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      Titness Agatha McHawttie, young and impecunious heir of Velvette, galloped across the vapor-swirling Heathencliffe Moors upon her faithful pink almost-unicorn Chicken, searching for escape. Behind her, the hounds of Byron, Lord Chestthumper, bayed and gamboled through the indirect moonlight.

      Lord Chestthumper, who had fought more than one duel with persons who mispronounced his title, was a cad, if not a complete rogue; Titness could not believe she had been sold in marriage to such a fellow. But the pussies of her ancestral northern manor Velvette needed aid—and, truth be told, a vast quantity of delicate food fit for their noble stomachs—so she had agreed to the match in the interests of both feeding said felines, well represented upon the McHawttie family crest, and in repairing her crumbling—though very noble and ancient, indeed—ancestral manse.

      She had, in fact, agreed well before she discovered her very well-off intended was not the old, sickly man she had been led to believe.

      No, Byron Blackheart was young, fit, likely to survive many years even if Titness poisoned him daily with philtres purchased on the sly from genuine certified beldams, and he had extremely large hands to boot. To make matters worse, Byron Blackheart was that most unrepentant of scoundrels, giving his affection to slavering, ill-bred creatures indeed.

      He was, in short a dog person. The hounds of Chestthumper even slept in his lordly bedchamber, a thought which made the young Lady Velvette almost faint with rage, though truth be told the canines were quite winning creatures, soft-eyed and cold-nosed, and not nearly as prone to clawing and biting as the wild pussies of Velvette.

      Nevertheless, a McHawttie was a Cat Person, and Blackheart was a Dog Person, and as far as Titness was concerned there was no chance of ruth or a joining of forces, even in holy matrimony. Despite that, her father’s ire and Velvette’s need of hard cash had pushed Titness to the altar that very morning. Indeed once the banns had been published she had no recourse at all, despite racking her quite adequate though hardly overabundant brains.

      Her attempts at escape had been met with utter mischance, not to mention stony resistance—and once, a week ago in fact, Chicken’s outright refusal to leave Velvette’s warm, safe stable—and so Titness had been ignominiously wed to the man she had every reason to heartily dislike despite his rather brooding handsomeness.

      Indeed, after a final pre-wedding night spent tossing and turning attempting to reason out a means of escape, while old Nursie slept upon the trundle and her father stood guard outside her door to prevent any escape unless through a tower window, Titness had been almost too exhausted to see the groom through her veil, and had yawned more than once in reply to the surpliced priest’s exhortations to love, honour, and mumblemumble whatnot.

      Now, after one short day of marriage though still with her maidenly modesty quite intact, Titness—having been caught pouring a phial of suspect liquid into Blackheart’s afternoon tea, not to mention spitting upon his crumpets—was fleeing for her life.

      And her quasi-virginity, for she did not wish to lose Chicken.

      Now, Titness had attended a quite aristocratic finishing school in Lowe Crampton with many other a highborn maiden, so she was perhaps in technical point of absolute fact not wholly and entirely a virgin, but it was good enough to keep her in an almost-unicorn’s saddle. Besides, the thought of Lord Chestthumper’s positively enormous hands upon her person caused such upheaval in Titness’s ample and bouncing bosom she was, not to put too fine a point upon it, warmly bothered despite the thick, almost rancid evening fog.

      So the young Lady of Velvette—now legally Mrs Blackheart—fled, giving little thought to such niceties as food or a purse to pay for lodging since everyone knew ladies have small appetites. Or so all the books and governesses averred, though Titness was ravenous, and even Chicken’s pinkish haunches were beginning to look rather enticing. The stuffed horn attached to a leather strap crossing the mare’s brow quivered like a custard, and Titness began to wish she had at least filched a slice of wedding cake or a spit-free crumpet at tea.

      On through the night Titness galloped upon Chicken, who thought the whole thing rather an affront since she had been enticed from the Pemberwheeze estate’s warm stable with an apple slice, then made to prance across the moors while dogs yipped and yapped behind her. Consequently, the pink almost-unicorn—much better at finding her way than Titness, who could frankly become lost inside a burlap bag—galloped in circles as the moon glowered upon the chase.
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      No one could ever call raven-haired Byron Perssy Blackheart lacking in courage, though more than three souls including his sainted late mother had privately thought him somewhat shy in the department of wit. At the moment, riding across the fogbound Heathencliffe Moors in the dead of night upon a black charger named Pickles, he was cold, damp, furious, and—truth be told—somewhat charmed.

      It wasn’t easy for a man with several estates including palatial Pemberwheeze, not to mention very large hands, to fend off matrimonial alliances; yet the instant he saw the McHawttie girl across a crowded ballroom he had changed his mind—a rather stunning occasion for one of his temper, indeed.

      Once set, a lord of Chestthumper rarely wavered in his course.

      Now he almost wished he had made an offer for his charming neighbour Hymenia Galore, Baroness Frostcunny instead, despite her oft-avowed and perhaps not quite jesting plan of sending every child in her ideal husband’s very fine mansion to a very cold, very thrifty boarding school—except the peasants, of course, who could be put to work as soon as they could walk. Hymenia had a fine seat when she rode to hunt and the rest of her was tall, blonde, and quite imperious; not to mention she and Byron had been promised to each other from the cradle as far as the Galore aunt de Bourguignon was concerned.

      If he were to tell the absolute truth, Byron was more than a little relieved Auntie de Bourguignon was buried in the churchyard he had ridden past just that afternoon, bringing his new bride home.

      The red-haired McHawttie had seemed a little more tractable than any other choice, hailing as she did from a highly noble though thoroughly penniless northern family, and besides, she had made quite agreeable conversation upon the subject of wine while her thoroughly distracting bosom pressed enticingly against her dress. In fact, since the moment he had seen the young lady Byron had not quite been himself, and sworn inwardly that he would have no other girl for his bride.

      Unfortunately, the lord of Pemberwheeze Chase was heartily regretting his choice as Pickles—the black charger was named thus for his regrettable fondness for fermented vegetables, a trait passing strange in a horse—galloped in pursuit of a pinkish-white mare bearing a short, plush, curved horn strapped to her forehead.

      The prematurely aged Lord Velvette had explained that Titness—for that was the name of Byron’s new bride, a name he had not managed to pronounce more than once or twice from the moment he saw her until this very day—hotly and continually averred the pinkish creature a unicorn disfigured by tragic childhood accident, and her parents had allowed the misapprehension to continue in the interests of keeping the girl’s Reputation spotless before her eventual and hopefully advantageous Marriage. At the time Lord Chestthumper had thought it a fine solution, and if it bespoke a certain lack of Reason in his new bride, surely such a shortcoming was quite acceptable in a wife, for after all dogs were fine creatures unburdened by much in the way of Logic but full of Obedience.

      His new bride had promptly adulterated his tea with something from a small patent-medicine phial and also spat quite accurately upon his crumpets, showing a high degree of spirit and even better aim. Byron might even have complimented her upon the latter, for he knew from experience how difficult proper expectoration could be. Unfortunately, upon being caught in the midst of that operation, she had fled through the very large Chestthumper mansion with a scream quite unbecomingly like a tea-kettle’s—and all this despite his loud and vociferous attempts to reassure her that he bore no ill will at all!

      Byron had thought it best to let the lady’s nerves settle a bit, especially since he was somewhat nervous about the performance of connubial duties. Yet when dinnertime came, his new wife was nowhere to be found and the pinkish mare was missing from the warm, exceedingly comfortable Pemberwheeze stable.

      Byron believed animals, being of far more use and genuine good nature than most people, deserved snug rest. Pickle concurred, and indeed, was known to kick his stall to pieces should accommodations not measure to his standard.

      The lord of Chestthumper had even thought his new bride was of like temper, for she spoke charmingly of the pussies of her home, visibly treasured
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