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Chapter One

[image: image-placeholder]

The first time Charity ran away, her father never even noticed.  Life in the Lord’s townhouse in Albion’s capital city, Levin, was painfully dull.  The household staff expected Charity to silently eat her supper and tea, keep away from the study, and of course, never, ever bother her father.  If she were to fall down, she was expected to stand right back up.  If she were unwell, she was expected to bear it in silence— well, at least until she had caught the plague and was sent to the country.  Her father was always warning her about the plague. 
Sometimes she crept into the kitchen or spoke to herself out loud to break the ringing in her ears, but the valet boxed them all the harder once she was caught out of bounds.  After that, she mostly hid in small corners, reading, whispering to herself, making playthings of bits of old lace and spools.
Now that she was older, she couldn't remember what adventures she had imagined herself on, only that they seemed very important at the time, perhaps practice for an adulthood of adventure.  Certainly if she hadn't completed those imaginings at the time, it seemed that the world itself would be at stake, so why then were the memories gone now?  Later she wondered if it were the fever or perhaps simply the way that the memories usually fade with time.  The days in the townhouse were so monotonous that sometimes she wondered if time were even passing at all, or if it was all one long, unrelenting day of the same silent meals and the same books and the same confining walls, windows, and floors.  The presence of the servants and her father provided just enough interference but so little real company that she wished they would all just go.
That was why she had run away.  It was simpler than it sounded:  the deliveries came in twice a week in the mornings at the servants' entrance around back, and after the young scullery maid, Esther, unloaded the potatoes and flour, it was no difficulty situating herself between her household's load and the next.  However, she didn't hop off the cart fast enough before the next stop, and so the driver delivered her a fierce whipping with his horse crop that left a nasty bruise.  She had wanted to declare that her father was Jairden Carolinus, Lord of Overwood and friend to the Head of Council and to insist on justice for this embarrassment, but she decided in the end that it would all be over sooner if she said nothing.  Certainly she did not want her father to hear that she had tried to leave, and in those days, she was not nearly so brave as to face him.
One would think that this would discourage the girl, but her glimpse of life the next street over only whet her appetite for more.  She tried again with the milk truck and had no luck as the empty bottles tinkling against her trembling knees gave her away.  That time she had her ears twisted by the valet.  Later she realized that the best cover would be on a rainy day when everyone was bustling about trying to avoid becoming soaked.  On her next effort, she had dove behind a second carriage, slipped upon wet cobblestone, and almost had her head dashed in by a startled horse's hoof.
Still, the need to escape remained.  Further attempts along the same vein resulted in harsh punishments from the butler and valet, and although Mrs. Pettigrew, the housekeeper, pleaded on her behalf, Charity was eventually confined to her room.  Father insisted that any punishment was better than getting sick out in the world and she knew better than to appeal to him on the topic.  She often heard news of how many people died of the new disease that he studied.
Frankly, there was nothing left to do inside except to look out the windows and memorize the movements of the people below.  The vein-like patterns in the flagstoned road were so well known to her that she could see them with her eyes closed.  She coveted the freedom of the people who traveled on them, from the lovely Ladies with their parasols to the street urchins who stole from them.  She coveted the flower vendor and her tulips, the baker with his sweet buns, and the servants of the household who told her stories of them.  She desperately wished to be anywhere else, anyone else, and she would do anything to achieve it.
[image: image-placeholder]The cold of the glass settled into the bones of Charity's hands as she pressed them against her small gable window.  She leaned slightly forward—she must have been falling asleep—and suddenly she found herself beyond, somehow just outside the window, her mind swept up somehow like a leaf in a draft.  She startled, feeling that surely she should fall, and then she found herself back in her room, her head thudding onto the casement frame.  The glass rattled indignantly.  Her first thought was of how much trouble she'd be in if she had broken it, but then she began to process the unique sensation.  
Closing her eyes, she reached out once again.  Her hands caressed the little square panes, a fingertip catching against a splintered flake of white paint.  She pressed harder, felt a vibration rise from her fingernails, down to her wrists, then spread to her shoulders and head.  She closed her eyes harder, both pressed and simultaneously let go, and then again she was gone, somewhere above the street without any sensation of her body at all.  
The sensation was that floating feeling of falling asleep or of just having woken up without yet having the awareness that the day was about to begin.  It wasn't as if she could see the city below, more that she knew it was there and that inside it was an array of bright sparks that consisted of people and other living things.  She focused on a spark inside a nearby window and felt a sucking sensation of being drawn in beyond her control.  She wanted to resist but curiosity made her yield.
At once, Charity Carolinus felt she was someone else.  Giddy, she wanted to laugh, but the being whom she was inside insinuated its feelings within her.  She felt cold and full of rage, a roiling anger she had never known before.  She recoiled, like a person stumbling in the dark and then found herself inside something warmer, smaller.  The emotions seeped in once again, and she felt sorrow, such profound sorrow that she thought her heart would break.  
And at the thought of her own heart beating within her own breast, she was once again jolted back where she belonged, back in front of the first floor window, in her own room, her hot hands against the cold glass panes, and her heart thudding so hard that she fell to her knees.  What in the world had just happened?
Charity’s body alternated between hot to cold and she began to shake.  She had been in other people's bodies.  Had she caught the plague from them?  Was the whole thing the first in many a dreadful hallucination?  Fearful, she looked at her door but knew she should not call out.  She got in bed to rest and fell asleep hours earlier than her bedtime.
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, she felt quite normal.  Mrs. Pettigrew even persuaded her father to let her out of her room for breakfast.  She accepted help with her buttons and hair, wishing she had a maid who knew what to do about the tangles in her curly dark hair.  The housekeeper did her best at the vexing job. 
Charity used her best posture at the table, even though her hands shook when she picked up her glass.  After finishing his eggs, Lord Carolinus, perfectly neat as always in his grey-blue suit, gave her a level look that made her purse her lips.  Expectantly, she endured her father’s scrutiny, keeping his gaze with practiced ability.  
It felt as if it lasted forever.
He seemed to have changed his mind about saying something and instead stood, requesting the newspaper, which the butler, Mr. Randolph, handed to him.  She wanted dearly to ask to read it after he had finished, but she knew it wasn't her place.  Her father turned back and announced, “I'll be gone at the gala tonight.  You are allowed out of your room, but the outer doors will be locked.  I trust you will be in bed promptly at nine.”  He looked at the valet.  “Maxwell will be staying here to make certain you obey.”
Charity suppressed a tremor.  Her father knew her thoughts about the valet, even if he never acted on them.  Lord Carolinus appreciated Maxwell’s additional use as a means of keeping her under control.  Ah well, at least she could look out other windows and perhaps scavenge the discarded newspapers and maybe chat with the scullery maid if she could make her way to the kitchen.  “I hope the gala goes very well,” she said to her father.
After Charity finished her meal, she sat on a soft red embroidered sofa in a lesser used parlor and pondered what had happened the previous day.  She did not feel ill at all, which was reassuring, but the experiences of traveling outside weightlessly as well as feeling others' thoughts were both exhilarating and alarming.  She would need to try again, of course, to get better at it.  Now that she was in a ground level room, she could see everything outside so much more clearly.  Now she had a way outside without getting caught!  If it made her tired again, all for the best, as the household seemed to prefer her when she was fast asleep.  Yes, there was nothing to worry about, and her father would be in his study working all day to prepare for that night's benefit.  She knew his work was very important.  The new plague was spreading rapidly.   It had been quite rare when Charity was small, but now it was common enough that papers reported on it often and that her father wouldn't let her out at all.  
Although Jairden Carolinus was not a formally trained scientist or physician, his position as a Lord meant that he could acquire the funding for research and assist in it as he liked.  He may be irritable or occasionally distracted, but she knew that her father's work was more important than anything she had to talk to him about.
Other girls might miss their mothers, but Charity had no memory at all of hers, as the woman had passed on long ago.  Her father rarely mentioned her, and neither did the servants, although Mrs. Pettigrew, the housekeeper, occasionally seemed to stand in for the position.  Mrs. Pettigrew claimed to know nothing useful about what it would mean to be a Lady as Charity grew to adulthood, but she did give her lessons on topics such as comportment and table manners, as time allowed.  Lord Carolinus occasionally hired tutors and governesses, but over the years, they had fewer and fewer staff.  So Charity largely taught herself with books from the library or pecked at the pianoforte on her own, that is, until the weeks when she had been locked away in her room.  As time went on, her present desire to connect with others and learn from them would transform into a necessary duty to learn how to operate in her station of society.
Realizing this, she knew that she must contrive a way to discuss it with her father, but now her thoughts had wandered far from their original focus.  She should try to exercise her mind again, learn to control this skill.  She knew there were no books on this topic in the library, as she'd long ago read all of them, even the ones that were too technical for her to really understand.  She'd certainly remember if any were about magic!
Oh, the word sounded silly at her age.  She was too old for magical stories. And yet, what other way to describe it?  
Metaphysics, she remembered distantly.  Adults called it metaphysics, and the topic was forbidden by the priests.
Taking in a deep breath, she moved to the window seat and looked out the large bay window.  The panes of glass were warm in the afternoon sun, glittering in the mitered stained glass up high near the ceiling.  She had so loved to stare at the sparkling glass patterns of birds as a small child.  But now was time to focus on the people outside.  Her dark curls framed her view., blocking her peripheral vision until she tucked them out of the way.
Now that she had this new ability, she hesitated about upon whom to apply it.  The emotional people she had connected with so far were strong deterrents.  Craning her neck, Charity caught sight of the flower vendor on the corner, a friendly looking young woman whose blonde curls were escaping from a brown hat with a red bow.  Sometimes the florist would wave at her bedroom window on her way home in the evenings.  
Yes, that was the one.  Nothing in that woman's head could be frightening.  At the moment, she was separating a bundle of hyacinths.  Charity pressed her palm harder against the glass, thinking hard of the florist. 
At that moment, she felt a rough hand grip her collar, and she jerked back to see Maxwell, his face red as a strawberry.  




Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

“What do you think you are doing, Miss Charity?” demanded the valet through his teeth. 
“Looking out the window,” she sputtered.  
“You're dirtying it with your fingers, and Mrs. Pettigrew will be angry.”
“No, she won't,” Charity said honestly, knowing that the two's temperaments were quite at odds.  At worst, the housekeeper might make her wipe it with a cloth.  For a moment, she had the mad urge to call Mrs. Pettigrew’s name, to ask her to intercede.
Maxwell’s hand gave a jerk, and the cotton lace of Charity’s peach satin dress bit hard into her throat.  She heard the fabric strain and the lace begin to give way.  “Stop!” she burst out, pulling at his hand.  A sort of shock passed between them, a charge like lightning in the air, and the faintest of gold shimmers played before her eyes, no doubt a trick of the gas light.
The valet paused long enough that Charity had a moment to step closer to him, releasing the pressure on her skin.  “Let go!” she commanded, and to her utter shock, he did.
He was standing quite still with his head cocked to one side, as if he had forgotten what he was about to do next.  Charity looked at him with curiosity and then realized that a subject was available in front of her.  She reached out with her hand, stopping just short of his buttoned shirt, unwilling to touch the vile man again.  Tensing her fingers, she let out a push, and then came that sensation of lightness, of moving toward the bright center comprising of his head and heart.  “Just go to sleep and leave me alone,” she thought.
A terrific thud brought her back to herself.   Maxwell was lying on the floor in a heap, his head narrowly having missed cracking against the oak end table.
“Oh dear,” she burst out.  “I didn't really mean it, not now.  Please get up.”
He stirred but did not rise.  She looked around, heart hammering.  What if someone walked in?  Suppressing the urge to run and hide, she pulled at Maxwell’s arm, but he was much too heavy for her to budge.  It was a good job that he hadn't fallen on top of her. 
She whispered fervently, “Simply wake up and then do your duties, but keep away from me. Don't bother me. Then go to sleep.  When... no one is around...  Later.  Not now, for heaven's sake.”  Perhaps that would do the trick.
Maxwell grunted and rubbed his brown hair, disheveling it.  He rose, favoring one knee, and looked at her in confusion.
Charity's eyes widened, and she was sure he could see the way she was breathing too hard, but Maxwell simply nodded at her, wincing slightly, and left the room without a word. 
Would he tell her father?  If he did, how in the world would he explain what happened?  This was different from before.  She hadn't felt what he felt, perhaps because she was so afraid, but she had commanded him!  This must be what her father felt like when he gave the household orders.  No one had ever listened to Charity before!
She had little time to mull over the experience before the front door bell rang.  From across the house, she heard her father call out to the butler, who paused and said to the valet, “You look a mess, Maxwell! What have you been doing? Go at once and make yourself orderly.”
Charity held her breath until she heard the valet walk toward the back stairs.   She peeked at the heavy oak paneled double doors.  She badly wanted to see who was calling on them but felt she had used up her good fortune for the day.  She dashed away to the kitchen as she heard the butler announce Lord Atkinson.  
The other Lord must have come to work on that night's benefit with her father.  Lord Atkinson was kindly to her, but since they were busy, she'd have to keep out of sight.  That spoiled her day’s plan of watching the street. 
The kitchen was overly warm, but the windows were tipped in, almost chill air combatting the heat of the ovens.  The scullery maid was a ginger girl about Charity's age named Esther.  “I haven't seen you in forever!” she exclaimed.  Charity's spirits were brightened just by seeing her.
“I was caught last time I tried to slip out,” she explained.  “Father locked me up for ages and just let me out of my room today.”
“Why today?” Esther mulled.  “He’s very busy.  Even I was told to keep out of sight, and you know I never go up front.”
“I haven't the foggiest, but I'm delighted about it.”
“There are leftover pastries,” Esther said.  “Mrs. Barton will give you some.”
The anxiety of the encounter with the valet disappeared, and Charity gladly followed the scullery maid to the back of the room by the coal stove.  Mrs. Barton, the cook, looked as pleased to see her as Esther had, but she indicated that Esther had better get back to the morning scrubbing.  Charity, remembering her early success, stood tall and insisted that the scullery maid have some pastries as well.
Mrs. Barton looked briefly dumbfounded but finally consented.  “We'll all have one together, as we've missed you, but only one, and hurry up at that.”
Charity felt deliciously wicked at stopping all of the kitchen work without consulting the master of the house.  Esther eyed the cook with suspicion before shoving most of the apple danish into her cheek.  “Come,” she said with full mouth, crumbs falling onto her apron, “we'll talk over here.”
Charity joined her at the sink, watching the scullery maid rub a cloth against the lye soap.  Esther’s knuckles were red as apples, and Charity’s were white.
Mrs. Barton waved her over after a moment.  “I've saved this for you,” she said, handing Charity a newspaper.  “I thought you would like to see how proud the world is of the master.”
Despite misgivings, Charity gave a little smile as she saw the photograph of her father, but her eyes were drawn to a different article.  “So many sick people,” she whispered.  The article stated that Saint Dymphna Sanitarium was in a state of emergency as it was overflowing with an excess of a hundred patients.  People were lining the corridors and resting on the porches.  Doctors tried ice cures and pharmaceuticals, but success rates were low.  Some patients lingered on for months, some only for days.  The best that could be hoped for, the article concluded, would be for all of them to pass on so that space could be freed up for newcomers.
“It is terrible, isn't it?” said Esther.  “Makes us so proud to be working here in a household that makes a difference.  They need the money so.”
Charity nodded.  “When you go out,” she said slowly, “how do you avoid becoming ill?”
Esther recited, “Master says we must avoid large crowds and we should stay away from foul odors and also wash up well before we begin making the meals.”
“That seems to have worked,” Charity said.
Esther nodded eagerly.  “I don't know what I'd do if he refused to let me out on Sundays.  I'd miss my mother so.”
Charity's face fell, her eyes burning with the threat of tears.
“So sorry, miss. I don't mean to speak out of turn.  The master knows what he's doing, of course.”
Charity didn't dare criticize either for fear of being locked in her room again.   “I’m not a child now.  Perhaps things will change soon.”  They had to change, as she could not bear it much longer.
[image: image-placeholder]The butler, Mr. Randolph, took Lord Atkinson's hat and coat.  Atkinson held onto his walking stick as usual.  The man must have been using some new hair pomade.  Not a single grey strand was out of place on head or mustache, but the odor of cloves was a bit too pronounced.  “Thank you, Randolph,” Charity's father said quietly.
The older Lord greeted him jovially. “Lord Carolinus, how are you on this fine morning?”
“Jairden, please,” he answered, smoothing back a lock of his own long brown hair.  “You know you needn't stand on formalities outside the Council of Lords.”
“Jairden, of course.”  They moved to the men's sitting room, adjacent to Jairden's study, which was just near the front door.  Jairden Carolinus motioned to Randolph to arrange for some brandy.  Atkinson bit his pipe, reached into his jacket pocket for tobacco, then stopped at Jairden's severe look.  Surely he hadn't forgotten that Jairden revered fresh air.
“Prepared for tonight?” the man asked after he had put away his pipe and his look of irritation passed.
“Certainly.”“The attendance had better be impressive.”
“I believe it will be so.  It's our largest list of invitees yet.  We require considerably more funds.”
“The attendees are questioning why.  In the past, the Church has always thoroughly funded the hospitals and schools.”
Jairden harrumphed.  “More and more inadequately, and their treatment is medieval at best.  One cannot expect the patients to live like animals.  We must ask for more.”
“We might require less if we scaled down the galas,” Atkinson said, settling into the widest armchair and crossing one leg over another with a bit too much familiarity.  “The expenses grow each time.”
“We're near a breakthrough, I'm sure of it.  We cannot continue without the support of the most influential families of the gentry.”
“Is there some demonstration you can provide to them to ensure their loyalty?”
Jairden huffed, turned to face the window.  Its glass panels framed life continuing as usual, the fools kissing in the streets and shaking hands and refusing to take sensible precautions.  No wonder the disease had gotten so far out of control.  “Of course.  They won't see the worth of the endeavor unless it affects them personally.  We shall hope it doesn't come to that.”
“Indeed,” Atkinson said, raising his drink.  “To our benefactors' good health.”
Jairden smiled, stiff-lipped.  “Indeed,” he agreed.
Atkinson raised one finger.  “Perhaps... we could publish the names of our donors in the newspaper so that the city might appreciate their contributions.”
Jairden's breath came faster.  “Perhaps.”  He paused, considering more closely.  “I think it's a capital idea...  Although isn't charity its own reward?”
Atkinson frowned.  “True, some do not seek accolades.”
Jairden smiled and walked over to the man, laying a hand on his shoulder and leaning in conspiratorially.  “Some may not want their husbands to know precisely how generous their donations are.”
“That is an excellent point.  I'll mull it over more and let you know what I’ve decided.”
Jairden let out a quiet sigh.  He hated going over the same topics endlessly with the man.   The connections proved invaluable, but every conversation felt the same.  The work was what mattered to him.  He needed to keep moving forward, and this felt like standing still.  
“This may be the last for a while,” Atkinson warned.  “Once debutante season starts, the focus will be on completely different concerns.”
“Naturally,” he said.
“Speaking of debuts, how old is your dear Charity?”
“Too young,” Jairden said decisively.
“Are you quite certain of that?  Children do age so quickly.  Perhaps it's time for her to receive finishing lessons or learn how to run a household.”
Jairden bit his tongue in anger, even though the older man was correct.  He simply had no time to deal with making arrangements for the child's education yet again.  “I'll decide that for myself.”
Atkinson tutted, then seemed to reconsider.  “Perhaps when she is older, she could attend a gala as well, look for a suitable husband while there.  A girl with the dowry yours must have will attract much positive attention.”
“Perhaps when she is older, there will be no need for a charity gala,” Jairden said pointedly.
“Yes, of course.  We can only hope a cure presents itself soon.”
Jairden scoffed.  As if that could happen out of the blue.
“I can give you the name of a very good governess.”
“Very good?  I expect nothing less than the best.”
“Very well,” said Atkinson and changed the topic back to that night's event.
In the next room over, squeezed behind a sofa with her ear pressed to the wall, Charity's heart began to pound with excitement.  Lessons!  No more monotony!  She would broach the topic with her father that very night.
[image: image-placeholder]At least one representative from each of the families of Lords circulated throughout the ballroom, eyeing one another with a mixture of curiosity and judgement.  Absent was Lord Cross, which caused more than a small amount of gossip. Perhaps Lord Carolinus and the Head of Council were at odds.  When Jairden entered, much to his dismay, no respectful hush fell over the room.  Lady Grace Winston, an older woman in cream skirts, muttered, “I fear he is requesting even larger sums of money.”  Her young companion, a fair haired woman in powder blue, whispered, “Surely he must have cured the thing by now.”
Jairden stepped onto the stage in front of the orchestra, and then the crowd did quiet.  “As you all know, the disease continues to ravage the our population, particularly in the crowded city.  While much progress has been made, the sheer volume of the ill is more than can be easily contained.  They simply must be treated faster than current resources allow.  Some of you are reliable sponsors and friends, while others are new and perhaps cautious about donating as there are so many worthwhile causes to aid.”  He nodded at Lady Grace, who reddened, then went on, “I assure you that no other concern is more urgent and devastating than the one I fight.  I know that any one of you, should your family be stricken, would give anything for a cure.  I pray that never becomes necessary.”  He gave a pointed pause then looked about the room at the expensive gowns and jewelry and thought of what a waste they were.  He went on with a hint of distaste escaping into his tone, “I trust you all will donate most generously to the cause.”  
After the music and dancing had finished, a receiving line was formed at the exit.  As the Lords and Ladies left, he thanked them each for their attendance.  Jairden pressed a kiss on Lady Winston's hand and patted her pale elbow, and the woman beamed at him.  Next he received her young companion, who flinched away.  Jairden cocked his head at her and narrowed his eyes.  He was so tired of playing this role.  The galas were tedious, and his frustration was beginning to show through.  He blinked and put on a benevolent expression.  He reached out for her arm to stop her but missed and caught her voluminous sleeve.  The boning in the silk puff crackled pleasantly under his fingers.  “I do believe we have not been introduced.  I wish you and your family the best of health.” 
She gave something like a snort and tossed her auburn curls, although surely a woman of her status would do no such thing in public.  He relaxed his hand and let the tension flow out of his body.  “I'm sure I shall see you again soon.”  She hurried along, brushing off her sleeve as if he had soiled it. 
Last came Lord Atkinson, looking quite pleased with the turnout.  Jairden leaned in as he passed and asked, “That stunning young woman with Lady Winston, what is her name?”
Atkinson murmured, “Lady... whatsit.  Oh, old age be damned.”
“In the pale green.  It matches her eyes,” Jairden prompted, loosening his clenched jaw.
“Lovely eyes in a lovely face.  The name slips my mind.  Oh, Lady Bridgette!”  He said it so loud that the exiting woman turned back.  Both men gave awkward waves and sent her on her way.
“I haven't seen her before.”  Lord Carolinus angled his head toward her, but she bustled off, along with the crowd surrounding her.
“She is quite fetching, isn't she? She is newer to London, came from somewhere up north a few seasons ago.  Grace’s second cousin by marriage or some sort.  She lives at Winston Hall now, and although there is an age difference, as you've noticed, they are quite close.”
“It was kind of her to attend.  I'm sure a young woman such as Lady Bridgette has many engagements.”
“Oh no, they are quite close, as I've said.  She is unavailable.”
“Really,” said Jairden, injecting a note of boredom to indicate his opinion on such matters, even though it may have altered his plans.  Scratch off both Lady Grace and Lady Bridgette, he supposed.  Perhaps it was time to scratch off the whole damned endeavor.
[image: image-placeholder]The library of Winston Hall was desperately orderly, like all of the other rooms.  Volumes were organized by size rather than alphabetically in shelves that surrounded the fireplace and its two adjoining walls.  Lady Grace went all out of sorts whenever anything was a touch out of place, whereas Lady Bridgette would love to tear the place to pieces in frustration.
“I find it ludicrous that you should drag me to the gala yet tell me it is unsafe to go outside in the city!” Bridgette burst out.
“We need to dispel the rumors,” said Grace, with insufferable calm.
“Damn the rumors!  I don't care about rumors.”
“We need money, and you're of marriageable age.”
“What if I don't want to be married?” Bridgette shouted.
“That's ridiculous.  You might as well say you want to be a sailor and... sail to the moon!” She flapped her hand so hard that pages fell out of the letter she had been trying to read.
Bridgette suppressed a smile at the temporary disorder as Grace gathered up the papers and then smoothed them out upon the table.  Then she remembered what was being proposed and regained her indignation.  “I don't want a husband.  I want to stay here with you.”
“We already discussed this.  We could reside together or you could visit me here.”
“When we discussed this—!” She made an effort to lower her voice as she had imagined skirts rustling in the corridor.  No matter what the maids suspected, they shouldn't have it confirmed.  “When we first discussed this, it was years ago.  You were under my guardianship.”
Bridgette shook her head.  “My grandfather didn't want me, nor did my uncle.  Still, I'll suppose you'll have me married to the first peer who shows interest.”
“That is precisely my plan.”
Bridgette glared at Grace.  The older woman's blue eyes did not show humor.  She was serious.  Bridgette slumped back into the chair, stretching out her arms and contemplating the high ceiling.  “What I want is to stay here but to have the freedom to choose where I go every so often.  When I arrived, you said that it was only until I came of age.  Then you said I had to wait longer.  I'm tired of feeling trapped in a cage!”
“Circumstances changed! You know they did.”
“I know that Lord Carolinus of Overwood said so.  I don't know that circumstances truly changed.”
“You've seen the papers.  By God, you've seen the hearses!”
Both of the Ladies had seen them pass by, their carved angels bearing the dead to the hallowed cemetery and then the afterlife, but Bridgette would not relent.  “I've seen next to nothing from inside this house.”
“Then your eyes are shut, my dear.”  The appellation was tinged with disgust.
They faced off for a long moment before Bridgette cried out, “If you must continue controlling my every move, I shall leave!”“My dear, wherever shall you go?”
Tears welled in Bridgette's eyes at the cruelty of the statement.  “I cannot believe that you would put me in a position such as this.”
Grace softened.  Despite her distress, Bridgette still had the desire to win.  She felt a twinge of triumph then pushed it back down.  “I simply mean that you know very well that here is safer than out there.  You know it's getting worse.”
Bridgette began to pace.  “That may be but there's something wrong with that man, that Lord Carolinus.”
“What's wrong is that you ruined my chance to ingratiate myself with him.   You know we can't afford to donate such a large sum again, and I need his support for the orphanage vote.”
“You weren't very polite either.  I think he heard you complain about money. And I cannot believe you would let that horrid man touch you!”
“You did as well, so what is the matter?”
“I did not. He crushed my puff sleeve, the brute.”  She shook the pale green cloth, cleaning off the dust of the memory.  
Grace interrupted the process, adjusting the pleats and padding with precision until it was like new.  “Brute or not, he is the only one who has been helping with the plague.  He is in charge of the whole medical effort.  I hear he is making tremendous headway.”
“Only in treating the wealthiest,” Bridgette muttered.
“Surely he must start somewhere,” Grace said airily, giving in and taking off her reading glasses.
“You didn't mean it, did you?” Bridgette asked.
“About you having nowhere to go?  I didn't mean to be cruel, but honestly, how would you survive in the world alone?”
Anger bristled in Bridgette again.  “How could that not be cruel?”
“For goodness sake, we've been arguing about this for hours.  Can't we simply go to bed?”Bridgette crossed her arms and tossed herself back on the chaise longue.  
Grace rolled her eyes heavenward, as if to ask for patience, and rang for the maid as she strode off.
Bridgette did not know then that it would be their final argument.





Chapter Three
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When Jairden came home, Charity was waiting by the door like a besotted canine.  Seeing that the valet had abandoned his post, Jairden loosened his own boots and tossed them at the wall, where they left a streak of dirt on the carved white baseboard.  “What are you doing awake at this hour?” 
“I wanted to talk to you about school,” she said so quietly that he had to strain to hear her.
“Stand up straight, and speak up.”
She did so.  “School,” she said again, adding, “Away.  Is there one for girls?”
“You should be grateful to be at home,” he said.  “After all, the disease affects even children like you.”
“I am grateful,” she said, “although meeting other children might be... of use.”“How would that be of use to me at all?” he spat.
“To me,” she said.  “How can I learn about people... like you... if I'm never around any of them?”
“What precisely do you think you need to know?”
She stood gaping stupidly as if she hadn't thought that through.
“Answer me,” he said, throwing his cravat at her.
She caught it handily.  “Let me help you, Father.”  She placed it neatly on the bench and reached out for his coat buttons.
He smacked her hand away and she recoiled.  “Where in hell is Maxwell?”
“He wasn't feeling well, so he went to bed.”
“Really,” Jairden said, suspicion rising.  “He's ill?  What are the symptoms?”
“Oh, nothing like that.  He was just very tired.”
“You said he wasn't feeling well.”
“I told him I would help you!”
The excuse sounded fabricated and poorly at at that.  Maxwell wouldn't abandon his post at a little girl's request.  “What did you do to him?”
“I didn't do anything!” she protested, her voice becoming shrill.
Charity abruptly realized what a childish mistake she had made.  Her father had always been remote and no more than formally cordial when the situation called for it, but the expression on his face was like no other she had ever seen.  Disgust twisted his nostrils and rage showed in his exposed teeth.  Before she could even process this sudden change, he struck out at her.  The back of his hand hit her mouth, and her teeth imprinted themselves upon her lips.  She dropped to her knees, head ringing, and put up her hands to protect herself.
At once, she found herself surrounded by cold and a sick, twisted pleasure in her belly.  She felt that she had shot up in height, was now looming over her small body. The emotion was so distant from her own that she knew it not to have come from within her.  The sensation was very alike that of the angry man she had found herself inside the first time that she had gone into another's mind. And her own reaction was so much like that of the smaller person, the woman who must have been the man's wife.  She saw her father and at herself from a higher vantage point, with a dizzying sensation of seeing through two sets of eyes at once.   Her father blinked at her, tilted his head.  She felt a quick flash of something foreign, which she fancied was shame, and then an icy wall came down between them, like a guillotine blade in the dead of winter.
She opened her mouth, to explain, to question, but she found herself quite unable to speak.  Her father regarded her in silence, his eyes still cutting into her.  Momentarily, he seized her under the arm and dragged her toward the main stairs.  Her feet slipped as she struggled to keep upright, and she knocked her elbow rather badly, fingers tingling and stinging in response.  
The thud of the lock rang too loud in her ears.
Panic rose in her.  Would she be trapped in here forever this time? Or perhaps he would finally be angry enough that he would send her away.
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Charity felt feverish and could not keep her eyes open.  Mrs. Pettigrew unlocked the door and brought her a tray, but she felt as though her limbs were of a crushing weight and could not rise from bed.  Mrs. Pettigrew assumed she had been playing in the swelteringly hot attic and chastised her.  Realizing that Charity was feeling too poorly to defend herself, the housekeeper spooned a few bits of porridge into her mouth, and the girl dutifully swallowed, even though the lumps made her gag and her swollen lips ached from her father’s blow.  
Was this her punishment for meddling with forces she didn't understand? Was Maxwell ill as well?  She had only meant to make him rest.  He had seemed to need it.  What if she had somehow made them all ill?  After all her father had done for others, it would be disastrous.  At this thought, she could do nothing but wail.  Pettigrew reassured her that Maxwell was fine, but once the tears started, Charity couldn't stop them.  The housekeeper had much more important duties, of course, so eventually, Charity was left alone.
The force of her tears began to choke her until she coughed harshly.  She feared for a moment that she would drown, the heaviness of the illness and her sadness both pulling her downward forever into the sweat-soaked bedsheets.  A chill shook her, and her muscles spasmed.
“Good God,” came Mrs. Pettigrew's soft voice from the corner.  She began to whisper a prayer and rang the bell for help.
“No, you mustn't touch her!” her father shouted a long moment later.
Charity looked up through bleary eyes, gasping for air.  She felt a forceful hand rapping against her back.  Her own father had pressed a blanket against her then clapped his hands hard against her back until she could breathe again.
He looked at her without emotion, then back to the housekeeper.  “She's leaving tomorrow morning.  I'll begin arrangements immediately.”
“The fresh air will do her good,” agreed Pettigrew, pulling back the drapes.
Charity covered her face against the piercing glare.  She could still see it glowing red against her closed eyelids.
Mrs. Pettigrew tugged at the windowsill until Charity could smell a faint smell of coal smoke from outdoors.
“Stupid woman,” Jairden said, “she can't breathe that rubbish.  That's why the people in the city are much sicker.”
Charity heard a thump and a soft gasp and the rustle of skirts.  She fancied he must have nearly caught Mrs. Pettigrew's hand in the windowsill.
The girl must have slipped into sleep because after ages had passed, she thought she heard her father murmuring indistinct phrases to her even though he was meant to have gone.
[image: image-placeholder]Later, Charity did not recall much of the trip to the countryside.  The dark sky gradually lightened as the morning fog burned away with the sun.  The carriage ride was painfully rough once they'd left the city. Her fine wool blanket was not ample padding against the wheel ruts in the country roads.  The carriage became more stuffy by the hour until finally her father pronounced that the windows might be cracked open.
Charity craned her aching neck and gulped down the fresh air.
“Someone at the gala must have been ill,” he said, although she did not think he was talking to her.  
“She seems better already,” said Mrs. Pettigrew.
“Yes, that is why the sanitariums are in the county, away from the city air.”  His explanation was more congenial than in the townhouse.
Still, Charity twisted in fear.  Hardly anyone recovered there.  Surely he would never send her to a place like that, to live with the priest doctors.  
The bracingly cool air brought Charity back to herself enough that she might look outside for the final stretches of the ride.  To her relief, Overwood Manor stretched out on the hill before her.  Its two wings extended on both sides as far as space would allow, and at one end was a round dome with a separate entrance that Charity supposed must be a room for entertaining.  Not the asylum then.  
The tension left her body so violently that she fell back in her seat, twisting her neck in the process.  She hadn't been to her father's estate since she was very small, as his work with the Council of Lords generally kept him in the city.  The thought of being somewhere new gave her strength.  There may not be traffic to watch, but the grounds were ample, and there were so many rooms.  Once she felt well, she might roam about like she did as a small child.
She lifted herself back up to the window to see the stone walls of the entrance path that the horses noisily trod upon.  How long would it be until she was well?  Her father seemed concerned about her eagerness and pushed her shoulder down under her blanket.  Her neck jerked painfully with the movement.  She could look later, she thought, or perhaps her father said it out loud.  At any rate, she drifted off again until the carriage jolted with the removal of the trunks.
Her father carried her to the twisting grand staircase, keeping her tightly wrapped at all times.  She felt herself placed into a soft bed, nicer than the one at the townhouse, she thought, soft enough to even ease the aches in her muscles.  She luxuriated in the cool air blowing in from the open windows.  She tried to peer around, but her father put his hand on her forehead and commanded, “Sleep.”  After such a long journey, who was she to argue?
[image: image-placeholder]At Winston Hall, the situation was dire.  Since the night of the gala, Lady Grace had contracted a dreadful fever.  Bridgette, having kept away in her anger, did not notice until the following afternoon.  Her maid, Annie, came in with the luncheon tray in a rush, nearly upsetting the saucer as she placed it on the sideboard.  Bridgette looked up in curiosity, having been lost in thought about her next move in the battle against her partner.  The maid explained that Grace had been unresponsive.  Bridgette began to laugh at first, thinking that Grace was simply in a mood, until she saw how distressed Annie appeared.  She said that Her Ladyship had declined breakfast, citing fatigue, but then Grace did not ask for help dressing later that morning.  The newspaper that Annie had brought up was still untouched.
“As there was no answer, I felt I needed to go in to check on her, and she was hot as fire, and her face was white as linen.”
Bridgette stood up so quickly that she toppled her chair.  “Did you touch her?” she asked in alarm.
“No, ma'am, I only held my my hand close.  I was fearful that it was catching.”
“As well you should be,” Bridgette said, starting to pace.  Her own parents had died from fever, and reliving such a tragedy was unthinkable.  She could not be left alone again.  There had to be something to be done.  “You said you spoke to Grace this morning at breakfast time?”
“Yes.  Her voice was quite soft through the door.”
“Has anyone else spoken to her or gone in?”
“Not to my knowledge.  I told the rest of the staff that she wanted to be left alone.”
“So no one knows what time she began feeling ill?”
“Not for certain, ma'am, but I thought I heard her coughing a few moments ago.”
Bridgette lifted her skirts and charged up the rear stairs as they were closer than the main stairs.  She nearly lost the heel of her shoe on a tight turn.  She clutched at the wall and cursed the builder.  How did the servants manage to rush up and down here all day?  The thought slipped from her mind quickly as she dashed around the corner and down the long corridor to Grace's bedroom.
The door was open.  It seemed in her haste, Annie had left it ajar.  Grace was lying on her side, sweat beading her very pale brow.  Bridgette saw no sign of rash on what little skin was exposed.  Not scarlet fever then, which relieved her slightly as she recalled how quickly that disease had ravaged her mother and father.  Lady Grace appeared to be freezing, despite the fire.  She was looking more than her years, and Bridgette suspected her hair held more strands of grey since the evening last.  The sick woman stirred and let out a heartrending moan.  Bridgette lunged forward, but her maid caught her by the arm.  She was about to shake off the smaller woman, but Annie said forcefully, “You mustn't get too close!”  She raised the sash of the nearest window.
Bridgette sank to her knees on the Persian rug and began to sob.  Had she known that Grace were ill, she would never have argued last night.  She would never have thought of leaving, she would never have shown such ingratitude toward the dear woman that had taken her in during her time of need.  Sorrow pierced her heart until she gasped shallow breaths, sounding much like Grace herself.  Annie seemed alarmed at the depths of her Lady's emotion.  “She may yet heal, ma'am.”
“And she may not,” said Bridgette bitterly.  Her parents had rallied a little, before the end, but then they died in the same bed.  Bridgette was kept away until the end.  She still wondered if her company might have encouraged them to recover.
“But surely you know whom to consult.  You know the very best of people!”
Bridgette paused, catching her breath, as logic began to return to her brain.  She did, didn't she?  She thought of everyone at the gala, people with connections to the most modern research in medicine.  Lord Carolinus lived in this very neighborhood!  Without even stopping to put on her hat, Bridgette slammed the front door and ran to the corner.  God be damned, what was his street number?    He lived in the most impressive block, but it was not so very far.  It was not long past midday; surely he would be home eating.
The townhouse was near the flower stall on Green Street, wasn't it?  She had certainly seen a flower vendor.  In her haste, she made a wrong turn and began to panic.  Fear threatened to choke her.   
As she reached the threshold of number 17, she rang the bell.  She waited ages for a response but got none. She pounded on the heavy door so hard that the glass panes shook.  She began to call out after a number of minutes and sensed that she was gathering an audience.  Finally, she heard a soft clearing of a throat behind her.
She whirled about in anger but calmed when she saw that a pretty woman wearing a modest but lovely lavender walking dress had followed her.  Her blonde hair was done up in a simple bun.  She faintly recognized the newcomer as the florist.  “Are you looking for the Carolinus household, Lady Bridgette?” the stranger asked.
“Yes, I am,” she said, grateful for being pulled out of the anxiety in her head but surprised that the woman knew her name.
“They've gone away in quite a hurry this morning.”
“Oh, they have?” said Bridgette, tight-lipped with frustration.  “Do you have any idea where I might find them?”
“I am not certain,” said the florist, “but Lord Carolinus of Overwood might be found at Overwood.”
Bridgette scowled.  Not every member of the peerage had multiple houses.  Lady Grace struggled to afford the only one they had, and Bridgette had been cast out of the home she grew up in by her selfish grandfather.  Bridgette did the calculations in her head.  It would take all day to travel to Overwood, and she dared not leave the ill woman alone that long.  
“You might write to him,” the florist suggested.  Bridgette looked with longing at the door, wondering if pounding hard enough might bring someone to aid her now.   She sighed, suppressing a growl.  The sensible thing to do would be to return to home, gather her resources, and look elsewhere for help.
She thought she murmured another thanks, but she wasn't certain, and berated herself later for her possible lack of manners.  Had she asked the woman’s name?  She was so caught up in her mind that she couldn't recall the walk home, but at least she did not lose her way again. 
At Winston Hall, Lady Bridgette tore apart Grace's desk looking for her address book.  Finally, it dawned on her to ask Annie and the other maids where it was kept.  Peculiarly, the addresses were stored in the library with the other books rather than in the study, where letter writing generally occurred.  Bridgette gently cursed Grace as she struggled to recall the names of those she met at the gala.  Lord Cross had not been there, but he was not a man with time for trifles, as he was the Head of Council of Lords.  And of course there was Lord Carolinus himself, of whom Bridgette was not fond and who wasn’t home, but he was indeed the Minister for Science and Medicine or something of the sort.  She consulted Grace's neat handwriting.  Exactly of the sort, it appeared.  It hadn't been clear to Bridgette whether he were a man of scientific genius, someone with enough ambition to want the post, or whether no one else wanted the role as it encroached on the medicinal work that the priests did.  
She didn't pay attention to these things, even though Grace insisted that she should.  Grace was the only woman in the Council of Lords, an unofficial position inherited from her husband Liam, who had been a particularly influential Lord in the middle of a massive project regarding modernizing the Church-run orphanages.  Finishing it fell to Grace’s lot as the scheme seemed suitable for someone of the female variety and because Grace and Liam had no male heirs to take over the title.
A pang rent Bridgette's heart at the thought of Grace.  They may have disagreed quite vocally and frequently, but that did not diminish the fondness they had for one another.   She must write to this Lord immediately.  Damn him for not being at home.  He should know that someone at the crowded gala had been spreading illness, and of all people, he seemed best equipped to help.   Grace had just taken ill, so surely there was time for Lord Carolinus to implement a cure.  There must be.





Chapter Four
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Charity lay suspended in fever, at times suspended above herself and at times imprisoned within a body wracked with pain.  Any attempts at moving provoked tremors that threatened to shake her bones apart.  Her legs and the soles of her feet seized up in terrible spasms.   She contorted herself in an effort to relieve them.  Someone whispered to her, “It will pass,” but nonetheless, the ordeal seemed endless.Mrs. Barton forced a variety of foul tasting patent medicines and folk remedies down her throat until her father put a stop to it.  Charity couldn't have said for sure whether the treatments were working or not, but she gradually improved.   
One morning after a visit from her father, she opened her eyes and the sunshine no longer seared them.  The breeze once again felt welcome, and the touch of a damp cloth no longer scraped against her illness-tender skin.  Her stomach ached, but with a healthy hunger.  Slowly, she found the courage to sit and then stand.
When Charity was well enough to rise, she was sent out of doors as much as possible.  At first she was too fatigued to stay awake the entire day and needed help traversing the stairs, but it was not long before she was taking small walks near the servants' entrance and longer ones near the gardens.  She found she adored being out of doors in the country.  She marveled at the way that nature responded as she passed: animals rustling in the bushes, creeping out of hiding, suddenly running away.  The trees were so wide that she couldn't reach her arms around them, and they stretched up into the heavens, and the air was sweet with the smells of springtime.  She felt as if she were connected to something larger than herself, and doubtless the positive mood contributed to her healing as much as the fresh air.
On one of her walks Charity met the gardener, who introduced himself as Phillip Fairburn.  The man was about her father's age but as opposite in coloring as in disposition.  Phillip was sun-reddened and jovial.  She wondered if her father could become so if he stayed here longer, but she doubted it was in his personality.
“Are many people in the countryside ill?” she asked, wondering if it were safe to be talking to him.  He, on the other hand, did not seem to shrink away from her at all.
“No, that's why people come here to get better,” he said, smiling broadly at her.
“Don't they make others ill?”  Were there thousands of asylums cluttering up the countryside, spoiling its usual inhabitants' peace and good health?
“Not likely, with the fresh air and open spaces.”  He gestured to his garden, and she sensed he had a particular pride in it.
“Then why doesn't everyone leave the cities and come here?”
“Well, then the country would be a city, an enormous one at that.”  She felt stupid for having asked, but he didn't seem bothered.  After a moment, he asked, “How did you become ill, Miss Charity?”
She paused.  “I'm not really sure.  I wasn’t allowed out.”  She couldn't say that she feared it may have been from going outside her own body.  He'd think her mad.  At times she wondered if she were, but she knew that was never a proper topic of conversation for young women.
“Then someone must have brought the plague to you,” he decided.  “However it happened, I'm pleased to have met you.”
“Pleased to meet you as well,” she said, relieved to be back in the easy topic of common courtesy.
“You really never did go out though?” he asked, perplexed by the idea. 
“I tried many times, but I was always caught.”
He laughed.  “In big trouble for that, I suppose?”
She glanced around, fearful someone else was listening.
He dropped his voice.  “He can't hear you, don't worry.”
“I was in the worst trouble,” she confessed.
“I suppose so, wandering about the big city.  What's it like?”
“You've never been?” she asked in surprise.
The gardener shrugged.  “I've given someone a ride now and then, but I get away as fast as I can.”
“I haven't seen much,” she said, “but it can be terribly noisy with carriages everywhere, and the smell of coal smoke is terrible.  But... those carriages!  They can go anywhere they like.  And there is a pretty flower vendor who smiles at me.  It must be wonderful to play with—I mean work—with flowers all day.”
Phillip pointed at the walled garden.  “Have at it.”
“I mustn't.  I'd get dirty, and maybe I'd damage them.”
“Dirt isn't all that bad,” he said, “but as you're convalescing...  How about I cut you a bouquet?”
“Oh really!”
“What's your favorite flower?”
“I have no idea,” she admitted.  “Something that smells pretty?”
“I have some lilies in the hothouse.  I'll bring you some.”
Charity sat carefully on the bench, trying not to mar the cloth of her cream colored skirts.  Her yellow sash caught on a splinter but did not tear.  After a few minutes, she didn't think he was going to come back, but he did, carrying a bouquet of white flowers covered in water droplets.
“Washed them and my hands special for you,” he said, and he handed them straight to her.
She stared at his hand, much lighter than it had been but with dirt still under the fingernails, afraid to reach back.  He looked well enough, but maybe he was in the early stages.  She dreaded becoming ill again, but she felt guilty at once.  How selfish.  Perhaps instead she'd make him ill, or maybe if she got too close, she'd find herself in his mind, and then who knew what would happen.
“I won't bite,” he said but seemed more good natured than offended.  He placed the bouquet next to her on the bench and squatted on the ground nearby.   “You're that afraid of getting sick?”
“Mrs. Pettigrew said I almost died.  She said people usually die.  I wouldn't want to make you ill either.  I won't touch anyone ever again.”
“Well, that wouldn't be any fun, would it?”
She stared at him blankly, and he laughed heartily.  “You'll understand when you get older.  I beg your pardon, Miss.  I'll mind my manners.”
“Do you think if I stayed here forever, I'd never get sick again?”
“Oh, my kids get sick with plenty of things—” Charity must have looked alarmed. “—but they recover fast as children usually do.  I don't mean to presume, but begging your pardon, you seem the type who is after adventure, not staying in one place forever with only the birds to talk to.”
Just the thought of the word adventure thrilled her.  He was right, of course.  After a while, this estate would begin to feel as much of a cage as the townhouse.  But the conversation had also awakened a desire to understand more about the plague.  Having experienced it, she found herself none the wiser as to how it was contracted and how her father treated it.  If only she could find the right words to ask him.  She waved goodbye to the gardener and went round to the front entrance.
[image: image-placeholder]Lord Cross reached a hand beneath his well-tailored sleeve out to smooth a crease in the damask draperies as he looked out at the grounds.  “That is your daughter, is it not?”
“You know it is,” said Jairden without even lifting his head.
“She appears well enough.”
“Fortunately so, but there remains more healing to be done.”
“Really.  In your hands, I suppose?”
“Yes, really,” spat Jairden, resisting the urge to seize the curtain away from him and force the white-haired man to settle into a chair.  Whose home did Cross think this was anyway?  
He reminded himself that Cross was his political better, at least for the time being.  Despite Lord Carolinus’s rising position in the Council of Lords, he couldn't tell the Head of Council exactly what he thought of him.
“What are your plans for your daughter in the future?”
Jairden waved a hand.  “I suppose at some point we shall return to the city.  Overwood is not worth my time.  If I should move the sanitarium to the city, clean air withstanding, I would never come here.”
“And should she get in the way of your work once again?”
Jairden gritted his teeth.
“My apologies,” Lord Cross said.
Jairden managed a tight smile.  “Since you've asked, a number of people have suggested that I improve her education.”
“Excellent, excellent,” said Lord Cross, turning back to the window.
Jairden saw the child pause in her walk to chase after a bird.  How inane.  “Children are, of course, rather ignorant and undisciplined without proper molding.  I was thinking of Dun School.”
He turned back to relish the look of shock on the older man's face.
“I needn't remind you that it is an institution for young men.”
The man thought
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