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To my lord Oberon, 
in the hopes that this tale will remind him of better times
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Please note, Mortal Follies includes a number of themes some readers may prefer not to engage with. These include but are not limited to sexual content, threat of violence and danger (including a wasp attack and near drowning), animal sacrifice, mentions of one of the main character’s deceased family and how they died (stabbing, drowning, burned to death), accusations of familicide, transphobia (challenged), social non-acceptance of LGBTQ+ relationships, slavery/transatlantic slave trade (discussed), sexual harassment and threat of sexual assault, murder, severe illness (magical), smoking.


PROLOGUE

Introductions, gentle reader, are in order. I am that knavish sprite that frights the maidens of the villagery. I am Oberon’s jester—was Oberon’s jester, that’s rather the issue. I am called hobgoblin by some and, contrary to what certain people might have told you, it is not a name I like and you shall not have good luck if you repeat it in my hearing.

I am also your narrator.

For reasons that are none of your concern and, more importantly, not at all my fault, I am somewhat on the outs with my patron at present. Where once I sat by his side on the arm of an elfin throne in the twisted, thorny bowers of his court, I am now living in a tiny flat in Putney with rising damp and leaky windows and I am forced, for the first time in the millennia of my existence, to pay what I understand you mortals call rent.

It is vile.

But I am nothing if not resourceful and so I have struck a bargain with some particularly impressionable mortals at one of your “publishing houses” and have agreed to share for their readers some of the many stories of misguided passion, murderous intrigue, and other tomfooleries that I have gathered down the years. Hopefully this will go better than it did the last time—I gave an excellent story to a mortal playmaker around 1600 and the bastard didn’t even give me a co-writer credit.

The particular tale I have chosen for you is one that I collected in the year of our lord (or I suppose your lord, some of your lord at least—although I’ve never really understood why your kind is so keen to believe in immaterial deities when there are so many material ones right in front of you) 1814, shortly after the first abdication of Napoleon but a little before his immediate escape from Elba. It is my understanding that there is, in the present market, a particular fondness for tales from this era. Something about the dresses perhaps? Or the balls? Or perhaps you’re all just nostalgic for the staggering social inequality. I wouldn’t blame you, I found it hilarious myself. The Corn Laws, for example, were a masterpiece of comic invention; raising the price of grain so much that the people who grow it can’t afford it? Genius! Of course we live in more enlightened times now. And I’m sure you will never again engage in such foolishness.

But I am digressing.

The tale that follows is one of ancient gods, malicious curses, and forbidden romance. I tried to work in a bit with a dog, but there was never a moment where it really came up.

I hope it meets with your approval. Especially because I have just received a letter from a corporation telling me I owe them money for water. Apparently you pay for water in your world.

The naiads must be running a scam.

I am digressing again.

Enjoy the story. Be assured that it involves unpleasant things happening to other people. I know that there is little you mortals enjoy more. In that regard, at least, you are much more like my own people than either of us might care to admit.


CHAPTER

1

When Miss Mitchelmore arrived at Lady Etheridge’s ball, she was resplendent in a gown of silver French gauze over a silken slip, her hair styled à la Grecque and decorated with roses. She caught even my eye, and I sometimes find it a little tricky to tell mortals apart. Which, I’ll admit, may have caused the tiniest of problems in the past.

For much of the evening I watched her from across the room while an elderly colonel opined to me at length regarding the French emperor. It was not, as you may imagine, a topic about which I cared in the slightest. See above regarding my difficulty distinguishing mortals from one another, even short Corsicans. Eventually I extricated myself from the conversation by enchanting him with a slight but persistent itching between the shoulder blades.

Thus freed, I found myself following the pretty Miss Mitchelmore. I am, amongst other things, a collector of stories, and my instincts told me that she was either the kind of lady who did interesting things or the kind to whom interesting things happened. Or, at a pinch, the kind to whom they could be made to happen. I am not above interfering in mortal affairs if it seems truly necessary, or if it would be mildly entertaining.

Initially it seemed the evening would be a profound disappointment. Miss Mitchelmore danced with several gentlemen, but never twice with the same one. She conversed with a number of ladies but said nothing that might be scandalous. There was, however, something strange about her gown. After her first dance I noticed a tear in the hem. After the second I caught sight of a stray thread trailing from her glove and saw petals falling from her hair. I should at this point make clear to the reader that the lady’s dress, while fine, was decidedly not of fairy manufacture. The works of my people have a wholly undeserved reputation for coming apart unexpectedly or transforming into leaves and cobwebs at the slightest provocation. In fact, such disasters tend to require considerable provocation. The problem is that mortals are exceedingly provoking.

But on this evening, at this ball, Miss Mitchelmore’s dress was most certainly dissolving into something. A snag here, a run there—it swiftly added up to a problem that first she, and then the general assembly, could not ignore. The loss of a headdress might be explained away as youthful high spirits, but by the time her gloves had frayed to the elbows it was clear she was in no fit state to be in mixed company. And since in her present circumstances mixed company could scarcely be avoided, she was, to put it bluntly, fucked.

To her credit, but my disappointment, she did not panic. I have, over the centuries, seen a number of mortals deprived unexpectedly of clothing (there are some jokes, after all, which never fall out of fashion) and their responses are almost always hilarious. But once Miss Mitchelmore’s skirts had begun to go the way of the rest of her ensemble, she retreated quietly to the garden and took shelter behind an ornamental bush.

I followed her, of course. Slipping my mortal guise, I became first a shadow, then a sparrow, then a raindrop on a chestnut leaf. I have a fondness for scenes of mortal misadventure, especially those that befall preposterously, and I had the sense that this lady’s life was soon to become extremely preposterous.

Not having had the foresight to bring a needle, thread, and several yards of spare fabric to a society ball, Miss Mitchelmore’s efforts to conceal the dishevelment of her garments were growing increasingly futile. The fine cloth of the dress was crumbling beneath her fingers, and it was not long before she stood alone in the dark attired only in her corset, stockings, and chemise. Having been raised never to curse, she heaved a sigh and kicked a pebble.

Some minutes passed, during which she recovered a little of her composure but none of her clothing. Her dilemma was a simple one. She could return to the party in her undergarments and suffer the immediate loss of her status and reputation. Or she could wait in the garden until somebody found her and suffer the mildly delayed loss of her status and reputation.

Poor Miss Mitchelmore. She was, by any measure, having a pisser of an evening.

The door to the terrace opened and a figure emerged. She was, to Miss Mitchelmore’s great relief, a woman, meaning immediate scandal had been averted. Or would have been, were it not for the specific woman it turned out to be. To the wags of the ton the lady was known as the Duke of Annadale. She was not, of course. That had been her father. But he had died somewhat improbably of leprosy a few years prior to the events I presently relate, having been predeceased by all three of his sons. The eldest was stabbed in a gaming hell despite never gambling. The next was lost on a vessel crossing the Channel despite the weather being calm and the captain having been diligent in his offerings to Mannanán and Poseidon. The youngest burned to death in the grass fires at Talavera. And thus the title fell into abeyance while the properties and monies fell on a woman who—although scarcely twenty at the time—was at once denounced by polite society as a sorceress. That she continued to be invited to balls despite the broad consensus that she had murdered four men by witchcraft might, perhaps, tell you everything you need to know about the fashionable set.

For a sorceress or a murderess she was a remarkably unremarkable woman—average in most particulars, but for a nose tending towards the aquiline and a hard, cynically set mouth. She wore a gown of dark-green velvet, its demi-train now slightly out of fashion, and a hat adorned with towering white feathers. Leaning back against the trunk of a chestnut tree, she brought a spill to her cigar, lit it, and inhaled. For some moments it seemed that she would not notice Miss Mitchelmore at all or, if she did, that she would ignore her for the sake of propriety. I was just preparing to intervene when the Duke of Annadale looked down.

“If you will pardon the observation, you appear to be in your underthings.”

“Yes.” In Miss Mitchelmore’s defence, I would not have known quite what to say either. Then again, I would have been invisible.

“A bold choice, but perhaps an unwise one?”

Straightening a little, Miss Mitchelmore managed a smile. Her smile was the kind accounted by mortals to be pretty. As, for that matter, was the rest of her. She had delicate features, hair a demure but fashionable light brown, and eyes that, in normal circumstances, sparkled with a kind of innocent joy. “It was not a choice. I—I fear somebody is playing a rather cruel joke upon me.”

“Well, if you will buy fairy-woven gowns.” I should say that I intensely dislike the Duke of Annadale.

“I have recently acquired a new modiste, but I am sure she is quite human. Besides, my friend Miss Bickle wears fairy-woven gowns all the time and she has never had this difficulty.”

Seeming to tire of the sartorial question, the Duke of Annadale made her way over to the small hedge and, removing the cigar from her lips, proffered it to Miss Mitchelmore. “Smoke?”

“I do not. And, even if I did, I think I would find my other concerns more pressing.”

With a shrug, the Duke of Annadale took another lungful of tobacco. “That’s one way to look at it. The other is that it can scarcely make matters worse.”

Perhaps seeing no point in resisting, Miss Mitchelmore took the cigar, put it to her lips, and sucked awkwardly. I personally found the resulting coughing fit terribly entertaining. “I must say,” Miss Mitchelmore sputtered, handing the offending object back to the Duke, “you seem to be taking my present condition remarkably in stride.”

“The joy of being a lady is that one may look at other ladies in their underwear and have it accounted no impropriety. The joy of being reviled as a witch is that propriety means little to one anyway.”

The mention of witchcraft combined with the slow recognition of a face she would doubtless have seen before, if only from afar, brought Miss Mitchelmore’s mind to a belated conclusion. “Then you are—that is—you are the one they call the Duke of Annadale?”

The Duke nodded.

“I’m sorry, I’m sure it is a name you mislike.”

If she did, she gave no sign of it. “I mislike the inaccuracy. But Lady Georgiana is scarcely better.”

“No? I think it rather pretty.”

“Really?” The Duke of Annadale seemed to be considering the matter. “And what reason do I have to trust the aesthetic judgement of a woman standing naked in a garden?”

Miss Mitchelmore coloured at that. “I am not naked, I am simply … underdressed.”

“You are undressed, and while it is a style you wear well it is not one that speaks to your good taste more generally.”

Running low on patience, or perhaps simply growing weary of the night air, Miss Mitchelmore looked defiantly at the Duke of Annadale. “You are mocking me, and that is unbecoming a woman of your station.”

“So was murdering my brothers. Since I am suspected of that already, I fail to see how showing mild discourtesy to a stranger will further sully my reputation.”

“Please.” It was not a desperate please but it was an earnest one. “Lady Georgiana, I am—you must surely realise—in a most compromising position and should any gentleman happen upon me in this state, I would be quite ruined.”

“Then you should have had the foresight to be born richer or more male.”

Unperturbed, Miss Mitchelmore persisted. “You must have some garment you can lend me?”

“I’m sorry”—for the first time I heard amusement creep into the Duke of Annadale’s voice—“are you now attempting to undress me?”

“Why would I … ? Oh, you are toying with me still.” An unfamiliar feeling fluttered in Miss Mitchelmore’s heart. You may wonder, reader, how I know such things. Suffice it to say that I am a thing of dreams from a world of passions, and my eyes see much that yours do not. Or perhaps I am simply lying.

“Playing, perhaps. But not toying. I never toy.”

Uncertain what to make of that observation, Miss Mitchelmore renewed her pleas for more practical assistance. “Do you not have a cloak or a pelisse or a mantle you could lend me? Something that could afford me at least some modesty while I try to work out how to extract myself from this awful situation?”

There was quiet a moment. “And what would I gain by assisting you?”

“It would be an act of Christian charity.”

“Do you really believe I give two figs for Christianity?”

And at last, Miss Mitchelmore was genuinely shocked. “That is a wicked thing to say.”

“More wicked than I intend to leave you to freeze to death in your shift and corset? More wicked than Hecate of the Crossroads, I shall offer in your name the sacrifice of three pristine oxen if you strike my father down with leprosy?”

“I believe you would do neither of those things.” Miss Mitchelmore was defiant again, standing as tall as she could manage while sheltering out of sight of the house. “But even if you would—yes, I dare say it is worse. The old gods may hold sway in this world, and they may have power to harm us while we live, but to reject salvation would be to imperil your very soul.”

“And what matters more to you right now, my imperilled soul or your exposed thighs?”

“Happily they have the same remedy.” Miss Mitchelmore set her chin in an attitude of ladylike righteousness. “The gospel entreats us to clothe the naked, so by robing my body you will also be uplifting your spirit.”

To that the Duke of Annadale gave half a smile, a curt nod, and no other reply before turning and walking back into the house.

Miss Mitchelmore watched her leave with a look of startled betrayal. Then, when she was quite certain that the Duke of Annadale had vanished, she sank down with her back to the hedge and wept. As well she might, because her best hope of rescue had turned out to be a cold and heartless creature. And, worse, one with no appreciation for fairy craftsmanship. I could, of course, have gone to Miss Mitchelmore’s aid myself, but I’m here to tell this story, not to participate in it. Besides, you mortals are such helpless things. Once I started assisting you, I’d never be able to stop. And then I’d be stuck making shoes for widowers or spinning straw to gold for ungrateful farmers’ daughters. Not that either of these are options for me anymore, which is why I am reduced to, of all things, professional storytelling. I assure you I am quite disgusted with myself.

The sound of footsteps on the other side of the hedge made Miss Mitchelmore freeze, uncertain whether it was better to be seen and risk ruin or to remain unseen and live forever in a hedge. Her uncertainty was resolved swiftly, however, when a bundle of cloth fell onto her head.

“My cloak.” The voice belonged to the Duke of Annadale.

Trying to stand, turn, and wrap herself in a now quite tangled garment all at once meant that Miss Mitchelmore did not rise with quite the grace or dignity she might have hoped to, but she still managed to demand some kind of answer from her reluctant saviour. “Why did you let me think you had abandoned me?”

“I have a reputation to uphold. And besides”—the Duke of Annadale reached out and wiped a tear from Miss Mitchelmore’s cheek—“perhaps I thought you would cry prettily.”

Miss Mitchelmore blinked back what remained of her tears. In the Duke of Annadale’s defence, she was right—the lady did weep most decoratively. Then again, my people have a fondness for tears that may colour my judgement. “That may be the wickedest thing you have said yet. Why would anybody wish to see anybody cry?”

“For the joy of seeing you impassioned? Or else we met too late and my soul is already tarnished beyond repair. Now, shall we to my carriage?”

Having little choice, Miss Mitchelmore followed the Duke of Annadale through a mercifully discreet side gate and into the street. It was early enough that passersby could not be avoided entirely, but the walk from the garden to the carriage was a short one and a young woman in a cloak drew far less attention than a young woman in essentially nothing. Ordinarily Miss Mitchelmore would not have dreamed of leaving a party with somebody to whom she had not been formally introduced. But forced public nudity, she was learning, suspended many of the rules of etiquette. Besides, the Duke of Annadale was a lady, which meant it was not so much improper as uncommon.

As they climbed into the carriage I followed them, becoming as smoke and commingling myself with the wisps that still rose from the Duke of Annadale’s cigar. They settled down opposite one another and the Duke of Annadale permitted Miss Mitchelmore to give the coachman directions to her home.

“Thank you,” Miss Mitchelmore said once the carriage had pulled away and Lady Etheridge’s townhouse had slipped comfortably into the distance. “I am not certain what I should have done had you not intervened.”

The Duke of Annadale shrugged. “You seem resourceful enough. I daresay you would have thought of something.”

“Perhaps, but I cannot quite see what. I confess I am perhaps still a little unwise in the ways of the world, but I am sure dresses do not ordinarily dissolve in such a way.”

The smoke from the Duke of Annadale’s cigar coiled listlessly about the roof of the carriage, and I coiled with it. “Magic,” she said. “When in doubt, assume magic.”

“But who would stoop to sorcery for something so petty?” asked Miss Mitchelmore in genuine bafflement.

At this the Duke of Annadale laughed, short and sharp. “My dear girl, you really do know nothing of the world. Since time immemorial people have used magic for three purposes: personal enrichment, personal vengeance, and sex.”

The expression on Miss Mitchelmore’s face made all the reply that was necessary.

The expression on the Duke of Annadale’s face did likewise, but she replied verbally anyway. “Are you really going to become missish at the mention of sex when my cloak is all that stands between your fair skin and the cold night air?”

“My circumstances are beyond my control. Your speech is within yours.”

The Duke of Annadale leaned back. The tips of her feathered headgear passed, for a moment, through my incorporeal form as she moved. “So it is. And I choose to speak plainly. What happened to you this evening was caused by somebody, and that somebody wishes either to extort you, to humiliate you, or merely to see you naked.” She gave a knowing smile. “The third motivation has at least the virtue of honesty.”

“But why me? I am surely not so remarkable as to be worth enchanting.”

“Oh, don’t be tedious.” The Duke of Annadale rolled her eyes. “I barely pay attention to these things and even I have heard of you. Your little clique is quite the talk of the town.”

“My clique?”

“Now you are being even more tedious. You are a notable beauty, your friend Miss Bickle is a notable heiress, and your cousin is notably African.”

“John is English, Lady Georgiana. He was born in Surrey.”

“And his father?”

“Was born in Senegal, but that is surely an old scandal.”

The Duke of Annadale drew on her cigar. “Take it from one who knows: old scandals never die, they just acquire embellishments. But either way the point is that you are clearly notable, and somebody has clearly noted you.”

Miss Mitchelmore fell silent awhile, not perhaps unexpectedly, given that she had just learned of a hitherto unknown enemy, and her silence persisted until the carriage rounded the circus and turned onto Gay Street. Finally, she asked, “Is that why you have not asked my name?”

“No, that was ordinary incivility.”

“Still I feel I should introduce myself.”

“You have already introduced yourself. I have seen your knees.”

Unable to make any kind of curtsey while sitting and wrapped in a cloak, Miss Mitchelmore extended a hand. “I am Maelys Mitchelmore. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“I doubt that sincerely.” The Duke of Annadale took her hand, raised it to her lips, and kissed it gently. Miss Mitchelmore shuddered in a way that had nothing to do with the cold or the shock.

It was a gesture, Miss Mitchelmore felt sure, that required some form of reply, but before she could work out what it was, the carriage pulled to a stop. The coachman opened the door, and seeing no pressing reason—or at least no proper reason—to dally now she had been delivered safely home, Miss Mitchelmore disembarked, mumbling a repeated thanks.

“Think nothing of it. And I mean that most literally.” The Duke of Annadale looked down from the carriage a moment, her eyes moon pale and quite as distant. “You may keep the cloak. I have others.”

And then the carriage sped away into the night, as did I.


CHAPTER

2

I decided to pay a visit to Miss Mitchelmore the following morning. She was by far the most interesting thing to have happened since I arrived in Bath, and if worst came to worst I would always be able to amuse myself by disarranging her hair or hiding her stockings. Which, yes, may seem petty, but you’d be amazed how boring immortality becomes. Although one does find oneself missing it if it is removed from one.

Entering the house on a beam of sunlight, I became a fly for a while until an overzealous maid attempted to chase me from the room, at which point I briefly became a wasp and stung her. To further discourage her interference I became a mouse, then a rat, then an annoying tune that was stuck in her head. Then, finally remembering that I had intended to observe Miss Mitchelmore, I took a form of mists and shadows, which is close to my natural shape but quite imperceptible to mortal eyes, and slipped into the drawing room.

There I found my target already receiving her cousin Mr. Caesar and her friend Miss Bickle. They made an intriguing trio. Miss Mitchelmore—as the Duke of Annadale seemed acutely aware—was generally accounted a beauty in the slender, symmetrical, but fundamentally biological way that mortals are so fond of. And her friends were likewise decorative, Miss Bickle’s undeniable if everyday prettiness half-swallowed by the extravagance of her clothes and Mr. Caesar’s patrician elegance accentuated by the tastefulness of his. He was that meticulous sort of man whose breeches were always immaculately fitted, whose boots were always immaculately polished, and whose cravat was always immaculately tied. Or at least it was, but while he stood interrogating his cousin about the events of the previous evening I sidled up to him and began to pull gently on it, introducing a pleasing strain of disorder into his otherwise flawless appearance.

“Why didn’t you come to me at once?” he was asking. “You knew something was amiss and you elected to hide in a garden instead of seeking assistance.”

Miss Mitchelmore looked exasperated. “And what assistance could you have provided, John? My gown was falling apart under a mystical influence and you are neither a sorcerer nor a seamstress.”

“Even so, I should have liked to be informed. One of us could have done something, surely?”

At the pianoforte, Miss Bickle had been playing the same note intermittently for three minutes. “Do you think,” she asked nobody in particular, “that the big keys ever get jealous of the little keys? They’re higher up and look much cosier. But he’s right Mae, we could have helped you.”

“I did not want to ruin your evening.”

Miss Bickle giggled. “I was having a lovely time actually. I danced with a terribly gallant captain just come back from Spain. Which was rather queer because I could have sworn we were at war with France.”

“This year, France was in Spain,” Mr. Caesar explained.

“Oh I say, how confusing.”

At last noticing the alterations I had made to his neckwear, Mr. Caesar made his way grumblingly to a mirror and began to fix his cravat. “Can we, perhaps, return to the question of Mae’s vanishing on us yesterday evening?”

“Yes, let’s.” Miss Bickle played that same note again, for emphasis. “It was fearsomely unfair to Mrs. Wilberforce. A chaperone who loses her charges is ordinarily accounted quite poor at her job.”

This occasioned genuine regret in Miss Mitchelmore, who did not enjoy being the cause of misfortune in others (a sensibility that I feel bespeaks a marked lack of imagination). “I am sorry, Lizzie, I should not have wished to cause Mrs. Wilberforce difficulty.”

Mr. Caesar had finished adjusting his neckwear, and I had yet to find any material with which I might smudge his boots or stain his breeches, so I stood back and let him return to his cousin’s side. “You caused us all difficulty. I was frantic. I thought you’d been abducted.”

“I told him he was being silly,” put in Miss Bickle. “I said you’d probably just been taken away by pixies.”

“That’s still a form of abduction,” Miss Mitchelmore pointed out. “And besides I’m not certain that there are any pixies in Bath.”

Miss Bickle’s eyes, already very wide, grew wider. “There are pixies everywhere. You just can’t see them.” To give the lady her due, she was largely right. Although we very seldom steal people.

Sighing, Miss Mitchelmore rose, going first to her cousin and then to her friend. “I am sorry,” she said. “I am truly sorry. But I was distressed, and as you might imagine I was not thinking clearly.” She sat next to Miss Bickle at the pianoforte and began picking out a tune to which Miss Bickle made occasional and wholly dissonant contributions.

Mr. Caesar lowered himself into the spot on the sofa that his cousin had just vacated. “I understand, cos; I was just concerned. And actually I remain concerned because you still haven’t told us how you got home.”

“Was it pixies?” asked Miss Bickle. The look on her face said she would be extremely upset were it to transpire that it was not, in fact, pixies.

“No, it was not pixies.” Miss Mitchelmore took a deep breath. She had already recounted this story to her parents, but since her father was mostly interested in things that could be detonated or electrified and her mother was mostly interested in things that could be dissected, they had taken the news remarkably well. Mr. Caesar, on the other hand, was likely to worry. “It was Lady Georgiana Landrake.”

A heavy silence fell over the room. Or as heavy as a silence could be when punctuated by Miss Bickle’s irregular plinking.

“The Duke of Annadale?” asked Mr. Caesar, aghast.

“I’m not sure it’s right to call her that.”

Miss Bickle was already clapping her hands with delight. “That sounds thrilling. Did she put you under a spell? Did she murder you?”

“How could she have murdered me? I’m sitting right here.”

“You could be a ghost. The Earl of Innismere attended three society picnics after he died. It was very awkward, especially for his widow.” In a spirit of experimentation, Miss Bickle extended a single begloved, bejewelled finger and moved it slowly towards Miss Mitchelmore’s face.

“Please don’t poke me.”

“I have to poke you or else I shan’t know you are not a ghost and shall be unable to avenge your murder.”

“Lizzie, don’t poke me.”

She poked her. “Oh Mae, you’re alive! I’m so happy.”

“That does at least”—Mr. Caesar had shifted to a studied lounge, a posture that said I care not what you think, but by the way are my calves not excellent—“spare us the difficulty of avenging your death.”

“But don’t worry,” added Miss Bickle eagerly, “when you are murdered, I have simply hundreds of plans for vengeance.”

“Hundreds?” Miss Mitchelmore was accustomed to her friend’s flights of fancy, but some were easier to adjust to than others.

“Oh yes. The first involves scorpions.”

Mr. Caesar looked up from the sofa. “And the second?”

“Also scorpions.”

Although she could have asked about the third, Miss Mitchelmore chose instead to change the subject, or at least to bring the conversation back to its original course. “In any case, there will be no need. I survived Lady Georgiana’s attentions and am quite well.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” Mr. Caesar was frowning. “What happened to you last night was not natural, and if somebody has used magic against you once I see no reason they would not do it again.”

Miss Mitchelmore stiffened at that. It could not have been easy for somebody who had recently survived a magical assault to begin contemplating another so rapidly. “Do you really think I could be in danger?”

“Physically, perhaps not. Socially, certainly.” Mr. Caesar’s chin came to rest contemplatively and aesthetically on one hand. “Had you responded less quickly last night you would have been humiliated at best, ruined at worst. Had anybody other than Lady Georgiana found you in the garden, the scandal might have been irreparable, and even now it may prove costly.”

Miss Mitchelmore shivered as though a chill breeze had blown through the room. I accentuated the effect by adopting the form of a chill breeze myself and hanging about her for some seconds before retreating. “We were not seen, I think. And even if we were …”

“I swear, Mae, if you say we are both ladies, I shall have Lizzie poke you again.”

Not waiting for the excuse, Miss Bickle poked her friend anyway.

“But we are both la—Lysistrata, please stop it.”

Chastened as only the use of her full name by somebody other than her mother could chasten, Miss Bickle lowered her offending digit.

“You are both ladies, and Mr. Ellersley and I are both gentlemen. It does not mean that people do not talk. Society may be blinkered, but it is not wholly blind.”

“Surely you cannot be suggesting …” Miss Mitchelmore’s fingertips found their way unthinkingly to the back of her hand where the Duke of Annadale had kissed it, then to her cheek where she had wiped away a tear.

Languidly, Mr. Caesar stretched. “I know nothing about Lady Georgiana. I do not know her habits or her proclivities. And I have as much cause as any to treat rumours with caution. But were I struck with a sudden magical curse and then rescued from that curse by somebody who, it is widely speculated, dabbles in sorcery, I should be at least suspicious.”

“She was kind to me. I would not like to think ill of her.”

“You are sweet, cousin, but thinking well of bad people never leads to good ends. At any rate, you have been magically attacked. It stands to reason that you need to be magically protected, or else that your attacker needs to be rooted out and made to stop.”

“Except”—Miss Mitchelmore remained very tense and rather chill, and I was no longer contributing to that condition—“I haven’t the first idea how to do either of those things.”

“Pixies?” suggested Miss Bickle. “Or sprites, spriggans, nixies, boggans, naiads, dryads, or kobolds if we could find some caves.” She smiled with the contentment available only to fools, babes, and sages. “They made my bracelets.” Her bracelets were indeed of fine workmanship, delicate bands of spun gold that wound up both of her forearms and gleamed with jewels in unexpected places.

“Or the old gods, of course,” added Mr. Caesar, who had benefited from a classical education. “But for warding off evil I suspect you’d need to speak to Hecate, and that would involve a crossroads, a new moon, and I think at least two dogs. Or you could try Artemis. She has a fondness for virgins, although she might want you to be a touch more athletic.”

“I am quite athletic enough, thank you.” Miss Mitchelmore bristled, not quite certain if she was being insulted. “I ride well and walk regularly.”

“Yes, but how’s your archery?”

“Nonexistent.”

“There is another option.” Mr. Caesar sat up, wearing an expression of discomfort that, on this occasion, had nothing to do with my interference. “I am familiar with—that is, I may know how to contact one of the Galli.”

“The eunuch-priests?” The tone in Miss Mitchelmore’s voice was not one of shock, precisely, but its pitch rose more sharply than she might have intended. “Are they not … that is to say … I do not believe they are respectable people. …”

Mr. Caesar’s eyes narrowed. “Maelys, respectable people, as you are fast learning, do all manner of things that they would never admit to in public. The Cult of Cybele has power, and while they are unlikely to be able to undo whatever sorcery has been laid upon you, they may at least be able to offer you guidance.” He sat back a moment, then added, “Also they prefer to be called priestesses.”

Miss Bickle was looking increasingly put out. “I still say we should visit the fairies. There must be a mound or a hillock somewhere near Bath we could go to, and fairies are famously trustworthy.” Needless to say I like Miss Bickle very much.

“If you’ll pardon my language,” replied Mr. Caesar, “they bloody well are not.”

“Then why do they call them the Good Folk?”

“It’s ironic.”

“It isn’t. Fairies hate iron.” This, in point of fact, is a myth, but it is awfully convenient for us to let you go on believing it.

Suddenly restless, Miss Mitchelmore rose and took a turn about the room. “Might we instead think to unmask the culprit? I should sooner not go trafficking with strange cults or gallivanting through fairy rings.”

“You should, Mae,” said Miss Bickle, “it’s so jolly.”

Mr. Caesar watched his cousin warily. “While I can’t quite believe I’m endorsing a plan the first step of which is go and talk to the pixies, I do think pursuing some kind of supernatural knowledge might be our best strategy. After all, so far we only have one suspect in this matter, and it seems you refuse to suspect her.”

“I do not refuse to suspect her.” Miss Mitchelmore laid one hand on her breast in a gesture that read half as sincerity, half as an effort to measure the rate of her own heart. “I wish only to keep an open mind. To think charitably of her as I would like others to think charitably of me.”

“There is a line between charity and folly, cousin. But perhaps we could compromise. If you will accept that Lady Georgiana is a suspect, I will happily consider any others you can name.”

It took Miss Mitchelmore some while to name others, but she eventually managed it. “Mr. Clitherowe? He proposed marriage to me last year, and I refused him.”

“And,” added Miss Bickle, “he is a clergyman, and clergymen are notoriously weak-willed and subject to temptation. Look at Father Jerome. Or Ambrosio.”

Miss Mitchelmore shook her head. “Lizzie, you really need to read more appropriate books.”

“You say that, but at least I shall know what to do if a monk with a magical myrtle bough attempts to ravish me.”

“The Gothic aside, we shall add Mr. Clitherowe to the list.” Mr. Caesar sat up and began to gently massage his temples. “Anybody else?”

“I have recently started attending a new modiste. She might have provided me with a cursed dress for some malicious reason of her own. Or Madame Ebchester may have hexed me in order to throw suspicion on her rival.”

Miss Bickle stood rapidly enough to knock over the piano stool. “Ooh, I’ve just had a thought. What about Miss Worthing? She hates you.”

“Madeleine Worthing?” Miss Mitchelmore’s face fell. “I’ve always rather liked her.”

“I know, but she told me she thought you were a pinch-faced scow who gave no thought to the needs or feelings of other ladies.” She smiled again. “So you see, that’s good news, isn’t it?”

“How, exactly?” asked Mr. Caesar.

“Well, if it’s her we can just tell her mama and she’ll put a stop to things immediately. Mrs. Worthing is quite fearsome.”

For reasons that eluded me but may have been to do with “kindness,” Miss Mitchelmore seemed more concerned with Miss Worthing’s opinion than with her potential mystical peril. “I still don’t understand what I might have done to offend her.”

“I think it was something to do with Lady Montgomery’s ball last season. The Viscount Fortrose quite ignored poor Madeleine and asked you to dance instead, and you refused him. I think she took that for arrogance.”

“She never said anything. Besides, my dance card was already full and it would have been ill-mannered to slight another gentleman for him, even if he is a viscount.”

“Well, perhaps you should tell her—”

“To reiterate.” Mr. Caesar had plainly had enough of the digression. “Our comprehensive list of suspects for the crime of attempting to publicly undress you by magical means are”—he began counting off on his fingers—“a mild-mannered cleric, two dressmakers, a slightly annoyed debutante—”

“She isn’t a debutante anymore,” corrected Miss Bickle, who could be oddly pedantic about her areas of especial interest.

Unperturbed, Mr. Caesar continued. “Or the mysterious noblewoman who is already suspected—albeit unprovably—of four counts of murder by witchcraft and who was swift to take advantage of your predicament to manoeuvre you into her private carriage, wherein she might have done anything she pleased to you.”

“But chose instead”—Miss Mitchelmore was seized by an intense urge to defend her rescuer’s honour—“to deliver me safely home at no advantage to herself. You promised that you would consider other suspects.”

Mr. Caesar was rubbing his temples again “And I am trying, cos, I am truly trying. But on the one hand we have the Duke of Annadale—”

“Please don’t call her that, it’s cruel.”

“Think of it as necessary dramatic emphasis. The point is that on the one hand we have a woman of profoundly dubious character who we already know to be at the heart of one deadly mystery and on the other we have … Miss Worthing or a modiste.”

“I saw Madeleine Worthing wearing henbane once,” said Miss Bickle. “I think she could very well be a witch.”

Miss Mitchelmore cocked her head to one side. “Lizzie, why are you so determined for it to be Madeleine?”

“Well …” Miss Bickle wriggled a little uncomfortably. “I just think it would be more fun if it were someone from our set. We could have a proper rivalry. We could run out onto the moors and hurl spells at one another.”

“What moors?” asked Miss Mitchelmore.

“There are bound to be some moors somewhere.”

“There’s the Cotswolds,” suggested Mr. Caesar.

“Don’t be silly.” Miss Bickle shot him a glance that said You are very, very foolish indeed. “You can’t have a magical duel on a windswept Cotswold.”

Miss Mitchelmore was beginning to get a headache, and not one I had given her. Although I think I would have gone for a toothache in the circumstances. It might have made her speak in an amusing manner. “Since I know nothing of magic and neither, as far as I know, do either of you, perhaps we should avoid plans that involve my having any kind of duel with anybody on any kind of geographical feature.”

The level of pout of which Miss Bickle proved herself capable should have been possible only in somebody whose lips had been blessed with a specific pout-enhancing enchantment, but she achieved it quite on her own merits. “Well, then if we are not to speak with the pixies and we are not to duel anybody anywhere, then it may be best that we do nothing.”

“I actually think Lizzie’s right on this one,” said Mr. Caesar. “Unless whoever it is strikes again—and they very well may not, in which case we have nothing to worry about—we have little to go on. But whatever you do I would make certain to stay away from the Duke of”—he checked himself—“from Lady Georgiana Landrake.”

It was, Miss Mitchelmore was eventually forced to concede, the best plan. From my perspective, of course, it was a disaster. There could scarcely be any outcome less conducive to a compelling narrative than the young lady waiting patiently and avoiding confrontation. Still, I resolved to keep an eye on her and her companions in case their lives became diverting again and, to my delight, I found I did not have long to wait.
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