, will you not?” Bea pleaded.

 “Of course,” Miss Dirdle vowed staunchly.

 “I knew I could count on you.” Bea kissed her, and followed Mrs. Dinsmuir to the kitchen to fetch the tea-tray.

 The pastries were indeed delicious, flaky and filled with nuts and honey. Munching and sipping, the ladies discussed the situation.

 First Bea described the parade. Mrs. Dinsmuir had to agree that forty black slaves and forty beautiful girls, even with gold bowls of priceless jewels on their heads, were unlikely to win the marquis’s favour.

 “Oh dear, I fear Lord Hinksey—like your coachman—would imagine someone had sent the circus to call.”

 “And were his lordship to be persuaded to believe the gems were genuine,” put in Miss Dirdle, “he would consider it mere vulgar display. I do hope Mr. Dinsmuir has succeeded in diverting the procession.”

 “Mr. Jinnee will see to it,” Mrs. Dinsmuir said with confidence, “once he understands the impropriety of such an offering to an English nobleman.”

 In spite of the widow’s assurances, Bea was by no means convinced that the Jinnee would not turn on Alan for scorning his enterprise. On tenterhooks, she wondered why they had not yet returned. After all, the Jinnee could make the entire procession disappear with a wave of his hand.

 “Am I to understand, ma’am,” Miss Dirdle was saying tentatively, “that the...the Jinnee is not a figment from Lady Beatrice’s dreams? He truly exists?”

 Mrs. Dinsmuir and Bea united to satisfy her doubts.

 Thrilled, eyes sparkling, the ex-governess clasped her hands. “I cannot wait to meet him!”

 She had quite a wait. The ladies had finished their second cups of tea and were all growing worried when at last Alan and the Jinnee materialized before them.

 “Oh!” squeaked Miss Dirdle.

 The Jinnee looked disgruntled. Alan dropped onto the nearest divan and mopped his brow.

 “Whew,” he sighed, “what a business!”

 “Alan, you did catch them before they reached Papa, did you not?” Bea moved over to sit beside him.

 “We caught up with them just as they crossed Magdalen Bridge, but there were far too many people watching to make them vanish.”

 “I had not thought. What a commotion that would have caused!”

 Alan grinned. “It might have been funny, but there was quite a commotion already, and I did not dare risk a riot. All down the High they marched, with the crowds growing, until by the time we came to Carfax the proctors and beadles had to be sent for to clear a way. Actually, a magistrate turned up and wanted them arrested for parading without a licence and causing disorderly conduct, but he could not make them understand so he gave up.”

 “Good gracious,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir, “how very fortunate they were not locked up in the city gaol. If they had disappeared from there, I hate to think of the consequences. But whatever did you do, Alan?”

 Miss Dirdle leaned forward. “Waited until they were out in the country, I expect,” she suggested.

 “Precisely, ma’am.” Alan bowed to her and she gave him a look of approval. “No one followed very far beyond the city streets, and if the odd yokel saw them dematerialize, he would hardly believe his own eyes, far less be believed.”

 “Oh darling, how clever,” Bea cried, gazing up at him admiringly. He looked down, and they lost themselves in each other’s eyes. His mother’s voice seemed to come from far away.

 “Neatly done, dearest.”

 “Am I to understand, madam,” said the Jinnee gloomily, “that you, too, disdain my efforts?”

 “Disdain? Never! Your desire to assist is altogether praiseworthy, Mr. Jinnee, and I respect you for it.”

 “However, my dear sir,” said Miss Dirdle, “undeniably, the method chosen was sadly inappropriate.”

 “It worked for Aladdin,” he pointed out.

 The two ladies did their best to soothe him, attempting to explain why a vast fortune in jewels was an unsuitable gift for a marquis. “Especially if it arrives on the heads of a column of maidens, however lovely, escorted by eunuch slaves,” Mrs. Dinsmuir added.

 “It makes no sense to me,” the Jinnee said frankly, “but I must take your word for it. Which leaves me with the question, what do we do next to bring a happy conclusion to their love?”

 The united scrutiny of the Jinnee, Mrs. Dinsmuir, and Miss Dirdle brought Bea and Alan out of their rosy haze.

 “Er, what?” said Alan, with less than his usual intelligence.

 “I await your commands, O master,” announced the Jinnee indulgently.

 “What shall we do next, dearest?” asked Mrs. Dinsmuir.

 “Good Lord, I haven’t the faintest idea. Bea, darling?”

 “Oh Alan, I simply do not know!”

 “Then listen to me,” said Miss Dirdle. “I have a splendid notion!”

 


Chapter IV

 

 “Dash it, Bea, a gentleman don’t come up to Oxford to study,” Tom protested. “Just to knock up a few larks, and get to know the right sort of people before going on the Town.”

 Lord Wendover nodded.

 “Then you refuse to help, because Alan is cleverer than you?” Bea asked scornfully, slashing with her riding whip at an inoffensive hedgerow. May-petals flew. Her mare and Lord Wendover started.

 “Nothing of the sort!” her cousin denied. “Dash it, Bea, the fellow’s nobody, and you’re the daughter of the Marquis of Hinksey.”

 Lord Wendover nodded.

 “That is why we need you,” Bea pointed out. “Colonel McMahon is bound at least to give you the courtesy of a hearing, as you are Papa’s heir. And even more so if Lord Wendover goes with you, as he already has a title.”

 Lord Wendover nodded.

 “Dash it, Bea, you can’t expect Windy to help when he’s in love with you himself.”

 Lord Wendover nodded.

 Bea said seriously, “Lord Wendover, if I were to tell you I will marry you in three weeks’ time, as soon as the banns can be read, what would you do?”

 “Oh, I say, Lady Beatrice,” his lordship bleated in alarm. “Not quite ready for marriage, don’t you know. Desperately in love with you and all that, but I was thinking of waiting a few years.”

 “Well I cannot wait, even if I wanted to marry you. I should be an old maid by then. Anyway, it is Alan Dinsmuir I want to marry. If you truly love me, you must want me to be happy, and I cannot be happy without Alan. I love him desperately.”

 “Can’t see what you see in the fellow,” Tom grumbled.

 “He saved Miss Dirdle from drowning.”

 “I’d have pulled you out first, Lady Beatrice,” Lord Wendover assured her.

 “It was your fault she fell in,” Tom reminded his friend, “but all the same, Windy’s right, Bea. No gallant beau in his senses would rescue an old crow—an elderly, ill-favoured lady,” he amended hastily, catching Bea’s kindling eye, “—before he saved the pretty young lady.”

 “Precisely,” said Bea.

 Tom and Lord Wendover looked at each other blankly, and shrugged. “There’s no understanding females,” said Tom. “Maggots in their heads, the lot of them. The fact remains, Dinsmuir’s nobody.”

 “But if Miss Dirdle’s plan works, with your help, he will not be nobody,” Bea said persuasively. “She says it is well known that the Prince Regent hands out titles right and left to people who ‘lend’ him money, without expecting repayment.”

 Lord Wendover nodded.

 “But Dinsmuir’s poor as a church mouse,” Tom objected.

 “Not any more. He has come into a vast fortune, quite unexpectedly, only you know Papa will not be swayed by mere wealth.”

 Tom was suspicious. “Where did all this rhino come from all of a sudden?”

 “From the Orient,” Bea said warily. The conspirators had decided to stick to the truth as far as was humanly possible.

 Lord Wendover nodded, knowledgeably this time. “Long lost uncle turned out to be an India nabob, I daresay.”

 “Something like that. But Alan cannot simply send Prinny a bank draught with a note asking for a title in exchange.”

 “Lord no!” Tom exclaimed, horrified. “They’d send him to the Tower for lèse majesté. You have to do the thing up a bit more subtly than that, Bea, get an audience with Prinny and drop a few subtle hints, that sort of thing.”

 “McMahon’s the chap,” observed Lord Wendover. “Prinny’s Private Secretary, don’t you know. I say, Tom, it’d be a bit of a lark to see if we could persuade Colonel McMahon to let in a nobody like Dinsmuir to see the Prince Regent.”

 “Lord yes, what a caper! I wonder if he’s in London now, or down in Brighton?”

 Bea smiled a secret smile and listened to their plotting, putting in a word here and there to turn them from their more extravagant flights of fancy. When it came to the fantastic, the Jinnee was the best in the business.

* * * *

 With all the magical resources at his command, the Jinnee was disgusted by Alan’s refusal to permit him to counterfeit coin of the realm. Instead, while his master conned his books and took his final examinations, the Jinnee went through a great deal of tedious—and in his view unnecessary—fuss and bother in London.

 Mrs. Dinsmuir, in her widow’s weeds, would arrive at a goldsmith’s or dealer’s premises, her turbaned servant following a pace behind. None were so distrustful or discourteous as to enquire as to the provenance of the articles of gold and silver this dark-skinned but obviously trusted menial produced for sale. It was perfectly obvious that the lady’s late husband must have been in the India service, in a most remunerative position. The right-hand man of some nawab, no doubt, struck down by one of those virulent tropical fevers.

 Goldsmiths and dealers were gently sympathetic, and perhaps a touch more generous than usual. The goods, after all, were of unusually pure precious metals. Mrs. Henrietta Dinsmuir opened substantial accounts at Child’s Bank, Coutts’ Bank, and Rothschild’s Bank.

 “Thus we shall avoid arousing suspicion,” she explained to the Jinnee as they left the last, “besides not risking all our eggs in one basket.”

 “All money-changers and usurers are alike,” he grumbled, handing her into the carriage. He had conjured up this modest but comfortable vehicle earlier, along with horses and driver, in a secluded spot on the outskirts of the metropolis. “Far better to keep your gold in iron chests in a vault under your own control, madam.”

 “I wish you will not call me ‘madam,’ Mr. Jinnee,” she said earnestly as he took the opposite seat. “Miss Dirdle, who understands the ways of the world, advises that you should hold the position of my son’s secretary, not his valet. A secretary is a gentleman, not a mere servant. As such you may properly address me by name, or at least as ‘ma’am.’“

 “I did not wish to presume, Henrietta.”

 Mrs. Dinsmuir blushed, as she had not in decades. “Not my christian name,” she said hurriedly, then added, for she had no wish to hurt him, “or only when we are quite private.”

 The Jinnee positively flickered with delight. Mrs. Dinsmuir accepted this somewhat unnerving spectacle with equanimity— sometimes she was amazed at how quickly she had grown accustomed to the manifestations of magic.

 They drove south, into Surrey, to ensure that no one could connect the flood of gold and silver with the poor Oxford student. As soon as they were in the country, the carriage turned into a deserted lane and disappeared, horses, coachman, occupants and all. A few seconds later, Mrs. Dinsmuir was home in her cottage again.

* * * *

  Meanwhile, Tom and Lord Wendover had returned from London with Colonel McMahon’s consent to Mr. Dinsmuir’s proposal. They were both promptly sent down for the rest of the term, for unauthorized absence from their college. Undismayed, they went straight back to Town to enjoy the amusements of the end of the Season.

 As soon as Alan finished his legal studies, Bea and her governess tutored him in the proper etiquette for approaching the Prince Regent. Now they came to the cottage to wish him good luck.

 “Luck!” muttered the Jinnee. “There’s no need of luck with me to guide him.”

 Alan was not listening, since Bea’s notion of speeding him on his way involved considerable bodily contact. Miss Dirdle’s scandalized cluckings had no effect. In the end, urged by Mrs. Dinsmuir, the Jinnee plucked him bodily—or rather, magically— from his beloved’s embrace. He found himself in a carriage entering London, seated next to his mother and opposite his ‘secretary.’

 “You did not let me say goodbye properly,” he said indignantly.

 His mother exchanged a complicitous glance with the Jinnee. “I thought that was what you were doing,” she said. “Five minutes seemed to me long enough.”

 “It wasn’t anywhere near five minutes.”

 “To be precise, seven minutes, forty-seven seconds,” the Jinnee confirmed blandly.

 “Well it seemed more like just forty-seven seconds.” Alan lapsed into a daydream in which Bea’s warm, supple body was still in his arms, her sweet lips still soft as satin on his own.

 He emerged from his dream to sign the papers which added his name to Mrs. Dinsmuir’s various bank accounts, and others which ordered the purchase of Government Bonds. He was rich beyond his wildest dreams. Yet all the wealth of the Indies—which was, in fact, at his command through the Jinnee—meant nothing to him if it did not win him Bea’s hand. And all the wealth of the Indies counted for nothing in Lord Hinksey’s eyes if his daughter’s suitor had no title to lend it legitimacy.

 “Mother, suppose the Prince won’t accept my gifts?”

 “They say he is constantly at Point Non Plus, dearest.”

 “Suppose he considers me unworthy of being ennobled?”

 “My own grandmother was the daughter of a baron, though the line has died out. You are a gentleman and the son of a gentleman.”

 “The son of a schoolmaster and grandson of a clergyman.”

 “Who was the younger son of a baronet.”

 “Back in the mists of time.”

 “The mists of time?” the Jinnee cackled. “A century or less! When you have existed for millennia, young man, you may speak of the mists of time.”

 Abashed, Alan gave voice to a fear he had scarcely acknowledged to himself: “Suppose everyone laughs at our entertainment?”

 The Jinnee swelled with wrath until his turban touched the carriage roof. “Laugh?” he said awfully. “At my entertainment? I’ll turn them into cockroaches!”

 “That certainly would land Alan in the Tower, Mr. Jinnee,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir, patting his huge brown hand soothingly. He subsided a little. “Miss Dirdle and dear Bea agree that the Prince Regent takes his oriental palace very seriously. If he chooses to stage an oriental pageant in his music room, not the slightest titter will be heard, you may depend upon it.”

 “All the same,” Alan said with fervour, “I wouldn’t go through this for anyone but Bea. I had rather slay any number of dragons.”

 “Is that a command, O Master?” asked the Jinnee, and rumbled with laughter at the horrified face Alan turned to him.

 The carriage stopped. The Jinnee whisked Mrs. Dinsmuir home, and returned to transport Alan and his equipage to a lonely spot on the South Downs above Brighton. Sheep scattered, bleating, as the coach and four materialized in their midst. A shepherd rubbed his eyes and stared again, while his dogs barked and nipped the wheels in an effort to drive off the intruder.

 It took the hint, rolling away along the chalky track, down into the wooded hollow where the London road descended towards the town.

 Mr. Dinsmuir and his secretary took rooms at the first respectable inn they came to. It was no part of Miss Dirdle’s plan for him to make a display of his vast wealth to anyone but the Prince Regent. Alan was relieved, but it had taken the combined efforts of Mrs. Dinsmuir and Bea to persuade the Jinnee of the necessity for reticence on the subject. He was still disgruntled.

 Once settled at the inn, Alan and the Jinnee strolled into the centre of Brighton. The first sight of the Royal Pavilion stunned Alan. Studded with onion domes, spires, and minarets, the façade all slender pillars and arched windows topped with lacy stone fretwork, it looked like something straight out of the Arabian Nights.

 The Jinnee was delighted. “By the Great Roc, that’s what a royal palace should look like,” he approved. “Something of the Muscovite, something of Hindostan, a touch of Baghdad and a hint of China. Not your square, solid English piles, with the rows of square windows, and square chimneys, and columns strong enough to hold up a mountain. The prince who built this will certainly appreciate my entertainment.”

 “No scantily-clad dancers,” Alan reminded him anxiously. “We are still in England. There will be ladies present.”

 “A strange custom,” the Jinnee mused with a sigh, brightening as he continued, “though not without its advantages.”

 They found the side door to which they had been directed, and enquired for Colonel McMahon. The Regent’s trusted personal aide came to them, rather than having them brought to him, and he greeted them with rather affected courtesy. Alan wondered just what his beloved’s cousin had told the ugly little man in the blue and buff uniform to lead to such complaisance.

 As McMahon led them into the Pavilion, Alan was too apprehensive to pay much heed to the apartments they passed through. He was aware of the Jinnee’s approving grunts, but he concentrated on what the colonel was saying.

 “I have been given to understand that you propose to offer an entertainment for His Royal Highness and his guests, Mr. Dinsmuir? And that in the course of the pageant, a number of... ah...objets d’art will be presented to His Highness?”

 “Yes,” Alan affirmed, continuing as tutored by Miss Dirdle, “I can think of no one who is more capable of appreciating the beauty and value of the oriental treasures in my possession. It will be a pleasure to add to the magnificent collection for which His Royal Highness is famous.”

 McMahon nodded, with a cynical smile. “His Highness will assuredly find a way to express his gratitude, assuming the gifts are bestowed in a suitably...ah...decorous fashion. I shall need to know the details of your pageant in advance.”

 “For that, you must consult my secretary, Mr. Jinnee, who has arranged the whole. If any part of his plans seems to you inappropriate, please tell him and he will be glad to alter it.” As he said this, Alan fixed the Jinnee with a stern eye.

 The Jinnee’s black eyes gleamed in response, but he bowed respectfully. “I am at your command, Colonel.”

 “Very good,” said McMahon. “I take it, Mr. Dinsmuir, that you will wish to be present?”

 Alan felt he had far rather be a thousand miles away, but Miss Dirdle had been unequivocal and Bea inflexible. “Yes, I should like to attend,” he said, suppressing a sigh, “but on no account do I desire a public acknowledgment of my presence.”

 “Excellent,” the colonel said smoothly. “Though naturally I cannot answer for His Highness’s...ah...eagerness to show his appreciation, I shall advise him that you would prefer a private audience.”

 A private audience with the Prince Regent? All too easy to make some shocking mistake in etiquette! Though Alan wanted to turn tail and run, he did not dare demur. He managed to squeak out something which sounded like thanks.

 “This is the Music Room, where the entertainment will take place,” announced the colonel as they entered a huge chamber.

 Alan stopped dead, dumfounded. The walls were painted with Chinese landscapes in gold on crimson, framed by gigantic trompe l’oeil serpents and winged, fire-breathing dragons. High above was an octagonal cornice, richly carved and gilded, and still higher, elliptical windows of coloured glass and then a tier patterned in blue and gold. Over all, a dome formed of gilded scallop-shells rose to an elaborate centerpiece from which hung a huge chandelier, with four gold dragons in flight below the glass lustre, presently unlit. There were several more chandeliers, only slightly less elaborate, their glass panels painted with Chinese figures.

 Developing a crick in his neck, Alan lowered his gaze. Between the landscape panels stood porcelain pagodas some fifteen feet tall. The floor was covered with a vast blue carpet spangled with gold stars and fabulous oriental creatures. Even the furniture was all gilt, with mythical beasts holding up the arms.

 Surely the Emperor of China himself could not boast more splendour! Alan began to fear even the Jinnee could not provide gifts to match such magnificence, not without falling into vulgar ostentation.

 “Just between us,” said Colonel McMahon, regarding him with sly amusement, “there are those who decry the place as mere vulgar ostentation, and shockingly extravagant besides. Of course, almost everything here is of English provenance. His Highness wishes to support our own manufactories. But on the other hand, he is always delighted to acquire genuine artifacts from the East, to be properly displayed in the more...ah...restrained apartments.”

 Alan seized his chance. “The cost to display, guard, and care for such valuables must be high,” he said. “I shall be happy to help defray the expense.”

 The colonel nodded approvingly. “I shall so inform His Highness. No doubt his gratitude will increase commensurately.”

 With luck that meant no mere baronetcy, Alan hoped. Lord Hinksey would scarcely be impressed by anything less than a peerage. He had to win the marquis’s favour. Bea, the darling girl, was quite willing to marry him without, but only a blackguard would let her cut herself off from her family for his sake.

 Nothing must go wrong, and all depended on Colonel Sir John McMahon, Private Secretary and Keeper of the Privy Purse. In accordance with Miss Dirdle’s instructions, Alan said, “I should not wish you to be out of pocket, Colonel, in making arrangements for our spectacle. You must let me have an account of your expenses.”

 The colonel bowed.

 “This apartment will be the perfect setting for what we have in mind,” rumbled the Jinnee. “I am at your disposal, Colonel, to discuss the details.”

 McMahon took the Jinnee off to his office to consult, leaving Alan at liberty to wander through the public rooms, as the Prince was in his private apartments.

 The Banqueting Room was even more extraordinary than the Music Room, with a huge silver dragon supporting the central chandelier. The other rooms, galleries, and passages were somewhat more modestly decorated, the Chinoiserie muted. Here, aesthetically refined gifts from the Jinnee might be better appreciated.

 However, the whole left Alan uncomfortable. Unable to imagine actually living there, he wondered uneasily whether Bea would feel at home in these luxurious surroundings.

 She was used to the sort of splendid mansions he had only viewed from the outside. For all he knew, the interior of Hinksey Hall was not so very different from the Royal Pavilion’s drawing rooms and saloons. With the Jinnee’s help, Alan could provide whatever she wanted, but he doubted he would ever be truly at ease with such unaccustomed grandeur.

 Was her father right? Would she be happier in the end if she found a husband in her own world? Perhaps Alan was being selfish, and it would be the act of a blackguard to marry her even with the marquis’s blessing.

 


Chapter V

 

 When her beloved vanished from her arms, Bea went out with Miss Dirdle to the barouche, to return to Hinksey Hall.

 “I wish I could have gone with him,” Bea sighed as the carriage rolled through the village and turned down Headington Hill. “If I was at his elbow to give him the hint, there would be no chance of his making any faux pas.”

 “Mr. Dinsmuir is far too intelligent to blunder,” Miss Dirdle reassured her.

 “Etiquette is so complicated, even if one is brought up to it. Suppose Alan somehow offends the Prince Regent, or Prinny simply fails to grant a patent of nobility? Without Papa’s permission to wed, we should have to elope, and Alan refuses to contemplate such a drastic action.”

 “My dear Bea, you would be banished from Society for ever! Mr. Dinsmuir shows great good sense and a true gentlemanly instinct.”

 “Fustian! I should not mind, whereas without him I shall never be happy again,” Bea said passionately.

 She moped all the way home, but her megrims turned to dismay when she was met with a summons to her mother’s sitting room. Could Mama have discovered that her frequent outings were not mere jaunts about the countryside, but calls at a certain cottage on the other side of town? As long as Miss Dirdle was with Bea, Lady Hinksey never enquired. Surely Reuben and Coachman would not betray her!

 The marchioness’s grave demeanour was not encouraging. “Sit down, Beatrice,” she said. Bea sank into a chair. “I regret to tell you that I have been unable to persuade your father to permit you to accompany us to the Orfords’ house party. In my opinion, an engagement contracted over the summer would go far to eliminate the disgrace of your earlier behaviour.”

 “An engagement, Mama?” Bea asked, startled. “To whom?”

 Her mother waved a careless hand. “There are bound to be a number of eligible gentlemen staying with the Earl and Countess. However, Hinksey considers it best for you to remain in seclusion until the Little Season, when one may hope your misconduct will have been forgotten. He and I leave at the end of the week. I trust you will employ the fortnight of our absence in reflecting upon the reason for your papa’s displeasure.”

 “Yes, Mama.” Bea hoped she sounded sufficiently submissive, for her heart sang.

 A whole fortnight! Tom must invite Alan to stay, she decided instantly.

 Tom had returned from London just two days earlier, with Lord Wendover in tow. They spent the two days riding, shooting, fishing, and racing their curricles, seldom seen in the house except for meals. Bea had no chance to speak to them privately until the following evening, after dinner, when she ran them to earth in the billiard room.

 “Want to play?” asked Tom. “M’cousin’s a dab hand with a cue,” he told his friend.

 “Not now,” said Bea. “I am sure Lord Wendover can give you a better game. You must enjoy having someone to keep you company.”

 “Yes, Windy’s a great gun. I’ll be sorry when he has to leave.”

 “Mother expects me at home by the end of the week,” Lord Wendover explained sadly. “Otherwise, be happy to stay forever.”

 “You ought to invite someone else, Tom. Alan Dinsmuir, for instance.”

 “No, I say!” Tom exclaimed in alarm. “Dash it, Bea, I daresay the fellow don’t even know how to sit a horse.”

 “Then you shall teach him,” Bea proposed.

 Tom’s jaw dropped. “Me?”

 “Who better? You are a capital goer, are you not?”

 “I should say so,” said Lord Wendover with enthusiasm. “Best seat of anyone I know.”

 “There you are, then. You drive to an inch, too, or so I have often heard you claim. It is a pity your shooting is less than accurate, but perhaps Alan will not mind.”

 “Dash it, Bea, there’s nothing wrong with my aim, and I won’t have you giving Dinsmuir the impression that there is!”

 Bea clasped her hands in rapture. “Then you will teach him! You are the kindest cousin in the world, I vow.”

 “Dash it, Bea, I never said... Besides, my aunt and uncle won’t like me inviting a stranger to stay.”

 “But he is not a stranger!” Bea said with wide-eyed innocence. “He is a fellow-student, a friend.”

 “Dash it, Bea, I’ve never even spoken to the fellow!”

 “But Papa and Mama do not know that. They have no reason to suppose you have not been friends forever. Papa will raise no objection. He never has, since you came to live with us, though some of the boys you brought home from Eton were perfectly horrid!”

 “But not one of ‘em was a ramshackle, half-bred commoner,” said Tom unwisely.

 “Here, I say!” Lord Wendover expostulated. “Fellow she loves, remember.”

 Her emotions in tatters, Bea burst into tears, seized Tom’s favourite cue from his hands, and took a wild swipe at him. Missing as he dodged, aghast, she snapped it in half on the table’s edge and tossed the pieces among the balls. She swung round to march out, but Tom caught her arm.

 “Dash it, Bea,” he said shamefacedly, “I wasn’t thinking. No harm in the fellow, I daresay. If he comes to stay while your parents are away, we can rub off any rough edges between us... Not saying there are any, mind!”

 Bea flung her arms around his neck and wept into his cravat, to his acute discomfort. If this was what thwarted love did to his usually cheerful cousin, the sooner she married the fellow the better.

 With his promise to speak to his uncle at once, Bea retired exhausted to her chamber. As she opened the door, something flickered in the corner of her eye. A moment later she was flying through the air.

 “I thought you might like to see my pageant,” said the Jinnee’s voice in her ear.

 “I would! It is to be tonight already?”

 “The previously engaged singer has a sore throat.”

 “But what if someone recognizes me?”

 “I cannot render you invisible, but I can deflect the glances of those about you, so that they never really notice you. Besides, all eyes will be on my fabulous spectacle!”

 With that, Bea found herself standing next to Alan, at one end of a palatial, flamboyantly decorated room, brilliantly lit and very hot. In front of them, filling the near half of the chamber and facing the far end, were ranks of chairs occupied by chattering ladies and gentlemen in evening dress. Bea slipped her arm through Alan’s, and he stared down at her in astonishment.

 “I was just wishing you were here!” he said softly.

 “Did you forget you have a Jinnee to grant your wishes?”

 She smiled up at him. After a swift glance around, he bent his head to give her a brief kiss. At that moment, a triple knock came from the front of the room.

 The Jinnee stood there, in his smoky robe and full trousers. Again he knocked thrice on the floor with a gold staff topped with a sinuous gold dragon. “My lords, ladies, and gentlemen, pray silence for the Sultan!”

 Trumpets sounded. From one side entered a stout gentleman clad in a bejewelled tunic of gold and silver brocade over a floor length crimson robe embroidered with gold thread. On his head he wore a curious headdress, so encrusted with gems that it flashed with every movement. Beneath this, the Prince Regent’s plump face beamed at his stunned audience.

 Alan groaned. “I never dreamt he meant to involve the Prince himself in the play-acting!” he whispered.

 “His Royal Highness appears to be enjoying himself,” Bea returned. “I have heard he often sings or plays the violoncello for his guests.”

 A storm of applause burst out as the spectators recovered their wits. With stately tread, Prinny advanced to a magnificent throne Bea had not observed amidst the general splendour. Seating himself, he held up his hands for silence, then clapped once, sharply.

 Trumpets rang out again. The doors behind Alan and Bea opened, and in came a procession reminiscent of that which had caused such chaos in Oxford. They paraded down the aisle between the seats.

 Bea was no expert, but to her eyes the forty maidens and forty Africans appeared to be dressed in an eclectic mixture of Arabian, Indian and Chinese costumes, all richly embroidered. Half bore in their hands musical instruments: flutes and flageolets, lutes, harps and psalteries, tambourines, drums and cymbals. The rest carried objects on their heads, all different shapes and sizes, swathed in brilliant-hued cloths.

 Reaching the open space between the audience and the Prince on his throne, the musicians divided to stand in a semicircle to either side. They began to play, soft, solemn music with curious harmonies.

 Between them, the rest came up one by one, knelt before the throne, placed their wrapped burdens on the floor, and salaamed. Then the music stopped. There was a breathless hush.

 The Jinnee, now standing beside the throne, thumped with his rod. Once more the invisible trumpeters sounded a fanfare. The kneeling maidens and men whisked the cloths from their gifts, revealing the rarest of Chinese treasures. Porcelain bowls, vases, and statuettes; carvings in jade, onyx, and ivory; painted scrolls and fans: everything was exquisite, rare and precious.

 Gasping, the spectators leaned forward for a better view, Prinny too. Nothing could be better calculated to appeal to that acquisitive connoisseur.

 Before the astonished whispers grew to a clamour, the Jinnee knocked again. The musicians started up a slow, sensuous tune, and the gift-bearers in the centre began to dance. Between the gifts they glided, weaving an ever-changing kaleidoscope of colour. The tempo gradually increased, and the pattern grew more and more complex. Soon the dancers were skipping around the fragile works of art.

 In an agony of apprehension, Bea held her breath. She felt Alan’s frozen tension at her side, and she knew that if she could tear her eyes from the dancers, she would see the entire audience immobile with disbelief.

 Just when she must breathe or burst, the Jinnee’s staff knocked once...twice...thrice. In the instant silence, all the candles went out.

 Bea clutched Alan’s arm. A woman screamed.

 The Jinnee’s voice rang through the room: “Behold, the Dragon.”

 A gleam of light appeared, high up in one corner, a silvery gleam. Scales glittered, as the monster circled the room with slow beats of great silver wings.

 “It’s the dragon from the banqueting room!” Alan breathed in Bea’s ear. “Come to life...”

 Spiraling inward, the dragon approached the huge chandelier hung from the centre of the dome. The smaller gold dragons beneath the lustre began to stir, then took wing. The carved dragons on the mantelpiece joined them, and even the trompe l’oeil  dragons painted on the walls. All gleamed by their own light, a curious sight as they darted about the upper part of the room.

 Scarlet flame flickered from the mouth of the great silver dragon. One fiery breath lit every candle in the centre chandelier, while the smaller beasts ignited all the rest. As if banished by the flood of light, the silver giant vanished. Its brethren froze back in their accustomed places.

 Bea blinked. Not only the dragon had vanished—dancers, musicians, and Jinnee were gone. The gifts now stood on an elegant but ordinary table before the throne—which was an ordinary (if ornate) armchair. Prinny stood behind the table, wearing the blue pelisse of the Light Dragoons, the Prince of Wales’ Regiment. He looked distinctly self-satisfied.

 At that moment, the room faded before Bea’s eyes. She found herself flying through the air beneath the stars, which blurred into streaks as she sped faster and faster into the night.

* * * *

 Alan felt horribly alone and deserted when Bea disappeared. The audience pressed forward, at the Prince’s invitation, to inspect his gifts. Moving against the tide, Colonel McMahon joined Alan.

 “I never dreamt you were going to present such superb pieces,” he said with a touch of incredulity, “and so many! They’re worth a fortune.”

 “I acquired them at very little expense,” Alan told him truthfully. A shilling and ninepence for an old copper lamp, to be precise. “There are more than I have space to display, and I can think of no one more likely to truly appreciate them than His Highness.”

 The Colonel nudged him in the ribs. “Not to mention the little matter of a title,” he said slyly. “I don’t think there is going to be any trouble over that. His Highness is mightily pleased. Well, if you’re sure you don’t want to join the throng, I’ll take you to his private library. He will be along shortly, I expect.”

 The library was far more to Alan’s taste than the public rooms he had roamed the day before. The oriental influence was subdued, a patterned carpet in russet and dull blue, and aquamarine wallpaper with a white design. The furniture was elegant rather than eye-catching, the chandelier crystal without a dragon in sight. It depended from a ceiling painted to resemble a summer sky—just the colour of Bea’s eyes—with puffs of white cloud, a fancy Alan rather liked.

 He had time to glance at the books in the bookcases, and to note a novel by Miss Austen lying open upon a table. He was nervously twirling one of a pair of large globes when Prinny arrived.

 Afterwards, Alan remembered little other than the Prince’s gracious affability, but one moment stuck in his mind.

 “Now do tell me, my dear fellow, how did you manage that business with the dragons? We have never seen such a realistic illusion. Spectacular!”

 “I...I...” Alan stammered, “that is, I fear I don’t know how it is done, sir. It is my secretary’s secret. I leave that side of things to him.”

 Prinny laughed, his vast belly shaking, and winked at McMahon. “Nothing like having a master magician for a secretary, Mr. Dinsmuir! There are times we could do with one, eh, Sir John? Well, we thank you again for your notable contribution to our little place here. You will find us not ungenerous in remembering your generosity.” He held out his hand.

 Alan bowed low and backed out. Outside the door, he leant weakly against the wall, dabbing his brow. It had gone quite well, he thought. Prinny had not seemed offended by what could be regarded as a refusal to explain the dragons, but had his laugh hidden a royal chagrin?

 Perhaps he would only grant a knighthood, or no title at all. If so, Bea was lost to Alan forever. Why the deuce had the Jinnee thrown in a horde of live dragons?

 McMahon came out. “Viscountcy,” he said laconically. “Those dragons turned the trick. People will be talking of them for weeks, and there is nothing he likes better. I shall notify the Heralds’ College and the London Gazette. You will get your Patent of Nobility in a week or two, by Royal Messenger. By the way, I don’t believe I have your direction?”

 Alan’s euphoria changed into panic. Wadham College? he wondered. Cherry Tree Cottage? “I shall be travelling about a lot in the next fortnight,” he said hastily. “I’ll send my secretary to pick up the patent. Er, you did say ‘viscount,’ didn’t you?”

 “That’s right. It’s quite proper to use the title immediately. Allow me to congratulate you, my lord.” He bowed with a sardonic air, only just not a sneer.

 Let him sneer, Alan thought, striding jauntily towards the inn. McMahon had pocketed his bribe quickly enough. It was not the first title sold for good value; doubtless it would not be the last. For darling Bea’s sake...

 Already walking on air, Alan scarcely noticed at first when his steps started climbing into the sky. Then he was rushing through the darkness, homeward he assumed.

 Homeward—what he needed now was a home fit for a viscount, and more important, fit for a viscount’s bride.

 


Chapter VI

 

 “A house?” said Mrs. Dinsmuir at the breakfast table. “Oh yes, dearest, we have thought of that, have we not, Mr. Jinnee?”

 The Jinnee beamed. “Yes, indeed, my lord. Miss Dirdle— admirable woman!—suggested weeks past that you would require a suitable dwelling.”

 “We did not want to add another burden when you had so much else to worry over, so we talked about it when you and dear Bea were walking in the garden. We have everything in train.”

 Alan half-choked on a piece of sausage. The Jinnee thumped him on the back.

 Recovering, he asked in dismay, “Mother, you haven’t gone and bought a house, have you? Bea must be consulted, and I should like some say in the choice.”

 “Of course, dear. Besides, you will want a new house, not someone else’s old one, with the neighbours regarding you as intruders and constantly making comparisons with the last residents.”

 “New! Bea and I can’t wait while a new house is built.”

 “A night’s work,” said the Jinnee with a sort of modest benevolence.

 “Good lord, this isn’t ancient China! If a house mushrooms overnight, it won’t be simply a nine days’ wonder, like Aladdin’s. I dare not even contemplate the legal repercussions!”

 “We may not be lawyers, Alan,” his mother said sharply, “but we have not all lost our wits. Mr. Jinnee has kindly combed the country for land for sale. He has found several parcels where a building may be erected out of sight of all neighbours and roads. People may wonder why they saw no signs of construction, but they cannot be sure it did not take place in the normal way.”

 The Jinnee gave her a nod of approval. “I put down earnest money on all the plots,” he told Alan. “I shall take you and Lady Beatrice to inspect them and make your choice. You have only to give the word.”

 “You’re waiting for me to give the word?” Alan said a trifle sourly. “That makes a change!”

 Mrs. Dinsmuir took him severely to task for ingratitude. The Jinnee—his servant!—had not the grace to make himself scarce but listened with a bland smile to the scolding. Alan was rescued by a knock on the door, heralding the arrival of Bea and Miss Dirdle.

 Bea rushed into his arms. “Alan darling, did it work?”

 She did not seem to mind that he was too busy kissing her to answer. Mrs. Dinsmuir took it upon herself to enlighten Miss Dirdle. “My son is made viscount!” she announced proudly.

 Drawing back, Bea cried, “A viscount? Oh, Alan, how simply splendid. Papa cannot possibly object to a viscount.” She ran to the Jinnee and kissed his cheek. “It is all due to your magnificent spectacle, Mr. Jinnee. How can we ever thank you?”

 The Jinnee kissed her back, with more enthusiasm than Alan considered proper. He frowned. Suppose the Jinnee fell in love with Bea? It was practically inevitable, irresistible as she was.

 In the old tale, a wicked magician had stolen Aladdin’s wife and palace. What if the Jinnee decided to emulate his example? As soon as his three months’ service was up, he could fly away with her to anywhere in the world—or out of it.

 If only Alan had never mentioned Lord Mansfield’s ruling on slavery, the Jinnee would still be bound to the lamp and forced to obey its owner. Now the lamp stood useless on the mantel shelf, while the insubordinate Jinnee no longer waited for orders before acting as he saw fit.

 At least he still had to obey direct orders, for the next two months. All Alan could do was ensure he and Bea were wedded by then, make his last command a prohibition against parting them, and hope everything would not vanish the instant the Jinnee was free. Including Bea.

* * * *

 Bea sensed Alan’s uneasiness. Though he was now Viscount Dinsmuir, he still seemed to doubt a happy ending to their love. The best way to cheer him was to marry him as soon as possible, and she was nothing loath.

 The Jinnee flew them, along with Mrs. Dinsmuir and Miss Dirdle, all over the country to choose a place to live. Not surprisingly, the most safely secluded tracts of land were in the outer reaches, the Lake District, Northumberland, the Welsh mountains, even the Scottish Highlands. Most were beautiful, but not at all what Bea had in mind.

 “We need somewhere within reach of London,” she said. “Alan is going to be an important member of the House of Lords. There are few with legal training! Besides, I should like Papa and Mama to see our house before we marry, just to reassure them, so it must be not too far from Oxford. I refuse to wait until they can travel to Scotland!”

 “I believe I have the very thing,” said the Jinnee, grinning. “I didn’t take you there first in case his lordship suspected me of trying to influence you.”

 Shortly they stood on a south-facing hillside in the Cotswolds, looking down into a wooded valley. Clumps of harebells dotted the short turf. No house was visible, no cottage or shepherd’s hut, no chimney-pot, not even a plume of smoke. The only sounds were the distant bleating of sheep, and a lark trilling its heart out overhead.

 Bea gripped Alan’s hand tighter. “Do you like it?”

 He looked down at her. “If you do.”

 “It is perfect! We shall call it Lark Hill.”

 “The contract is ready to be signed, my lord,” the Jinnee said, now playing the businesslike secretary. “If you do that tomorrow, I shall build your house the following night.”

 “Then a carriage road must be constructed to the nearest public lane,” said the practical Miss Dirdle. “Flying is all very well in its way—indeed, most enjoyable—but a more generally accepted method of ingress and egress is required.”

 “And you must choose your furnishings, Bea dear,” put in Mrs. Dinsmuir. “It is no good leaving that to the gentlemen.”

 “First you must choose the kind of house, Bea,” Alan said. “Do you want a grand mansion like your father’s?”

 “Heavens no! But it must be large enough to hold political house-parties when you have made your name in Parliament. And nursery space for plenty of children, too.”

 Alan blushed. “You hear her, Jinnee?” he said hurriedly.

 “I hear and obey, my lord.”

 “Don’t stud the windows with emeralds and rubies, like Aladdin’s. Or any other precious stones! Ordinary wood and glass will do. Nor do we want the house built of jasper, carnelian and alabaster.”

 “Might I suggest Cotswold stone?” Miss Dirdle proposed.

 “Yes, Cotswold stone,” Bea agreed. “It is a very pretty colour, and it should please our neighbours.”

 Recalling the Jinnee’s admiration of Prinny’s Brighton retreat, Alan said firmly, “Not a copy of the Royal Pavilion.”

 “No,” said Bea, wrinkling her nose, “but I believe His Highness has all the latest in plumbing and steam heating, and kitchen contrivances. Can you provide those, Jinnee?”

 “Certainly, my lady. I shall study the subject tonight.”

 “Darling, how practical you are,” said Alan adoringly.

 Bea kissed him, and the world whirled about her—not that his kisses did not always make her head whirl, but this time the Jinnee chose the moment to take them back to Cherry Tree Cottage.

* * * *

 Next day the papers were signed; Lark Hill became the property of Viscount Dinsmuir. At sunset, the Jinnee vanished to set about constructing the house.

 In the morning, when Alan came down from his tiny chamber under the eaves, the Jinnee was sitting at the breakfast table, digging into a vast plateful of ham and eggs—he had adopted English notions of breakfast with delight. He looked exceedingly pleased with himself.

 “Sausages and muffins, my lord?” he enquired.

 “No, what you’re having smells good. I’ll have the same, please, but not quite as much!”

 The Jinnee shimmered momentarily. A maidservant popped into existence, properly dressed in grey with white cap and apron. Setting down on the table a tray with a covered plate, rack of toast, and pot of coffee, she disappeared again.

 “Well?” asked Alan, sitting down.

 “Very well! The house is ready for painting, papering, and furnishing, unless her ladyship desires to make any alterations. It is built of Cotswold stone—an attractive material, I may say—and not at all in the style of the Royal Pavilion.”

 “No jewels around the windows?”

 “None, my lord. Nor the least trace of alabaster, carnelian, or jasper, though I did venture to use some marble, having observed that stone at Hinksey Hall.”

 “Excellent! We’ll go and see it as soon as Bea and Miss Dirdle arrive.”

 Bea had to wait to see her parents off for their house party before she and Miss Dirdle could set out for Headington.

 “Bring Dinsmuir back with you,” demanded Tom, eager for male company after Lord Wendover’s departure.

 “I shall,” Bea promised, as he handed her into the barouche, “and his mother, too. It turns out she and Miss Dirdle have been acquainted this age.” Several weeks, at any rate.

 “Another ex-governess, is she? Pretty good to find herself the mother of a viscount! Never fear, Bea, I’ll do my best to teach the fellow what he needs to do you credit.”

 Bea bit her lip. It was no good pointing out Alan’s manifest superiority in everything but riding, driving and shooting, since those were all that counted with her insouciant cousin.

 Alan awaited her arrival with his usual impatience, but the Jinnee was even more impatient to display his handiwork. He allowed scarce a moment for greetings before he whisked them all off to Lark Hill. They landed on a levelled space before the— house? Bea gasped and Alan groaned. A pagoda?

 No, not quite, for the building was not tall and narrow, like the pagoda in the Queen’s Gardens at Kew. A Chinese palace, perhaps. Unmistakably Chinese, with the turned-up corners of the curved roofs, like the points of a tricorne hat. Roofs plural; the four storeys, each smaller than the one below, were clearly marked by lines of roofing protecting pillared verandahs.

 “It is beautiful,” said Mrs. Dinsmuir stoutly.

 “Yes, it is,” Bea admitted, “but I fear it will not do.”

 “Not do?” thundered the Jinnee, and he grew by several inches in all directions. “I observed your every stricture! It is like neither Hinksey Hall nor the Brighton Pavilion. I used local materials, save the marble pillars. No gems or semi-precious stones, not even a mosaic or a single painted tile! Why, I—”

 “Calm yourself, Mr. Jinnee!” cried Mrs. Dinsmuir. She laid a hand on his agitated arm, and he promptly shrank to his usual size. “I am very much afraid dear Bea is right. You see, Alan’s rise to his present position has been decidedly unconventional, so anything which draws attention to its oddity must be avoided.”

 “Like the plague,” growled Alan.

 “Also,” put in Miss Dirdle, “anyone might suppose they had simply not noticed a perfectly ordinary house in this spot, but no one could overlook the sudden appearance of so impressive and unusual an edifice.”

 The Jinnee sighed, and trees bent before the gale of his breath. “If you say so, ladies. But I put my heart into it.”

 “I am so sorry.” Bea squeezed his hand. “It is perfectly splendid. Perhaps later...a summer house, Alan?”

 “An excellent notion,” Alan said, with what struck Bea as a false heartiness. “Jinnee, can you rebuild tonight, in the local style as well as the local stone?”

 “Yes, my lord,” said the Jinnee mournfully, and vanished. An instant later the Chinese palace vanished, too, along with every last sign of its existence save the levelled space on the hillside.

 Still sad, the Jinnee reappeared and took them home to the cottage, whence they repaired by normal means to Hinksey Hall.

* * * *

 That afternoon, Bea had to force herself not to hover anxiously over Alan’s first riding lesson. She spent the time showing Mrs. Dinsmuir around Hinksey Hall and discussing the decoration and furniture she wanted in her own new home. The Jinnee accompanied them, taking careful note of her every word. No more disastrous misunderstandings!

 On the morrow, with Alan appropriated by Tom, the ladies went to see the Jinnee’s second effort. They all warmly applauded the charming manor house. Bea had one request:

 “Would you mind weathering it a bit? Just so that it looks fifty or a hundred years old, but very well kept up, of course.”

 “Done!” He waved his hand. The edges of stones blurred and softened, and patches of lichen appeared on the roof.

 The decorating and furnishing took several days; then the Jinnee planted gardens and kitchen gardens to order. Next, Mrs. Dinsmuir and Miss Dirdle set about hiring servants, while the Jinnee filled the coach-house with carriages and the stables with riding and carriage horses.

 By then, Alan had ceased to stagger around stiff-legged as a stork after each riding lesson. He even foresaw the prospect of one day enjoying being on horseback. Tom was pleased with his driving too, though partly because he was confident Alan would never surpass his own skill.

 Two weeks had sped by. The Hinkseys came home.

 Bea wanted Alan to let her parents get to know him before he approached her father to ask for her hand. She was as eager as he to be married, but she saw no real need for haste. Alan did not explain his fears about what the Jinnee would do once his quarter’s service was finished. The morning after the Hinkseys’ return, he begged a private interview with the marquis.

 Lord Hinksey raised his eyebrows in surprise, but silently led the way to the library, a large room walled with unread books collected by generations of noble ancestors. “This is very sudden!” he said, waving Alan to a chair.

 “Not really, sir. I was acquainted with Lady Beatrice before Tom invited me to stay. In this past fortnight, a slight acquaintance has blossomed into...something warmer. I wish to request your permission to make her my wife.”

 “Hmph! And she is not averse to your suit?”

 “So she has given me to understand, sir.”

 “You had best believe it then. My girl ain’t slow to say no! Lord Dinsmuir...a viscountcy, eh? Well, it’s not a dukedom,” muttered Lord Hinksey, “but it seems that wretched fellow has already got himself betrothed to some other female!” Aloud, he said, “Don’t believe I ever knew your father.”

 “He died young, sir,” Alan said cautiously.

 “Ah, before he inherited the title, of course, hence your mother’s lack...Not that I mean to cavil at that, my boy! Charming lady, Mrs. Dinsmuir. I daresay you are able to support Bea in the proper style, ha ha?”

 “Certainly, sir. I have a house at Lark Hill, near Ascott under Wychwood, which Bea has seen and approves.” As she should, having helped to plan it. “And I have a large income from the Funds. My secretary will be pleased to give you the details—”

 “Gad no!” said the marquis in horror. Apparently Miss Dirdle was right again when she advised against Alan proffering too exact a knowledge of his own wealth. “Leave settlements and such to the lawyers! Well, well. I’ll have a word with Bea’s mama, but she’ll be only too pleased. Several ladies at the Orfords’ dared to doubt that... Well, no matter. This will put such talk to rest. I’ll send a notice to the Morning Post at once!”

* * * *

 For Bea, the last month before her wedding raced by. She knew Alan was fretting.

 He wanted to send the Jinnee to purchase a special licence, so as to marry her immediately. He did not understand the need for a trousseau, when the Jinnee could instantly provide all she desired. Nor did he appreciate the propriety of having the banns read in Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford, especially after such a brief courtship and betrothal.

 At last the day came, a bright, warm Saturday morning in August. Entering the cool dimness of the cathedral, Bea was scarcely conscious of her father’s sleeve beneath her fingertips, nor of the tenants and servants in the back pews and the dukes, duchesses, marquises and marchionesses, earls and countesses in the front. She saw, but her mind did not register, the grinning groomsman—Cousin Tom. All her awareness was on the tall, lean figure at his side.

 Alan was tall, lean, and elegant in his perfectly fitted blue morning coat and buff Inexpressibles. Memory took her back to the Cherwell, that morning just three months past, when a poor, shabby scholar had rescued an elderly gentlewoman from drowning. He was titled now, and wealthy, but he was still the same gentle, unassuming man she had fallen in love with on the spot.

 And as she approached, their eyes met with the same shock of recognition, the instant affinity which had made her decide that same day that she was going to marry him.

 Alan’s eyes met Bea’s, and nothing else had any importance. He touched her hand, and all his worries fell to ashes as a flame of tenderness and desire scorched through his veins. His heart soared to the vaulted roof and fluttered there, singing like a skylark.

 Throughout the service, he saw only her face. The walk back down the aisle, the drive to Hinksey Hall, the wedding breakfast, all passed in a haze.

 Then they were in the carriage taking them to Lark Hill, alone together at last, and all that mattered was the warm, responsive body in his arms, the soft, sweet lips meeting his. The world whirled about them, but neither spared a thought for the Jinnee.

 Not until morning. Waking, Alan recalled his fears. How could he have forgotten to forbid the Jinnee to part him from his wife, his love, his life? Bea was at his side, still asleep, locked in his embrace—but the Jinnee was now free.

 She might vanish at any moment.

 He held her close, made passionate love to her when she awoke, refused to let her leave his sight.

 It was near noon when they left their chamber and went down to break their fast. Their new butler bowed them into the breakfast room. At the table sat Miss Dirdle, Mrs. Dinsmuir, and the Jinnee.

 The two ladies rushed to embrace the blushing bride. The Jinnee heaved himself to his feet and came over to Alan, to shake his hand and slap him on the back.

 “Sorry to interrupt the idyll, my boy,” he said heartily, “but your mama and I have news we didn’t want to keep from you any longer. I trust you have no objection to a Jinnee for a stepfather?”

 

Epilogue

 

 Mr. and Mrs. Jinnee settled in a cottage ornée à la chinoise on the grounds of Lark Hill, where they lived happily together for many years. In pride of place on their drawing-room mantel shelf stood a brightly polished copper lamp.

 The Jinnee was a great favourite with his step-grandchildren, of whom he had many (educated, of course, by Miss Dirdle, still hale and romantic at heart at eighty-five). Grandpapa Jinnee, after all, could be relied upon to supply quite the most marvellous birthday presents imaginable!
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THE FIREBIRD


 


Chapter I

 

 Silent as the owl floating overhead, and as nearly invisible to human eyes, Reynata slipped along the woodland path. Though the waning moon, shining down through the trees, turned the ground into an intricate tangle of light and shadow, she had no fear of losing her way. The maze of rabbit and deer tracks was as familiar to her as the pattern on her counterpane.

 She paused as a dog-fox came round the bole of a gnarled oak tree. He stopped and stared, one paw raised, his nostrils quivering as he strove to catch the expected scent. Reynata looked like a vixen—but she smelled human.

 Bewildered and wary, the stranger braced to turn and run.

 “Good-day, sir,” Reynata called softly in his own language. “Do not fear, I mean you no harm.”

 “You’re not another nasty trick to lure me within reach of the hounds?” he growled, his pointed ears pricked forward.

 “No, indeed. There is little hunting in the King’s Forest. It is wide, with few bridle-paths, and His Majesty has no use for it, that poor madman. The trees and thickets are left to grow too densely for horses and riders to pass without more caution than huntsmen care to exercise.”

 “And you?” he asked, still suspicious.

 “I am a wer-fox,” Reynata said sadly. “At the new moon I am a girl for two or three days. At the full moon I become a vixen, willy-nilly, though in between, as now, I can choose which form to adopt.”

 The dog-fox grinned, his long tongue lolling between sharp white teeth. “How wise of you to pick a fox’s form when you can. Who would want to be a human—if these woods are truly safe?”

 “As safe as anywhere.”

 “I’ve come across the moors from Somerset way, the Vale of Taunton Deane. Too many huntsmen there by half! Mayhap I shall stay a while.”

 “I know a true vixen in need of a mate. If you follow this rabbit path down the hill to the ivied sycamore, then turn along the valley towards the setting sun, you will cross her trail.”

 “And with luck a rabbit’s, too.” Nodding his head in thanks, the fox loped off, his feet silent on the soft leaf-mould. In a moment, he vanished into the shadows beneath the undergrowth, the white tip of his brush last to disappear.

 Reynata gazed after him, envious. He would find his mate, settle down, and in the spring a new litter of adorable, squirming, rusty-red cubs would appear. How simple life would be if she were all fox!

 Or all girl.

 With a sigh, she trotted on towards Wick Towers. Lord Drake was home at last, with a company of grand friends. The heir to the earldom had been away in London for months—and Reynata had counted every day.

 Tonight his father, Lord Androwick, was giving a ball at the mansion on St. Andrew’s Hill. Wistfully, Reynata wondered if Lord Drake’s engagement was to be announced. Had he brought home a beautiful, well-bred, blue-blooded young lady to be his wife?

 Not that it would make any difference to Reynata. A foundling brought up by a wise-woman in a cottage in the woods could never aspire to be his bride, even if she were not a wer-fox. Simply to dance with him was far more than she dared wish for. Her best hope was to watch him dancing.

 Walls, fences and hedges meant to keep out strangers were no barrier to a small fox. A swift shadow, she sped across the park and through the shrubbery to the terrace outside the ballroom. The curtains at the French windows were closed, but careless servants had left a slight gap at the bottom. Crouched on the cold flagstones, glad of her thick russet coat, Reynata peered in.

 The ballroom had not been used since Lady Androwick died in childbirth nearly two decades ago. Reynata had once before peeked in, to see chandeliers and rows of chairs all swathed in holland dust-sheets.

 Tonight a thousand wax candles sparkled on crystal teardrops above and on the jewels of fine ladies below. Gowns the hues of the gayest meadow-flowers swirled around dainty feet in matching satin slippers. Gentlemen in coats of black, blue, or guardsmen’s scarlet bowed and skipped and twirled their partners. The lively music made Reynata’s paws twitch.

 Rapt, she pressed her quivering black nose to the pane. There was Master John, the earl’s youngest, hopping away like mad. There were handsome Master Damon and Master Basil, smirking at the pretty young ladies promenading on their arms. There were neighbouring gentryfolk she recognized, and Lord Androwick himself, a tall, lean gentleman somewhat stooped with age, not dancing but walking about looking important.

 And there was Aldwin, Lord Drake. Reynata’s heart leapt. Taller than his tall brothers, golden-haired where they were merely blond, broad of shoulder but slim, and newly elegant in his London-made coat, he outshone the thousand candle-flames.

 Naturally his partner was the most beautiful girl in the room. Her hair was as golden as his. Sapphires glinted at her throat and her lace-trimmed gown was the blue of the sky in midsummer. She floated down the set at his side, and when they stopped at the end, he smiled and bent his head courteously to listen to her.

 A soft fox-whimper rose in Reynata’s throat. She had not expected this moment to hurt so much.

 The music ended. Ladies and gentlemen bowed and curtsied. Lord Drake and his partner came towards the window, she laughing as she fanned herself vigorously with an ivory fan. Reynata poised to flee.

* * * *

 Aldwin was bored. After the London Season, he had been invited to half a dozen country house parties. He had to return the hospitality, but he longed for freedom to take up country pursuits again, to delve into managing the vast estate which would be his.

 His father had suddenly decided, last winter, to permit his heir to go up to Town, to acquire a little polish and look about him for a suitable wife. Aldwin had gathered all the Town bronze he wanted, and he had enjoyed the process, but now he was tired of constant frivolity.

 Lady Flavia was the epitome of frivolity. She was stunningly beautiful, and she had not an idea in her head besides catching a husband. If he stood up with her for a second consecutive dance —and the next was a waltz—he would have to take her in to supper. Her expectations would soar through the roof.

 For a horrid moment he thought she would accompany him out to the terrace, which would call for an immediate declaration. But he had read her aright. As he opened the French window, a blast of chilly air entered. Lady Flavia shivered and held back.

 “It is too cold by far!”

 “There will be a frost tonight, I should not wonder, the first of the autumn. You must not risk taking a chill. But I am wearing a coat, and desperate for a breath of fresh air. Here is your friend, Lady Otterton. I shall leave you to her care.”

 With that, he strode out and closed the door firmly behind him. To deter her from following, he stepped to one side, out of the light cast from indoors. After a moment his eyes adjusted to the pale moonlight.

 Seeing a cloaked, hooded figure, a tall woman, standing at the top of the steps down to the lawn, he moved towards her, slowly, so as not to startle her into flight. “Who is there?”

 “I just wanted to see the dancing, my lord.” A soft, low voice. “I would have run away if she had come out, but I knew you would not be angry.”

 “Not a bit of it. You sound familiar, but I am out of touch with local matters. You’re from the town? What is your name?”

 “I...I think I had best not tell.”

 “As you will. Listen, the music is starting. Dance with me, mysterious maiden.”

 “Oh yes, if you please, my lord.”

 He could tell she had never waltzed before, but he was a good dancer, liked to dance. She quickly followed his lead and caught the rhythm. In spite of her heavy cloak, she was light as thistledown in his arms. And oh, bliss! she did not chatter. He whirled her about the terrace.

 Her face was raised to his, but in the deceptive moonlight he caught only brief glimpses of dark eyes, a tender mouth, never her whole countenance at once.

 As the music ended, he demanded, “Who are you? Tell me your name.”

 “Best not,” she murmured. “I must go.”

 Slipping from his arms, she ran across the terrace and down the steps. He hurried after, but when he reached the top, there was no sign of her. Nowhere for a person to hide—she had vanished into thin air.

 “A fairy creature?” he mused, and he returned, slightly regretful, to the mundane frivolity in the house.

 


Chapter II

 

 High above the early-morning mists twining among the tree trunks, a jay screeched a warning. Reynata raised her muzzle and sniffed the air. No scent of danger came to her nostrils. The warning was against herself.

 Today she stayed on the bridle-path, for her rush-woven panniers, though light and empty, were liable to catch on twigs and thorns if she strayed. In spite of the encumbrance, she moved much faster on four feet than she could have on two.

 She came to the edge of the wood, where the ride debouched onto a cart-track. The hedge on the far side of the track hung heavy with crimson haws, scarlet hips, and wreathes of yellow and orange briony berries. The field beyond the hedge had been reaped and gleaned a fortnight since. Most leaves were still green, but autumn was well on the way.

 Huddled under a convenient bush, Reynata glanced each way along the track. No one in sight. She moved back behind a screen of undergrowth and shrugged the panniers from her back.

 How she metamorphosed, she had never been quite sure. She decided to change; the universe turned inside out; and there she stood, human again and—most puzzling of all—already wearing the clothes she had put on earlier that morning. Grandmama, though she was a wise-woman, could not explain it, though she suspected it meant Reynata was not a natural wer-creature but bewitched. Reynata had long since stopped bothering her head about it.

 Grandmama, Reynata’s foster-mother, still strove to understand the chains of magic binding her fosterling.

 One winter day, nearly twenty years ago, on her way home from market, Gammer Gresham had heard a whimper and found a starving fox-cub cowering behind a fallen treetrunk. She had carried it home under her cloak, to succour. To her wonder, when she opened her cloak she found a human babe.

 None of her spells sufficed to prevent the girl-child’s transformation back into a fox at times. She had brought Reynata up to accept the way she was, helped her learn to control the change when possible, and loved her whatever her shape or form.

 In human shape, Reynata’s form was tall and slim. She bore herself with the natural grace of a wild animal. Her features were a trifle too pointed for beauty, a hint of her alter ego matched by the fox-red hair which she wore in a thick plait down her back. Eyes the translucent brown of a woodland stream completed the picture of an attractive young woman who turned the heads of townsmen and farmers’ sons alike.

 Yet none came courting.

 The lads trudged through the woods to the wise-woman’s cottage to purchase love potions for the merry, rosy, buxom village girls. To Reynata they spoke with the same polite respect and slight uneasiness as to Gammer Gresham herself. Perhaps it was because the witch had raised her from infancy, or perhaps a hint of her dual nature had somehow spread abroad.

 Her aloof demeanour did nothing to lessen their wariness. As long as every full moon forced her to go upon four feet, she could never marry.

 Not that she had the least desire to give her hand to any of the lumpish fellows. Her heart she had given away long ago.

 Now, on the edge of the wood, she smoothed the skirts of her high-waisted, grey, homespun woollen gown, brushing off a twig or two from the hem. She pulled up the hood of her forest green cloak, for beyond the shelter of the trees, the air had an autumnal nip. The panniers, detached from each other, became two commonplace baskets.

 Reynata stepped out onto the track and turned towards the nearby town.

 Middlecombe was a small town, a large village really, but in this corner of England cut off by forest and moor and the Bristol Channel, its weekly market was important and always busy. Here country-folk mingled with town-folk, and the local gentry were often to be seen. Even the Earl of Androwick, the preeminent local landowner, frequently came down from Wick Towers to greet his tenants and browse the stalls.

 Lord Androwick was a passionate collector of rarities. Up at the Towers, he had cabinets filled with curious objects: tiki gods from the South Seas, an iridescent dragon’s scale as hard as iron, fossilized fish and ferns, a harpy’s egg, a piece of Merlin’s cloak with strange patterns which changed before one’s eyes, even an Egyptian mummy. In his aviary dwelt among others an archaeopteryx, a parrot who recited Homer in Classical Greek, a blue-footed booby, a gryphon, and a pair of pink flamingos. His walled gardens and conservatories sheltered such novelties as the giant marigolds of Peru, rhododendrons from the high Himalayas, passion-flower vines with intricate blooms and juicy purple fruit. He had an ash grown from a cutting of Yggdrasil, the Norse world-tree, and a hawthorn grafted from the tree planted at Glastonbury by St. Joseph of Arimathea, which blossomed every Christmas Day. Prized above all others was a persimmon tree from the mysterious Asiatic empire of Japan.

 “Grown from a seed of the golden apples of the Hesperides,” he was wont to tell visitors. “This year it has set fruit for the first time, four of them. Like medlars, they must be eaten very ripe. How I long to taste them!”

 For fear of thieves, the eccentric earl allowed no strangers to approach Wick Towers. Pedlars of curiosities brought them to Middlecombe market, where his lordship condescended to inspect their wares.

 With him, as often as not, came one or more of his four sons. Today, as she filled her baskets with flour, salt, yeast, and yarn, Reynata saw the fair heads of all four tall young gentlemen passing through the crowds.

 Lord Drake! Would he recognize her as the girl he had waltzed with three nights ago?

 She concentrated on watching the weighing of two ounces of raisins, a treat Grandmama dearly loved. The stall-holder hastily threw in a few extra, though the measure was good. Gammer Gresham had never been known to harm anyone with her spells, but it was just as well to be sure.

 The purchase completed, Reynata moved on, and came face to face with Lord Androwick’s two middle sons.

 “Good-day, Miss Gresham,” said Master Damon, with a bow made insolent by the sneer on his otherwise handsome face. He looked her up and down in a way which made her wish she had not thrown back her hood and unfastened her cloak in the increasing warmth of the sun. “Finished your shopping? Come along to the Green Dragon. We’ll take a private room and I’ll treat you to something special.”

 His insinuating tone betrayed his meaning, confirmed by his brother’s snigger.

 Meeting his sly eyes with a stony look, Reynata bobbed a curtsy. “I have not finished my errands, sir,” she said firmly, fastening her cloak as she turned away.

 Master Damon grasped her arm. “Not so fast! We’ll go with you, to make sure none of these louts offers to lay a hand on you. Come along, Basil.”

 They fell in on either side of her. Reynata racked her brains for a way to escape their mischievous attentions. None of the market people would come to her aid, for the earl’s known power far outweighed the wise-woman’s reputed abilities.

 She started at a fast pace towards a stall selling lamp-oil.

 “Ha,” exclaimed Master Basil, “she’s in a hurry to find out what you have to give her, Damon.”

 “Since she’s so eager, you’d better give her a little something, too.”

 “Damon! Basil! Father wants....” Lord Drake came to a halt before the three. “Reynata! Miss Gresham, I should say, for you are quite grown up now, are you not?”

 He bowed, with a smile which made her heart turn over. Despite his words, however, it was the sort of smile a young man gives to a favoured child. Aldwin, Lord Drake, still saw her as the little girl who had joined in his and his brothers’ games in the King’s Forest. She had played Maid Marion to his Robin Hood, captive princess to his Sir Galahad, Flora Macdonald to his Bonnie Prince Charlie.

 Was it because Master Damon had always been cast as the Sheriff of Nottingham, the ogre, or Butcher Cumberland, that he had turned out such a bully?

 Reynata curtsied to Lord Drake, with a shy smile. If she was still a child to him, he was more than ever the hero of her dreams. If his face had not the near-classical perfection of Master Damon’s, how much pleasanter it was to look upon!

 “I am sorry to deprive you of your escorts, Miss Gresham,” he said. He had never believed Damon and Basil intended to distress or hurt her, putting down their nasty tricks to overexuberance, even as he rescued her from the effects. “My father wishes to show them a cockatrice he thinks of purchasing.”

 “A cockatrice!” said Basil in horror.

 “Otherwise known as a basil-isk,” Lord Drake quizzed him. “I daresay you’d be immune to your namesake’s deadly gaze—but it’s dead and stuffed, never fear. Miss Gresham, pray tell Mistress Gresham I mean to call upon her sometime in the next few days.”

 “Grandmama will be very pleased to see you, my lord.”

 “Come along, fellows.”

 A summons from the earl was not to be disobeyed. Sulkily Damon and Basil went off with their eldest brother.

 Watching, Reynata saw them join Lord Androwick and John. John was Reynata’s age but seemed to her much younger. A good-natured youth, he too had always been prey to his middle brothers’ tricks, which he fell for much more easily than she did, being not overendowed with common sense.

 Common sense dictated to Reynata that she complete her errands as swiftly as possible and leave for home before Damon and Basil were free to harass her again.

 Half an hour later, she turned off the cart-track onto the bridle-path which led through the woods to Grandmama’s cottage. She walked on in human shape, for the baskets were now too heavy and awkward for a fox to carry, even if she could have set them as panniers on her own back. The path wound uphill and down, the slopes so easily covered on four feet now a wearisome trudge.

 Growing hot, Reynata took off her cloak and stuffed it into the lighter basket. When she came to a brook, she put down her load and knelt on the bank, to dip her handkerchief in the cool water and wipe her face.

 The stream’s chuckkling drowned the muffled beat of hooves on leaf-mould until the riders were nearly upon her.

 “Another minute and we’d have caught her bathing!” cried Basil as Reynata sprang to her feet.

 “No matter.” Damon swung down from the saddle and pounced. “It won’t be a minute’s work to strip her. Well met!” he went on with an ugly grin, his grip tightening painfully on her upper arms. “There’s a nice, soft bed of moss over there will suit us to perfection.”

 


Chapter III

 

 Aldwin Drake moved through the marketplace, greeting his father’s people, flattered by their evident pleasure in his return. At twenty-six, he had never been away from home before for more than a few days.

 Though Aldwin had not won a bride, a Season under the aegis of his cynical, worldly uncle, followed by summer visits to several noble houses, had taught him to regard humanity with a discerning eye. Affectionate amusement replaced the dutiful reverence he had always felt for his father. His new appraisal of Damon and Basil was less pleasant.

 He had always thought his middle brothers’ manners at fault rather than their intentions. Now he was not so sure. He suspected Damon had a vicious streak, taking a positive pleasure in tormenting others, and Basil was all too ready to follow his lead.

 So, as he strolled, Aldwin watched for Reynata Gresham. It was up to him to shield the child if Damon had some mischievous prank in mind. He would do the same for any female, of course, but he was deucedly fond of Reynata.

 No sign of her. She must have gone home already. But no sign of Damon or Basil either, Aldwin realized. He frowned.

 John panted up to him. “Aldwin, thank heaven I’ve found you! They’ve gone after her. After Miss Gresham. And they were talking....” He hesitated, blushing vividly. “They said....”

 Aldwin’s fears filled in the words all too easily. Crowds parted before him as he strode towards the Phoenix Inn, where his horse was stabled. “They told you what they were about?” he demanded of John, scurrying alongside.

 “Oh, they pay me no heed. I don’t suppose they even noticed I was there. I didn’t know what to do, except come to you.”

 “You were quite right, lad. I’ll deal with this.”

 “I’d ride with you, only I came with Father in the carriage.”

 Aldwin forebore to point out that the inn had mounts for hire. If it came to a fight—surely it would not come to a fight, with his own brothers!—young John was more likely to get in the way than to help.

 He saddled Amiga himself. In his haste, his fingers fumbled with the fine Spanish leather, patterned with inlaid silver and mother-of-pearl. The golden mare with mane and tail of silver stood still, her dark eyes rolling, aware of his disquiet. She was a palomino, of a rare Spanish stock derived from Saracen and Moorish ancestors, which seldom bred true. Aldwin had bought her at Tattersall’s in London, from a wounded soldier returning from the Peninsular War. The earl coveted her, but his son managed to persuade him a menagerie was no place for a proud, spirited horse.

 Amiga del Viento, Friend of the Wind, was her full name, for she had Barb and Arab blood in her and she ran like the wind.

 Aldwin sprang to her back and turned her head towards the King’s Forest. Out of town they galloped, up the track and into the woods. Her hooves beat a muted tattoo on the winding path, like muffled drums sounding a hasty funeral march.

 It was not a matter of life and death, Aldwin assured himself. But from a woman’s point of view, was not rape considered a fate worse than death? And Reynata had scarcely left childhood behind her! His heart pounded in time with Amiga’s stride as he urged the mare onward.

 The path curved downhill around a fallen elm, half buried in brambles. Recalling the brook just beyond, Aldwin slowed Amiga’s pace a trifle.

 He leapt from the saddle before he had fully taken in the scene opening before him. On the bank of the stream, Reynata struggled in Damon’s arms as he strove to pull her away from the water. Basil hastened towards them from the bush where he had tied their horses.

 All three stilled suddenly as Aldwin burst upon them.

 Basil dithered. Reynata, with a desperate lunge, twisted away from Damon, falling to the ground. Damon put up his fists and swung at his brother.

 Dodging, Aldwin feinted, then connected with a left to the jaw. Not for nothing had he frequented Gentleman Jackson’s Bond Street boxing saloon. Damon toppled backwards and landed with a great splash in the stream.

 Aldwin turned to Basil, who backed away, shaking his head. “Not my notion,” he mumbled. “Never laid a finger on her.” He hung his head in shame at his own cowardice.

 Damon floundered in the stream, his face a mask of humiliated hatred. “I’ll get you for this,” he spat.

 Aldwin ignored him, giving Reynata his hand as she scrambled to her feet. “You’re not hurt?” he queried. She shook her head dumbly, lustrous brown eyes huge with some unidentifiable emotion. “Come, I’ll see you home.”

 He stooped to pick up her baskets.

 “Let me.” She reached for them. “It’s not fitting for a gentleman....”

 “I expect I can tie them to Amiga’s saddle somehow.”

 Reynata glanced at the mare, standing patient and watchful, and her eyes widened again. “She’s beautiful! A gold and silver horse should not carry such a common burden.”

 “She’s proud, but docile and willing. Clever, too. She answers to her name. Amiga!”

 The mare’s ears flickered and she nodded twice.

 “See? She won’t mind playing the beast of burden for once.”

 “The baskets are made to fasten together as panniers.” Reynata hesitated. “But they would be in your way when you mount.”

 “I’ve no intention of riding. She’ll follow, even without a lead rein when it’s someone she knows,” he boasted. “Show me how to fasten the baskets.”

 Her hands trembled as she complied, he noted. Though her voice was calm, her nerves must be all aquiver at her narrow escape.

 He slung the panniers over Amiga’s withers. As he looped the reins out of the mare’s way, he saw Damon crawling soggily out of the brook with a helping hand from Basil. He said nothing to them, hoping against hope that they had learnt their lesson.

 The bridle-path was just wide enough for Aldwin and Reynata to walk side by side, with Amiga following. Neither of them spoke until they had put a few windings of the trail between them and the others.

 Then he said, “I’m sorry.”

 “You’re sorry?” She sounded startled.

 He could not look at her, shunned meeting her eyes. “They are my brothers. Their behaviour reflects on me. In fact, it dishonours the whole family. I must consider whether my father ought to know what his sons were about.”

 “Oh no! Pray don’t tell Lord Androwick. I suffered no h-harm.”

 “I can only be deeply thankful that I arrived in time to preserve you. If John had not found me quickly....It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

 “N-no. P-pray....” A sob swallowed her voice.

 Turning towards her, Aldwin saw tears trickling down her face. He put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her. She swung towards him, burying her face in his cravat, and he dropped the reins to hold her close.

 Reynata was no child, he discovered. The playmate of his youth had vanished. In her place was a warm, soft, gently curved woman, altogether desirable, who fitted into his arms as if she had been created especially for them. He hugged her to him, his cheek against her silken, fragrant hair. It gleamed like copper in the dappled sunshine filtering through the leaves above. A sudden longing swept him to see it falling loose about her naked shoulders.

 She pulled away a little and looked up at him. The way she held her head was familiar—”Good lord, was it you I danced with...?”

 She nodded, dark eyes brimming, and he caught her in his arms again.

 “I’m s-sorry,” she wept into his chest. “It was just all rather a sh-shock.”

 Instantly he released her and stepped back, appalled. He was no better than his brothers!

 Yes, he was, dammit. He would never dream of taking her by force, nor even of seducing her. He loved her! Nothing less than marriage would suffice—his shoulders slumped—and marriage was out of the question. She was a foundling brought up by a witch. He was heir to the Earl of Androwick.

 “I’ve lost my h-handkerchief.”

 He felt in his pocket. “Here, take this.”

 “Thank you, sir.”

 The hint of red around her eyes, the defiant way she blew her nose, only made her dearer to him. She was pluck through and through. He tried desperately to think of some damning fault he had observed in her over the years. He failed.

 Amiga nuzzled his shoulder.

 “She’s growing impatient,” Reynata said with a shaky little laugh. “I’m all right now, my lord. There’s no need for you to come farther. They won’t follow me now.”

 For answer he started out again, towards the wise-woman’s cottage. “Cannot Mistress Gresham give you a protective spell?” he asked harshly. “Some sort of amulet? You are safe for today, I daresay, but I fear it may take greater chastisement than I administered to deter my brothers for the future, and I might not always be at hand.”

 “I expect Grandmama will know what to do,” she said, subdued. “I never felt in serious need of protection before.”

 “Ask her,” Aldwin commanded. “I’ll ask her myself. I want to be sure you are safe before I go away.”

 Reynata looked up at him, and now her heart was in her eyes. Her voice trembled. “You are going away again?”

 He realized the decision was made. He had no choice. Living a mere two miles from the woman he loved and who loved him, unable to express their love, would be sheer torture.

 “I must go,” he said. He could not tell her—or anyone—the real reason. “Lord Wellington has need of soldiers in Spain. I shall purchase a commission and do my part to save England from Bonaparte.”

 She was silent for the space of several paces. The sounds of the forest seemed suddenly loud, the song of birds, the rustle of leaves. Then she said, in a stifled tone, “You will be in far more danger than I. Grandmama must give you a spell, too,” she added urgently.

 “Perhaps.” Aldwin was not sure he cared whether he was killed or not. Was life without Reynata worth living? As he brooded, another consideration came to him. “In keeping me from harm, a magical shield might prevent my doing my duty. No, I shall take nothing.”

 Reynata bowed her head and trudged on at his side.

 They came to the clearing where stood Gammer Gresham’s cottage. The small, thatched, half-timbered building was surrounded by an orderly jungle of vegetables, herbs, fruit trees and bushes, and flowers. In this flourishing garden, chickens pecked and scratched, magically kept from destroying the desirable plants as they ate up insects, snails and weeds. To one side, a tethered nanny-goat grazed on lush grass. Before the door stood a rowan-tree, proof that no wicked witchcraft lurked here.

 In childhood, Aldwin and his brothers had often visited the cottage, to be welcomed with fresh-baked bread and crab-apple jelly and a glass of goat’s milk. Of later years, he had rarely come. Tutors kept him busy with academic studies, and then his father’s bailiff with learning to run the great estate which would one day be his.

 That explained how Reynata had grown up without his noticing, why she seemed to him to have changed overnight from a winsome child he was fond of to a bewitching woman he adored.

 Bewitching? A love-spell?

 If so, he thought grimly, no doubt he would find himself unable to leave this place without committing himself to a misalliance which could only end in disaster.

 Gammer Gresham was in her garden, gathering herbs. A tall woman, she straightened with an effort as her foster-daughter and the visitor approached, and came to meet them. To Aldwin she had seemed ancient twenty years ago. Now he saw how stiffly she moved, how the sunbrowned face had become a mesh of wrinkles. Yet her grey eyes were as shrewdly penetrating as ever, and her greeting as warm.

 “Lord Drake, how delightful to see you.”

 For the first time, he noticed the refinement of her speech. Once, long ago, she must have come of a good family. She had taught Reynata to speak well, too, he realized, but nothing could give the foundling a background to fit her to be a countess.

 He bowed over the wise-woman’s crabbed hand. “The pleasure is mine, ma’am. I met Miss Gresham at the market and bethought me that I had not called since I came home.”

 “Lord Drake’s horse carried my shopping, Grandmama. Is she not a beauty?”

 To his relief, Reynata had observed his reticence over his brothers’ misdeeds and followed his lead. She might tell her foster-mother later, but not now, when it would deeply embarrass him.

 So how was he to persuade the wise-woman that Reynata was in need of a protective spell? he wondered as he disburdened Amiga of the panniers and carried them into the cottage.

 “It is a long walk from town,” he said, setting the baskets on the well-scrubbed whitewood table, “and a lonely one. When I am travelling far from home, I should be comforted to know Miss Gresham is defended by a charm from any possible danger. Will you not use your skills in this, ma’am, for my sake?”

 “I had not considered it necessary.” Mistress Gresham gave him a long, steady look. He was sure she read his mind, his deepest thoughts and feelings, even those he was not yet aware of. Abruptly she nodded. “I shall do what I can, Aldwin, though perfect safety is beyond my powers. Shall I prepare a second charm, for you?”

 “No. It might hinder me in doing my duty as a soldier, and also, I should fear to rely too much upon it.”

 “Then God guard you and keep you.” It was a dismissal. No spell bound him unwilling to the girl.

 Aldwin bowed again. Reynata curtsied to him, her eyes downcast. “God guard you and keep you,” she whispered, so faint he almost thought he had imagined it.

 He glanced back as he untied Amiga. Through the open door of the cottage, he saw Mistress Gresham seated at the table. At her feet, Reynata knelt, her face buried in her foster-mother’s lap. One gnarled hand caressed the glossy chestnut hair.

 A lump in his throat, Aldwin swung into the saddle and turned the mare’s head homeward.

 


Chapter IV

 

 “I have been remiss,” Grandmama said. “I ought to have started to pass on my knowledge to you long ago, to provide your livelihood when I am gone. I have kept hoping to learn how to counter the enchantment binding you. But the best I have done after long years of study is to turn a mouse into a very surprised bat—when I had intended it to be a mole—and poor Tibb into a raven instead of a dog.”

 “Miaow,” observed the big black bird perched on the window-sill. “Better a raven than a dog any day. Some ways it’s even better than cat-hood. Talking’s much easier, and flying’s fun. Don’t try to de-spell me.”

 “I set the spell, so I can undo it,” the wise-woman told him tartly, “and I will if you talk too much. Reynata’s ensorcelment was not my doing, so it is more difficult, perhaps impossible.”

 Reynata essayed a smile. “It doesn’t matter,” she said sadly.

 “I had hoped you might one day fall in love with some kindly farmer or shopkeeper, and marry, and have children.”

 “I shall never marry. Even if I were wholly human, Lord Drake is too far above me. He has a duty to his family. Yet however painful it would be to see him often when I can never be his, I wish he was not going for a soldier. I wish he had accepted a protective charm!”

 “There is wisdom as well as pride in his refusal, my love. But tell me what happened to make him insist on a charm for you. It was not general solicitude, I think.”

 As Reynata related the attack and rescue, she recalled Master Damon’s threat to get even with his brother. The image of his hate-filled face loomed in the forefront of her mind. Lord Drake’s peril would not begin when he joined the army and went off to war.

 Finishing the tale, she said urgently, “Can you not protect him without his knowledge, Grandmama?”

 “It would not be right, when he has rejected my help, and for good reasons.”

 “But that was for when he is in the Army, fighting with Lord Wellington in Spain. He is in danger already, I am sure he is. You cannot imagine how wicked Master Damon looked.”

 “I might manage something,” her foster-mother said doubtfully, “something which would end as soon as he crossed the sea. I should have to have some object of his to work with, though.”

 “I have his handkerchief.” Reynata bit her lip as the tears the square of cambric had dried threatened to flow again. “Will that be enough?”

 “Perhaps. I shall see what I can do.”

 “Now?”

 “At once,” said Grandmama with an understanding smile.

 Taking the handkerchief, the wise-woman rose stiffly from the bench, and hobbled towards the door to the back room where she performed her magic. Reynata watched her, with a pang of dread. How old was she? For two decades she had kept the decrepitude of age at bay with her spells, stealing time to bring up her foster-daughter. But Time always won in the end.

 And Reynata was old enough to take care of herself. She just could not imagine life without Grandmama.

 “Meh-eh-eh,” called the nanny-goat from the garden. “Mih-ih-ihlk!”

 “Coming.” Reynata took up the milking stool and pail and went out into the cool of the evening.

* * * *

 The early morning air was chilly when Aldwin rode down St. Andrew’s Hill from Wick Towers a fortnight later. He had donned his new scarlet dress tunic, liberally laced with gold, to bid his father and John farewell—Damon and Basil being conspicuously absent. The splendid jacket was not particularly warm, but he did not cover it with his greatcoat for he knew the townsfolk were waiting in Middlecombe to wave good-bye. He owed them the best show he could put on.

 Their cheers warmed him, as did the heat rising from Amiga as he cantered out of town. Soon the rising sun dispelled the nip of frost, glinting on dew-laden spiderwebs in the yellowing hedgerows. It was a beautiful day for riding, even though he was leaving his heart behind him.

 The day after escorting Reynata home from her encounter with his brothers, he had set out for London. His father had been reluctant to let him go, but gave in to persuasion. The purchase of a commission in a Guards regiment had taken less time than Aldwin expected. Returning home to take leave of his family before he proceeded to Spain, he had not been able to resist calling at the cottage in the forest.

 He had an excuse. “I just came by to make sure Damon and Basil have not troubled you,” he said, not dismounting when he found Reynata outside, collecting eggs. How beautiful she was in her simple, midnight-blue woollen gown!

 “I have not seen them, sir,” she said in a low voice, curtsying, head bowed. “Not since...that day.”

 “Good.” With an effort, he managed to infuse his voice with heartiness. “And Mistress Gresham has cast a spell to protect you?”

 At that she looked up, brown eyes flashing. “She told you she would. Grandmama does not break her word. Moreover, she has begun to teach me to protect myself, and others. It is past time I started to learn the trade which will be mine.”

 “Yes, of course,” Aldwin said, taken aback by her vehemence. A vision struck him of Reynata growing old, turning into the lonely witch of the woods, while he lay dead in a foreign land. “I leave in two days time, for London and the Peninsula,” he said gruffly. “Wish me well.”

 “I do.” She came to him, gave him her hand, and he stooped in the saddle to kiss her slender, sun-browned fingers. For a moment she clung to his hand. “I shall be thinking of you,” she had whispered.

 Aldwin did not want to think of her. Surely in learning his new duties, meeting new people, seeing new places, at least in the heat of battle, he would be able to forget!

 He came to a crossroads and turned Amiga’s head towards Long Yeoford, where the lane met the Exeter turnpike.

 The lane ran downhill, into a muddy bottom with thickets on either side. Trees met above the track, forming a gloomy tunnel. A gust of wind brought leaves swirling down, but the close-knit branches still shut out the sun’s light and warmth. Aldwin shivered, partly from the chill, partly from a curious sense of foreboding.

 No sense in stopping to put on his great-coat when they would be out in the sun again shortly. And useless to try to hurry Amiga through this mire. She had slowed to a walk, her hooves glugging with each step as she plodded along.

 “We’ll soon be out of this, my beauty.” Aldwin leaned forward to pat her neck.

 Shot whistled overhead as a gun cracked in the bushes behind. Amiga plunged forward.

 “Damn fool!” The voice came from the bushes ahead. Damon’s voice? “I told you to—” Whatever he said next was cut off by a second volley, from his position.

 He too missed his target. Before Aldwin could react, he felt the world turn inside out around him. Without volition, he sprang into the air, beating his way upwards, instinctively folding his arms to his sides to glide through a gap in the branches, then spreading them....

 Not arms, wings. In terror, Aldwin fled.

 Below, a vixen cowered beneath bracken the rusty colour of her coat. What had Grandmama done? Her spell had saved Lord Drake’s life, but by changing him into a bird! His magnificent uniform had metamorphosed into feathers of scarlet and gold, flame-bright, lighting the gloom until he burst through the tree-tops and was gone.

 “Tibb, follow him!” Reynata called softly.

 “Miaow! I mean, grawk.” The raven took wing.

 As they spoke, Damon and Basil emerged from the underbrush. Double-barreled shotguns in their hands, they stood in the mud, gawping up at the leafy canopy where Lord Drake had vanished.

 “He’s gone,” said Basil. “How did he do that?”

 “Your fault, fool,” Damon snarled, glaring at his brother. “A perfect opportunity to get rid of him when no one would miss him, and you go and shoot first. And miss!”

 “You missed too,” Basil pointed out sulkily. “But didn’t you see, he turned into a bird!”

 “That’s what it looked like,” Damon admitted, his tone cautious. “Perhaps the old witch had it in for him because he didn’t come up to scratch with the girl. With any luck, he’s gone for good. I’ll be Earl of Androwick yet!”

 “What about the horse? Suppose it comes home without him?”

 They turned to stare at Amiga, who stood with hanging head, fetlock deep in the morass.

 “Father wants her. We’ll tell him we found her wandering... No, we’ll say we went to meet Aldwin at Long Yeoford, to see him on his way, and he decided to hire a horse and send the mare back to Father. He’ll be so pleased he won’t question it. Quick, grab her before she decides to run off.”

 As they converged on Amiga, Reynata gave a short, sharp bark. The golden mare started, tossed her head with rolling eyes, heaved herself out of the mud, and sprang forward. Damon lunged for her bridle. Slipping, he landed face down in the muck. Reynata grinned a vulpine grin, mouth open, teeth showing, tongue lolling, as Amiga gathered her haunches under her and sprang again, spraying Basil with filth.

 Three more hare-leaps took Amiga to solid ground. She galloped off, reins dangling, stirrups swinging wildly, saddlebags thumping against her flanks.

 Sliding through the undergrowth alongside the lane, Reynata followed.

* * * *

 “I lost her,” Reynata said sombrely. “She galloped into Long Yeoford and I could not follow. She might have turned east or west on the turnpike, or gone south to Dartmoor or north to Exmoor. Oh, where is Tibb? I wish he’d come! What went wrong, Grandmama?”

 The wise-woman shook her head in puzzlement. “I cannot be sure, my love. Protective charms are always chancy, as I told you. They tend to work in unexpected ways. Possibly his is trying to keep him from crossing the seas and going to war. And then, I have been so much occupied these many years with transformation spells, perhaps there was some contamination.”

 “But can you change him back?”

 “I believe so, since it was my own magic changed him. Not at a distance, however.”

 “No.” Reynata shuddered. “Suppose he was flying! Surely he will come here when he recovers from the shock, when Tibb explains to him what happened, and then you can undo the spell. But he will want Amiga when he is himself again, and I lost her.”

 “A horse of gold with mane and tail of silver cannot long remain hidden,” Grandmama consoled her. “Ah, here is Tibb now.”

 The raven was tapping on a windowpane with his hefty beak. Reynata hurried to let him in.

 “Tibb, where is he? Where did he go?”

 “Miawk,” said the bird tiredly. “He flew too high for a poor old cat-bird like me, and into the face of the east wind, to boot. I lost him.”

 Reynata covered her face with her hands. Tibb hopped up onto her shoulder. He rubbed his head against her neck with a sympathetic purr.

 “As you said, my love, Lord Drake is bound to come here when he recovers from the shock,” Grandmama reminded her. “He cannot fail to realize that what happened to him is magic.”

 “He didn’t know you were going to put a protective spell on him. What if he thinks you changed him on purpose, to punish him for...for letting my humble birth drive him away?”

 The wise-woman drew herself up. “If he believes I used my skills for ill, he deserves to stay enchanted! However, I daresay I could bring myself to forgive him. He will certainly go home, and we shall hear of it.”

 “Home! Wick Towers is the last place he would go. Damon and Basil saw him in bird form. They would recognize him, and catch him and kill him, long before we learnt he had come.”

 


Chapter V

 

 Huddled among towering rocks, high on the moor, Aldwin tried to understand what had happened to him.

 He was a bird, a large bird with gleaming red-gold feathers and a long tail, that much was indubitable. Only magic could have wrought the change—equally indubitable. But was it white magic or black which had deprived him of his humanity in saving him from highwaymen?

 They must have been highwaymen. However resentful his brothers might be, they would not plot to murder him! He had surely imagined recognizing Damon’s voice....

 Yet doubt lingered. If it had been Damon and Basil who attacked him, it was not safe to go home, at least not openly. Nor did he dare entrust his fate to Gammer Gresham, not without his father present as witness. One way or another, she was more than likely responsible for his present plight.

 Could this be her revenge for his breaking Reynata’s heart? Perhaps the wise-woman had given him the benefit of the doubt, hoping love would conquer pride, until his departure for Spain left no room for hope.

 How petty his pride of birth seemed now! Positively bird-witted, Aldwin thought wryly. He deserved to live out his life as a bird. If somehow he escaped that fate, he would throw himself at Reynata’s feet and beg her to accept his hand.

 “Reynata!” he keened.

 The wind whistling between the rocks was the only reply.

 By nightfall, Aldwin had decided he must go home, whatever the peril. Perhaps he could attract his father’s or John’s attention and explain what had happened to him.

 Damon and Basil often rode down to the Green Dragon in Middlecombe in the evenings, to drink and gamble and wench, but Aldwin did not dare count on their absence. They always returned to the Towers by midnight, as all the doors and gates were locked then. After that, no one would be about to spot Aldwin when he tapped with his beak on the Earl’s or his youngest brother’s chamber window.

 The night was clear, with a waxing moon, and the east wind had dropped. Aldwin flew down from the moor, sailing with long, slow wing-beats over the wooded combes and sleeping villages, streaked with the silver ribbons of streams. The beauty of the scene penetrated his wretchedness. He was suddenly conscious of the joy of his instinctive balancing on the air-currents. If he ever escaped from his present form, he would always be grateful for the experience.

 As he swooped low over the King’s Forest, an owl rose to meet him. “Who? Who?”

 Aldwin opened his beak to answer. “Reynata!” he cried.

 Damn, that was not what he had meant to say! Apparently he was not a talking bird. He had but a single call, like the wood-pigeon’s “coo” or the cuckoo’s “cuckoo.” Or the owl’s “who,” of course. It had already floated away on silent wings, satisfied with his response to its challenge.

 This made things more difficult for Aldwin, though. How was he going to make Father or John understand who he was?

 His home rose before him. He alighted in a tree to think. The day’s blustery wind had blown away most of the leaves, and there on the bare branches hung four plump fruits, golden in the moonlight.

 Bird instincts took over. One of the fruits smelt ripe, and Aldwin had not eaten since an early breakfast. His beak tore into the succulent persimmon. Juice dripped as he devoured a quarter of his father’s precious, cherished crop of golden apples of the Hesperides, leaving not a trace.

 Guilty, but feeling much better, Aldwin made up his mind to try to rouse John first. Once inside his brother’s chamber, he could find a book and peck at letters to spell out his message. There was always a danger that the Earl might be too eager to capture him for the aviary to give him time to communicate. He was, after all, a splendid specimen, he reflected, preening his burnished chest-feathers to clean off the last drop of sweet, sticky juice. 

 He flew up to John’s tower window. The sill was too narrow for anything larger than a thrush to perch there.

 Swerving, he narrowly avoided bashing his head against the glass. To tap with his beak, he’d have to hover like a kestrel. He returned towards the window and willed his wings to perform the needed action.

 His earthward plunge made it plain he was not a hovering bird. Pulling up within a yard of the ground, he wrenched a shoulder muscle painfully. Disconsolate, he fluttered down to rest on the flagged path between two flowerbeds.

 By the time he recovered enough for the effort of launching himself from the ground, a faint light in the eastern sky heralded the dawn. He must not be found here at daybreak! He longed to fly to Reynata, but fear of her foster-mother daunted him. His feathers were too bright for him to hide safely in the woods during the day. The rocky refuge on the moors called to him.

 Thither he swiftly flew and passed the day in exhausted sleep. When he awoke at dusk, he had an idea.

 He must find a twig long enough to scratch at John’s windowpane as he flew by. John would look out through the window to see what made the noise, and when he saw the fiery bird flying back and forth, he would open wide to let him in.

 Wouldn’t he? Aldwin had to try.

 As the moon rose, wider by a sliver than yesternight, he returned to Wick Towers. Hunger gnawed at him, so he went first to the persimmon tree to see if another had ripened.

 Alighting, he saw beneath the tree a curious bundle from which issued loud snores. Cautiously, he hopped down from branch to branch, until he made out Damon’s face under a nightcap, mouth open, eyes shut. The sleeper was enveloped in several featherbeds; on the grass beside him lay an empty brandy-bottle, and his shotgun. A leaf drifted down and landed on his cheek, but he did not stir. What on earth...?

 No doubt the Earl, discovering the loss of one of his golden apples, had set his son to watch for the thief. He would be furious when another fruit was missing in the morning and Damon had no explanation!

 Damon deserved to suffer his anger. Though Aldwin had qualms about distressing his father, the pangs of hunger overwhelmed his conscience. Seeking out the one ripe, fragrant, luscious persimmon among the three remaining, he gorged.

 Satisfied, he looked for a twig to carry out his plan. The gardeners had swept up all debris during the day, so in the end he broke a switch off the persimmon tree. With one end clutched in his beak, he flew back and forth past John’s chamber window, dragging the other end against the glass on each pass. It made a squeaky, scratchy sound, but John did not wake.

 At last Aldwin was forced to acknowledge defeat. If he went on trying any longer, he would not have the strength to fly back to the moors and he didn’t feel safe passing the day any closer to human habitation.

 On the third night he made another attempt. This time, he found Basil fast asleep under the persimmon tree, slumped on a chair, wrapped in all manner of greatcoats and rugs. Beside the chair stood a jug from which rose the fumes of hot flannel—a mixture of beer and gin heated with spices and sugar which Basil favoured. A shotgun lay under the chair, where it could only be retrieved with great difficulty.

 Aldwin ate the next to last persimmon, with mental apologies to his father. Then he left the walled garden and flew to the gravel pathway winding through the rhododendron shrubbery. He picked up two clawfuls of gravel.

 Without the hitherto unappreciated aid of his feet, he rose into the air awkwardly, with much flapping of wings. Flying to John’s window, he tried to fling the gravel at the glass.

 His legs were not made for throwing. Two or three small stones landed on the sill, but the rest dropped to the ground below.

 A second attempt was more successful. Most of the gravel hit the windowpanes with a satisfactory rattle. But though Aldwin flew back and forth before the window for several minutes, John did not appear. Nor did a third shower of stones rouse him. Either he slept extraordinarily soundly, or he was cowering under the bedclothes.

 For which he could hardly be blamed, Aldwin admitted reluctantly. His brother’s window was at least forty feet from the ground. Small wonder if John was afraid of anything capable of tapping on it!

 Discouraged, Aldwin returned to the moors.

* * * *

 “Do you think the thief the Earl makes such a fuss about is Lord Drake, Grandmama?” Reynata kneaded the dough vigorously, putting into it all her frustrated energy. She was making enough bread to last for several days, for tonight or tomorrow she would become a fox, and the old woman no longer had the strength for kneading. “It’s odd that he has come two nights in a row but only taken one fruit each time. Why doesn’t Lord Androwick pick the rest?”

 “The golden apples are very astringent until they are completely ripe. A bird smells when fruit is ripe before it is apparent to a human.”

 “Grmmm,” agreed Tibb, whose great black beak was stuck together by a bit of dough he had pinched.

 “So the thief is probably a bird,” Reynata concluded, “and very likely—”

 “Hush!” Grandmama held up her hand. Someone knocked on the door. “Come in, John,” she called.

 The youth entered and bade them good-day with an awkward bow. John Drake was as handsome as his brother Damon, his looks marred only by a slightly vacuous air. Though by no means as thick as two planks, he was not—his eldest brother had been known to say tolerantly—the brightest star in the firmament.

 “I need a charm, ma’am, if you please,” he blurted out. “Something’s been trying to get in at my bedchamber window in the middle of the night.”

 Reynata and her foster-mother exchanged a glance. Had Lord Drake tried to attract John’s attention?

 “Take a bunch of rowan berries from the tree by the door,” advised Mistress Gresham. “Hang it above the window and it will ward off evil.”

 “Will it work in my pocket? I’m to stand guard in the garden tonight,” John informed her, proud but anxious. “Did you hear, a thief’s been stealing Father’s golden apples? Damon said he was invisible, and Basil swears he didn’t come last night, but a branch was broken and now there’s only one fruit left. I think they just fell asleep. Father’s going to let me watch tonight. I shan’t fall asleep. I’ll stand up all night.”

 “You will not shoot the thief, will you?” Reynata asked fearfully.

 “Oh no, I don’t want to hurt him, just catch him. They all think I can’t but I’ll show them. So, will the rowan berries work in my pocket, ma’am?”

 “Yes, but do not leave them there longer than need be. They will last better hanging up.”

 “Thank you, ma’am.” Blushing the lad stammered, “Wh-what do I owe you?”

 “Half-a-crown.” She would have charged a poor man sixpence for the same charm, which could be picked free in any copse. As she had explained to Reynata, people had no trust in a free charm, and belief was an important part of magic. “Half-a-crown and a report tomorrow on what occurs tonight,” she amended.

 Business concluded, Reynata offered a cup of tea. Since her hands were covered in dough, John obligingly lifted the kettle from the hearth and poured it over the herbs in the pot. He even held a cup of the brew to Reynata’s lips so that she could drink. Though the fragrant tea was obviously not to his taste, he politely swallowed it down.

 “A good lad,” Grandmama observed when he had departed.

 “You did not want him to know the thief is his brother?” Reynata asked, shaping loaves.

 “The fewer the better. He might let it slip to the others. Besides, we cannot be sure.”

 “No, but I shall watch in the gardens tonight. I cannot see into the walled garden, though. You must come with me, Tibb.”

 “Grawk,” said the raven grumpily, having at last cleaned his beak. “Smells good but sticks like a burr. Fresh mouse-flesh never does that. Miaow!”

 “Listen, Tibb! You will have to persuade John to bring Lord Drake here instead of taking him into the house, where he would be in dreadful danger from Damon and Basil.”

 “If it is Lord Drake,” Grandmama reminded her, “and if John catches him.”

 “I don’t know whether to hope it is and he does, or not,” Reynata said wretchedly. “If not, we may never find him.”

* * * *

 John was determined to prove he was not the fool everyone supposed him. He dined lightly, taking no wine, and followed the meal with several cups of black coffee, though he liked the drink no better than Gammer Gresham’s herb tea. Putting on warm clothes in dark colours, he went out to the walled garden.

 The Earl had decided against having his servants patrol the area. He wanted to catch the thief, and a troop of men were more likely to scare him off. So the head gardener gave John the key to the door in the wall. John went in and locked the door behind him.

 It was eerie out there by himself in the dark. He wished for a lantern, but of course that would warn the thief of his presence. Thank heaven it was another clear night, for the only light came from the stars. The flagstone paths were barely visible and tall plants loomed all around. John felt in his pocket—yes, he had remembered the rowan berries. At least black magic could not touch him.

 He walked around the paths, then decided that however softly he placed his feet, he made too much noise. Going over to the persimmon tree, he stood under it, leaning against the trunk.

 The moon rose, all but full. Instantly the garden became a place of enchantment, painted silver and black by the pale light. The broken glass on the surrounding wall glittered. Above John in the nearly leafless tree, the sole remaining fruit gleamed like the golden apple Father believed it to be.

 John padded around the tree to stand in the moon-shadow. The wait was dull and chilly, but he was patient, moving as the shadow moved.

 After a while, he heard the distant sounds of Damon and Basil returning merry from the Green Dragon. All the gates and doors and windows would be locked now. Everyone went to bed. Alone, John stood waiting for the mysterious thief.

 And the thief came. Soaring over the wall, its lustrous feathers shimmering like flame in the moonlight, the bird flew straight to the persimmon tree and alighted on a high branch.

 John held his breath as the magnificent marauder turned its crested head this way and that, crystal eyes alert for danger. Then it hopped down through the boughs towards the last golden apple. It stopped, amber beak stretching towards the fruit.

 Its long tail dangled almost within John’s reach. He leapt from the shadows and grabbed.

 Startled, the bird sprang up, its great wings beating the air. It wrenched its tail from John’s grasp and fled with a cry of alarm, speeding into the night until even the radiance of its moonlit feathers disappeared from his sight.

 But it left a feather in his hand.

 


Chapter VI

 

 With a despairing cry—”Reynata!”—the resplendent bird soared over the wall, flying high, fleeing eastward.

 Lord Drake had called her name! Yet he could not have guessed Reynata was near, and if his bird-vision had seen her as he arrived, he would not have recognized her in the vixen crouched outside the garden with ears pricked. She had tried to change back, hoping he might come to her, but the moon was near full and she was caught in her fox form.

 At least his cry roused Tibb. The raven had fallen asleep, perched in a tree with a view over the wall. He had seen nothing of what occurred, but waking he recalled his duty. A black shadow rose and winged after the fiery bird.

 Reynata heard the click of a key turning in a lock. John was coming out of the garden, but in her present shape she dared not reveal herself to ask him what had happened. Sadly she turned homeward.

 Fallen leaves crackled underfoot as she raced through the forest. A west-wind arose, tossing the branches and making moon-shadows shift and waver, but to vulpine senses the way was plain. So was the presence of the big dog-fox when she met him face to face. She stopped.

 “Good-even, little sister.”

 “Good-even, brother.”

 “You run noisily,” he said with reproach, “as though all the hounds of hell were on your trail. Take care! Hounds are rarely seen hereabouts, as you told me, but poachers are no observers of the proprieties and sometimes shoot at foxes. Besides, you scare our prey. Go in silence.”

 “I’m sorry,” Reynata apologized. “Did you find the vixen I told you about?”

 “Yes, and I thank you. Windflower and I will mate when the time is right. My name is Cobnut, by the way. Yours is Reynata, I believe?” He sniffed at her in the vulpine equivalent of “How do you do?”

 The moonlight was bright enough for Reynata to see the effort he made not to wrinkle his nose at her human scent. Fortunately she had no equivalent distaste for the fox scent.

 She went on, making an effort to move quietly.

 When she reached the cottage, unable to open the door and unwilling to disturb the old woman, Reynata curled up outside. She had no heart for roving the woods and fields as she usually did at this phase of the moon. Though she was a nocturnal animal, she slept, tired out after a busy day and the hopes and fears of the past few hours.

 In the morning, when Grandmama called her in, she was full of energy and ready to set about rescuing Lord Drake. Unfortunately, seeing him had not suggested any useful course of action. Tibb had not yet returned. Until he brought news of the enchanted bird’s whereabouts, Reynata was stymied.

 There was still no sign of Tibb by mid afternoon, but John Drake turned up, though it had started to rain. Again the wise-woman was aware of his approach before he knocked, giving Reynata time to hide in the small back room. From there she could hear everything that passed in the main room, and no one ever ventured into the chamber where Gammer Gresham kept her spells.

 “Good-day, ma’am!” John sounded remarkably cheerful. “I’ve come to tell you all about it. The thief was a magic bird, a firebird, that lit up the night with its glitter and glow. I didn’t manage to capture it when I jumped out of the shadows, but I pulled a feather from its tail.”

 No wonder Lord Drake had flown off so swiftly. Taken by surprise, he could not have seen who attacked him, and he must have feared it was Damon or Basil. Would he ever risk another visit to his home?

 “Did you bring it with you?” Mistress Gresham asked eagerly. Reynata guessed she might hope to be able to disenchant Lord Drake with the aid of his feather.

 “Lord, no! Father’s locked it in the cabinet with his greatest treasures. He wouldn’t part with it for ten thousand guineas. It’s the most beautiful thing you ever saw, long and curling, and gleaming like red gold but soft as silk. You should have seen Father’s face when I gave it to him, ma’am. And Damon and Basil this morning, green with envy because Father’s so pleased with me.”

 Reynata heard the smile in Grandmama’s voice. “You have certainly taken them down a peg or two.”

 “Well, yes,” John said disconsolately, “but it would have been better if I’d caught the bird. Now Father has the feather, he’s simply wild to have the firebird for his aviary. He said he’d give Winworthy Manor—it’s not entailed—to Damon or Basil, whichever brought him the firebird, but he won’t let me go! He doesn’t think I’m old enough or have enough sense. It’s not fair!”

 “I daresay he does not care to be left alone, without any of his sons,” the wise-woman soothed him.

 “He’s given them two hundred pounds each for expenses. I wish Aldwin had not gone for a soldier. I’d still be the one left at home, I expect, but I wouldn’t mind him winning. If Damon catches the firebird and gets to be rich, he’ll be unbearable. He’s leaving in the morning to start the search.”

 “And Basil?”

 “Damon told him to wait a day before he sets out,” John said with scorn, “and he always does what Damon tells him. They’re both going to go towards London. They say, because I saw the firebird fly off to the east, but I think it’s because they’ve both wanted to go to London this age, only Father wouldn’t let them.”

 “Very likely, my dear.” A fey note entered the wise-woman’s voice, telling Reynata her foster-mother had had one of her occasional flashes of premonition. “I am inclined to believe you should not give up your desire to take part in the search. Keep pressing the Earl for permission to go and in the end he will relent.”

 “Will he? I’ll keep asking then, ma’am. Where is Reynata— Miss Gresham? I wanted to tell her about the firebird. Its cry sounded a bit like her name.”

 “Bird calls often sound like words. Reynata is running an errand.”

 “Oh, maybe I’ll meet her going back through the woods. Thank you for the rowan charm, ma’am. If I hadn’t had it in my pocket, the firebird might have burnt my fingers!”

 John went off, and Reynata emerged from the back room.

 “Poor Lord Drake, losing a tail-feather. I hope it did not hurt him badly. Grandmama, is John going to find him?”

 “Not without your help, my love.”

 “Of course I will help!” Reynata cried. “What must I do?”

 “I shall explain, but I warn you that the end is unclear. You will find many difficulties along the way, and I cannot be certain all will be overcome. Nor am I sure that if the firebird stood before me at this minute, I could change it back into Lord Drake.”

 “We can but try,” said Reynata soberly. “Tell me what I.... Oh, here is Tibb at last!”

 Her foster-mother opened the window, and Tibb sidled in, keeping one black, beady eye on Reynata. He had not been a raven long enough to be quite convinced she would not absentmindedly snap him up when in her fox form.

 “Where did he go?” she demanded of the weary, bedraggled bird. “Did you manage to keep him in sight?”

 “Long enough to tell which way he was heading,” Tibb said sourly. “Straight into the rising sun—if it hadn’t been the middle of the night—so I followed as best I could. I nearly caught up with him over Exmoor but he outpaced me again.”

 “You lost him?”

 “Wait a bit, wait a bit, grawk! He was flying up from the ground when I spotted him...”

 ...Aldwin had landed in his usual place among the rocks, but hunger would not let him rest. He flew on as swiftly as his tiring wings would carry him, until the moors were behind him. As the sun rose, he came to the orchards of Somerset. No golden apples grew here in the Vale of Taunton Deane, but from the cider-apples liquid gold was pressed. Though most of the orchards had been picked bare, at last Aldwin passed over one where the ripe apples still hung. Their sweet savour rose with the morning mists.

 Without a second thought, he dived, then spread his wings to slow as his feet stretched out to grip a laden bough. Too late he saw the net. His claws were already entangled.

 With desperate strength he beat the air. The net billowed but the mesh held him fast. Three rough-clothed men ran up to surround the tree. Despite the awe in their faces, the shotguns were steady in their hands...

 ...”They shot him?” Reynata asked, aghast.

 “Niaow! Had more sense than that. You should have seen him with the morning sun shining on that plumage! Gaudy, some might call it,” Tibb remarked, preening his sober black feathers, “but I must say it was a sight to be seen. They bundled him up in the net and carried him off.”

 “Did you follow?”

 “Frankly, I was fagged out. I went to roost in a nearby elm, and had a chat with a local rook. Junior branch of the family to which I now belong, don’t you know, and properly respectful, I must say. Brought me some grain and a dead mouse—wouldn’t have touched ‘em as a cat,” he mused, “but I’ve quite a taste for seeds and carrion these days.”

 “I shall turn you back into a cat if you don’t come to the point, Tibb,” Gammer Gresham threatened.

 “Miaow! Cousin Rook told me how his-featherbrained-lordship plunged in without so much as glancing around for danger. Seems those apples were something special, Cherry Normans left on the trees to reach the peak of sweetness before making into cider for the baronet’s own table.”

 “What baronet?” Reynata cried. “Was Lord Drake taken to him?”

 “Reckon so. Sir Rex Dolmat’s the name.”

 “Then we can find him. Bless you, Tibb!”

 But the raven did not hear. His tale told, he had tucked his head under his wing and he was already fast asleep.

* * * *

 The next morning, as Grandmama instructed, Reynata waited in the ruins of an abandoned cottage at the edge of a copse just before the lane from Middlecombe reached Long Yeoford. Still in fox-form, she sat on her haunches with her black-tipped ears pricked forward, listening for hoofbeats.

 What Grandmama had told her to do seemed odd. However, the wise-woman was certain it was necessary, though there was no guarantee of success. She would not have insisted if she were not quite sure, for it involved some danger for Reynata. The spell protecting her only worked when she was human.

 She had asked whether they could not tell Lord Androwick what had happened to his eldest son. The Earl would surely be willing to ransom his heir. Grandmama thought it too risky. In the first place, she might be blamed for his metamorphosis. And then, the only way persuade his lordship to keep the news from Damon and Basil would be to inform him of his younger sons’ attempt on the life of their brother, which he would surely disbelieve. If those two found out Lord Drake’s whereabouts, he was once again in deadly danger.

 Reynata’s wait was lengthy, for Damon Drake was a slug-abed to whom a morning departure meant shortly before noon. At last Tibb flew up to report his approach. Then she saw him, astride a grey gelding with a fat saddlebag slung on either side. His shotgun he held across the saddlebow before him.

 As soon as he caught sight of Reynata, he raised the gun, cocked it, and took aim.

 The dastard would shoot a fox? She had not thought him so utterly lacking in gentlemanly instincts as to commit such an appalling impropriety! He might as well be one of the common poachers Cobnut had warned her against.

 “Don’t shoot me!” she cried.

 He looked a little taken aback when she addressed him in the King’s English, but he said truculently, “Why the devil not?”

 “Because I can give you good advice.”

 “How can a paltry beast give good advice?” he sneered, and raised the gun again.

 “Wait! I know you seek the firebird.” That gave him pause. “This evening you will come to the town of Crediton. As you enter the town, you will see two inns opposite each other. One, the Pair o’ Dice, is a smart, busy posting-house, but you should go to the other, the Pheasant, though it is a quiet, rather shabby place.”

 “Pair o’ Dice? Paradise! And for once I have a decent stake in my pocket,” said Damon, and fired his gun.

 Tibb squawked an alarm just before Damon squeezed the trigger. Reynata skipped back among the trees barely in time to escape the hail of shot. As Damon rode on, whistling, followed by Tibb, she ran home.

 “You did not warn me that he would shoot at me, Grandmama!”

 “I did not foresee it, my love. I have never sought to develop what foresight I have, and it is erratic, as you know. Who would guess he was blackguard enough to shoot a fox!”

 “You were right about the rest, though. He seemed determined to ignore the advice I gave him.”

 “He is contrary by nature,” said the wise-woman with a nod of satisfaction, “and a gambler to boot. With any luck, the two hundred pounds the Earl gave him will keep him busy a long time, so Aldwin will be safe from him.”

 “And I am to do the same by Basil tomorrow?”

 “Yes, child. Basil is less stubbornly perverse, but he will doubtless choose to join his brother.”

 Tibb returned to report Damon safely ensconced in the Pair o’ Dice, already settled at a card-table with the gamesters who frequented the inn.

 On the next day, all fell out as Mistress Gresham predicted. Basil pointed his gun in a rather half-hearted fashion at Reynata. She advised him to stay at the Pheasant Inn. When he dithered, she told him Damon had stopped at the Pair o’ Dice and was likely still there, which persuaded him to do likewise.

 She did not expect him to shoot at her, since his brother was not there to egg him on, so she was taken by surprise when he fired. Luckily his aim was shockingly bad.

 However, the second narrow escape dispelled the feeling of safety she had always felt in fox form. Now she understood what Lord Drake had meant when he refused a protective spell on the grounds that he might come to depend upon it too much. How right he was! After all, the spell she had begged Grandmama to put on him was the cause of his present predicament.

 In the course of the next fortnight, thrice young John rode through the woods to tell the wise-woman his father would not let him go. Thrice she urged him to keep trying. A few days later he came again, with a joyous face.

 “Just as you said, ma’am, Father has relented!”

 “You underestimated your persuasiveness,” Reynata told him with a smile.

 “Oh no,” said the youth blushing, “he just grew tired of me pestering him. And he badly wants the firebird. He takes the feather out every day to look at it.”

 “He has not heard from your brothers?” asked Mistress Gresham.

 “Not a word, so I’m to hunt for them, too, as well as the bird. Surely I’ll find one of the three! Not that I want to find Damon or Basil. I’d much rather find the firebird.”

 “When do you leave?”

 “First thing tomorrow morning. Wish me luck.”

 They did so gladly, and Reynata gave him a sprig of lucky white heather she had found on the moors. He stuck it in his lapel and went off happy and excited.

 “You still don’t want him to know the firebird is his brother?” Reynata asked.

 “Best not. It cannot be told without revealing how Damon and Basil attempted to murder Aldwin. Besides distressing John—if he believes it—it might perhaps make him take unnecessary risks to rescue Aldwin.”

 “Will John come to harm?”

 “Not if he does what you tell him,” said the wise-woman austerely. “He is willing but foolish. You must watch over him and counsel him. You will be too far from home to run to me for advice. Listen carefully, now, for there are any number of pitfalls you may have to extricate him from if Aldwin is to be saved. “

 “I’ll do anything!” Reynata said with fervour.

 


Chapter VII

 

 A heavy hoar-frost sparkled in the early sun when Reynata once more took up her post in the ruined cottage near Long Yeoford. Her blood was warm from running, but she curled her white-tipped tail around her black feet, glad to be clad in thick russet fur. A human would have frozen, sitting there.

 John did not keep her waiting. He sang as he rode along the lane on his sturdy brown mare. Reynata wondered what had become of Lord Drake’s golden mare, Amiga. How sad he would be to find her missing when he took his rightful shape again—if Grandmama managed to change him back, if John and Reynata succeeded in rescuing him.

 Too many ifs. She felt like howling.

 The sprig of white heather was pinned to John’s lapel, Reynata noticed. Then she caught sight of a shotgun slung across in front of him. Instinct took over and she jumped up to flee.

 “Don’t be afraid, little fox!” he called, drawing rein. “I shan’t hurt you. The gun is to shoot a rabbit for my supper, for my father is so certain I shall be cheated, he has given me very little money.”

 The Earl might well be right, for what could be more addlepated than to explain himself to a fox? However, this time the fox responded.

 “In return for your kindness, I shall give you good advice,” Reynata said, and told him about the inns at Crediton. “Spend the night at the Pheasant, and don’t go near the other.”

 John laughed. “With what I have in my purse, any respectable inn may be too dear for me. Forty pounds will be stretched thin if I need to go to London. But I shall try the Pheasant, since you recommend it.”

 “You will not be sorry.” All Reynata wanted was to keep him out of the Pair o’ Dice. “And don’t go on to Exeter in the morning,” she added. “Leave Crediton by the Tiverton road.”

 “Why not? All roads lead to London, and I don’t know where my brothers went, or where the firebird is.” He tipped his hat to her and rode on.

 Reynata and Tibb followed. Tibb kept John in sight, flapping from tree to tree along the way. Reynata had to make her way through fields and woods, by hill and dale, detouring around villages. She was tired by the time she reached the outskirts of Crediton.

 Though the days were growing shorter, John had set out early, so it was still light. Reynata did not dare enter the town until dusk. She found a deserted badger’s set dug into the rich red soil and slept for a while. Then, like a ruddy shadow in the rosy afterglow of sunset, she slipped through the back streets to the churchyard, where she had arranged to meet Tibb.

 Of course the rooks saw her. They flew up with a great racket from their roosts in the elms round about, and circled, cawing. No human heeded them. Rooks were always making a fuss about something.

 The great red sandstone church was much the same colour as Reynata’s coat, and there were plenty of buttresses to lurk behind, as well as the tombstones. Blending into the background as dusk darkened, she vanished from the rooks’ memory and they settled down at last.

 She waited anxiously, afraid John might have decided to go farther while daylight lasted.

 “Grawk?” A black shadow circled the church. “Grawk?”

 Reynata barked once. A sleepy rook roused and called an alarm, but the others disregarded it. Tibb swooped down to land on the head of a stone angel on a nearby tombstone.

 “No angel could possibly fly with wings like these here,” he said in disgust as Reynata joined him. “Well, our boy stopped at the Pheasant—stupid birds, pheasants, waiting around to get shot!—as instructed. Never so much as glanced at the Pair o’ Dice. T’others are still there, by the way, win a little, lose a little.”

 “Good. Did John get a room at a price he could afford?”

 “Miaow, the cat I gossiped with told me the landlady fell in love with his pretty face and gentlemanly ways, and his tales of firebirds and talking foxes, though she didn’t believe a word.”

 “Oh dear, I should have told him to keep quiet.”

 “Don’t fret, these townsfolk are all cynics. She thought him a travelling player. He asked if she’d cook a rabbit for him if he brought one, and she said he could have a free bed if he brought two, so he went out and bagged a couple on the common.”

 “I hope she doesn’t mean to...to corrupt his morals,” Reynata exclaimed.

 “Shouldn’t think so,” Tibb reassured her. “She’s as old as the mistress your great-gran, if she’s a day. And speaking of day, tomorrow’s going to be another tiring one. I’m going to roost.”

 “In the morning, I’ll wait for you on the Tiverton road, just outside town. If he goes off towards Exeter, come and tell me.”

 “Never a moment’s rest,” grumbled Tibb, and went to join the rooks.

 Reynata had no money for lodging, so she stayed in fox form and spent the night curled up in the badger’s set. Her sleep was troubled, haunted by dreams of her beloved shut up in a cage, forlornly calling her name. She had to save him.

 Before dawn she was stationed near the lane to Tiverton. Though quieter than the Exeter road, even so early it was busier than the lane where she had awaited the Drake brothers before. From where she lay hidden in a patch of bracken, she watch three farm carts and a herd of cattle pass by.

 At last she heard the sound of hooves with no accompanying creaking of wheels. A moment later, Tibb grawked from the hedge opposite. Reynata emerged to trot along beside John’s horse.

 “Good-day to you, sir.”

 “Well met, little fox! You were right, I did very well at the Pheasant.” John grinned. “What good advice have you for me today?”

 “I know where to find that which you seek.” She prayed it was true, that Sir Rex still held Lord Drake captive.

 “The firebird?” John cried, astonished. “Tell me, where is it?”

 “Let us journey together, and I shall show you.”

 “I’ll be glad of your company,” said the young man, so they travelled on together by hill and dale.

 Without giving away that she knew him, Reynata turned the conversation to Lord Drake. John told her the Earl had not wanted to let his eldest son go off to war. Aldwin was needed at home, to help run the estate. He ought to be setting up his nursery to provide the next generation, not gallivanting around in a fancy uniform.

 “Aldwin said Lord Wellington needs soldiers to stop Boney taking over all of Europe so that he’s invincible next time he decides to invade England. Father agreed, but he thought it was up to Damon and Basil, as younger sons, to volunteer. Of course they both refused. See them risking their precious skins!”

 “They are cowards?” Reynata asked.

 “Not when it comes to bullying those weaker than they are. Facing the Frenchies’ bullets is another matter. I’d go, but Father says I’m too young and ignorant, as though half the soldiers in the army aren’t younger than I!” John said indignantly. “Anyway, Aldwin insisted, and Father gave way in the end. The awful thing is, if he’s killed in battle, Damon will be the next earl.”

 Contemplating this dreadful prospect, they went on in silence for a while.

 “I don’t know why Aldwin suddenly decided to go a-soldiering,” John said with a sigh. “He never talked of it before.”

 Reynata’s heart sank. She held onto a hope that his departure was a long considered plan just coming to fruition. Now she was forced to believe he had seen her love in her eyes and fled rather than having to hurt her with a blunt rejection. It was her fault he was in desperate straits.

 She must rescue him.

 Whenever they came across other travellers, Reynata dodged out of sight behind the nearest hedge or wall, and she gave villages a wide berth. Thus she covered considerably more ground than her companion. By the time she had made a wide circle around Tiverton, which included swimming across the River Exe, she was growing weary.

 Finding shelter in a hazel thicket close to the Taunton road, she lay down to rest her tired limbs. Tibb found her there.

 “He’s on his way,” the raven croaked. “Stopped for a bite to eat in the town.”

 Reynata was hungry, ravenous in fact. She did not like to hunt and kill, let alone to eat raw meat. Luckily foxes were omnivores, so even on her fox days she ate well at home. Since setting out on this journey, she had had nothing but hips and haws from the hedges, and the odd tart, shrivelled crabapple.

 Remembering Cobnut, the dog-fox, she looked about for nuts. Squirrels had stripped most of them from the hazels where she hid, but a few lay on the ground among the yellow leaves. Their red-brown shells were just the colour of Cobnut’s fur. She cracked them with her teeth and crunched the meats in between talking to Tibb.

 “When we get closer to the Vale of Taunton Deane, you will have to fly ahead,” she said. “You know where Sir Rex’s land lies. Find out exactly where his house is. From on high, you can spy out the way there, and come down to tell us which roads to take.”

 “More hard work, grawk! It doesn’t matter if John hears me?”

 “Grandmama did not warn against it, but it might be useful to keep you up my sleeve—if I had one.” Ruefully she raised a paw. “I’m not sure John’s capable of holding his tongue. Still, talking ravens are commoner than talking foxes.”

 “Niaow, who are you calling common?” Tibb protested.

 Reynata laughed at the teasing gleam in his beady eye. “You know what I mean. No one will wonder if John babbles about you. Besides he has already met you, at home. Oh, but....” She hesitated as a dismaying notion struck her: Tibb’s link with Grandmama might make John wonder about a possible link between Grandmama and the talking fox—and between the fox and Reynata. He was not very clever, but he just might guess that they were identical.

 “No, Tibb, on second thoughts,” she said hastily, “it doesn’t matter if he sees you, but don’t let him hear you talk. Here he comes now.”

 John rode up with a cheerful greeting. “Good morning, Friend Fox! I’ve brought you some bread and cheese,” he continued. “You can’t have had time to hunt. I should have saved some rabbit last night, but I didn’t think of it, and I didn’t like to buy a chicken, not knowing how long my money has to last. Do foxes eat bread and cheese?”

 “This fox does,” said Reynata gratefully. She wolfed it down.

 They journeyed on, by hill and dale. The road was busy, for a new canal was under construction nearby. The traffic had the advantage that it gave Reynata an excuse to seek concealment frequently. Hidden by hedges, she could consult Tibb without John’s knowledge.

 Directed by the raven, they came at dusk to the gates in the high wall surrounding Sir Rex Dolmat’s manor house.

 The gates stood hospitably open. Gossiping with the stable cat, Tibb had discovered that Sir Rex had invited his neighbours to dine and to view the wonderful golden bird his orchard guards had caught.

 The firebird was kept in a gilded cage in a conservatory at the back of the house. Reynata’s heart bled at the thought of Aldwin Drake caged and exhibited like a wild beast.

 “Wait until the guests have finished marvelling and gone to dinner,” she told John. “Later, after they all leave and the household retires to bed, the conservatory’s outside door will certainly be locked. Earlier in the evening, with luck you may find it unlocked. Let the bird out of the cage and leave the cage there.”

 John agreed, not questioning her knowledge or her advice. After all, he had set out from home with no notion of where to search and she had led him to the firebird.

* * * *

 Aldwin knew from the dozens of wax candles lighting the conservatory, their glare doubled by their reflection in the glass wall, that he was to be displayed this evening. He shuddered at the prospect of another humiliating session. It was bad enough being confined, with no prospect of release but death; worse being so cramped he could not even stretch his wings; but the horrible indignity of being gaped at like a fairground freak was worst of all.

 Perhaps he deserved to be transformed for hurting Reynata, but not this, not this!

 The first time it had happened, he wanted to cower on the floor of the cage, making himself as small as possible. Pride forbade such abject cringing. Instead he drew himself up on the perch and glared fiercely, like a mewed falcon he had once seen.

 Here they came now, trouping past the orange trees, grape vines, and pineapple plants. Sir Rex led the way, a small man with a red, choleric countenance at present beaming as he showed off his prize.

 Aldwin endured.

 “Magnificent, isn’t it?” the baronet said, chuckling at the oohs and aahs of his guests. “Look at that shine, like real gold. Had a thief after it the other day. We caught the fellow by sheer chance. There’s a little surprise waiting for the next who tries.” 

 At last they all went away. No one came to snuff the candles, so Aldwin could not lose himself in sleep. His thoughts turned, as they did so often these endless days, to Reynata.

 How could he have brought himself to leave her? Now, when it was too late, he knew all he wanted from life was Reynata at his side, her children at his knee. What an arrogant addlepate he had been to consider for a moment that her obscure birth was more important than the reality of the woman he had held so briefly in his arms!

 Father would cut up rough when he presented the wise-woman’s foster-child as his bride, but he’d come round, relieved to have his heir safe at home. Aldwin’s insistence on going off to war had distressed and angered the Earl. In the end, surely he must welcome the daughter-in-law for whose sake his eldest son  returned to him—if Aldwin ever returned.

 For a moment he had lost sight of the present. What brought him back was a sound, the faint click of a latch, the fainter squeak of hinges, barely audible to his sharp bird senses.

 Footsteps followed, someone clumsily attempting to tiptoe in boots. And there was the blurred reflection in the glass, a man moving stealthily between the plants. Another would-be thief! Aldwin was not sure he wanted to be stolen. He might get a chance to escape. On the other hand, it could materially worsen his prospects, for at least he was warm, dry, and well-fed here. 

 Approaching the corner where the cage hung, the thief came into sight. Great Heavens, it was John!

 Aldwin suddenly recalled Sir Rex’s precautions against theft. Desperate to warn his brother, he opened his beak, but all that emerged was a whispered “Reynata!”

 John contemplated him with satisfaction, which changed to a frown of doubt.

 “Friend Fox said to take the firebird out and leave the cage,” he muttered to himself. Aldwin’s hopes flared. “But I’m not such a lobcock. It’s a very fine cage, and how am I to carry the bird without it? I daresay it’s heavy, but I’m no weakling.”

 Not without difficulty, he lifted the cage from its hook. At once bells began to peal, rung by well-concealed cords attached to the back of the cage.

 John stood frozen as half a dozen hefty footmen rushed in.

 


Chapter VIII

 

 After a wakeful night locked in a cold, damp back-scullery, John was grateful for the crust of bread and mug of ale he was given for breakfast. He had just finished the last crumb and drop when a beadle came to fetch him before Sir Rex.

 The baronet strutted up and down the room like an angry turkey-cock. “I am the local magistrate,” he announced, “and I’ve a good mind to transport you. Who are you, who come creeping into my very house to steal my property from under my nose?”

 John hung his head. Somehow he had not thought of it as thievery. “I’m John Drake,” he said, mortified, “youngest son of the Earl of Androwick. The firebird came and ate the golden apples from my father’s most precious tree, and broke the branches, too. Father sent me to find it. He wants it for his aviary.”

 “The Earl of Androwick, eh?” Sir Rex gave him a hard look, then softened. “Sit down, sit down, my boy. Why did you come as a thief in the night? If you had asked me for the bird, I’d have been glad to give it to you for your noble father’s famous collection. Now, word of your breaking and entering is bound to get about. What will the world say of the Honourable John Drake?”

 Crestfallen and thoroughly ashamed, John was silent.

 “However,” the magistrate continued, “I just may be able to keep the business quiet. There’s something you can do for me in return, if you will.”

 “Anything!” said John eagerly.

 “Lord Afron has a golden mare in his stables, with a silver mane and tail, the most beautiful horse in the world, that runs like the wind. He’s too heavy to ride it. It’s wasted on him, but I would appreciate it properly, make good use of it. I offered two thousand guineas, yet he refuses to sell it to me! Bring me Lord Afron’s golden horse, and I’ll make sure none of my people mentions the burglar’s name. In fact, I’ll even give you the firebird to take to Lord Androwick. It’s good for nothing but to look at, after all.”

 “I’ll do my best, sir, I promise.”

 “You’d better,” snapped Sir Rex, “for if you fail I’ll write about your misdeeds to all the newspapers.”

* * * *

 Crouched under a hawthorn on the other side of the lane, Reynata stared at the manor house at the end of the avenue beyond the gates. She had lurked right by the gates as long as darkness lasted, waiting in vain for John to return with his enchanted brother. The guests had left, the gates were closed and locked, daybreak came, bringing no sign of youth or firebird.

 John had failed. He must be a prisoner somewhere in the house, and Lord Drake was still a captive.

 If only Reynata had gone herself to free him! But she would have had to change back to human form, and she could not have concealed it from John.

 What was she to do next?

 Tibb came winging swiftly above the carriage drive, squawking excitedly. “Miawk! Griaow! He’s coming, he’s coming!”

 “Lord Drake?” Reynata demanded, springing to her feet. “John and Lord Drake?”

 The raven sadly shook his head. “Niaow, just Master John. And he doesn’t look happy.”

 She saw him coming then, a drooping figure plodding down the drive. At his side marched a stout man in the dress of a beadle. Reynata slid back among the trees to where John had left his horse tied.

 Gate hinges creaked. “His Honour’s allus as good as his word,” said the beadle sternly, “so don’t you go making a mull of it, or your name’ll be mud from here to kingdom come.”

 A moment later John appeared, dishevelled and bristle-chinned, his neckcloth obviously tied without the aid of a mirror. When he saw Reynata, he looked ready to cry.

 “You waited for me! You were right, if I hadn’t tried to bring the cage, too, we’d have been clean away. How did you know it would set off alarm bells?”

She could not reveal that her far-sighted foster mother had foretold danger from taking the cage. Nor dared she tell him simply that she had  wished to give Lord Drake his freedom as soon as possible.  If John found out the firebird was his brother, it would not help and could only make him feel much worse about his failure. “What happened?” Reynata asked.

 He told her. When he came to describe the steed coveted by Sir Rex, she pricked up her ears.

 “A golden mare with silver mane and tail?” she exclaimed. “She can only be your brother’s!”

 “Aldwin took Amiga to Spain with him,” John objected.

 “Amiga never left England,” Reynata said emphatically. “Believe me. Have I not proved right so far?”

 “Y-yes, but—”

 “Reach the mare, and you may easily discover whether she is Amiga. You know how she answers to her name?”

 “She nods, twice.” John nodded in demonstration and agreement. “Yes, that’s it!”

 “You know where to find her?” Reynata asked.

 “Lord Afron has her. They gave me directions to his house.” He frowned. “How do you suppose the baron came by her? Aldwin would never have sold her.”

 “There’s no knowing.” She sniffed the air. “It will rain before dark. Come, let us be on our way. The sooner we go, the sooner Sir Rex will deliver the firebird.”

 They set off again, leaving the vale and crossing the Black Down Hills towards Lord Afron’s estate.

 Reynata seized her first chance to send Tibb to reconnoitre. Returning, he described the viscount’s stables. He had seen the golden horse and was certain she was Amiga, though he had no opportunity to utter her name to her.

 With only fifteen miles to go, by hill and dale, they arrived in mid afternoon. A steady drizzle increased John’s respect for Reynata’s omniscience, but left him bedraggled and muddy.

 “I don’t want to try another burglary,” he said, regarding with dismay the closed gates in the high wall surrounding Lord Afron’s mansion.

 “It’s your brother’s horse,” Reynata argued, “and, as you said, he would never have sold her. It will not be stealing, especially if Lord Afron stole her from Lord Drake.” Nor would freeing the firebird have been theft, though she could not tell him so. “Lord Afron refused to sell Amiga to Sir Rex for two thousand guineas, so he will not sell to you for the few pounds you carry, far less give you the mare.”

 “I can but ask,” John said obstinately.

 “Once he has refused you, he will be on his guard,” she pointed out, but John was already knocking on the door of the lodge.

 “I wish to speak to Lord Afron,” he said to the gatekeeper who answered his knock.

 The man laughed heartily. “‘Is lordship don’t talk to beggarly whippersnappers,” he said, and slammed the door.

 Red-faced, John said in an angry voice, “You’re right, Friend Fox, it’s no use trying to do things right. How shall I get over the wall, though, and bring Amiga out?”

 “If we follow it around, we shall come to a place where it is crumbling,” said Reynata, who had told Tibb to look out for just such a spot.

 They found it, and John agreed it was low enough for Amiga to jump with ease.

 According to Tibb’s chat with the stable cat, the baron’s grooms all went to the kitchen for their supper at the same time.

 “Go as close as you safely can, and watch for them to leave,” Reynata instructed John. “The kitchen is quite close, but if you are quiet no one will hear you. When Amiga recognizes you, she will follow you without a halter. Whatever you do, don’t stop to saddle her.”

 “I can ride bare-back,” boasted John, retrieving his self-respect after the humiliation of the gatekeeper’s laughter.

 Climbing over the wall, he trudged towards the mansion. It was twilight by now, and still raining, so there was little chance of his being seen. He was not at all surprised to find everything just as the fox had described it. Soon after full dark, he watched the coachman, grooms, and stableboys troop off for their supper. He sneaked into the stables and walked along the row of stalls, looking for the golden mare.

 There she was. “Amiga!” he said softly.

 She nodded her head twice, with the nearest thing to a smile a horse can manage. It was Aldwin’s mare. John opened the stall and she stepped forward eagerly, quite ready to follow him, just as the fox had said. He stroked her nose. What a beauty!

 Aldwin had had Spanish harness and saddle worthy of her. He would be sorry to lose it. John decided to take a peek in the tack-room to see if it was hanging there, easy to abstract.

 Amiga came after him, the sound of her hooves muffled by the clean straw on the floor. He lifted down the lighted lantern by the end stall and opened the door. The room was already lit, and there was Aldwin’s splendid tackle, hanging on the wall. With Amiga peering interestedly over his shoulder, John put down his lantern and reached for the saddle.

 The disgruntled stable-boy left behind to polish a skimped harness recovered from his astonishment sufficiently to jump up from his bench in a corner and let out a piercing yell: “Stop thief! Help! Hoss-thieves!”

 By the time John reached the stable yard, faithful Amiga still at his heels, grooms were boiling out of the kitchen.

 At least the scullery he was locked in this time was near enough to the kitchen, with its hearths, ranges, and ovens, to be warm and dry. Taking off his greatcoat and boots, John gradually dried out. He found a scrubbing brush on a shelf, clean enough to smooth his hair—he was in no position to be fussy—and then to turn upon the dried mud on his buckskin breeches and top-boots. Once he was as respectable as he could make himself, he huddled miserably in a corner and tried to sleep.

 The night seemed to go on forever, yet morning came all too soon. Breakfastless, John was haled before Lord Afron.

 The baron, clad in an elegant dressing-gown, was seated at a breakfast table whence rose mouth-watering smells. From Sir Rex’s description of him as too heavy for Amiga, John had imagined him fat, but he was a powerful man of thirty or so, tall and robust, with a darkly handsome, rakish face.

 He looked John up and down and said sardonically, “Well, well, what have we here? A would-be gentleman and would-be horse-thief. Before I turn you over to the courts to be transported, tell me who the deuce you are and how the deuce you thought you’d get away with stealing my golden horse.”

 “My name is John Drake,” said John, “and I’m the Earl of Androwick’s youngest son. Your gatekeeper refused to admit me when I wanted to come and speak to you about the mare. She belongs to my brother Aldwin, Lord Drake.”

 “The devil she does!” Lord Afron burst out in a fury. Then he noticed the listening servants, all agog, and waved them out. “Lord Androwick’s son? You’d better sit down,” he said grudgingly, “and help yourself. What makes you think the mare is your brother’s?”

 “She answers to her name,” John told him, heaping a plate with cold sirloin, eggs, and muffins. “Besides, are there any other golden horses with silver mane and tail? Aldwin rode off on her to fight in Spain. How did you come by her, sir?”

 “I bought her from a horse-coper. Might have guessed such a magnificent beast was stolen, but I paid for her fair and square. Still, I might have given her to you to return to Lord Drake if you hadn’t played the horse-thief. I could have you transported, you know, or even hanged.”

 “I tried to see you,” mumbled John around a mouthful.

 “So you said.” Lord Afron regarded him consideringly. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll make a bargain with you. There is a young lady, a duke’s daughter, who’s madly in love with me. I’ve a fancy to marry her, but her father won’t hear of it. Bring Lady Helen to me, and I’ll give you the mare, free and clear.”

 “Abduct a lady?” John quavered.

 “She’ll be willing enough, never fear. But if you fail, I’ll hunt you down and I’ve witnesses enough to see you hanged, earl’s son or no.”

 


Chapter IX

 

 Reynata listened in dismay to John’s account of his new disaster. With an effort she bit back the “I told you so!” hovering on her lips. For the sake of a saddle, Aldwin must remain a captive!

 Still, while she was no readier than John to abduct the girl, if Lady Helen were truly in love with Lord Afron and willing to elope, perhaps there was yet hope.

 John gazed at her with pleading eyes. “I know I came to grief through ignoring your advice,” he said humbly, “but you will help me, won’t you?”

 With a sigh, Reynata nodded. “The first thing is to clean you up a bit,” she said, “or Lady Helen will never agree to run off with you. Even to a fox’s eye you are a walking scarecrow.”

 “Grawk,” Tibb muttered in agreement from a branch nearby.

 Sending John to the nearest inn with instructions to spend whatever it cost to return himself to respectability, Reynata despatched Tibb on another reconnaissance mission. Despite his grumbles, the raven apparently had the easier task. He returned first, to report that Lady Helen walked alone every morning in the shrubbery at her father’s castle, unless it was raining.

 The rain had already thinned to a few spots and dashes. The western sky was clearing. Reynata sniffed the air.

 “Fine and frosty tonight,” she announced. “A good omen.”

 John rejoined them, once more a handsome, presentable young gentleman, and they set out for the Duke’s demesne.

 The castle stood on an isolated hill surrounded by the marshy Somerset plain. On the slopes once kept clear to allow sentinels and bowmen to descry invaders, terraced gardens, shrubberies, and a few large trees now flourished. The thick stone walls, proof against any weapon before gunpowder’s invention, had been pierced for windows so large as to horrify a mediaeval chatelain. Nonetheless it was an impressive sight as Reynata and John approached Dukes Curry, the village at the foot of the castle mount.

 “There are dungeons, I wager,” John predicted gloomily. “No scullery for me if I’m caught this time. What’s more, always supposing Lady Helen doesn’t scream for her servants as soon as I open my mouth, even if she comes with me at once, there’s no cover for our escape. From the castle they’ll be able to see us for miles.”

 “Terrible country for foxes,” Reynata said. She had to skulk along behind the osier willows which lined the many streams and drainage channels. Worse, to avoid the frequent bridges, she had to ford or swim across the watercourses. Even her thick, winter fur was beginning to grow sodden. She shook vigorously and drops flew, but she was still chilled.

 Coming to a decision, she stopped in a spot screened by willows. “John,” she said, “have you never wondered at meeting a talking fox?”

 He looked at her in surprise. “Why, not really. All the old books are full of talking animals, and I don’t see why they should have died out. In fact, I know they haven’t. The wise-woman in the King’s Forest at home has a talking raven.”

 “Tibb!”

 The raven flew down to land on her shoulders, his talons hooked in her fur. He too was pretty disgruntled. An osier willow with a head of pliant withies was not a comfortable place for a large bird to perch. “Grawk,” he grunted. “What’s going on?”

 John stared. “You’re Mistress Gresham’s raven?”

 “I live with her,” Tibb said sourly. “Ravens and cats belong to no one.”

 “Do you...er...live with Mistress Gresham, too, Friend Fox? I’ve never seen you about.”

 “You just don’t recognize me. Close your eyes.”

 He opened his mouth, paused, then closed it and his eyes. Reynata hesitated for a moment, but apart from other considerations, she badly wanted a night in a warm, dry, comfortable bed. She metamorphosed. Her grey stuff cloak was damp.

 “You can look now.”

 John opened his eyes. His mouth fell open. He blinked several times and glanced around in bewilderment. “Miss Gresham? How did you come here? Where’s my friend the fox?”

 “I am your friend the fox,” Reynata said bluntly.

 “Truly? By Jove, a mighty good disguise! I never guessed. How do you...?”

 Reynata explained, as far as she considered necessary. John was admiring, even envious, and willingly agreed to keep her secret. “But why did you tell me now?” he asked.

 “Good question,” said Tibb.

 “Because I have come up with a plan. For a start, we shall arrive at the inn in Dukes Curry as brother and sister, John, so you must remember to call me Reynata, as you did when we were children. Drake is not an uncommon name, but we shall use Gresham to be sure you cannot be traced.”

 “All right,” John agreed compliantly, “but my sister can’t arrive on foot when I’m on horseback. We only have one mount and no side-saddle, so you’ll have to ride pillion. It won’t be very comfortable, I’m afraid.”

 As he dismounted, Reynata eyed his horse with misgivings. She had never ridden anything bigger than the ponies the Drake brothers had as boys, but he was right. He was using his brain at last. Perhaps he would not make a mull of things this time.

 She let him boost her up awkwardly onto the horse’s croup, where she clung to the back of the saddle, trying not to look at the ground. Once she was there, he could not mount by swinging his leg over. He scrambled up still more awkwardly in front of her.

 “Miaw-haw-haw!” Tibb cackled. John’s ears turned red.

 Reynata frowned at the raven. “Go and do something useful,” she said. “Find out exactly when Lady Helen usually takes her walk, so we don’t have to spend hours lurking in the shrubbery.”

 “Stable cat can’t tell the time. Grawk!” he squawked as Reynata glared. “All right, all right, I’ll see what I can do.”

 He flew off. Reynata gingerly put her arms around John’s waist and they followed.

 At the tiny inn, the Duke’s Head, John took the only two chambers. Reynata went up to her room and opened the window, despite the chilly air, so that Tibb could find her. He soon appeared, with a decidedly smug look in his bright, black eye.

 “Who’s a clever bird, miaow!” he said. “I talked to the young lady herself.”

 Reynata blenched. “That was risky!” 

 “This whole affair is about as risky as it can get, if you ask me. Remember why we’re doing it.”

 “Aldwin,” Reynata whispered, tears in her eyes.

 “Better for me than you to raise the subject of elopement,” said Tibb bracingly. “I could have flown away if she’d taken it amiss. Which she didn’t. The silly girl’s wild to run off with Lord Afron. She’ll be in the shrubbery at eleven. What’s more, having talked to me, she won’t be so startled by you.”

 “I hope not,” Reynata said. That part of her plan worried her, but she could not remain in human form. “Well done, Tibb.”

 Next morning, after paying his shot at the Duke’s Head, Mr. “Gresham” had his horse saddled. He left it tied in the yard while he strolled with his sister in her grey cloak and hood, up the hill to take a closer look at the castle. No one saw them climb the wooden fence surrounding the gardens. They disappeared into the shrubbery.

 A few minutes later, the young man and a girl muffled in a grey cloak and hood slipped out of the shrubbery and down to the fence. This time the girl had to be helped over the fence, but she made it safely. They continued down the hill to the inn, where the young man lifted the girl onto his horse’s withers. He mounted nimbly behind her and they rode off.

 Back in the shrubbery another girl, muffled in a rose-pink velvet cloak and hood, strolled up and down the paths. For half an hour or so she was visible intermittently from the castle, if anyone was watching. Then, hearing approaching footsteps, she ducked behind a laurel bush.

 A maidservant came down the path. “Lady Helen,” she called, “your aunt says it’s too cold to stay out any longer.” When there was no response, she called again, “My lady?” Still no answer. “Bother,” she said, “she’s gone in already. Hiding from her auntie again, I shouldn’t wonder.” And she sighed.

 Meanwhile, a fox slipped out of the shrubbery and made off down the hill.

 Reynata caught up with John and Lady Helen just after they left the fenny lowlands and rode up into the well-wooded Black Down Hills. John introduced the fox to the lady as if it was an everyday occurrence, and Lady Helen accepted it as such. She thanked Reynata profusely.

 “I am excessively glad Lord Afron changed his mind,” she said. “He told me he would not elope, even though he loves me excessively, because my father would cast me off. Was not that excessively noble of him?”

 “Unless he didn’t care to lose your dowry,” John grunted. He seemed rather downcast considering their success.

 “Oh,” said Lady Helen uncertainly. She rallied. “No, he would not care for that. He is an excessively fine gentleman, a Corinthian of the first stare, and excessively handsome besides.”

 “Handsome!” growled John. “Oh well, if you like that dark, brooding look.”

 Lady Helen glanced up at the fair hair visible beneath his beaver. “Fair hair is excessively nice too, and I like blue eyes, but you look just as brooding as Lord Afron now.”

 “Do I?” said John with a sheepish grin. “Sorry!”

 “You look nicer when you smile.” Lady Helen produced a singularly sweet smile of her own. She appeared to Reynata to be an absolute peagoose, but a very pretty—her hair as golden and her eyes as blue as John’s—and quite amiable peagoose. Her smile obviously dazzled John. “Lord Afron hardly ever smiles,” she went on. “I daresay it is because he is a rake. I am not sure what a rake is, but I know it is excessively romantic. You are excessively kind to take me to him.”

 “I think it’s the most tottyheaded thing I’ve ever done.”

 “Why?” asked Lady Helen with a slight pout.

 “Because you’re much too innocent, and sweet, and pretty, to marry a....”

 Reynata missed the rest as a gig came towards them and she had to dart into the woods. When she joined them again, she was dismayed, though not very surprised, to find them gazing besottedly into each other’s eyes.

 “Oh dear!”

 “Reynata,” said John, “Lady Helen isn’t going to marry Lord Afron after all.”

 “Miawk!” Tibb groaned.

 “I simply couldn’t, when he was so excessively cruel to dear John.” The girl shuddered. “Why, he threatened to hang him!”

 “She’s going to marry me,” John announced proudly.

 “But what about the golden mare?” Reynata tried to stay calm, though her blood ran cold. “Without Amiga, Sir Rex will not give us the firebird.”

 “Father won’t mind, when he meets Helen. He’ll be pleased she’s the daughter of a duke, though I don’t care a bit.”

 Sweet nothings followed, which Reynata ruthlessly interrupted. “That’s all very well, John, but Sir Rex will publish your attempted theft to the world. And Lord Afron will hunt you down and have you prosecuted for a capital offence—hang him,” she explained bluntly when Lady Helen looked blank.

 “Oh, John!” Tears filled her lovely eyes and overflowed down rose-petal cheeks. “I don’t want to marry him!” she wailed.

 “What shall we do, Reynata?” John asked helplessly.

 “Keep riding towards Lord Afron’s house, and let me think.”

 They went on by hill and dale. After a few miles, Reynata said, “John, you did not mention Sir Rex and the firebird to Lord Afron, did you?”

 John screwed up his face in an effort to recall. “No, for all he knows I just tried to take Amiga because she’s Aldwin’s.”

 “Good. I have a plan, but all depends on your both doing exactly as I say. Lady Helen, you and I must exchange cloaks again.”

 Confused, Lady Helen blinked at the fox. “But you have not got my cloak, ma’am.”

 “I shall have. Pray don’t ask me how. I shall go as your abigail. Now listen closely. You too, Tibb.”

 They listened. Reynata rehearsed all three until they were word perfect. Whether they would remember her instructions in the stress of the moment....But she refused to conceive of failure.

 By hill and dale they approached Lord Afron’s estate as dusk fell. Reynata transformed to human shape, wearing Lady Helen’s rose velvet cloak, and exchanged it for her own grey stuff. With Lady Helen perched precariously sideways in the saddle and John and Reynata on foot, they went up to the gates. This time, the gatekeeper admitted them to the park at once.

 So did the butler, into the mansion’s splendid hall. Lord Afron came hurrying to greet them there.

 Lady Helen threw back her hood as he bowed over her hand with polished suavity. She stammered a bit but that was excusable in a young lady who had taken the drastic step of elopement. “Mr. Drake has told me about the golden horse with the silver mane and tail,” she said. “I should like excessively to see such a wonder before he takes it away.”

 “Of course, my dear,” Lord Afron acquiesced. “Let us go to the stables at once. You, girl,” he addressed Reynata, who curtsied, “a footman will show you to Lady Helen’s chamber.”

 “My maid came to see me safe here, but she will not stay. Mr. Drake has excessively kindly promised to take her home.”

 “You shall choose a new abigail, my love,” the baron promised, and led the way to the stables.

 Amiga was brought out into the yard, lit with lanterns by now, for it was dark between the buildings though the gibbous moon was rising. “I’ll show you how she answers to her name,” said John.

 “Yes, do,” Lord Afron, “then I shall believe she belongs to Lord Drake.”

 As John stepped forward, with everyone’s eyes on him and the mare, Lady Helen and Reynata stepped back into the shadows. Swiftly they exchanged cloaks again, pulling the hoods close about their faces.

 Amiga nodded twice. Reynata, now clad in rose velvet, clapped her hands and exclaimed in Lady Helen’s girlish tones, “How clever, and how beautiful!”

 “Now I credit your claim, Drake,” said Lord Afron, and ordered the Spanish saddle to be brought.

 John mounted, and a groom lifted Lady Helen, swathed in grey, up before him. As they rode out of the stable-yard, Lord Afron turned towards Reynata. At that moment, a cry came from above. “Lady Helen, grawk! Lady Helen, who’s a clever bird?”

 “Oh, you naughty bird,” laughed Reynata. “I wondered where you had got to. It is my pet raven,” she told Lord Afron. “He flew off on the way here. I am excessively glad he has found me. Come down, Tibb!”

 Tibb hopped down from the weathervane to the roof, and started strutting down the slope. Suddenly he took wing. “Lady Helen!” he screeched. “Miaow, miaow.” He flew off over the wall, in the opposite direction from the park gates.

 “Oh no, he must have seen a cat.” Reynata ran out of the stable-yard, and after her came grooms and stableboys and Lord Afron.

 Tibb flapped ahead, letting out an occasional “Grawk!” to prove he was still there. After him sped Reynata, calling him, careful to stay in sight of the rest in the moonlight until she was sure wind-swift Amiga must have borne John and Lady Helen well away. Then she slipped into the black shadows beneath the trees.

 No one saw the vixen who raced to the low spot in the wall and scrambled over. Behind her, fading, she heard shouts: “Lady Helen? Where are you? Lady Helen!”

 


Chapter X

 

 Reynata caught up with John and Lady Helen well on the way towards Sir Rex’s manor. Both mounted on Amiga, leading John’s horse, they had galloped until the mare tired under the double load, then John switched mounts. They were very pleased with themselves, and relieved that Reynata had got away safely.

 “Lord Afron is probably still searching the dark woods,” she told them. “When he discovers Lady Helen is missing, he will look for you on the direct road to the Earl of Androwick’s lands.”

 With Reynata once again playing abigail, they stopped at an inn for the night. John’s funds were running low, but Lady Helen, warned by Tibb of her impending elopement, had brought every penny of her substantial pin-money.

 Man and beast well-rested and well-fed, they set off in the morning, having hired a sidesaddle for Lady Helen. By hill and dale they came to the Vale of Taunton Deane.

* * * *

 In vain Aldwin had listened to what little servants’ gossip he could catch: no one mentioned the fate of his youngest brother. Was poor, silly John languishing in a prison cell? What had happened at home to lead to his attempted burglary? The Earl was right, Aldwin ought never to have left.

 Another endless day dragged by. The sun was setting, a red ball veiled by mists, when Sir Rex’s largest footman came into the conservatory and lifted down the cage.

 “Y’re off to a new home, my fine fellow,” he said.

 He carried Aldwin out to the carriage sweep in front of the manor. Sir Rex stood on the steps, but Aldwin had no eyes for the baronet. There on the gravel stood Amiga, with John on her back!

 “Bring the cage here,” he ordered. “I want to be sure this is the right bird.” At a nod from Sir Rex, the servant obeyed. “Speak, firebird!” cried John.

 Though Aldwin had no idea what was going on, he stretched out his neck and called, “Reynata!”

 Stooping in the saddle, John opened the door of the cage and said softly, “Go. Quickly. Follow the raven.”

 With two hands needed to hold the cage, the aghast footman hesitated too long. Aldwin ducked through the opening, spread his wings, gleaming ruddily in the dim evening light, and rose into the sky.

 “What the devil?” yelled Sir Rex below.

 “The firebird is a man under enchantment,” John told him, even as he wheeled his mount. “He belongs to no one—and the horse belongs to my brother.” Amiga raced away down the avenue.

 Glorying in his freedom, Aldwin swooped after his brother. He soon lost sight of John in the darkening lanes, but a raven rose to meet him.

 “This way, your lordship. Keep low, or they’ll spot you, with those flashy feathers of yours. Don’t want ‘em catching you again, after all the trouble Miss Reynata’s had freeing you.”

 “Reynata?” Aldwin put a questioning note in his voice.

 The raven told him a tale that froze the marrow of his bones. That she should have taken such risks for him! But what was this about her turning into a fox?

 “She didn’t see how to keep it from you any longer,” said the raven, “since Master John knows. He doesn’t know you’re you, though, if you see what I mean. Miss Reynata didn’t want him to be distressed by your other brothers’ villainy.”

 Aldwin disagreed. He thought John should be put on his guard, but he could not say so. He followed the raven down into a leafless orchard. A horse and two cloaked females waited there. One of the women ran towards him as he landed on a low branch nearby. The rising moon showed a glint of tears on her cheeks.

 Stopping a pace away, she started to curtsy, then glanced back at the other girl—Lady Helen, the raven had said. Reynata moved closer to Aldwin and said softly, “She does not know who you are. Oh, how happy I am that you are free!”

 He longed to take her in his arms and hold her close...but he had no arms. Leaning forward, he gently brushed her wet cheek with his head. “Reynata,” he murmured.

 She stepped back. “No, you must not....You don’t know....”

 “Miaow, he does,” said the raven.

 “You told him, Tibb?”

 “Everything. Couldn’t tell him how you saved him without explaining your other form, grawk.”

 Trying to put all his tenderest feelings into his voice, Aldwin said again, “Reynata!” and caressed her with a wingtip.

 “Shape he’s in,” the raven observed acidly, “he can’t very well take exception to yours!”

 “Oh, if only Grandmama can change you back!” said Reynata passionately.

 Swarms of questions floated through Aldwin’s mind. Unable to utter them, he was glad to hear galloping hooves and John’s triumphant voice: “I did it!”

* * * *

 The next evening the travellers reached the outskirts of Crediton. When Reynata tried to change to become Lady Helen’s abigail, she found to her dismay she was stuck in vulpine form. Grandmama had given clear warnings about the last part of the homeward journey. Reynata wanted to stay with John, to point out the perils, for he was still cock-a-hoop over his success in freeing the firebird and she feared he would not follow her advice.

 However, there was nothing to be done. Lady Helen could not be expected to sleep outdoors.

 “Stay at the Pheasant again,” she told John, “and whatever you do, pay no debts but your own. We shall meet you again tomorrow. In the meantime, don’t sit down to rest on the edge of any well.” If only Grandmama’s visions were more precise!

 John laughed. “I cannot imagine why I should pay anyone’s shot but mine and Helen’s, and there are more comfortable places to rest than the wall around a well. See you tomorrow!”

 Reynata, Tibb, and the firebird left the road to avoid the town, and John and Helen went on to the inn.

 The friendly landlady welcomed Mr. Drake and his “sister.” She was full of gossip about a couple of rogues who had stayed at the inn opposite, the Pair o’ Dice. These two had gamed away their last pennies and then made to depart without paying the landlord for several weeks’ room and board.

 “Fine scoundrels,” she said, “and impudent? Well! Would you believe, they told him to send to the Earl of Androwick for his money? In the town gaol they are now, and in the morning they’ll be off to the debtors’ prison in Exeter. May they rot there for trying to cheat a landlord of his due! Credit’s long in Crediton, but we’re not fools.”

 Guessing at once that the rascals were Damon and Basil, John confided Helen to the landlady’s care and crossed the street to pay his brothers’ debts. The landlord of the Pair o’ Dice promised to go with him to the gaol on the morrow, to see the prisoners released. Well satisfied, John returned to the Pheasant.

 In the morning, Tibb brought the news to Aldwin and Reynata, hiding in a thicket by the road: “They’re coming, and guess who’s with them? Master Damon and Master Basil, large as life and twice as nasty!”

 Aldwin exchanged a horrified glance with Reynata. “We’ll have to keep out of their way,” she said, “and try to watch over John and Helen from a distance.”

 Unable to utter his disagreement, Aldwin shook his head. If he was close, he might see danger coming in time to find a way to warn his heedless little brother. He flew out of the bushes and alighted on John’s shoulder.

 “Ah, there you are,” said John. “Look, Damon, I told you I found the firebird. Isn’t it magnificent with the sun shining on its feathers? Father’s going to be happy as a grig.”

 Damon and Basil looked at each other, a look Aldwin did not like at all. After a while, they fell behind, speaking in hushed voices. Aldwin kept an eye on them, but they soon caught up and rode on as before.

 Though Aldwin caught occasional glimpses of Tibb, he saw not a sign of Reynata. He assumed she was not far off. They passed through Long Yeoford and turned off towards Middlecombe.

 Damon stretched and said, “Let us stop to rest and eat the nuncheon we brought. We can shelter in that ruined cottage. There are plenty of fallen stones to sit on.”

 Dismounting, they all found seats. Perched on a roof beam, Aldwin scanned the scene. The mossy stone John sat on was part of a low wall built in a circle. A well!

 Aldwin swooped down, intent on seizing John’s sleeve in his beak and pulling him away from his perilous seat. Damon and Basil jumped up. Damon gave John a mighty shove, sending him backwards into the well, while Basil threw his greatcoat over Aldwin.

 Helplessly muffled in the heavy cloth, Aldwin heard Lady Helen scream.

* * * *

 Reynata crept out of the undergrowth. She cast a longing glance after Damon and Basil as they rode off with their plunder. Lady Helen, cowed into submission by their threats, was to be Basil’s bride, while Amiga was Damon’s share of the booty. They intended to give the firebird to the Earl, who would reward them with joint ownership of Winworthy Manor. When Aldwin failed to return from war, Damon would be heir to the Androwick estates and could deed his half of the manor to his brother.

 They were going to tell Lord Androwick that the firebird had knocked John into the well, advising their father to keep it safely caged. Overhearing their plans, Reynata knew Aldwin was in no immediate danger, though, bundled in a greatcoat and tied on behind Damon’s saddle, he was undoubtedly uncomfortable.

 Reynata hurried to the well and looked down. She had heard no splash and smelled no water, so she was not surprised to find it dry. But nor had she heard a sound from John since he fell. At the bottom far below, on the accumulated leaves and twigs of decades, he lay on his back.

 Gasping for breath, he feebly moved his arms and legs.

 “John! Are you hurt?”

 “Winded,” he choked out.

 “We shall get you out of there,” Reynata assured him.

 “We?” said Tibb, alighting on the wall. He eyed John. “Looks like a big, juicy grub, squirming away down there. What do you want me to do, throw down a few more twigs, graw-haw?”

 “No, go and tell Grandmama. It is not far now.”

 “Far enough,” the raven grumbled, but he flew off.

 “Ouch!” said John, gingerly standing up and feeling the back of his head. “Did those dastards hurt Helen?”

 “No, just terrified her with threats.”

 “Wait till I lay my hands on that precious pair! My own brothers! How will you get me out? Er...Reynata, I know it’s my own fault I’m down here. I’m truly excessively sorry I didn’t do as you said.”

 “I believe you,” Reynata said dryly. “If only I were in human form! What we need is a rope. Failing that I shall try to find a fallen bough you can use as a ladder to climb out.”

 Searching the copse, she found a perfect bough, well branched to form steps. She gripped the broken end in her teeth, but it was too heavy to move. She tugged and tugged with no result. About to give up, she was startled by a voice behind her.  “Good-day, little sister.” It was the dog-fox, Cobnut, from the King’s Forest. “I see you do indeed need my aid. I had not sighted you for a long time, nor crossed a fresh scent, so I went to the wise-woman to ask after you. She sent me here to help you.”

 Between them, they pulled the branch to the well and lowered it, careful not to hit John. It made a precarious ladder. Reynata watched anxiously as he clambered up, swaying from side to side. As he neared the top and reached for the rim of the well, he almost fell, but she reached down and grabbed his sleeve in her teeth to steady him. A moment later, he was out, sprawling on the ground.

 “Whew!” He sat up and looked around, then rubbed his eyes. “Funny, I must have been seeing double.” Cobnut, ever wary of humans, was gone. John went on humbly, “Reynata, I don’t know how to thank you. What shall we do now?”

 “Hurry home!”

 They set off, John on foot now, hatless and looking distinctly the worse for wear after his sojourn in the well. As they went, Reynata told him his wicked brothers’ plans. She saw no further reason to keep the firebird’s identity secret.

 “It’s Aldwin?” John was aghast. “Can Mistress Gresham change him back?”

 “I hope so. You had best go straight to the Towers while I go home and fetch Grandmama there.”

 “Oh yes. You run ahead, don’t wait for me. I’ll go as fast as I can.”

 Reynata ran fast, but the wise-woman moved slowly, so they caught up with John at the gates of Wick Towers. He was arguing with the gatekeeper. Scruffy as he was, bare-headed and tousled, his coat torn, his face scratched, he scarcely resembled the Honourable John Drake, who was, besides, rumoured dead. At last the gatekeeper was persuaded to admit him, but as for the old woman in the shabby cloak....

 Gammer Gresham threw back her hood, drew herself up, and looked at him. Hastily he apologized and hurried to open the gates. Reynata slipped through unnoticed while he bowed to the wise-woman and Master John.

 They came to the massive, iron-bound oak front door of the Towers. John opened it and stepped in, Mistress Gresham on his arm, Reynata close at his side.

 In the great hall, a tableau met their eyes. Lord Androwick sat in an ancient carved chair by the fireside. In its twin, across the hearth, Lady Helen wept bitterly. Damon and Basil, hearing the door open, had swung round and were gaping at the newcomers. Several servants also turned and stared.

 In spite of the drama, and though she had never entered the mansion before, Reynata had eyes only for the firebird, confined in a wicker cage to one side. As she moved towards him, the Earl demanded, “Who the devil...?”

 The butler recovered from his surprise and directed several footmen to eject the intruders. As they converged on John and Mistress Gresham, Lady Helen raised her golden head. “John!” she cried, and ran to him, to be folded in his arms.

 “What the devil...?”

 Working at the cage latch with her teeth, Reynata did not listen to the muddled explanations which followed. She was aware that Damon and Basil tried to slink out, to be stopped by the footmen on the Earl’s orders. Then Grandmama joined her and pulled the latch-pin.

 Aldwin stepped out of the cage. “Reynata,” he whispered, and brushed her foxy face with his feathery head. Then he spread his wings and launched himself into the air, to alight on the arm of his father’s chair just as John at last got around to telling the Earl who the firebird really was.

 “My son!” the Earl lamented.

 From an obscure corner, Reynata watched her foster-mother approach the hearth. She carried herself with pride and dignity, ignoring aches and pains. Lord Androwick rose to meet her, silent, holding out both his hands. She gave him hers.

 “It has been a long time, Stephen.” She spoke softly, but Reynata’s vulpine senses heard every word, and wondered.

 “Now will you marry me, Rosa?”

 Mistress Gresham shook her head. “No, my dear. It is too late. I am content in my cottage. But you may visit me there.”

 “I shall!” vowed the Earl. “Rosa, can you help my son?”

 “I believe so. But first I must dispose of the miscreants who are still a danger to him.” She turned to Damon and Basil and said thoughtfully, “Black beetles, I think.”

 “Grawk!” came a voice from the roof-beams. “I love crunchy black beetles!”

 The wicked pair fell on their knees. “Have mercy!” they cried.

 “Had you any? Well, I daresay it would be an embarrassment to your family to have to own two beetles as relatives. Perhaps you would prefer to enlist as soldiers. Though your presence will scarcely compensate the army for Lord Drake’s absence, two sons of one family will surely suffice.”

 Damon and Basil sulkily consented to take the King’s shilling—the Earl agreed that they did not deserve to have commissions purchased for them—rather than be turned into tidbits for Tibb’s dinner. Their father had them confined in a scullery while a recruiting sergeant was sent for.

 “John shall have Winworthy Manor,” he said. “I daresay, my boy, if you write a properly contrite letter to the Duke he will overlook Lady Helen’s elopement. Never thought you’d do so well for yourself. A duke’s daughter and a dashed pretty one!”

 Lady Helen kissed his lined cheek. “La, sir, you are excessively kind!”

 Mistress Gresham turned her attention to Aldwin. By then half the Towers’ staff had gathered in the great hall. Reynata lurked in the background. If the front door had not been closed, she would have made her escape, for once Aldwin was human again there was no place for a fox in his life. Her presence could only embarrass him.

 Between two twittering maids, Reynata saw the firebird perched on the edge of a long, carven table. Firelight glinted redly on his golden plumage. Grandmama brought a steaming pot from the hearth, and poured the contents into a porcelain bowl. The fragrance of sweet herbs drifted through the hall.

 The wise-woman stared at the liquid, muttering. Then she looked long and hard at Aldwin, seeming to read his mind as, with a proud lift of his crested head, his crystal eyes met her gaze.

 In both hands she raised the bowl. “Drink,” she commanded, and the proud head bowed to sip.

 The firebird blurred—or was it the tears in Reynata’s eyes? No, a gasp went up from all the watchers as shimmering red-gold feathers blended into a scarlet uniform with gold braid. Aldwin, Lord Drake, straightened from his seat on the edge of the table and looked around, searching the excited crowd.

 “Reynata?”

 Had he forgotten how to speak?

 “Where is my deliverer, my love, my little fox?”

 The servants parted to leave a passage before her. She had nowhere to hide. Trembling in unbelief, she padded forward as he came to meet her.

 The world swirled about her. She was human. She was in his arms, enveloped in a tender, passionate embrace.

 “Good gad!” ejaculated Lord Androwick.

 Aldwin led Reynata forward. “Father, Miss Gresham, my bride. Give us your blessing.”

 The Earl leaned forward. “Can you do that again, Miss Gresham?” he asked eagerly.

 “Yes, sir,” she said, blushing. “I am a wer-fox.” Now he would forbid the marriage.

 But he did not. He slapped his knee and exclaimed, “A wer-fox, by Jove! There’s not another collector in the country—”

 “Father! Reynata will be Lady Drake, not an exhibit in your menagerie.”

 “Of course not,” said the Earl, covering a sigh of disappointment with an injured air. “Wouldn’t dream of it. A wer-fox in the family, even better! Come, my dears.” He held out a hand each to Reynata and Lady Helen. “Give an old man a kiss. We’ll have a double wedding, hey?”

 Each gave him a kiss, promptly repaid a thousandfold by their respective lovers.

 Dizzy with happiness, Reynata jumped when Tibb landed on Aldwin’s shoulder. 

  “My felicitations,” said the raven. He peered backwards at John and Lady Helen, who were gazing into each other’s eyes like a couple of moonlings. “Grawk! Just between us birds,” Tibb went on confidentially, “you got the better deal, my lord. Gives a fellow ideas. I don’t suppose you could spare some of that gold braid for a nest?”
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SUPERSTITION

 

First published in All Hallows’ Eve, Walker & Co. 1992

 

 

 “Come and dance, Melly!” Peter seized Amelia’s soft little hand and tugged her towards the far end of the room, where the fiddler was tuning up.

 “Later.” The white ruffles on her pale pink muslin gown swayed about her ankles as she resisted. “It is nearly my turn to have my fortune told.”

 “I’m dashed if I know what you see in such nonsense,” he snorted.

 She tossed her head, her dark, glossy ringlets bouncing. “I would not miss it for the world. This year Mr. Gregg has hired a genuine Gypsy woman who can really see the future.”

 “Pure superstition.” Laughing, he gestured at the admirable decorations Mr. Gregg, landlord of the George, had hung about the walls of the assembly room. “I suppose you believe in witches, too, riding on broomsticks in their pointy hats. And as tonight is All Hallows’ Eve, no doubt the ghosts will all waft from their graves at midnight and dance around your revered papa’s churchyard. What an adorable ninny you are, Amelia.”

 “And you are odious!” Rosy lips pouted, delectably kissable—but the long room was full of families, friends and neighbours. “If you truly loved me,” she complained, “you would not always be laughing at me.”

 “But I do love you, Mel.” Distractedly running his fingers through his fair hair, Peter wreaked havoc on the Brutus he had laboured over for quite half an hour. “I have loved you since you were in leading strings and I wish you will make up your mind to marry me.”

 “You cannot want a ninny for a wife.” She turned away towards the fortune-teller’s gaudy tent, pitched in the corner. A blonde young lady in blue dimity was just coming out. “Jenny! What did the Gypsy say?”

 Peter’s youngest sister gave a theatrical shudder. “It was perfectly horrid, Melly,” she declared, her blue eyes bright with relish. “But I cannot tell you what she said or it will not come true.”

 “Horrid?” Amelia faltered.

 “Come on.” Peter seized the excuse to put his arm around her slender waist. “I shall go in with you. I wager you have forgot silver to cross her palm, anyway.”

 “No, I have not. I brought a shilling.”

 “I daresay sixpence would be enough, but perhaps you will get a better fortune for a shilling,” he teased.

 The garish outer covering of the tent was composed of alternate red and yellow panels, embroidered in green with cabalistic signs. The contrast with the interior was startling. Inside, black hangings of a sheenless material absorbed the light of the single candle, flickering in a sconce behind and above the fortune-teller’s head. The Gypsy woman, her face in darkness, sat at a small, round table draped with black. Before her, a crystal ball seemed to shimmer with an inner light.

 Peter had to admit—strictly to himself—that the effect was decidedly eery.

 The still figure spoke in a low voice. “Squire’s son and vicar’s daughter, come.” She beckoned.

 Amelia pressed close against Peter’s side. It was a delightful sensation, but he gave her a gentle squeeze and pushed her forward. “Go on. I shall be right here.”

 She sat down on the spindly chair facing the Gypsy and he stood behind her, resting his hands on its back. “How did you know who we are?” she asked, awed.

 “Is that the question you wish to ask of the Powers?”

 Detecting a hint of amused irony, Peter felt more comfortable. After all, Sir William Lovatt’s heir and the Reverend Blake’s daughter were well known in Amesbury. No occult Powers were needed to discover their identities.

 “No, I just want to know the future,” Amelia assured her. “My future.” She proffered her shilling.

 The Gypsy pocketed the silver coin and nodded, her dark eyes reflecting a fugitive gleam. “Hold my hands and gaze into the crystal ball. Concentrate on what you want to know.”

 Amelia cast a nervous glance up at Peter. He squeezed her shoulder encouragingly, sensing the fragile bones beneath the satin-smooth skin revealed by her modest décolletage. Gingerly she clasped the Gypsy’s hands.

 Muffled by the tent’s draperies, the music and laughter and talk in the assembly room outside seemed far off. Peter heard the ticking of his watch. Amelia’s pulse beat rapidly against his fingertips. He could not tear his gaze from the glowing crystal.

 The Gypsy’s voice startled him. “I see a ring... stones...white robes and a ceremony. In an ancient place, you will find your heart’s desire. Wait.” She paused for a long, tense moment. “No, now a mist is rising, hiding the scene. That is all.”

 “I did not see anything,” said Amelia doubtfully.

 The response was harsh. “It is not given to the uninitiated to read the future!”

 Amelia jump to her feet, then bobbed a curtsy and said with dignity, “Thank you, ma’am.” Peter was proud of her as she took his arm and walked straight-backed from the tent.

 Outside, a plump farm girl was waiting with her swain, giggling. “What’s it like, Miss Blake?” she asked. “Did the crone tell you who you’re going to wed?” She flirted her eyelashes at Peter and he winked at her.

 “It was spine-chilling,” he said in a sepulchral voice.

 “It was strange,” said Amelia slowly. “You had best take Ernie in with you.” As the couple entered the tent, she turned to Peter. “I do not understand what the Gypsy meant.”

 He grinned. “The usual garbled nonsense, but easy enough to decipher. A betrothal ring, obviously, and a wedding ceremony with you wearing a white wedding dress.”

 “And the ancient place?”

 “The church.”

 “It is old,” she admitted, disappointed and dissatisfied. “Papa says parts of it are Norman. That was an excessively dull fortune. I wanted something exciting.”

 “Isn’t marrying me exciting enough for you?”

 “She did not say it was you I shall marry,” Amelia pointed out with a saucy look, recovering her spirits.

 “She would never commit herself to anything so specific. As it is, you are bound to be betrothed and married some day so she could hardly go wrong.”

 “Well, I believe what she said, and I am not so sure it was as simple as you say.”

 “Nothing will convince you it’s all superstition?” Several glasses of Mr. Gregg’s notorious punch put the next words into Peter’s mouth. “I’ll tell you what, I shall prove to you that ghosts don’t exist.”

 “How?” she challenged him.

 “We shall go up to Stonehenge at midnight. The Druids used to build huge fires at Halloween to drive off the evil spirits they believed were let loose at midnight by the god of the dead. Can you imagine any place or any time when ghosts are more likely to appear?”

 “N-no.”

 “Then if we are there and nothing materialises, you will have to believe that there is no such thing as a ghost.”

 Her head cocked, she gave him a speculative look from beneath long lashes. “Perhaps,” she conceded.

 “You are not afraid?”

 “Papa says if ghosts exist they are immaterial beings who cannot harm the living.”

 “Good enough. You go and bob for apples while I make arrangements.”

 “Bob for apples! Not I. My ringlets would dangle in the water.”

 “That would be too dreadful for words. Did you sleep in curl papers all night?”

 “No gentleman would ask such a question of a lady! I shall go and dance with one of my other beaux.”

 Peter watched her cross the room, slight and graceful in her high-waisted gown with its straight skirt and puff sleeves.

Before she was half way to her mother’s side, she was surrounded by friends, both male and female. A moment later her father’s curate led her onto the dance floor, where a country dance was about to start up.

 How could she bring herself to stand up with such a wretched, stoop-shouldered fellow? He would probably step on her toes—he was no better at dancing than he was at riding, and he couldn’t drive a pair to save his life. A whey-faced, mealy-mouthed flat, he didn’t even know the difference between wheat and barley, and a boar in rut would send him scampering for—

 “Yellow with jealousy, Peter?”

 “Freddy, you are just the man I need.”

 “No, no, old chap, can’t challenge a man of God to a duel. Simply isn’t done.”

 “Not as my second, gudgeon. Listen.” He drew his friend, nattily clad in primrose pantaloons and a wine-red coat, into a quiet corner. “I’m taking Amelia up to Stonehenge at midnight to see the Druids.”

 “Druids!”

 “Haven’t you read old Colt Hoare’s stuff? You know, Sir Richard, my father’s friend over at Stourhead who’s forever writing books about Wiltshire antiquities. He proves pretty conclusively that Stonehenge was the chief Druid temple, and never mind those Banbury stories about the Romans or the Danes building the place.”

 “Yes, but whoever built it, you are two thousand years too late to see them cavorting there,” Freddy protested.

 “Not them, their ghosts. It’s the perfect place for ghosts. Remember when we read Caesar at school—”

 “Devil take it, you’ve never told Melly about the human sacrifices!”

 “Of course not—and she is Miss Blake to you.”

 “You’re not betrothed yet.”

 “Not yet,” said Peter smugly, “but believe me, we soon shall be after we have been seen alone together at Stonehenge in the middle of the night. Now listen, will you? Here is what I want you to do.”

 With some argument he persuaded his friend that his plan was a harmless lark, and gave him the blunt to buy a few old sheets from Mrs. Gregg, the landlord’s accommodating young wife. While Freddy went to round up his accomplices, Peter stood for a minute watching the dancers.

 Amelia was light on her feet as a week-old lamb. Her ringlets bobbed merrily as she smiled at her partner and turned on his arm. She loved to dance. If only she didn’t change her mind about going with him!

 Then she grimaced, and he guessed the curate really had trod on her toes, bless him. Peter went to harness his gig.

 The cold outside made his head swim. “No more punch,” he muttered to himself, blinking. What the devil did Gregg put in the stuff?

 After a moment, his head stopped going round and he made his way out into the stable yard. It was a clear, crisp night, the moon just past full. The yard and the street beyond were crammed with the motley collection of vehicles that had brought the local gentry and the wealthier farmers to town for the Halloween assembly. Fortunately Peter had arrived a little late, so his gig was easily accessible.

 His trusty roan, Snap, snorted his objection to being extracted from the friendly warmth of the stable. He stood patiently between the shafts, his breath steaming in the frosty air.

 Peter fastened the last buckle and went back into the inn’s entrance hall. In a dark nook by the staircase, Amelia was lurking, enveloped in her scarlet woollen cloak and hood. As she hurried towards him, he noted with approval that she had changed from dancing slippers into half-boots.

 “Quick, before someone sees me.” She took his arm and hurried him back through the door into the yard. “I told Mama I was going to sit with Mr. Gregg’s mother for half an hour.”

 “How noble!”

 “I did go and see old Mrs. Gregg for a few minutes earlier, so it is only a little bit of a fib. Hello, Snap.” She stroked the horse’s nose. “You must take us quickly there and back or I shall be well and truly in the briars.”

 Snap whickered and turned his head to watch them climb into the gig. At Peter’s signal, he set off trotting through the little town and started up the hill towards Salisbury Plain as the church clock chimed the third quarter. The road was in excellent repair after a period of dry weather, so they made good time. The hour had not yet sounded when they reached the road’s closest approach to Stonehenge.

 For the last few hundred feet, the light open carriage jolted across sheep-cropped turf. By moonlight the great stone arches loomed supernaturally immense, their black shadows stretching across the plain. Handing Amelia down from the gig, Peter shivered—up here in the open a biting breeze cut through his top coat.

 Amelia shivered too. He put his arm about her shoulders and together they picked their way through the four rings of stones to stop close to the altar stone.

 “Do you want to sit down?” he asked in a hushed voice.

 “On the sacrificial stone? Heavens, no! I hope it is nearly midnight, for I am half frozen.” She turned to put her arms around his waist and hid her face in his shoulder.

 He hugged her, suspecting that, though cold and scared, she was actually quite enjoying herself.

 From the distant town, the first stroke of midnight wafted to his ears. He glanced hopefully around the massive circle. Freddy had not had much time to gather their friends and bring them up here, but if they came too long after the clock stopped striking the impact of their arrival would be spoiled. Besides, an inflammation of the lungs would be a sorry end to this adventure.

 Ah, there they were. White-robed figures drifted through the arches and he heard a low, solemn chanting. How had they managed such a realistic show in so short a time? Four, then half a dozen, a score—who the devil had Freddy brought with him? Peter didn’t want a bunch of strangers catching him here with Amelia in his arms.

 More and more of the mysterious figures filed into the inmost ring, treading a stately measure. One carried a leafless branch on which grew a bush of mistletoe, its berries lucent as pearls in the moonlight. In the hands of another gleamed a sickle, and a third bore a blazing torch, its fiery light glinting on the wide gold collars and headdresses worn by the three high priests. The rhythmic chant grew louder, faster, almost drowning the screams.

 Screams! Peter saw that the torchbearer, at the altar stone, was setting light to a huge wicker basket, shaped like a man. And inside the basket were men, living men, and wailing women and children, bound with ropes of straw.

 A pale fire sprang up. The sacrificial victims writhed in agony, their tortured shrieks piercing the night. The smell of burning flesh reached Peter’s nostrils.

 Appalled, he tried to rush to the rescue. His legs refused to move; his feet were frozen to the ground. He tried to shout a protest. No sound emerged from his throat. He realized that he was not breathing. His heart, which should be pounding in terror and fury, was standing still.

 He could not even clasp Amelia closer to him to keep the dreadful sounds from her ears.

 The three high priests watched their victims last struggles with grave detachment. Around them the dancers had halted, facing inward. Peter saw avid faces and averted faces, the gloaters and the sickened, and some who looked upon the ghastly death of their fellow-beings with a lack of interest almost more horrifying than the greedy relish of others.

 The wicker form began to crumble as the flames leaped higher. The screams diminished to moans, and ceased.

 Amelia giggled.

 Peter shuddered and breathed again, gulping the icy air.

 Amelia raised her face to him and said with a teasing smile, “The last stroke of midnight. Do you realize that I am shockingly compromised being out here alone with you? I shall have to marry you after all.” She sighed.

 Bewildered, Peter gazed around. The druids were fading, becoming indistinct. Through their dim images skipped his friends, wrapped in sheets, howling in gleeful amusement. There were Freddy and his brother Ned, and over there young Bob, and Chris, the last more balloonlike than ever in his fluttering white drapery. And coming through the arches, Tommy’s lanky shape, last as usual. He’d recognize them anywhere, even with sheets over their heads.

 Ned’s spaniel barked and frisked about their legs as they capered round and round the altar stone, whooping or cackling as the fancy took them. Chris tripped over a trailing end of his costume, and Bob’s eye-holes went awry, leaving him blundering blindly. Amelia clung to Peter’s arm and laughed.

 “Did you not...” he began uncertainly, but Freddy pranced up to them and bowed.

 The others followed suit. Amelia clapped her hands as they all disrobed. “That was a splendid show, gentlemen,” she congratulated them.

 “It was famous sport; glad you enjoyed it, Miss Blake.” Grinning, Freddy smoothed his ruffled hair and cast a sidelong glance at Peter. “Well, we’d best be on our way.”

 Peter put out a hand to stop him. “I don’t suppose you happened to see anyone else dressed up as ghosts?”

 “Lord, no. No one around here but you would think of such a lark. Come on, fellows. I just hope the breeze hasn’t carried off my best hat.”

 “I daresay one of the horses has eaten it by now,” Bob suggested.

 With a screech worthy of the most unhappy ghost, Freddy loped off through the arches and the others went after him.

 Arm in arm, Peter and Amelia followed. By the time they emerged from the stone rings, all the young men were mounted—and hatted. Their mounts, it seemed, had graciously refrained from eating Freddy’s best beaver. The riders waved and cantered off across the grassy plain.

 Snap came trotting up to Peter, the gig bouncing behind him, and nuzzled at his pocket for the lump of sugar he always carried. Peter fed it to him, then handed Amelia into the gig. Jumping up beside her, he still felt slightly dazed, unsure of what was real and what was not.

 “Did you not see or hear any genuine ghosts?” he asked, doing his best to keep his voice unconcerned, as he took up the reins and whip and gave Snap the office to start.

 “Of course not. I am not quite the ninny you think me, and I expected something of the sort when you proposed coming up here. They did it very well, but no one could possibly mistake your friends for genuine ghosts. I hope they did not steal the sheets off somebody’s washing line.”

 “I gave Freddy the money to buy them from young Mrs. Gregg,” he said absently. Thank heaven she had not been aware of the Druids. He would never have forgiven himself for subjecting his beloved to those gruesome sights and sounds. Taking a deep breath, he resolved to try to forget them.

 While he was hesitating over how to phrase his next question, a cold little hand, in a thin silk glove meant for dancing, slipped into his. He dropped the whip—he never used it on Snap anyway.

 “Peter,” Amelia confided, “I don’t really mind being compromised and having to marry you.”

 “You don’t?”

 “No. You see, I have loved you ever since you stopped pulling my pigtails.”

 “You have? Oh, my darling Melly.” The reins joined the whip on the gig’s floor. He gathered her in his arms, and kissed her thoroughly.

 Snap trotted on. When Peter emerged from the blissful embrace and picked up the reins again, the patient beast merely gave an indulgent snort.

 “So you see,” said Amelia, “the Gypsy woman was quite right about everything, and it was nowhere near as straightforward as you thought.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “The stone ring—that was not a betrothal ring, but Stonehenge. And the white robes were Freddy and the others in their sheets, though I would not precisely describe their antics as a ceremony.”

 Glacial fingers tiptoed down Peter’s spine. He had watched a ceremony. “And the ancient place,” he said quickly in a lamentably hollow tone, “was Stonehenge again, of course, not the church.”

 “Yes,” she agreed, “and my heart’s desire is you.”

 Naturally he had to kiss her again, and the warmth of her soft lips thawed his icy dread. “Let us get married soon,” he begged.

 “If you wish, but I do hope, Peter, that you will stop laughing at me for being superstitious.”

 “Believe me, Amelia,” he promised with utterly convincing fervour, “never again shall a single sceptical word cross my lips!”
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