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  Calamity in a Coffee Pot 

By Charlotte Steepe


Chapter 13

Master Stonewall liked to throw a ball every year, but this year’s was one of truly unprecedented scale and grandeur. There was not a soul in all of London who would wish to miss it, Cathy least of all. Her recent engagement to the fabulously wealthy coffee merchant, Marshall Brue, meant a most coveted spot on the guest list. As a mere tailor’s daughter, she never would have dared dream of receiving an invitation on her own. It was a fact of which she was all too well aware, clad in her new lavender dress which had been bought with her fiancé Marshall’s money. 
She ogled the splendor of the beautiful manor, awash in ladies wearing colorful dresses dripping with lace and ribbons. Silver jewelry bedighted with all manner of precious gems glistened on their slender porcelain necks everywhere she looked. She reached for her own necklace, and could not suppress a feeling of shame that the simple pendant wrapped around her neck looked so homely in comparison. 
Enough magic flowed through Stonewall’s manor to give it a pretentious air that so perfectly encapsulated its owner’s essence. The enchanted floor gave one the illusion of walking on water, and illusory fish with gold and silvery scales darted this way and that, retreating from her steps as she timidly walked across the ballroom.
Much to Cathy’s chagrin, the guest list also included her fiancé’s wretched cousin, Barnaby Brue. The detestable man caught her in his villainous gaze from the other side of the dance floor, and like a spider upon its web he strode out to meet her. His mustache curled just so as always, highlighting his rugged jawline. His suit showed off his impeccable taste in fashion and his long legs that moved with the grace more befitting a swan than a man.
Ladies both young and old fanned themselves at his passing. How naïve and foolish they were to swoon over him, dazzled by his carefully curated outward appearance. Little did they know that it was naught but a well-polished facade, hiding a sense of self absorption so endlessly deep as to smother any candle that might light his way out. 
Cathy alone saw him for the fiend he was. She tilted her head from him and fanned herself to show him her disdain. As ever, her clear contempt for the loathsome man did little to dissuade him. Indeed, it was as if he fed on her reactions, like some manner of accursed creature seeking only to bring about tears and agony. Nothing it seemed, could satiate the void where his heart should beat.
Beside her, Marshall discussed business with the illustrious Master Stonewall himself. Compared to Marshall’s modest suit, the stitching of the boisterous magician’s garments glowed with magic. Both men turned and smiled when Barnaby greeted them, unable to see him for the scoundrel he was.
His wicked smile was like that of a wolf as he turned his attention to Cathy. “May I have this dance, Miss Grant?”
She did her best to keep a polite smile on her face, no matter how much her lips quivered and strained. The sinister Barnaby had timed his opening strike perfectly. With her fiancé and the host of the ball watching, it would be the height of scandal to turn down his offer.
“Why yes, of course, Master Brue.” Blithely, she accepted his arm, and as she followed him to the center of the ballroom floor, she silently cursed that the floor was merely magic. Oh that she might see him thrown to the water with all the other bottom-feeding creatures of the deep. Perhaps he’d be more tolerable were he to dwell amongst his own kind. 
A quartet of stringed instruments was suspended in air by unseen magical forces, and even without musicians to play them, the instruments sprung to life, beginning the next song. With that, the dance had begun, with all the ladies and gentlemen in attendance moving gracefully to the tune. Yet none moved with a more devious grace than Barnaby. 
Cathy, by contrast, struggled to keep pace with her diabolical dance partner’s footwork. She felt as though all eyes were watching her stumble, and she felt truly hopeless. She wondered how she could possibly persevere against a foe who so effortlessly masks his villainy. That Cathy did not belong amongst these socialites was obvious to her. Even the shoulders of her dress felt tight, squeezing her as her growing anxiety tightened her chest.
“Foolish little girl. You ought not to have so profaned this ball with your presence.”
The wicked timbre of his voice brought her back from the edge of despair and stoked the flames of fury within her. Her shaky nerves had become as iron.
Yet even as righteous anger welled within her, still Cathy fluttered her eyelashes at him, determined to play the innocent. She would meet his gambit, and let him think he had the upper hand until it was too late. “Why whatever do you mean? Marshall himself asked me to accompany him, and it would have been rather uncouth to refuse such a request from my fiancé. Wouldn’t you agree?”
The predatory grin on Barnaby’s face faded, his jaw now hard set as he ground his teeth maliciously. 
Cathy continued to feign ignorance, retorting to Barnaby’s malice with a bright smile. “I’m ever so glad to be in attendance this evening. Just look at how beautiful this manor is! With the enchantments upon the dance floor, I must confess that I find myself believing we could be dancing on a real lake.”
He squinted at the floor. “I’ve not brought you here to discuss the flooring. You are to tell me precisely why you are still engaged to my cousin. I had thought we’d come to an understanding that you were to leave at once.”
“Then I must beg your pardon, but it seems we have not come to an understanding at all,” Cathy said defiantly, “for I will not be leaving my fiancé.”
His eyes narrowed, like a lion preparing to pounce upon its prey. “You will not marry my cousin.”
“Why not? It’s because you think my birth standing is too low, isn’t it?”
“Exactly. You are a mere tailor’s daughter, and I will not sit idly by while you defile my and my family’s name and legacy. Neither I nor my cousin will have anything to do with gutter rubbish like you.” The warm, welcoming smile he wore upon his face like a brigand’s mask belied the cruelty of his words. Anyone casting an errant gaze their way would not have seen the two as being locked in a duel, grasping at one another’s throats.
Cathy composed herself, refusing to give her adversary a reaction. “How peculiar indeed that you speak so harshly of my family, and yet you so frequently patronize our tailor shop. If my father’s work is so far beneath you, what exactly does that make you who clads himself in it?”
Like a venomous snake, Barnaby sneered before catching himself, reverting back to his insufferable smile. “At least your father knows his place. He’s not the one parading himself around pretending to be something he clearly isn’t.”
“I do no such thing.” She stepped on his right foot. Hard. “My apologies. You know how clumsy we peasants can be.”
“My point exactly. I’m glad we agree.” His shoe scrapped her foot. She narrowly dodged the full brunt of it. “Only a fool would expect a strumpet like you to fit in with polite society. Therefore, I will once more politely ask that you do us both a favor and break off the engagement before I’m forced to resort to more… impolite measures.”
“Impolite? What exactly do you mean by that?” Once more, she dodged another stomp intended for her foot, and with righteous anger, she stomped on his instead.
Barnaby bit his tongue, suppressing his pained groan. “Suffice it to say that it would be better for you to not test my patience. Now be a good girl before your poor father has to worry about losing his store.”
She gasped, her mouth agape in shock. Once more she attempted to stomp on his foot, but this time it was he who avoided the strike. “You brute. You wouldn’t.”
He responded with a scheming smirk that would put the Devil himself to shame. “It seems you don’t know what I’m capable of.”
“I know precisely what you’re capable of, you monster.” The song ended. She took a step away from him. “And I know that it was you who stole from the orphanage before burning it down.”
His eyes went wide at the accusation, appearing for the first time that evening to be the prey and not the hunter. “You can’t possibly prove that!”
She clucked her tongue at him. “Perhaps not, but I’ll not back down from you until I can.”
He scowled, grumbling like a wounded, feral dog. “You’re in over your head, little girl, and if you won’t listen to reason, then you’ve given me no choice.” He stepped toward her, hooking an arm around her waist to keep her from slipping away. He leaned toward her. “I’ll see your reputation and your family’s business laid to ruin.”
She recoiled from his dry lips, unable to imagine a worse fate than letting them touch hers…

*Editor’s note: Charlotte, I agree that Bertram (Barnaby) is insufferable, but perhaps you could dial him down a touch to make him more believable for readers? He feels a little too villainous — Mary
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An autumn chill clung to the crisp, clean air of the countryside. Colorful leaves made the narrow lane outside the carriage window idyllic. Laoise felt as though she’d stepped right into one of the landscape paintings hanging throughout the Steepe’s London residence. Compared to the dirty, smelly air of London, the countryside was paradise. 
Laoise could get used to living somewhere this pretty, even if it would only be for a few months. After the hard work of helping with Charlotte’s wedding to Martin Steepe, a few months of relaxation in the countryside would help her recover. 
There’d be no tea parties to prepare for every week, or large family dinners, and there’d be no little dachshund running around underfoot. Despite being such a small dog, Oolong was an ever-present tripping hazard, particularly when Laoise was carrying fragile teaware. She understood why Charlotte thought such a sweet creature was some sort of malevolent demon. After Charlotte’s embarrassing incident with the Hammond dachshunds a few years back, Laoise didn’t blame her.
She was also grateful to have a break from the cranky butler, who she was embarrassed to think she once harbored a crush on. Sure, his face would have been handsome if he ever smiled, but it was difficult to stay enamored while being lectured about shining the silverware.
Yes, time away would do her some good. She would relax, recuperate, and best of all, she’d be paid handsomely to do it. There’d be no more worrying over how to afford all the medicine and doctor visits for her little brother Sean. Not with her salary more than doubled during her stay in the countryside to tend to the exiled Bertram Steepe, Martin’s cousin.
Her nose wrinkled in disgust. Bertram. He was the catch in this little plan to relax. In her opinion, he deserved far worse than exile after his attempt to frame Charlotte and Martin for robbery at The Great Exhibition. All because he didn’t approve of his cousin Martin marrying Charlotte, a baker’s daughter and Laoise’s best friend.
As if Martin could do better than sweet, naïve Charlotte. Those two fit together like an adorable, awkward pair of puzzle pieces that no one else quite understood. Last time she’d seen Charlotte, she’d been hunched over her new writing desk scribbling faster than Laoise could read. A sign Charlotte’s latest story was going well. 
The carriage pulled up to a large estate over twice the size of the Steepes’ London house. Laoise stepped out, gaze locked on the house. “Are you sure this is the right place?” she asked the driver, but the man was already off his seat and pulling her bag out, eager to get rid of her.
The manor looked far too nice for a man to spend in exile. Then again, when you had the wealth of the Steepe Family from their successful shipping business and now from their popular new tea shops, she supposed even exile was done in style.
“Aye,” the driver confirmed as he set her suitcase at her feet. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small onyx stone. It was adorned with elaborate inlaid brass filigree, and an ancient looking rune carved into one side. “You’ll be needin’ this.”
Laoise took the stone. It was heavy despite its small size. “What’s this?”
“A summon stone. Just give ’er a tap and I’ll know to come get ye.” He tapped his finger on the rune. It thrummed with energy and glowed a faint light blue. Reaching into his other pocket, he produced an identical stone whose glowing rune matched the first. It let out an eerie hum like the sound a wine glass makes when running a finger around its edge.
“Pretty fancy magic,” Laoise said. “Did you make it yourself?”
The driver chuckled. “That Steepe boy gave it to me a while back. Decent fellow.” He gestured toward the manor. “Not that one. The other one.”
Laoise snorted. Obviously Bertram hadn’t made it. If he had, it would have exploded in their faces.
“Suppose I’ll be seein’ ye in a few weeks.” He shook a brown leaf off his lumpy flat cap before plopping it back onto his head. “Might be snow on the ground by then.”
“I’m staying for three months.” Until early January, giving her a late Christmas celebration with her family. She hated to miss any holidays when she didn’t know how many more she’d have with her brother, but being a few weeks late was worth being able to afford his medicine. She suspected the doctor didn’t need to specially make the medicine like he claimed, but with no other doctor willing to take on another poor client, they had no other choice but to comply.
The carriage driver snorted. “We’ll see.” He jerked his thumb toward the maid stomping down the walkway toward the carriage, a battered valise in hand. Leaves crunched under her feet. Shannon. She’d come a month ago.
“Take me to the train station,” Shannon demanded as she tossed her bag into the carriage.
“Where are you going?” Shannon had always been her favorite maid. They shared a room together at the Steepe residence in London, and they both came from Irish families. She related to Shannon more than any of the other staff members. Even when being teased for liking the butler.
“Mr. Steepe is all yours. I’m leaving. Good riddance to him and good riddance to this house.” Shannon climbed into the carriage.
“You’re leaving now? You’ve got two more months left out here.” Losing her would make the household short a maid. She would be the one left to pick up all the extra work.
“I refuse to stay another day.” Shannon spit at the house. “You should do yourself a favor and come with me. Leave the rat bastard to rot out here on his own.”
The driver turned to Laoise, eyeing up her bag. “Ye stayin’ or goin’, Miss?”
“Staying.”
“Ye’ll regret it.”
“Probably, but I have to stay. I need the money.” She wouldn’t let Bertram Steepe scare her away.
Shannon shook her head. “Then good luck. You’ll need it. I left the instructions on the kitchen table. That’s all I can do for you. Driver, get me out of here. I never want to see this damned house again.” Shannon slammed the door shut.
The driver tipped his hat one last time to Laoise. “You can send for me when you need a ride to the station or village.”
“Will do.”
“Until then, goodbye, Miss.” The carriage rolled toward the road. Shannon stuck her head out the carriage window to make an impolite gesture at the house. She’d never been one to hide her opinions.
Standing alone with only one bag in front of the large house made Laoise feel small. The windows were dark. Only a few on the main floor sported open curtains. It made the house look empty and quiet compared to the liveliness of the London residence. Part of her reveled in the silence. The rest of her feared it. She was too used to the crashes of Oolong bumping into people and objects. And little mechanical hummingbirds zipping past and over her head. Plus all the servants hurrying here and there. Silence felt…wrong.
She knocked once to the servants’ entrance, and then twice a minute later when no one answered. She tried the knob, and finding the back door unlocked, let herself in. 
Not surprising. The butler who’d spent the last two decades at the manor had retired a few months ago. If there was no new butler yet and no Shannon, she supposed answering the door would fall onto her shoulders now if the housekeeper demanded it. She’d never much liked that job. Guests were too often impatient, pushy, and worst of all, rude. Serving them was bad enough without welcoming them in with a smile too. 
Fortunately, Laoise thought, a man in exile doesn’t get too many guests. Perhaps Montgomery Steepe, Bertram’s uncle and head of the family, would come visit to yell at his nephew and remind him of his shortcomings. Even though she rarely saw the man, that would be a guest she’d relish in welcoming to the manor. 
Inside, silence greeted her. Dim light filtered in through the closed curtains. She slid her bag to her left hand and stepped deeper into the house. Large paintings depicted the fleet of ships that got the family their start in business. The wooden floors sported a sparkling shine that came from magic instead of maids. Light floral wallpaper decorated the walls. The decor was similar to the family home in London right down to the large house plants. 
There was no doubt she was in the right house. Except the London home was only ever this quiet when the family was gone to the countryside. Then again, Bertram was the only Steepe in residence. The spoiled brat got exiled to a mansion to be waited on hand and foot while his uncle covered up his misdeeds. She bet he hadn’t learned anything. He was no doubt reclining somewhere with a book in hand while he waited for a maid to serve him. Not a strong enough punishment in her opinion. 
A thump echoed down the hallway, followed by a curse. She left her bag at the door and followed the noises. If she got any say in it, she’d open more curtains. The light in the hallways was too dim.
Another curse, this one gruff and laced with frustration. Definitely Bertram. She’d recognize his voice anywhere with how often he visited his cousin. He seemed to take sadistic pleasure in ordering her about whenever he showed his face. 
Ticking filled the air as she approached one of the few rooms full of sunshine. The purple curtains clashed with the awful green wallpaper, or at least with what little of the wallpaper she could see. Clocks of all sizes and ornamentation hung all over the room, occupying nearly every inch of the walls. There had to be at least a hundred of them all ticking in eerie unison, with a stately grandfather clock as the centerpiece of the room. Besides the empty fireplace, only a few chairs decorated the middle of the room. 
“Where is it?” Bertram growled out. He prowled along the far wall, his back to her as he inspected a cuckoo clock. Instead of his usual fashionable suits, he wore a silk dressing gown. The belt hung loose, trailing down one side as he moved on to the next clock. His hair stuck up at odd angles. 
She’d never seen him disheveled before. Then again, she’d never seen him in anything but fashionable suits tailored to show off his lean figure. She paused, struggling to accept the sight in front of her. 
“Can I be of service, sir?” Laoise put on her cheeriest smile. She hadn’t even had time to unpack and her work had already begun. She’d have to have words with the rest of the staff later.
His head whipped around at the sound of her voice. She sucked in a breath. Bloodshot eyes met hers. His unshaven chin matched his dressing gown and rumpled clothes. He looked more like a vagrant who’d snuck in rather than the charming man who made the young ladies of London blush. It was only his jawline, still perfect as ever, that gave away his identity.
“Do you hear it?” he asked, voice rough from lack of sleep. His left eye twitched.
“The clocks?” 
“The clock. One clock.” His unfocused gaze raked over the wall of clocks to his right. “The one that’s different.”
No two clocks in the room were the same. The room must have been designed by a madman. There was no reason anyone needed this many clocks. Bertram looked tortured as he held an ear up to one clock, teeth gnashing when he wasn’t pleased with it. 
“Wha—” The clocks cut her off, chiming the hour in one great cacophony of noise. She clapped her hands over her ears. Nothing could be done to drown out the cuckoos, chimes, and dings. Bertram stood frozen. His gaze darted from clock to clock.
The tolling of the hour ended, plunging the room back into silence and leaving her ears ringing. Then a cuckoo clock to Bertram’s left began to chime, the little wooden bird chirping its mocking tune.
With no hesitation, he ripped the clock from the wall and threw it onto the wooden floor. He stomped on the clock again and again, each stomp changing the pitch of the cuckoo’s song. It sounded as though he were throttling a bird in front of her.
Finally, a small slate tablet spilled out of the wooden housing of the clock, the runes still glowing with magic. Bertram descended on the tablet, dashing it against the floor until it broke in two. The chirping stopped abruptly, leaving only the sounds of the ticking clocks and Bertram’s panting. Then he straightened up, huffing as he regained his composure.
“Finally. Peace.” He took a step forward. The clock stuck to his foot. He bounced backward on one leg until his back hit the wall. He steadied himself against the wall. Then two shakes of his leg and the clock came free. He straightened his dressing gown, as if that would somehow improve his appearance.
Laoise took a step back when his attention landed on her.
“I’ll take dinner in my room today.”
She shuffled out of the way, keeping her distance as he left the room.
Well then. She’d be serving a man who’d lost his mind.
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A quick exploration revealed a large parlor, a second smaller sitting room, and two other smaller rooms too dark to make out. The hallway ended at a glass door leading into the greenhouse. Laoise peered through the door, finding thick unkempt greenery stretching from one end of the room to the other, sprinkled with colorful flowers. It was like a jungle inside, and knowing the Steepes and their eccentricities, it wasn’t hard to imagine hidden surprises waiting in the vegetation. Unexpected magic or fearsome creatures. Oolong could be quite fearsome when he attacked his favorite ball. 
Gertrude Steepe, Martin’s mother, often spoke of the greenhouse. Building it had been her husband’s wedding gift to her. She would gush to her guests about her prized collection of exotic orchids, listing off names that Laoise could swear she was making up on the spot. Looking over at the colorful blooms now, Mrs. Steepe’s boasts didn’t seem like an exaggeration, though she couldn’t for the life of her name a single flower she saw. 
Unlike the rich ladies she served, Laoise had no time to waste on flower arranging or gardening. The best she could do was to shoot poor Charlotte sympathetic looks whenever her mother-in-law prattled on about the meaning of each individual orchid. That, and stand behind her mocking her mannerisms to make Charlotte laugh.
She turned and retraced her steps. At the stairs, she turned to try the other side of the house. Her bag remained in front of the door where she’d left it. There were no signs of anyone having rifled through it. Not that there were any valuables worth stealing. The bag itself was worth more than the clothes inside. She headed for the servants’ quarters to find her room.
“Hello?” She wandered up and down the hallway. The butler’s door hung open, but the room was empty save for a scattering of empty whiskey bottles on the desk. The housekeeper’s room sported a drawn portrait of Mr. Steepe. It was a fairly accurate likeness, save perhaps for the devil horns and crossed eyes. The fork stuck through the face pinning the drawing to the wall was also an interesting creative liberty. A pity the housekeeper hadn’t done the same to the real Mr. Steepe.
There really was no one else except her. Not today anyway. There was supposed to be permanent staff at the ready year round. Had Bertram truly been so frustrating as to make everyone quit? Or perhaps they had been given the day off from their duties. It was a dull hope, but it was far better than the alternative. 
The missing cook worried her the most. It’d been years since she helped her mother in the kitchen. While her mother had always been an excellent cook, those skills never came naturally to Laoise. Practice did little more than make her food palatable.
She decided to explore the rooms and pick one. With no one else about, she could claim any bedroom she wanted in the servants’ quarters. She had just stopped at a room with a surprisingly large window to the outside when a ringing bell stopped her short. She eyed up the wall of bells that would tell her which room the request was coming from, but by the looks of the wall, someone had torn them all down in a fit. The tinkling grew louder and faster. Impatient even. She double checked the bells. None were attached.
Then a floating bell appeared from around the corner, a little silver one, heading right for her head. She sighed and set her bag down, still unable to unpack.
She reached out her hand to grab the bell and stop its irritating jingling, but like a shy cat, it remained just beyond her grasp, beckoning her to follow. She followed the bell upstairs. It never stopped ringing, although it quieted down a notch. She grit her teeth as it led her down a hallway to a room at the back of the house. The bell finally went silent as it passed over the room’s threshold.
Mr. Steepe stood inside in front of a mirror as he fixed his cuffs. The robe was gone and his suit was back. Although his shirt had been misbuttoned, making it crooked toward the bottom. In London, she imagined his valet never would have stood for such a thing. He had also shaved and combed his hair. He no longer looked like a deranged lunatic but rather like his usual handsome, smug, insufferable self.
“Shannon!” he said as soon as he spotted her in the mirror. “My porridge has gone cold. How many times do I have to tell you I want hot porridge. Bring me a new bowl.” 
“Yes, sir.”
He finally turned from his reflection and frowned. “You’re not Shannon.”
“No, sir, I’m Laoise. Just arrived.” The bed was a mess with sheets and pillows on the floor. Open books littered the desk alongside an umbrella. A large magnifying glass rested against it.
“About time I get another maid. Warm up my porridge, Lisa.”
She gave him a curtsy, mouth twitching against the way he botched her name. “Right away, sir.” She’d always preferred serving Martin. He didn’t get her name right either, but he couldn’t get anyone’s name right. At least he was more polite, almost always requesting either tea or something to put in it. An easy enough task unless Oolong was prowling the halls.
The breakfast tray sat on the corner of the desk despite the late morning hour. She grabbed it and headed back downstairs. When she reached the bottom of the staircase, she hesitated. Which way was the kitchen? She’d expected someone to give her a tour. This place was enormous enough that she could lose Oolong in it.
The dirty porridge pot sat on the stove. She plopped the porridge back into the pot and heated it up, an easy task with the kitchen’s magically powered stove, one of the few amenities afforded to the servants. Having demonstrated the extent of her culinary prowess, she plopped the porridge back into the serving bowl and started back on the long journey back to Bertram. With a slight chill in the air, she half expected the porridge to be cold again by the time she reached his room. 
Truly this house was far too big for only one man. In the dim light, it felt as though the portraits on the wall were watching her. To be fair, if they were enchanted they likely were. But in the cold dim light, it was far more unnerving. She preferred her portraits silent and frozen.
The carpets running down the center of the hallways silenced her footsteps. Passing all the dark rooms made her wish she hadn’t heard Charlotte’s friend Mary whispering about haunted houses and seances. She’d never been one to dwell on ghost stories, and yet walking through an empty house made her worry the stories were true. Then again, a ghost would make a better house guest than Mr. Steepe.
“Finally,” he said as she entered his room. He’d moved to his balcony despite the chill. An old newspaper sat on the little table. The headline declared The Great Exhibition a smashing success. The scowl on his face put her on alert. In the past, that look was usually followed by some impassioned speech and wild gesturing that often knocked over his tea.
The sunshine beat down on the table. Knowing him, he’d complain about it any second. She reached for the closed umbrella over the table. “Let me get that for you, sir.”
“Get what?” He looked up from his newspaper. “No,” he objected as he reached for her arm. The umbrella opened with a swish and water poured out of it. She gaped as the umbrella rained down on the newspaper and porridge. A dark little cloud hovered underneath the umbrella, flashing with what looked like lighting. It even had the sound of distant, muffled thunder. The blurry edges of the cloud undulated, but it continued pouring down with no signs of stopping or dispersing. 
Mr. Steepe shot up and closed the umbrella, water dripping down his arms. His eyes closed. He grit his teeth as he lowered himself back down. “No touching the umbrella. Ever.”
The umbrellas had to be his work. Though seemingly gifted in wealth, status, and looks, he’d never had any talent for the gentlemen’s pursuit of magic. She’d seen his umbrella back in London do something similar before Martin fixed it. Evidently, whatever Martin had done continued to elude his cousin.
“Sorry, sir. Can I get you anything else?” she asked, adding a false sweetness to her voice to hide how much she enjoyed seeing him soaked. His miserable expression brought a genuine smile to her face. She also didn’t mind the way his white shirt clung to his chest and broad shoulders.
“Has the newspaper come yet?” He scowled as he tossed the ruined one onto the porridge tray. A layer of water floated above the porridge. 
“I don’t know. I’ll have to check.”
“Well, go check.” He waved her off, annoyance written all over his face. “And have the cook start dinner. Beef Wellington.”
She hesitated a moment, unsure of how to say that she couldn’t find the cook. She wasn’t even sure if there was one. “Right away, sir,” she said, thinking better of it.
She went off in search of the newspaper. By the time she found it, the little ringing bell was back. It bumped into her shoulder and then her head. The ringing didn’t cease until the newspaper was in Bertram’s hands. She let out a frustrated sigh. With floating bells, there’d truly be no escaping his demands.
In the empty kitchen, she flipped through the lone cookbook sitting near the stove. “I’m a maid, not a cook. I should get paid triple for this,” she grumbled as she searched for a beef Wellington recipe. Finding it, she read through the instructions. “This is going to take all day!” she dropped the book with a huff.
Silence greeted her. It was eerie talking to herself. She held out some small semblance of hope that the cook would appear from the doorway laughing at her predicament but still joining in to help. With each passing moment, the silence and loneliness crept further and further in. The kitchen in London was always the busiest room in the house. A kitchen wasn’t meant to be this quiet. 
Maybe there was some sort of similar, easier dish she could prepare. She flipped through the cookbook, but each recipe was somehow more complicated than the previous one. She returned to the beef Wellington and sighed. Finding no way out, there was nothing left to do but grit her teeth and start work on the complex dish. Besides, even in exile Bertram still had some clout. Getting soaked with his umbrella and served the wrong meal for dinner on her very first day might result in complaints to his uncle and cousin, which might result in a cut to her pay. Better to try and appease her employer for now, no matter how ridiculous his demands might be.
She groaned after reading through the recipe a second time. A roast beef was easy enough, but wrapping the beef in mushrooms and pastry? Charlotte could probably cook up a dish like this in her sleep, but Laoise was still struggling to figure out what the hell “duxelles” were. Even so, the thought of making Mr. Steepe eat her cooking brought a smile to her face. For the first time in her life, she was glad she didn’t have her mother’s talents. If he was set on being a demanding prick, she’d play his game and make him suffer right back.
She got to work, humming as a rush of energy invigorated her. The recipe played out as she’d expected. While the food baked, she searched through the pantry and read Shannon’s instructions. She spent a few minutes attempting to fix the wall of broken bells before giving up.
Laoise reached into the oven and pulled out her creation. She could almost hear her mother groaning in agony at the sight of the thing. Not fit to serve to a dog, she’d probably say. The top of the crust was burnt to a crisp, and the bottom was a soggy mess. It looked like an old log floating in scum. Surely Bertram deserved nothing less. 
By the time she cut away the burnt and soggy bits, there wasn’t much crust left. She cut the beef into slices and put it on a tray. She added a glass of water and headed back to Mr. Steepe’s room.
This time he was so absorbed in checking several feathers with his large magnifying glass that he didn’t notice her at first. Not until she put the tray down beside him. “Dinner, sir.” 
He dropped the feather. “What’s this?”
“Beef Wellington, sir. As requested.”
“This is decidedly not what I requested. There’s no Wellington here.” He poked at it with his fork. “Not much beef either. Send this mess back to the cook.”
“There is no cook, sir.”
“No cook?” He dropped his fork onto the plate with a clang. “So she actually did leave after all…”
“Seems so, sir.”
“Just as well I suppose. Her last batch of biscuits were harder than rocks.” He picked his fork back up, cutting off a bite-sized piece of the beef and tasting it. “So this is your doing then?”
“It is indeed,” said Laoise with a curtsy. “It’s my first time cooking it. I made it just for you, sir.”
“It shows. This is dreadful.” Clearly there’d be no sympathy for her predicament. Bertram’s spoke curtly, not looking up from his plate as he cut off another piece and inspected it. “The pastry is inexplicably both under and overcooked, and the duxelles mushroom stuffing is slimy and musty.”
Even though she had intended for him to hate the meal, his words cut her more deeply than she’d expected. Back in London she got backhanded remarks when Mr. Steepe was displeased, but at least he tried to maintain a polite facade. Apparently there was no need to maintain appearances in exile. At least now she knew how to pronounce the word duxelles. Like “duke cell,” and not like “duck sells” as she had been reading it to herself. Her mind wandered, imagining a duke cell. A fancy prison for wealthy noble brats. The complaints of one such brat snapped her back to the real world.
“…and as for the meat itself.” His nose wrinkled as he chewed, clearly not enjoying the experience, yet evidently his hunger was winning the battle against his sense of taste. “Well, it’s difficult to ruin a good cut of beef, but you forgot to even season the thing. Fetch me the salt. Now.”
“Of course, sir.” 
“And bring me another portion. I have no intention of starving myself for your failure.”
Laoise raised an eyebrow. “Even though you don’t like it, sir?”
“I’ll make do. I’d have you prepare something else, but you’ve done enough damage in the kitchen already.” He choked down another pink cut of the beef, pushing the pastry and stuffing to the side. “You’re to stick to simple fare from now on.”
Laoise bit her tongue and held in the smart remarks threatening to burst out of her. Instead, she’d offer an olive branch to smooth things over. “Perhaps you would like some tea as well?”
“No, I would not,” his voice was full of disgust, far more cold and bitter than when he spoke of his meal, “Not now. Not ever. You will never ask me that question again.” He lifted his fork, using it to shoo her toward the door. “Now fetch the salt.” 
She waited to roll her eyes until she had her back to him. Life in the countryside was supposed to be relaxing and rejuvenating. Instead, she was ready to grab a fork and make Bertram’s face match the drawing in the servants’ quarters. She’d heard plenty of women swoon over the man and his perfect jaw. A moment with him would surely make them come to their senses.
She wasn’t the swooning type. Or the type to give up easily. It would take more than an impolite employer to drive her off, and if he insisted on making her life miserable, she’d be more than happy to return his generosity in kind.






  
  Chapter 3
[image: image-placeholder]

Morning came too soon like it always did. At least she got a quiet, warm room. Having a full room to herself felt like a luxury. She’d always shared a room with another maid. And before that she’d shared her room with her siblings. 
With a few minutes to spare before getting to work, she took advantage of the free time. She set up a picture of her family on her nightstand. Her Da had paid for the photograph around Christmas as a present to her Ma. The picture included everyone, with her smashed in the middle between all three of her brothers.
Everyone looked somber in the photo, but only because they had to stay perfectly still for so long. The ghostly wisps around her brothers’ hands were all that remained of the constant fidgeting and muffled laughter as they punched one another in the arm. She could recall how her father stood motionless and spoke through clenched teeth as he threatened to toss all of them into the river if they didn’t behave. 
Only her mother delivering her own punch to his arm had kept him from making good on that threat. Laoise couldn’t help but smile looking at the picture as the memories of that day came pouring back, even if it looked like they were all gathered for a funeral.
Next came the folded drawing, which her youngest brother Sean had made. It showed the two of them together a few months ago with all the artistic talent one could expect from an eight-year-old. Their heads were far too big, but they were all smiles. Almost literally.
She also kept a short note from her middle brother Rian wishing her luck. He would be embarrassed if he knew she still had it after all these years. He’d given it to her during her first few months living away from home during her first job working for the wealthy Mrs. Hammond. She’d been struggling more than she let on with the change, but seeing her brother’s sloppy handwriting always made her efforts feel appreciated. She’d carried the note with her wherever she stayed ever since.
Her attention lingered on Sean’s drawing. Every time they thought he was past the illness for good, it would return and render him bedridden. She knew better than to hope he could keep beating back his sickness forever. But she’d help him beat it for as long as possible. Unfortunately, the new medicine their doctor had suggested was expensive. Without her extra money from looking after Mr. Steepe the family wouldn’t be able to afford it. They were counting on her help.
She straightened the photo, and the rush of warmth that always came with looking at her prized possessions hit her right in the chest, working its way to her face. Laoise would do anything for her brother, including spending three months meeting Mr. Steepe’s pompous and rude demands. 
She shoved her spare set of clothes into the wardrobe. The little room looked sparse with her meager belongings and no roommate. At least Shannon had left behind a schedule on the desk. The simple schedule included meal times and food deliveries. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. Back in London, the housekeeper would mete out their duties and change them as needed. Here, Laoise had to be everyone and do everything. An impossible task, which meant she’d have to decide what was most important.
She got to work on a fresh batch of porridge, humming the tune of The Rising of the Moon while she worked. She always hummed Irish folk songs when she worked, an old habit she had picked up from her mother. It certainly helped chase away the silence which permeated the house like a crypt. While the porridge cooked she took better stock of the pantry. 
The shelves were sparse. She wished she’d made better use of that beef. A stew or something that would have given them more meals. Despite there being plenty of tea, there was no coffee. She checked twice to be sure. Water it was then. After his reaction the day before, she suspected he wouldn’t appreciate her slipping him a pot of tea.
She took the tray up on a cart, taking the walk slow to keep from getting lost in the servants’ passageways. As she opened the door to the dusty, dim hallways designed to keep the servants out of sight, she suddenly felt quite silly. With no one but Mr. Steepe around, why shouldn’t she start waltzing around the house as she pleased? Staying out of sight of one person was easy enough, particularly one who didn’t seem interested in maintaining even the illusion of the nicety typical of a normal household. She pushed the cart confidently out into the gorgeous main hall, illuminated by the bright, soft rays of the morning sun.
She made her way to his bedroom door and knocked quietly. “Breakfast, Mr. Steepe.” No answer came. She thought back to the schedule left for her in her room and the small note that said he preferred his breakfast delivered to his room. As a maid, she shouldn’t go into his room while he was still in there. But there was no butler or valet to wake him. If she didn’t wake him, she’d have to listen to him complain about cold porridge again.
She squared her shoulders and knocked once more before opening the door and pushing the breakfast cart inside. “Good morning, sir. Breakfast is ready,” she called in the most chipper voice she could muster. The closed curtains dimmed the light streaming into the room. More books had joined the ones on the desk. Bookmarks jutted out between the pages. Some bookmarks were nothing more than scraps of paper with notes scrawled across them. The body of a pocket watch sat in the midst of the mess, its internal gears and springs strewn around it.
Muffled, unintelligent words floated to her from the bed. She spun around. Mr. Steepe lay in bed on his stomach. Shirtless. Blankets tangled around his lower half. The wet patch of drool on his pillow kept her mind from straying onto an impolite path. A plain gold bracelet adorned his left wrist. She wondered if it was a gift from a sweetheart. After all, he was older than Martin. He should have been married off first. 
“Are you all right, sir?” Both Mr. Steepes at the house in London were early risers. Half the time, Martin Steepe would already be up and out of the house by now. That man hated to waste the morning. She’d assumed his cousin would be the same. Apparently not.
“Get out of my room,” he said, voice muffled against the pillow crammed against his head. She kept her attention on his face to avoid looking at the way his back muscles clenched as he moved.
Annoyance trickled through her as she left, not bothering to shut the door. She should know better than to expect any gratitude for cooking for him. Men like him were used to ordering the servants about. They saw nothing to be grateful for. 
With him lazing about, she did more exploring to better get her bearings. She ran the duster over paintings and portraits she passed. The housekeeper wasn’t here to lecture her for not cleaning if she had time to wander, but old habits died hard. Looking like you weren’t busy enough always came with a new list of work to be done. Plus, if Mr. Steepe caught her wandering, she’d pretend to be working. Servants hard at work might as well be invisible. Sometimes she thought the rich would make them invisible with glamour if they figured out how.
The silence felt stifling and heavy in a way she didn’t expect. Then again, she got little of it in the city. This wasn’t the peaceful silence she’d dreamed about. But more of an empty, lonely silence of a house that was meant to be full of family. And dachshunds. 
To distract her away from the quiet, she hummed to herself, running through her favorite folk tunes as she made her way through the house, The Rocky Road to Dublin this time.
Without knowing which room was which, she took to calling them each by the color of their wallpaper or furniture that stuck out to her. There was the obvious parlor, followed by, the blue room, the daisy room, the clock room with enough clocks to drive anyone mad with existential dread, and finally the room with the ugliest armchair she’d ever been sorry to lay eyes on.
A faded green and yellow floral pattern covered the cushioning on the seat and back of the chair. A patch of mismatched fabric marred the front of the seat cushion. The light wood didn’t pair well with any of the fabric. Worst of all, ticking from the clock room next door infiltrated the room. A conversation would drown it out, but the annoying ticks and tocks of time would be there in the moments of silence.
When she reached the stairs the duster tried to pull away from her. She yelped at the sudden movement and let go. Free, the duster got to work dusting the banister. 
“Magic. Of course.” She relaxed. In the city the Steepes didn’t use cleaning spells during the day because the magic didn’t care who or what got in the way. Oolong was bad enough to have underfoot without having brooms and buckets getting in the way too. That’s to say nothing of the chaos that could arise if even a single rune was smudged. Back at Mrs. Hammond’s a new footman once inscribed the wrong runes on a mop handle and nearly flooded the entire kitchen. But the duster didn’t seem to be causing much havoc. Not yet anyway.
At the top of the stairs the duster fell over and she caught it before it toppled down the staircase. In the upstairs hallway she passed by a broom sweeping the floor. She gave it a wide berth. The duster yanked her toward the dusty paintings lining the stairwell. She dusted them as she went.
Downstairs magic was more on display than upstairs as if it was meant to impress guests. The hallway wallpaper moved, the trees and flowers on it swaying as if blowing in a wind. The effect made her go cross-eyed as she tried to watch all the details. Funny how the upper classes would waste magic on their wallpaper, but continue to hire a small army of servants to look after them. Servants were a status symbol as much as magic.
As she made her way through the first floor toward the back, the ticking of clocks grew louder and louder.

      [image: image-placeholder]The clocks never quieted. Bertram didn’t understand how Martin slept through them. Or how the butler could stand to keep winding them all up. It had to take that man an hour each day just to tend to the clocks.
“Bertie, can you fetch me another clock? A cuckoo one this time.” 
“You already have two. Isn’t that enough?”
“Hardly!” Martin looked to the two clocks hanging on the wall across from his bed. He looked smaller than his eight years with the pile of blankets his mother had covered him in, declaring he would sweat the fever out. Judging by his red cheeks and the sheen on his forehead, his fever wasn’t over yet. Yet feverish or not, his spirits certainly hadn’t dampened. He smiled brightly, swaying from side to side in time with the pendulums of the clocks. “Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.”
Bertram put his hand on his cousin’s shoulder to stop him from swaying. “And you don’t get sick of that sound?”
“Never! I like thinking about all the things inside spinning and whirring…” He pet a dachshund who slept beside him, tongue lolling out. Delicately, he lifted up the dog’s floppy ears in each hand, lifting them to match the rhythm of the clocks. “And Oolong likes them too! Tick. Tock.”
The dog stirred a moment before yawning and shutting his eyes once more. He was very mild-mannered for a puppy. A suitable match for a bedridden young boy. Surprising seeing as how the dog came from a Hammond litter.
Suddenly Martin dropped the dog’s ears and looked up eagerly. “Ooh! You know what would be perfect? That big clock with the hummingbird in it! Will you bring it up here?”
“That giant thing?” The clock was too massive, easily twice as tall as Bertram. Even the footmen would have a hard time lifting it. “How am I supposed to do that?”
“You can levitate it up the stairs, can’t you? Pleeeease?” Martin clasped his hands and smiled. It was hard to say no to that face. Even so, Bertram had only recently learned the runes to levitate small objects. He wasn’t confident in his ability to lift the massive clock, even less so in his ability to fix it if he dropped it. He reached for the washcloth and wiped the sweat off Martin’s forehead, dipping it into the pan of cold water and then laying it back over his forehead. “I have something better than that old clock.”
“Like what?” Martin patted the bedsheets in excitement. Oolong lifted his head at the commotion before rolling to his side.
“Something I made just for you.” Martin’s birthday was still a few months away, but Bertram wanted to give him something early. Just in case… No. He wouldn’t contemplate that. Martin would see his birthday. He had to. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the gift. It was a small metallic bird, barely big enough to fill the palm of Bertram’s hand. “A hummingbird of your very own.”
Martin’s eyes widened. “A real live hummingbird?”
Bertram chuckled. He’d thought the brass screws for eyes and the wind up key sticking out of its back would have been a giveaway. “Mother says we can’t buy a real one, so I made one for you. I built and enchanted it myself.” He’d taken some inspiration from all those damned clocks for this project and a spell he’d found in one of his school books. He offered the brass-plated bird to Martin. “And now you have the only hummingbird in all of England. Want to wind it up?”
Martin gasped and nodded rapidly. He reached out with both hands, straining a bit as he turned the stiff key in the machine’s back. The bird started to emit a rapid clicking sound and a faint bluish glow appeared from between the seams of the brass plating. With jerky, mechanical motions, the bird’s head started to turn left and right. Then its wings started to flutter.
Bertram held out his hand, and the bird sprung to life, hovering in mid air. It did one loop around the bed before stuttering and crashing into the headboard of the bed. Oolong started awake, giving the machine a quick sniff before rolling back over.
Bertram’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. That wasn’t the surprise he’d meant for his ailing cousin. “I’m sorry. I’ll fix it.” He reached for the bird, but Martin scooped it up first. His mouth opened in awe. Bertram recognized that look. It was the same look he had the first time he saw fireworks. Or the first time he saw his mother apply glamour to her face. Or whenever Oolong did something cute.
“Wow! It flew! It really flew just like a bird!” The wings twitched like a dying insect in his hands. “And you did it all by yourself?”
“Y-yes,” said Bertram, scratching the back of his neck sheepishly. Coming from anyone else such praise would sound sarcastic, but Martin was incapable of anything but absolute sincerity. For a moment, he forgot that the machine had broken down in a matter of seconds. “I’m glad you like it.”
“Like it? I love it!” Martin pulled the tiny bird to his chest. It gave one last twitch as a gear sprang out from under its wing. “You’re the best, Bertie!”
Bertram smiled at his cousin until a spring suddenly shot out of the bird’s neck, hitting him on the cheek. “Will you at least let me fix the thing? 
“No. Not ’til you show me exactly how it works.” Martin’s eyelids drooped. The day’s excitement had clearly been too much for him. He and Oolong yawned in unison. “I want to learn to make wonderful things like this.”
“Tomorrow.” He patted Martin’s legs. The boy needed his rest. “For now, let’s put this thing away before it explodes.”
“It explodes?”
“Hmm…” Bertram pondered as he placed the remains of the bird in a small wooden box. “Probably not.”
“Wow,” muttered Martin as he laid back his head and closed his eyes. “An exploding humming bird.”
Bertram crept out of the room, nearly closing the door behind him before hearing the hummingbird fall completely apart, its components clanging against the inside of the box. He sighed. It would take him forever to put them back together. But this time he’d do it with Martin. They’d have plenty of time to make it even better. The endless ticking of the clocks in the room reminded him of that.

      [image: image-placeholder]The duster dragged Laoise into the hideous room. All the ticking from the clocks made her wish she had earmuffs. Even the crackling of the fireplace had been drowned out by the endless march of gears and pendulums. “Not the clock room,” she groaned.
“It’s called the green room, not the clock room.” Mr. Steepe shifted in an arm chair to her right, startling her. She hadn’t noticed him there. He gestured to the nearest wall at an area where the clock from yesterday had been. “After the wallpaper.”
“I see. How can you be sure the walls are green when you can barely see them? And why are there so many clocks?”
He wrinkled his nose. “You ask a lot of questions for a maid.”
“My apologies, sir. Just tryin’ to get to know the house better. I’ve never been here before.”
The apology appeared to appease him. He leaned back. “The clocks all belonged to my grandfather. He liked clocks. Unfortunately for him, once you start collecting something, you get saddled with always collecting it. Since no one knew what else to get him every Christmas, he got plenty of clocks. From family, business partners, and anyone else trying to please him. Needless to say, he was never a man to be late. He also took ‘Better three hours too soon than a minute too late’ literally.”
“Is that a saying?.” She let go of the duster, letting it float up to get the tops of clocks too tall for her to reach.
“It’s from The Merry Wives of Windsor.”
“I don’t know that one.” 
He scoffed. “No, I don’t suppose you would know your Shakespeare, would you?”
She bit her tongue. Better to be diplomatic for now. She could always slap that smug face of his later. “With all this ticking to deal with, I’m not surprised he’d leave three hours early for an appointment to escape.”
“They aren’t so bad. This is the best room in the house to think in.”
“Really? I can’t hear myself think at all over all this racket.”
“Exactly.” He propped his feet up on the ottoman and closed his eyes. 
Once, he’d been sitting in a similar manner while visiting Martin. A new maid, a girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, had nearly set her skirts on fire when she got distracted staring at him. She hadn’t seen the logs roll when she added one to the fire. Nor had she noticed the sparks that popped right at her skirts, leaving scorch marks. After the incident, the other maids teased the girl for her “fiery passion.” Laoise included. 
The duster floated back down and she grabbed it, determined to get out of the room before he started making demands. The duster tugged back as it headed for the next clock. She tugged on it again, but the duster continued to strain forward. She let go, giving up on it and heading out of the room. Three steps from the door he spoke up again.
“Is that you making all that noise?”
“What noise?” All she heard was the clocks.
“That banging noise. Go find
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