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I touched my left arm, and it came away blood. I ought not have been surprised. I had been shot at, and felt the pain. My coat and shirt were ruined, and I knew it could be worse. I heard footsteps, and readied my cane.


    I suspected I was somewhere between the slums of Seven Dials and Covent Garden. Either way, I was not in a part of town in which people of supposed good society wandered alone. Covent Garden was, however, popular enough. Dangerous to minds of young women, as well as to young men. If I were right about where I was, not a block from here, I’d been accosted in a park by a young woman angered that I would not purchase her favors. 


    I knew that a man had actually been assaulted by such a young woman, and it had come to trial, as her friends had injured him for refusing the privilege.


    She had been comely, the lass who had accosted me, but I had not the means to satisfy her. I’d stopped her hand from reaching into the gaps of my breeches before she could find that out. And young women as well as men would not hesitate to assault a lone person. With a ready cane in one hand, and a knife I took from my trousers, I was ready as I steadied myself. 


    It might not be a good defense against a gun—unless they were close—but it was all I had. 


    “Alex!” came a low call. “Alex, where are you?”


    I knew the voice, and stepped forward. “Nikolai, here I am.”


    “I heard pistol shots. I knew something went wrong; I was worried!” He came forward and grabbed me by the upper arms. I winced. “You are injured!” 


    “It’s all right, I got out, and evaded them. I was seen at the wrong place, wrong time. The magic wore out. It was not, I will have you note, the wrong place at the wrong time, and so all is well for now.”


    He examined the wound as best he could in the low light. “I do not doubt that will leave a scar that will not suit a Miss in her evening gown.”


    I knew that, by now, my life would never reflect James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women. My life was a life that neither he, nor future novels by A Lady would ever have imagined, especially one born into the nobiles minores. I sighed and said, “I’m not a miss. Right now, I’m a man.” 


    He pulled me close and kissed me hard. “Man, or not...” he said after a moment, and let me go. 


    I said, smiling, “Come on. We can’t linger. Surely they will find us.”


    “Reynolds has the carriage waiting. You are turned around, and no wonder after that fracas. I’ll guide you,” Nikolai said. 


    I was not as familiar as he was with the area, I thought with some regret. Looking around for some kind of idea of what street or alley I might be on, I realized I was on Earle, but I had oriented myself quickly in readying to defend myself. “And you? Are you well?” I asked him. 


    He snorted. “I was the one providing the distraction, and you the derring-do. I assume you have the proof?”


    “Yes. But I warn you that before we turn it over, we must go through it and blot out the names of the innocent besides my own.”


    “Of course.”


    I followed Nikolai: my half-Russian prince, half-English gentleman, and entirely a spy. But, of course, by then I was also a spy saving not only my own good name, but the secrets of the Country and Crown. 


From a letter to Alex Goodward from her brother, the Hon. Philos Goodward Fitzherald



Dated some time after Friday, 9 May 1800


 Belated felicitations on your eighteenth birthday. I’m sure our father is attempting a treat, but... what is he thinking? Can he truly believe to give you a Season in May? [Indecipherable script] the private viewing at the Academy is a poor beginning of the Season, and that late in the month. Though it is the beginning of the Opera season. Could he not wait till next March, even October, like a proper gentleman, which is too much to [indecipherable]. He could have waited till [indecipherable] gymkhana [indecipherable] and with what money?


    [Indecipherable] what funds does he imagine he [indecipherable] Goodward? Is it ward anything? I laugh. To-ward good? Hardly. Toward bad more like, and Debtward is a better name for him than the one he gave us.


    I ought not leave Trinity till July, but I will come meet you. We know the company Father keeps. I’ll meet you in town by Thursday the 19th, or [indecipherable] June at the latest. 


    Trust me, little sister, I’ll [indecipherable]...
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Chapter One: Lily Pond Cottage
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  On the last Saturday of June, Mrs. Green and I arrived at a cottage that might be the safe haven I required after disaster. I looked through the carriage door window at the house that Mrs. Green and I would live in for probably quite some time, and sighed. Lily Pond Cottage. As a house to escape from my old life, it was not what I expected. 


    “It is not, I know, what you are used to,” Mrs. Green said. 


    “How do you mean?” I asked. 


    “It’s much smaller than...”


    I shook my head. “It is entirely appropriate, Aunt. I love it already for that alone. We must not look to the past, except as a warning.” 


    The six long days I spent sweating in terror in lodgings between Seven Dials and Covent Garden in London made this country retreat outside of Cambridge a little piece of heaven. Considering my childhood, dressed as a little boy, sole companion of my rambunctious elder brother, playing climbing trees, in and out windows, epic sword battles with sticks... It was hard to be a frightened female. But this was what I was, at the moment. 


    “As you say, my dear... Lilly.” 


    Lilly Green, I thought, still working on responding to that name, so very much not like the one I had been born with. Miss Lilly Green from the obscure, and entirely imaginary, Indian village of Kalpana. I’d picked my name, Mrs. Green the village. After some kind of forecasting, she’d chosen this house for our exile into obscurity—one of two my brother had offered. 


    I felt bad for Mrs. Green, my jailor, my chaperone, my friend. In this house, though it was of a reasonable size, we would keep no company, and our servants were few—less than a house of this size would normally require. Our life here would no doubt be quite dull. Of a necessity, it would have to be quite dull. The object of retiring here was to prevent any adventure or notice. A life confined and unvarying was not merely a woman’s lot, but ours by choice. 


    “I think you will feel safe enough here,” she said, stepping out of the carriage.


    I nodded. “I hope so. It would be good to feel safe,” I said and followed her.


    “I will be glad of a good night’s rest, as well. I, too, have been distressed by your nightmares.”


    I took a breath. Yes, I thought. I changed the subject. “If the library is good, I will no doubt have ample resources of study,” I said. 


    “I understand you are quite studious,” she said as we ventured up the garden path. “The garden has quite a lot of promise!” I could see a clipped lawn to one side of the house, but there was a garden and the pond. I recognized lavender and roses. I was sure that Mrs. Green would know more.


    “Oh?”


    “In India, I learned quite a lot of their form of medicine. Positively magical, I think. Many of the plants I would not be able to find here, but I might be able to coax a few into happiness. I will make a tea for you once we’re settled to calm your nightmares.”


    Magical, eh? She had predicted the area of Cambridge was a good place for our retreat. She’d made comments about the nightmare before. She had wished that she had her herbal supplies to at least ease what was blocking my voice. It was a relief that she could somehow see there was an unseen reason I could not speak of what had happened to make me want to hide myself from my father and the rest of the world. 


    I could trust that she believed me more than Phi had, and he’d been the one to find me. For a wonder, he believed some need, but he distrusted my feelings as imaginary—rising from reading too many novels, perhaps. I rarely read them. The space of four years had somehow led him to believe I would now be a proper young lady, despite our unruly childhood. He of all people should have known I was not prone to hysteria. 


    I had replied that I would gladly drink that tea. If a potion poured in some wine could do this and more to me, I’d try any potion made by this woman I had quickly learned to trust. 


    We did not have much luggage with us. Just a trunk of clothes, some of which I’d already started to alter for my new life. 


    The house was set back upon some pretty property. There was even a small stable at the back, showing how grand the cottage was in comparison to some. It bemused me that my brother could keep a stable in a small cottage, when my father was so unable to even support his household. Thank goodness for the Fitzherald side of the family. While there were fewer servants, Phi clearly had at least one thousand pounds to spend on a household near Cambridge—little used, presumably, while he stayed at the university. Less than this, there would be no funds for a horse or carriage. His housekeeper and stableman were the only regular staff, and when he came, he hired in. We were allowed use of this place and a stipend. It felt like wealth. 


    Among the few things I’d kept from my former life, my horse, Shadow in Light, would have good stabling. There was also a small chaise that Bright Bess could pull. This mare was a gift of my brother. With his prospects of being our uncle’s heir, he could not accept the degradation of my status. He should have kept both horses. 


    All of it was much smaller than anything I had lived in before. Mrs. Green’s relation, who had cared for her after her return to England, lived in something closer to a palace than anything I’d considered a residence. I was careful to think of my uncle under those terms to fix my new identity in my mind. Not my uncle; her cousin’s husband. He must only be a distant relation. 


    I was able to take a deep breath as I walked through to the drawing room to the left of the entrance hall, following Mrs. Green as she wandered through our new home. The tightness in my shoulders and chest suddenly opened up, and I could breathe deeply for the first time in weeks. 


    I could hear Mrs. Green speaking to someone and followed the sounds to see her speaking, presumably to the servants. They were toward the back of the house, to the entrance of what looked to be a kitchen and the back garden. I could smell the hay of the stables that were nearby. 


    I was introduced to Mrs. Posset, the housekeeper, who also served as a cook, and Mr. Fields, the groundskeeper and stableman. Mrs. Green was also introducing them to Mary. She’d hired her to be something of an abigail and to help clean. 


    “I was the head stableman at Tarley Hall, but it got too big for me, ma’am,” Mr. Fields said. I noticed there was a tremor in his hands, and a very slight limp as he came to greet me—an older man, with a palsy of age, and some injury. 


    “My horse is a riding horse,” I said. “Will you still be able to exercise it?” 


    “Pardon, miss?”


    “I imagine riding is difficult with your hip injury. Pardon if I presume.”


    Mrs. Green gave a subtle shake of her head. I was being too noticing. Again. 


    “I can ride well enough to accompany you for an hour or so, miss.”


    I nodded and sighed. Shadow in Light was a horse better used to gallops than any placid pace, as this man’s expression clearly assumed I would require—as befit a young lady of my station. I’d named him for his coloring, a dark dappled grey, as if the sun was filtered through thick leaves on dark water. Mr. Fields might be surprised that I’d have so good a horse.


    “He was a gift from a family friend upon my return to England. Aunt’s Bright Bess, which we have for all use, is a good cart horse, and good with a chaise we were told is part of the house,” I said. 


    “Wonderful,” he said. “It will be good to use the trap for you two ladies.”


    I saw that while injury and age might have reduced him to this small farm existence, he must once have had some pride of work. My horse would do well with him. 


    I greeted the housekeeper. “If the scent of your bread is anything to go by, we will be well contented, Mrs. Posset. I gather that you have made a rye as well?” I made myself a mental note that ever after, in the way of respecting the housekeeper of the house, call her Posset. 


    “How could you know that?” Posset asked. 


    “There’s a bit of flour on your sleeve, and its texture reminds me of rye.” 


    “I hope you enjoy plain fare, rather than anything fancy. I don’t much care for making white bread,” she said. Her eyes and hands darted nervously over our finery. Our clothes apparently gave away the wealth we were supposedly used to. 


    “Oh?” said Mrs. Green, a bit distressed.


    “I don’t like the feel of it in my hands,” Posset said anxiously. 


    I smiled. “We will have no company who needs their bread made whiter by chalk, nor are we so reduced in status that we must need alum to improve the quality of our flour. Please, rest assured, brown bread is fine for our needs.”


    Mrs. Green took up the conversation with some relief. “Yes, yes. Simple country fare is suitable for us!” she said. “My maid, Mary, will tell you the rest of our needs.” 


    “A letter was come for you, miss,” Mr. Fields said, and took a letter from the top of a table. 


    It was addressed to Miss L. Green and seemed a thick packet.


    “Thank you.”


    He soon made his way to his proper place, the stable and the yard. He had, apparently, some rooms above the stable. 


    “He will be glad to care for the horses,” Mrs. Posset was saying as she led us to the upper rooms to show us the bedchambers. “He’s a reasonable gardener, and a reasonable man of all works, but he was a good stableman, I’m told, and misses horses a great deal.” 


    “He does the garden himself?” Mrs. Green asked. “It’s quite large!”


    “My nephew Rupert helps from time to time. He’s always in need of money.” She said this last with her eyes sliding to the side, and a wringing of her hands. 


    I went back to the front, passing the drawing room. Past the main stairwell, I found the library. It was to the left of the entryway, looking in. There were not many books yet upon the shelves, but that would change, I hoped. I would have mine when they came. I sat in a chair that had only recently been covered by cloth—I’d seen the pile peeking out from a doorway in a back office—and began to read the letter. After a moment, packet in hand, I went across to the dining room, then into the breakfast room, with a bit of a cooking area, and a scullery to the back. There was another sitting room, with a stair. I went up it and found a small bedroom. I went through and found one to the back, facing the stables. I liked the view, and I could see egress over what I would learn was a boot room and storage areas. I knew that it could also become an entrance, through the window, which reminded me of my childhood escapades. 


    A fire had been laid. I lit it with a match, sat down in the chair by a window, and looked at the packet in my hand. 


    I sighed. The outer letter was to Miss Lilly Green, but inside it was to me, as in my old life. Dear Alex, I hope you like the house... I did not know how to tell him that the object was to hide me completely. We were already making mistakes like Phi sending me my books. I could not be Miss Alexandrina, “Alex,” Goodward—I had to be Miss Lilly Green. 


    “This will not help me, brother,” I muttered to the walls. Fortunately, as ever, his handwriting continued to be remarkably ill. He must have had someone else write the direction, or the letter might have arrived in India, instead of to a small house in the countryside outside of Cambridge. 


    He had returned to Cambridge before we had arrived, to finish out the Easter term. He already had plans to leave the area as soon as he could for various cricket matches and race meetings until some eventual return. He had alerted his banker in the nearby town to pay any bills Mrs. Green was to write them. He gave the names and addresses, and I went to the desk and found paper and pen and wrote it out far more clearly than his letter. As far as I knew, I was still the only one who could read his handwriting. 


    When we were children, I was asked to write out Phi’s work for him so that Mr. Crafts, his tutor, could evaluate what he knew. Mr. Crafts had once exclaimed, This could be Persian or Hindustani for all I can read it! Excepting Mr. Crafts knew those languages quite well, along with his proficiency with Latin, French, and Italian. Like Mrs. Green, he too had spent time in India. He was off to the Far East again, and part of me envied him. The Honorable Philos Alexandros Goodward Fitzherald—this, instead of a mere Mr. Goodward, as he was now our maternal uncle’s heir—had been quite good to us. His letter made that clear. I was grateful. 


    I could not hide myself completely away, though my heart raced at the thought. There were some ties to him that were of necessity. This house, for one. But I shivered at the knowledge that he did have some of his things in an upper room, and was known to stay here when he wanted a break from his life in the universities of Cambridge town. 


    I could not know how motivated anyone might be to find me after Father’s recent descent from decorum and reason—putting me in the pages of a secret ledger. How secret would our life have to be at Lily Pond Cottage? How removed? I did not know. This was the best we could do, after I’d shared with Phi what had happened. 


    That is, shared what I could. It was little enough. Shame alone did not stop my voice. I think Mrs. Green understood that better than Phi could. 


    Phi hadn’t needed me to say much. He’d come into town, after learning my father would take me out of my school again, and this time there was no stepmother to guide me—for what her guidance was worth, and that was not much, as I’d learned when I was four years younger. He had heard where my father had planned to go, and had been horrified. It wasn’t a bagnio, or a brothel, exactly, nor a less reputable coffee house. It was more like a men’s club, and not a place a girl of eighteen, and not yet out, should ever be. 


    He’d known something unfortunate had happened by my distress, and the disorder of my clothes and my hair. All I could do was agree that something had happened—unable to speak of what I had experienced. I could only tell him I was still a maiden. But I had been able to say, “Hide me. Keep me from our father.” 


    He had seen that there was reason to take me away, but he did not understand what he saw as hysteria. I could not tell him that there was real reason for my desperation and fear.


    A letter to my old name, my old life, from my brother, however illegible, would not be good to keep lying around. After writing down the necessary information, I watched the fire in the fireplace, and then consigned his letter to the fire. 


    It would be very hard to be in hiding if my natural brother were to frequent the house. I would have to get Mrs. Green to somehow convey to him that this would not be acceptable. We all knew the costs. It was not merely my life that was in danger, but the reputation of our family—that part not already destroyed by our father. 


    As I watched the fire burn the letter, I felt a pang of grief for the loss of a life I’d been building, and the few friends I’d made at Lady Allison’s school whom I’d had to leave behind. 


    

    The next few days, as more of our larger luggage arrived of books and more clothing, Mrs. Green and I set to crafting a better fashion for a Miss Lilly Green. In London, my clothes had all been taken apart and made over. Now, we added the finishing embellishments with some of the fabrics Mrs. Green gave to the project. These came from old dresses she’d worn when her husband ministered in India. 


    “I loved the fabrics, and could not bear parting with them, not even my husband’s clothes,” she said when we went through her trunks. 


    “The fabrics are luxurious!” I said. 


    “But I cannot make them over into something I could wear. There’s not enough to use for, well, my English winter padding.” 


    She had, I could see, been slight when living in India. Middle age had thickened her some. Working over my dresses with these exotic fabrics, my character could only develop. We used muslin for overskirts and ruffled collars, as well as dresses, and the India cloth for trims on my straw bonnet, trim on sleeves and waist, and to fashion either stoles or a three-bier cape collar as a coat for cooler weather. The idea was for me to attempt to mimic fashion with cloth I could have had in India.


    She had powders from India to dust my face and alter its blush and hue. A bit like the paint my stepmother used, but far less garish. There were washes for my hair to alter its color. 


    With Mary’s help, I worked on fashioning my hair in different ways to change my appearance. I went from studious to pretty. I thought of a school friend and practiced her laugh. I altered my gait, which had been a bit less graceful. I had grown up playing with my brother, not merely writing for him in his schoolroom. There was a reason Mr. Fields was confused by my not having only a sidesaddle for myself, but one for a man. Saddles were expensive. 


    I explained: “He is, as you can see, more of a horse than a young lady might generally ride, but I love him,” I said. 


    “So, the saddle is for a servant who would exercise him,” Mr. Fields said, explaining the saddle to me as if I had not brought it. 


    That will serve as an explanation, I thought. I smiled and nodded. 


    In the next week, I became Miss Lilly Green, finding interests that were her own, and not my former self. But not completely. The sewing and embroidery work was exhausting to my inexperienced fingers. 


    My years at Lady Allison’s school had helped me learn what accomplishments were appropriate for a young lady. Mrs. Green continued the education, first in London as we made our initial preparations, then in the cottage. I could not yet reconcile with the sheer boredom, though Mrs. Green would teach me Persian or Hindi while I embroidered, and she sewed with a finer stitch than I could yet manage. 


    When my fingers gave out, I read to her. She was enjoying Julie, ou la novelle Hélöise, which I read in the French, but shared by translating into English. I had books in other languages I had studied, and wished to improve. When reading palled, I played the small piano and practiced Italian love songs. 


    The days were peaceful enough. Mrs. Green found time to sit in a chair most days, just sitting still, either in the drawing room or the garden, and sometimes even in the loggia at the back of the house she’d claimed as her own. 


    “What do you think about when you sit like that?” I once asked her. 


    “I breathe, and count my breath, and allow all manner of thought to come to me, and past me. The gurus call it meditation,” she said. “I’m reminded of prayer, of being still at church. It brings me a sense of stability and peace within any kind of confusion of thought or activity. I find it as necessary to my day as my turns in the garden. You, too, must remember to take turns in the garden,” Mrs. Green admonished. 


    “I do. And I ride when Mr. Fields accompanies me. As for peace, the books and the study of algebra and geometry are... There’s peace and order and logic to it,” I said. “It is...” I tried for words. “It feels safe.”


    “Yes, my dear. I have noticed that you sometimes observe so much, perceive so much. The complexities of your studies are, of course, a place where you can control any confusion you feel. Yet you are more than logic, and still it rules even that pretense of whimsy in your embroidery. Still, you’ve been at your studies long enough. Lilly would not study so much, would she? It is time for you to sit with me and embroider the collar of your dress.”


    “It is too dreary out to walk or ride,” I said. “Embroidery it is.”


    I had come to embroidery late in my upbringing. It wasn’t till I’d gone to school that I learned any of the feminine arts, where accomplishments were skills like reading in a language or playing piano. 


    It wasn’t finishing a piece of writing explaining the beauty of Thomas Newcomen’s piston steam engine from 1712, or an examination of Ulugh Beg’s star chart. My uncle’s library had a copy from 1665 in his library—Uncle Fitzherald thought it an odd gift to give a niece, but he acknowledged that I had probably read it more than anyone in his household since it had been purchased. He had laughed at my pleasure. It was still in my own private collection. Understanding Latin might not be an accomplishment for a young lady, nor was algebra, but they were of mine. 


    I did make use of my more appropriate language skills, such as French and some Italian. But once I understood the beauty of the mathematics within music, I embraced the piano, and embroidery followed, perhaps not with skill. Here was logic in thread; the more elaborate the pattern, the more contented my heart was. Mrs. Green believed my embroidery conveyed something special to the wearer. She called it a glamour. 


    It was true that my friend Miss Jane Aberforth, pretty enough, seemed much more appealing to young men when she added to her dresses and spencers the embroidered ribbons I’d made for her. She was one of the few friends I’d made at the school and had helped me gain grace, instead of my more boyish ways. Not in any way that made me ashamed. She would give a wink or an “Oh, Alex!” in a whisper to guide me. 


    Mrs. Green claimed my embroidery was akin to the hair rinse I used to alter my hair for a more Lilly-like tone. I thought this somewhat foolish, but Jane and Mrs. Green, and a few others, believed in the power of my embroidery. 


    I embroidered patterns that Lilly would like, rather than my old self. One dress I focused on hiding, fading away, being unseen—it did seem to make me unnoticed when I wore it. Even Mrs. Green would overlook my presence and jump when I said something, despite my being in a chair in the drawing room by a lit window. Whatever magic they seemed to hint at, I would admit that adjusting the cut of my undergarments, the style of my dresses, and the embroidery of my shoes did make me feel Lilly-like far more than merely choosing to do so. The patterns were new, echoing the paisleys and colors of the East. 


    Strangely, the change in my steps helped alter the cadence of my speech, as much as learning the languages I ought to know after a childhood in India. Mrs. Green had no need to get too far away from her own past—which was far more natural. We embraced that idea. She helped me understand the Persian and Hindustani of her former residence, and one that was supposed to be, presumably, mine, and shared with her. 


    “You are a sponge for learning!” she told me. “I never did learn any of this as quickly as you have!” 


    “You exaggerate, Aunt. If pressed, I could not pass for someone who has any fluency.” 


    Something I had picked up from one of the French tutors in Lady Allison’s school was the use of colloquial phrases. Reading books in a language, even with a dialogue, was different from speaking it, naturally. Mrs. Green thought me more fluent than I was simply because I could exclaim in Persian or Hindi when I pricked my finger with a needle, or tripped while walking in the garden while reading. My vocabulary might be growing, I’ll admit that, but I could hear the clunky translation in my mind as I followed her spoken Persian into English, while I struggled to find a coherent answer.


    Like the glamour I stitched into embroidery, I allowed the cadences of these other languages to add the flavor of a native returned from exile. I did not feel ready when we emerged on the third Sunday of our exile, the first in July—a few days after our arrival. 


    Our walk to church in Stapleford gave me one distant view of Cambridge in the distance. 


    It was only a bit of a smudge on the horizon, but I breathed heavily. “Only four miles away.” Somewhere in the distance was Trinity College, where Sir Isaac Newton had been.


    “Surely you do not care, Lilly,” she said pointedly. 


    I sighed. She was right. 


    She patted my arm. “Let’s practice your Persian as we go to church.”


    “Drkhta ra ma banm,” I said, hoping I was saying “I see a tree.” After a few more attempts, I outstripped my vocabulary. 


    Mrs. Green laughed at my glum expression. Her eyes were kind. 


    “My dear, you needn’t learn the language fully,” she said. 


    “But...”


    She shook her head. “I know you well enough now to realize that with your mind, there’s little to occupy it with only what even a reasonably accomplished young lady might feel appropriate. Even when you embroider, you are creating more than stitched flowers, but mathematical patterns, and even a degree of magic and glamour.”


    I said nothing, but kicked a rock in the road. It hurt my toe, as I was not wearing my boyish boots. Mrs. Green shook her head. “Understand, few people are likely to quiz you, my dear. Even if they have been in India for years, most Englishmen or Englishwomen would not have learned the language.”


    “Why not? Isn’t it the language of the country?”


    “Yes, but not of the Empire. The dominated must adapt to the domineering.”


    It was only the expression on her face that made me realize that these weren’t her feelings. “I... I realize I can easily believe that. It is probably not an attitude unique to the East India Company.” I paused. “You didn’t feel that way.”


    “No, of course not. One only had to look at their buildings to realize that their society was much older than what the Romans put upon the island of Britain. I was curious about a culture so ancient. But I can see in your face that you’re disappointed to not need to learn more.”


    “I hate boredom.”


    “You will have to accept, my dear. I do not know when you will have opportunity to learn more. While I believe you might find it interesting, I do not wish to spend my life in the schoolroom.”


    I relented. I knew my tendency to gather up any kind of occupation that involved learning something new was a way for me to retreat away from all that distressed me, as I had done since playing with blocks in Mr. Crafts’s schoolroom—but absorbing the lessons he was attempting to give Phi. She wasn’t denying me anything, but holding the door to see the world anew. To feel safe beyond maths, or any other knowledge that set me apart, or padded my retreat into scholarly isolation. It wasn’t boredom I feared, though this was a real concern, as losing the one occupation that helped me feel safe, and know the boundaries of myself. 


    “I promise you,” she said, “I will give you enough for most young ladies, even for those who grew up in India—but not so much as to leave no time for other employment.”


    With a rather wicked grin, she began to speak in Persian. I settled into the rhythm of the language and picked out words, where possible, in a stream of lyrical sounds. 


    The landscape was relatively flat, though the cottage was among the low hills of Gog Magog. It was interesting to be out, listening to Mrs. Green recite prayers in Persian as we took our long walk to the church. I repeated her prayers—not yet sure of words and vocabulary—letting the rhythm of it change my steps. In my mind, it was the last of Alex being whispered away, as I stepped forward as Lilly Green. 


    A week after our arrival and settling in, I was a niece returned to her homeland, and I was embraced as such by the community. 


  Chapter Two: Needs Must
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  I woke first to a scuffle echoing up the stairs from the kitchen and a cry. I was out of my room at once, ready to defend Mrs. Posset, who slept off the kitchen. 


    I hadn’t run to someone’s defense in many years, but I didn’t hesitate. Lilly dropped away from me like some discarded coat. 


    As I grabbed a poker from my fireplace, I was Alex. 


    The weight was familiar, having used one in my room at school, waving it about in ways that reminded me I had learned to fight when playing with my brother. 


    In school, I discovered that fencing against air was not the same as fighting with a brother. My arms knew there was nothing pressing back with their own stick or foil. 


    However, for the past couple of weeks, on dark days when fear would take me, and this retreat to a new life felt futile, I would pick up anything—a book, a small picture frame, a crochet hook—and turn it into a weapon. In school, used to vigorous energy keeping up with Phi, I would do all kinds of odd arm exercises that occurred to me, and cribbed off of Mr. Hurley’s instruction when he believed he was teaching two boys. In recent weeks, I’d added to this with vigor. Before bed, I would exercise my arms to remind myself that I was not wholly helpless. I could then sleep without nightmares.


    For the first time in years, the weapon in my hand might meet up with a real opponent. I felt sweat upon my brow. 


    “Rupert, no!” came a cry from below as I went down the back stairs, and the scuffle moved to the outdoors. Rupert? Posset’s nephew? We had had no need of his services in days. 


    I heard Shadow in Light’s angry cries and Mr. Field’s shouts. Shadow’s neighs increased in distress.


    Poor Mrs. Posset was on the steps that led to the strange little jog in the house where she had a room. She was crying. Mrs. Green came in with her cap on and her face distraught. “The drawing room. It’s all a tumble.” 


    Mary came from the attic room, and she was also in a bother. 


    “Calm them down,” I said to Mrs. Green, “I’ll go check on Mr. Fields, Shadow, and Bess.” 


    I was too late. Mr. Fields had it the worst. Our interloper had attempted to steal Shadow in Light, and the ensuing kerfuffle had brought injury to the good man’s leg—the same as with his stiff hip. I feared it would be broken. He could not walk. Shadow in Light was out of his stall and clearly defending Bright Bess. 


    The next hour, as dawn brightened, was a bit of a muddle. It was not yet five in the morning. We took care of Mr. Fields. I comforted the horses and sent Mary off for the apothecary, hoping the man was awake. It was frightfully early. I knew Mr. Fields needed a doctor, if not a surgeon.


    Mrs. Posset wept through it all, blaming herself. 


    It hadn’t been her fault. Though I ought to have known better, the habit of trusting family remained strong. She had tried to help this nephew. 


    She cried, and said, “The master had no need for him daily, so couldn’t let him stay on. He’d only worked in the garden at need.” I suspected that while the work may not have been necessary, Phi also hadn’t wanted a young lad to live in while his sister was in residence. Perhaps. 


    Either way, Rupert had failed, apparently, in an attempt to find work in either Stapleford, not too distant, or Little or Great Shelford, or any town going to Cambridge. 


    Posset had already determined to send him back home, as even Mr. Fields did not want his help with the horses. There was no need for him. I remembered her wringing hands and the sideways look when she’d spoken of him when we met. Whatever the cause of her own disquiet feelings, the young man had seen a vulnerable household and taken advantage.


    I assessed the overall damage. Both Posset and Mr. Fields were either upset or injured, so we could only establish that he had stolen money from Mrs. Green’s cache in the drawing room and the food money from the kitchen. He’d attempted to steal Shadow in Light, but Shadow would have nothing of it. 


    The little bit I had saved up in my purse helped pay for the apothecary. He believed the ankle and knee were not actually broken, but wrenched badly enough that Mr. Fields should not be on it for days, if not weeks. 


    Mrs. Green sat to breakfast that Friday morning, only a little after her usual ten in the morning. I knew our finances could only become meager in coming days. 


    “What are we to do?” I asked her. Phi was off on some adventure—to Scotland, I understood from another illegible letter. His plans for a more fixed address would not happen till the Red Grouse season opened in mid-August. His direction for all other letters had been written very ill. His normal handwriting, then. But he must have written it in a carriage, because even I could not make it all out. 


    “Well, your brother said he wrote instructions to the bank that we could withdraw money at need,” she said. “I would say that we will need to go there as soon as they open, and speak to Mr. Findley this morning.” 


    Mrs. Green nodded, but trembled. 


    “Have you ever been to a bank, Mrs. Green?” I asked. 


    “Only once, but... it’s generally men’s business, isn’t it?”


    “Well, Phi isn’t here, and Mr. Fields can’t, so I guess it is up to us.”


    “We can be brave, dear.” 


    “Well, I’ll help Mr. Fields by being his hands and feet to get Bessie ready for the chaise,” I said.


    “Mr. Fields is asleep in his rooms above the stables, resting, as he should! You can’t mean to hitch the horses yourself,” Mrs. Green exclaimed. 


    “We need the pony trap,” I said. “My dear aunt, remember that I used to do this and more when Mr. Hurley thought I was some village lad. Father’s stableman, you remember?”


    “But...” she said, her face scrunched in deep distress. I saw her swallow her horror of a young lady mucking about in a stable. The reality of my childhood, revealed. She hadn’t, I gathered, quite understood the extent.


    “We have to go to the bank. How else do you propose to do so?” I asked.


    I had helped in stables before, as a child. Mr. Hurley, my mother’s former horse trainer, had thought me some servant-class boy with too much freedom, wearing Phi’s old clothes. Father had kept him on after my mother had died, as he was excellent with Mother’s racing stock—the horses hadn’t yet been sold to pay off a debt or lost outright in a game. Mr. Hurley had left in some disgust before the last of them were gone. Before he left, if Phi wasn’t around for single-stick instruction that Mr. Hurley would give him, I, only because I was Phi’s companion—paid for classes by mucking out stalls, and other necessary care of horses. I could do at least this much.


    I will admit I was long out of practice for the art of hitching a horse to a conveyance, but my hands seemed to remember the task. I checked it several times, and if my hands gripped the reins a bit harder when we went underway, Mrs. Green did not notice. As for the future? Finding someone else to do this work could be remedied by money. We could certainly hire someone. To the bank I go, I thought.


    After Lady Allison’s school, my first refuge, I had become fond of novels. On the way to the bank, I realized I had no idea how this worked. Stories never had a woman dealing with this herself. I felt trepidation, and hoped Mrs. Green was more able to handle such matters. Even Lady Allison, with her ranked privilege, never went to the bank herself. The agents came to her. I trembled at the thought. 


    Navigating Cambridge was a nerve-racking adventure. I was overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, which mingled with some trepidation of our circumstances. It made it difficult to sort it out in my mind. We had some idea of where to go, but I’d never had to travel into any kind of town or city on my own. Neither had Mrs. Green. But even men would struggle in any place unfamiliar. 


    I’d finally figured out how to find the names of streets. At the corner of Milne Street and St. Michael’s Lane, I felt deep longing. 


    “It’s Trinity College!” I said to Mrs. Green. “Somewhere in there is Wren Library. Sir Isaac Newton’s books are there. And others.” 


    “And Byron and his bear.”


    “Who?”


    “A poet, maybe? Or will be. I guess they’re not there yet.” 


    I recognized her prediction face, as she had made a few in the past three weeks. “You did see something. Your eyes were far away, as they are when you think of India, but your mouth is less happy.”


    “Oh, well, yes, dear. It’s a bit like memory, I’d guess, but the future.”


    “Aunt, how often are your predictions proved correct?”


    “Oh, some. I suspect it’s mostly farradiddle. However often it’s useful, sometimes it’s not, or I’d have predicted my husband’s death.” She touched my arm. “Oh, don’t worry. I still feel the choice of Cambridge a good one.”


    “Even now, with all this?”


    She thought a bit, her face blank as her eyes searched far away. “Oh yes. It’s still there. I don’t know about the bear. It’s a bit silly, isn’t it? That is why I am merely a companion or governess for those who believe in this sort of thing. I’m no viscount to throw magic around to entertain the prince, and he came to no good end, I hear. Besides, predicting that a pen will fall benefits no one, and why would there be a bear in a tower of Trinity, and who is this poet?”


    “I haven’t heard of him. At least I got to see the walls of Trinity,” I said. We came to the end amid some bustle, and I made the turn onto the High Street. I knew I was turned around. We went back south and eventually found the bank. 


    “There it is!” Mrs. Green said. 


    My heart pounded. 


    Mrs. Green trusted my brother’s care of me, and of the household, meager though it was. As we approached the bank, she reached for my hand to still the trembling in her hands. This was an adventure men kept to themselves. For her, it was clearly daring in the extreme. I spared her one squeeze of the hand as I managed Bright Bess into a careful stop. It was a busy enough bank, and there was someone to watch over the horse and chaise for us—to my relief. We went in and asked for Mr. Findley. We did have to wait, and I did not need to pretend to be a nervous young miss comforting her aunt. I was nervous, and I was comforting Mrs. Green.


    It didn’t matter. 


    Mr. Findley was adamant. “The Honorable Mr. Fitzherald was clear in his letter... from what I can read. I’m sorry, but neither of you ladies is authorized to draw upon the funds at this time.”


    He went on to say that from what he’d read, only an “Alex Goodward”—and he assumed the preface in the letter was a Mister, not a Miss—could gain funds for the household of the Lily Pond Cottage. 


    He allowed Mrs. Green and me to look at the letter. 


    It was sloppy as ever and badly written. “He must have written in the carriage on his way out of town,” I muttered to Mrs. Green. She sighed.


    I knew that Mr. Findley was assuming it was two ladies named Green reading this letter concerning care for this particular household involving them. But it was clear. Phi had written Alex Goodward. 


    I knew he meant me. 


    For a moment, Miss Lilly Green’s persona almost fell away as my natural exasperation with my brother came over me like a tide. 


    Why had he not used the name we had agreed upon for my new life? Lilly Green? I suspected that he hadn’t taken the idea of secrecy as seriously as Mrs. Green had. That was a problem. It was one I’d have to deal with later. 


    Barring that: Why, for once, did he not at least write out my longer name Alexandrina? In truth, he never had. Since I’d toddled around following him, it had been Alex. In letters and packages sent to school, it was Miss A. Goodward; in greeting, it was Alex. I could not forgive the muddled Miss, along with other questionable squiggles. Long used to his atrocious penmanship, there were parts even I couldn’t make out. 


    For a wonder, the permission to release funds at need was clear, mostly. The name was not. Not even Goodward was spelled neatly, but it was as close as his signature, so Mr. Findley could reliably guess at the name. The “Alex” was clear enough.


    We left the establishment, and Mrs. Green’s courage now failed her. She was pale. There was no place for us to go but back home. I could not even take her to a tea shop as I had hoped we could do. I noted a number of tea houses, a few coffee shops, and one glorious bookseller. Lady Allison had taken me to James Lackington’s Temple of Muses at Finsbury Square once, as a treat when she’d gone up to London. If these were anything like this, it would mean books. My heart ached.


    If there was a tear in my eye for my own disquiet, I laughed it off as the loss of books I could not buy. I dried them quickly. It wasn’t as if I could venture back there often as Miss Green, regardless of whether I had the money or not. Mrs. Green could only offer me a wan smile for my bravery. 


    The rest of my money must needs go to the apothecary. We wouldn’t exactly starve, if the bill went to Mr. Findley to pay out, and there seemed to be at least some kind
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  Lost Bones

Book One of The Bone Reader




  Cemirowl is gifted, and cursed. She sees the spirits of the dead, and sees the future in her basket of bones; her sight is cryptic, lacking, and mostly useless. In her tiny village, she is a priestess, but still an object of curiosity and an outcast.



  A chance meeting brings one of the king’s caballiers to her door for a reading, for nothing more than some entertainment. He is well-entertained indeed by her predictions of his lady loves… and far less so when she foretells a coming death. He leaves, dismissing her. But for all that her power is mysterious and often confusing, it is never, ever wrong.



  When Queen Tidyri is murdered, the caballiers return for Cemirowl. She is brought unwillingly into the palace and into a web of intrigue and lies, where King Larthor rages in his grief. He demands that Cemirowl now use her gifts to find the one who killed his beloved wife.


Cemirowl must draw on all her abilities – her powers, no matter how unreliable; her intuition for reading people; her knowledge; and her wits – to discover the murderer, lay the spirits of the dead to rest, and help the living to grieve and find peace. And, perhaps, she will finally find a place where she belongs.


LOST BONES is a fantastical murder mystery set in the rich world of Ihyel, where the hard-won peace between two kingdoms rests on the shoulders of one determined, compassionate priestess.
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  Fate of the Red Queen



  “I am not defeated! If my body falls, it is only that alone which dies!”


  Faced with a war she could not win, the Red Queen sealed her country’s fate with her final sacrificial pledge. Yezgyin was locked into undeath, the people and their enemies alike cursed to neither live nor die unless the spell could one day be broken.



  Centuries passed, and history faded into legend. Kuen, a newly anointed Red Nun, escapes a vicious attack on her convent, and flees into the Jungle of the Dead. Amid the ruins of lost Yezgyin, she mourns the death of her mentor and all she has known, utterly lost to her grief. But the jungle whispers of her, and its otherworldly inhabitants welcome her as their new Red Queen, the one who will break their curse.



  Kuen must find her way through the demands of the past and the hopes of the future, as the Red Queen’s ancient adversary returns to win the war that never ended. With the life and death of Yezgyin at stake, she must fight for her own fate, or she and the people of the Jungle will never truly live again.


FATE OF THE RED QUEEN is a standalone novel set in the mysterious world of Ihyel. 
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