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Catherine Whitmer was bored. Not just today or because it was raining. Every day. Her life was stiflingly dull.

Mama repeatedly assured her that all young ladies of a certain class spent their days embroidering and painting and practicing their music. Mama always followed that with an arched brow and, “You’re quite lucky, you know, Kitty. Many ladies have no access to the quantity of books you read.”

Catherine didn’t doubt that Mama was right about the books, but she couldn’t help feeling that she was missing out on a great deal of life. Surely other young ladies had better things to fill their time with than histories and geographies or even novels. Not that Mama let Catherine read novels often, but sometimes as a special treat she’d bring one home from the lending library when she’d been to the market. Books of magic were nearly as good as novels—they were a good bit more useful than the biography of William the Conqueror that sat forgotten on Catherine’s lap, at any rate.

Catherine sighed and leaned her elbow on the tiny, narrow windowsill, one finger holding her place in the book while her attention drifted. The gray sky she’d woken up to had let loose, and now a dull, steady rain fell. The drab, dreary world outside her window felt like too accurate a reflection of her life. No one would be out in this weather, and like so many times over the past six years, Catherine could easily pretend that she and Mama were the only two people in the world.

Eventually, the rain tapered off. A pale, weak sun shone faintly through the dissipating clouds. Catherine placed her bookmark and set the biography aside. She loved the way the garden looked after rain, and this would be the perfect time to try out her new watercolors. She gathered her papers, easel, paints, and a blanket to sit on before tying an apron over her morning dress. Wrapping a worn green shawl around her shoulders, she gathered everything else into her arms and descended the winding staircase that carried her through each open level of the tower. Mama, her humming blending with the whirring of her spinning wheel, didn’t look up as Catherine passed through.

“I’m going outside to paint,” Catherine called.

“Dry off the bench first,” Mama advised, still not looking up.

Catherine wound down another three levels to the kitchen, where she wrangled the heavy wooden door open without dropping anything. She paused on the wooden steps outside to breathe. The air smelled so fresh and clean and full of life, and the brightening sun glittered on the water that dripped from every leaf and twig and gleamed on each flagstone. The garden was barely recognizable in such a magical light. It looked fae and enchanted and full of possibility. Catherine could forget, as she carried her supplies to the bench in the farther corner, that she’d spent hours weeding the vegetable beds just yesterday.

The bench was as wet as everything else, of course. Catherine carefully lay her easel and paint set on the ground to free up one hand, which she held open and flat over the bench. She murmured a spell-word and couldn’t stifle the giggle that came when the warm air rushed from her hand to dry the stone surface. This spell tickled, and she could only do it for so long before she had to stop and itch her palm. It was enough, however, and she laid the folded blanket on the bench to sit on. In a moment, she had her easel set up with paper, paints, and brushes at the ready. She’d forgotten to bring out a cup of water, so she skipped back inside to get one, then looked around to choose a subject for her painting.

Her eyes fell on the tower. The rain had made the stones darker so that it looked almost sinister as it loomed over the sprawling garden. It was an old round tower from the time of the Norman invasion—hence her choice of biography, however tedious—with a few broken bits of wall jutting jaggedly from the base. There had been more to the old building, but it had been unsalvageable ruins when Mama had first moved in, and the crumbled walls now formed part of the boundary of the garden, which was an asymmetrical not-quite-square. Catherine had always found the tower to be a rather romantic home, especially when she was in a gothic mood after reading a good novel, and she wondered how many people were lucky enough to live in a stone ruin. It wasn’t easy to reclaim or maintain a tower like this. One needed a good deal of either money or magic to make it livable. Mama used magic.

Catherine began painting, letting the tower fill one side of her paper while the lilac walk and vegetable beds spread over the rest of the page. Birdsong and rainwater dripping from the leaves of the trees beyond the garden formed the background music to her art, and Catherine began to sing along. Singing to fill the silent loneliness was something she’d been doing for years, and she absently made up a song about rain in May.

She was on the fifth nonsense verse when a sound from the trees startled her. Whirling around, she froze, her mouth still open but the song choked off. Standing in the shadows beneath the trees stood a man and a horse. The horse blew again, and Catherine recognized the sound that had alarmed her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the man standing at the horse’s head.

He was somewhere between tall and short, perhaps a few inches taller than she was, and he wore an olive coat over tan breeches and black riding boots. The fabric clung to him as though he’d been caught in the tail end of the downpour. His cheeks reddened as she stared at him. “Forgive me for startling you. Your singing… I could have listened all day.”

“Oh,” was all Catherine managed. Her face felt hot, and she didn’t know what to do with her hands. She twisted them in her apron as she glanced around the garden.

“You enjoy painting?”

He spoke as if he were grasping for a subject of conversation. Perhaps he’d been taught to avoid uncomfortable silences and to fill them with pleasant chatter. He couldn’t be as nervous as she was.

“I’m… I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.” Catherine’s eyes fell on the tower, and she was glad Mama’s window faced the other direction. Not supposed to talk to strangers. What an understatement. This man was the first person aside from Mama that she’d seen in six years.

A smile pulled at the gentleman’s mouth, and Catherine watched his unexceptional features turn into something wondrous, full of humor and friendliness. “That’s easy enough to rectify,” he said, removing his hat and bowing. “I am Lord Henry Stanton, at your service.”

Catherine found herself smiling in turn. She rose and curtsied as Mama had taught her. “Catherine Whitmer. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure’s all mine, Miss Whitmer.”

Catherine cringed at the name. “Oh, no, that won’t do,” she blurted without thinking, causing his eyes to widen in surprise. “That makes me sound stuffy and old like Mama.” 

He grinned and ran a hand through his hair. It was a medium brown, as unremarkable as the rest of him, but Catherine liked the way it ruffled messily. “What shall I call you, then?”

She hesitated. It wasn’t the thing for a stranger to call one by one’s Christian name, however much one might want to like them already. But his countenance was so open and genuine, she couldn’t help trusting him. “I’ve always wanted to be Kate. Mama calls me Kitty, but it’s not the same at all.”

“No, I suppose not,” he agreed. “Kate it is, then, and you may call me Henry.” As they’d talked, he and his horse had drawn nearer to the garden wall. He leaned his hip against it now and studied Catherine. “So, Kate, now that we’re not strangers, tell me: do you enjoy painting?”

Catherine pressed her lips together to keep her smile in check. Why did her cheeks feel like they were glowing? Henry was not as handsome as the heroes in the novels she’d read. His nose was a bit too big, and his jaw wasn’t chiseled, and his shoulders didn’t strain against the seams of his coat. His eyes were a vague, muddy shade she couldn’t label. But his face was pleasant, and his smile warm, and his eyes held a hint of laughter that drew her in.

“I do,” she said. “I enjoy sketching with charcoal as well, but watercolor seemed more suited to the scenery.”

“Indeed, water is quite the theme today.” Henry chuckled. “I ventured out too soon, when what I’d thought was the shower ending was only a lull.”

“You ought to go home and change before you catch cold.”

“I really ought to,” he agreed. “A damp coat isn’t the most pleasant thing on a cool day.”

“I should think not,” Catherine agreed, though she wouldn’t have minded him staying a bit longer. Talking to someone besides Mama was refreshing in a way she’d entirely forgotten.

He smiled at her again and bowed, replaced his hat, and swung himself into the saddle. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Kate.”

“Yes,” Catherine said softly as he turned his horse and rode back into the trees. She stared after him long after he was gone.




***




By the time Catherine had put away her paints and gone inside for dinner, she had a completed watercolor and had long since stopped blushing. Mama’s dark eyes examined the artwork critically. They were pretty eyes, with lovely, long, dark lashes, only hidden behind thick spectacles. Mama’s thin lips pursed as she pointed out a few places where Catherine’s technique could improve. Catherine took the instruction meekly, as it was no more than she’d expected. Mama treated everything as an opportunity for improvement, refusing to settle for less than perfection in any regard. She dismissed Catherine to put away her art supplies, urging her to hurry back down to set the table for dinner.

In her room at the top of the tower, Catherine took a moment to tidy away everything she’d gotten out. Mama was fastidious about housekeeping as well, and with such a small living space, Catherine couldn’t deny that it was nice to have everything in its place and out of the way. Before she rejoined Mama in the kitchen, she paused by her window, gazing out over the garden and trees to the distant hills that shaded purple in the sunset. She slowly untied her apron, letting her mind wander for a moment. Somewhere out there, there were people. People who went about their lives with no idea that Catherine existed. Except one. Somewhere out there was a specific person named Henry who called her Kate and liked hearing her sing.

Catherine wrenched her mind away from these musings. She couldn’t let on to Mama that anything different had happened today. She hung the apron on its hook on the wall and hurried down the stairs. Mama sliced a loaf of bread as Catherine got out plates and cups. As she maneuvered through the small space, trading places with Mama in their familiar dance of meal preparation, she noticed again how short Mama was, a few inches shorter than Catherine. Mama’s long, dark hair was twisted at the nape of her neck in a severe knot. Catherine wondered if a softer style would suit Mama better, perhaps make her cheekbones appear less rigid, her chin less sharp. But soft was not the first word Catherine would use to describe Mama. Precise and perfectionistic, yes, and loving, in her own strict way. Catherine never doubted that Mama cared more for her than for anything in the world. But there were old secrets that made Mama afraid, and whenever Catherine came too close to asking about them, she was sent straight to bed.

Mama set the last serving dish on the table and sat across from Catherine. “What are you thinking of, Kitty? You look miles away.”

“Not miles,” Catherine said lightly. “I was wondering if you would let me try a new hairstyle on you, on a day when you don’t have errands in the village. And I was thinking about how I might paint you, if you were ever to sit for me.”

Mama’s smile was faint but present. “I haven’t done my hair in any other way since I was your age and attending balls in town.”

Catherine itched to ask why she wasn’t allowed to go to town, or even to attend any local assemblies, if Mama had been taken about by her mother. But that was a certain way to be sent to bed without finishing dinner, and Catherine was hungry.

When dinner was over and the dishes washed and put away, Catherine retired to her room, ostensibly to read for a short while by rushlight before going to sleep. But she didn’t bother with the light. She used a spell that lit a flame in her palm so that she could see to find her nightgown, but she extinguished it quickly and got dressed in the dark. She slid between the sheets and pulled the wool coverlet up to her chin. Now, alone in the dark, she allowed her mind to wander again. Instantly, the charming stranger was before her eyes, leaning against the garden wall as he called her Kate. Warmth filled her belly as she remembered how his face lit up when he smiled and how his hair fell messily after he’d run his fingers through it. She wondered what color his eyes actually were. She wondered if, wherever he was, he was thinking of her, and whether she’d ever see him again.
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Henry rode home slowly, his mind full of Miss Catherine Whitmer. Kate. He couldn’t believe how many times he’d ridden out that way in the past, ignoring the old tower as just another picturesque ruin. Today he’d ridden closer to it than usual, on an errand of mercy for his mother, and on the way home he’d heard the most beautiful voice. Thinking back on what words he could recall, the song was utter nonsense, but it hadn’t felt that way at the time. Not coming from that sweet, lilting, angelic voice. He hadn’t lied to Kate: if she hadn’t noticed him, he may well have listened to her all day.

But he was just as glad she’d turned, because then he’d seen that her voice wasn’t the only exquisite thing about her. Her golden hair had tumbled in a long, thick braid over one shoulder, with curls escaping in a kind of wispy halo. Her eyes were the vibrant blue of cornflowers and so open and curious and bewitchingly innocent. The rising pink in her cheeks had captivated him, and he’d felt awkward and shy for the first time since he couldn’t remember when. A duke’s eldest son was never awkward. Even in uncomfortable situations, he was always in the right.

He managed to push Kate from his mind as he arrived home and reported to his mother that the rector’s wife and new baby were healthy and that they were suitably grateful for the hamper she’d had the kitchens put together.

The next day Henry spent the morning with his father and Rogers, the steward, going over some planned improvements to the mill and the second greenhouse. He loved this land and his duties to it, and his mind remained fully occupied with business for hours. But Rogers had other work to do, and his father never liked being cooped up in an office for long. The three parted ways, with Henry declining to go fishing with his father. Too much sitting in the boat, too much quiet time to think—he’d rather be moving. He went for a walk around the park instead, and when that wasn’t activity enough, he walked to the village.

The nearer half of the village was all on Caulder-owned land, and from the time he’d left university, Henry had made it his practice to occasionally volunteer in their tenant businesses and learn what they did and what they needed from their landlord. He’d helped the chandler several times, though he wasn’t particularly fond of the smell of the tallow used to make the candles. He’d fed horses at the livery and helped the laundress hang clean clothes to dry. His favorite by far was working with leather—by hand, the way it had been done for generations, not in one of the newer factories—and after several sessions of assisting, he had bought his own small set of leather working tools to continue the hobby at home. Today, though, he made his way to the smithy. None of the shop owners ever allowed him to do any work that was dangerous or menial or even especially dirty, but he hoped today he could convince the blacksmith to let him hammer something. He needed to work out his distraction over the blonde beauty.

Hours later, he returned to Cauldercrest sweating, dirty, and satisfied, only to have his thoughts invaded again as he cleaned up for dinner. What was it about Kate that intrigued him so much?

He’d have to see her again to find out, but that was a risk he couldn’t take. Pursuing Kate’s acquaintance might raise her expectations, and it would likely put his heart in danger of becoming attached. If she could fill so many of his thoughts after a five-minute meeting, how much of his mind and heart would she take over if given more time?

He had to remember that his duty was to his family and the duchy. He owed it to them to make a good match, whenever he was ready to choose a wife, which wasn’t quite yet. He was only four-and-twenty, after all. He had time. Kate’s situation was too mysterious and unknown to be a wise choice, so he simply had to force her from his mind.

His restless distraction continued the following day. He worked on a tooled leather satchel he’d been making for his sister Mary’s upcoming birthday, but shaping the soft leather still allowed him too much time to think. Eventually, he gave it up and packed away his tools, then took his pistols out for a bit of target practice. He didn’t consider himself a Corinthian by any means, but he was a decent shot, and he could drive a team or sit a horse as well as anyone. He’d even had a lesson or two with Gentleman Jackson, though pugilism wasn’t his preferred sport. Now, however, the focus required to load, aim, and safely fire the pistols grounded him. By the time he returned to the house, he could join his family with composure.

The following morning, Henry paced the breakfast room as he waited for his family to come down. His sister Hannah was first, and she instantly noted his mood. She joined him at the window and rested a hand on his arm to still his pacing.

“What is the matter?” she asked softly. “You’re pacing like a caged tiger. You’re never bored when we leave town.”

“I’m not bored,” Henry said. “It’s nothing.”

Hannah scoffed. “You’re worse than I am, and I’m the one stuck here with just Mama and Mary, as the Wintons and Lewises have gone early to Brighton for the summer.” She fixed him with a sharp hazel eye. “Do you have a sweetheart? Is there a clandestine correspondence that I ought to know about?”

Henry considered his sister, feeling heat rise in his neck. She was five years his junior, just barely nineteen, but she had wit and common sense and the ability to hold her tongue, which their youngest sister, Mary, manifestly lacked. He’d probably regret telling her about Kate, but perhaps Hannah could help him make sense of why the girl had stuck so firmly in his mind.

“Ride out with me this morning,” he suggested. “We both could use the fresh air and exercise.”

“And you’ll tell me then?”

Henry shrugged.

Voices outside warned them that Mary was on her way, brightly wishing everyone she passed a good morning as she came. Hannah left his side, making her way to the sideboard to fill a plate. Mary burst through the door just then with a cheerful greeting for everyone. Henry had never understood how the fifteen-year-old could be so happy so early every morning, but she was, and he smiled in spite of himself. 

Before sitting to breakfast himself, Henry requested that their horses be saddled for a morning ride. An hour later, he and Hannah were retracing his route through the park toward the village. He could see the stone tower looming over the trees in the distance, and his heart beat faster.

Hannah drew her horse alongside his. “Start talking,” she insisted. “Am I to assume you’ll insist on the utmost secrecy, and I’ll not share it with Mama or Mary on pain of death?”

Henry chuckled at Hannah’s imitation of Mary’s dramatics. “You assume correctly,” he said. “Mama mustn’t hear a word.”

“Oooh, so it is a sweetheart.”

“No, she is not,” Henry denied quickly.

Hannah pressed her lips together to hide her grin, but it still lit up her hazel eyes.

Henry sighed. “Her name is Kate, and I met her the other day on my way home from visiting the rector.”

“And…?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t seem to stop thinking about her, despite the fact that I know nothing of her.”

“There’s a way to fix that.”

Henry had been hoping Hannah would have a solution. “What is it?”

“Get to know her better.”

A sigh of disappointment whooshed out of Henry. Her solution wasn’t a way to get Kate out of his head; it was a way to rectify his lack of knowledge. Not helpful.

Hannah must have seen his reluctance. “Tell me what you do know about her.”

“She’s very pretty, with a singing voice like an angel,” Henry admitted. “She enjoys drawing and painting. She hates to be called Miss Whitmer, and she’s not allowed to talk to strangers.”

Hannah frowned at the last point, but her face quickly brightened. “Where does she live?”

“That’s the odd thing—she lives in that old tower with her mother.”

“The tower?” Hannah shot a look at the looming round tower on the far side of the village. “I thought it was a ruin. I didn’t know anyone lived there.”

“Neither did I, until I happened across Kate.”

Hannah considered for half a moment then gave a decisive nod. “I want to meet her.” She urged her horse into a trot.

Henry gaped at her for a moment before rushing to catch up. He’d known he’d regret telling her, but he’d merely expected her to tease him privately. He hadn’t expected her to rush off and demand an introduction. He wanted to avoid seeing Kate again.

“Hannah, stop. You cannot just rush off like this. Why do you even want to meet her?”

“Because I could do with a new friend,” she said, arching a brow at him. “All of mine have left the country for the summer. Just because you’re not looking for a sweetheart doesn’t mean I can’t make her acquaintance.”

She turned and rode on, leaving Henry to follow, a mixture of nerves and excitement twisting in his stomach. He did his best to squash the feeling—he didn’t want to be happy at the prospect of seeing Kate again. But there was no denying that the feelings intensified as they left the shade of the trees and approached the garden where a blonde angel was bent over a trellis of pea vines, picking ripe pods.

She’d pinned her braid up today, and her morning dress was a pale yellow that made her appear to glow. At the sound of the horses, she looked up, surprise and delight flashing across her face at the sight of him, quickly chased by worry. She glanced over her shoulder at the tower, then abandoned her basket and hurried over to the low garden wall. 

Henry watched her, entranced. He hadn’t imagined or even exaggerated her beauty.

And then she was before them, her blue eyes sparkling. “I didn’t think you’d come again.”

“This is my sister, Lady Hannah Stanton,” Henry said. “She insisted on an introduction as soon as I told her about you.”

Beside him, Hannah curtsied, and Kate followed suit. “I’m delighted to meet you,” Kate said, though there was an edge of tension that clung to her words. “And I’m sure I’m about to be terribly rude, but you need to leave now. Mama can’t see you here, and she’s bound to look out the window to check on me eventually.”

“You’re really not allowed to talk to strangers? I thought Henry was bamming me.”

“No, not at all. And to Mama, everyone is a stranger.”

“Is it just the two of you then?” Henry tried to make sense of the puzzle that stood before him. “If you’re not allowed to talk to strangers—to anyone—then how do you make friends?”

Kate blinked at him. “You’re the first new friend I’ve made in six years.”

Her frank admission surprised him, especially in response to his relatively tactless question. 

“Six years?” Hannah gasped. “Oh, you poor dear. I’m so glad Henry stumbled across you the other day and that we can be your friends now. We’ll leave—I’d hate to get you into trouble—but could we come again?”

Kate nodded slowly. “Mama goes to the village on Monday and Thursday mornings. I’ll hang something bright in my window—the very top one—to let you know that she’s out and that it’s safe to call up to me, and I’ll come out to meet you.”

“Brilliant,” Hannah said, reaching for Kate’s hand and squeezing it. “We’ll come back soon.”

Henry tipped his hat and helped his sister into the saddle. He couldn’t help looking back over his shoulder as they rode into the trees. Kate was watching them as she backed slowly along the path toward the plants she’d been tending. She lifted her hand in a shy wave.

He faced forward again as Hannah said, “That poor girl needs a new friend even more than I do. I thought it was bad to have no one but the family for weeks, but six years?” She shook her head. “You’re calling with me again on Monday.”

Henry murmured an agreement. There was something odd about Kate’s situation, and he was glad that Hannah had strong-armed him into seeing her again
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