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      NOVEMBER, 1799

      I crouched outside my father’s study, the stabbing pain in my knees bemoaning our incipient spinsterhood. Primerton’s frustratingly thick walls precluded proper eavesdropping, but I could catch the drift of the heated conversation inside, the men’s indignation and injury seeping through the walls.

      My betrothed’s boots clicked closer to the door, his outrage clarifying into a crisp, acrid snarl. “Lord Carter, our bond is irrevocably severed. I want nothing more to do with your daughter from this day forward.”

      There it was. I was no longer someone’s “intended.” Not that I was expecting anything different. My father’s voice dropped to an aggrieved murmur, and I wondered if he cared more whether my dowry or my reputation was returned to him intact.

      Footsteps clattered in the doorway, and I bounced back just in time to avoid a blow to the nose as the man I had convinced myself to marry quit the study and jumped at the sight of me. His coattails flailed as he made his exit.

      The front door banged closed.

      I’m supposed to feel something, I chided myself. This is a loss.

      But all I could feel was the coolness of the marble floor soothing my aggravated backside. No shame and only minimal bruising to my pride. Both would come soon enough, no doubt. Our local busybodies would begin their work, spinning tales like spiderwebs of what I had done that my formerly betrothed—his status as a gentleman never in question—did not even afford me the courtesy of pretending I had jilted him, instead of the other way around.

      Now, even if a man could look past my advanced years again, I was spoiled goods.

      The study door creaked its lament as I opened it. Inside, my father sighed. “I suppose you had better come in, Josephine.”

      In a normal week, I never lacked rooms to duck into or shrubbery to hide behind at the approach of my father’s footsteps, sparing us both the embarrassment of his discomfort in my presence. We had perfected our routine—I rising early and my father quitting his rooms as the dull morning blurred into the idle afternoon. I then could fill my time with books and walks as my father played at managing our dwindling estate, waiting for the clock to chime an honorable hour for him to saunter off to the gambling hall and further cultivate the prodigious debts Primerton buckled under.

      Occasionally, however, conversation could not be avoided.

      I must feel something, I reminded myself, then pinched the skin between my thumb and forefinger to keep my expression sober.

      Father’s stooped back greeted me, but the window he brooded in front of reflected his face. His brows had collapsed in grief, uniting against me, his glare hellbent on eviscerating the copse of overgrown trees outside his study. My father was a short, plump man, with a thin strip of a mouth that devoured life, ever unsatiated. That mouth had now disappeared so far into the crevices of his jowls that I feared I had at last disappointed him enough for him to lose his capacity for speech.

      I waited, stalemating him with silence, until he ripped his gaze from the window to bore it into me. After a second, I remembered to bow my head.

      “Claybourn was a good man.” He rasped out another solemn sigh, born from the depths of his injuries.

      I set my mouth in a line as thin as his. I heard what he left unuttered.

      And none of the other good men want you.

      Father threw back his head, beseeching God or the chipped ceiling above us. “I have done nothing to warrant such shame. The name of Carter is stained forever. My name. My everything!”

      As if Father hadn’t done his fair share to blemish his beloved name already. I bit my lip to smother the retort that he was not the daughter of a bankrupt baron jilted by the second son of a former tradesman. He didn’t rise every day wondering which of the three roles he could play—daughter, wife, or spinster—carried the lightest life sentence. He merely had to choose whether he would lose Primerton to his debtors while still living, or to die peacefully and pass his estate to the distant cousin he despised, who most certainly would not appreciate having to support his predecessor’s decrepit and disgraced daughter. After all, I had dashed my father’s prospects of producing a grandson to shore up our family’s line of succession.

      “You could not have…” Father broke off, cheeks swollen a splotchy red. “I don’t know, hidden your…wildness until after the ceremony?”

      Unbidden, my fingers flexed into a fist. I uncurled it quickly before he could see beyond my frozen smile.

      I have tried. Believe me, I have tried.

      “What is to be done with you? I would rather you had stabbed me in the heart than…this!” Here, he seized his heart with a practiced flourish. “I always thought…but no, I never imagined! What have I done to deserve such a child?”

      I thought I should be the one to fall apart, for it was my life ruined, but at my father’s dramatic performance, something inside the pit of my stomach hardened.

      The plan apparated like a ghost. Seizing me by the throat, it dared me to step forward, to commit to the lone path before me.

      To leave, author of my own story, before I might be cast out.

      “Send me away. For your own sake, you must.” I forced my voice frigid, so he would mistake the tightness of my jaw and the throb of my throat for resolve, not anything like nerves or terror. “Send me to Bath or Brighton. As you say, there is nothing for me here anymore. In a new circle of acquaintances, I can avoid the death of my reputation. Our reputation.”

      I offered the lie confidently, as though gossip didn’t circulate among England’s nobility like the grippe in winter. I could only pray that the Carter name already ranked so low among England’s peerage that my story would land on disinterested ears.

      My father sniffed. “You bring shade to my house and my name and then ask me to finance a holiday? You’ve cost me a pretty penny as it is already. I provide you with a maid, new dresses every season, a room, meals…” He petered out, running out of ways I inconvenienced his person and pocketbook.

      I smoothed out the creases of my dress, giving myself an action to perform so I would not tremble before him. Something burned in my chest, but I dared not examine it lest it defeat me. I could fall apart later. For now, I would metaphorically seize my father’s hand and shepherd him to decide a future for me I had already selected for myself.

      “Father, our neighbors will discover the truth. There is no escaping it. My presence will provide them with more opportunities to discuss our family and affairs. If I remain, society will dissect my every action in every sitting room in the county for months to come. But if you send me away, our neighbors will find juicier morsels of gossip to sate their hunger for scandal soon enough.” I swallowed, calculating my play. I had spent a lifetime watching others play my father for a fool, from servants fawning over the Carter name while demanding increased wages to neighbors bowing apologetically as they pocketed his money at the card table. “I am thinking of you, Father. Surely my remaining here and the endless stream of gossip would be unbearable.”

      The cogs in my father’s brain labored a little harder than usual. I played the last card in my hand. The jester.

      “I am not asking this only to preserve the good name of Carter. I offer a business proposition too. I had a good match, yes, but from a limited pool of men. In Bath or Brighton, there will be many new gentlemen we are not yet acquainted with. Men of fortune, who can help erase some of Primerton’s sizable debts.”

      I wasn’t so confident I could amass a large pool of suitors, let alone ones with massive fortunes, but I teased us both with the image nonetheless. A line of suitors, my secret left behind at home. A pretty fantasy. One I would devote myself to realizing if given the chance. My last opportunity, I knew. Between us both, there’d soon be nothing left of the Carter name worth salvaging.

      Father blinked in rapid-fire bursts as his mind entertained the idea, but his face remained tomato red. “I do not negotiate with harlots. I will decide your future, but for now, we shall endeavor to see as little of each other as possible.”

      A weak flip of his wrist dismissed me.

      I retreated, unease settling inside me like a stone. I had implored him to see me as a risk he needed to get rid of, but I also had presented myself as a commodity. It was only a matter of time before my father, a devotee of the gambling arts, would cash in.

      One week later, he did.
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        * * *

      

      “A lady’s companion?” I set my teacup down on its saucer to steal a few extra seconds to compose myself.

      Father stabbed the sausage on his plate and hoisted it into his mouth with a greedy smack of his lips. “You wanted a new social milieu. Here you go.”

      I should have known the moment he dared face his only child at the breakfast table that he had something like this up his sleeve. “I sought to minimize gossip while expanding my opportunities. I hardly see how serving another lady increases my eligibility.”

      He slammed his fist on the table, startling our plates and cutlery. I caught my breath and my spoon before it could bounce to the floor. He’s a fool, I reminded myself, masquerading as a monster.

      “No daughter of mine,” he swore through gritted teeth, “will ever be a servant. No one would dare sully the Carter name so. Though if I could strip you of it, don’t think I wouldn’t.”

      I’d been my father’s daughter long enough to know further questioning would only lead to further assaults on our tableware. Behind his back, I could mock him as I pleased, but I’d never let him catch a whiff of my ridicule. A slighted father could only mean one thing: a miserable daughter.

      “A lady’s companion is a respectable position,” he insisted. “You must be of genteel birth, well-educated, and possess flawless manners. Though you cavort like a heathen, I raised you properly.”

      I winced. Primerton was a decaying estate run by a bankrupt baron, but at least I had consequence here. When I had asked Father to send me away, I expected another life of consequence, not to serve the whims of a lady I did not know.

      “Besides,” Father babbled between bites of sausage, “it’s hardly a step down for an unmarried lady of six and twenty. There is no gentleman here who will have you. With your looks quite gone now, you must find new ways to recommend yourself.”

      Having finished his breakfast and his speech, he kicked back his chair and stood. The greasy napkin still tucked in his collar quivered with the exertion.

      “Father!” I didn’t bother checking my tone, letting my voice crack, and my words come out shattered. I could not let my fate be settled over two sausages and a few forkfuls of potatoes. “I will consider the opportunity, but⁠—”

      “Consider the opportunity?” He peered down at me with disgust. “The only thing you have to consider is what to pack in your trunk. The gentleman is sending a carriage tomorrow morning.”

      “The gentleman? Who is he? Who is she?”

      My father’s smirk faltered, and my heart sank.

      He did not know. Father only frequented the gambling hall these days, so he must have met this gentleman there. No doubt he’d been drunk. Through the ashy haze of cigars and over a game of cards, Father had given me away.

      “You suffered needlessly if you thought this was under discussion.” He gave a low, mocking bow. “If you ever come back to Primerton, make sure you come back a wife.” He reaffixed his sneer to its rightful place and departed.

      I sat alone, frozen, save for my confounded hands and my fork rattling a tinny tune against my plate.

      What sort of man buys his wife a companion in a gambling hall without a jot of interest in the woman’s reputation? The smallest amount of investigating would show I wasn’t anything close to a suitable companion for a gentleman’s wife.

      If he did discover the truth before tomorrow, what would I do then?

      What would Father? As far as concerned him, his “Josephine problem” was solved.
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        * * *

      

      I knew every hill and tree that lined the road from Primerton to the village. I rested my cheek against the window of the hired carriage, waiting for the first sign of something new—a bush, a cottage, even a stone. Someplace I had never walked to, or a house I had never called upon, or a town where I had never attended an assembly. The first marker that I had left home behind.

      My maid, Nelly, folded a blanket across our laps and scurried back to her place on the opposite end of the carriage. Though she steadfastly avoided conversation, I felt for the sniffling girl. Once she deposited me at my new home, Primerton would have no more need of a lady’s maid. My mother had long ago died, the victim of Father’s merciless quest to bring a boy into this world.

      My eyes threatened tears, so I coughed and smiled an unspoken apology to Nelly. Maybe she had a sweetheart she’d marry. Or perhaps she’d prefer to serve another mistress and depend on regular wages instead of a husband’s fickle constancy. On the one hand, marriage without a title and estate was simple. You only had to find someone you liked well enough. Yet, a marriage of money could survive the death of affection. Could one without it last?

      The steady sway of the carriage subdued me into a reluctant sleep, and I only woke when frost, lurking at the carriage window, nipped at my nose.

      I peered outside, but nothing made sense. We flew by fields and houses and sometimes a town, but they weren’t in any configuration I knew. I had now gone farther than I had ever ventured before. I could predict nothing to come.

      We changed horses in a small village I didn’t catch the name of, again several hours later, then once more before the sun set without so much as a warning. The driver handed us some coins, presumably an allowance provided by the mysterious gentleman who bought my companionship for his equally mysterious wife. Nelly took the money and went in search of the local inn.

      She settled me in a small dusty room with a single straw mattress and disappeared for nearly half an hour, eventually returning with a loaf of dense, indigestible bread and a small roasted chicken. I slumped into the hard chair by the measly fire and tore at the bony breast with my teeth. Nelly picked off pieces with her dainty fingers before chewing like a nervous rabbit. She looked more like a lady than I.

      “I wonder how many more days we shall do this,” I muttered. All day, the driver had kept his distance, offering us no information as to where we were going or how long it would take to get there. Nelly murmured something incomprehensible but sympathetic.

      After our meal, I offered to share the single mattress with her, but she cheeped an immediate and emphatic, “Oh no, miss!” and slung a tattered blanket on the floor for herself. I chose to believe her actions were motivated by respect for our disparate stations rather than from any aversion to my person.

      In any case, the fire withered away, and we both shivered all night.
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        * * *

      

      We were heading north, that much I could surmise. The trees grew sparser, and frost clotted the window. The monotonous lull of the carriage kept me fighting off sleep. Nelly had long ago succumbed, but I clung to consciousness with all my might. I could not plot or brood asleep.

      Were the people up north harsher, as severe and unfeeling as the environment that raised them? What would they make of me? How should I behave in front of the master of the house I would now call home? In front of my mistress?

      You were prepared to play the part of a gentleman’s wife, I scolded myself. This is just a different mask to wear.

      “Your ladyship,” I whispered, trying out a demure bow of my head.

      “Madam.” The word jostled like a pebble in my mouth.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Of course, your ladyship, I will fluff that pillow for your honorable buttocks.”

      I bit my tongue as Nelly stirred.

      Each day, the trees shed their leaves more, hiding the landscape’s nakedness in a fog that thickened the further north we flew. Its chill invaded the carriage and overpowered the small comfort our blanket could provide. Every night, at every inn, every bed grew harder. But as much as my body screamed for release from this horse-drawn prison, the days on the road at least grew familiar. Ride, change horses, ride again. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

      On the ninth day, foreboding hung in the fog, and I knew it couldn’t be much longer. The landscape had disappeared, slipping from view before I could miss it. I had to trust that the road continued and that the horses could see well enough to follow it.

      An ear-piercing crack set my heart clamoring out of its cage. Nelly crashed into me as the carriage teetered, and we held onto each other as the driver bellowed at the panicking horses.

      Something long and mangled slid off the window and disappeared into the gloom. I pressed my face to the glass, but I couldn’t see beyond the splintering veins crawling along its surface.

      “Just a tree branch, miss.” Nelly scooted away from the window. “Horrible things.”

      I forced myself to settle back in my seat. Surely, that was it. It was only my brain imagining the crook of fingers, the sharp tips of claws. Just a tree branch.

      The horses heeded the driver at last and, before long, slackened their pace, then took a sharp left turn off the main road.

      I had arrived.
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      The road swallowed us up like a greedy tongue. I kept my gaze fastened to the fractured window, waiting for my new home to reveal itself.

      A gargoyle on a stone parapet pierced the gloom first, then a tower. Then another and another, merging into a monstrous creature whose bloated size I couldn’t take in all at once in the afternoon’s dwindling light.

      The house demanded awe, parting the fog like a curtain for us. Its architect must have struggled deciding what tradition the home should follow. The entrance looked like a French palace, elaborately enameled and dramatically baroque. Arched windows sprang along the house in perfect unison. As my eyes ran up its sides, the cream stone darkened and cracked, the higher points of the house a victim of the vicious weather. At the base of each of its many towers, more gargoyles perched, their stares trained on me and a quaking Nelly.

      The house blocked my view of the sky above, as if to tell me I did not need the sky anymore. Whatever this place was, there was no turning back. A woman could not exist without her gilded cage, and this now was mine.

      The carriage slowed to a stop before a massive, wrought-iron door.

      We sat in an uncertain silence before a blank-faced footman shot up through the fog and pried the carriage open to help me out. The driver hoisted the small travelling case containing all my worldly possessions from the top of the carriage, depositing it into the footman’s hands.

      Nelly remained rooted to her seat. She stared up at the house, a tinge of fright streaking across her face.

      I smiled for courage. “Here’s our last goodbye, Nelly.”

      The girl stuttered through some muddled well-wishes for my future.

      Sensing our restrained farewell was approaching its end, the footman shut the carriage door and turned toward the house. I followed, my bravery decaying as fast as the clatter of horses fleeing back into the fog.

      I adjusted the sleeves of my wrap, a joke of a strip of cloth for this weather, and thrust my chin up. Whatever awaited me on the other side of the imposing door, I could face. Cowardice was no longer an option.

      The door sprang open as we approached, and I jumped back with a stifled cry. A man as large as the door itself impeded my entry.

      His eyes, dark and dull as coal, raked across my body. He wore the garb of a butler but took up space like the master of the house. I stood straighter to match his domineering presence.

      “I am Josephine Carter. Your mistress’s new companion.”

      I worried he’d demand references to check my assertion. If he did, I’d have nothing to give him. But being the well-bred lady I was, I was proficient in compensating for my lack of experience with unyielding confidence. “You must be the butler. If one of your men could bring my bags up to my room, I would like a cup of tea to warm my bones.”

      I took another two steps toward the man in the hope he’d fall back and let me enter. He did not flinch but gazed at me with an unblinking stare. Then he nodded.

      “Forgive my hesitation. His Lordship spoke of finding a companion for Her Ladyship, but we were unaware of his success in the endeavor.” The butler’s gravelly voice emanated from the deepest parts of his throat, as uninviting as his dead eyes.

      So the man who owned this monstrosity of a house hadn’t even sent word to alert his staff of my coming. Did his wife, my mistress, know?

      The butler stepped aside at last, allowing me to cross the threshold.

      The moment my boot struck the stone entryway, a low moan swept through the house. I startled, spinning around. But there was no one besides the lifeless butler and blank-faced footman.

      “Are you all right, Miss Carter?” The butler watched me indifferently.

      Silly fool, I chided myself. It was merely the scrape of the door against the floor. Yet it had sounded human. And close. I glanced at the footman, but he looked as if nothing were out of place. After so many days on the road, my nerves were searching for bad omens when none were there.

      “If Her Ladyship is not expecting me,” I said, “it would be best to inform her of my arrival while I’m taken to my room. I’ll not need more than ten minutes to freshen up, should she wish to see me.”

      The butler bent his head. “I will inform Her Ladyship. But as she is unwell, she will likely not summon you today. Thomas here will show you to your room, and you may rest until supper.”

      He spoke like he was used to having the final word, which irked me, but I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t relieved to avoid an immediate encounter with my new mistress.

      “Very well. I am ready when you are, Thomas.” I turned to the footman holding my bag, then pivoted back to the butler. “I don’t believe I caught your name?”

      The man paused, as if considering whether he should give it to me. “Chambers.”

      “Chambers,” I repeated, “thank you for the hospitable welcome.” I couldn’t help delivering this with a crooked grin.

      He beckoned to Thomas and whispered a few words in the footman’s ear. Thomas hesitated, then stepped ahead of me to lead the way.

      The main staircase stood before us, but Thomas took me down a hallway past it, into the heart of the house. The wide hallway led to a narrower one, which led to an even smaller one, the walls closing in on us like teeth.

      We halted at a dead end.

      Then Thomas yanked a handle behind a tapestry, and a door popped open, revealing a shallow strip of stairs that descended into a dark cavern. He headed down, then looked back when he did not hear me follow.

      He was leading me to the servants’ quarters.

      “This way, miss,” he squeaked.

      The servants’ quarters. If no one had been expecting my arrival, Chambers had made this directive up on the spot. Perhaps a maid was preparing my real room upstairs now.

      No. My trunk was waiting for me in a small room off a cramped passageway. It must have once been a storage room or pantry, converted into a bedroom with a single tick mattress stuffed with meager straw and set on a pallet. A chamber pot and a squat, narrow dresser were my only other companions.

      We stood in the doorway, peering in.

      “You are sure there is not some mistake?”

      Thomas squirmed beneath my scrutiny. If I stared at him long enough, perhaps he’d grab my trunk and move me upstairs.

      “Mr. Chambers directed me to show you here, miss.” The footman choked out a nervous cough, his attempt at an apology, though it was not the lad’s fault.

      I had offended Chambers—whether by a specific action or by my mere existence, I did not know—and this was my punishment.

      “And you are just down the way, I suppose.” I hazarded the joke.

      “Oh no.” Thomas tripped over his tongue. “The men’s rooms are on the other side of the house, and the women’s a few corridors down.”

      “Not even near the maids,” I observed. “I’m quite alone then.”

      “You’re a lady, so you shouldn’t sleep with the maids,” he said as a peace offering.

      I changed tactics. “But this is so far away from my mistress. What if she should need me? How would I know?”

      Thomas fidgeted in his stiff collar. “I’m following orders, miss…”

      “Of course you are.” There was nothing he could do. “Thank you, Thomas.”

      The footman made a quick bow, desperate to leave the humiliation of my situation. But I could not let him go without extracting at least a crumb of information from him.

      “Wait,” I added, halting his eager steps. “Could you tell me anything about your mistress?”

      Fear flashed across Thomas’s face, though it thawed in an instant, congealing into a practiced neutrality. “She’ll be glad you’re here, miss. Eventually, I’m sure.”

      “What is she like?” I prompted him further. “I know less than you might think. I don’t even know Her Ladyship’s name, or what great house I’m in.”

      “This is Herrick Hall, miss.” Thomas straightened with pride. “The family seat of the Viscount and Viscountess Blake.”

      The Viscountess Blake. A formidable name for a mysterious mistress. “Who are the current Viscount and Viscountess?”

      “Lord Alexander Blake and Lady Honora Blake, miss.”

      “Lady Honora Blake.” I tested the name of my mistress, an unwieldy mouthful. “Is she a kind mistress?”

      Thomas shifted his weight back and forth before answering, so I suspected I could not trust whatever he was about to say. “Her Ladyship is a fine and accomplished lady.”

      A sharp laugh escaped me. “I’m sure she is. But every well-born woman is supposedly fine and accomplished. You must give me something more.”

      Thomas fidgeted again before the words tumbled out, as if I had pulled them out of him against his will. “His Lordship said he’d send a companion. She wrote she was very lonely—at least that’s what a maid said. She’ll be glad to have you, but sometimes she gets sad. You can’t hold that against her, is all I’m saying, miss.”

      He came to an abrupt stop and reddened to the shade of an overripe tomato.

      I’m a gift from an absentee husband to an abandoned wife.

      I sighed. If it were up to me, I would be taking the waters in Bath or pretending I could understand an Italian aria at the opera. I hadn’t imagined my mistress might desire my presence even less than I did.

      But I would have to change her mind. There was nothing else to do. “I’m indebted to you, Thomas. Thank you.”

      He fled back to his duties before I could ask about the master of the house.

      I stepped into my room, and the full extent of my fall from grace greeted me. I closed my eyes, forcing my mind to recall every detail of my room I had left behind in Primerton. My chest ached as I wondered how soon time would soften the edges of my clear-cut memories.

      One day, would my heart fall silent at the memory of Sophie first entering my room? A firebolt had jolted through my body and tattered my nerves, though I had been expecting her. Her glance at dinner, flitting between the bodies of the footmen switching out our soup bowls for fresh plates, had told me, Tonight, I shall come for you.

      “So, this is your room.” She’d sat on the edge of my bed and scooped me up in her arms. “How big it is. Why, a hundred Josephines could fit here, and we’d still have room to spare.”

      I had feigned a pout and asked if there were a hundred of me, where could the other ninety-nine Sophies fit, for none of us could live without her.

      If I could be duplicated now, only five or six of me could fit into this room. And barely one of me could find enough space for comfort. Fury sliced at my insides. I was not a servant. I’d fallen, but not this low. I should go upstairs this very minute and call out this insult.

      But at what cost? If I were greeted with so little generosity, what would happen if I wore it out ragged? Where could I go?

      My father’s last words filled the small space of my room.

      “If you ever come back, make sure you come back a wife.”

      He was done with me.

      I could languish away in this hostile home or in a brothel in London, for all he cared. I was out of his sight, so I was as good as dead to him and the Carter name.

      Lady Blake would have to find me charming then. I’d have to enrapture her so much, she’d take me out to call on neighbors and attend social functions with her, even a ball or two. I’d find some man, wring a proposal out of him, and seize my life back. I studied my plan from various angles to see if my freedom could be accomplished without the enraptured mistress or unwitting suitor. Alas, it could not.

      I opened my trunk and grimaced at its meager contents. A book—Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho—pilfered from Father’s library the morning of my banishment. Three dresses (one white, one gray, one brown), all made of scratchy cotton—the “most economical” fabric my father could find. Three sets of petticoats and stockings. Two corsets, pantaloons, and chemisettes each. Two pairs of shoes (one flimsy but fine, the other ugly but practical). One threadbare dressing gown, and one plain blue bonnet.

      I pulled out the pink satin ribbon I had secreted away in the bonnet. It sagged, despondent to be relieved of its duty of protecting Sophie’s letters. I pressed my palm against its creases, but it was futile, its stained and crumpled body a casualty of my formerly betrothed’s muddy boot as he tramped around my room, raging about my heartlessness. If he could have read the letters I’d written to Sophie, he would have known I had a heart to break. It was just never his. After he tossed Sophie’s letters to the floor and stormed out, I had burned them so Father would never lay hands on them. But I could not bring myself to destroy the ribbon, so it followed me here, a ghost to keep a lonely woman company.

      I needed less than five minutes to put my clothes and shoes in the dresser, tuck the jewelry away in my undergarments, and toss the book on the bed, Sophie’s ribbon nestled inside its pages. A foggy mirror leaned against the wall on the dressing table, and I could see my reflection just well enough to make myself presentable by flattening my untamed hair. Then I sat on the edge of the bed and waited to be summoned.

      I waited. And waited some more.

      My stomach growled.

      The ceiling shrank in on me, and heat pricked my eyes. Crying felt like a good way to pass the time, but my blasted pride kept my hysterics in check.

      This is temporary.

      No, a quiet voice trespassed into my mind. You will die in this cramped bedroom in Herrick Hall and become a corpse a maid will someday find while sweeping, falling into a mania she’ll never recover from.

      I frowned at The Mysteries of Udolpho, recalling its persecuted heroine, orphaned and banished to a remote, decrepit castle. In hindsight, I could have chosen more suitable reading material. My images of corpses and madness, I determined, stemmed from my ravaging hunger. If no one would come to me, then I would go to them.

      I stood up, debating whether to first demand dinner or an audience with my new mistress. A shriek pierced the walls, biting through stone like it was nothing and eviscerating my resolve.

      The echoes retreated swiftly, plunging my room into a cavernous silence, but the immediacy of the pain remained and burrowed beneath my skin. A braver person would have charged out of the room. A more charitable person would have run toward the shrieks to aid a person in distress. A more prudent person would have surmised the source to be her invalid mistress in need of assistance. But something venomous had hidden itself within the cry. It was the kind of scream that took something of its giver, who had nothing left to give. The kind my mother wept as she died.

      Herrick Hall rumbled, the floorboards heaving beneath me. It sounded like a storm thundered around me, though I was buried under the house.

      It sounded like laughter.

      I wish I could say I played the hero. But I backed away from the door and slid under the covers of the bed. If I ventured out, nerves frayed and belly empty, I would only find monsters.
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      Apparently, I slept. I only knew because I woke, curled up in a ball, shivering, my thin blanket useless. In my windowless room, I did not know whether it was the middle of the night or luncheon. Had I missed breakfast? Surely someone would have fetched me to eat with Lady Blake.

      As there wasn’t much to my dress or appearance, I made myself proper in under ten minutes. I hovered at the door, my body ready to fly back to bed and cower beneath the blanket at the slightest shriek. My hunger rumbled its grievances. If nothing happened soon, it warned, I would be sick and then burdened with having to figure out what to do with the vomit in my chamber pot. Hardly an appealing introduction for the servants of Herrick.

      I unlatched the door.

      The hallway was as somber as a mausoleum. As a young girl, I had enjoyed hiding out in Primerton’s servants’ quarters—a loud and chaotic place where everything happened, so upstairs nothing would.

      Here, I felt alone.

      Thomas had shepherded me from upstairs on my right, so I took a left, hoping it would lead me to the main artery of Herrick’s bustling downstairs life.

      No footman or maid scuttled by. No cook shouted from the kitchen. No breeze wafted the smell of dinner my way. There was indeed sound: the clanging of pots, the scraping of boots against wood, the rhythmic precision of a knife pounding the table. But there was nothing of life. No one spoke, either in harsh bravado or muted whispers.

      The house ferried me at last to the servants’ dining room abutting the kitchen. Two footmen downed cups of tea before scurrying out. Maids sat on the edges of chairs, hell-bent on keeping their focus on their mending and ignoring me, an inconvenient intrusion.

      None of them stood for me.

      “Good day,” I began. “I’m Josephine Carter, Lady Blake’s new companion.”

      The maids stitched with steady hands.

      “Apologies for the interruption,” I continued. “I’m a little hungry. Thirsty too. If someone could show me the way up⁠—”

      “Kitty,” the maid closest to me—a wrinkly, brittle woman—barked at another maid, surely no older than twelve or thirteen. “Fetch some bread and a cup.”

      She nodded toward a pitcher of water on the table.

      “There is no need to wait on me, if I could go⁠—”

      “You should sit.” The woman cut me off, more of an order than a suggestion. She pointed to the chair the young girl had vacated. Her needle burrowed into the hem of a fine blue dress, so I guessed her to be Lady Blake’s maid.

      “Has Her Ladyship eaten already?”

      “What’s it to you?”

      Her brazenness startled me. I had never been spoken to by servants like this before. “She might want my company.”

      The maid looked me over from head to toe, just like Chambers had done. “If she wants you, she’ll tell you.”

      She licked her finger to grab a tighter hold of her thread. The curiosity of the other maids bored into my back, but when I looked over my shoulder, their heads were bent over their tasks, be it mending, shining, or scrubbing.

      Kitty returned with a cup, a loaf of bread, and a dull knife, setting it all before me and vanishing before I could ask for a plate or butter. My mouth watered at the sight of the meager feast.

      I tended to my thirst first, downing water before my hunger demanded its turn. Then I attacked the bread with the flimsy knife, though it was a pointless endeavor because I ended up eating the entire loaf.

      “Where is Chambers?” I asked whoever would answer. All eyes flew to Lady Blake’s maid, who I could tell commanded great respect amongst the servants.

      The rhythm of her stitching didn’t falter. “Upstairs with Her Ladyship.”

      “I should like to speak to him,” I said, “whenever he is at liberty. I need to discuss my situation.”

      Her hands did hesitate then, but she didn’t look up from her work. “We will be sure to pass along the message.”

      “What’s your name? You are Her Ladyship’s maid?”

      “I am. You may call me Lydia.”

      “Tell me, Lydia,” I said between mouthfuls of bread, “what are Lord and Lady Blake like?”

      For a single breath, everyone stopped their chores at once.

      “Lord and Lady Blake are genteel and well-bred,” Lydia replied at last in a studied tone I did not trust.

      “So says the footman Thomas,” I retorted. “But so is every lord and lady I have come across.”

      Lydia sniffed. “They are generous masters. You have no need to fear in that regard.”

      “And in what regard do I have to fear?” I teased, determined to wear Lydia’s scowl ragged.

      “There is nothing to fear at Herrick, Miss Carter.”

      From the corner of my vision, two maids exchanged a glance. It was so quick, I could not say for certain it had happened.

      Lydia was spared any further interrogation by the arrival of a kitchen maid, bearing a tray laden with tea and sweets. My stomach abandoned its love of hard bread and yearned for the delicacies before me. What I would have given for even one spiced cake! If Lydia had commanded me to hack off my arm with the dull knife for just one bite, I would have asked but one question: right or left?

      Lydia set her mending aside and took the tray from the maid. She whisked it out of the room, taking it to her mistress. The Viscountess Blake. Who did not call me. Would she ask Lydia if she had seen me? What I was like?

      She eats like a barbarian. She’s more fit for life downstairs than in your presence.

      I deflated, while the maids and footmen around me did their utmost to ignore my existence. I went to find my room again. I preferred to be lonely by myself.

      Why did Lady Blake refuse to see me? I was a gift from her husband. She must have some curiosity about who he had sent her. Maybe she hated him, and spurning me was meant to hurt him. Or maybe she was just cruel. If she and Chambers willed it, I might waste away down here forever, leaving behind not even a tear in someone’s eye.

      Why would two strangers want that, though? I slumped on my hard, unmade bed. As Father would say, my irrationality was taking over.
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      The Mysteries of Udolpho sat on my pillow, but reading about ladies imprisoned in gloomy castles did not tempt me much. Mrs. Radcliffe could not tell me anything I did not already know.

      It surely had to be night by now, which meant nobody had delivered my message to Chambers. Or he was willfully ignoring me, extracting some twisted pleasure from keeping me waiting. This would not do. He had never met Josephine Carter before, so I must allow him to make her acquaintance. I slipped the book under my pillow and left my room, chin up, bolstered by the absence of blood-curdling screams.

      Candles, burned nearly to the wick, dotted the corridors, casting just enough of a glow to light my next footstep. I kept my ears trained for the slightest sound, but I met no one. It had to be late, after midnight, if the servants were already in bed.

      I thought I followed the same path to the kitchen as before, but I must have taken a wrong turn because I found neither the kitchen nor the dining room. Hallways splintered into a maze of smaller passageways in what I condemned as a confoundingly stupid architectural flaw. Even if I turned around, I couldn’t trace my way back to my room.

      Stop it, I chided my shaking hands and pounding heart. I’m in the servants’ quarters. I repeated this over and over again. I had grown so familiar with Primerton, I was struggling to adjust to a new home like Herrick. If home were what it could be.

      “Can I help you, miss?”

      The dying candlelight weakly illuminated the shape of a man at the end of the hallway.

      “I was looking for you,” I said, more sharply than I intended, as Chambers stepped into the throw of the candlelight. “I’ve been trying to speak with you all day. Did Lydia not tell you?”

      Chambers bowed his head. “I am afraid my duties have kept me occupied, Miss Carter. I meant no offense.”

      I crossed my arms, wondering how I could not take offense to this. “Well, we’ll forget about it and start afresh.”

      “As you wish.”

      He stood there, waiting for me to continue.

      “Is there somewhere we can speak?”

      Chambers led me down the hallway I had just come from, treading the shadows with the stealthy confidence of a cat. A knot of corridors eventually deposited us before a door at the far end of the house. Chambers opened it and stepped aside to let me enter.

      The butler’s pantry was at least five times the size of my squalid bedroom. Fire flickered in abundance from candles affixed to the dark wooden panels that ran up the walls, twinkling off the collection of silver that weighed down shelves—heirlooms so fine only a butler could be entrusted to supervise them. The room was impeccably clean and impersonal, dominated by a large table where a selection of wine waited to be decanted. Chambers sat in the chair at this table and waited for me to begin.

      As his was the only seat, I stood before him like a maid summoned for a scolding. I cleared my throat to dispel this image.

      “Please excuse me if my situation falls outside your duties as butler,” I said. “But I have not yet been introduced to the housekeeper.”

      “There is no housekeeper,” Chambers replied.

      “Pardon?”

      “Mrs. Evans passed away almost ten years ago, and His Lordship did not see it necessary to replace her. I oversee all aspects of Herrick.”

      “Then you are responsible for my placement in the house,” I jumped in.

      “You are not satisfied with your room, Miss Carter? You do not find Herrick agreeable?”

      My room’s an insult to any living creature. You couldn’t even fit inside it, you ten-foot buffoon, I wanted to reply, but of course did not.

      “What little I have seen of Herrick is very pleasing.” I prided myself on my exemplary diplomacy. “It is a fine house, and I am honored to be here. However, I thought my position here was as Her Ladyship’s companion.”

      “It is.”

      “Then why am I housed like a common maid and barred from Her Ladyship’s presence?” I conceded this was not the most diplomatic way to phrase my feelings, but Chambers’s lifeless expression irked me. Surely, beneath the layers of butler, there was a man in there.

      “It pains me to hear you are unhappy with Herrick’s hospitality.” Though not even a hair among the butler’s brows furrowed, nor did his mouth crease in sympathy.

      My smile dropped off my face, and I couldn’t put it back on. I stared down on him, one advantage of being forced to remain standing.

      “Forgive me for not being more forthright, Miss Carter,” Chambers continued. “As I mentioned, Lady Blake is currently unwell, and her doctor insisted we keep her surroundings as undisturbed as possible. I deemed the unexpected arrival of a stranger to be distressing to Her Ladyship. Lydia says she grows stronger every day, and when she is ready, she will, of course, see you, and you will, if she sees fit, be moved upstairs right away. I did not say anything, as I believed we shared a common concern for our mistress’s well-being. It troubles me that you would think so little of my intentions, so I beg your forgiveness.”

      His painting of me as an unfeeling narcissist was complete. I bit my lip. Any further pressure for a room change now would be a direct insult to the health of Lady Blake.

      “Does she know I am here?”

      “She was informed of your arrival but agreed she must postpone your introduction until she is stronger. Her spirits are low, and she sleeps too poorly to host company.”

      The shrieks last night must have been Lady Blake’s. She must indeed be unwell. Chambers succeeded in making me feel ridiculous, put out about my accommodations, while true suffering flourished upstairs.

      “Of course, yes.” Heat pricked my cheeks. “I wish to do my part, as Her Ladyship’s companion. I trust you’ll tell me when I can.”

      Chambers’s charcoal eyes betrayed neither a promise nor a jot of goodwill. He stared not at me but at the open door, as if willing me to go away.

      I couldn’t leave yet. Starved of information, I raised my head to force him to look at me. “I would like to know something about the house and family whose benefaction I must thank. I know this is Herrick Hall and the Blake family lives here, but besides that, I am ignorant.”

      Chambers considered me for a moment. “What else do you wish to know?”

      What sort of man is Lord Blake that he’d buy his wife a
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