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From the letters of Lady Sophia Parsons of
Scrivenshire.

Composed in captivity. December 1814:

 


 


Parchment, the very finest. A raven’s
feather quill and an ebony inkwell. A lamp of polished brass. A
chair and a desk for writing, a comfortable bed, an open window
that looks out over the sloping countryside to the plaza and the
new arcade at Devon’s Mill. These are my only things. The rest has
been taken from me.

I am not to be permitted clothing
tonight.

First, Mother, let me assure you that I am
well. I have been shown to my quarters, which, although locked from
the outside, are for the most part agreeable. But I think I shall
close the window. Night falls on the estate of the Marquess of
Sculsbury, and the darkness closes in. The lights of the town
flutter out. Autumn draws on toward winter, and although it has not
yet gotten particularly cold, the wind outside is almost fierce.
Perhaps I shall wrap myself in a coverlet from the bed as I
unburden my trials to paper.

Mrs. Haskett informs me that, above all,
this exercise has been imposed upon me for my own good, as a record
of my personal reflections. And yet I cannot help but wonder if it
should not prove, rather, a chronicle of my undoing. I doubt if I
should ever be forgiven for my impropriety. The circumstance in
which I now find myself is so frightful, so outrageous. And yet it
is not without its share of excitement as well.

I have been told to write to you, Mother—if
I may still call you so—to spare no detail in the recollection of
my service and suffering. I obey. I must. It is in the contract.
Disobedience is not, in the coming days, to be tolerated of me.

Tell Father not to worry. I am holding up.
There is nothing anyone can do, and I shall be home for
Christmas.

Patience, Mother, and I will tell all. If
you yet care for me, pray for me.

Please understand. My downfall, if such it
is, did not happen because of this decision, which I have freely
made. It started two years ago, and in our own house.

This is how it began.

 



Chapter One

A Social Call

 


“I cannot think what you’re so
excited about,” Martha said, folding back the top coverlet at the
head of my bed. “My lady, it’s only business. Nothing for you to be
concerned about.”

I craned my head a bit farther out the
bedroom window, shielding my eyes against the sun. From this far
away, I could make out the shapes of three people in the
approaching carriage. I thought I could ascertain that two of them
were men, including the driver. It was impossible to be sure.

“Yes,” I agreed, regarding her over my
shoulder. “And I’m to remain cooped up in here, a prisoner in my
own house—until dinner and the recital—because the dreaded Duke of
Westerby would otherwise insist I be given over as collateral at
once.”

“And despoiled,” Kitty chipped in from the
vanity, where she busied herself setting my brushes and hairpins in
order.

Martha stood back from the bed, snorted,
smoothed down the front of her uniform. She shook her head, her
lips threatening a sardonic smile, but she didn’t speak. She tucked
a wayward lock of flaxen hair under her cap and sighed.

“Go on, then,” I said, directing my gaze
outward again, straining to see better. “Tell me all about
him.”

“Well, miss,” Martha said, “I can’t say as
I’m an authority—”

“You’re from Westerby,” I reminded her.
“Both of you are. And the people of Westerby do talk.”

“As do the people of Scrivenshire,” Kitty
quipped for her part, bustling over to the dresser drawer, never
allowing the hint of a wrinkle in her well-pressed serving dress,
nor even the rumor of an errant strand from beneath her cap. She
was Martha’s senior on the staff by six months—though they were
both still new, relative to the rest—and something of a
perfectionist. “The duke is old, my lady.”

“Ancient,” Martha readily agreed. Then,
having won my attention again, she arched an eyebrow. “Decrepit and
wicked.”

That seemed to me rather much of an
overstatement. Though, to be fair, they were themselves only two
years older than me, and we generally counted anyone over forty
among the elderly. “Truly?” I pressed, beckoning them over to me,
to the window.

By now the party was close enough so that we
could hear its approach: the faint but steady high-stepping clop of
twin Hackneys, deep mahogany with manes of jet, accompanied by the
soft grind of carriage wheels over smoothed earth. Companionable
laughter, easy conversation. In the rear of the carriage sat a lady
who might have been my age. She was certainly no older than Kitty
and Martha. She wore an empire dress of bright blue silk with gold
trim and a broad-brimmed hat that would have been better suited to
a picnic than a journey of several hours. None of it seemed to me a
good fit for riding, not even in the back of a carriage. Her hair,
though black like Kitty’s, fairly shimmered about her ears, a rich
ebony of which I was instantly jealous.

My hair—an ordinary, everyday shade
of pale blonde, depressingly straight—hung out in front of me. I
tossed it over both shoulders as Kitty and Martha appeared on
either side of me.

Next to the young woman sat a man in the
livery of the Royal Navy, leaning back in his seat and laughing out
loud at some quiet jest I couldn’t make out. This, I deemed, had
come from the driver, who spoke without turning his head. He rather
attended to the horses and to the reins, which he held in one hand.
The other hand lazily twirled a thin crop of black leather that
seemed to go unused. He urged the beasts this way and that with
only the slightest tug at the reins and the occasional whistle. He
seemed to understand the beasts intuitively, completely—and they
him. He mastered them effortlessly.

Judging by his linen waistcoat, pressed
trousers, and top hat, I deemed him not to be a hired hand.
Too, I saw in his features and the glossy black of his prominent
sideburns a likeness to the lady—who now leaned forward to deliver
a playful slap high on his back, some mild reproach she didn’t seem
to make with any seriousness.

Naughty, naughty.

Both men were, at most, in their early
twenties.

I turned to look first at Martha on my
right, then Kitty on my left. “Old?” I said. “Ancient?
Decrepit?”

“Well, now,” Martha started, blinking. “No,
my lady, I spoke the truth. That—”

She might have pointed if she could, but the
window frame was scarcely large enough to accommodate our three
heads.

“Surely this is not the Duke of all
Westerby, then.”

“No, my lady,” Kitty said, her voice flat
with surety and—what? Dread? “It isn’t.”

“Kitty?”

“It’s his son,” she said, nodding generally
in the direction of the carriage, yet I somehow knew she meant to
indicate the driver. “Lord Albion Rayment, Marquess of
Sculsbury.”

“Kitty,” Martha hissed, aghast. For
Kitty, she of such superior standards and protocol, had spoken of
the young lord, and in my presence, by name. I caught the
laugh behind my teeth. It wasn’t as though I would report
the offense.

“Oh,” I said offhandedly. “Not so old, then.
Not even half on the way to ancient.”

“Perhaps not,” Kitty allowed. “But…”

“Wicked?” I innocently pressed.

Martha nodded, her eyes wide as eggs.
“Diabolical.”

From the driver’s seat, the young lord
looked up at us, winked, and tipped his hat.

As one, the three of us screeched and drew
back inside—inevitably ending up splayed flat in a rough tangle
upon the floor. Through a flurry of arms and legs, half-dislodged
hats, and frantic whispers of apology from my maidservants, we
eventually re-emerged on our feet a safe distance from the window,
cloaking our shared embarrassment in laughter that was simply
impossible to stifle.

Until, after checking myself in the vanity
mirror and straightening all that needed straightening, I set my
jaw and said, “I’m going to meet them.”

Kitty and Martha shared a look. Kitty
actually reached for my arm, as though to restrain me by force, but
I was too quick for her.

****

They were early by an hour at least. I
thought I should have no trouble intercepting the small party at
the door without my parents ever being the wiser. The greater
danger—and this seemed nigh on inevitable—was in being apprehended
by Mrs. Balfour or Mr. Cluett. It was an acceptable risk. I could
reason with them, somewhat.

Already, they’d be engaged in preparation
for the lord’s arrival, and for dinner later, so I didn’t think it
likely they’d know he was already here. The proper thing to do
would have been to send Kitty or Martha off to alert them. Instead,
I bade them to follow me and hastened down the two flights of
stairs to the first floor, then on through the welcoming hall and
to the front door. Martha and Kitty trailed after in a delighted
panic.

Apart from us, the hall was deserted.

“Miss Sophia,” Martha protested, keeping her
voice low, taking my hand, “you cannot! You’ve not been introduced.
Your father must—”

I wriggled free, shushing her.

Footsteps on the porch outside.

Martha giggled. That got Kitty giggling.
Then me. I made another shushing gesture. Useless.

The truth was, I thought I knew plenty about
Lord Sculsbury for my own part. It wasn’t just his family’s
reputation. He was a known scoundrel on his own account if one were
to accept gossip as fact. And as for the family’s most notorious
tradition, I’d heard tell of that as well. Word does get around
when you’re of an age.

I was only seventeen then. I admit the fancy
of my friends flew rather freely in the matter of telling tales, of
whispering those things we may not speak aloud in open company. The
Contract of Seven Days’ Service was a legend that reached well
beyond the boundaries of Westerby, though I doubted it had any
basis in historical fact.

As for Lord Sculsbury himself, his fine
features had not been exaggerated in the least, his regal
cheekbones and his prominent chin, his roguish smile, his knowing
eyes. But I hadn’t gotten a proper look at him. I was eager to meet
him. Too eager, as I now understand.

I waited until I was certain Lord
Sculsbury’s steps had brought him right up to the door. Before he
could knock—and potentially raise the more grownup household help—I
opened it. Behind me, Kitty and Martha sucked in their breath and
curtsied, holding position until I did the same.

It wasn’t, I am sure, the only time I have
ever caught Lord Sculsbury unaware, but it was the first time.
There he stood, looking down upon me with wide, blinking eyes for
three seconds or more before he remembered his manners and bowed,
again tipping his top hat with two fingers and then flicking the
brim back up. But when he did, he made his introductions with
effortless grace, as if no third party were required.

“My lady,” he said, “may I present to you
one Albion Rayment—Lord Sculsbury for propriety’s sake. This is my
sister, Lady Lavinia.”

He nodded over his shoulder, and Lavinia
offered an offhand, haughty little curtsy of her own. She had not
only the same glossy black hair as her older brother but also his
rather striking sea-green eyes, lacking at present only their
curiosity. I thought she might be quite pretty, had her bearing
been more congenial. She looked bored.

“And this is my friend, Lieutenant Brook
Duncan of Riverport.”

Lieutenant Duncan, I noted, was on the
portly side, a bit pink in the cheeks, and he smelled faintly of
gin. He bowed low, sweeping his hat practically to the floor. The
grandiose salutation might have been comical had it not been for a
decidedly lecherous one-sided curl of his lip. “My lady.”

Lady, they had said, keeping the
singular, taking no notice of Martha and Kitty. This was more than
a bit irksome, as it was difficult for me not to think of them as
friends—much as that vexed my parents, particularly Mother. Also,
not acknowledging them made me feel unaccountably outnumbered, if
only for a moment, nonsensical as that might seem while I stood
within the walls of my own home. Yet I knew better than to
introduce them. It wasn’t expected.

“Pray, do not tell me,” Lord Sculsbury then
said, rescuing me from the uncomfortable silence that had ensued.
“You must be the Lady Sophia. The account of your unpredictability
precedes you—as does your beauty.”

You criminal, I nearly said, helpless
to restrain the smile.

“You tease me, sir,” I said instead,
recovering. Then, quickly, “Nevertheless, I am pleased to meet
you.”

And then he took my hand—I would have
guessed only to give it a gentlemanly shake—and kissed it. Oh, if
Father had been on hand to see that!

Lavinia sniffed.

“With my lady’s permission,” he said,
straightening, “might I call on the mistress of the house?”

“But you are here on business, sir,” I said,
perplexed. “Shall I not send for my father?”

He smiled at me without guile. He did not
answer.

“Sir,” I said, sharing nervous glances with
Kitty and Martha. “But I understood… That is to say, this is not a
social call.”

“Perhaps it may serve as both?”

But now there were doors opening from the
interior of the house. Mr. Cluett or Mrs. Balfour—or both—would be
upon us at any moment.

I sighed with affected, dramatic
exasperation. “Again, Lord Sculsbury, you’re teasing me.”

He stepped over the threshold. Took my hand
again. Leaned in toward my ear.

And said, “Would that I could, Lady Sophia.
One day, perhaps.”

He released me just in time. Mr. Cluett
hurried to us through the welcoming hall, and he was mightily
flustered. He had not a word for me or my maidservants as he
attended to Lord Sculsbury and his traveling companions. I soon
discovered that it wasn’t only my indiscretion that discomfited him
so, although he could not help but regard me disapprovingly when
his overwrought countenance fleetingly met mine. Nor was it down
only to the timing of Lord Sculsbury’s premature arrival.

“Lord Sculsbury, sir,” he fairly stammered
in that reedy, long-suffering voice of his, ushering them inside,
taking hats. “You’ll forgive me, sir, but we—that is to say, the
earl, Lord Scrivenshire—wasn’t expecting you for—”

“Some time yet,” our guest finished for him,
clapping him most indecorously on the upper arm, ruffling him
further. “I do apologize. Do not be concerned on our behalf. The
fault is entirely mine.”

Mr. Cluett didn’t argue. “And we had
thought—” he started again.

“My father, yes,” Lord Sculsbury said with a
rueful shake of his head. “I regret to report that he is not
well.”

“My lord, I—”

“And yet there is business to be done. Our
steward, Mr. Haddington, has assumed management of the house at
Sculsbury until my return this evening. I am well acquainted with
the particulars of the proposed transaction. You may assure the
Earl of Scrivenshire that I conduct my family’s end of the
negotiations with full legal authority. With any luck, we’ll have
the matter concluded before supper, with time at our leisure
after.”

I could scarcely believe I was hearing this.
This was very close to what Father would have called “business
talk.” By now I had deduced that our family’s fortunes had not
fared well during the worst years of the wars with Napoleon. I
further surmised my father had reluctantly turned his attention
toward investment as a means of recovery—a practice he equated to
high stakes gambling. But he never spoke of such things in my
presence, and I didn’t think he would approve of Lord Sculsbury
doing so.

Mr. Cluett, it seemed, shared my
trepidation. There simply weren’t enough eyes in his mostly bald
head to blink back the awkwardness of our current situation, and he
found himself suddenly dumbstruck by the effort—until Mrs. Balfour
arrived in a rustle of black-and-white serving gown to rescue him.
And, unnecessarily, me.

“Lady Sophia!” she erupted in a voice that
somehow registered as both a scandalized hiss and a shout,
gesturing furiously back toward the end of the entrance hall. “Come
away this instant!” Had she added, “you misbehaving creature,” I
could not have in good conscience objected.

Lady Lavinia yawned, the back of her hand to
her mouth. Lieutenant Duncan chuckled with amusement.

“A thousand pardons, my lord and lady,” Mrs.
Balfour then resumed with perfect courtesy, meaning the guests,
“and Lieutenant Duncan, sir, but Lady Sophia has her lessons in the
conservatory in a quarter of an hour.” Here she glared at my
maidservants. “And you two will see that her riding habit is
properly washed after that last disaster before you allow her into
the saddle again—and that she is properly attired in time for
supper.”

A simultaneous, “Yes, Mrs. Balfour,” from my
maidservants as we shuffled away—none too quickly, as Lord
Sculsbury’s gaze remained yet upon me.

“I—I shall summon our stable boy…” Mr.
Cluett resumed at length.

“No need,” Lord Sculsbury assured him. “If
you’ll but show me the way, I prefer to attend to my own
beasts.”

This I deemed highly unusual, coming as it
did not only from a marquess, but also one of his particularly
nefarious reputation. But I must confess I found it rather charming
as well.

“He likes you, Miss Sophia,” Martha said to
me once we were at the stairs and safely out of earshot.

“Nonsense,” I said, my hand gliding lazily
over the balustrade as we ascended, my pleasure at her remark no
doubt plain to behold.

As for Mrs. Balfour and Mr. Cluett, I had
every confidence they would keep my indiscretion secret. They
feared Father’s wrath as much as anyone.

“You’ll see him again shortly,” Kitty said.
“At supper.”

“And after,” I replied with a deliberate
smirk, “if it can be managed.”

****

“Back straight,” said Mrs. Graves. “And head
up, my lady. Your father says tonight you’re to be at the top of
your form—which is as good as anyone’s when you apply
yourself.”

I assumed the requested posture and smiled
most gratefully, but I didn’t resume practicing right away.
“Please, Mrs. Graves,” I ventured, fingers hovering over the keys.
“If I may—that is, if it’s no indiscretion to ask—does Mrs. Balfour
know Lieutenant Duncan from somewhere?”

If so, it wouldn’t be anything scandalous.
Not on the part of our Mrs. Balfour, anyway, who was twice the
lieutenant’s age at a minimum. Still…

Mrs. Graves tilted her head. “Lady Sophia,”
she said, perplexity somewhat hardening her normally soft brown
eyes, “whatever brought this on? We haven’t any time for such
distractions.”

Strictly speaking, we had an hour for them.
I knew the piece well enough, or nearly so. “She addressed him by
name at the front door,” I pressed, summoning just a hint of the
conspiratorial to my voice.

She crossed her arms. “A place you should
have been far away from just then, Lady Sophia. If your
father hears—”

“Oh, Mrs. Graves, he won’t if no one tells
him. Please, I’m only curious. You shall have my full attention in
a moment if you’ll but answer the question.”

She studied me as though measuring my
resolve or sincerity. “Just the one?”

“I swear it.”

She shook her head, relenting, then said,
“Of course not, lady, although it isn’t as though the two of
us have discussed the matter. Best not to let your imagination run
away with you. You know as well as I that Mrs. Balfour hardly ever
leaves the house. I’m sure the two have never met. But as for
whether or not she knows of the lieutenant…”

“Yes?”

“Well, my lady,” she said, resigned, “who
doesn’t?”

It was a disappointing answer, yet no worse
than I’d expected. The rumor of Lieutenant Duncan’s depredations
and carousing—both at home and abroad, and quite often in the
company of Lord Sculsbury—was practically as legendary as the
Contract of Seven Days’ Service. People said he’d sired children on
three continents, made friends (and business partners) of the
Barbary corsairs, gambled himself into and out of both wealth and
poverty dozens of times…

Mrs. Graves laid her hand on the top of the
pianoforte and drummed her fingers over polished black oakwood.
“Lady?” she said, recalling me to my responsibilities.

The lesson dragged on interminably. It
wasn’t that I disliked playing the piano. I enjoyed it very much
and, after four years of thrice-weekly instruction and daily
practice, was nearly as good at it as I was on the harp. Nor did I
find Mrs. Graves a particularly disagreeable teacher. Quite the
opposite. Unlike Mrs. Longwood, who taught my friend Hester and was
prone to knuckle switching, she was the epitome of patience.

But I was distracted, hoping that the
first meeting between my father and Lord Sculsbury was going well.
For the good of the family, if also for personal reasons.

Later, at tea and while riding—my habit had
actually been tended to the previous evening—my thoughts wandered
back to Lord Sculsbury at annoyingly constant intervals. But it
wasn’t until I was summoned back to my bedroom to get dressed for
dinner that I had a chance to talk to anyone about it.

“You want to look your best for him,” Martha
scolded me gently, brushing my hair in long strokes in front of the
mirror as Kitty produced my most constrictive corset from a dresser
drawer. I bit my lip, finding it hard to see the point of brushing
one’s hair with such obsession when it was all going to be drawn up
into a knot at the end of it all. Martha’s hair, of identical hue
but twice as wild as my own, was surely never put under such
duress.

But she was also right. I did want to look
my best.

She asked, “Which one will you wear, Miss
Sophia?”

I considered the question. “Not the
blue one,” I said with feeling. I had not seen Lady Lavinia all day
and rather suspected she was avoiding me. This did not trouble me,
as I had no strong desire for her company, but it rankled. We were
of the same age, or near enough. Did she think that she and her
family were of such an exalted station that even to feign courtesy
was intolerable?

At least my father isn’t a
moneylender, I thought, somehow without extending the contempt
I felt for her toward her brother, Lord Sculsbury, who came
representing the Investment and Brotherhood Society. Were they in
negotiations still? Had he returned to the stable to check on his
horses? He hadn’t been there earlier.

“It’s a pity and discourtesy she didn’t join
you for nuncheon,” Kitty said, cuing in right away, wrapping the
corset about my chemise at the waist, drawing laces through the
eyeholes. “Please, miss. If such is to be her disposition, you’re
better off without having to bother over her.”

“And yet I’m to practice civility toward her
at supper,” I said, consoling myself that Kitty’s bosom—which was
full to the point of straining—must certainly struggle against the
corset even worse than mine. “I’m to show her courtesy.”

“Of course, miss. And, in so doing,
triumph.”

My maidservants shared a laugh at that.

“Teaching me my manners, now, are you?”

Martha clucked at me, still working my hair
without mercy. “First impressions, my lady,” she said. “Miss Sophia
knows her manners well enough. If she fancies Lord Sculsbury, it
would not do to present otherwise to him.”

I sighed. I nodded. And winced as Kitty drew
the corset tight. “And who says I fancy him? The rogue.”

“Not I, certainly.”

I smiled—then winced at another tug.

Why must the simple act of getting dressed
be such an ordeal?

****

In the end, I went with a modest empire
dress of my own, one of lavender and white lace. I thought that,
should the after-dinner party proceed out of doors, the hat and
gloves that went with it would create an ensemble pleasing to the
discerning eye of Lord Sculsbury, and also satisfy Mother’s desire
that I not present myself in a manner too extravagant for our
cause.

I was only exiting my bedroom
door—unaccompanied, this time—when I heard one of the guestroom
doors down the hall open up in nearly perfect synchrony. And there
she was, Lady Lavinia, likewise unescorted. It seemed that we had
both waited until the last possible second—to be summoned by the
four o’clock tolling of the clock that also served as our dinner
bell.

It was most awkward, facing each other from
such a distance without speaking. With mutual reluctance and
affected smiles, we approached one another and, before proceeding
together down the stairs, made an attempt at cordial
conversation.

“Lady Lavinia,” I said, making sure (as was
my duty as hostess) to address her first, “I am so delighted to
have found you at last.”

The lie burned at my conscience. And the
compliment, I thought at the time—after her countless discourtesies
upon arrival—must surely count among the most humiliating moments
of my life.

“I heard you practicing,” she said, her
voice sugarcoated snake’s venom, “and I caught a glimpse of you
riding after that. You have a busy schedule. I’m sorry for
intruding on your time.”

You were spying on me? I thought, yet
I kept a straight face. Triumph through courtesy, I reminded
myself. And said, “Come, my friend. We really shouldn’t keep
everyone waiting, and perhaps we shall get to know one another
better at supper. Indeed, I should not count a moment of such time
wasted.”

A trace of uncertainty crept into her tone,
“I take it you did not know I was coming today.”

That set me back a step, metaphorically
speaking. I hadn’t known, of course. No one ever told me
anything—and besides, as far as I had been able to independently
deduce, everyone had expected the visitors to have been the duke
and his company, not his son’s. Yet her words struck,
however briefly, at my conscience.

“Lady Lavinia, please don’t be troubled. You
are most welcome here, and we are all grateful for your family’s
consideration in the matter of the business at hand.”

“Whatever that is,” she grumbled,
which actually drew a smile from me.

“Quite so,” I agreed. “Shall we go?”

****

Our family was one of the first, I’m told,
to adopt the practice of a la russe service when we had
dinner guests. It hadn’t yet taken in most of the estates of
Scrivenshire, nor in Devon’s Mill—and it certainly hadn’t made it
as far as Sculsbury, nor to any of the towns making up the Duchy of
Westerby. Yet it is, I think, far more practical than the old
manner of just having everything on the table from the beginning
and praying a preferred dish may soon be passed your way.

When Lady Lavinia and I made it into the
dining hall, as per the new custom, the china and silverware had
been laid out along with the water glasses and the wine bottles.
However, the dishes and meal courses, fresh from the ovens and
steaming, remained lined up in steel pans on a smaller table along
the back wall.

And as much as Father had discouraged any
outright display of lavishness or lack of thrift in our dealings
with the Rayments, it seemed to me that no price had been too dear
in the execution of dinner. Venison with steamed vegetables and
claret were staples of our table, but tonight there was also
yearling mutton, smoked Dorset cheese, Madeira wine, and real
Oxford pudding—all of these things regular fare at holidays or for
important guests such as we now entertained. But there was also a
rare delight of particular extravagance, one which I was generally
only treated to on my birthday. I caught its scent from the moment
of our entry, and it was a most pleasant surprise.

Ruffs and reeves. It was one of my very
favorite things, and a desperately expensive delicacy, as the fowl
are imported from Spain. I remember how Mother beamed at me, coming
in with Father and Lord Sculsbury and Lieutenant Duncan, how
knowing was the gleam in her eye. I think it must have been she who
arranged for the order.

“Ah. Very good.” Father greeted us with his
customarily gruff approbation and decorum. “Lady Lavinia, my dear
Sophia—I see the two of you are becoming fast friends.
Splendid.”

Lady Lavinia and I shared a look at that,
and I think both of us made a noble—but vain—attempt at a gracious
response.

I directed mine first to Father and then to
Lord Sculsbury—as seemed appropriate, at least to me. “We only just
encountered each other for the second time in the upstairs hall,” I
said on the second curtsy. And managed, “We shall be getting along
like sisters in no time, I’m sure.”

He was so handsome, Lord Sculsbury, standing
there in his smart dinner jacket. It was also my first extended
opportunity to see him without his hat, a state which somehow
rendered his features more youthful. And always, that hint of
mischief at the corner of his lips.

“My thanks, Lady Sophia,” he said with a
warmth that was easy and unaffected. “I certainly hope so.”

I cannot imagine how Mother must have felt
when Lavinia addressed her, ignoring Father completely. But
I, for one, will never forget it.

“Lady Charity,” she said, matching my
gesture—no doubt to the best of her ability, which was rather
stunted. “Thank you for the invitation. I’m sorry. Have we come
early?”

The silence, though short-lived, was
cataclysmic. And yet the cause for her confusion was obvious. To
her, the dinner preparations would appear unfinished—and indeed,
Lieutenant Duncan seemed to share in her perplexity, but even he
had sense sufficient not to give voice to his startlement.

This would have been my moment, as her
hostess and new “friend,” to point out the differences in our
household traditions. Here I must confess I failed utterly in that
duty.

“My apologies,” Father eventually said,
bowing, his jowls quivering like a wounded animal. He had quite
recovered, however, by the time he straightened himself and
resumed, straining for self-deprecation, straining for
levity—neither of which come easily to him. “The fault is mine. I
have not explained. All is well and in readiness, my lady. Do have
a seat and you shall see.” He indicated a place setting.

I took my own assigned place without
complaint. The order of seating, by custom, alternated first lady,
then lord—and thus I found myself most fortuitously placed adjacent
to her brother.

Father sat himself down last at the table’s
head, snapping his fingers, summoning our butler to his side. “Step
to with the wine,” he said. “That is to say, if you would, Mr.
Cluett. You’ll pardon my abruptness. We shall not keep the Lady
Lavinia waiting.”

He is a good man, Father, whatever his
faults. A true gentleman, if rather strict. Our eyes met sidelong
as the wine was poured. I was only permitted half a glass, as
Madeira is rather on the heavy side and flavored with brandy. I
knew better than to touch it before the first course was
served.

“Well,” Lord Sculsbury said in an open and
unashamed direct attempt at lightening the mood, “I must say,
everything smells simply delightful. You took part in the planning
and arrangement, my lady?”

He meant Mother, but he never stopped
looking at me. This seemed to have escaped her attention. How
unruffled she was, far more at ease than Father—but then, I
supposed he had a better understanding of the stakes than Mother
had at the time.

“Only in the details, Lord Sculsbury,” she
said. “Full credit to the house staff. But I am pleased if you are
pleased.”

Lady Lavinia made no effort at conversation
with anyone—and that was well, because I was hopelessly fixated on
her brother.

He said, “I am indeed,” and finally broke
eye contact to sniff the wine.

****

It was my duty, that evening, to perform for
Lord Sculsbury.

Strictly speaking, I was to entertain all of
the guests, but there was no getting around the importance of
making sure that the marquess in particular enjoyed every aspect of
his evening. Specifically, I was to play a bit of Domenico Puccini.
Concerto in B-flat. The selection of the piece had been mine, under
one guiding principle from Father: “Play something pretty. No,
scratch that. Something impressive. But nothing so difficult that
you might make any, um, glaring mistakes.”

The Puccini concerto, to my mind, was both
pretty and impressive, a delicate melody that allowed my fingers to
run along the higher keys of the instrument like a pair of graceful
young squirrels cavorting over the length of a tree branch. I was a
confident pianist, despite my youth—and yet for the better part of
a week I had been dreading the prospect of playing in front of Lord
Sculsbury’s father.

Playing for Lord Sculsbury himself presented
no such difficulty. There he stood, safely at the back end near the
door to the conservatory, taking the occasional sip of Madeira,
often closing his eyes as though to relish the sound of my playing.
It was terrific encouragement, even as Lady Lavinia ignored me
completely.

She walked the room in a slow circle,
stopping to give brief, unspoken, cursory—and, I could not help but
think, critical—appraisals of the framed landscapes from Father’s
collection. There were few enough of these remaining in the house.
Many of my personal favorites had been sold in the preceding
months.

I do not know what the first cause of our
family’s financial trouble was, although I had heard Father mention
the “timber shortage” and the “difficulty with export” to his
friends and colleagues more than once. I suppose it does not matter
now.

In any event, I played for perhaps three
minutes—the latter parts of the concerto remained, then, beyond my
fledgling ability to replicate—before sitting back from the sheet
music with an exhalation of relief. Mother and Father were quite
gracious in their applause, but as for enthusiasm, both Lord
Sculsbury and Lieutenant Duncan beat them flat.

I stood and curtsied to them, ignoring Lady
Lavinia in my turn and focusing on our gentlemen guests. “Thank
you,” I said to them. “I do hope everyone was pleased. I have been
practicing so.”

“And it has paid off well,” Lord Sculsbury
generously replied. “Your application was evident. I’m no expert,
lady, but to my ears there wasn’t an errant keystroke. Such a
lovely piece, too. Was it your choice?”

“It was, my lord,” I said, absurdly pleased
with myself. “I picked it last week.”

Father, holding up a conditional finger,
“With guidance, my lord. Always with guidance.”

“You know,” Lieutenant Duncan then said,
turning his attention to Lady Lavinia, “with Lady Sophia’s
permission, might I suggest—”

But, sensing danger, she turned from the
painting as though reeling on a snake about to strike. “Lieutenant,
sir, please do not even suggest. I have made no such preparations
myself, and I would not find myself in seeming competition with a
friend I have only made this morning.”

To her credit, I thought it a skillful
dodge, as well as a truthful one.

“Nor is it ours to presume the use of the
instrument, Duncan,” Lord Sculsbury reminded him.

That, too, was true.

“Lady Lavinia,” I said, my conscience—and
also the advice of my maidservants—working hard against pettier
instincts, “perhaps one day I shall come to Sculsbury and hear you
play in your own house.”

“Perhaps,” she said. She seemed genuinely
pleased for the first time since I had seen her in the back seat of
the carriage. “I think I would like that.”

Father did not seem so well disposed to the
proposition. I understood. A lady does not call at the house of a
gentleman, and my suggestion, however innocent in its intent, must
surely have carried the insinuation that, one day, I might do just
that. Here I must insist that such was not my intention at the
time—and there would have been nothing improper had I come only to
call on Lady Lavinia.

“I think that is a grand idea,” Lord
Sculsbury said. “With the permission of your father, we should make
all necessary arrangements.”

****

Father dismissed me straight off, and the
men of the party went out of doors. Mother escorted me to the door
of my bedroom, and I watched Lady Lavinia retreat to hers. I
reached for the doorknob.

But then Mother took me swiftly by the arm
and held me in place until Lavinia’s door clicked safely shut. I do
not consider myself a wilting flower under most circumstances, but
at present her grip was so firm it actually hurt. Shocked, I tried
to recoil from her.

Mother was having none of that. “Sophia,”
she said in a hushed voice rich with urgency bordering on fear,
“you must be cautious. You do not understand the nature of the …
gentlemen who have come to call this evening. Nor of Lady Lavinia,
for that matter.”

Her pale blue eyes were suddenly wide. There
were lines in her face I’d never seen before.

Perhaps she knew more of what was at stake
than I had previously imagined.

“Mother,” I started. I thought I
understood them quite as well as I needed to—the whole thing was
only business—and I felt this was all very alarmist from
her.

“Your father has delicate negotiations still
to complete,” she insisted, the fervor behind her quiet admonition
still very much on display. It was quite unlike her and it had me
unsettled. “These are monsters, not men.”

Again, that seemed a bit dramatic. But I
had heard the rumors, as I had to admit.

“Then why would Father do business with
them?” I asked.

“Because he must, child. Just now, he is
attempting the completion of that business—which has become much
more complex than he had anticipated. I do not know it all.
But—Sophia, please. I am speaking to you. Put Lord Sculsbury from
your mind. He’ll be gone soon.”

“Mother,” I protested, “I have nothing to do
with it. I—”

“I’ve noted the way you regard him and the
way he regards you in return. This is a dangerous man, Sophia, from
a dangerous family of disreputable nature. Would that the duke
could have come in his stead.”

“Mother, I don’t understand.” For the duke
was the very head of that “disreputable” family.

She opened the door for me. “Nor will you,”
she said, “God willing.”

****

It was an hour later when Martha let herself
into my room, cracking her knuckles upon entry. It made me laugh
when she did that—so ungracious—but that was her calling
card when it was her turn to give me my evening temple massage.
“Evening, miss.”

There was no laughter in me right then, but
I smiled gratefully at her and stood from my reading chair to
return to the vanity. There, I sat with my back to her and waited.
Her gentle hands (knuckle cracking notwithstanding) would be most
welcome tonight. I remained quite flustered, and indeed disturbed,
by Mother’s parting words.

“Tell me, Martha,” I said, closing my eyes
when her fingers first closed over my shoulders near the neck, “how
much do you believe of what people say?”

Her thumbs at the back of my neck, pressing
small circles, slowly worked their way up. “Oh, much,” she
replied in good humor. “But not everything, my lady. I am sure you
will agree such things depend on who you’re talking to.”

Well, of course. Evidently, I’d have
to come right to the point. “You know I’m referring to the stories
told of Lord Sculsbury and Lieutenant Duncan, the dark rumors that
fly out of Westerby as though borne in the talons of messenger
bats. What ‘people’ say of the whole Rayment family.”

Her pointing fingers worked firmly but
tenderly under the ears at the top of my jawline. Oh, but she could
make a coherent train of thought difficult, Martha could. One could
easily fall asleep under her ministrations.

“There’ll be a hint of truth, surely,” she
said. “But I would not give it much more weight than that. You know
how it is when you tell a story, even when it begins in truth. It
changes with each telling, whether on purpose or not—and changes
more still when passed on again by a new teller.”

Yes. That was right. How much could Mother
possibly know? The tales people told on Lord Sculsbury would have
to travel not only through Westerby to get to Scrivenshire but
Devon’s Mill as well. Much could be altered along the way.

Her circling fingers were at my temples now.
Heavenly.

My parents were judging the lord and his
companions unjustly. And if Mother truly knew anything and
wanted me to feel otherwise about her judgments, then by rights she
should tell me, present her evidence. It wasn’t as though I was a
child, though Mother remained inclined to call me one.

Perhaps the lord’s conduct this evening,
which I deemed exemplary—rather in spite of his friend Duncan and
his sister Lavinia—would work into the minds of my parents some
fresh skepticism of those tales.

“Hopefully their ‘business’ is going well,”
I muttered, half under my breath.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that, I am
sure,” Martha said with a soft smile that was somehow audible in
her tone. “However it went, I think it is over now.”

I turned in the chair to face her.

“Last I saw, Lieutenant Duncan had been
invited to the smoking room for a cigar with your father,” she said
with sly relish. “I saw nothing of Lord Sculsbury until I retired
with Kitty to our quarters.”

I narrowed my eyes at her—and Martha for a
moment seemed aghast with herself, as though only then realizing
what she had said.

“It’s only that our quarters are in the
attic, miss, which looks right out over the stables.”

I waited for it.

“He’s only just gone there. Lord Sculsbury
does, by his own account, look after his own beasts.”

I glanced down over myself—wearing scarcely
more than my night dress.

Quickly, determinedly, I stood. “Where’s my
riding habit? Have you already taken it to the laundry?”

“My lady, you can’t be thinking—”

I took her hands in mine and squeezed them.
“Martha, please.”

****

Much against her own better judgment, Martha
helped me back into my riding habit and made sure that the stairway
and its landings on the second and first floor were clear. Had it
been Kitty’s turn to check on me one last time before bed, I doubt
if I should have had a chance to make good on my impromptu escape
plan, such as it was. How different things might be now, I cannot
help but think, and I wonder how even the smallest, most seemingly
insignificant happenstance might alter the course of a person’s
life.

Not that I accord Martha any blame in the
matter. The decision was mine alone.

Good fortune and haste, rather than much
caution, brought me to the stables without any unwanted encounters
along the way. I saw him before he saw me. When I found him, he was
feeding carrots from a leather satchel to one of his mounts while
brushing the forehead and nose of the other. The two horses were in
adjacent stalls, and they both seemed quite content with their
master’s ministrations.

I watched him feed and brush them. Only when
I opened my mouth to speak did he address me, his back still turned
to me. “Lady Sophia,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Lord Sculsbury.”

“There now,” he answered, turning to me,
“isn’t this a most welcome surprise?” He was feigning incredulity,
but behind that thin veil I detected amusement. I thought him much
pleased. Now, however, I think perhaps I should have read
satisfaction, more than mere pleasure, at my sudden appearance.

“Yes, sir,” I said, lingering at the
doorway, more than a little appalled at my misbehavior in having
come this far from the house proper without an escort. “I thought I
might miss you before you left, and this after you were so gracious
and courteous to me in the conservatory.”

“Think nothing of it,” he said. Then,
warningly, “But I fear what your father would think if he saw you
here right now. There would be trouble.”

He closed the satchel. Buckled it. Set down
the brush.

“That’s true,” I said. I felt it already.
“Shall I return to the house?”

“You have nothing to fear from me,” he said.
“Do as you would.”

“I hope the conclusion to the negotiations
was satisfactory to both parties?”

“I’m certain your father found them so.”

It was the first disgruntlement I had beheld
from him so far, but it was clear and pronounced. The silence that
followed was so palpable as to be painful. “Forgive my curiosity,”
I begged, “and do not worry overmuch on my account, lord. I shall
go in a moment. I wished only to see you off and bid you safe
journey. And … and now—”

“And now you’ve done it,” he said, but I did
not imagine him in any hurry to see me depart.

“Lieutenant Duncan,” I said. “Lady Lavinia.
I’m surprised not to find them at hand.”

“Are you really?” he asked.

I supposed I wasn’t at that. They’d wait for
the carriage. The lieutenant and my father were likely having
cigars, an indulgence Lord Sculsbury perhaps did not entertain.
Lady Lavinia—well, who knew? I’d no doubt Martha and Kitty would
fetch her for the lord when the time came.

“It’s only that I perceive the three of you
are very close,” I hedged.

“I invest much in relationships,” he said
with a half-smile. “Life is short, my lady.”

I didn’t answer that. The words as do
I flitted to mind, thinking of my own friends and family, but I
withheld them. There was a chance he might read more into them than
I intended. And there was a chance I did intend more.
Here is a man who does whatever he wants, I thought to
myself. Here is a man freed from convention, undaunted by
society’s expectations—and he has been nothing if not courteous to
me.

Indeed, I thought him the model gentleman,
rumors notwithstanding.

“You risk much, Sophia,” he said, notably
dropping the title. “You are fearless.”

I would not have said as much as all that,
but it pleased me that he had. I was certainly more prone to an
adventure or dare than my friends Hester and Bridget—or, for that
matter, our mutual gentleman friend Lord Wycliff. But fearless? No
one had ever described me so.

“If I have anything to fear, I shall go at
once.”

“Is your father not stern with you?”

I took a hesitant step inside. “He is, lord,
though I think only when needs be. He can be most alarming if my
misadventures should catch him in a foul temper.”

His eyes widened somewhat at that.

“Don’t misunderstand me. He is a dear
father, the best any daughter could wish for.”

“I know,” he said. “He loves you more than
anything.”

The words were sincere. Something had
happened.

“I asked your father for permission to court
you,” Lord Sculsbury said. “He refused.”

I put a hand to my mouth.

“Put your mind at rest,” he said. “Our
business was separate from that, and we completed it.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

But I knew why. People talked, and
talk was everything. My father would not risk his only daughter to
the possibility the gossip was true. And yet it wasn’t fair—neither
to me nor to him.

I straightened myself. Hardened myself. I
had my riding gear on, such as women could speak of. “Lord
Sculsbury?” I ventured.

“My lady?”

“I shall go for a ride this evening,” I
said. “The property looks well from horseback on a clear and fair
night.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

I waited. When he said nothing, I asked,
“Will you prevent me or accompany me?”

He had no saddle. He was in his dinner
clothes. But he did not seem displeased.

“Perhaps I’ll ignore you,” he said with wry
humor. “How dire would the consequences be should we be
apprehended?”

I’d be scolded, surely. The lecture would be
unbearable.

“Let us not be apprehended,” I said.

“Would he beat you?” Lord Sculsbury pried,
still playful.

“I do not think so, lord,” I said with a
small laugh. I was too old for it—and anyway, that threat had
always come only from Mother, and she had never delivered on
it.

“Then I shall accompany you,” he said, “and
pray that his mercy extends to me as well.”

****

It was indeed a fair spring night, with a
bright crescent moon and a full tapestry of glittering stars. The
air still smelled of rain from the day and night before.

Lord Sculsbury and I did not speak much, but
rather rode side by side in contemplative silence—somewhat
distracted on his part by my father’s rebuff from earlier. I could
see it in his face when his eyes were downturned. They were
determined, darkened by discontent.

Where the woods began at a natural canopy of
thick, outstretched branches that bristled thick with new leaves, I
ventured, “I am very pleased, my lord, by your proposal to my
father—even if he did not assent to it. I am almost happy.”

It was true. He was the first man to ask.
Would that I could believe Father had merely been caught off his
guard by the request. He is quick as mercury in the making of
decisions—then adamant as steel in sticking to them.

“Almost happy,” Lord Sculsbury echoed
thoughtfully as the canopy shadowed us both. “You deserve better
than that, Lady Sophia of Scrivenshire.”

We paused but once, hindered by a family of
deer springing across the path just ahead of us, bounding over the
unpacked earth and disappearing back into the brown and green folds
of the forest with surety and grace. We watched them go—and, riding
bareback alongside me, Lord Sculsbury took my hand when he urged
his horse forward again. He kept my hand until we came to the
opening at the other end of the forest, and I never complained. The
feeling was quite nice and new to me. A warm current passed between
us.

By the time our horses broke from a steady
clop back to a brisk trot, this time around the perimeter of the
woods on the way back to the stables, I would still have guessed
little more than an hour had passed. But there, drawn up by the
front door, Lord Sculsbury’s carriage already awaited. And Lavinia.
And Lieutenant Duncan.

And my parents, who saw us as soon as we saw
them.

****

 


From the letters of Lady Sophia Parsons of
Scrivenshire.

Composed in captivity. December 1814:

 


Ah, Mother. You know the rest.

So it was that we were caught, though we
were guilty of no wrongdoing on that fair spring night in
Scrivenshire—much fairer than this blustery autumn evening in the
high guestroom in the house at Sculsbury. I was free, then, and
riding Chestnut, my favorite horse.

Now it is I who finds herself stabled,
though the stable in question is well appointed.

I had been in my best riding habit, though I
had rarely worn it at night before. Now I am naked until morning,
and I dread to think how I shall then be dressed, knowing my
opinion on the matter will not be considered.

I was free. Now I am imprisoned, indentured
to a man whose intentions remain unclear. Locked away until he
should call upon me to serve him in ways I shudder to contemplate,
commanded by his housekeeper to make an account of myself—and the
actions that led me to this place.

Actions, I now understand, have their
consequences.


Chapter Two

The Proposition

 


Father had been near to sending riders into
town to summon a search party. I am grateful we returned in time to
render such a drastic course unnecessary. And Lord Sculsbury did
not, upon his abrupt dismissal from the property, seem so
ill-disposed to my father. He said he quite understood and that he
wished our family much future success, as such success would be his
own.

Father was rather flummoxed by it all—torn,
I suppose, between the reality of their new business venture
together (of which I remained largely ignorant) and the desire to
engage the young marquess in fisticuffs, or worse. But his steady
demeanor returned with the departure of the carriage, and the
ensuing lecture was everything I had feared. It dragged on well
after we had returned indoors and indeed beyond my normal time for
bed.

For two years, he warned me about the Lord
of Sculsbury, Albion Rayment, and spared no tale of scandal or
criminality in his repeated defamations of Lieutenant Brook Duncan
of Riverport. Yet he had done business with them, a transaction of
no small significance at that. And still, the fortunes of my family
waned further.

****

It was this last March, two days after my
nineteenth birthday, that I first beheld up close the arcade
construction at Devon’s Mill, not far from the plaza shops I often
frequented.

Father had been my chaperone for the
duration of the ride. Mr. McDavid was our first footman and
carriage captain. He was a stout young fellow with forearms that
strained against his jacket cuffs, a courteous soul but one of few
words.

“Very good, Mr. McDavid. I’ll be off right
here, if it’s no bother—and my daughter’s to go straight to Old
Tollman’s without diversion until the rest of the company
arrives.”

“Sir,” he said, tipping his hat as Father
disembarked.

And he was deeply loyal. I wouldn’t have
been able to compel a “diversion” from him had I a battering ram at
my command.

Nor did I wish to. I hadn’t seen Hester and
Bridget in months, and in any case the arcade buildings demanded my
full attention just then. I didn’t know much of my father’s
dealings and investments, but I did know that the promised arcade
factored heavily into them.

The buildings were unfinished. Deserted.
There wasn’t a hammer or saw to be heard anywhere.

“It’s coming along, Sophia,” Father assured
me from the side of the carriage, reaching to me for his customary
quick press of the hand before leaving me to my evening. As often
as not, that press used to include the secret passing of a single
florin—sometimes an additional sixpence—for my obligatory shopping.
But not this time, not tonight.

His face was drawn, even sad. I didn’t like
the thought of him venturing off by himself into that half-made
skeleton of an arcade. The light was failing, and the shadows were
long. I was not particularly superstitious by nature, but it wasn’t
difficult to imagine ghosts wandering the place. Ruffians, I
thought, were a real possibility.

“Business talk,” he said, perceiving my
unease, “nothing more. Shan’t take more than an hour or two. Time
enough for you to catch up with your friends.” He smiled at me.

I forced a smile back, and Mr. McDavid urged
the horses on into Devon’s Mill.

****

I do not know if Lord Sculsbury was about
that night, nor if the planned rendezvous was to have involved him
in any way. By then I had to some extent put Albion Rayment from my
mind. He was older than me. His business venture with Father had
not gone well (as far as I could tell), and the invitation to visit
Lady Lavinia in their home had never come.

Yet I thought of him at whiles, recalling
that sweet moment we had shared riding together at night, the suit
he had made to court me as a gentleman. Father’s refusal.

The choice of Old Tollman’s Waystation as a
meeting place for me and my friends had been no accident. Mr.
Bartie Tollman was a friend of my parents going back to before I
was born. And so it was that I was passed from one chaperone to
another that night, as though I remained yet a child traveling
abroad in a dangerous land, and not a young woman meeting friends
for a perfectly civilized dinner.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long on
Hester and Bridget. They swept in together, and Lord Wycliff behind
them, already in mid-conversation. Only Lord Wycliff himself, whose
eyes immediately found mine—then looked awkwardly away—remained
silent.

“Ah,” Mr. Tollman breathed with unconcealed
relief, waving them over immediately, “there they are! Ladies!
Sirs! Over here.”

I didn’t blame him. He’d been honor bound
for half of an hour to watch over me, all while the dinner hall
filled with paying customers. He’d never strayed far from my table
during that time, hovering close whenever possible, as though I
might attempt an escape or be suddenly kidnapped. But now the
danger, it seemed, had passed.

“Ladies,” he said with a bow, “you are more
lovely than ever. Welcome.”

That was true. Hester was a classic beauty
with fiery hair—something she was frightfully self-conscious about,
keeping it bound up under her hat whenever possible—and an easy
elegance that belied her mischievous nature. This could be
detected in her countenance, however, when a decidedly unladylike
twinkle occasionally slipped past her veil of soft, blue-eyed
innocence. Bridget, though she shared Hester’s natural grace,
lacked that spice of mischief. Curls of deep, earthy cinnamon
framed her delicate, elfin features. A shy smile lit her
autumn-brown eyes, which were a near perfect match to her hair.

They curtsied.

“You’re very kind, Mr. Tollman,” Hester
said, obviously pleased. It wasn’t the sort of welcome he’d offered
us when we were younger. Did he think of us as women now?

Would that I should be treated as
such, I silently fumed.

“Thank you, Mr. Tollman,” Bridget said, her
cheeks going a bit pink.

Quickly but courteously, Mr. Tollman then
greeted the men behind us and returned to his post, pouring drinks
and chatting up customers, evidently satisfied that I was safe.
Lord Wycliff, in a formal black dinner jacket that seemed rather
large on him and with his hat under an arm, had brought a chaperone
of his own: Mr. Blaylock, his former teacher.

****

I was concerned at the time with the vast
reduction in my allowance. It had been my usual habit, going back
to childhood, not only to outspend them all on these excursions,
but also to buy them small presents or tokens of friendship. We’d
gotten through our schooling together, Hester and Bridget and I. As
for Lord Wycliff, he of the perpetually nervous disposition, Father
had pronounced him a gentleman before I had ever met him. That had
been at the Bowling Street Concert Hall and Ballroom back when I
was sixteen. Mother had said he was “ever so charming” and went so
far as to tell me I should “stick to him like a burr” before my
friends got at him.

No such luck there. In all fairness, he
truly was a gentleman, absolutely beyond reproach. His good grace
and impeccable manners never flagged. I suppose he would have been
an ideal husband, given his station and wealth, particularly in
times like these.

Oh, I hate to say it. Such discourtesy does
not reflect well on my character. But, well, he was just so
boring. So predictable. I could finish his sentences before
he said them. He had no sense of humor. And he was incapable of
decisions. If one were to ask, “What parlor game shall we play
next? We’ve already had three rounds of Spillikins,” he would
invariably respond, “Whatever suits my lady’s fancy.”

Which is quite nice when such choices are
traded off fairly, but it becomes a tedious labor when it’s
one-sided, as it was with Lord Wycliff; getting him to express a
preference was like trying to get a wet noodle to stand on end.

In any event, there we were, just finishing
a late supper, and I fretting endlessly about the shopping to
follow. Lord Wycliff’s former teacher was an affable fellow, if
reluctant to let go of his role as the perpetual tutor—my father no
doubt thought him the perfect escort—and he spent more time smiling
at our conversation than participating in it.

“Bridget, it’s no crime to ask,”
Hester said, looking over her shoulder as though she might hail Mr.
Tollman at any moment. “We’re of an age. If we’re to play a proper
round of Snapdragon, we need a dram of brandy. Otherwise the bowl
and the raisins will be quite pointless. And we should be
permitted a spot of wine with it as well.”

“I’d rather have asked my father first than
to have Mr. Blaylock report it later,” Bridget insisted, eyebrow
arched for Mr. Blaylock’s benefit, “as is his duty.”

Mr. Blaylock chuckled. “Quite so,” he said.
But he gave no indication as to whether he thought the fathers in
question would brush it off, lecture us, or have us summarily
guillotined. Perhaps he was interested to find out himself.

“Come, Wycliff,” Hester said. “Perhaps
you would be so good as to order it, then.”

He won’t, I thought. He’ll tell us
he doesn’t wish to be the cause of any trouble.

His pale eyes darted to Mr. Blaylock for
help. He passed a hand through his fussily neat hair, mussing the
left side just above the sideburn. Getting nothing more from Mr.
Blaylock than an amused snort, he smiled helplessly and finally
said, “Ladies, I should be happy to—if you might first assure me I
won’t incur the wrath of three families all in a night.”

With a sigh, I rose from my chair to do it.
I for one was allowed a glass of wine at dinner, and anyway, if Mr.
Blaylock did think there was any chance of a parental
reprisal, he could bloody well stop me. He most assuredly would
have done so, making a jest of it after. But then it happened.

Into Tollman’s Waystation came a tall,
imposing man bearing a satchel. I did not know him at the time, but
I now can identify him as Mr. Rollo Fagean, Lord Sculsbury’s first
footman. Strange, that in my memory I do not see him in his lord’s
house livery, but rather in off-duty attire, apparel such as one
might don for a short carriage ride in the country with his love.
He went straight to Mr. Tollman, ordering neither drink nor
provender, and deeply bowed.

He caught my attention, I imagine, because
my friends have a most regrettable habit of repeating themselves in
the execution of argument, as though gratuitous reassertion might
win the day.

“It’s Snapdragon, Bridget. If you
don’t fire the raisins, there is no snap, no dragon.
We need the brandy.”

“Personally, I’m more worried about the fire
from Father’s switch.”

“Your father wouldn’t dare. How long has it
been? We’re not children, Bridget.”

With only Lord Wycliff and Mr. Blaylock—who
sniffed his own brandy in a most infuriating manner—for an
alternative, the mysterious visitor was simply the most interesting
thing in the room.

I did not hear his proposition, but I did
hear the reply.

“Sir,” Mr. Tollman said, drawing himself up,
even as the stranger turned on his heel and regarded our table.
“No, sir, we’ll have none of that here. You’ll kindly take that
business elsewhere—and it bothers me not in the least if it comes
from your own duke or from the king himself, beg pardon. Though I
daresay His Majesty would have the lot of you in irons if he ever
learned of it.”

The stranger was regarding not only our
table, but me in particular—as if he knew me, and I somehow
factored into his business. To be clear, I do not believe Lord
Sculsbury, nor any on his staff, would have known I’d be in town
that evening, much less at that establishment. But I cannot insist
on it for certain.

“Regrettable,” the stranger then said more
clearly, turning again and bowing his departure. “Good day,
sir.”

In the end, his rebuke and subsequent
expulsion from Tollman’s were of no consequence to whatever designs
were or were not in play. It was no great struggle wheedling a dram
of brandy from the thoroughly flustered Mr. Tollman after that, and
Mr. Blaylock did not object. More difficult was wheedling
information about the stranger and his intentions from our host. In
fact, it was not to be managed—and trying more than once to do so
raised his hackles, which was disconcerting, borderline
alarming.

Prior to that night, I hadn’t known Mr.
Tollman had hackles.

****

I learned what had been in Mr. Fagean’s
satchel nearly as soon as my friends and I left Tollman’s and began
our tour of the shops: fresh leaflets, dozens of them, which by
then hung in several windows. An excited and scandalized murmur
followed all through the streets in their wake.

The Contract of Seven Days’ Service is OPEN
at the House of the Marquess of Sculsbury.

Only lords and ladies need apply.

To inquire…

****

My first reaction, after the initial shock,
was to be grateful for the distraction. I was down to a sixpence
for spending money—no more than either Hester or Bridget would have
had—and I rather hoped that my father would appear out of nowhere
to summon me away from my friends and our “shopping.” The longer we
stood in front of the haberdashery window, contemplating the
leaflet rather than actually going inside, was idle time I counted
well spent.

But still, in the back of my mind, always,
the legend:

To complete the contract, the lord or lady
must give up all station, all titles, all possessions, all dignity.
The lord or the lady will serve, lower than the lowest among the
house staff.

Hester, most especially, with her cannon
fire explosion of frizzy, fiery locks, would be keen to get into
the haberdashery to discover the very latest thing she could pin
her hair up under. Bridget, too—although quite proud of her
cinnamon-brown curls—had expressed interest. But now…

“Is this real?” Bridget asked, regarding us
with an expression of stunned (if not silenced) disbelief. “I’d
always half believed the Contract of Seven Days’ Service to be no
more than local folklore.”

A cautionary tale, I corrected her in
my mind, holding my tongue.

“Such wickedness,” Hester breathed, “if one
is to take the stories seriously, I mean. But we all heard Mr.
Tollman, didn’t we? He thinks it quite real.”

“And here I thought the two of you were
hopelessly distracted by debate,” I said, trying for
lightheartedness. I, too, had come to believe (or hope) that the
stories were false, mere rumormongering—the more so after having
met the Marquess of Sculsbury. He’d been so charming, if more than
a little mischievous. Not to mention handsome.

“I’m sure he was rather against the prospect
of being party to idle gossip,” suggested Lord Wycliff. “Mark me,
even if such a thing ever was true in Westerby…”

I doubt it should ever be permitted here
now, I finished for him in my mind, rolling my eyes.

“I doubt it should ever be allowed today,”
Lord Wycliff finished aloud.

“Oh, Mr. Blaylock,” Hester persisted. “But
you would know. Come. Please. It’s all over the streets, anyway,
right where anyone can see. Tell us the truth of it.”

The rather expansive patch of his bald pate
was much on display as he harrumphed uncomfortably, checking his
pocket watch, rattling its chain. “Well, now,” he hedged, “I would
venture so far as to suggest that to any longstanding rumor
there’ll always be found a kernel of truth at its center.”

“Not a proper answer, sir,” Bridget
said, standing up quite straight. “Go on, then.” And then,
with a sidelong
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