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Eleanor sat by the window with her spell book laid out on the table. She pulled it closer to make out a difficult word. She’d written her own notes all over this page, and sometimes her tiny script obscured the original. She sighed and sat back, closing the book. Ford’s Magical Accomplishments for Young Ladies. The title was faded, and the leather of the cover was scuffed and worn. This copy had been Mama’s when she was young. Indeed, some of the notes in the margins were in Mama’s flowing handwriting. Mama had insisted that they practice all the usual accomplishments—singing, dancing, drawing, playing the pianoforte, and magic—but with an emphasis on magic. Eleanor didn’t mind at all; magic was her favorite. She knew nearly all of Ford’s book by heart, including the extra notes.

“Eleanor, dear, what new accomplishment are you practicing? You’ve been squinting again.”

Eleanor blinked up at her aunt. “I’m sorry, Aunt. Some of the spells are hard to make out.”

“Was your squinting worthwhile?”

Eleanor smiled. She reached over to the candelabra on the table and touched the wick of each candle, concentrating on the spell-word as she did. They flamed to life, one after another.

Sophie applauded.

“I’m hoping to learn to light them without touching them,” Eleanor sighed.

“You will,” Anne said. “But that was well done—you haven’t needed to whisper the words in ages.”

Silence was a sign of skill, Mama had told them. It was accepted that young ladies would speak their spells, as part of the performance, but magicians trained at Oxford or Cambridge were expected not to. It was one of the many double standards within English magic. Illusions and small parlor tricks were the purview of high-born young ladies; discussions of magical theory and executing spells of power were restricted to university-educated men. And for the poor, access to spells or magical training was near nonexistent.

The unfairness of it rankled Eleanor. But she made the most of her training, and like Mama, she never spoke her spells.

“I hadn’t noticed how dark it was getting until you lit the candles,” Aunt Everley said. “Ring for tea, Anne, and then we must dress. Thank goodness your new gowns arrived from the modiste today.”

“I still fail to see why a lack of new dresses ought to keep us from entering London society at Lady Sterling’s ball,” Eleanor said. “The gowns we brought with us from home are perfectly elegant.”

“Oh, Eleanor, we’ve been over this,” Aunt Everley said. “You’re being presented to the ton. You need to look your best. First impressions are everything.”

Sophie wrinkled her nose. “I agree with Eleanor. I just want to go to the ball and dance.” She executed a little twirl in the center of the room, her light brown hair coming half loose from its pins and wisping around her face.

“Yes, well, you’re young enough that dancing is all you need to care about.” Anne went to the table to clear space for the tea tray that she accepted from the maid who appeared promptly at the parlor door. “You could have a second, or even a third, Season if you wanted to.”

“And whose choice was it to wait until you were one-and-twenty?” Aunt Everley said pointedly.

Anne pursed her lips.

Eleanor spoke up. “We all agreed together to come out at the same time. One-and-twenty isn’t so very old.”

“It is for a debut Season,” Aunt Everley said firmly. “Even Sophie could have come out two years ago.”

“Eighteen is plenty young enough to be finding a husband,” Eleanor protested. “Besides, now that peace has finally come, all the officers are home, with money and time and no one to share them with.”

Sophie laughed. “And some of them with titles to inherit.”

“But I wish, Anne, that you wouldn’t get so worried about making a good match. I’m sure it will all work out.” Eleanor stepped over and planted a kiss on the top of her elder sister’s dark blonde head.

“It’s not just about making a match,” Anne murmured, pouring tea. “If all I wanted was a husband, Aunt Everley and Papa could have one arranged before the Season’s half over. I want—”

“Passion and romance,” Sophie declared dreamily, plopping into her seat.

“Don’t interrupt,” Anne chided, smiling as she handed Sophie a cup. “I’d be happy with friendship and compatibility. Passion may not last, but friendship would set us up well for life.”

Sophie made a face. “I won’t settle for less than being swept off my feet.”

Aunt Everley tutted. “Love matches are all well and good, but it’s possible to have a happy marriage even when it’s arranged for other reasons. Your uncle and I did just fine together.”

Eleanor spoke up to prevent Sophie from arguing with their aunt. “I want what Mama and Papa had,” she said softly. “I want respect and admiration.”

“And adoration.” Anne smiled. “They worshipped each other.”

Aunt Everley’s expression softened. “They did. Your mother made your father a better man, and he was a good one to begin with.” She looked at the three of them and heaved a sigh. “Well, I hope you all find what you’re looking for, but I also hope you’ll keep your heads about you.”

“We will,” the girls assured her together.

“None of us are in a rush,” Eleanor added.

“Except Anne,” muttered Sophie.

“Well, I’m three years older than you.”

“You’re the best of us at conversing with strangers, and you’re lovely,” Eleanor said, half teasing. “The ton will be so enamored by you that they won’t even notice Sophie or me.”

“Sophie has the best figure.” Anne waved off the teasing. “And you, Eleanor, look like a Greek goddess just stepped off your pedestal in that new white silk.”

“I always saw us as three Muses,” Sophie said. “Alike, but different. If one of us does well, I’m sure the others will too.”

Eleanor grinned at her younger sister’s romantic view. At age nine, Sophie had sweet-talked their father into teaching her to read Greek. Since then she’d spent all her free hours reading Greek poetry in the shade by the stream, or else dancing through wildflower meadows in bare feet. Perhaps Anne wasn’t entirely wrong in suggesting that Sophie could do with an extra Season or two before settling down to running her own home.

Eleanor took a sip of her tea, but her stomach was a nervous tangle over their evening plans. You’re being ridiculous, she told herself. It’s just another ball. Balls were nothing new; Father hosted at least one every summer at Fairfield Hall, and all three girls were excellent dancers. But this was the beau monde, and every single person there would be assessing the new arrivals, judging their worth as friends, rivals, or potential matches.

“When we saw Lady York at the milliner’s the other day, what was she saying, aunt?” Anne asked. “Something about Almack’s?”

“She suggested that Almack’s was the best place for you to appear first,” Aunt Everley said dismissively. “There are merits—whoever the patronesses approve are set up well for the Season—but Almack’s is rather intimidating for a first foray into Society. Lady Sterling’s ball will be more prestigious and more elegant, and I dare say Lady Cowper and Lady Castelreagh will be there anyway. They are all quite good friends.”

“And we’ve met Lady Sterling,” Sophie said. “She’s not as terrifying as I expected a countess to be.”

Eleanor grinned. “That’s probably because she likes Aunt Everley.”

“She likes you girls too,” Aunt Everley said. “In all, she’s an excellent person to know on your introduction to Society.”

When they’d finished tea, they retired upstairs to dress for the ball. Eleanor shrugged out of her day dress and laid it on her bed before slipping into her new white silk. She put on her matching slippers and joined her sisters in Anne’s room, which was the largest and had the best light. They helped each other with ribbons and flowers and took turns in front of Anne’s mirror. They had done this a hundred times before, but tonight there was a buzz of excitement in the room that was entirely new.

“Sit still,” Anne told Sophie, who was fidgeting in the chair so much that the hairpins and carnations were going in crooked. Once the pins were in, Anne took the loose, light brown hair that framed Sophie’s face and wrapped it around her index finger, breathed a spell-word, and released the hair, now a perfect curl. She repeated the process until Sophie’s face was framed by six perfect ringlets, which somehow made her blue eyes look bigger. Then Anne rested her hand lightly on the top of Sophie’s head and whispered another word. She dropped her hand with a sigh. “Good. It will stay up all night, no matter how energetically you dance.”

Eleanor, who had been watching them in the mirror, caught Anne’s eye and winked. She looked back at her own reflection and bit her lip as she twisted her darker brown hair tighter and adjusted the pins. She and Anne always curled their hair by magic, but they never needed the spell to keep the rest of it in place.

When they were all ready, they stood for a moment together in the gathering dark in Anne’s room. Anne and Eleanor were of a height, not tall but not petite, and willowy. Sophie was a few inches shorter with light, girlish curves.

“It will be fine,” Eleanor said, as much to reassure herself as her older sister.

“Better than fine,” Sophie added. “It’s not dancing with her, but it’s still dancing.”

A moment later, they were informed that the carriage was at the door. They bundled themselves up in furs and capes and joined their father and aunt to climb into the carriage. Lady Sterling’s residence was not far, and despite the press of traffic, they were pulling to a stop before Eleanor even felt like she’d settled into her seat.

They’d visited Lady Sterling before, so the house itself wasn’t overwhelming, but they’d never seen her ballroom. It was already crowded when they entered. Eleanor swallowed back a gasp. There had to be a hundred couples here, nearly double the number that attended their most popular balls at Fairfield Hall. And the room itself, with marble floors and pale wallpaper and gold trim, was nearly large enough to hold them all.

Lady Elizabeth Cole, Countess of Sterling, greeted them at the door. Father bowed; Aunt Everley curtsied, and Eleanor and her sisters followed suit.

“Sir William Maybury, Lady Everley, welcome,” Lady Sterling said, extending a hand to each of them. “Miss Maybury, Miss Eleanor, and Miss Sophie, so good to see you here.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Anne said. “We’ve been so looking forward to it.”

“As have I, to be sure,” Lady Sterling said. “Please allow me to introduce my son, George Cole.”

The young man at her side had curling red-gold hair like his mother’s and freckles across his nose. His coat was a dark turquoise that brightened his blue eyes. He bowed and smiled brightly at Anne. “Would you honor me with the first set, Miss Maybury?”

Anne accepted graciously.

Lady Sterling was barely attending. “Where is…” She looked around. “James, dear—oh, there you are.” Another young man had appeared beside the first. His appearance was entirely different: tall, dark hair, dark eyes, an aquiline nose. His expression was serious but for a slight quirk at the corner of his mouth. His own impeccably tailored coat was a somber dark blue over a burgundy waistcoat. “May I also introduce my cousin, Mr. James Weston, magician to the Royal Navy.”

Mr. Weston bowed. Eleanor curtsied with the rest, and as she rose, she just caught a significant look that passed to Mr. Weston from Lady Sterling. His mouth quirked a bit more.

The music was starting up as he said, “Miss Eleanor, may I have the first set?”

Eleanor nodded and took his arm, following Mr. Cole and her sister. Once out of earshot of Aunt Everley, she said, “You needn’t ask me if you’re not inclined to dance. I won’t be offended.”

Mr. Weston looked at her, surprised. His mouth quirked again. “I confess, Miss Maybury, that I’m rarely inclined to dance. I am not the most graceful dancer, and I’d hate for you to form a first impression of me based on it.”

Eleanor opened her mouth to speak, but he forestalled her.

“I have, however, promised Lady Sterling that I would dance at least once tonight, and you’re as lovely a partner as a man could ask for.”

Eleanor blushed. “Are you hoping flattery will gain you a better first impression?”

“It can hardly hurt.”

They joined the dance. Eleanor did not think Mr. Weston nearly as ungraceful as he had suggested, but she couldn’t help noticing that he moved with a slight limp. As the dance brought them close to each other again, Mr. Weston asked, “Have you but lately come to town?”

“We’ve been here these two weeks, but this is the first ball we’ve attended.”

“And is it your first visit to London?”

“We stayed with my aunt at Christmas once or twice when I was young.”

“Which might as well mean yes,” Mr. Weston said. “How much have you seen since your arrival?”

“Can one see anything in all this smoke and fog?” Eleanor said. “I don’t remember London being so dirty.” They parted for a moment before coming back together. “But, of course, that’s not what you meant. We’ve been to one play—The Tempest—and spent nearly all the rest of the time at the modiste’s getting fitted up for the Season.”

“Ah,” Mr. Weston said knowingly. “New clothes are always the first priority on entering town. I myself always need a new coat or cravat to feel properly ready to face Society.”

The set ended. As they left the floor, Eleanor said, “You misled me, Mr. Weston. You were no more awkward than any other dancer. It is only too crowded for anyone to appear at their best.”

“I am sure that is not true of you, Miss Eleanor,” Mr. Weston said gallantly. “But believe that, by all means.”

He escorted Eleanor back to Aunt Everley, bowed, and disappeared back into the crowd. Eleanor could see Sophie changing partners, and Anne was talking with a young lady at the edge of the dance floor.

“He seems a charming young man,” Aunt Everley said, looking after Mr. Weston. “Lady Sterling told me that he’s six- or seven-and-twenty, and he has no family, so she’s half adopted him. He has an estate in Hertfordshire worth upwards of three thousand pounds a year and has spent the last seven years at sea serving as a magician aboard the—oh, what ship did she say?”

They were interrupted by an acquaintance, and introduction followed introduction for the rest of the set, as Aunt Everley was acquainted with at least half the room. Eleanor soon tired of curtsying every few minutes, but it ended with her being engaged for the next four sets. Her sisters were engaged as well, and they passed each other in the dance. The lively country dances put Eleanor more at ease than anything else in that grand, crowded ballroom could do. Her final partner escorted her to the refreshments, where she met Anne, and he left them drinking punch together.

After a moment, Eleanor said, “I told you it would be fine.”

At home, Anne might have made a face or rolled her eyes, but not in Lady Sterling’s ballroom. She merely smiled, eyes sparkling, and sipped her drink.

“It would be if it were not so stifling in here.”

Eleanor took her sister’s hand and led her through the crowd to the nearest window. It was closed against the chill of a March evening, but Eleanor lifted the sash a few inches.

“Now it’s fine,” she said.

“Miss Eleanor.”

Eleanor whirled around. If her glass hadn’t been almost empty, she would have spilled it over Anne. Her cheeks glowed.

“Forgive me for startling you,” Mr. Weston said, mouth twitching. “May I have the next set?”

“I thought you only promised Lady Sterling to dance once,” she blurted before she collected herself. Anne stepped on her foot. She blushed brighter.

“At least once,” he corrected. “And as you didn’t seem to mind my dancing before, I thought perhaps you would tolerate it again. Unless, of course, you were telling a kind falsehood earlier.”

“No, not at all,” Eleanor said quickly. “I’d be happy to dance. You simply caught me by surprise.”

“And in the heinous act of opening a window, no less.” His mock solemnity was too much. Eleanor giggled. Anne reached over and took the punch glass from her hand, and Eleanor took Mr. Weston’s arm to join the dance again.




***




Mr. James Weston called on George Cole and his mother late the following morning. Lady Sterling had told him never to stand on ceremony and to treat their home as his own, but this morning he waited until well past the beginning of visiting hours. The ball had gone late the previous night, and Lady Sterling had had to farewell all of her many guests. It was only to be expected that she would sleep in and breakfast late. James had been up and pacing his own rooms for hours. He hadn’t attended many balls since returning to England, and he could never remember feeling so alive the next morning. He intended to convince George to go with him to the club: a little fencing match was just what he needed.

He was ushered into the drawing room. George lounged in a chair, hiding his yawn behind a book. Lady Sterling looked as elegant and unfatigued as ever. James greeted them both and sat in a chair near his friend, but, as so many times already this morning, the memory of Miss Eleanor Maybury’s giggle brought him back to his feet to walk about the room.

“You’re limping more than usual,” George said bluntly, watching him.

“I’m not in the habit of dancing,” James said.

“No indeed,” Lady Sterling agreed. “You’ve been at sea too long and have forgotten a good many things.”

“I haven’t forgotten how to dance,” James protested.

“No, dear,” said Lady Sterling. “But when you promised me to dance at least once, you were supposed to dance with more than one young lady, not twice with the same one.”

James colored and began another lap around the room.

“Well then, mother,” George said. “Weston won’t ask it, so I will. What do you know of the Mayburys?”

“Sir William Maybury is a well-respected baronet,” she said. “His sister, Dowager Lady Everley, was married to the late Lord Everley of Sussex, and Sir William’s son Charles inherited his uncle’s title. Sir William’s own wife passed away several years ago, and his daughters have been managing his home ever since.”

“And this is their first Season?” George asked.

“Yes. Lady Everley wanted to bring Miss Maybury to town years ago, but first it was too soon after her mother’s death, and then she refused to come without her sisters.”

“How odd.”

“Indeed. I understand that they were also waiting for their youngest brother to be old enough for school.”

James listened to the conversation attentively as he paced the room. The closeness of the sisters was charming, and he saw nothing wrong with them waiting to come out until their youngest brother was out of their care.

“And what are their accomplishments?” George asked, giving James a look that said he really ought to begin asking questions himself if he wanted to hear the answers so badly.

“Playing, singing, magic, and French,” Lady Sterling said. “Miss Sophie also reads Greek.”

“Magic?” James asked, joining the conversation for the first time.

“Particularly Miss Eleanor, I believe,” Lady Sterling said. “Which adds to her other charms, don’t you think?” She raised a delicately arched eyebrow.

“I hardly think so.” George scratched his freckled nose. “So many young ladies can do magic; it’s as common as playing the pianoforte.”

“Quite,” his mother said, amused. “Now, James, dear, did you come see us because you were bored at home, or did you have another purpose beyond not asking me about Miss Eleanor Maybury?”

“Do I need a reason to visit you, madam?”

“Of course not, dear.” She looked at him expectantly.

“As it happens, I am intending to go to the club, and I thought to force Cole, here, to come with me.”

“Excellent.” Lady Sterling smiled. “Off with you both. I have letters to attend to.”

George sighed and set his book on the table. James grinned at him.

“You owe me a drink after all this,” George muttered as they climbed into the carriage that would take them to Pall Mall.

“Naturally,” James agreed.

George yawned ostentatiously the whole way to the club. James ignored him. They didn’t speak until they had retrieved their fencing gear and were removing their coats and waistcoats.

“All right, Weston, out with it already,” George burst. “You like her.”

James felt a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth, but he continued to methodically untie his cravat. “She’s interesting,” he said finally. “Surprising. Not like all the insipid beauties who can’t think for themselves.”

“You mean half the ton.”

“Indeed. And her eyes. They’re stormy gray but with flecks of silver that put me in mind of… waterfalls.” He frowned down at his hands.

George chuckled. “It’s a bit soon to be writing her poetry, isn’t it?”

James threw a mask at him, which George only just caught.

“If you like her so much,” George grumbled, “why aren’t you in her drawing room right now instead of bothering me?”

“Because I don’t want her to associate me with the overeager puppies who will be fawning on them today,” James said. “And with three young ladies making their debut at once, they’re sure to have an abundance of visitors. I wouldn’t even get a chance to talk to her.”

George frowned at him. “You’ve put more thought into this than I ever have.”

“I’ve been up since dawn.” James pulled his mask over his face. “I’ve had time to think.”

George shook his head and pulled his own mask on. “Well, it’s a long season. I expect you’ll see her often enough to get your fill of those waterfall eyes.”

James wished he hadn’t said anything. He raised his foil and determined to show his friend no mercy.




***




It was a good thing Aunt Everley’s drawing room was so large, Eleanor thought as more and more callers arrived. Aunt Everley had warned them that the first morning after their entrance to Society would be like this, but Eleanor hadn’t quite believed her. But seeing eight young men in the drawing room at once, most of whom had brought flowers and all of whom were trying to solicit the attention of one of the sisters, proved that her aunt knew what she was talking about.

Half of the gentlemen were unabashedly there to see Anne. Sophie had one particular admirer, and so did Eleanor, and two others seemed eager to make themselves agreeable to everyone. Eleanor couldn’t figure out why they would come calling if they couldn’t even decide which sister they preferred, but it was helpful that some of the gathering were willing to make conversation with whoever was next to them. One of Anne’s admirers, disgruntled at being so far from where she was seated, kept leaning around the gentleman beside him and trying to join her conversation, though he couldn’t hear half of what was being said. Eleanor bit her lip once or twice to keep from laughing, and sobered quickly at a look from Aunt Everley. She wouldn’t discourage any of Anne’s suitors, however ridiculous.

It was an exhausting morning, and by the time the last gentleman took his leave and Aunt Everley told Harvey, the head footman, to have tea sent up and admit no more visitors, Eleanor had had enough of polite, disinterested conversation for a month. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and found herself the slightest bit disappointed. It had been a most successful morning, evidencing a most successful entrance into Society, according to Aunt Everley. But Eleanor had rather hoped that Mr. Weston would call that morning. He had danced with her twice, after all. But then, he had been dancing out of obligation, and that she was his choice to fulfill that obligation meant nothing. Still, he had been interesting, and he was a magician, and she would have liked to talk to him again. Not that they would have been able to talk about more than the weather and last night’s ball in a gathering such as this morning’s had been. Eleanor sighed and sat up to take tea with the family, putting her disappointment behind her.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




That Saturday morning, Aunt Everley’s drawing room had a constant stream of visitors. Between the interruptions and her internal tension, Eleanor had given up on any hope of accomplishing anything. Anne was knitting a shawl in dark rose wool, and her hands worked quickly while she smiled and chatted politely with their guests. Eleanor was supposed to be embroidering something that might become a cover for the pianoforte stool, but she was barely paying attention to what her needle was doing. She was somewhat more occupied in watching Sophie’s progress on her filigree box. But even that couldn’t occupy her for long.

Tonight was Seventh Night.

They’d had to skip the last two, due to their arrival and settling into the house in London. But it was time to go again, and there was no talk of missing another. Eleanor could sense the excitement bottled up inside Sophie. She was always the most eager and the least concerned about logistics. Anne’s composure was so complete that even Eleanor couldn’t tell if she was nervous. Eleanor certainly was. They had always been in their own home, with their own family, able to arrange their engagements as they wished. Now, however, they were in Aunt Everley’s home, and she was the one in charge of their schedule. And tonight they were engaged to go to a card party that would likely end late.

Eleanor still hadn’t figured out a satisfactory way of keeping them all at home by the time they were upstairs in Anne’s room, dressing to go out.

“You’ll have to have a headache tonight,” Anne told Eleanor.

“Me?”

“Well, it can’t be Sophie,” Anne said. “She’s too lively today. And if I have a headache, you’ll give away the lie.”

“You are a terrible liar, Eleanor,” Sophie agreed.

Eleanor didn’t think it was such a bad thing to be truthful, but at times it was inconvenient. “Then is it wise for me to put on an act in front of an entire evening party? Couldn’t I convince Aunt Everley during dinner, before we go?”

“But if you’re unwell before the party, she’ll make you stay home to rest alone,” Anne said, twisting her hair up. “Besides, you’ve already made it clear that you find the heat and… odor of the crowded London parties to be a bit much. It would be perfectly reasonable for you to develop a headache at one.”

Eleanor had to admit Anne’s logic, though she kept trying to come up with a better plan. She couldn’t, and they went. They arrived in the Harris’s drawing room after dinner as the card tables were being arranged. Papa and Aunt Everley sat down to whist with Mr. Weston and Mr. Harris. Eleanor sat between her sisters to play casino. The room was every bit as hot and crowded as Eleanor could wish; much more than was comfortable; perfect for bringing on a headache.

During the first hour, she sighed occasionally and frowned, fanned herself, and gave one of her sisters a weak smile, as if to reassure them that she was fine. During the second hour, her hand went to her temple several times, and she lost track of her turn. Sophie had to remind her of what she was supposed to be doing. At last, she turned to Anne.

“It’s time,” Eleanor whispered.

Anne nodded and put a comforting arm around her. “Rest your head in your hand,” she murmured. “I’ll go tell Papa and Aunt.”

Eleanor did, resting her elbow on the table and her forehead in her hand, mindless of her cards and what was going on in the game. Sophie gave Eleanor all her attention while it wasn’t her turn, and even spared her the trouble of answering the polite inquiries from around the table, assuring everyone that it was just a headache.

Anne came back. Eleanor glanced at the whist table. Aunt Everley ordered the carriage, and they finished their game while waiting for it. Papa glanced at his daughters several times. Eleanor could feel her face going hot. Her hands felt clammy. She fanned herself absently. At last the carriage was announced, and Anne assisted Eleanor to her feet. Eleanor took her sister’s arm and followed her father and aunt to the door, with Sophie bringing up the rear. As they passed the whist table, Eleanor noticed that Mr. Weston’s eyes were turned their way. His expression was as serious as ever. She turned her head away, toward Anne, hiding her burning cheeks. She had a sudden irrational fear that he could see through her deception. But why should he, when no one else did? Regardless, Eleanor had a sick feeling in her stomach that he should witness her lying.

“We’ll be home soon,” Anne murmured once they were in the carriage, giving Eleanor’s hand a squeeze.

“You look very flushed, dear,” Aunt Everley said. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“Everyone was having such a pleasant time,” Eleanor said weakly.

“Nonsense,” Papa told her. “If you feel unwell, you must tell us at once. You are not accustomed yet to the constant social events and late nights. It can be overwhelming when you’re used to country life.”

Eleanor simply nodded, wishing her palms would stop sweating through her silk gloves.

Once at home, her sisters escorted her to her room and put her straight to bed without undressing. Eleanor made a show of flinching as the grandfather clock in the drawing room chimed half past nine, as if the deep, resounding gong hurt her head.

Aunt Everley stopped at the door as Anne unpinned Eleanor’s hair for her and began to braid it loosely.

“We’ll sit with her, Aunt,” Anne said.

“We’ll be quiet,” Sophie assured her. “Unless Eleanor would like me to read to her.”

“Greek poetry does put me to sleep,” Eleanor said.

Sophie glared at her but said nothing.

“Use a cool cloth for her head,” Aunt Everley advised. “Have you a spell for the pain?”

“Not a good one,” Eleanor mumbled.

A few minutes later, Papa came to wish her goodnight. “Call if you need anything,” he said.

They waited together in silence for several long minutes. At length, Anne walked to the door, peered out, then closed it softly. She whispered a word and turned back to her sisters.

Eleanor sat up. “I’ll open the gate. Sophie, can you do the chronology spell while Anne helps me with my hair?”

Sophie nodded and began pacing around the edges of the room, muttering as she went.

Eleanor coiled her braid into a bun, which Anne secured with hairpins.

“He’ll be able to tell which of us feigned illness tonight,” Anne said with a sigh. She handed Eleanor her shoes.

“Yes, but who knew that Eleanor’s discomfort would look just like the symptoms of a headache?” Sophie said. “She was more convincing than I expected.”

Eleanor blushed and led the way to the huge wardrobe that took up one corner of the room. She put her hand on the knob, concentrated hard on the spell-word, and turned. Instead of opening onto the interior of a wardrobe hung with gowns, the open door revealed a staircase that descended away from them. Small silver lanterns hung from tall columns every few yards and made the pale marble glow. The air coming through the doorway was much warmer than that of a chill March night. Sophie bounced on her toes with glee, but she waited for Eleanor to go first. Once they were all through the gate, Anne pulled the door shut behind them. They took hands and skipped lightly down the three dozen steps to where the passage leveled out. The walk from here took half an hour. The sameness of the marble and columns and lanterns and silence would have gotten tedious if they hadn’t known what awaited them at the end.

Music was the first sign that they were getting close. It began so faintly that Eleanor didn’t know when she began to hear it, but she felt it in her veins before she recognized it with her ears. Soon it echoed through the passage. The murmur of voices soon became audible as well: talking, laughing, singing, calling. Sophie was in front now, half dragging her sisters, one by each hand. The girls began laughing now, too. It was impossible not to. Sophie’s excitement was contagious, and even Eleanor almost forgot the unpleasant taste of untruth.

The passage ended abruptly, spilling them out into a broad, open colonnade. Refreshments on silver platters were piled on stone tables and low columns. Tall, gracious figures gathered around the platters. Another cluster of beautiful people were assembled at the other end of the colonnade. Eleanor and her sisters made for this group. As they approached, elegant ladies and gentlemen stepped aside to let them pass. At last they reached her: the Faerie Queen herself. She sat on a marble throne, wearing a dress as pale as the stone. It was not so totally different from the muslin that Eleanor wore, except that the neck was wide and low, and it had no sleeves. It might have been made of silk; it might have been woven of spider webs and moonlight. The Queen beckoned the girls closer with one ungloved hand. Her olive skin was flawless. Her hair, dark as a moonless night, was pulled up in unruly but somehow perfect curls.

“Welcome, children,” she said. Her voice was low and musical, and her dark eyes sparkled.

Eleanor let go of Sophie’s hand and curtsied. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said.

“It has been long enough since you’ve joined us,” the Queen said. “I will not detain you from the dance.” She dismissed them with a wave.

Sophie led the way back through the crowd to the end of the colonnade where the stone stopped abruptly and a broad, green meadow stretched out. This meadow was already a mass of twirling couples. The musicians were off to the left, near the colonnade.

“This is what a ball should be,” Sophie said.

“Outdoors and with space to move,” Anne agreed.

A tall gentleman broke away from the crowd of dancers, approached them, and bowed. His hair was dark, straight, and long, tied back at the nape of his neck. His eyes gleamed silver like a stream in the sun. He was as ageless as the Queen, as young as spring and as ancient as centuries.

“Welcome, children,” he said warmly. “It is good to see you here again.”

Eleanor suppressed an irritated sigh. She hated that everyone here called them children. It wasn’t condescension—the Fae simply saw their visitors that way. Perhaps they had been little more than children when they’d first been invited to come, five years ago. But Eleanor said nothing. They were only allowed to visit as children.

That was one of the primary rules of their visits to Seventh Night: once they were engaged, they couldn’t return.

She curtsied with her sisters. “Lord River,” she murmured.

Lord River was not his real name, of course. Faeries never gave out their true names. But it was what Mama had called him, and he allowed Eleanor and her sisters to call him that as well. It was he who had come to them that evening, three months after Mama had died, and shown them how to open the gate, and brought them to Faerie for their first ball. He had been the first to greet them at the dancing every Seventh Night since.

“You have lately gone to London,” he said. “Are you settled?”

Anne gave a brief answer. As she finished, two other gentlemen left the dancers. They bowed and held out their hands to Sophie and Anne, who curtsied to Lord River and went with them. Eleanor didn’t recognize the gentlemen, but she rarely did. There were so many people here it was impossible to keep track of them all, and she suspected them of changing their appearances as often as fine ladies changed gowns. But Lord River was always the same, and now he held out his hand to lead Eleanor to the dance.

A waltz struck up just as they reached the center of the meadow. The music felt like its own form of magic, sweeping her into its motion so that her pulse kept time with the rhythm and her feet itched to move. Even if one didn’t like dancing—and Eleanor and her sisters absolutely did—one would be drawn in and enjoy every minute.

Lord River put his free hand on Eleanor’s waist and guided her into the dance, both of them twirling in perfect sync. She knew before he spoke that Anne’s prediction was correct and she’d been singled out for a reason.

“You were indisposed this evening,” he said. “I trust you feel better now?”

“It was nothing,” she said, politely and dismissively. His silver eyes held hers. She blushed. “If we had not left the party, we could not have come here tonight.”

“Could you not have opened a gate at the party? Any doorway will do.”

“No,” Eleanor said. “We would have been missed.”

Lord River was silent for a long moment. Eleanor tried to enjoy the dance—all the Fae were exceptional dancers—but her stomach was knotted, and her cheeks were still hot.

“It would be wise for you to choose truth in all your dealings, Eleanor.”

Lord River’s words stung. She hadn’t actually spoken a lie, and it had only been done at her sisters’ urging. “Why are you reprimanding me alone?” she asked. “My sisters are complicit as well.”

“I am not reprimanding,” Lord River said mildly. “And their choices are their own. You are responsible for yours.” He led her through a complicated turn. “Was it worth it?”

Eleanor could see her sister’s joyful faces as they twirled with their partners. Her sisters were worth everything. “Yes,” she said. Suddenly, she remembered the feeling of Mr. Weston’s eyes on her. “This time.”

“But perhaps not another?”

Eleanor sighed. “Perhaps not.”

“Remember that,” Lord River said as the dance ended.

Eleanor thanked him automatically. Another gentleman claimed her hand for a country dance, and then another. She danced for an hour, giddily carried by the music and the joy of the dance, before she saw another familiar face. Lady Snow stood apart, not among the dancers but also not in the group around Her Majesty. Eleanor politely declined joining the circle dance and made her way to the lady. Lady Snow had been another of Mama’s particular friends. She was lithe and graceful, dressed in pure white silk dotted with icy diamonds. Her hair was white, too, though not from old age. She smiled at Eleanor and took her hand, and together they walked to the refreshments.

“Have you planned your exhibition spells?” Lady Snow asked.

“I have an idea or two,” Eleanor said, accepting a crystalline glass of water. She eyed the colorful hors d’oeuvres on the trays, but didn’t touch. That was another rule: eating the food would trap them in Faerie forever. “I think Sophie has had a much easier time picking songs to perfect on the pianoforte.”

The Faerie’s eyes were the pale blue of shadows on snow. “Perhaps. Which were you thinking?”

“The violets, the rose bouquet, and the rainbow.” They stood for some time discussing spells and illusions before they were called back to the dance.

Eleanor’s mind was full as the last dance ended. She couldn’t stop smiling any more than Sophie or Anne could, but she was ready to say her farewell to Her Majesty and walk back up the passage to her room. She shivered in the cold chamber when they all climbed through the wardrobe door. Closing it behind her, she felt the spell fade. Sophie walked around the room and murmured a single word to end her chronology spell. Before Anne took her lock off the door, though, the three of them sat down on the edge of Eleanor’s bed and took off their shoes. The leather and silk were frayed and worn from the long night of dancing and the walk there and back. Eleanor said the spell-word in her mind as her sisters whispered it beside her. They watched the shoes repair themselves, becoming like new again.

Anne opened the door and peeked out. She nodded at Sophie, who slipped quietly out and down the hall to her room. Anne stayed behind to help Eleanor unpin her hair and remove her gown. Then Anne, too, crept from the room. As Eleanor closed the door behind her, she heard the grandfather clock in the drawing room strike ten. She felt a little thrill at the confirmation that the chronology spell had worked. Her bedchamber, while the spell was on it, had been taken out of the flow of time, hours passing within while minutes passed outside.

Eleanor got into bed for the second time that night. She lay awake for a long time, her feelings in a jumble. She felt the joy and rush of dancing, the persistent awe of Her Majesty, the enthusiasm of discussing magic with Lady Snow, the reproach from Lord River. Mama had always impressed on them the importance of honesty and integrity. But Mama had also impressed on them the importance of keeping Faerie, and their connection with it, secret. How were they going to last the Season in London with a secret that took them from home every Saturday night?








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Eleanor woke late the following morning, only just in time to eat a quick breakfast before dressing for church.

“We would have let you sleep,” Aunt Everley said. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Perfectly well,” Eleanor assured her. “Only tired.” And hungry. Magic used energy just like any other form of exertion, requiring food, water, and sleep to recover. As long as each of them only maintained one of the spells, the sisters could wait until breakfast the next morning, but they were usually famished by then.

Aunt Everley nodded. “Your father told me last night of your family tradition of not making or receiving social calls on Sundays. Given how unused to so busy a social schedule you are, I have agreed to keep this tradition while you are staying with me. I will also limit our evening engagements to four a week so that we may all be sure of adequate rest.”

“Thank you, Aunt,” Eleanor said with real gratitude. She hoped that many of those evenings at home would be Saturday evenings.

When they returned from church, Aunt Everley told the footman to refuse all visitors. The family spent the afternoon in the sitting room. Papa read to them as Anne knit, Aunt Everley sewed, and Eleanor practiced the rainbow spell she’d discussed with Lady Snow. The spell involved taking a cup of water, suspending the droplets in air, and illuminating them all at once.

“That is a lovely rainbow, dear,” her aunt said after half an hour. “But must you make it so wet inside? Isn’t there rain enough outside?”

Eleanor apologized and returned the water to the cup.

She turned her attention to Sophie, who was practicing a new Italian song on the pianoforte. The music was beautiful, but Sophie had to keep asking Papa to pause and help her with the pronunciation.

“Why don’t they write songs in Greek?” Sophie demanded in frustration.

Nobody answered. It was best not to bother Sophie with logic or reason when she was in a mood. Anne just smiled, and Aunt Everley called for tea.




***




They were engaged for most of the week with dinners and evening parties that Aunt Everley had already accepted invitations to. Eleanor didn’t mind the evening parties, though, because the weather was so wet and drab that it kept everyone home during the day. Thursday, however, dawned fine and sunny, and the ladies of the house walked out to enjoy it. Down the street to Portman Square and on to Hyde Park, where half the town seemed to have the same idea. Their progress was stopped every few minutes to greet acquaintances. Not far into the park, they crossed paths with a friend of Aunt Everley’s, Mrs. Graham, and her daughter. The two ladies turned to walk with them. Miss Graham was a pretty but solemn girl of three-and-twenty, and she and Anne struck up a conversation while the older ladies did the same. This left Sophie and Eleanor to walk happily together. Sophie paused to admire the buds on every tree and notice the shoots of all the hyacinths. Eleanor acknowledged her sister’s remarks but soon grew bored and began to watch the people parading through the park. She noticed two gentlemen coming along an adjoining path. She couldn’t see their faces, but they were talking animatedly. On noticing them, one of the gentlemen took his leave of the other and approached them. As he came, Eleanor noticed that he was limping, and she recognized him just a moment before he bowed to her aunt.

“Mr. Weston, how good to see you!” Aunt Everley said. “May I introduce my friend, Mrs. Graham, and her daughter? This is Mr. Weston, a magician and a cousin of Lady Sterling’s.”

Mr. Weston bowed again and requested to join their party. Aunt Everley agreed readily, and Mr. Weston fell in to walk beside Eleanor and Sophie.

“You’re looking well, Miss Eleanor,” he said. “I trust you are feeling better?”

The last time they’d seen Mr. Weston was the evening of the false headache. “I’m feeling very well today,” she assured him. “The headache of last Saturday was nothing, really.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I’m surprised residents of London don’t have headaches every day—it is so crowded and smoky here.”

“Do you not like town?” asked Eleanor.

“I prefer open spaces,” he admitted. “After seven years at sea, and most of my life in country houses, I find town somewhat oppressive.”

“So do I,” Sophie agreed. “Is it business that brings you to town, if you’d rather be in the country?”

“Sophie!” Eleanor hissed. Her sister had not yet learned to control the urge to pry into other people’s affairs.

A smile twitched at the corner of Mr. Weston’s mouth. “A perfectly reasonable question,” he said. “My friend Cole promised Lady Sterling to spend the Season with her, and he insisted that I come too. He seems to think I’ve been away from Society for too long.”

They walked in silence for a moment, before Eleanor observed the first daffodils. This introduced the subject of flowers and fine weather. Eleanor couldn’t help but notice that Mr. Weston’s limp was significantly worse than it had been the previous week at Lady Sterling’s ball.

After several minutes, Eleanor’s curiosity was too much to bear, and she couldn’t resist the urge to pry either. “Please forgive the impertinence, Mr. Weston, but I must ask: did you receive a wound in your time at sea?”

Mr. Weston colored slightly and looked down at his left leg. “I did, Miss Eleanor, and as you see, it still pains me at times, particularly after rain such as we have had recently.”

“Could magic not have prevented it?” Sophie asked.

“The rain? Or the ball from a pistol catching me just above the knee?” he said.

Eleanor began to wish she hadn’t brought up the subject. Mr. Weston seemed perfectly cheerful and willing to talk, however.

“Oh, I know one can’t prevent the rain,” Sophie said. “Nor even delay it for long.”

“Could magic have prevented the injury, then?” Mr. Weston said. “Possibly. But at the time, my attention and spells were focused on protecting the crew and keeping the ship afloat. I didn’t see the man with the pistol until it was too late.”

“Oh,” Sophie said.

“Magic did keep me from losing the leg,” Mr. Weston added. “But this is hardly suitable conversation for young ladies.”

“But were you able to save the ship?” Eleanor asked.

“With help, yes,” Mr. Weston said, with a quirk at the corner of his mouth.

Eleanor wanted to ask more about such sea adventures, but at that moment, Mrs. Graham and her daughter made their goodbyes and left. Aunt Everley and Anne now joined the conversation.

“Do you have any plans now that you’re back in the country, Mr. Weston?” Aunt Everley asked.

“Nothing decided,” he said. “I’d like to do something useful, but I haven’t found anything to suit yet. After seven years of service to king and country, I want something active and of practical importance.”

“Something with magic?” Anne asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“I’d like to hear, sometime, about the magic you’ve done,” Eleanor said. “I don’t often get to meet a practicing magician.”

“Please don’t start her talking about magic,” Sophie groaned. “She won’t stop for hours.”

Eleanor blushed and made a face at her sister. “I could say the same about your Greek poets,” she shot back.

“Girls,” Aunt Everley said reprovingly.

At that moment, a young man walking the opposite way gave a start and exclaimed, “Weston! Is that you? It’s been years!”

Mr. Weston excused himself to speak to the gentleman. The ladies studied the newcomer. He was not tall, but he was dressed with simple elegance and carried himself confidently. He had a round, cheerful face and an easy smile. Mr. Weston soon brought him over to them and introduced him as Mr. John Farrow.

“We were at Oxford together,” Mr. Weston explained.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Farrow,” Aunt Everley said.

“The pleasure is mine.” Mr. Farrow bowed.

“Are you a magician too?” Eleanor asked.

“Not at all,” he said easily. “I never had an aptitude for it. I’m the curate of a parish in Essex.”

“Indeed,” Aunt Everley said. They began to speak of people and places in the county, as Aunt Everley had lived for many years near Halstead. Before long, they were back at the entrance of the park, and the party divided. The ladies walked home, all well satisfied with their outing.




***




At breakfast the next morning, Anne looked up eagerly when Harvey, the footman, brought the day’s post. Several invitations were set before Aunt Everley, and a business letter for Papa, but nothing for the girls.

“Were you expecting a letter?” Papa asked.

“No,” Anne sighed. “I was only hoping to hear from Henry. He’s been at Mr. Smith’s for several months now, you know, and I haven’t heard from him.”

“A boy of eleven will hardly write often to his sister,” Aunt Everley said, glancing over the invitations.

“No, I know,” Anne said. “And Charles isn’t a good example for him as to how to maintain a correspondence. Have you heard from Charles lately, Papa?”

“About a month ago,” Papa said, “before we came to London. He wrote that both he and Henry were well. I don’t expect to hear from him again for another two or three months.”

Anne frowned at her plate. “Well, I suppose that it won’t hurt if I write to Henry. A boy may not choose to write to his sisters, but his sisters may write to him, and it may do away with any homesickness he might be feeling.”

She got up to leave the table.

“When you’re finished your letter, dear, I would like to discuss our dinner party,” Aunt Everley said.

“What dinner party?” Eleanor asked.

“The first of several that we shall host this season,” Aunt Everley said. She frowned at Eleanor and Sophie. “Did you think that all our evenings would be spent out on the town? Someone must host.”

Eleanor met Sophie’s wide eyes. “I hadn’t actually thought about it,” Eleanor admitted. “All the newness of being in town made the reciprocity of hosting slip my mind.”

Sophie nodded.

Papa chuckled and got up. “Being in town can make a lot of things slip one’s mind until one is used to it. Enjoy your planning. I’m off to meet Lord Rupert at the club.”

He left, and Anne went to the sitting room to write her letter. Eleanor finished her breakfast and followed her. She’d left her copy of Ford’s upstairs; she’d purchased a new book of illusions at Hatchard’s soon after arriving in town, and now she took it with her to a seat by the window. If they were to have a dinner party, Aunt Everley was sure to expect the girls to entertain their guests with their accomplishments. Sophie would play and sing, and Anne, if she wasn’t too busy playing hostess, would choose either to play the pianoforte like Sophie or do magic. It was never a question with Eleanor: she always did magic. It was just a matter of choosing which spell would make the biggest splash with a London audience.

She was distracted by Harvey opening the door to announce visitors in the drawing room, and she was more than surprised to hear that it was Mr. Weston and his friend, Mr. Farrow. Eleanor got up to join them.

Anne lingered at the writing desk. “I’ll be there in a moment,” she said. “I’m nearly done my letter.”

Eleanor nodded and rested her hand on her sister’s shoulder as she passed. “Give Henry my love,” she said.

The gentlemen rose as she entered the drawing room. Aunt Everley and Sophie were already there, and a maid arrived on Eleanor’s heels with the tea service. Eleanor curtsied and took a seat, excusing Anne as she did so.

“She’s finishing a letter to our youngest brother Henry,” she said. “He’s recently gone to be educated in the home of a private gentleman, and she’s afraid he might be homesick. It’s his first time away from home.”

Mr. Farrow smiled. “Has she had a letter from him? I’m sure I never thought to write when I was that age.”

Eleanor smiled. “Not yet, but I expect he will send a few lines—he and Anne have been particularly close since Mama passed away.”

Aunt Everley poured the tea and handed it around. “I’m sure if it weren’t for Anne’s affection for Henry he would have been sent to Mr. Smith earlier. Charles as well. It is hard enough for young ladies to take over the running of a house like Fairfield Hall without younger brothers in the way.”

“Miss Travis was with us,” Eleanor reminded her. “Sophie and I were still young enough for a governess, and she taught the boys too. I’m afraid most of the hard work of running the house fell to Anne, with Miss Travis so occupied with the other four of us.”

“For the first few years,” Aunt Everley agreed. “But you and Sophie have stepped up in the years since.”

Eleanor wasn’t sure she could quite agree to that. Sophie escaped outdoors with her Greek poetry more often than she strictly ought to, and Eleanor spent much more time practicing magic than a woman with a household to run should. But she couldn’t correct her aunt in front of company without being rude, and to be fair, most of the spells she’d practiced were household spells to make things easier on Anne and the staff. Most households made do without magic, unless a magician lived there, and Eleanor had had a beast of a time trying to find useful spells. She’d designed several of her own and had accumulated a small library of spell books. But despite Eleanor’s efforts to help, she knew Anne had shouldered most of the burden.

Anne joined them soon after, and Eleanor saw admiration in Mr. Farrow’s face. She supposed that however good his income, a clergyman would prefer a hard-working, active wife to one of the young insipid beauties who’d never had to lift a finger unless it was to play the pianoforte. Anne sat on the couch beside Aunt Everley, with Mr. Farrow in a chair nearby. After some discussion of the weather and what Mr. Farrow had seen since coming to town, Mr. Weston was prevailed on by the whole group to tell them something of his sea battles. His assigned frigate, HMS Reward, had been in the fighting near Lissa and Toulon. He told only as much as could be acceptable for young ladies, particularly with their aunt present, but even so, the whole room was on the edge of their seats. The corner of his mouth quirked in amusement at their eager attention. Eleanor giggled and sat back. Sophie blushed and followed suit.
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Friday night held another card party. Eleanor contrived to sit as near the slightly open window as possible. She had no wish to feign another headache, nor to get a real one, and Aunt Everley kept a close watch on her for the first half of the evening. Seeing that Eleanor was settled in a good place, however, and that she showed no signs of indisposition, Aunt Everley turned her attention to the whist table. The card games were lively, and the only disappointment Eleanor felt in the evening was that Mr. Weston had not been among the party.

They spent the following evening at home, and Eleanor was perfectly happy to go upstairs with her sisters to prepare for bed early. Aunt Everley had assigned one of her maids to them, a widow of nine-and-twenty named Sarah, with auburn curls and a face full of freckles. She was cheerful and eager to please, but tonight they assured her that they were used to helping each other at home, and they could do just as well here.

“Getting ready in the morning is a different matter,” Anne told her. “We’ll want your help to dress for church. But we can handle preparing for bed on our own tonight.”

So they were left alone. Eleanor locked the door, with both key and spell. Anne and Sophie had smuggled their own pale pink muslins into Eleanor’s wardrobe earlier in the day, and now they changed into their evening dresses and matching shoes. Anne walked the perimeter of the room, Sophie muttered the spell at the wardrobe door, and the three of them slipped down the marble staircase to dance in the Faerie Queen’s court.

The process was habit by now, having done it weekly for five years, but tonight it struck Eleanor how different their experience was to Mama’s. She never knew when memories of Mama would hit, only that they would come and that the frequency didn’t diminish no matter how much time passed. Now, as she walked through the marble tunnel with her sisters, Eleanor remembered Mama sitting on the edge of the bed where she lay snuggled with Anne, Sophie tucked in her trundle bed beside them.

“What story shall I tell tonight?” Mama’s voice was smooth as satin and soft as silk.

“Faerie,” Sophie begged eagerly.

Mama looked to Anne and Eleanor, and when neither of them protested, she began the story they’d heard more often than any other. “Once upon a time, when I was a girl of thirteen, I lay awake one night, unable to sleep. My sister Beatrice lay in the bed beside me, snoring, but it wasn’t the noise that kept me awake. There was a strange kind of quiet in the house—a waiting, an expectation. Suddenly, I saw a man in my room, standing beside my window. I opened my mouth to scream but quickly stifled it. He was watching me, waiting to see what I’d do, so I watched him too. He was tall and elegant and flawless, and after a few minutes of staring at each other, he moved to the door to the nursery, which connected to ours. When he opened it, I didn’t see the nursery. I saw a stairway lit by silver lanterns. He held out his hand to me, inviting me to come with him. Beatrice was still snoring, oblivious to my movement as I sat up and swung my legs out of bed. The man frowned at my nightdress, and suddenly I found myself wearing a ball gown, the kind that Beatrice wore now that she’d come out. I laughed and took his hand and went with him through the gate, positive that I was dreaming.”

By this point in the story, Sophie’s eyes had closed, her breathing slow and steady. Beside Eleanor, Anne gave a soft sigh and nestled deeper into her pillow. Mama lowered her voice and leaned in, telling the rest to Eleanor alone.

“He led me to a wide glade filled with the most beautiful dancers, and introduced me to the queen. I spent hours dancing with them. When the ball ended, he escorted me home, promising to teach me spells that I would need to come back. I fell into bed and slept soundly. When I woke in the morning, I was in my nightgown, and there was no sign of a magic land on the other side
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