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To Susie, it’s always your fault.
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Author’s
Note
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English, this book is told from the point of view of two characters, one
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to see the same words spelled differently, sometimes even on the same page. So,
as I promised in the author’s notes to Full English, this time those
spellings are consistently British. That said, there were still a few instances
where British formal spellings and British common spellings conflicted, and
when that happened, we asked actual Brits what would feel most natural given
the character’s social class and geographical region. Obviously, language and
dialect always carry a bit of subjectivity, so I hope you’ll give the
Northumbrians I leaned on the benefit of the doubt in this area.


Also, while the settings of this book are very much inspired
by the places my family and I lived in and explored around Northern England, I
had to take a few liberties with the towns and other locations that required I
create a fictional village, dukedom, and castle. I hope those who know the area
will still see the places and landmarks they love reflected in the story that
follows, while understanding why the legalities of writing around them required
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Chapter
One


Vic changed gears on the Land Rover as she pulled off
the motorway and started up the steep incline that marked her turn away from
the sea. The road narrowed, and her chest tightened in anticipation. Winding
first past a small orchard, and then along a brook that raced over stones, she
sat a little taller as she neared the top of the familiar rise. A glint of
sinking sun sparked the first flash of gold against white in the distance. A flag
snapped back, then waved straight out as if the lion emblazoned on it had seen
her coming. It was silly and sentimental to think her family standard might be
eager to see her return, but she was the only person in the car, so what did a
little sentiment hurt?


Atop the rise, her breath caught at the picturesque
panorama before her. She slowed nearly to a stop. The valley spread out as far
as the eye could see. Trees gave way to an expansive meadow rushing over hill
and dale until it rose into a slope of green, moved not by nature but man.
Steep earthworks rose sharply into the classically notched sandstone fortress
of Penchant Castle. 


From here she couldn’t make out the cannons atop the
battlements that looked low compared to the mammoth central keep they’d once
protected from the threats of England’s borderlands. Those dangers had faded
from the landscape over the centuries, but little about the inward bailey had
changed to reflect the reduced threat. Then again, maybe the threats hadn’t
vanished so much as morphed.


Vic shook her head and urged the car forward, picking
up speed to match the rush of relief surging through her. As she drew closer,
zipping over smaller hills and across a bridge barely big enough to accommodate
her vehicle, the castle loomed steadily larger in her view. Strong, proud,
imposing, comforting, and so many other things all rolled into one impressive
package; she no longer tried to sort the myriad of emotions the expansive
compound inspired in her. The complexities couldn’t be separated from each
other any more than they could be separated from her, and today she cared less
about those conflicts than ones she’d left behind her to the north.


Vic slowed as she rolled through a bondgate marking
the town that had sprung up under the historic protection of the Duke of
Northland. Cobblestone streets rumbled under her tires, and the long, grey
rowhouses threatened to obscure her destination, but Penchant Castle refused to
be concealed. Down every side street and over every roof, its impenetrable
walls and octagonal tower demanded their due. When she made the last slow turn
onto a wide old military boulevard, she had her final unobstructed view of the
grey stone, bathed in orange glow and showered in her own sentiment. 


She was home.


Pushing a little button on her dashboard, she waited
for the heavy iron gate to rise before her. Thankfully, it was too late in the
day for tourists or summer staff to mill about the grounds or gawk at her with
their discreet whispers and not nearly as discreet cameras. Still, she made a
point to smile and nod her acknowledgment to the lone security officer
stationed at the gate house. He returned the gesture with a slight bow of his
head, and with that minor formality observed, she blew out the last of the
tension she’d been holding.


Then, turning toward the inner bailey, she sucked the
stale air right back into her lungs.


“What the . . .” Hitting the brake hard enough to vent
her surprise, she also managed to stall the engine. A large white lorry blocked
the entire archway into the tightly enclosed courtyard, accompanied by the
muffled voices of people doing God-only-knew-what inside.


Staring at the offending vehicle for several minutes,
her sense of dread grew as each unreasonable possibility whirred through her
mind. Surely no one would pull into a gated and guarded castle to rob them
blind, but it was also prime tourist season, so no one would’ve scheduled
anything major in the way of renovations or restorations either. If there had
been a significant disaster via flood or fire, surely someone would’ve called
her or her father before contracting for repairs. Her serenity evaporated at
the realisation that no easy explanation met well with any logical one.


Climbing out and slamming the door to the Rover, she
squeezed between the cargo compartment of the lorry and the stone walls into
the courtyard. The smaller space was abuzz with activity. Men in Pickford polos
hurried back and forth like ants carrying food toward their mound, only instead
of leaves and berries, these little foot soldiers carried rugs, lamps, and her
family’s antique fainting couch.


“Pardon me,” she called out. “What are you doing with
that?”


“Loading.” A man with a rough growth of dark facial
hair stated the obvious.


“For what purpose?”


He shrugged and hoisted the low legs of the couch onto
the bed of the enclosed compartment. “I don’t ask questions. I lift, I move, I
get paid.”


Oh, to live with such a clear purpose. “Can you at least tell me on
whose authority you do those things?”


He wrinkled his nose and furrowed his brow.


“There’s a lady inside, Miss,” the younger man holding
the other end of the couch offered.


“Inside?” Her pulse accelerated a few more beats per
minute. Of course, she’d known the furniture came from inside the residence,
but the mental image of some strange woman giving orders to hired men in her
own living room sent her stomach plummeting. 


Vic jogged up the front steps and through the
ceremonial entryway, taking fleeting note that nothing there had been displaced
before she turned toward the grand staircase. Another pair of men came toward
her carrying an ornately carved end table she’d never been overly fond of, but
she didn’t have to like her mother’s furniture to care that someone was making
off with it. She practically sprang up the large marble stairs. As she
approached the first-story landing, she passed another man who carried only a
small statue of Athena. 


“Where’s your supervisor?” she barked, and he nodded
over his shoulder.


She bounded up two more stairs and into a formal
sitting room. Looking left, then right, she didn’t see any more removal
employees. She didn’t see anyone at all. Childhood games of hide and seek had
taught her one of the downsides to living in such a large estate was that one
could end up running in circles all day without encountering the person they
sought. The best course of action often involved staying put and, given that
her family’s belongings all seemed to be flowing down the stairs, this seemed
as good a place as any to make a stand. 


At least all the remaining furniture seemed in its
place. Not that she would know for sure, as she didn’t spend much time here.
Mostly the room was set up for official tours. She certainly wouldn’t want to
sit on any of those fancy chairs, or . . . her gaze fell on an old umbrella
rack in the corner. She didn’t have to know the space well to know the walking
stick standing upright in the bin didn’t belong there. She picked up the staff
and suffered an untimely bit of nostalgia. Her grandfather had carved the wood
with a silver knife while she sat beside him and listened to her grandmother
read.


Her grandmother. 


Her eyes darted around the room until they fell on the
bare patch of wall where her rapier should have hung. Her blood boiled. None of
the furniture had been personal, and even the prospect of a stranger running
roughshod over her home didn’t compare with the rage she felt at the thought of
anyone touching that sword.


Hide-and-seek strategy be damned, she was ready to
release the proverbial hounds when she spun around and saw the tip of a metal
hilt sticking out of a brown cardboard cylinder. It took her two steps to reach
it, and in one grand flourish she unsheathed the blade. 


God help whoever’d tried to make off with this. She
gave a quick flick of her wrist and relished the whoosh the metal made as it
slashed the air.


“Unhand the sword,” a firm voice ordered from behind
her.


Quite the opposite of the command, she whirled, arm at
the ready until her eyes landed on the woman who’d issued the order. 


Vic blinked a few times, as if trying to make sense of
the strikingly beautiful body clad in traditional tan riding breaches that
smoothly stretched from the top of tall leather equestrian boots, over
smouldering curves of thighs and hips, and all the way up to a high, slender
waist. From there, a gauzy white blouse flowed loosely everywhere but the bust.
The woman’s ample assets stressed the last button before the barest hint of
exposed cleavage and collarbone. Vic stared at that meeting point only a second
too long before the odd word choice finally seeped through her haze, and she
snapped her attention to the woman’s dark, defiant eyes.


Struck nearly speechless once more, she managed only
to squeak out, “Unhand?”


The woman lifted her chin and stared down her nose at
Vic. “Release it.”


Instead of obeying, she stepped forward, tightening
her grip on the hilt. Her anger flared at being spoken to with such disdain
when it was she who had the right to make demands here.


To her credit the woman didn’t back away even as Vic
swung the blade more pointedly in her direction. 


The intruder cut an imposing figure. Her boots made
her only a smidge taller than Vic, but her bearing amplified her stature.
Strong bone structure and dark hair pulled severely back from her smooth sienna
face paired flawlessly with the haughty line of her lips. More impressively,
her poise was so unfaltering that if the woman had commanded anything other
than a symbolic severing of Vic’s birthright, she might have complied.


“Look, I don’t know who you think you are.”


“Lady Regina Bronwyn Alistair.”


Vic narrowed her eyes, unable to quite place the
woman’s posh accent. The name managed to sound both vaguely familiar and
utterly contrived all at once. The resulting disconnect caused her guard to
falter, and she lowered the tip of the rapier as she tried to place the name.
The move proved poorly timed, because Lady Regina made use of the lapse to
quickly sidestep the false edge of the sword and push well into Vic’s personal
space. Then in the same fluid motion, the woman placed a hand firmly around
Vic’s on the hilt, and pressed down, pinning the rapier between them.


“And who are you?”


Her mouth went dry, both at being so swiftly disarmed
and the woman’s sudden proximity. The chill emanating from the impressive body
somehow managed to heat Vic to her core, as their eyes locked. “I’m Vic.”


“Vic?”


“Toria.” She sighed and collected herself. “Victoria.
Victoria Charlotte Algernon Penchant, if you must.”


Lady Regina arched an eyebrow coolly.


The lack of reception rubbed Vic raw once more. Why
had she entered into a battle of wills and arousal with this stranger in her
own home? Was her sense of self so weak? 


She belonged here. 


This woman did not. 


Honestly, those were among the few things she knew for
certain, and still her voice lacked conviction as she cleared her throat and
added, “If you don’t remove yourself from my living room immediately, I won’t
hesitate to contact the proper authorities.”


A flash of something dark sparked in the woman’s eyes,
and the corner of her tight lips gave a little twitch. “Living room?”


Odd that she’d homed in on that word instead of, immediately
or authorities. Still, Vic made use of the brief upper hand to attempt a
withdrawal to a more suitable distance, but as she stepped back, the woman’s
hand tightened around her own, and, by extension, the rapier.


Vic’s eyes flicked quickly to the place where strong
fingers held hers captive, then back to the woman, and the last of her poise
faltered. Her heart hammered in her chest as a fight-or-flight instinct took
hold of her senses. The other woman must have seen it as well, because in the
rush of fear, they both reacted in the same way.


“Security!” they called simultaneously, and with equal
force, but before Vic could fully register the coincidence, several people ran
in from opposing doorways.


To her right, and to her relief, a few familiar faces
of her estate staff appeared, but behind the woman who’d yet to release her,
another stranger sprinted into the room, followed by the house steward, James.


“Your Ladyship?” He lowered his head, then catching
sight of the rapier, snapped his eyes up once more. “Are you quite all right,
ma’am?”


“Yes,” both she and Regina answered in unison again.
They stared at each other for another long, tense second before the corner of
Regina’s pressed lips curled up slightly.


“For the love of God,” the woman with James called
out, in a distinctly American accent. “Cut. End scene. Break. Whatever the hell
your safe word is, Sophia, I’m using it right now.”


The woman snorted and cracked only the smuggest of
smiles before she slowly released Vic’s hand and stepped back. “Sophia?” Vic
asked. It was the only thing she could manage to process amid the piles of
mounting questions. “You introduced yourself as Regina.”


“Oh, Sophia, you didn’t.” The woman with James stepped
forward. “I apologize completely, for that and any other confusion we may have
caused. I’m Talia Stamos, producer and screenwriter.” 


“And this,” Talia gestured to the woman who still held
Vic’s attention, “is our lead actress, Sophia LeBlanc, who’s currently flexing
her method-acting muscles to prepare for playing the role of Princess Regina
Alistair.”


Vic fought the urge to step back or collapse as all
the tension left her body. She’d not interrupted a robbery, but rather stepped
into a film scene with a Hollywood powerhouse. Embarrassment came quickly on
the edge of her relief, but if Sophia could play the role of princess
convincingly, then Vic could certainly summon enough gravitas to greet her
properly. 


Giving a small, stately bow, she extended her hand to
Sophia. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Madam LeBlanc.”


Sophia raised an eyebrow before accepting Vic’s hand
with a half-hearted squeeze. “Likewise, I’m sure.”


••••


“Don’t mind her,” Talia cut in, practically shoving
Sophia’s arm out of the way and taking this Victoria woman’s hand with a weak
half-bow, half-curtsey.


Sophia rolled her eyes as her friend began to fawn,
pouring on every ounce of properness her little middle-class heart could
muster. 


“Your Ladyship, there seems to have been an error on
the contracts we signed for our on-location shoots at Penchant Castle.” Talia tried again.


“Americans.” The butler, or whoever he was, offered
the entirety of his explanation and handed his boss a small stack of papers.


Victoria scanned them quickly, her brow furrowing in a
way that made her appear older than she’d initially seemed. The woman had gone
through a myriad of shifts over the last few moments, though, so Sophia didn’t
find her new, studious expression any more discordant than her entitlement as
she’d demanded explanations, or her arousal as she’d surveyed Sophia like she
might inspect one of the oil paintings on the walls all around them.


“We didn’t mean any disrespect, Your Ladyship,” Talia
pressed. “We showed up on time, and we presented the contract to your staff,
then went about our work as scheduled.”


“They presented their contract to a summer staff
member who didn’t know any better, and he will be summarily fired upon
reporting for work tomorrow,” Mr. Butler-Man stated drolly.


Victoria didn’t argue with the “off with their heads”
proclamation as she flipped through to another page.


“We didn’t know there was a difference between summer
staff and full-time staff,” Talia explained. 


James shook his head as if he found this distasteful.
“I was in the residence at the time, and before I even saw the removal van,
they’d pulled into the courtyard and made off with several important pieces.”


“We followed all the procedures outlined in the
contract,” Talia pointed out. “Local movers, no paintings, proper wrapping and
padding of artifacts—”


“You’re in the wrong room.” James sniffed his disdain.


“We didn’t know that,” Talia pleaded.


“Hardly inspires confidence.”


“Your people told us—”


Victoria raised a hand, causing both James and Talia
to fall silent.


Sophia couldn’t help but feel a little impressed. What
she wouldn’t give to silence her detractors with the flick of her wrist. And
this woman managed to do so without wearing any of the ridiculous costumes
Sophia would have to wear over the course of the film to convey that sort of
authority. Victoria managed to speak quietly and dress like an Eddie Bauer
catalogue model without undercutting her gravitas. 


Then again, she wasn’t playacting at authority. She’d
been born into it, which of course was why Sophia wasn’t taken in by her blue
jeans and form-fitting cable knit sweater, or those clear blue eyes. She’d seen
the full ferocity the others had only witnessed the tail end of. This castle
dweller would’ve gladly run her through only moments ago. 


Well, she smiled at the memory, maybe not gladly.
Sophia made a living by understanding how people conveyed emotions, and
Victoria had managed to convey quite a few of them during their brief
interaction, most notably a healthy dose of attraction. 


“You may be excused on all counts,” Victoria finally
said, handing the papers back to Talia. “Except you showed up three months too
early.”


“No, we didn’t,” Talia said quickly, then adjusted her
tone. “I’m sorry, Your Ladyship, but I beg to differ.”


Sophia rolled her eyes again at the forced formality.
Talia Stamos was known as a bit of a ballbuster in the movie business, but she
didn’t act the part now, as she practically grovelled before this rich heiress.
Though to be fair, the begging may have had less to do with the woman’s station
and more to do with the fact that Victoria held the keys to the literal castle.


“The contract states we’re supposed to arrive on
7/10,” Talia pressed.


“Exactly, October seventh.”


“No, 7/10 is July tenth . . . unless . . . oh Lord,
you all format your dates backwards over here.”


Victoria straightened her shoulders. “Perhaps it’s you
who format your dates backwards. We are still in England, are we not?” 


Talia raised her hands apologetically. “You’re right,
we are, and I want to be respectful, but the contract was written in Los
Angeles.”


“And signed here.”


“But also, signed and filed legally in California.”


“And yet, not to belabour the point,” Victoria kept
her tone even, “but, the document spells out legal terms for the use of English
property.”


Talia sighed heavily, and Sophia started to feel a
little bad for her. She shouldn’t even be the one having this conversation. It
wasn’t a screenwriter’s or producer’s job to run interference with local
authorities, but Talia had been so much more than any one title could convey on
this project. She’d fought for every detail of this film from long before even
Sophia came on board. Now that she’d finally gotten on set, she should’ve been
able to hand over the arguing to someone else, and yet here she was, having to
basically fall to her knees before some blond-haired, blue-eyed, genetic poster
girl for superior breeding. 


Sophia’s resentment rose in her again. 


It was bad enough the two of them were even there
instead of being able to trust the crew to get the pre-filming parts right. It
was bad enough their interns couldn’t get the dates right. It was worse that
she’d spend the next few months of her life taking direction from a pretty boy,
playboy, rich boy director who lacked any genuine artistic vision. She didn’t
need some pretty girl, playgirl, rich girl to make them grovel for the
privilege of doing so.


And now that Victoria had regained her composure, she
carried all the confidence she’d lacked when Sophia held her hand pinned to
that silly sword. Then again, money could cut as sharply as any blade, and this
woman was likely more comfortable wielding financial power anyway.


“The fact of the matter,” Talia said calmly, “is we’re
here now. We’ve flown principal cast and quite a bit of equipment across the
ocean.”


“Then you can fly it back again in three months,”
Victoria said, not unkindly, but with no room for compromise.


“The seasons won’t be right for the story, the cast
has other commitments, the budget already spent, and I understand you don’t see
any of those things as your problem, but there has to be some other way to make
this work,” Talia pleaded. “Please, Emma has told me so many wonderful things
about you.”


“Emma?”


“Yes, Emma Volant and I have been friends for years.”


Victoria’s demeanour changed so quickly Sophia had to
blink a few times to make sure she was still looking at the same woman. Her
ladyship shed all pretense in a single second as she threw her head back and
stared skyward, as if she could somehow see through the high-vaulted ceiling
and straight into heaven. All the tension fell from her shoulders as she rolled
out her neck and ran her fingers through long, blond hair. When she returned to
them from wherever her mind had gone, even her facial features had transformed,
lips, cheeks, eyes, all lifted on a smile so open Sophia’s breath hitched in
her throat.


It wasn’t that she hadn’t noticed the woman’s beauty.
She’d have to be blind not to, but her affect had been forced, her appeal cool
and detached in a business sort of way. The demeanour came from privilege and
practice, and even Sophia could project similar bearing with the right makeup
and lighting. As someone who had cultivated the look for herself, she generally
had no trouble seeing through it in others, but for those transforming seconds,
Vic shattered the façade and revealed something so perfectly genuine Sophia
couldn’t even breathe deeply. 


She had the presence of mind to realize this strong a
reaction was very, very bad, but not enough of her wits about her to look away
as Vic’s smile encompassed her once again. 


“Emma is a dear friend,” she said almost
apologetically, but not fully managing to appear chagrined. “If you’re friends
of hers, I’d be remiss not to welcome you into my home.”


“So, we can resume our prep work?” Talia asked
optimistically.


“Kindly refrain from moving anything else this
evening,” Vic said quickly. “I give my word I’ll do whatever’s in my power to
find a way to juggle your needs with those of the estate, but please understand
this endeavour has become infinitely more complex than any of us originally
planned for.”


Then she turned back to Sophia, those blue eyes
darker. “Ms. LeBlanc, I hope you’ll understand those complications as well.”


Sophia snorted softly, trying to regain some of the detachment
that had dominated her emotions moments ago, but she couldn’t bring herself to
do anything further, because at her core she agreed very much with Victoria’s
assessment of the situation. Everything suddenly felt more much complicated
than it had moments earlier.


Chapter
Two


James followed the women out, but Victoria hadn’t left
the living room by the time he returned. She stood at the floor-to-ceiling
windows, still holding the hilt of her grandmother’s rapier loosely in her
hand.


“Are you all right, Your Ladyship?”


She forced her standard business smile back into place
as she turned to face him. “Yes. Thank you, James.”


He nodded toward the weapon. “Would you like me to
return that to its proper place?” 


“You probably should. I don’t think we’ll face any
more intruders this evening.” She handed over the sword. “And even if we did,
I’m sure it could be used as easily against me as for me.”


He didn’t even pretend he had more faith in her than
she had in herself. “Perhaps when they return, your father should be present.”


She swallowed a heavy sigh. “I’ll make that suggestion
when I speak with him this evening.”


“Shall I ring him for you now?”


No rest for the weary, of course. She’d looked forward
to a full night alone with her own thoughts. Now she would’ve gladly settled
for ten minutes to herself, and yet even that small measure was apparently too
much to ask.


“No, thank you, I’ll do so immediately. Could I bother
you to join me in the study, in about an hour?”


“Of course, ma’am. Would you like me to summon anyone
else in the interim?”


The question suggested he thought she should, but her
brain was full to the brim, and she had bigger questions to answer first.
“Let’s wait and see what conclusion my father and I arrive at.”


“Very well.” He nodded and took his leave. Vic wished
she could do the same, but she’d just given herself a mere hour to formulate a
course of action, get her father’s approval, and figure out how to begin
implementing details she’d yet to conceive.


She strode through the large dining room, down a
wood-panelled corridor, and into her father’s formal study. Unlike many other
fathers, he’d never barred her from his sanctuary. Throughout the years he’d
patiently explained a multitude of concepts, from lines of succession to land
grants to resource conservation, in here. He’d never shied away from the
complexities of their lives, always giving her a fair chance to understand what
was at stake and form her own opinions. Now that their roles were slowly
reversing, she owed him nothing less.


Dropping into his high-backed leather desk chair, she
dialled his number by heart. It took only two rings before his gentle voice
conveyed the smile she couldn’t see. “Do you miss us already?”


“Always.”


“Good, then you’ll be back tomorrow?”


Vic sighed at the mix of emotions the questions
inspired in her. She didn’t relish the tasks that would now keep her at the
castle much longer than expected, but she’d be lying to herself and to him if
she said she wanted to rush back to Scotland. 


“Uh-oh,” he said. “Your silence is ominous. Let me
find a quieter place to talk. Then you can tell me all about what’s keeping you
away.”


She doubted she’d tell him all about it. She’d stick
to business, as it was easier to understand than her mental state. It wasn’t
that she didn’t love Scotland. She had such happy memories there. As a child
she’d run free on their family’s summer retreats. She’d climbed windswept rocks
and run barefoot through fields. She’d never been expected to wear dresses or
tie back her hair. When had it all changed? It would be easy to associate that
level of happiness with childhood, but not her childhood. The rules had always
been different when in residence at the castle, or at boarding school, and
anyway, Scotland continued its wildness well past her teenage years. 


She’d learned to hold her whiskey in Scotland. She’d
learned to hold Maggie Armstrong there, too. The two of them kissed atop crags
and tangled together during days so long the twilight never seemed to fully
fade. And even after those escapades also gave way to adulthood, she still
cherished the memories of building a wee stick fort for her niece, Abigail. It
hadn’t been so long ago that she’d patrolled the perimeter of their
imaginations playing the role of protector against the big bad wolf, played
perhaps too convincingly by . . . Robert.


She sighed. There it was, suddenly, the moment of when
the change had occurred shone crystal clear, though the events around that
moment felt fractured. Perhaps crystal shards offered a more fitting allusion
to that particular memory, both precious and sharp.


“Vic?” her father asked.


“Yes?”


“You’ve managed to sigh twice in the moment it took me
to walk into the next room.” His voice was gentle as always, and she
experienced a new wave of guilt for what she was about to do. Summer offered
their only prolonged chance to connect these days, but he more than anyone in
the world would understand the responsibility weighing on her shoulders.


“We’ve had a mix-up with the filming crew for Emma
Volant’s movie.”


“What sort of a mix-up?”


Vic told him about the paperwork, the furniture
removal, and James’s annoyance, leaving out only the part where a beautiful
woman disarmed her in both the literal and figurative sense. She couldn’t let
her mind wander back to Sophia LeBlanc’s imposing physical presence and cold
indifference, or she’d never be able to maintain her focus.


“What do you think?” he asked, when she finished
relaying the details.


She knew what she wanted to do, but she didn’t want to
overplay her hand and show her bias, so she first laid out the key arguments
for sending the film crew back to Hollywood empty-handed. “This is our busiest
time. We have our summer schedule set. Many families have already planned
visits to the area, and local business owners who depend on the tourism traffic
would bear an undue burden if we suffered unexpected closures.”


“Certainly.”


“And yet those same businesses would likely benefit a
great deal from the influx accompanying a large film crew. Many of them were
scheduled to stay at B&Bs around the castle, and surely they would eat and
shop at local businesses. The studio also promised to hire locals for things
like lights and carpentry, not to mention the extras for the film. Those things
would undoubtedly benefit both the economy and community morale.”


He made a slight noise of agreement.


“Additionally, we did sign the contract,” she said
with a little bit of chagrin. “I maintain they should’ve given thought as to
how their filming locations would format dates, but seeing as how no one on our
staff gave any consideration to where the contract originated, I’m not sure we
have a much higher moral stand here, and our family name should stand for
something when it appears on a legal document.”


“Indeed.” 


She could picture him nodding. 


“The contract was entered into in good faith, and
intent should be upheld whenever possible. Our name is only as good as the
honour behind it, but I suspect you’d already come to that conclusion?”


“Because I’m transparent?”


“No, because you’re thoughtful. I suspect you didn’t
need my input here, but I believe that if a mix-up can be attributed to both
staffs, then the burden for making amends should fall in the middle as well.
What do you propose?”


“What makes you think I’ve formulated a grand plan?”


“You’ve had grand plans since you were old enough to
talk.”


Some of the tension in her shoulders loosened at the
humour in his voice. “I think I’ll have to stay here and walk the tightrope
between keeping the main tourism spaces as open as possible and protecting the
sanctity of the family spaces from the invasion.”


“That was our primary concern when you first broached
the idea, if I remember correctly. Along with the standards of propriety the
family must maintain.”


“I intend to keep my word to you and mother as well,”
she said quickly, remembering the initial argument to grant access to the film
crew at all. The family never allowed any other business interests into their
private sanctuary, and even the formal tours operated under the strictest
protocol for complex and varied reasons, ranging from basic safety to her
mother’s almost obsessive aversion to anything common enough to excite public
perceptions. Her mother placed an exacting emphasis on timelessness, tradition,
and transcendence. Vic, for her part, had often fallen short of her
expectations in those areas, usually inspiring disappointment more than
outright disagreement, but the former had stifled her enough over the last few
weeks not to want to bear the brunt of them any further this summer.


“So, where will they film the movie if not in the
public spaces or the family spaces?”


“That,” she said emphatically, “is what I’ve got to
navigate.”


“Your mother won’t like the vagueness of your new job
description.”


“Then perhaps it’s best for her to remain in Scotland.
Someone should convince her there’s no need to disrupt her plans only to rush
back into a stressful situation.”


“Well thought,” he said. “Then I suppose we both have
our assignments. You’re about to get much more involved in the movie business,
and I’m to keep the rest of the family far from it.”


She smiled at his summation. “Want to switch jobs?”


He chuckled softly. “No, we both know this setup plays
to each of our strengths. Please phone me if anything changes.”


She agreed and hung up with a wash of gratitude for
his faith in her, but even with that vote of confidence and his offer to run
interference on her behalf, she wasn’t at all sure she was as up to her task as
he was to his.


••••


Sophia did her best not to roll her eyes at Brian
Dawes as he sat on the small table inside her trailer. What was with these
hipster guys’ inability to use chairs like regular people? Or was the pose
something he had seen in a movie about directors at some point? She never could
quite shake the feeling that he wasn’t so much a director as a little boy
playing at one the way some children play soldier or house. To prove her point,
he shook a few strands of golden curls from his forehead and held up his hands
to mimic a camera lens. 


“We could shoot from some obscure angles to make it
look like we’re inside the castle walls, when really we’re outside them. Can’t
be any worse than the sound stages I grew up on.”


“Yes, but not too obscure, because I was thinking I
could look at the camera directly sometimes,” her co-star, Tommy Malone, said
from the front of the trailer where he was checking his own reflection in a
makeup mirror.


“Yeah, yeah,” Brian said dismissively, “like extreme
close-ups.”


“Close-ups work for me,” Tommy said. 


This time, Sophia didn’t manage to keep from rolling
her eyes. Thankfully the men were too self-absorbed to notice, but she caught
Talia smiling at her. 


They’d all reported to talk about their current
quandary, but there wasn’t much to say until they got their verdict from the
lady of the house, so the last two hours had been spent trying to tame her
annoyance amid the men’s grandstanding and random visits from costumers or
makeup artists.


“Have either of you even been outside the castle
walls?” Talia asked. “Aside from your rooms at the B&B?”


“I went to a pub last night,” Tommy said, in his
authentic Scottish accent. “Good ales, better company.”


Brian smiled lecherously. “Company, eh? Maybe that’s
what I’ll do tonight. I was too jet-lagged yesterday.”


Apparently, jet lag presented itself as hung over from
the complimentary booze on his first-class flight the night before. Or maybe
the complimentary Bloody Marys on his train down from Edinburgh, since Sophia
and Talia had shared the same travel itinerary without similar effects. Then
again, she’d nearly gotten into a sword fight with the owner of a castle, so
perhaps she should try the jet lag excuse as well.


“Come on.” Talia extended her hand to Sophia. “Let’s
get some fresh air.”


She allowed herself to be pulled outside.


“Sorry,” Talia said as soon as the door closed behind
them. “The level of self-absorption in there was aggravating my allergies.”


“You’re allergic to rich, talentless, self-absorbed
men?”


“Of course. Aren’t you?”


“Come to think of it, that character trait does tend
to carry rash-like symptoms for me. And not just in men.”


“Right. I’ve gotten the same sort of under-my-skin
itch around a starlet or two, but I’ve found it more common in the men of this
business.”


“I’m afraid our hostess is about to provide a
counterpoint,” she said. She recognised the form of Victoria Von
Rich-and-Pretty striding toward them across the courtyard. 


“Ah,” Talia followed her gaze. “Here comes the judge
and jury to deliver our verdict.”


“Aren’t you worried?”


“Only mildly.”


“Because you called your mutual friend to exert her
influence last night?” Sophia asked. No matter what she thought of Lady
Victoria, she clearly had a soft spot for this Emma woman. 


“I actually didn’t feel the need to play that card.”
Talia’s eyes never left Vic as she drew closer to them, stopping a time or two
to greet staff members.


“Please don’t tell me you left the entirety of this
project up to that woman’s better angels.”


“I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt before
I pull in the big guns.”


“I’d have thought she already had all the benefits a
person could ever want handed to her at birth. Sometimes a bit of strong-arming
is exactly what a woman like her needs.”


Talia didn’t disagree but said, “I’ve never been a
firm hand when it comes to women. If we get to that point, I’ll let you take
the lead, but I’d like to go on record and say this one might surprise you.”


Sophia was about to say it had been a long time since
any human surprised her, but the comment died on her lips as Lady Victoria
spotted them and raised a hand in greeting.


Talia returned the little gesture in a poor
approximation of a royal wave, and mumbled, “Be nice.”


“Good morning,” Lady Victoria called as she crossed
the cobblestones to meet them. 


“Good morning.” Talia made an awkward little half-bow;
half-curtsey move that caused Vic to tilt her head to the side before turning
to Sophia.


“Ms. LeBlanc.” 


“Have you come to hand down our verdict?” She cut
right to the chase.


“I’d not quite thought of my visit that way,” Vic
said, with a polite smile. 


“Of course not,” Talia cut back in and banged on the
door to the trailer. “We’d love to chat with you. Please, won’t you join us
inside?”


“I’d be delighted.”


“You might want to reserve judgement on that one until
you meet the others.” Sophia’s comment earned a sharp elbow to her ribs as
Talia swung open the door and made quick introductions. Brian at least had the
good sense to stand up, and Tommy offered a much smoother bow than Talia had
pulled off.


“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your
Ladyship,” he said. “Could I get you a cup of tea? We’ve not got anything too
posh, mind you.”


“Not at all, please, have a seat, and tell me if
that’s a hint of Glaswegian I hear in your accent.”


“Aye, well done.”


“My family has an estate in Lanarkshire,” Victoria
said to the rest of the group as if that offered them any sort of meaningful
explanation. “They’re actually there for the summer, which leads me right into
the main purpose of my visit. My family vacates this house during the summer
months to allow tourist operations to run more smoothly. The income our summer
guests bring is a major economic force, not for my own family, but for the area
surrounding the castle and village. Any interruption to that schedule could
have dire consequences for our local economy, so if we are to move forward with
the filming schedule, there will need to be considerable concessions made.”


Talia’s eyes grew big. “For clarification, you’re not
here for the breakup talk, you’re here for the ‘let’s work this out’ talk?”


Victoria smiled brightly. “What a nice way to put it.
Yes, and I do have faith that with a little compromise on both our parts, we’ll
find a middle path that does, in fact, work.”


Half the room exhaled in a collective whoosh of
relief, only it wasn’t Sophia’s half. Neither she nor Brian seemed to have been
holding their breath in the first place. She felt a little twinge of annoyance
to have even mentally aligned herself with that asshole, but she still didn’t
see what all the fuss was about. Of course, she wanted to make the film. She’d
worked and prepped and compromised some of the standards around who she’d
willingly accept direction from, all because she wanted to play the role so
badly, which was all the more reason not to like the words concessions
and compromise coming from some noblewoman who’d likely never worked a
day in her life. She couldn’t resist the opportunity to say so.


“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but if
it’s going to be such an ordeal for you, are we sure this is the right place
for us? Aren’t there a thousand other castles in England and Scotland?”


“There are a great many,” Vic admitted.


“But none of the others have you in charge of them,”
Talia cut back in, “which is one of several reasons we’d very much like to stay
here.”


Sophia couldn’t argue. This woman was a looker, and
she’d mastered a commanding affability they must teach rich women at prep
school. Certainly, other castles would come with other rich, entitled owners
who weren’t nearly as easy on the eyes in skinny jeans and soft, snug sweaters.


“If that’s the case, we’ll have to come to terms on a
few new caveats.”


Talia grabbed a nearby iPad and tapped the screen.
“Lay them on me.”


“Any filming done in tourist areas of the house will
be done after 4 p.m., and the equipment used will need to be moved by ten
o’clock the next morning.”


Talia pressed her lips together, no doubt thinking of
all the extra hours this would require for the crew. 


“You can shoot outdoors any time of day or night, so
long as it doesn’t impede tourist traffic around the grounds.”


“Wait, people will still be, like, hanging around in
the background?” Brian finally engaged. “That’ll wreck our sound all to shit.”


Talia cleared her throat. “What he means to ask is, if
we encourage people to watch us film, might we ask them to observe a few
moments of quiet during the actual takes?”


“I’m sure some people would find it interesting to be
part of that,” Victoria agreed. “And we’ll make reasonable accommodations to
cordon off various parts of the grounds as needed. You can also shoot on the
walkways atop the battlements as well as atop the outward towers.”


“What about the big tower, in the middle?” Brian
asked.


“Sadly, that’s not feasible this time of year,”
Victoria said quickly, “both due to tourist traffic and the way large equipment
like cameras and lights would alter the skyline of not only the castle, but
also the village.”


“Surely the village could handle a little bit of a
blocked view for a few days,” Brian pushed, and once again Sophia felt a bit
peeved to find herself agreeing with him.


“I understand why you’d think so.” Victoria maintained
her politely firm tone. “But we actually have substantial photo tourism in the
town, and a great many people book wedding shoots a full year in advance to try
to get images with the castle in the background.”


“Haven’t they ever heard of photoshop?” Brian
grumbled.


“I’m afraid this point is firm. I’ve already agreed to
extra work for my people, extra inconvenience for our visitors, and extra hours
for our security staff. Alienating photographers and brides alike would put a
strain on our relationship with too many locals and tourists.” 


Victoria laid out her case in such a calm, measured,
and amiable way Sophia almost caught herself agreeing with her. Certainly, when
she framed the conversation the way she wanted, Lady Victoria came off as quite
reasonable, even generous, but Sophia had yet to see her actually make any
grand gestures. The woman owned a castle, for crying out loud. Surely it
wouldn’t be a hardship for her to lose a few tourist dollars. Then again, a
woman from umpteen generations of history ruling over common folks probably
wouldn’t care about fleecing a few Hollywood producers either.


To be fair, Sophia didn’t feel any sort of sadness for
the poor movie moguls’ dollars either. She did care a great deal about getting
the shots she needed to make this movie a success, though, and some of her
pivotal scenes were slated to be shot atop a high central tower with wide
dramatic angles and sweeping cinematography. 


“I can rework a couple scenes to reflect the use of a
lower tower,” Talia offered as she made a few notes.


A little muscle in Sophia’s jaw twitched at the
visual, but she bit her tongue waiting to see how the rest of the chips fell. 


“Fine. Whatever.” Brian slouched back in his seat
again, as if the minuscule amount of artistic integrity he’d mustered, and then
surrendered, had exhausted him.


“Would it be possible,” Talia continued, “for us to
make surface adaptations to places like the stables so long as they are in
keeping with historical accuracy?”


Victoria tilted her head to the side as if considering
the point. “I’m open to the idea. However, it would require considerable
coordination to make sure your animals were cared for without damaging our
facilities. We haven’t kept horses on the castle grounds since the Second World
War, as we do our own riding near our Blackstone Abbey preserve.”


Sophia didn’t manage to completely suppress her eye
roll. This woman had multiple horse-storing facilities and also, apparently, an
abbey, but she balked about space on set?


“Perhaps we could check out those facilities?” Talia
asked.


“A visit could be arranged, and filming near the abbey
would certainly give you more freedom, as it doesn’t see as much tourism, but I
need to stress every detail will have to be seen to with utmost care. Your
staff will have to work closely with ours on that project.”


“Of course,” Talia agreed quickly.


“That’s actually a salient point in most situations,”
Vic added. “I’m asking you to respect that this is our home. If one of my
people asks you to desist from doing something or going somewhere, I need your
word that you will.”


“I’m not taking orders from some pimply kid who wants
me
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