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I

Her Forgotten Sea

To Hans Christian Andersen

Your story was wonderful, but the ending kinda sucked. So I changed it.




To Jane Austen

It is a truth universally acknowledged… Pride and Prejudice is amazing.
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Arielle would never have found the human if it hadn’t been for Nonette’s stories. Nonette was ancient, possibly as old as the sea itself, and she could talk with animals. Today she’d been telling Arielle of horses and of great wooden boxes humans rode into the water and of the most splendid palace with creamy towers. Sometimes her stories came from seals, or from whales who brought word of distant places, but today’s tales were brought by the gulls that circled the human town. Nonette knew that Arielle loved stories, and she always saved the best for her eager young visitor.

Arielle had been visiting Nonette every day for longer than she could remember. She lived in a large cave in the chalk reef not far from Arielle’s own, and she’d been the nearest thing to family that the girl had had. If Nonette remembered Arielle’s parents—and she must, she remembered everything—it was the one story she never told. Arielle didn’t mind being alone. She liked her solitude. But it would have been nice to have someone to belong to, maybe even someone to share a resemblance with. Arielle’s few other friends all looked like their families: they had the same hair, whether brown or gray-green or copper-gold, and the same skin tone across their arms and torsos, and the same color scales covering their tails. Arielle alone had deep red hair and eyes the blue of a tropical lagoon—not that she’d ever been to the tropics, but she’d met a dolphin once with Nonette, and the dolphin had commented. And no one else’s tail was quite the same old-copper green. Nonette didn’t resemble anyone else, either, with her quicksilver hair and scales and even eyes, which unnerved Arielle’s other friends so much they stopped visiting with her. But Arielle liked that Nonette didn’t belong with anyone; it gave her a sense of camaraderie that they were both alone together.

So Arielle went to visit Nonette every day, usually bringing something along to share for breakfast. And Nonette almost always had a new story of some sort, even if it was just a joke from the starlings about humans who couldn’t swim and so had to be carried into the water by other humans. Arielle laughed at the ridiculousness of the notion. To not be able to swim! Well, that wasn’t so very odd, given their disappointing lack of tails, the poor things. And she supposed, thinking it over later, that it wasn’t unnatural for them to wish to swim, even if they couldn’t. So perhaps it was a sign of ingenuity that they found a way to enjoy the water despite their shortcomings. Still, Arielle couldn’t help but laugh and pity them.

Nonette’s stories, far from assuaging Arielle’s natural curiosity, intrigued her. She thought of the humans often. She thought of the valiant battles that had been fought aboard ships, though she couldn’t quite figure out what the commotion was all for, and of the humans who would battle each other one on one for love or revenge or amusement. She’d heard of humans moving to music, in a way that one seal described as beautiful but a nearby gull mocked mercilessly. Arielle was good with animals—they found her and played around her nearly as much as they did with Nonette—but she never could decide if it was only because they recognized her as Nonette’s friend or if she had a gift of her own. And they never spoke to her.

Sometimes she wished that she could understand the animals too, that she could hear the stories firsthand. But more often, she wished to see for herself.

No one went close to the shore. It wasn’t safe, what with boats and fishing nets and those silly not-swimmers. Nonette only surfaced to speak to the gulls and starlings as they returned to their nests at night. But Arielle wanted so badly to see the magnificent palace, and it would be too dark to see it at night. So one day, after sharing breakfast with Nonette, instead of finding her friends or seeking out new, unexplored sections of coastline, Arielle swam toward the human town.

She kept her distance, of course, surfacing well out from the pebble beach because it was low tide and the humans would be farther from shore. Horses pulled boxes into the water, just like Nonette’s seagulls had said. Arielle giggled to watch them. There were humans, too, just dark specks in the distance. The buildings on shore were harder for her to see clearly from this far out. She waited for the tide to go in so she could get a better look.

A cluster of large rocks stood off the shore, fully exposed by the low tide, but they would soon be covered and would provide a good vantage point. Arielle swam slowly toward them, watching as the water began to lap around the base of the nearest, and then the next. As she drew closer, she saw a human figure climbing on the rocks. He used his hands and feet to scale the sides, his movements almost crablike but much more graceful. Arielle was fascinated. Who knew that legs could be so useful? And so she was watching when his leg twisted oddly under him and he collapsed with a cry, slipping from his precarious perch.

Without considering the risks, Arielle swam closer. Keeping the rocks between herself and the shore, she sought a clear view of the human. He’d fallen between two of the rocks, wedged awkwardly in a crevice. His head lolled to one side. Arielle wondered if he’d hit it against the rock when he’d fallen. She studied the rising water. The rocks would be fully submerged at high tide; they were half submerged now. An unconscious man would drown, regardless of his swimming abilities.

Arielle could hear the admonishments of her friends’ parents, commanding them to mind their own business and leave the humans to theirs, to keep their distance for the safety of all. But this man wasn’t safe, and Arielle couldn’t leave him to die, not when she was the only one who knew where he was and could help him.

She hovered nearby as the tide rose, finding a space in the lee of one of the rocks, where she was still hidden from shore but wouldn’t be battered by the waves. The man would be immovable for her until he was nearly underwater. Soon enough, however, the water reached his chest, and Arielle seized her chance. She swam up from below, shoving until she had loosened him from his position. Awkwardly, she lay him to float on his back while she came underneath him and linked her arms through his. Fortunately, the incoming tide shoved them toward the shore so that Arielle didn’t have to drag all his weight. A few hard tail-flicks brought them to the shallows.

There was no good place to leave him. Most of the other humans had abandoned their non-swimming; evening was falling, and the air was cool. For a split second, Arielle regretted that she hadn’t seen the palace spires before the sun set. Then the man groaned and struggled, and she let go. She shoved him a little farther up the beach, careful not to scrape herself on the pebbles. He half raised himself on one arm and opened his eyes.

For the first time, Arielle really looked at him. His hair was dark, as were his eyes, which blinked in unfocused confusion. His features were firm and handsome, and Arielle felt a rush of emotion she’d never felt before. She’d heard of love at first sight in Nonette’s stories, and she was sure to her core that this must be it. This human man was the most appealing thing she’d ever seen, strong and beautiful, and she stared. His eyes turned to her, half-focused, and he stared too. Then his eyes closed, and his head lolled back, and she had to shove him hard again to keep him high enough on the beach to keep his face out of the water.

Voices shouted from up the beach. Arielle darted backward in alarm. Other humans were coming, but they had to go around the big wooden horse-drawn boxes that were parked by the path; they hadn’t seen her. She slipped back to the deeper water where she’d be hidden, but she couldn’t leave without making sure they found him. If they didn’t, he’d still be at risk from the tide.

Several figures came into sight, crying out and running toward Arielle’s rescued human. She watched as they picked him up, carrying him between them away from the waves. Arielle continued to watch until they’d carried him out of sight. Then she dove back below the surface, riding the current toward her reef cave.
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Arielle brought breakfast to Nonette the next morning as usual, but instead of launching into a new tale of wonder, Nonette studied Arielle silently. It was uncomfortable to be examined by that silver gaze, and Arielle fidgeted.

At length, Nonette said, “Do you have a story for me today?”

Arielle knew that someone—a fish, a gull, a seahorse, a mollusk—had seen her rescue yesterday. It was no good denying it. So she told Nonette the story, leaving out no details, and trying to imbue it with the same sense of the incredible that her ageless friend used.

When she’d finished, Nonette continued to watch her, expressionless.

“Please don’t tell,” Arielle said, when she’d again grown uncomfortable. “My lack of parents will not excuse me from blame, I know. I shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t not.”

“I won’t tell,” Nonette said quietly. “You did what you must. But I think you will not be quite the same after this.”

Arielle’s mouth fell open in surprise. Anyone else would have told her to put it from her mind. But she couldn’t, and she already felt the change Nonette predicted. How could Nonette know?

Arielle stayed away from the shore that day, purposefully giving it a wide berth. But she couldn’t erase the handsome face that kept appearing before her mind’s eye. She couldn’t deny the wish to see him again, to see if he had recovered from his extended time in the cold water. He probably wouldn’t remember her—head injuries were like that, even among the people of the sea—but the way he’d stared… Had he felt the same sense of falling that she had?

The next day, she swam back to the shore as if drawn by some indomitable force. She kept her distance, studying the tiny specks of humans, unable to see from that far if one was her human. Several fish darted playfully around her, and she gave up watching to play with them. She came again the day after, venturing a little closer at high tide to see the palace—a decadent confection of a building that both amused and delighted her. Before a week was out, Arielle had made it a habit of watching the humans. They were awkward and graceless, but still they fascinated her.

And then came the night of the music.

People were gathered in a wide open area beyond the beach. Arielle could get glimpses of them as she swam closer in the rising tide. The strains of music carried across the water like a murmuration of starlings, swooping and gliding and echoing over the waves. Arielle stayed to listen, dumbstruck. She barely became aware of the tide turning before she was stranded in a shallow pool to wait for its return.

The music haunted her dreams.

Nonette’s stories were no longer enough. She wanted to know more about these people who lived on land, wanted to know how they made music that melted the soul. Wanted to hear their stories and live those stories with them. And, always, she wanted to see that one beautiful face again.

At last, one evening, she saw him. She had been about to turn for home when she threw a last look across the beach, and there he was. There were others with him, talking and laughing together, but he stood looking out across the water, as if he were looking for something.

Arielle knew with her whole being that he was looking for her. He’d seen her in that brief moment, and he was hoping for a glimpse of her in the same way she’d been looking for him. Her heart reached out to him, wishing she could swim closer. But she was not lost to caution. His friends must not see her. She twitched her head, hoping the sun would catch her brilliantly rosy hair and draw his eye, but the sun was casting a ruby glow across the whole scene, and she was invisible in it. She watched until he turned and walked away.

Nonette didn’t tell Arielle a story the next day. “You have changed,” she said instead. “I had hoped I was wrong.”

Arielle shook her head. “I knew you weren’t. They’re just so… fascinating,” she pleaded with her friend to understand. “I wish there were some way I could be human, if only for a day.”

Nonette sighed. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but it may lead to less harm than you would cause if I didn’t.”

She hesitated, and Arielle burst, “Tell me what?”

“There’s someone who could possibly grant your wish. A Fae of the sea. He… he can be found sometimes at the farthest reaches of the chalk reef, though there’s no telling when or where.”

“How will I know him?” Arielle was already moving toward the doorway.

“You’ll know,” Nonette said. “But I beg you to consider carefully. Nothing comes without price.”

Arielle sagged. “But I have nothing.”

“You needn’t fear that. He’ll find something to take in exchange if he chooses to grant your request.”

Arielle left, directing her path toward the outskirts of the reef. There was no doubt in her mind that she’d give anything to be human.




***




Arielle saw no one as she swam the reef that day or the next. She couldn’t watch the humans and search for the Faerie on the same day—the distance was too great to swim back and forth. So she alternated days, drawn to keep observing the town but unwilling to give up hope of finding a way to join them. This went on for weeks. Nonette made no further mention of the Fae or the change in Arielle, but she looked sadly at her oblivious young friend.

One day, Arielle saw someone swimming when she reached the edge of the reef. She didn’t notice him at first—his skin was the color of the chalk seabed, and his hair was like fronds of purple kelp. He blended in with the reef life as if he belonged there, as if he’d always been there and she’d simply never noticed him in all the times she’d swum out this way.

His eyes flicked to her—bottomless dark pools of frigid water—and he began to swim away.

“Oh, no, please!” she called after him. “Wait!”

He waited for her to catch up to him. As Arielle came alongside him, she understood what Nonette had meant: she had no doubt that this person was fae. He looked enough like other sea people, with a silver-scaled tail and a broad bare chest, but there was also something extra about him, something perfect and unnatural.

“What do you want, child?” His voice held the crash of waves and the song of whales. Arielle shivered.

“I want to be human,” she said softly. “Can you make it so?”

He laughed. “I can, but I don’t see why I should. What would you want to be human for? Isn’t the sea a beautiful place?”

“Oh, it is,” Arielle agreed. “But I think land is beautiful too, and music and dancing and—oh, I don’t know what else. But I want to know, do you see?”

His eyes narrowed. “You’ve met a human, haven’t you, child?”

Arielle nodded. “I rescued him from drowning. We didn’t speak, but I felt…” She suddenly remembered to whom she was talking, and she didn’t want to share her innermost thoughts with the Fae.

“You wish to know more of him, I see.”

“Not just him. Everyone. Everything,” Arielle protested.

He considered her thoughtfully. “Very well. I will tell you the terms. You will think them over for one week, and if you still wish to be human, you will meet me here.”

“Yes, please.”

“You would become human for a year and a day from the time you are changed. If you wish the change to become permanent, you must marry your human true love within that time.”

Arielle thought about this. She knew little of magic, but she knew there was always a limit, always a cost. She nodded slowly. “What else?”

“There is no guarantee that the human you met will feel about you the way you do about him. It is a hazard of love that it may not be returned. Your heart may be broken.”

Arielle remembered how she’d seen her human looking out to sea, searching for her. How could he not return her love? But she said, “I understand.”

“Understand also that if he does not, and if you do not marry your true love within a year and a day, you cannot return to the way you are now.” Her eyes widened, and his brow raised in challenge as he went on. “Once magic has given you a full transformation, you cannot go back. You will not get a second attempt at being human, either. The best I could offer would be to finish your life as a seal or dolphin.”

“Oh.”

“I can set you up well for life with the humans—you will understand their language in all its forms, and you will be delivered to them in a way to ensure your well-being and care—but you will remember nothing of your current life.”

“Nothing?” Arielle stared at him. Not Nonette? Not the creatures of the reef? Not swimming and diving with friends?

“Nothing. Your past is the price you must pay to change your future. It ensures that the sea remains safe from the humans.”

Arielle hesitated, then nodded. She understood this: if someone were to spread tales of all the life just offshore, the humans would come exploring and, in the process, destroy the beautiful world beneath the waves.

“These are the terms?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I have a week?”

He nodded again. “Come to this place and call for me.”

“What is your name?”

His mouth twitched in a private joke. “Humans have called me Poseidon. That is as good a name as any.”

“Thank you,” Arielle said. “I will return next week.”

“Think carefully, child. Count the cost before you decide.”

Arielle nodded and swam away, eager to have solitude to think it all over. She wanted to be with the humans, but those terms! She’d hoped for a week on land, or a month, not a lifetime. And certainly not a year that ended with her finishing her life as a dolphin. Granted, the dolphin she’d met with Nonette had been the most carefree creature she’d met, and it had traveled farther than anyone she knew, so perhaps life as a dolphin wouldn’t be terrible. But to become one would mean that she had failed, rejected by the human she wanted. Heartbroken. She’d forget everything she knew and treasured, wagering all her future on a hope and a dream. Was it enough? Was he enough, the one with the beautiful face?

Arielle spent the rest of the day lost in thought. She skipped breakfast with Nonette the next morning and spent the day haunting the rocks off the shore, watching for one precious human. But they were all precious in their way, and even though she didn’t see him, she enjoyed watching the rest. The next morning, Nonette told her stories from the creatures of the reef. Reminded of all she was missing and all she’d forget, Arielle played on the reef with her friends that day and the next. They teased her at first about disappearing so often but soon let it drop. She had lovely days with them, but there was a distance between them that hadn’t been there before. Arielle had missed out on adventures and inside jokes, and her friends knew nothing of the human world that filled her heart and mind. Far from convincing her to stay on the reef, Arielle’s explorations with the other young sea people only showed her how much less she belonged than ever. She had no family, and she suspected that, after the first shock, no one but Nonette would truly miss her.

When the week was up, Arielle swam out to the edge of the reef. She’d hugged Nonette goodbye that morning, though she didn’t say why, confident that her old friend would know where she’d gone when she failed to return.

“Poseidon?” she called when she reached the place where she’d met him before.

The Fae appeared before her, and she couldn’t decide whether he hadn’t been there and then was, or whether he’d always been there but was so camouflaged that she couldn’t see him until he moved. He surveyed her with unreadable eyes.

“You have considered the terms?”

“I have,” Arielle said, wishing her voice didn’t tremble as she spoke. “I still want to be human.”

“Very well, child. Take one last look at the home you will forget.”

Arielle obediently turned from him to cast her gaze over the reef, smiling at how the late morning sun danced through the water and brightened the anemones and lazily drifting fronds of kelp. She had just caught sight of a lobster climbing from its hiding place when everything went black and she knew no more.
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She heard the waves first, gently rushing upon the pebbles. It was a calm, peaceful sound, and she was content to lie and listen. Eventually, the pebbles beneath her grew uncomfortable, and she opened her eyes and pushed herself onto one elbow. Her head swam, and she lay back down, but she kept her eyes open. The pebbles nearest her head were brown and gray and white, smoothed by the ocean into curious shapes. They were pleasant to look at, so she looked. A gull hopped from spot to spot nearby, alternately searching for food left behind by the tide and eyeing her with interest.

“I’m not food,” she croaked at it. She cleared her throat, swallowed, her mouth dry and tasting too much like salt. “But I wish you luck.”

The gull tilted its head and squawked at her, a loud cry that made her flinch.

After another minute or two, she risked raising her head again, propping it on one hand. Now she could see the waves lapping at the beach a good distance away. Nearer at hand, bits of seaweed and tiny creatures dried out in the sun, stranded by the high tide, dinner for her gull and the others that also hunted their next meal.

She wore a dress of an indeterminate shade of green, rather tattered at the edges and clinging damply to her. She must have been stranded by the tide as well.

Frowning, she pushed herself up to seated, hugging her knees and resting her head on them as the world around her sloshed and steadied. From where she sat, she could see a handful of wooden structures—massive boxes on wheels, with horses hitched to one end—some on the beach, some in the water. They were curious things, and figures moved around them. She watched with interest as one of the boxes in the water was towed back up the beach to stop not far away. A large woman in a sopping-wet dress led the horse. A smaller woman—dry—met them above the high tide line and climbed into the end of the box, which opened for her, then closed again. After a few minutes, the box opened again and the woman came out, reaching to assist someone else out. This someone was delicate and slight, with white hair twisted neatly atop her head. Her clothing was dry, but there was a bundle carried by the younger woman that may have contained wet garments.

It took several moments before they noticed the girl watching them, fascinated, from farther along the beach. They conferred together briefly before the younger woman approached.

“Good afternoon, dear.” She crouched near the girl. “Are you lost? Are you well?”

“I think I am—both of those things.”

“Where is your family?”

“I don’t know. I…” Two faces came into her mind, one pale as chalk with deep purple hair, the other human and tanned with dark hair and dark, beautiful eyes. The word family didn’t seem to apply to either one. She thought harder, but came up with only a feeling of solitude and loneliness. “I don’t think I have one.”

“Where are you from?”

She shook her head but stopped quickly as the world sloshed again. “I don’t know.”

“Do you have a name?”

“Arielle.” She was relieved to have an answer for that, at least.

“What a lovely name, Arielle. Have you a surname?”

Arielle frowned, again coming up with emptiness. “Just Arielle.”

The woman smiled kindly. “I’m Olivia Farley, and my aunt, Lady Priscilla Farley, is just over there. I believe it would be best if you came home with us for now, to get cleaned up and have something to eat. Could you do that?”

Arielle’s stomach rumbled at the thought of food. “Yes, please.”

Miss Farley helped her to her feet, allowing Arielle to lean on her shoulder as her head spun. “You’ve been through rather a lot, haven’t you, dear?” Her bright eyes were green, and she was just the same height as Arielle, which made it easier for them to walk back up the beach. Arielle studied her out of the corner of her eye, taking in the delicate nose, high cheekbones, and curling dark blonde hair. Lady Priscilla, she saw when they approached, had the same nose and grass-green eyes, but she was half a head shorter.

“Aunt Prissy, this is Arielle,” Miss Farley said, stopping before the older lady. “She has no memory of a home or family, so I thought it best that she stay with us for the day. Poor thing needs a bite to eat.”

“Well, of course she does, spending goodness knows how long in the water and sun.” Lady Priscilla’s voice was light and cheerful, and her face crinkled every which way when she smiled. Arielle liked her immediately. “You’ll stay with us, my dear, while we search for your family.”

“I don’t think I have one, ma’am,” Arielle said slowly. “I don’t remember, but I… I think I was alone.”

“Oh, you poor dear,” Lady Priscilla said. “You are most definitely coming with us, then. We’ve plenty of room, and you can stay as long as you like.”

Arielle thanked them both, and the three of them treaded slowly up the beach toward the road. Miss Farley and Lady Priscilla kept up a steady stream of talk as they walked, so that Arielle was too distracted to pay much attention to where they were walking. Before they’d reached the front door of an elegant brick house, the ladies had decided that Arielle would eat first, then have a bath.

Arielle submitted without argument as the ladies ushered her into a bright room with a table and chairs and rang the bell for tea.

“With cold meats and a decent spread, James,” Lady Priscilla instructed the footman. “This poor child needs nourishment.”

The footman looked at the poor child in question with astonishment before bowing and vanishing in the direction of the kitchen.

“No doubt all the staff will know about you before the tea arrives,” Miss Farley remarked to Arielle as she helped her into a chair and then pulled one up to sit beside her. “But they’re all good souls.”

Food was brought, and Arielle felt better about eating when she saw that the others were piling plates for themselves as well.

“Sea bathing always makes me hungry,” Lady Priscilla said, pouring tea. “So do surprises.” She beamed at Arielle. “Although I think you’re the pleasantest surprise I’ve had these many years. I’ve had a thought, my dear, and I wonder how you’ll take it.”

When the older woman paused, Miss Farley shifted impatiently in her chair. “Do tell us, Aunt Prissy! You can’t say something like that and leave us wondering.”

Lady Priscilla grinned at her niece. “Patience, Livvie, dear, I’m still thinking. And what I’m thinking is that if Miss Arielle here has no family and no idea where home is, then maybe we can offer her ours. I mean, if she’s not opposed to it, I can adopt her as my ward, and she can live here with us.”

Arielle stared at her, wide-eyed. The idea of a home, of belonging, called to her with overwhelming strength and made her forget that these women were strangers she’d met only minutes ago. “Oh, would you?”

Miss Farley clapped her hands. “That is a splendid idea. But how does one go about adopting a ward?”

“I’ll see Mr. Stearns about it tomorrow. An attorney’s got to be good for something, hasn’t he?”

“Thank you, Lady Priscilla,” Arielle stammered. Her mind slowly caught up to her emotions, and she realized the burden this family would be taking on. But she still couldn’t say no. “You’re too good.”

“Now, now, none of that.” Lady Priscilla waved her hand. “You’re family now. Call me Aunt Prissy like Livvie does—I’ve never been one to hold with formalities at home.”

“No, nor I,” Olivia Farley said. “What fun this will be! Two old spinsters like we are don’t often get the chance to launch a young lady into society. We’ll have to take her to Madame Morris tomorrow, of course—it won’t do for her to borrow my gowns forever. They’re too dowdy for such a pretty young thing.”

Arielle frowned at her. “What do you mean—launching into society?”

“Oh, just introducing you about town. There are an abundance of unwritten rules and customs about it, but that’s what it boils down to.”

That wasn’t so frightening, Arielle decided. The handsome face with dark hair and eyes returned to her mind. She didn’t know who he was, but her heart told her that he was important to her. Maybe being introduced into society would bring her to him.

“I’d like that,” she said. “I hope it’s not too much trouble for you.” She frowned at Olivia as she recalled something else the woman had said. “‘Old spinsters’—you can’t be so very old.”

Olivia laughed. “I’m on the wrong side of forty, dear, but I don’t mind. Living with Aunt Prissy keeps me young.” She glanced at Arielle’s plate. “If you’re finished, let’s see about that bath.”

An hour later, Arielle was clean, dry, and dressed in a borrowed nightgown. She could see from the light through the window that it was still early, but she was exhausted from the day. She allowed Olivia to bundle her into bed in the spare bedroom and, to her surprise, fell asleep within minutes.

Arielle woke in the morning to the sight of a maid opening the curtains and laying out a dress on the back of a chair for her. “Good morning, miss. I’m Lindsay, the Farleys’ abigail. Would you like help to dress?”

“Yes, please,” Arielle said, sitting up in bed with a yawn and wondering what an abigail was. From the look of things, she was a maid who helped with a lady’s wardrobe. Or maybe Arielle was a special case because she was so new. Arielle had half expected this all to be a dream. It certainly felt like one. The lack of context for her life—who she was, where she came from—was uncomfortable and lent a surreal quality to her present experiences. But the Farleys had been beyond welcoming, and she was grateful.

Lindsay helped her dress in the borrowed gown. It was a little loose in the bodice—Olivia had a fuller figure than Arielle did—but it fit well enough. There were undergarments and stockings as well. Arielle didn’t mind the undergarments, but the stockings felt strange and constricting on her feet, and she wished she could go without.

When she was wearing everything Lindsay required, the woman made her sit on a stool while she braided and pinned her hair. “Your hair is such an exquisite rose,” Lindsay murmured as she worked. “One could create art with hair like this. But Miss Farley was explicit: a serviceable style for the day because you’ll be spending the morning with the modiste.” She placed a final pin and tucked a lock out of the way. “There.”

Arielle’s neck felt wobbly, the weight and balance of her hair piled atop her head feeling strange and unfamiliar.

“You’ll get used to it, miss,” Lindsay said with a smile. “And if I may say, welcome to the Farley family.”

Lindsay curtsied and excused herself. Instead of following her and finding her way to breakfast, Arielle stayed where she was. It was an odd sensation, but she felt she was learning a great deal about her former life simply by experiencing things. For one, she was positive she’d never worn her hair like this before. Stockings, crisp linen sheets, and the cold chicken and salads from dinner the night before—all new. She thought hard, trying to remember anything she could about her past. The face of the man she wanted to meet, though extremely handsome, told her nothing. It simply set her heart aflutter but brought no new memories. Perhaps meeting him in person would help her recall something.

Her memory of the other face, the one with the unnaturally pale skin and deepest-darkest-ocean eyes—what an odd description to use, she thought, and yet it fit—gave her more. It gave her a strong sense of magic, that there was a reason for her absent past. She heard snatches of words in a voice that reminded her of the waves on the beach yesterday. Marry. True love. A year and a day.

Arielle shivered. Were these the rules of the magic that bound her? Why must she marry? And what happened if she missed the deadline? How long had it been since the strange person had spoken those words?

She stood and resolved to put those worries from her mind for now. The introductions Olivia Farley was planning were bound to bring her to the one she wished to see. To do that, she had to see the modiste today, and before that, breakfast. Her stomach rumbled in confirmation that food was the first order of business.

She found her way to the dining room, where the two Farley ladies were seated at the table, already starting on tea and toast.

“Good morning, dear,” Lady Priscilla greeted her. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, thank you.” Arielle took the seat next to her. Soon plates of eggs and sausage and bacon were brought, and more toast.

When they’d finished, Olivia said, “You didn’t get to see much of the house last night, Arielle, so I thought we might show you around quickly before we go out.”

It wasn’t a large house, but everything was so new to Arielle, and she was grateful for the offer. The top floor contained three bedrooms, which she’d seen on her way to her own room last night. Besides the dining room, the first floor also contained a drawing room at the very front of the house and a small family parlor at the back. Arielle liked the parlor. It was furnished with taste but with comfort in mind before style. The chairs and sofa were plush and piled with embroidered pillows. A luxurious carpet covered the floor, and the walls were painted an amber-gold that made Arielle feel like she was caught in a cozy summer sunset. The windows were open to admit a salty breeze off the channel.

The drawing room, on the other hand, while it was decorated with as much taste as the parlor, was less comfortable. There were fewer pillows, and the rug, while finely crafted, was less plush. The furniture was made with more wood than cushion. It was a place for impressing visitors, not for spending a cozy evening. A small pianoforte sat in one corner.

Arielle was whisked away for one final stop in the kitchen, where she was introduced to the rest of the staff. There were four servants employed by the family—Lindsay, the abigail, whom Arielle had met that morning, and James, the footman, plus Mrs. Little, the cook, and Mary, the housemaid. The kitchen was at the back of the house, and it ought to have seemed dark and cramped, given that two small windows opened onto the alley behind the house and the room was crowded with a large worktable, shelves, a stove, and various other cooking implements. But the walls were bright from being recently whitewashed and the windows were clean and let in the morning sunlight. The door stood wide open to allow in what breeze would come. Everything in the kitchen was tidy and organized, and the gleaming copper pots reflected back the light.

It was a pleasant room, despite the heat from the stove. Mary, the young housemaid, bustled about, washing up after breakfast, while Mrs. Little mixed something in a bowl with strong strokes of a large spoon. She paused and used the back of her wrist to swipe wisps of hair from her glistening face before curtsying to Arielle.

“Pleasure to have you here, miss,” she said. “You let me know if there’s any food you like in particular, and I’ll see that you have it.”

“Thank you,” Arielle said, still gazing around the room in wonder. There were so many unfamiliar things in this kitchen. “Everything has been delicious so far.”

A furry body slunk up to Arielle and rubbed around her ankles, releasing a low rumble as it did. Arielle crouched to get a closer look, reaching automatically to stroke between the creature’s ears. It was mostly white, with four black feet, a black spot on one shoulder, and another on its long tail. It looked up at her with the sweetest, funniest face, all white but with black markings beneath its nose that made it look like it had a mustache. She giggled. It blinked bright yellow-green eyes at her, and she bit her lip, afraid she’d offended it. Instead, it pressed its head more firmly against her hand and rumbled louder.

A part of her mind supplied that this was a cat, but she was quite certain she’d never met one before. She’d remember something as loving and adorable as this little thing.

“Well, would you look at that,” she heard Mrs. Little say. She glanced up at the cook, who was watching in amusement. “I wasn’t sure Hissy was capable of making friends.”

“Hissy?”

“His name was originally Hessy,” Olivia explained, eyeing the cat but keeping her distance. “Because he looks like he’s wearing Hessian boots. But he doesn’t much like anyone here, so he earned his grumpy nickname.”

“Why is he here, then, if he doesn’t get along with anyone?” Arielle asked, still petting the purring feline.

“He gets plenty of food between scraps and hunting, and I appreciate that he keeps the place free of mice.” The cat glanced up at Mrs. Little, who gave him a small nod. “We may not be overly friendly, but the arrangement works.”

“I have a hard time believing you’re so very grumpy,” Arielle murmured to the cat. “I’ll be your friend, if you like.”

Mrs. Little chuckled, and Olivia shook her head. After another moment with her new friend, Arielle stood, knowing that she was supposed to be leaving with her human friends shortly. But she was distracted by what Mrs. Little was doing. She was pouring what she’d been mixing in the bowl into a smallish rectangular pan. The yellowish stuff oozed from the bowl, wet and thick and smooth but somehow entirely unappealing.

“What are you making?” Arielle stepped closer, fascinated.

“Pound cake, miss. It’ll be served with tea when you return.”

Arielle wasn’t sure what a pound cake was, and judging by the glop she could see in the pan, she couldn’t say that she looked forward to it. She made a noncommittal noise and nodded, then followed Olivia out of the kitchen. They found Lady Priscilla back in the dining room, folding up a letter she’d just finished reading. Within minutes, they’d supplied Arielle with a borrowed bonnet and gloves, and the three walked out to Brighton Place to see Madame Morris.

The modiste greeted Lady Priscilla like an old friend and gushed her delight at her ladyship’s new ward. Arielle hadn’t given much thought up to this point about what her new wardrobe would entail, but she was soon overwhelmed. Morning dresses, walking dresses, ballgowns, evening gowns, nightgowns. Not to mention hats and headdresses to go with every variety, and gloves, slippers, reticules, spencers, and pelisses to complete each ensemble. Once the number and type of gowns were decided, they had to decide on fabrics: jaconet and sarcenet, cotton and crepe, twilled or sprigged or striped… Arielle’s head spun. Olivia and Madame Morris agreed that all the gowns ought to be in shades of green and blue, to emphasize Arielle’s eyes while offsetting her hair, aside from two obligatory white ballgowns.

Madame Morris then took out her measuring tape while her assistant brought out a pair of ready-made gowns that should fit with light alteration. At this, Lady Priscilla took her leave to pay a call on her attorney down the street. She knew what Arielle wouldn’t discover until later: this fitting would last hours. Arielle stood on a stool to be measured, then changed into the first new dress, which Madame Morris pinned until Arielle couldn’t move without getting pricked. Somehow, they extricated her in order to do it again with the second. Aunt Prissy returned in a cheerful humor to find an exhausted Arielle just changing back into her borrowed gown while the modiste assured Olivia that those two gowns would be ready within three days, with the others to be sent along as they were finished.

Taking Arielle’s arm in hers, Olivia told her brightly that there was still quite a lot of shopping to do in order to prepare for her introduction to society. It would wait until tomorrow, however. Aunt Prissy ought to rest after such a busy morning. Arielle was grateful, both for the promised rest and Olivia’s tact in refraining from pointing out how wan Arielle had become. When they returned to the Farleys’ house on Marine Parade, Aunt Prissy retired to her room to lie down. Olivia went in search of Mrs. Little to discuss dinner, and Arielle was left on her own in the parlor. She flopped onto the sofa and rested her head against the pillow. Her neck was stiff from the unaccustomed weight of balancing her hair pinned high rather than hanging long. She closed her eyes, content to just sit after the overwhelming morning. But she wasn’t sleepy, and after a few minutes she opened her eyes again and looked around the room. It was a nice room, cozy and welcoming, and it made her feel just as much at home as the women who inhabited it. Her eyes fell on a book that lay on the table nearby, and she picked it up. Sense and Sensibility, declared the title. With nothing else to do, Arielle opened it and began to read.

She was thoroughly engrossed when Olivia tentatively pushed the door open and peeked inside before joining Arielle on the sofa. “I thought you might be sleeping. Do you like the book?”

Arielle nodded, holding her page with her finger. “I feel like I could be friends with Elinor,” she admitted, blushing. “Is that what reading usually does?”

Olivia grinned. “With some books it does. I’m glad you like it. Mr. Donaldson at the Marine Library recommended it last time I went. Aunt Prissy prefers poetry, and I usually like heroic tales of knights in shining armor. But someone else had borrowed Le Morte d’Arthur, so I had to try something new.”

Arielle couldn’t help smiling. “I don’t think I’ve read either of those, but I look forward to it. If they’re as good as this Miss Austen, I expect I’ll enjoy them a great deal.”

Lady Priscilla joined them in time for tea, looking refreshed and as spritely as ever. Arielle was astonished when a slice of pound cake was handed to her on a plate, looking a bit like bread only denser. Her first bite told her that it was richer and sweeter too, and she closed her eyes to savor it.

Aunt Prissy was watching her with a twinkle of laughter in her gaze when she looked up again. “Do you like the pound cake, dear?”

Arielle laughed, blushing. “I do. I… I didn’t expect to, after seeing what it looked like earlier. How…?” She wasn’t sure how to complete the question.

“You saw it before it was baked,” Olivia explained. “The batter is nothing like the final cake.”

Arielle’s blush deepened. This was probably something everyone knew. She felt like an idiot.

Aunt Prissy rested her hand on Arielle’s. “Don’t worry, dear. You’re bound to experience all kinds of new things. Ask your questions without fear, and we’ll be happy to answer them.”

This made her feel a little better, though she hoped she wouldn’t be constantly feeling as ignorant and silly as she did now.

After tea, the three took a short walk along Marine Parade. The cobbled street overlooked the beach on one side, and the other was lined with houses. Most of the houses were pressed up against each other with no space in between, and many of them were the same shade of pale limestone, though a few were painted or fronted with red brick. Front doors opened directly onto the street, separated only by a few steps or a short walkway. Arielle found the houses interesting, but her attention was drawn to the sunset over the water.

After their walk, they returned to the parlor. Her ladyship reached for her needlepoint, but Olivia stopped her.

“Aunt Prissy, I think we ought to begin teaching Arielle to dance, don’t you?”

Arielle, who had picked up her book again, set it back down. “Dance?” Her mind supplied an image—a memory?—of watching people move gracefully together. Arielle’s heart soared at the thought of doing that herself. She knew, somehow, that she loved music.

“Of course,” Aunt Prissy said. “You’ll be attending assemblies once you’re fitted up.”

Would the man with the beautiful face be at the assemblies? Would she be able to dance with him? Just that hope was enough to bring her to her feet.

She followed Olivia and Aunt Prissy to the drawing room, where they pushed chairs and couches against the wall to leave space in the middle of the floor.

Lady Priscilla settled herself at the pianoforte in the corner. “What shall we start with?”

“A reel or a circle dance?”

When they’d settled it between them to begin with one of several country dances, Olivia joined Arielle in the center of the floor and showed her the steps. They walked through them slowly, over and over, until Arielle got them right more often than not.

“Now with music,” Olivia said.

Aunt Prissy began to play, slowly and simply, while they walked through the steps again. After a few times at that speed, Aunt Prissy picked up the tempo. Arielle at once tripped over her feet and forgot the order of the steps, falling into fits of giggles as she collided with Olivia and the two collapsed onto a chair in gales of laughter.

“That’s enough for one night,” Olivia hiccuped. “We’ll sleep on it and try again tomorrow.”

She was true to her word. The next day was spent shopping, with parcels of all their purchases to be delivered to the house that afternoon. After resting upon their return, they dined and then spent the evening in dancing lessons. Arielle remembered the steps better than she expected, and she didn’t do so badly when Lady Priscilla played the music to tempo.

This began their habit of dancing in the evenings. Most of their lessons ended in fits of laughter, if they didn’t begin with them.
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Arielle woke the next morning to a low rumble beside her head. She opened her eyes to find a pair of yellow-green ones staring back at her. The purr redoubled, and Arielle smiled at Hessy as he stood, stretched, and then rubbed his head against her chin and cheek. The sound of his happiness vibrated through her, and she laughed softly, reaching to scratch behind his delicate pink ears. From this close, she could see that his nose was the same light pink, as was his tongue when he yawned. She marveled at his tiny but sharply pointed teeth and the whiskers that tickled her neck as he nuzzled her.

“You’re a wonderful little creature,” she murmured to him in awe. “Truly astonishing. You’ve probably made so few friends within the house because they don’t see how remarkable you are.”

This earned her a lick on the chin from his rough pink tongue. She giggled.

“Well, I think you’re the sweetest little fellow I’ve ever met.”

She didn’t tell him that he was the only cat she’d ever met, though she was confident it was true. It was odd, she thought now, that when she’d met him yesterday, she’d known right away what he was despite his utter newness to her. It wasn’t memory that supplied the name; it was something else. She wondered if it was more of that magic that hid her past from her, and she wondered what else she’d know without having experienced it before.

She gently dislodged Hessy, who had flopped over her shoulder and half of her chest to rest his head beneath her chin, and got up. She rang the bell for Lindsay to help her dress and arrange her hair. When she left the room, Hessy padded along down the stairs beside her, rubbing against her ankles once more before peeling off to head for the kitchen while Arielle joined the Farley ladies in the breakfast room.

The first two of Arielle’s new dresses arrived that afternoon, and the following morning Lindsay helped her into an emerald green walking dress, since her morning dresses had yet to arrive. She entered the breakfast room to delighted cheers from her guardian.

“You look lovely!” Lady Priscilla beamed. “That color becomes you so well, Ari, dear.” She beckoned Arielle over and kissed both cheeks before waving her off to sit down to eat. “That settles it: we’re paying morning calls today to introduce you.”

Arielle’s stomach clenched. Sensing Arielle’s nerves, Olivia reached over and patted her hand. “Nothing to fear, dear. Just a few of Aunt Prissy’s friends who would be offended if they didn’t get to meet you before you take the assemblies by storm.”

“They’ll think you simply charming,” Aunt Prissy reassured her. “And when they like you, everyone else will too. You’ll be a hit.”

Arielle didn’t know what to expect from these visits, and uncertainty took most of her appetite away. After a few nibbles of toast, she gave up. She trusted her guardian, though, and reminded herself that Aunt Prissy’s friends couldn’t be too awful. She also knew that meeting new people was her only hope of finding the man with the face she remembered. So after breakfast she put on her new bonnet and gloves and walked out with Lady Priscilla and Olivia.

Their first call was only just down the street: Lady Caroline Hervey. She was a slight woman with a pleasant face and elegantly coiffed white hair. She looked to be about Lady Priscilla’s age, if not a little older, and she rose to greet them with grace and warmth. Two other women were already there, and were introduced as Mrs. Goulding and Lady Shelley. Mrs. Goulding was a comfortable-looking woman who greeted Olivia and asked if she’d been to the library lately. This caused Olivia to choose the seat next to her, and they talked of books and the people they’d seen lately. Lady Shelley was younger than Arielle would have expected, no more than a decade older than herself, and dressed in the first mode of fashion. When Aunt Prissy introduced Arielle as her new ward, she was looked over with eager eyes and questioned politely but implacably.

“No accomplishments?” Lady Caroline mused, on hearing that Arielle could not draw, paint, sing, or play the pianoforte, nor did she know any foreign languages or magical illusions. “That will be a hindrance, I’m afraid.”

“Not at all, I’m sure,” Lady Shelley protested. “Just look at the girl. Any man with eyes will be dangling after her. And to appear from nowhere like that. The wonder and novelty must be interesting to everyone who meets her.”

Arielle didn’t especially like being discussed as if she weren’t present. And she wasn’t sure if she wanted all manner of men to be interested in her. She only needed one—the one, her true love to marry within a year.

After a few more minutes, Lady Shelley took her leave. “Sir John and I are only here for a few weeks before leaving for the continent,” she told Aunt Prissy. “And there always seems to be something more to resolve before going to Paris.”

When she’d departed, Mrs. Goulding turned to Arielle. “I do think, Miss Arielle, that you must be just the age of my Letitia. She’s shopping with friends this morning, otherwise she would have come calling with me. I do think you’ll hit it off as soon as you meet her. Would you allow me the pleasure of bringing her to call on you sometime?”

Arielle said politely that the pleasure would be hers. “I haven’t met any young ladies of my own age yet, and I should be delighted to have a new friend.”

They stayed for the standard half hour, then called at three more houses, only to leave Aunt Prissy’s card in the owner’s absence. “Well, we’ll see them tomorrow,” Aunt Prissy said philosophically. “If not at church, then at the promenade.”

The promenade, they told Arielle, was when half of Brighton came out to walk about the Steine on Sunday evenings, culminating in tea at the Castle Tavern.

“It’s always lovely to meet up with friends, though it’s not as cozy as a drawing room chat,” Olivia said.

Arielle found the Steine to be rather more crowded than she’d expected, when they began their next evening’s sojourn. She and Olivia flanked Aunt Prissy, each with one of her arms tucked through their own. As they walked, Aunt Prissy told Arielle some of the gossip about the people they saw. “Granted, they’re nothing to the types you’d see in London,” she chuckled. “Beau Brummell, Lord Byron, Lady Caro Lamb, Lord Alvanley… You could fill a library with the stories I’ve heard about them.”

“And don’t forget Prinny.” Olivia leaned in. “If he comes to the Pavilion this season, you may yet see him.”

“Prinny?” Arielle asked.

“His Royal Highness, the Prince Regent,” Aunt Prissy explained. “He loves Brighton and had the Pavilion built specially as his summer residence.”

Arielle could see the elaborate peaks of the palace on the far side of the Steine. She had wondered who might live there, but she hadn’t dared ask. It was still a matter of some embarrassment for her that she was so ignorant about seemingly everything.

They were interrupted by a cry and a wave from one of Aunt Prissy’s friends. She towed the other two with her to greet the acquaintance, a stout woman in her sixth decade who clung lightly to her husband’s arm. Arielle was presented to her and was subjected, to her alarm, to the same questioning she’d faced in Lady Caroline Hervey’s drawing room about her origins and accomplishments. She was relieved when Aunt Prissy made their excuses, only to be hailed again a moment later to go through the same process.

After the fourth round of questioning, Arielle took Olivia aside while Lady Priscilla was listening to a long-winded friend regale her with her recent adventures.

“Livvie,” she whispered, “I can’t help feeling like I’m a failure without accomplishments. Could you teach me some?”

Olivia smothered a laugh. “Don’t let it worry you, Ari. Accomplishments are more of a metric that interfering mamas can use to compare and judge each other’s daughters. They are of little to no use in actual life, and a man of sense will know as much and love you anyway.”

“But doesn’t Aunt Prissy still play the pianoforte?”

“Yes, dear, but that’s because she loves music, not because she needs to be accomplished. I can draw, sing, and speak French and Italian, but I’ve never once used those skills since my first few Seasons, before I came to live with Aunt Prissy.” Seeing Arielle still looking unconvinced, she added, “If any of those things sounds like something you’d enjoy, I could teach you. And, who knows? Maybe you’ve simply forgotten. Sit down at the piano tomorrow and see what happens.” She smiled encouragingly.

Arielle let the subject drop and walked with her guardians for another hour before repairing to the crowded tavern for tea. By the time they arrived home that evening, she was exhausted. She had seen and spoken to and been examined by more people than she had ever beheld in one place, she was certain. Each interaction left her drained a little more until all she could do was undress and collapse into bed.

The next morning, she went to the drawing room before breakfast and hesitantly sat down on the piano stool. Nothing about it felt familiar, and when she lifted the cover from the keys and played a single note, it didn’t bring up any sudden burst of knowledge. She’d never played the pianoforte before in her life, she was sure. She sighed and closed the instrument, then went in to breakfast.

Aunt Prissy and Olivia had decided to stay home in case any of the friends they’d seen lately decided to return their calls this morning, so Arielle curled up in the parlor to finish Sense and Sensibility while it was quiet. She’d just closed the back cover and breathed a final sigh when James, the footman, knocked and announced that Mrs. and Miss Goulding were in the drawing room, and that Aunt Prissy was requesting her attendance.

Arielle rose and hurried to the other room. Mrs. Goulding and her daughter were seated on the sofa, and Miss Letitia Goulding rose to take Arielle’s hand in greeting. She was tall and willowy, with golden curls that glowed in the light from the windows.

“Mama has told me so much about you,” she said with a bright smile. “I do hope we’ll be friends.”

“I’m sure we shall be,” Arielle said. She liked Miss Goulding’s smile and easy manner.

She and Miss Goulding sat in chairs near each other. Aunt Prissy and Mrs. Goulding were already in conversation, and seeing this, Miss Goulding leaned closer and murmured, “We would have come earlier, but the milliner delivered my new hat just as we were leaving, and Mama insisted on seeing if it suited my pomona green walking dress as well as we’d hoped.”

“Did it?” Arielle asked.

“Oh, yes, it suits perfectly. I can’t wait to wear them together to the next promenade. Or perhaps a picnic. Don’t you think picnics are the most delightful things?”

Arielle made a noncommittal sound. She couldn’t remember having been on a picnic. Miss Goulding took it for assent and beamed at her. Arielle searched for something to say. “I confess, I’m glad you took the extra time to examine the hat, not only because I’m sure it will be very becoming. I was just finishing a book before you arrived, and I rather think I would have resented the interruption if you’d come when I had only three pages left!”

“What book?” Miss Goulding asked eagerly.

“Sense and Sensibility.”

“Oh, I love Miss Austen’s books. Have you read Pride and Prejudice yet?”

“No, this was my first.”

“You’ll adore it, I’m sure. What about Mrs. Radcliffe, have you read any of hers?”

“I’m afraid not,” Arielle said. “I’m still new here, and I haven’t set foot in the library yet.”

Miss Goulding expressed her shock and pressed her to visit the Marine Library the very next day to borrow The Mysteries of Udolpho. She continued to expound on her favorite novels, including Camilla and the controversial Belinda.

“I am glad the lending libraries here are so good,” Miss Goulding said. “We came directly from town, you see, as soon as the Season there ended. Town is unbearably hot in the summer, and Mama thought a little sea-bathing would be just the thing. But Brighton is so very small a place in comparison. The balls and promenades are great fun, and the card parties, of course, but one often has to find one’s own amusement here.”

Arielle kept to herself how crowded and busy she’d found the tea and promenade the evening before. If this was “so very small a place,” she had no desire ever to see London. She asked about Miss Goulding’s experiences in town, and the other girl was more than happy to tell of all the larks she had gotten up to.

By the end of the visit, Letitia Goulding and Arielle had cemented their friendship by calling each other by their Christian names and had promised to seek each other out at the next ball at the Old Ship.

Aunt Prissy looked thoughtfully after their visitors when they left, saying to Arielle, “That girl’s a diamond of the first water, and no mistake. I’m surprised she isn’t engaged yet—girls with her looks, fortune, and accomplishments are usually snapped up in their first Season.”

“I’m glad she wasn’t,” Arielle said simply, “because then she wouldn’t have come here, and I wouldn’t have met her. She’s a sweet girl, and I’m glad to have a friend. But she does talk a lot.”

“Just like her mother.” Aunt Prissy laughed.

“She recommended a great many books,” Arielle said, “and she has done and seen so much more than I have… I think.”

“That’s not such a bad thing. Look at it another way: you get the excitement of new experiences all the time. Poor Miss Goulding must often be bored or comparing current pleasures to past ones.”

Arielle smiled. Lady Priscilla’s optimism was boundless. “Do you have that same problem?” she asked.

“Oh, no, dear. I’m never bored. One cannot be bored when one has the ability to find amusement in the smallest things.” Aunt Prissy smiled. “And you, Ari, are just the thing to keep me fresh. I feel like a young girl in my first season just walking through town with you.”

Arielle laid a hand on Aunt Prissy’s arm. “Thank you so much for taking me in.”

“I wasn’t fishing for gratitude, dear.” Aunt Prissy patted Arielle’s hand. “I’m quite glad we took you in as well. It hasn’t even been a week, and I’m already fond of you.” She leaned in and kissed Arielle’s cheek. “You’re a Farley now, like it or not.”

“How could I not like it?”

“I haven’t the foggiest notion.” Lady Priscilla grinned. “To my mind, everyone ought to wish to be a Farley.”

Arielle laughed.
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