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      The girl had been crying since York.

      Sobs racked her slim body in rhythm with the mail coach’s motion. She pressed a handkerchief to her face as her shoulders shook. The remaining passengers ignored the girl by looking pointedly out of the window to the rain-drenched fields, down on their books or knitting needles.

      The Honourable Roberta Talbot, known to her friends as Birdie, found this intolerable. The girl’s grief pierced her soul. When the tin post horn sounded, announcing their arrival at the coaching inn, Birdie decided that she would have to do something about it.

      Because no one else would. Birdie to the rescue. As usual.

      “Take care of the luggage, Mary,” she told her maid, who’d been staring out of the window with a sour face for the last half an hour. “I’ll meet you inside.”

      Mary pressed her lips to a thin line.

      When the passengers descended, the girl followed, stumbled on the last stair, and nearly tumbled into the mud. Birdie caught her by the elbow.

      “I’m sure a good cup of tea will do us both good,” Birdie chattered as she directed the girl through the rain to the inn’s entrance. Warmth and the smell of food greeted them. “And some shortbread, yes? Look, they even have a good fire roaring in here.” Birdie led the befuddled girl through the taproom to a table nearest to the fireplace and pushed her into a chair. Her tears had stopped, and she met Birdie’s gaze with red, swollen eyes.

      “What is your name, child?” Birdie asked, feeling as old as her own grandmother. She plopped down in a seat across and patted the girl’s hand. Birdie had just turned twenty-one. Ages old, when one had been on the shelf before one was even out. Not that she’d ever had a chance to begin with; she felt she’d been born a crone. With a sigh, Birdie took off her soggy bonnet and wiped strands of dishevelled hair from her cheek. ‘Pon her soul. She probably looked like a hag, wrapped in those shawls that made her look even plumper than she already was.

      No wonder no man would look at her twice.

      “Cecily,” the girl whispered. “Cecily Burns.” Her lips wobbled again. She swallowed, and tears filled her lovely porcelain blue eyes. With the fire flickering over her golden locks, she looked like a fairy princess. The girl was a real beauty: she had the complexion, the lithe figure, the corkscrew curls. You could curl Birdie’s red hair till doomsday, and it would stay limp and frizzy. It was her maid’s bane and despair. No Milk of Roses or Olympian Dew could eliminate the smattering of freckles on her nose. The current fashion was unfavourable for Birdie; it made her luscious figure appear plump or pregnant. She had resigned herself to all this long ago. There was nothing to be done about it.

      “There, there. I’m sure it’s not as bad as that. Oh, here comes the tea!” Birdie beamed at the woman who served them a tray with piping hot tea and a plate of shortbread. Her stomach growled.

      “Here you go, missus,” the woman muttered. Even the innkeeper’s wife thought she was as old as Hera.

      “Lovely.” Birdie accepted the tea and biscuits with a smile. “Thank you. But I will need something more fortifying, as well. A good strong meal. What do you have?”

      “We have lamb stew,” the woman offered.

      “Perfect. Two plates, then. With some fresh bread,” Birdie replied. “We will need our rooms shortly. The rooms are aired and the fire’s tended, I am sure.” She beamed a smile at the woman. As the daughter of a baron who had been forced to manage her family consisting of two sisters, a wayward brother, an extravagant mother, two dogs, a parrot, and a cat, she knew how to manage her environment. Otherwise, nothing would function. Her schooldays, spent at Miss Hilversham’s Seminary for Young Ladies, had seemed like a holiday in comparison. Although, even there, she’d been the girl to offer solutions to problems. Who organised the midnight picnic? Who thought of oiling the creaky door? Who prevented two girls from drowning when they fell into a well? Birdie. Always, Birdie.

      “Some warm bricks in the bed will be appreciated,” Birdie added. “I see you run an excellent place, here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The woman straightened. “I will see to it immediately.”

      Turning to Cecily, Birdie said, “I’m Miss Roberta Talbot.”

      The girl looked at her with woeful eyes. “It is as bad as that,” she said in a voice so quiet that Birdie hardly understood her.

      Bending forward, Birdie asked, “What is?”

      “You said, ‘I’m sure things are not as bad as that.’” Her lips wobbled again. “But it is.”

      “Dear me.” Birdie stirred three spoonfuls of sugar into her teacup, as usual, tasted the tea, pulled her mouth down in distaste, and added a fourth. “You shall have to tell me all about it, then.”

      The girl twisted her shawl in her hands. “You see. I am to be married.”

      Birdie’s spoon stopped in a mid-stir. “You are to be congratulated?”

      The girl burst into noisy tears.

      “Oh dear, oh dear.” Birdie set down her cup and patted her shoulders. “I suppose not.” She helped wipe the girl’s nose. “I take it you do not want to be married?”

      “Oh no! It is most terrible.” The girl hiccupped. “You see…you see”—she took a big gulp of breath— “I am to be married to a man I’ve never even met. He is hideously old. In the far north of Scotland. I don’t even know exactly where.” She shuddered as if it were the most horrid place imaginable.

      Birdie took a big bite out of a piece of shortbread. “An arranged marriage?”

      The girl shook her blonde head. She really was lovely. “I am an orphan, you see. I had a good life at the vicarage in Stanton. My father died, so the vicar and his wife took me in. They treated me like their own daughter. I was so happy there. Then a letter came.” Her lips trembled once more. “I must marry a complete stranger, simply because he promised my father he would. We haven’t even met. I am to go immediately to Scotland for the wedding.”

      Birdie looked at the girl with open mouth, a few crumbs of shortbread falling out of one corner. She found the story wildly romantic. Did the girl even know how lucky she was? She could get married. Have her own household. Be free from the constant threat of spinsterhood, and the doom, gloom and shame that came with it. She wouldn’t have to work as a governess, dealing with spoiled brats, teaching them what they didn’t want to learn, anyway. And Scotland! Oh, the adventure!

      “My dear. That sounds utterly—” Birdie searched for a word. Something told her that “brilliant” probably wasn’t a good choice.

      “It is terrifying, intolerable, and utterly h-h-h-heartbreaking!” The girl sobbed again.

      Suddenly Birdie understood. “Oh. You are in love with someone else.”

      The girl nodded into her handkerchief. “David,” she said in a muffled voice. She dropped the handkerchief. Her eyes took on a feverish glow. “He is the son of the vicar who took me in. He promised he’d love me until the end of our days. We were going to tell his parents, announce our engagement, but then the letter came.”

      She had a man who loved her. And another man who wanted to marry her. She had two men who wanted her. Some girls had all the luck. Birdie felt a green snake of jealousy slither in the pit of her stomach. She clamped her hand over it. “That is unfortunate. You said this David is the son of the vicar?”

      She nodded eagerly, then embarked on a detailed monologue on how wonderful her David was. Birdie nodded mechanically as she crumbled the shortbread between her fingers.

      Thankfully, their bowls of stew arrived.

      “Here is your supper,” the landlady said. “And the rooms are ready, too.”

      “Wonderful.” Birdie shovelled the stew into her mouth as Cecily talked. She stopped talking about David when Birdie wiped her bowl with morsels of bread. Her own bowl of stew had grown cold. Birdie wondered whether she would eat it and whether it’d be very unladylike of her to eat Cecily’s bowl as well.

      “I’m so sorry.” There was a stricken look on Cecily’s face. “I’m only talking about myself. What about you? Are you travelling to Scotland, too?”

      “I’m on the way to Newcastle. I am working as a governess. With a new family. I’m not thrilled.”

      “Oh! You don’t want to work as a governess?”

      Birdie laughed dryly. “Oh no. I’d gladly marry a stranger in the wastelands of Scotland if it meant I didn’t have to be a governess. Not everyone is born a teacher, you know.” She shrugged. “But some of us don’t have a choice.”

      Cecily sat up straight. “But that’s it!” She flushed with animation.

      Birdie blinked. A crying Cecily had looked charming; a smiling one looked positively stunning. She was a diamond of the first water. Gentlemen in a ballroom would crowd the floor to gain her hand for a dance. Did she know that? But no. All she wanted was her David.

      “What do you think?”

      Birdie blinked. She’d missed what the girl said. “I’m sorry. Can you repeat that?” 

      “I said, then let’s do it! Let’s swap. Captain Eversleigh doesn’t know what I look like. You go marry him, and I go in your stead as a governess! I would love to teach! I could do it, too! Newcastle isn’t as far away as the north of Scotland, so I might still see David…” She clapped her hands in delight.

      It was an outrageous proposition. Absolutely ridiculous. Absolutely impossible. Absolutely⁠—

      “Isn’t it a splendid idea?” Cecily held her breath anxiously.

      Birdie’s knuckles tightened around the rim of Cecily’s bowl of lamb stew.

      “Absolutely.”
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      Birdie was on her way to Scotland.

      Somewhere in the farthest north. She didn’t even know exactly where.

      She was in a private carriage that Captain Eversleigh had sent for the last stretch from Inverness to Dunross, the final destination. It was slightly more comfortable than the mail coach. At least she didn’t have to share it with other passengers.

      Mary, her maid, had deserted her in Inverness. She’d refused to speak to Birdie the entire trip. When the coach pulled into the last coaching inn, Mary finally opened her mouth.

      “I’m taking the next coach back to London.”

      “But, Mary, you will not leave me? I’m sure it isn’t far from here.” Birdie’s voice raised in pitch. She hated that there was a note of pleading in her voice.

      Mary pressed her lips into a disapproving line. “What you are doing is reckless and foolhardy. If your mother ever finds out, she’ll not be pleased.”

      Good gracious, her mother! Birdie pinched the skin at her throat in nervousness.

      Mary gathered her belongings as the coach pulled to a halt. “The agreement was to accompany you to Newcastle, only,” she said firmly. “I came all the way to Inverness against my good judgement. This is as far as I’m going.”

      Her tone indicated that no amount of bribery would change her mind. Not that Birdie had a huge amount to offer. Mary joined Birdie for some refreshment in the taproom, where she waited for the stagecoach back to London.

      Because Birdie couldn’t shake the feeling that she may never return to England, she wrote a last letter to her best friends Lucy, Arabella, and Pen. She handed the missive to the landlord with some coins.

      “A carriage for a Miss Burns is waiting,” the man grumbled as he took the letter.

      Miss Burns! That was her. Birdie stepped outside and eyed the carriage with steaming black stallions.

      Birdie swallowed. “That’s it, then, Mary. Goodbye.”

      Mary nodded and handed Birdie’s luggage to the hostler. “Goodbye, miss.” She hesitated, and her face softened a fraction. “Godspeed.”

      Birdie felt a lump in her throat, and for a brief moment, she felt the urge to cling to Mary’s skirts. Mary, however, showed no reluctance to leave, turned and marched back to the inn.

      “Are ye comin’ or no?” asked the coachman, a terrifying specimen with bushy whiskers, a black greatcoat, and a hat that shadowed his face. He held the carriage door open.

      Birdie climbed up and sank into velvet cushions. The carriage set in motion and pulled out swiftly from the courtyard.

      This is it, Birdie thought.

      No way back.

       

      

      She must have slept for a while. When she awoke, she saw a desolate landscape of barren heather spread out in front of her. As the carriage rattled down the road, a queasy feeling overcame her.

      Burns. She was now Miss Burns. Birdie picked at her dried, flaky lips. Was it actually ethical, what she was doing? She was deceiving Cecily’s fiancé.

      What on earth are you doing, Roberta Charlotte Talbot? Are you completely out of your mind?

      Apparently so. She hadn’t thought twice when she’d jumped on Cecily Burns’ offer to swap. Cecily would have arrived at the Willowburys by now, as herself.

      Birdie checked her conscience. All she felt was relief that she did not have to travel to Newcastle.

      She was a completely unethical person, with no conscience.

      But Birdie decided she could live with that fact, if it meant that she didn’t have to resign herself to her fate and lower herself to the position of governess.

      “Good riddance,” Birdie mumbled. She meant her job. Maybe also her conscience.

      She looked out of the carriage window, where the landscape had grown increasingly desolate. Where was this place?

      Raindrops pattered on the window.

      Perhaps she was foolhardy, reckless and ridiculous. Mary was right; what she was doing went against every fibre of Birdie’s practical nature. She’d always been the practical, reasonable one in her group of impetuous friends.

      Birdie had spent some of her most wonderful years with her friends at Miss Hilversham’s Seminary for Young Ladies. They’d grown up together; they’d shared joys, trials, tears, and laughter. Then, Lucy had married a duke, Arabella’s brother. Who would’ve thought that this would ever happen? And then Arabella had gone and married a duke as well.

      In their last year, Arabella had thrown four coins into a wishing well; she wished that all four of them would marry dukes. It was, of course, a coincidence. But odd, anyhow, that a duke so conveniently came along for both their friends. Pen, poor Pen, was still at Miss Hilversham’s as a student teacher. Her guardian had all but forgotten about her. And she had no other family to turn to.

      She, Birdie, had a family. But by Jove, she wished she didn’t. Her family was the reason she could never have a season. Her father, Baron Tottingham, had gambled their entire fortune away. That included not only her and her sisters’ dowries, but the entire estate, and their house. Then he shot himself. The family moved into the dower house, the only property that still belonged to them. Her brother Freddie was now Baron Tottingham and blithely trotted in his father’s footsteps. The only way to regain their fortune, he said, was to gamble even harder.

      Her entire prospects, and her season, were cancelled. Instead, she had to work. She made a paltry income, which she’d sent to her family, who spent it all as soon as they received it. Then they turned to Birdie to solve their remaining problems.

      “Birdie, the cost of silk has gone up and we can’t afford it, but we need new gowns. What are we to do?”

      “Birdie, the housekeeper is resigning because we are not paying her. Where are we to get another one?”

      Birdie felt a pang of guilt as she thought of Cecily. She hadn’t told her any of that. If her family ever tracked down Cecily, which they would, she wouldn’t be able to tell them where exactly Birdie was. Captain Eversleigh’s instructions were to “await instructions” in Inverness, meaning that Birdie was relatively safe. They would never find her there.

      She pulled out the letter that Cecily had given her. It was covered in strong, masculine handwriting.

      He didn’t sound so bad, Birdie thought. His penmanship was legible and sensible, and he crossed his t’s and dotted his i’s. His name was Gabriel. A pretty name. The letter was a bit stark, granted. No-nonsense. To the point.

       

      Dear Miss Burns,

      Pray forgive the extraordinary delay of this missive, but circumstances have been such that I have been unable to contact you earlier. Whilst we have never met, our fathers were close business associates and friends who desired a union between us, believing it would be a blessing for both our families. As a captain stationed abroad, I had no opportunity to meet a suitable lady, and I acquiesced to my father’s choice of a bride. However, fate intervened, and the war thrust a wedge between those plans. In the meantime, both our fathers have passed on, and my military duties have occupied me on the continent.

      However, to honour the wishes of both our fathers, I am determined to remain committed to our engagement and renew my offer of my hand in marriage.

      Take the mail coach to Inverness and await instructions on how to proceed from there. I will send my carriage to pick you up.

      Your servant,

      Gabriel Eversleigh

       

      Birdie re-read it for the hundredth time and wondered why this Gabriel Eversleigh could not honour the engagement until now. What circumstances could he possibly mean? Better late than never, she supposed. But why not become Cecily’s guardian and bequeath her a sum of money?

       Probably because he didn’t have any money, Birdie reasoned, as she fingered the cheap paper.

      He was a captain, was he? A soldier. Cecily had said he was hideously old. Birdie suspected she might be right. He’d live in a simple hut. If she was lucky, a cottage with a garden. That would be lovely. She could raise chickens and plant bilberry bushes.

      Birdie looked out of the carriage window just as it rumbled across a stone bridge. She gasped.

      In front of them loomed a gigantic gothic castle.
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      It looked like a manifestation of an eerie nightmare. Grey and monstrous, it perched on top of a cliff, as if hewn directly out of the rock. Underneath, the waves of the turbulent sea crashed into its foundation. It had countless turrets with steeples that impaled the sky like pikes. The medieval keep was a colossal, forbidding block of stone surrounded by battlements that must have been built hundreds of years ago to ward off invaders. A massive drawbridge led over a ravine where the seawater gurgled. Whoever built this fortress left nothing to chance. It must’ve been impossible to invade. The coach rumbled over the bridge and came to a halt in the bailey, in front of a set of stone steps leading up to the castle keep. It was an impressive block of stone, but it appeared as if someone had tried to modernise it by installing wider, more modern windows; despite this, the structure maintained its gothic style.

      “Would you look at that,” breathed Birdie.

      No servants came running, no stable boys scurried forth to take care of the horses. The bailey was empty, and the doors and window shutters of the outer buildings were closed. Only one panel dangled from the hinges and the wind clanked with regular creaking against the wall.

      Birdie climbed the stairs to the massive stone building with trepidation. The coachman had dumped her luggage in front of the massive oaken door, then climbed back onto the carriage and turned the horses.

      “Wait. I thought you’re Captain Eversleigh’s coachman? Aren’t you staying here?” Birdie called after him.

      “Nay. I’m no one’s coachman,” he grumbled as he flicked the whip. The coach departed, rumbling over the bridge.

      Birdie stood alone in the deserted bailey and blinked.

      “Well. That was unanticipated.” She walked up the stairs and looked at the massive door. She’d have to use both hands to lift the heavy brass knocker. She lifted it and let it slam against the door. It made a thump that echoed in the hall inside. She couldn’t shake the nervous feeling that she was awakening spirits in a tomb.

      “Stuff and nonsense, Birdie. Compose yourself.” She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

      She hammered the knocker two more times. If no one came to open the door, she decided, she’d march around the building and find the servants’ entrance. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to visit the kitchen first. She craved a cup of good, strong tea. And maybe some hot pie. Or good, strong beef soup. She could also do with a slice of bread and cheese, but something hot in her belly would do her good. Just as she lifted her hand for the third time, the door’s hinges creaked.

      Birdie jumped back.

      Lo-and-behold, the vault opened. A desire to giggle rose in her chest. She bit her lips to suppress it.

      The door opened, and in its shadow stood the oldest man she’d ever seen in her life.

      Gracious me, now I’ve really awoken the dead. It flashed through her.

      “You the bride?” the creature asked in a creaky voice.

      Birdie snapped her mouth shut. “You the bridegroom?” she countered, somewhat louder in her surprise.

      The man stared at her, his white face glinting in the shadows. He opened his mouth and bared a set of yellowed teeth, uttering a noise that was unidentifiable.

      Birdie backed off, alarmed.

      With a jolt, she realised that the noise must be laughter.

      It sounded like wood creaking.

      The man attempted to lift her suitcase.

      “Perhaps you should leave it,” Birdie said. It looked like the man was going to break in half simply by lifting her luggage.

      “Get in,” he replied. He’d somehow managed to pick up all three pieces of her luggage without collapsing.

      Birdie stepped over the threshold into the hall. A cold draft of air blew about her. Then the door closed behind her with a thump, and she was swallowed by darkness.

      Birdie stood in a hall that seemed to have appeared right out of the time of medieval warlords. A massive stone fireplace was carved into one end of the hall, and a long wooden table stretched across the entire room. A staircase at the end of the hall led to the upper floors. Elaborate tapestries that would put the tapestry of Bayeux to shame hung on the walls.

      “Goodness me. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Birdie mumbled and rubbed her hands. She shivered in the cold.

      “Follow me,” the creature said as he shuffled to the stairs. He went up slowly, step by step. Birdie was behind him, impatient and worried that he’d collapse under his burden at any moment. He stumbled over the last stair and Birdie caught him by the elbow.

      “Isn’t there another servant here who can help with the luggage?” she asked.

      “Eh?” He turned his head and squinted at her.

      “Isn’t there someone else who can carry the luggage?” Birdie raised her voice.

      “Yes, yes. He must marry the baggage,” the man muttered and shuffled on.

       “No. I meant—” Birdie interrupted herself as they reached a tremendous corridor.

      She gulped. It looked dark, dusty—and definitely haunted. “Stuff and nonsense,” she whispered to herself. The man had shuffled on and halted in front of a room.

      “Here.” He nodded at the door.

      “Wait, allow me.” Birdie walked to him and opened the door so that he didn’t have to put down the luggage. “Oh!” she exclaimed.

      She hadn’t expected such a lovely room. All gothic oak and with velvet blue drapes over the bed and the window. The window! Birdie ran over to it. She had a striking view of the ocean. It was dark grey and turbulent; impossible to tell where the water ended and the clouds began. “How utterly marvellous!” She gasped.

      The man dropped off the luggage by her bed and shuffled back to the door.

      “Wait! I take it you’re not the, er, bridegroom. Who are you? And where is Captain Eversleigh?”

      “Eh?” The man leaned forward and cupped a hand over his ear. “You have to talk louder, miss.”

      “Who. Are. You?” Birdie roared into his ear.

      He snapped to attention, pulling himself up to his full height as if suddenly remembering who he was.

      “Higgins. Higgins at your service, miss,” he said in an unexpectedly clear voice. “I am the butler.” He stared at her and blinked. “And you’re the bride.”

      Well. They’d already established that, hadn’t they?

      “Higgins. Where is Captain Eversleigh?”

      “The wedding is tomorrow morning at ten. In the chapel,” Higgins replied, ignoring her question. He turned and left the room.

      “Wait. Higgins!” She went after him in the corridor. “May I have some tea? Or supper?”

      But the butler had all but disappeared.

      “Now this won’t do at all.” Birdie frowned. She hadn’t eaten since that sloppy breakfast at the coaching inn early this morning, which had consisted of a thin gruel and an even thinner mug of tea. They hadn’t stopped at any other inn, since there wasn’t any on the way, the coachman had explained.

      Her stomach growled. It must be reaching suppertime, Birdie conjectured. She squinted down the dusky corridor and rubbed her arms.

      “There’s got to be a kitchen somewhere,” she said aloud.

       

      
      Kitchens were usually on the lower floors. She’d run into a domestic eventually, she figured, then she could ask them for some supper.

      She wrapped herself in a shawl, took a candle and lit it, for it was getting dark rapidly, and ventured forth.

      Goodness me. Wouldn’t her friend Lucy love this? And Pen, with whom she’d shared a room at Miss Hilversham’s seminary. And Arabella, who was always so proper, duke’s daughter that she was, but one who’d thirsted for adventure as much as any of them. She felt a wave of nostalgia sweep over her. What wouldn’t she give to be with them now? No corner of the castle would be safe with them beside her.

      Birdie sighed so loudly; it echoed along the corridor, giving her a fright.

      “You really have to stop this,” she scolded herself and pressed a hand over her thudding heart. “Ghosts. Fustian.”

      She was in the main hall. Shouldn’t the big oaken table be set for dinner by now? But there was no fire burning in the fireplace, and the table wasn’t set. She went to the main door and tried to open it.

      It was locked. A pang of alarm shot through her. Why was the door locked?

      “Hello? Higgins? Captain Eversleigh? Is anyone here?” Her voice echoed through the hall.

      No answer.

      Was Eversleigh even in residence? It looked like not. How excessively odd. Why had he wanted her to come to this castle when he wasn’t here himself? Was he away? Would he arrive in the morning?

      “Very well, Roberta Talbot. You can do one of two things. One, panic. Two—” she gulped—“find that kitchen and get yourself something to eat. Which is it to be?”

      Her stomach growled in response.

      In the end, she found the kitchen by accident. As she returned to the stairs, she spotted a small door in the wall to her right. She opened it. It revealed a smaller set of stairs winding itself down. Servants’ stairs.

      “This must be it,” Birdie muttered. Thankful that she’d brought the candle along, she followed the stairs down.

      She found herself standing in what must have been the servants’ hall. The kitchen, however, was empty.

      “Looks like you have to prepare your own supper.” If there was one thing Birdie knew how to do, it was cooking. She’d spent countless hours in the kitchen of her former home, watching their cook dice, boil, broil, chop, and whisk everything from Yorkshire puddings and mutton cutlets to minced pies and madeira tartlets. Cook’s biscuits were legendary. When Cook was in a good mood, she’d sometimes allowed her to help cut out the biscuits and stamp emblems on the dough with the biscuit stamp. But most of the time, whilst she tolerated Birdie’s presence, she did not approve of her helping in the kitchen.

      She’d put her hands against her hips, purse her lips and say, “You
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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