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  Chapter 1

  
  




Nathaniel Johnson was having inarguably the worst morning of his life.

He’d been expecting a hangover, but this? He’d come to only a half hour ago, and it had taken this whole time to make sense of his predicament. If only he could remember more of what happened last night.

He remembered going out with Wortle to the public house and drinking a shocking amount of ale and blue ruin. Nathaniel made a mental note—reiterating the one he’d made last night—that Wortle might not be the best companion of an evening if he didn’t want to end up foxed. After midnight, the memories grew vague, but there had been a bit of an altercation with some fellow in a dark coat. The man had called him out, though Nathaniel couldn’t for the life of him remember why. They’d decided to settle their dispute immediately, forgoing seconds. They’d taken a hack to Nathaniel’s lodgings for his dueling pistols and then made their drunken way to Hyde Park, which was quiet as death at two in the morning. They’d found an out-of-the-way spot, paced out the distance, and…

And then everything had gone dark. Darker, that is, than the middle of the night in Hyde Park. Nathaniel couldn’t remember a thing after that until a half hour ago, when he woke up without an injury, without a headache, without his pistols, and without a clue how he’d ended up in the Serpentine.

As a frog.

It had taken several minutes of splashing and thrashing before he figured it out. But then it couldn’t be ignored: the webbed feet, the slick skin, the desperate croaks coming from his own throat. The fact that the reeds along the bank looked so very much taller than he would have expected.

Must have been a bloody magician, he thought grimly. Dirty cheat. The chosen weapon was pistols, not magic.

Nathaniel would gladly have settled the score, but he was hardly in a position to do so, besides having no idea of the fellow’s name. Served him right for getting into a duel while in his cups. Another mental note: no more blue ruin. Ever.

Then again—no. It didn’t serve him right. The man was a cad. Nathaniel wallowed for a few minutes in the unfairness of it all, before shaking himself out of it and looking forward. What was he to do? How was he to break this blasted curse and become human again? Aside from the obvious reasons remaining an amphibian wouldn’t do, he had a commitment to attend his father in Devon at the start of June, and too much rode on it to miss. He had two months, but in his helpless state, he was unlikely to solve his problem in two years, let alone a shorter time. His only hope was another magician, but how was he to find one in his current situation?

A voice on the shore froze his froggy blood to ice. “I’ll only look for a minute, and then I’ll come back.” Nathaniel knew that musical voice. His ear had become attuned to it, listening for it at every assembly. It belonged to the person he usually hoped most to see, now the one person he wished to avoid. Lady Hannah Stanton.




***




Lady Hannah Stanton had high hopes for this Season. Not only were her brother Henry and his new wife Kate in town, but her younger sister Mary had prevailed upon their mother to allow her to come out early at just barely seventeen. Hannah was less surprised by this concession than she might have been, though she herself had entered Society at nearly nineteen. Mary was the baby of the family; when she wanted something, she generally got it. With Mama’s attention on launching Mary into Society properly, Hannah could enjoy her third Season in London without being subjected to her mother’s heavy-handed matchmaking.

Of course, a younger sister’s debut also meant hosting a ball for her at the house in Berkeley Square, or at least it did when their parents were the Duke and Duchess of Caulder, even though Mary had already attended half a dozen assemblies and soirees since they arrived in town.

And a ball meant new gowns and fittings and rather a lot of hubbub.

Not that Hannah minded. She loved balls, and she loved Mary and her sister-in-law Kate, who was nineteen, a year younger than Hannah. Kate had grown up extremely sheltered and, until they arrived in town nearly two months ago, had never experienced a true London crush, where the assembly was packed so tightly that one could hardly dance. Mary’s experience of balls had been equally limited. Hannah had been looking forward all year to showing her new friend around town while her mother managed Mary’s introduction.

This morning, however, had been spent at home in a final fitting for their ballgowns, as Mary’s coming-out ball was only three days away. Hannah had stood on a stool in her mother’s lavish dressing room while Madame Evangeline, her mother’s preferred French modiste, tutted and made a few final adjustments. Sunlight had streamed through the glazed windows, and she’d been so afraid that clouds would take over before she could get outside. At last, they were finished, and Hannah and Mary together rushed out the door, tying on bonnets and tugging on gloves as they went.

Hannah tipped her head back, slowing her stride and letting the sun warm her face.

“That defeats the purpose of wearing a bonnet, you know,” Mary teased. “You might as well leave it off.”

“If we were at home, I would,” Hannah agreed. “But it wouldn’t do to shock the ton right before your ball.”

“But you don’t mind if you freckle before the ball?”

Hannah made a face at her sister. They both had the same problem—a little kiss from the sun and their noses and cheeks sported a dusting of freckles. This rarely stopped Hannah from going without a bonnet, but she had high hopes for this ball…. She tipped her head back down so that her face was shaded.

“Now that you’ve ruined your complexion, could you walk a little faster? I’d like to reach the park before everyone else leaves it.”

Hannah picked up her pace. It was a longish walk to Hyde Park, but she loved the wide open green and the curving Serpentine. Mary enjoyed watching the people—on most fine mornings, everyone who was anyone could be seen driving or walking through the park, so that half the time traffic was at a standstill. Hannah preferred the flowers and little glimpse of nature she could get in the middle of London.

Mary needn’t have feared. Members of the beau monde still crowded the lanes, greeting each other from horseback or from phaetons or curricles. It would only get busier as the Season progressed and the weather grew pleasanter. The two girls were stopped several times by acquaintances, their pace slowing to a meander. Near the bank of the Serpentine, they fell in with a pair of Mary’s particular friends, the Miss Lemmons, Elise and Christine. Hannah allowed her attention to drift as the younger girls chatted excitedly about the prospect of the ball and the other entertainments of the coming week. She noticed several flower beds with tiny green shoots and promised herself to come back in a few days to see their progress. Her gaze settled on the Serpentine, whose still water reflected the rarest of blue skies. Movement near the bank caught her eye, and she took a step toward it without thinking.

“What is it, Hannah?” Mary asked, breaking off from her description of the hothouse flowers Mama had ordered.

“I saw something in the water,” Hannah answered, never taking her eyes from where she’d seen the motion. “It might have been a frog, though it’s a bit early for them.”

Miss Lemmon made a sound of disgust, while Miss Christine let out a little shriek. “Frogs? Really?” They edged away from the water, though they were nowhere near the bank where they stood.

“Please leave it, Hannah,” Mary pleaded in a whisper. “I don’t want to go look at frogs or fish or grasshoppers or… anything that could jump at me.”

Hannah bit her lip. When they were children, she used to explore the lake on their estate at Cauldercrest with their older brothers, Henry and Daniel, tagging along regardless of whether the boys wanted her to. Once they’d gone off to school, however, she’d had no one to share her discoveries with, and she’d dragged Mary along on more than one occasion.

“You stay and talk with your friends,” she said. “Just keep within sight. I’ll only look for a minute, and then I’ll come back.”

Mary let out a long-suffering sigh but returned to her conversation. Hannah grinned and crossed to the reedy bank. She shot one more glance back at her sister, who was arm in arm with Miss Lemmon and walking slowly. It suddenly struck her as funny how people could be so alike and so different simultaneously. Mary shared the same brown hair, hazel eyes, and sun-induced freckles as Hannah, though Hannah’s face was rounder. Mary was only an inch or so taller than Hannah, but she shared the same propensity toward curves rather than the straight, willowy figures of the Lemmon sisters. Both of them loved dancing and music, and both had determination in spades.

And yet, Hannah was certain that Mary would fit into Society much better than she did. Mary was so bubbly and energetic, a natural flirt and gossip, which would endear her to half the ton. Hannah had never once been called reserved, but compared to her sister, she felt it. And then there was her inconvenient interest in wildlife…

She turned her attention back to the water and crouched down, holding still and breathing softly as her brothers had showed her so that she wouldn’t disturb whatever creatures were there.




***




Nathaniel looked to the bank and saw Hannah crouching down. Her bonnet hid her eyes, but he could see her pretty pink mouth curved in a small smile as she went still and silent. He’d always found that amazing about her, how she overflowed with life one moment and then tamped it all down to become part of the scenery the next. He swam closer, unable to help himself. The movement caught her eye, and he froze under her gaze.

Breathe, he told himself. She doesn’t know who you are. She doesn’t know that you’ve proven yourself to be the biggest fool in London.

They stared at each other for another moment before she glanced over her shoulder at a cluster of young ladies. Mary must be waiting for her. Hannah sat back on her heels. As she made a move to go, Nathaniel panicked. However he felt about Hannah, he couldn’t let this chance pass him by.

“Help,” he croaked, swimming closer. “Help.”

She froze, staring. “That’s not the sound they usually make,” she muttered to herself.

Nathaniel hopped onto the bank, stopping several feet from her and holding her gaze. “Help. Please.”

“Good heavens,” she breathed. “Who are you?”

He’d much rather not admit that.

“Human,” he croaked.

She blinked. “Oh dear. Which human? What’s your name?”

Nathaniel cringed, but there was nothing for it. Confessing his stupidity to the most wonderful girl in England was a fair penance for his foolhardiness last night—and another reminder never to drink, if this was the humiliation that followed. But when he opened his mouth, nothing happened. He couldn’t croak a single sound, let alone a word. His name lodged like a rock in his throat. What was happening? He gulped, blinked, and tried again.

Still nothing.

“Do you not remember? Or can you not say?”

Nathaniel was trying, but his name, his father’s title, anything that would reveal his identity to Hannah—it was all locked inside him with no way out. He finally tried to say something different. “Help,” he repeated weakly.

He sounded pathetic, but at least he got the word out.

“Of course I’ll help,” Hannah said, reaching slowly toward him and resting her open, gloved hands on the ground for him to hop into. “I’ll take you to Kate. She’s a magician, and she’s got a spell that can pause or undo other spells—I’m not sure how it works exactly, but I’ve seen her use it.” Her hands were warm under Nathaniel’s feet, and the kid leather was soft. She slowly raised him up to eye level. “We’ll get you sorted right away. Do you mind riding in my pocket for now? Mary’s a bit squeamish about things that jump.”

She shifted him over to one hand and with the other held open the pocket of her skirt. Then she lowered him slowly into it, and he hopped from her hand and settled against the fabric. The walking dress was dark green and blocked out the light. When Hannah rose to her feet, the swooping motion of her skirt made Nathaniel momentarily dizzy. Coupled with the heady scent of her lightly floral perfume, he felt almost as untethered as he’d been last night under the gin’s influence.

A light pressure as she gently put her hand against the outside of the pocket. “Are you all right in there?”

“Good,” he croaked.

They both fell silent, which was a relief. Frogs weren’t designed for talking, so forcing out a syllable or two with each croak was hard work. He wouldn’t have minded listening to Hannah talk, but when she joined her sister and they’d said goodbye to their friends, Mary was the one whose chatter filled the air. Nathaniel let his mind wander. Mary’s conversation had always been filled with parties and gossip, though when he’d first been introduced to the Stantons of Cauldercrest, her parties had been imaginary fêtes held by her dolls. The rhythm of Hannah’s walk was slow and soothing, and it lulled him into a state of calm he hadn’t thought within his reach.

He could feel when Hannah climbed the steps to the front door and the change in the air when they crossed the threshold. A pause and a rustle, as bonnets and gloves were removed, then a few more steps before Hannah hesitated.

“Have you seen Kate?” she asked.

Nathaniel could hear her mother’s voice, muffled slightly by the pocket. “Henry took her to a museum once her fitting was over. I’m not sure which one. Something wrong, dear?”

“No, not at all. Just something I wanted to ask her.” The lightness in her voice sounded forced, but only slightly.

More movement, more stairs, and then the closing of a door. A quiet splashing sound that made Nathaniel’s skin ache with thirst. Was that possible? Apparently for a frog. Hannah’s bare hand slipped into the pocket. Her skin was distractingly soft as she scooped him up and lifted him out. Daylight from the window made him blink a few times before he realized that she was lowering him gently into a washbasin filled halfway with water from the nearby pitcher. It wasn’t as cold as the Serpentine, but it was cool and deliciously wet. He splashed and cavorted and delighted in the feeling before settling with his eyes just above the surface. Hannah was laughing, and Nathaniel found he didn’t mind that she was laughing at him, because the sound made his heart dance.

“Feel better?” She grinned. She sat on the edge of the bed, and Nathaniel suddenly realized that he was in her bedchamber. His heart pounded even faster at that. He’d never once seen the inside of this room, nor had he ever intended to. But Hannah was talking again, so he dragged his thoughts back. “We’ll have to talk to Kate after dinner. In the meantime, you can stay here rather than suffering in my pocket. Here.” She grabbed a small decorative pillow from the bed, the linen cover embroidered with lilies. She set it on the washstand beside the bowl. “Something comfortable if you want to be out of the water. Please stay on this table where you’re safe, Mr. Frog.”

A groan came out as a strangled croak.

“I know,” she said, her brow furrowing. “It’s a terrible name, isn’t it? But I must have something to call you. You truly can’t tell me your real name?”

Nathaniel tried to say his name again, but it lodged in his throat like before. All he could do was blink at her.

“Very well, then, I’ll have to come up with something.” She studied him. “You’re a common frog, Rana temporaria, so… I’ll call you… Tempo?”

He’d forgotten her impressive memory for scientific names. Hearing her say the Latin name now took him back to the very first time he’d stayed at Cauldercrest when he was fourteen. His father, the Earl of Bembry, had taken his mother on the Grand Tour of Europe. His mother had been lifelong friends with the Duchess of Caulder, and as he and Henry were the same age, he’d been invited to stay with them for the summer rather than being stuck alone at home with his tutor. That summer, in addition to being the start of his lifelong friendship with Henry, was one of the best of his life, full of racing around the estate with Henry and his brother Daniel, climbing trees, riding horses, playing cricket. They’d spent hours searching for tadpoles and minnows in the shallows of the lake. Hannah had left Mary to her dolls and followed the boys around as often as she could. He could still picture her, nine years old, barefoot with her skirt tucked up into the waistband, up to her knees in the water, and telling anyone who’d listen about the types of frogs they might find and what their proper Latin names were. Her brothers had rolled their eyes and humored her, muttering to him that she’d stumbled across some natural history texts in the library and wouldn’t shut up about it now.

Hannah raised an eyebrow at him, and he realized she was waiting for a response. “Will that do?”

“Naturalist.” It took two croaks to get the word out.

She smiled. “A very amateur one, I suppose. I’ve always found creatures and plants fascinating.” She tilted her head to the side. “So Tempo will do?”

Nathaniel nodded. It was better than Mr. Frog.

“Good. And let’s pray that your condition really is temporaria.” She smiled at the wordplay. “Now, Kate will probably need to know how you ended up this way. Can you tell me what happened?”

If Nathaniel’s green skin could have flushed, it would have been beet red. “Duel,” he muttered. “Magician.” If he could have turned redder, he would have. If there were anywhere to hide in the basin, he would have done that, too. But he had to admit the truth. “Trifle. Foxed.”

Hannah’s mouth fell open. “You got into a drunken duel with a magician? Good heavens.”

He blinked, chagrin and mortification practically oozing from him. “He used. Magic. Not. Pistol.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s not sporting. Do you know what spell he used?”

Nathaniel shook his head.

“Hmm. Well, hopefully this is enough for Kate to go on. I have to dress for dinner now, but I’ll be back to collect you.”

She disappeared through the doorway into the dressing room, and Nathaniel sank below the water with a sigh. He hadn’t wrestled with such a confusing mix of emotions in years, if ever. Hannah alone raised feelings of elation, humiliation, dread, and joy, and that wasn’t touching on the hope and fear that gripped him as he thought of Henry’s wife’s spells or his helpless fury at the unknown magician. A frog was far too small to contain so much. He swam restless laps in the basin in a vain attempt to control it all.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




At dinner, Kate leaned over to Hannah and said, “Alice mentioned you were looking for me?”

Henry and Kate had been married for more than eight months, and it was still odd for Hannah to hear Kate refer to Mama by her first name. It only made sense for her to do so—Kate was family now, so there was no need for calling Mama “Your Grace,” and Kate already had two mothers of her own, biological and adopted. But Kate was one of only three people who used Mama’s Christian name.

“I was thinking,” Hannah said, aware that Mary was listening, “that we should bring our watercolors to Hyde Park. It was lovely today.”

“Oh, yes, let’s.” Kate’s smile was filled with honest delight.

Hannah smiled back and leaned a little closer, lowering her voice. “I also have another dilemma to discuss later.”

Kate nodded subtly, and they both returned to their meal.

Later, when the ladies left the table, Hannah looped her arm through Kate’s to keep her from following Mama and Mary into the parlor. “Library,” she murmured. “I’ll meet you there.”

She released her friend and dashed upstairs to get the poor frog-man she’d named Tempo. He was just climbing out of the basin onto the pillow when she entered the room. She picked up the towel from the washstand and held it on her open hands. Tempo obliged by jumping on, and she tucked the towel around him. “You’ll need to stay quiet and hidden until we reach the library,” she told him. “Hopefully, this will all be over soon.”

Clutching her little bundle carefully, Hannah hurried down the stairs and slipped into the library, pushing the door closed behind her. Kate, sitting in one of the upholstered chairs, looked up. Her golden curls, which never stayed neatly pinned, glowed in the firelight, and her cornflower blue eyes sparkled with curiosity. Hannah set the bundle down on the table, and Kate moved over to join her. Hannah flipped back the corners of the towel to reveal the frog. His olive green skin with darker brownish blotches gleamed in the firelight. Kate gasped and pulled back.

“Hannah,” Kate said slowly, “why do you have a frog?”

“He’s the dilemma I mentioned,” she explained. “He’s really a human, but he got into a duel with a magician while they were both in their cups. I thought maybe you’d have a spell to reverse it?” She held her breath.

Kate turned a mystified gaze from Hannah to Tempo and back. “Who—who do you think it is?”

“I don’t think he can tell me. I’m calling him Tempo for now—he’s a Rana temporaria, you know.”

“Is he?” she said weakly.

“Kate,” Tempo croaked.

Kate let out a little squeak of alarm. Hannah gasped and put a hand on Kate’s arm. “I’ve entirely forgotten my manners! I should have introduced you. Kate, this is the man—frog—currently known as Tempo. Tempo, this is my sister-in-law, Mrs. Catherine Stanton.”

“Call me Kate,” the poor girl managed.

“And I’m Lady Hannah Stanton,” Hannah continued. “But you can call me Hannah.”

“-Ann-” Tempo croaked twice, then shook his head. “Can’t say.” The h sound seemed to be a problem. He turned his protruding eyes on Hannah. “Lady?”

She shrugged. “Why not?” She turned to Kate. “So, what do you think? Will the spell you used to get out of the garden work on him?”

Kate lowered herself into a chair. “I really thought you were testing my gullibility,” she said. “But you weren’t.” She looked at Hannah for verification.

“No, I’m quite serious. I know nothing about magic, and I can’t leave him to muddle through as a frog.”

Kate looked at the frog. “How can you tell it’s a him?”

“He’s only about three inches,” Hannah said. “Females are usually bigger.”

Her sister-in-law nodded and studied Tempo some more. “I suppose we could try Harborough’s spell. It won’t hurt anything….”

“Try,” Tempo croaked. “Please.” He took a small hop closer to Kate.

She held out her right hand, palm up, and spoke a spell-word that sounded like a nonsense mashup of foreign languages, only a bit of which Hannah recognized. Nothing happened. Kate frowned, closed her eyes, and tried again. Still nothing.

Kate looked up at Hannah. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t always work, particularly if I don’t know much about the original spell. I’ll look through my spell books tomorrow and see if there’s anything.” A pained look crossed her face, and Hannah knew she was regretting the loss of all the magic books that had disappeared from her tower when her adopted mother vanished without a trace. “Not that any of them would have had a counter spell for this,” she added in a low murmur.

Just then, the library door opened, and Henry peered in. “Kate, are you in here?” He took in the two of them and their sober expressions and stepped inside, closing the door. “What’s wrong?” Then he saw the frog on the table. He sighed. “Hannah, I thought you were past bringing creatures home. You’d better not let Mother see it inside the house.”

“It’s not like that, Henry,” Kate said quietly.

“He’s a spelled human,” Hannah explained. “I found him in Hyde Park today, and he asked for help. What else was I supposed to do?”

Henry gaped from one to the other. “You’re serious?”

“Of course I am. Henry, this is Tempo, for now, anyway, until we find out who he really is. Tempo,” a startled look flashed across Henry’s face as she turned to the frog to continue the introduction, “this is my brother, Lord Henry Stanton.”

“Stanton,” Tempo croaked.

“Well, then.” Henry ran a hand over his face. “I’ll do what I can
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