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Excerpt from
A CONSPIRACY OF RAVENS,
Book Two in the Lady Trent Mysteries



To the Curlin Family

The family is in trouble in America—but the Curlin Clan gives me hope. God sets the solitary in families, and it is a tremendous encouragement to me when I think about all of you—alive and well and serving God! So here’s to you, Curlins:

Jay Curlin—a man after God’s own heart!
Bonnie Curlin—a true handmaiden of the Lord!
and the wonderful, beautiful kids—



Gabriel, age 8
Charity, age 10
Kit, age 18
Adam, age 17
Jason, age 17
Gideon, age 14
Benjamin, age 1







ONE

As Clive Newton made his way along Drury Lane headed for the Old Vic Theatre, he felt the rush of excitement that always came when he attended any of Kate Fairfield’s performances. As he crossed the intersection, the cobblestones were still gleaming from the light evening rain. He tossed a halfpenny to the crossing-sweeper, a small boy who swept away manure and mud. The boy bit the coin, then gave Clive a snaggletoothed grin. “Thankee, sir!”

A woman wearing a revealing dress, her face painted, appeared out of the shadows. She attached herself to Clive’s arm and winked at him. “Come along wif me, husband. I’ll show yer a good time.” Shaking his head, Clive moved away, followed by the harlot’s curse.

Hurrying along the street, he was struck by the fact that all classes of society mingled in London’s streets. One expected harlots to be in the Seven Dials district or in the Haymarket, but it seemed odd that on this main thoroughfare, the rich and the poor, the good and the evil, formed a strange confluence. Some of the women, illuminated by the gaslights, were past their prime; most of them were rattle-cheeked and slack-bodied. There were some young women who came from the country to seek their fortune, but most of them sank to prostitution.

The theatre crowds—filled with respectable women of wealth, their jewels flashing in the reflection of the gaslights—stood side by side with the poorest of London.Homeless children, or Street Arabs, no more than eight or ten years old, swarmed the street. Some pulled at the sleeves of men who whispered crude invitations.

Clive moved southward into the Strand. He passed large bills advertising dramas, musicals, concerts, and recitals with names of current favourites in giant letters: Ellen Terry, Isabella Glyn.

Reaching the Old Vic, Clive pressed his way into the crowded foyer. Massive crystal chandeliers threw their blazing candescence over the crowd, and from the hands and necks and headdresses of the women, jewels flashed. Diamonds sparkled in elaborate coiffures, at arms, throats, wrists, and hands. The foyer became a river of activity, pale shoulders gleaming amid the brilliant colours of silk, taffeta, voile, and velvet dresses, while the uniform black of men’s dress made a violent contrast. Not all of the crowd that gathered in the Old Vic were wearing diamonds. Intermingled with the wealthy were men and women dressed in plain clothes. Indeed, attending the theatre was one of the few instances of true democracy in England!

Clive hesitated, taking in the scene, then impulsively turned and made his way to a doorway that led from the foyer.He walked down a narrow corridor that opened into a large area backstage. He stopped short, watching the actors, actresses, stagehands, prompters, and others necessary to putting on the production of Hamlet move about. They reminded Clive of a swarm of ants rushing about frantically in aimless activity. Moving toward the row of dressing rooms, he stopped before one of the doors and knocked. A voice called out, and he stepped inside.His features lit up at the sight of the woman who had risen from her chair and held a handkerchief in her right hand. “Clive, what are you doing here?”

Katherine Fairfield, a reigning star of the production, was no more than medium height, but her carriage was so erect that she seemed taller. She was wearing a dress that was not intended to be particularly revealing, being fitted to the fair Ophelia in the play, an innocent young girl, but Kate’s spectacular figure could not be concealed even beneath such a dowdy exterior. She had dark red hair, enormous dark eyes, and diaphanous skin the envy of every woman in London. Just the sight of her had an effect that reached across the room, stirring him, but she repeated with a touch of irritation, “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to see you, Kate.”

“Well, you can’t see me now. The performance starts in a few minutes.” 

Clive moved forward and put his arms out, but Kate frowned and shook her head. “There’s no time for that now.”

“But I haven’t seen you in four days, Kate.”

Kate Fairfield was adept at handling men. It was her stock in trade. She smiled and put her hand on Clive’s cheek. “After the performance. Come back then.”
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Disappointment swept across young Clive’s face, but he knew her well enough to obey, so he left the room, closing the door behind him. Kate stared at the door and then laughed. “Young fool!” Then she turned back for one final look at her makeup. A muffled announcement came to her: “Curtain—five minutes!” She turned and stepped outside. Seeing a tall, dark-haired young man leaning against the scenery, she walked over to him and smiled winsomely. “You’d better be careful, Dylan.”

Dylan Tremayne turned to face Kate. He was a strikingly handsome man of twenty-seven. Exactly six feet tall, his athletic form was unmistakable through the tights and close-fitting tunic of his costume for the part of Laertes. A lock of his glossy, coal black hair curled over his forehead. He had a wedge-shaped face, a wide mouth, and a definite cleft chin.His most striking feature, however, was the strange blue of his eyes. They were exactly the colour of the cornflowers that dotted the English countryside, and they made a startling contrast against his jet black hair and tanned complexion. Dylan had served for several years as a soldier in India. Despite his Welsh roots, he was so deeply tanned by the sun that he never paled.

“And what is it that I need to be careful about, Kate?” he asked. He turned and watched the woman carefully, with something guarded in his manner. “And, by the way, why are you tormenting young Newton like that?”His voice was smooth, and his choice of words gave evidence of his Welsh blood.

“He likes it, Dylan.”

“In love with you, ay?”

“Of course he is. Every man is—except you.”Kate studied Dylan carefully. He was the one man she had encountered who had resisted her charm. He had become, in effect, a challenge to her womanhood. It amused her to toy with men, but Dylan had resisted her advances—and this piqued the ego of the actress.Actually,Kate did more than “toy”with men.Her mother had been abused by a series of men, and she made it her burning ambition to see that this never happened to her daughter. She’d set out to instill in Kate from the beginning that a woman must conquer men.“Draw them by your beauty, then use them! Take what you can from men and laugh at them when you cast them off!” was the advice she gave Kate—who learnt her lesson well.

“You shouldn’t torment the young fellow, Kate. I think it’s green as grass, he is.”

“It amuses me.” She suddenly smiled, took his arm, and pressed her body against him. “You’d better not give a good performance tonight. Ash won’t like it. He’s jealous enough of you as it is.”

“I’ll be as bad as I can, me.” Dylan grinned.

Kate reached up and pushed back the lock over his forehead. “Why don’t we go to my place after the performance?” she whispered. “We could get to know each other better.”

Dylan could not miss the sexual overtones of the invitation, nor the edacious look in her eyes. He shook his head, saying, “Not into that sort of thing anymore.”

Kate Fairfield’s eyes glinted with anger. “I don’t believe you’re as holy as all that.”

“It’s only a Christian I am—and not the best in the world, either.”

“Everyone knows you’re preaching, or something, down on the waterfront in some sort of mission work.”

“It’s what the Lord wants me to do, though I don’t know why. There’s plenty can preach better than I.”

Kate Fairfield stared at him, and she wasn’t smiling—indeed, Dylan saw a small stirring of sadness in her eyes. She did not like to hear talk about God or religion, and releasing her grip on Dylan’s arm, she shook her head. “You’re a fool, Dylan Tremayne!”
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The play fascinated Clive, but his eyes were fixed on Kate while she was onstage. He knew the drama well and followed it almost unconsciously. All the rest of the actors seemed drab and pale compared with the luminous quality that Kate possessed.Her hair caught the lights, and the clean bones of her face were ageless, a hint of the strong will that drove her visible in the corners of her lips and in her eyes.

Clive had seen Hamlet many times, returning night after night, always for the sole purpose of watching Kate. There was something in her that he had never found in any woman, and she created in him a desperate loneliness and a devastating sense of need so that he ached for her.

Finally the play ended with the stage littered with corpses, and the curtain calls began. Clive applauded until his palms hurt when Kate took her bows, but he couldn’t help but notice that Dylan Tremayne received much more appreciative applause from the audience than did the star of the play,Ashley Hamilton. He did not miss the angry looks that Hamilton shot at Tremayne and muttered, “Dylan makes the star look bad. I wonder if he knows that.”

The crowd began to file out, and Clive passed through the side door, then made his way backstage. He saw Kate surrounded by the usual crowd of admirers and shook his head impatiently.

“Hello, Clive. How are you tonight?”

Clive turned to see Dylan beside him. The two had become friends of sorts. Clive had chased after Kate for weeks now, haunting the dressing rooms and the theatre. Dylan had invited him to a late supper on one of those nights when Kate had gone off with someone for dinner, and the two men had continued to dine together when Kate fobbed young Newton off.  Dylan had a fondness for the young man and had gently tried to warn him about Kate, but to no avail. “I’m waiting for Kate,” Clive said, hopefully.

“A bit of fatherly advice I have for you, “ Dylan said. He had a smooth voice that could show power at times, but now his tone was merely confidential.“ Put Kate out of your mind, yes? It’s a nice young woman you need. Court her and marry her.”

“I can’t do that.”

Dylan shook his head. “You are naive, Clive. Don’t you know Kate Fairfield eats innocent young fellows like you?”

“I don’t want to hear talk like that—” Clive was interrupted as Ashley Hamilton walked up to them. The actor was half drunk, and he glared at Dylan. “Well, you ate up the scenery again tonight, Tremayne. You’ll do anything to upstage me, won’t you?” Ashley was a fine actor—or would have been—but he had a drinking problem that cut the edge off his fine talent.

Dylan said mildly, “You’re twice the actor I am, Ash. Sad it is to see you waste your talent.Why don’t you stop drinking?”

Ashley glared at him with red-rimmed eyes. “You’re nothing but a hypocrite! Why don’t you go down to the docks and preach instead of cluttering up my stage?”He turned and walked away unsteadily.

Elise Cuvier had stopped long enough to watch the encounter between Hamilton and Tremayne. She was a small woman but well formed, with bright blonde hair and enormous brown eyes. The bony structure of her face made strong and pleasant contours. She served as Kate’s understudy, and she had a dissatisfied look on her face. She said, “You were wonderful tonight, Dylan.”

Dylan shrugged. “Thank you, Elise.”

Elise turned to Clive and said, “Mr. Newton, I hope Dylan’s giving you good advice about Kate.”

Clive frowned at the actress, then wheeled and moved away.

“Trying to warn him, I was, about Kate.”

“He seems like a nice young man.He needs to find another woman.”

“So I told him.”

“Kate enjoys destroying men.” An unhappy expression crossed her face, and Dylan said gently, “You’ll get your chance, Elise. It’s a fine actress you are. Don’t get discouraged.”

Her eyes seemed to glow with a sudden inner fire, and her lips drew into a thin line. Her voice was no more than a whisper as she said, “Not unless Kate dies.”

“Don’t be saying that, Elise! She’s bad, but the good God loves her.” 

“I could strangle her, Dylan! She’s got everything, and I’ve got nothing!”

Dylan reached out and put his hand on Elise’s shoulder. “It’s a hard world, the theatre.”

“It’s dog-eat-dog! Actors and actresses will do anything to get a better part—lie, cheat, steal!”

“There’s more to life than acting, yes?”

“Not for me,” Elise said, and a vehemence scored her tone. She suddenly looked up at Dylan and gave a strange, harsh laugh. “If I believed in prayer like you, Dylan, I’d pray for Kate to die.”

Tremayne stared at the young woman, and words of rebuke came to his lips. But he saw the adamant cast of her features. She was a beautiful young woman, but there was a hardness in her that he hated to see. He was a compassionate young man, and for a moment he stood there wondering if he might say anything that would mollify Elise’s obvious hatred. Finally he said gently, “When you hate someone, Elise, it doesn’t really hurt them. It’s yourself will bear the hurt.”

“I know that’s what you believe, but I don’t.”

“Hatred makes people ugly.”

Suddenly Elise laughed. “You’re preaching at me, aren’t you, Dylan?” 

Dylan grinned, which gave him a boyish look and made him seem even younger than his years. His lips turned up at the corners, the right side more than the left, and he admitted ruefully, “Right, you! But you ought to be used to it by now.”

“Don’t you ever give up on anyone? I think you’ve tried to convert everybody in the cast. As far as I can tell, you haven’t made any progress whatsoever. We’re all headed for the fiery pit, Dylan. I don’t think it’s possible for anybody in our world to live a godly life.”

“I’d hate to think that, because that’s exactly what I want to do.”

Elise stared at him, a mixture of wonder and disbelief on her features.

“Have you always been like this, preaching and reading the Bible and talking about God?”

“No, indeed not. I grew up rough, Elise. Rougher than you can imagine. As a matter of fact, I was practically reared by a family of criminals.”

“I don’t believe that.”

Dylan shrugged. “True enough it is. My father was a coal miner in Wales. He and my mother died of cholera when I was ten. I was turned over to an uncle whose chief fun in life seemed to be beating me.He made me go down to the coal mines when I was no more than a boy. I stayed there until I couldn’t stand it, then I ran away and came to London.”

Elise stared at him. “What did you do? Did you have friends here?”

“No friends, me. Mostly I starved. I wandered the streets and stole food and slept in alleys and under bridges. Then a family named Hanks took me in. I didn’t know they were criminals at the time, but I soon enough learnt. They taught me how to survive. I stole with the rest of them. I was the smallest, so they’d put me through a small window in a house, and I’d go open the main door for the rest of the family to come in.We’d steal everything we could.”

Elise stared at the young man. “How long did that last?”

“Until I ran away when I was seventeen.Went into the Army, I did.

Then when I came out, I was almost starving again, and somehow I got a job working in the theatre. Tried out for a part.” He laughed ruefully.

“And here I am rich and famous.” He gave Elise a warm smile, and the young woman understood why women flocked to him.

“I think you will be succesful. You’ve got whatever it is that makes people look at you. Some actors are like that.When they’re onstage, the audience can’t look at anybody else.”

“Oh, I don’t expect I’ll be doing this forever.”

Elise shook her head. “Well, I will be! It’s my whole life, Dylan.” She glanced over at Kate and said, “Look at her toying with that poor young fool! Doesn’t he see that she’s nothing but a carnivore?”

“I think the old saying that love is blind is true. In for a fall, that boy is!” 
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Kate had let Clive into her dressing room. She changed clothes behind a screen, and when she came out wearing a gown of apricot-coloured silk with delicate lace a shade or two deeper, Clive went to her at once. “I have something for you.”

“Really? A present for me? What is it, dear?”

Clive reached into his pocket and brought out a small box. He opened it, and saw Kate’s eyes grow wide, and heard her catch her breath. “It’s . . . beautiful!” Kate took the ring, an emerald-cut diamond, and slipped it on her finger. “Why, I hardly know what to say, Clive!”

“A little token of thanks would be appropriate.” Clive held his arms toward her, and she willingly walked into them. Her lips were soft and yielding under his, as was her body.He drew her closer, but then suddenly the door opened, and Kate quickly drew back. Clive turned to glare at the man who stepped inside. He knew him, of course—Sir William Dowding, the producer of the play. He was tall, and at the age of sixty-five had gained a little weight. Still, he made a powerful impression. He had grey hair and light blue eyes, and now his lips were twisted in a cynical grin. “Have I interrupted something, Kate?”

“Oh, Sir William, come in. Look, Mr. Newton has given me a gift.”

Dowding looked at the ring. His eyebrows lifted quizzically. “Well, that’s a beautiful stone. You must be quite a wealthy man, Mr. Newton.” 

Clive felt anger rushing through him, for he felt that Dowding was laughing at him. He knew, of course, that Dowding often took Kate out after the performance. He was a powerful figure in the world of drama, and had made his wealth in steel mills. He also had a wife and three grown children. It infuriated Clive that an old man, which is how he thought of him, would dominate Kate.

“Let’s go, Kate. I’m hungry,” Clive said quickly.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Clive, but Sir William came earlier. He wants to discuss my next play. It’s very exciting.”

“But you promised—”

“Oh, I know, dear, but he’s my employer. He has great plans for me, and I can’t offend him.”

Sir William Dowding laughed. “Perhaps another time, dear fellow.

Come along, Kate.”

Clive was an amiable young man, but under the surface of that amiability lay a temper that sometimes escaped. It did so now as he stepped forward and ripped Kate’s hand away from where it rested on Dowding’s arm.“Miss Fairfield is dining with me!”

Sir William Dowding was not a man who liked to be crossed. His eyes suddenly turned cold, and he said, “Who is this puppy, Katherine?”

“Puppy! You call me a puppy!” A red curtain seemed to fall before Clive’s eyes, and he shouted something in anger. He doubled up his fists and started for Sir William, but Kate had come between them. She put her hands on his chest and said urgently, “Clive, I’ve told you how it is. This is business. You can come back after the performance tomorrow.We can go out then, but I have to talk to Mr. Dowding about my next play.”

Kate took Dowding’s arm, and Dowding gave Clive a triumphant smile as the two walked out. Clive, still blinded with rage, followed them out shouting, “You think because you have money you’re something, but you’re not a man!”

Kate turned, and her face was twisted with anger. “Clive, you’re making a spectacle of yourself. Now behave!” She turned, and Clive watched the two leave.

Most of the cast had witnessed the scene; Ives Montgomery, who played Horatio in the production, was standing beside Dylan. He was a tall, slender young man with a deep tan and flashing white teeth. “Young Newton’s getting an education. It won’t kill him.” His expression turned sour, and he shook his head sadly. “Kate used me up and tossed me aside like a peeling of an orange. Well”—he shrugged his shoulders— “I survived. Come along, Dylan. Let’s get something to eat.”



TWO

The late afternoon sunlight filtered down through the large chestnut trees, throwing a latticework of light and shadow on a small young boy and a large dog. David Trent, the future Viscount of Radnor, was tugging at the huge mastiff. The large creature stood looking at the seven-year-old, then with obvious affection licked the boy thoroughly on the face.

“Oh, stop that, Napoleon!” the boy cried. “You’re not playing the game.”

Charles David Trent had a wealth of fair hair with a distinct curl in it. His eyes were the dark blue one sees sometimes offshore, with just a touch of aquamarine.He was lean, with the hint of a tall frame concealed within his small body and revealed by the length of his fingers and his relatively long legs.

“Come on now. You’ve got to be a French dog.” David pulled the mastiff around and, with much huffing and puffing, pushed him into position. 

“Now I’m the Duke of Wellington, and you are the nasty old Frenchman Napoleon.We’re going to have a battle, and I’m going to win.”

“Woof!”

“That’s right. Now you stay right there. I’m going over to that tree, and when I get there I’m going to turn, and I’m going to charge you on a horse. I’ll be waving my sword, and I’m going to kill you.”

“Woof!”

David ran toward the tree quickly, but he did not get far before Napoleon loped after him.With a cry, David turned and threw his arms around the dog’s neck. The big mastiff fell on the ground, and the boy crawled all over him. His face flushed with excitement, David cried out, “I win! You’re dead, Napoleon, you nasty old Frenchman!”

From the shadows of the barn, a young man approached. He was a lean young fellow of fifteen with a thin expressive face and watchful green eyes. He wore a pair of tight-fitting trousers, neat black boots, and a red-and- white checked shirt. Sandy hair escaped from under his loose cap.

“Wot yer doin’ now, Master Trent?”

David loosened his grip on Napoleon, rose, and sat down on the big dog’s side, whereupon the dog grunted but did not move.

“I’m playing Army.”

“Are you now? Yer a soldier, are you?”

“Yes, I’m the Duke of Wellington, and I just whipped Napoleon here at the Battle of Waterloo. My mum read me the story out of the history book this morning. I won, didn’t I, Napoleon?”

“Woof!”

“Well, a’course yer won. An Englishman can wallop a Frog any day.”

David was a rather literal young fellow. “I didn’t say anything about frogs.”

Danny Spears, the groom for Viscountess Serafina Trent, laughed.He said in his definite Cockney accent, “Don’t yer know nuffin’? We calls Frenchmen Frogs.”

“Why do we call them that?”

“’Cause they eat ’em.”

“They eat frogs alive?”

“No, I suppose they cooks ’em, but it just shows ’ow backwards they be.”

“Did you ever eat a frog, Danny?”

“Wot do yer fink I am? The closest I ever come to it was jellied eel.

Now there’s a proper dish for you!”

“I’d like to try a frog.Maybe we could catch one.”

“Nah, you hafter go at night and stab the boogers.”

The young future Viscount of Radnor’s mind shifted rapidly. “I want to ride Patches.”

“Well, yer can’t.”

“He’s my pony.”

“I knows that, but your mum says yer couldn’t ride ’im today.”

David glared at Danny and stuck his lip out in a gesture of defiance. “When I get big, and when I’m the Viscount of Radnor, I’m going to do everything I want to do.”

Danny Spears laughed, a cheerful light in his eyes. “Blimey, boy! Not even ’er Majesty can do that.”

“Yes, she can. Queen Victoria can do anything she wants.”

“Well, you just keep on thinkin’ that, Master Trent.”

David leapt up off the dog, and Napoleon got to his feet. “Let’s go down to the stream and see if we caught anything on the line.”

“Righto.” Danny reached out and took the boy’s hand, and the two started across the emerald yard. April had brought a brilliant green to the grass, and the flowers were exploding in riotous colours. They passed through some of the garden, and the big dog took his place protectively beside the boy, who reached up and put his hand on the mastiff ’s neck. “If we don’t catch any in our stream, Danny, we can go over to catch some in Squire Watkins’s pond.”

“Why, that’d be poachin’. It’s agin’ the law.We’d both go to jail.”

“Not me.”

“Yes, you. If you get caught poaching.”

“Nobody can put a viscount in jail.”

Danny laughed, reached out with his free hand, and tousled the boy’s hair. “That’s right, but I ain’t no bloody viscount—and neither are you. Not yet anyways.”

By the time they reached the stream, David had thought the matter over. He pulled his hand free and stared up at Danny, saying, “My mum wouldn’t let them put me in jail. If they did, she’d get me out.”

Danny was an astute young fellow. He had a great fondness for the boy and spent much of his time watching him. He had, in effect, become a playmate for the youngster. “You got that right. That’s about wot she’d do, the viscountess. She’d blow the whole bloody jail up!”

The two laughed and then turned to pulling the lines out, checking the bait.

[image: 084991891X_ePDF_0021_003]
Septimus Isaac Newton had received his name in a logical fashion.He was the seventh son of his parents, thus the name Septimus. He was also a descendant of a close relative of the famous scientist Isaac Newton, thus the name Isaac. Septimus was a tall, gangling man of sixty-two. All of his movements seemed awkward, and it never ceased to amaze those who watched how delicate his touch was in a laboratory or when performing a surgery. He excelled in those two areas, having been a surgeon for a time, but he’d given it up for his experiments in science.He was a pathologist of world reputation and had written the definitive book on human anatomy. Right now he was sprawled on a couch, his white hair in no order whatsoever, except it fell, at times, over his broad forehead.He had forgotten to shave for several days, as the grey stubble on his face indicated. “What are you looking at, Alberta?”

Alberta Rose Stockard Newton, wife of Septimus, was ten years younger than her husband. For all her expensive clothes, she had a peasant’s stocky figure.Her hands revealed the hard work she had done when she was a young girl, and even for a time after she had married Septimus. She tried to cover up this part of her past, since her husband had become rich and famous due to an experiment that produced something to do with coal mining that she never understood. She could buy any clothes she liked, although none of them ever concealed her background.

Alberta always looked as if she were a washerwoman in a rather ridiculous disguise. Now as she stood at the window, she had several ropes of pearls around her neck that complemented the rest of her costume. The dress was the latest cut, but it was made for a more slender woman, full-sleeved at the shoulder, flaring at the knees and onto the ground. “I was just watching David. He’s playing some game with Napoleon.”

“Fine dog, that. I’d like to see the man that could harm David with him around.”

Alberta watched silently and then said,“Danny’s taking him down to the stream, I suppose.”

“Danny’s a good boy. Knows horses well as any young fellow alive.” 

Alberta turned and came over to sit beside her husband. She took a look around the room, and as she did, a memory surfaced from her subconscious. She thought of the room she and Septimus had shared when they were first married—small, crowded, and almost bare of furniture. But things had changed since then.

The parlor of the Trent house was large, the furniture of heavy dark wood. Embroidered antimacassars decorated the backs of the chairs. The pictures on the walls were of Italy, painted in hard blues—blue sky, blue sea with harsh sunlight. Over the fireplace hung an embroidered text: “The price of a good woman is above rubies.”

Alberta always felt a keen pleasure in reading those words, for it was one of the few romantic things that Septimus had ever given her. She loved her husband and knew that he loved her, but he was of a scientific, clinical mind, not given to flowery or poetic expressions. She glanced over at the chiffonier bearing a vase of artificial silk flowers, delicate things with gay gossamer petals. It was a surprising touch of beauty that Alberta longed for in her life. 

“Septimus, we’ve got to do something about friends for David.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean he needs other children his own age to play with.”

“Why, Danny’s a good playmate for him, and Serafina spends a great deal of time with him. I do the best I can, and I know you do. He’s never lonely.”

But Alberta, for all her husband’s tremendous breadth of knowledge, was wiser than he in some ways. He might know chemical formulas and every bone in the human body, but she knew more about human nature than Septimus ever would. “A child needs other children around. Don’t you remember having playmates when you were a boy?”

“Well, I suppose I do. Perhaps we could hire some children to come and play with him.”

Alberta laughed and shook her head with slight disgust. “You do think of the oddest things! You can’t rent a child as you rent a buggy.”

“I don’t see why not,” Septimus said with a measure of surprise. “Lots of poor families would be glad to take a few pounds for one of their darlings to be David’s playmate for part of the day.”

Ellie Malder, a “tweeny” or teenage maid who could help with a variety of household tasks, appeared. She was an attractive young girl of fifteen with brown hair and warm brown eyes. “Shall I serve the tea, ma’am?”

“Yes, Ellie, please do.”

Septimus lounged on the couch, listening as Alberta proposed solutions to finding friends for David.When Ellie brought the tea cart in, he sat up. The tea arrived in an exquisite bone china service, hand painted with blue harebells. She also served sandwiches about the size of one of Septimus’s fingers and cakes no more than an inch and a half across.

“Septimus, you’re eating like a starved wolf! Can’t you be more dainty?”

“Yes,my dear, I’ll certainly try.”He picked up a tiny sandwich, bit off a fragment of it, and chewed. Suddenly Alberta turned to face Septimus.

“Does David ever say anything to you about his father?”

“No, I don’t know as he does. I don’t believe he ever thinks of him.”

“Yes, he does.”

“He does? Has he talked to you?”

“Not directly, but I’m sure he thinks of him. Sometimes, when I read him a story, there’ll be a family in it, and he’ll ask a great many questions about the father in the story. It’s as if he knows something important is missing from his life, but he doesn’t know how to find it.”

Septimus picked up one of the tiny teacups, holding it delicately between his thumb and forefinger, sipped the tea, and put it down. “You know, my dear, it’s a terrible thing to say, but it’s probably best that Charles died.”

Alberta shot him a quick glance. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, I know you were happy when Serafina married into the peerage and became a viscountess, but there was always something missing, something wrong with the marriage, and I always thought it was Charles.” 

Alberta stared at her husband. She had thought the same thing herself. “He wasn’t a good husband,” she admitted reluctantly.

“No, nor a good father either.”

The two sat there, silently thinking back over the years that had passed since their daughter Serafina had married Viscount Charles Trent. The marriage had been a disappointment to both of them, for the viscount had indeed not been a good husband. He had not been abusive, at least not in public, but something had been lacking in the marriage that neither Septimus nor Alberta could put their finger on. Alberta shook her shoulders as if freeing herself from some burden and said, “We must have a dinner soon. Lord Wentworth is back from France.”

“That fellow? Why would we want to give him a dinner?”

“Because we have two daughters who need husbands, of course.”

“No,we have only one, and she’s too young.Aldora’s only seventeen.” 

“I wasn’t thinking of Aldora for Wentworth.”

Septimus gave his wife a look of pure astonishment. “You’re not thinking that Serafina might make a match with him!”

“Why, of course I was.”

“She’ll never marry again.”

“Septimus, she’s only twenty-seven years old. Of course she must marry.”

“Alberta, she won’t even speak of it. Have you forgotten how miserable she was while Charles was alive?”

Alberta could not answer for a moment, for the memory was painful. They sat there, and each of them was conscious of a failure that somehow seemed to be at least partially their fault.

“Serafina was such a happy child,” Alberta whispered. “She went about singing all the time and laughing.”

“Yes, she was a happy child. And before she was married, she talked a great deal about what it would be like to have a husband and children.”

“Something—something happened in their marriage, Septimus. She won’t even speak of it, but she lost the joy of life somehow.”

“I’ve never had the courage to try to ask her what went wrong with the marriage. Perhaps you have?”

“I’ve tried, but she cuts me off. But she must marry again.” She straightened up and said firmly, “Many women who’ve had difficulties with their first marriages take a second husband.”

“Most of those women have romantic notions. They’ve read novels and love stories mostly written by Frenchmen and other perverts. Serafina is not guilty of that!” Septimus paused. “All she really cares about is David.”

“Septimus, I sometimes think we didn’t give Serafina the right education.”

“Why, I educated her myself. I’ve taught her since she was a child.”

“I know, dear. You filled her with your scientific notions. You’re a good man, but you have no romance, and you’ve robbed your daughter of what a woman ought to have.”

“Would you like for her to go around quoting poetry and falling in love at the drop of a hat?”

“No, of course not, but . . . well, she seems so cold. None of our children have any religion.”

Septimus fell silent. Indeed, he had no religion himself.He was a pure scientist, and he passed this feeling along to all of his children. It had been a delight to teach Serafina, for she had the same type of mind as he, and now she was as much a scientist as he.

“I—I thought it was for the best, my dear.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the antimacassar. “But I sometimes think—”

Whatever it was that Septimus thought, Alberta was never to find out, for a muffled explosive sound interrupted his words, bringing them both to their feet. “What on earth was that?” Alberta cried.

“The laboratory! It sounded like an explosion.” For all his awkwardness, Septimus was quick. He ran toward the stairs, followed by Alberta. He took the stairs two, three, and even four at a time while she was crying, “Wait for me, Septimus!”

He turned, and his face was pale. “D-d-d-” He tried to speak, but as always during times of crisis, a terrible stutter overtook him. “C-c-come on,Wife.”

The two raced up to the third floor, and Septimus burst through the door to the room that housed the spacious laboratory where he did his work. He stopped dead still and put his arm around Alberta to support her. “Serafina, what happened?”

Elizabeth Serafina Trent, Viscountess of Radnor, was standing in the midst of a wrecked room.Her face was blackened with some sort of powder, and her eyes looked enormous.Her white apron also showed signs of the explosion.

“Are you all right, Serafina?” Alberta rushed to her.

Serafina raised her hand to push her hair away from her eyes. “Oh yes,Mother. I’m fine.”

“What happened, Daughter?” Septimus asked.

Serafina turned to look at the laboratory. The shock of the explosion had not harmed her particularly, but her ears were still ringing with the blast. “I finished designing my gas oven.”

“A gas oven! What in the world for?” Alberta demanded. She had little patience with the scientific work that went on in the laboratory, though her husband had grown wealthy by such inventions.

“Mother,” Serafina said patiently, “you know all over England people are cooking with coal or wood. It’s expensive, and England’s running out of wood at least. The obvious thing is to design a stove that runs on gas. Well, that’s what I’ve been making. Gas is the answer.”

Alberta put her hand over her heart. “You look terrible,” she moaned. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

“Oh no,” Serafina said. “I’m fine.”

“Well, you won’t be going to that dinner tonight,” Alberta said.

“Why, of course I will. This is one dinner I won’t miss.”

Septimus shook his head in disbelief. “You hate formal dinners like this, Daughter.”

“Not this one, Father. I’m going to meet the man I’ve admired for so long.”

Alberta’s eyes glowed, and she was smiling. “Is he . . . eligible?” she asked, hopeful that some man had created an interest in her older daughter’s heart.

“He’s a genius, Mother. It’s Mr. Charles Darwin.”

“Who is he?” Alberta frowned.

“He’s the most brilliant scientist in the world—next to my own father, of course.”

“Well, if I had known he was going to be there, I would have invited myself,” Septimus said. “Perhaps you can invite him here.”

The Viscountess of Radnor smiled. “I will certainly try, Father.” She turned to her mother and shook her head. “But Mr. Darwin is married, I believe, so he’s not eligible.”

Septimus suddenly laughed, his face crinkled with fine lines. “Well, my dear, you go to your dinner and your Mr. Darwin, and I’ll see what I can do with the mess you’ve made.”

Alberta did not give up easily. “There’ll probably be other gentlemen at the dinner. Maybe one of them would be a likely suitor for you.”

Serafina came over and gave her mother an affectionate embrace. “If I find any man as brilliant as my father, I promise you, I’ll marry him. Now—I must get cleaned up for Mr. Darwin!”



THREE

Oh, it’s a beautiful dress, Viscountess!”

Louisa Toft, Serafina’s maid, stepped back, her green eyes glowing with admiration. She was a beautiful girl with red hair and skin like cream. “Don’t you just love it, ma’am?”

“I suppose it’s all right, Louisa.”

Louisa shook her head. “You think less of clothes than any high society woman I ever saw.”

“Clothes are to cover one up.”

Louisa laughed with delight. “That’s exactly the sort of thing you say that no other woman would say. All the other women I ever served saw clothes as much more than that, not just to cover up but to decorate, to entice, to allure.” Her eyes ran up and down Serafina’s figure. “And that dress will certainly do it.”

Serafina indeed was dressed magnificently. The gown was a Nile green, elegant as water in the sun and stitched with silver beading and seed pearls. The waist was tiny and less than comfortable. The bodice crossed over at the front with the bosom low cut. The crinoline skirt formed the shape of a big dome, flowing from the waist to a wide hemline.

“You’ll be the most beautiful woman at the dinner.”

“I think I may be the only one.”

Louisa stared with astonishment. “You’ll be the only woman there! I don’t believe it.”

“It’s a group of prominent men.When I heard that Charles Darwin would be there, I simply had to invite myself.” Serafina smiled and turned to study herself carefully in the mirror. She was a tall woman, and at twenty-seven years still had the curves of a girl of eighteen. Her hair was an unusual strawberry blonde, and her eyes were her best feature. They were large, well spaced, and of an unusual violet tinge. Her face was too square for real beauty, but her wide, sensuous mouth made up for that. She touched her hair and said, “You’ve done a beautiful job on my hair, Louisa. You really deserve to have a more discerning mistress.”

“Oh no, I only want to serve you, Viscountess,” Louisa said quickly. “I am so glad that you are going out into society more.”

Serafina shrugged. “This isn’t really a social visit. As I said, I want to meet Charles Darwin.”

“But you need a social life, my lady.”

Serafina turned slightly and studied her maid. Her lips seemed to tighten, and she said, “A social life? Why would I need that? I have everything I want right here at Trentwood. My parents, my son, a fine home, and I have you to take care of me.”

“But that’s not all there is to life. There are other things.”

Serafina knew that Louisa was carefully refraining from mentioning a husband. When the girl had first come to serve Serafina, she had said something about Serafina’s remarrying, and Serafina had cut her off so shortly that the subject had never come up again.

“Society is nothing but vanity. It is seeing who can spend the most money on the most ridiculous fashions. Look at this skirt.” She turned and looked at the huge diameter spin around. “What a ridiculous thing to put on a woman’s body!”

“I suppose some fashions are a little strange.”

“Society itself is more than just a little strange. Just look at the way we auction off young girls for marriage.”

“Auction girls? What do you mean, Viscountess?”

“In America they have slave markets where they take young black women and sell them to men ostensibly to be servants, but everyone knows what they’re to be used for.”

“But we don’t have slavery in England.”

“No, not of that variety, but every year young girls are put on the market. They are paraded around at teas and parties, they attend the races, they go to as many balls as possible, and for what reason? For enjoyment? Not at all! Most of the time they are miserable, afraid they will never catch a man, or not one who is suitable anyway. In the end the men look them over as if they were brood stock, able to produce a satisfactory heir.No, thank you, Louisa. I went through that once, and I would hope never to be again in such a position.” Serafina suddenly saw that Louisa was disturbed.Her lips were trembling, and she said, “Why, what’s wrong, Louisa? I haven’t hurt your feelings?”

“No, my lady, but it’s just that—well, ma’am, I’ve told you about Robert and how I love him.We’re going to the park today. I think he’s in love with me.”

“And what about you?”

“Oh, Lady Serafina, I tremble all over when I think of him!”

Serafina opened her lips to make some cutting remark, for she had no use for such romantic notions. It was exactly this sort of thing that disgusted her, but when she saw the dewy-eyed young woman’s trembling lips, she said merely, “Well, you go and have a good day, but be careful, Louisa. Don’t expect too much out of married life.” She turned to the door. “I’ll go say good-bye to David.”

Serafina descended the winding staircase and stepped out of the side entrance of the house. She went at once to David, who was playing some kind of a game with Danny.Her son’s face was streaked with dirt.“David, what in the world?”

“It’s my war paint. I’m a savage Indian.”

“I’m sorry, Viscountess,” Danny said. “’E got all dirty afore I could stop ’im.”

“Danny’s been reading me a book about wild Indians.”

“One of Cooper’s books, the American. You know, Viscountess?”

Danny said.

“I know the books, and I wish you wouldn’t read them to David.”

Danny’s eyes flew open. “Why, I fink they’re a sight of fun. Nothin’ immoral in ’em.”

“I know, but make-believe games aren’t good for young boys.”

Serafina turned and saw that David was staring at her with something like fear in his eyes. She went over and put her arm around him.

“Don’t be ’ard on the boy. ’E’s got a wunnerful imagination.”

This, although Danny Spears did not know it, was exactly the thing that Serafina feared most. She believed in clinical logic and clear linear thinking, not make-believe stories.“Well, don’t be upset, David.Why don’t you take him fishing for trout, Danny? You’d like that,wouldn’t you, Son?”

“Oh yes,Mum!”

She kissed him, and despite the dirt, she smiled and said, “You’ll be asleep when I come home, but tomorrow you and I will go for a ride.”

“Can I ride Patches all by myself,Mum?”

“Yes, indeed.” She turned and said, “Danny, give this young man a lesson on Patches.” Serafina had given the multicoloured pony to David for his sixth birthday.

As the two walked toward the stream, David talked a mile a minute. Serafina worried, He has too much imagination—just as I once had. As she turned to leave for the dinner, she thought of the girl she had once been. There was once a girl full of joy and imagination and notions and romance. She loved fairy tales and high tales of romance. The thought saddened her, and she whispered, “I wonder where that girl is now.”
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Albert Givins, the coachman, pulled the landau up in front of the imposing mansion. It was indeed a spectacular home; it had once belonged to John Churchill, who later became the Duke of Wellington. The duke had moved to Blenhim, the most ornate and fabulous private home in all of England, and Sir Osric Wallace now resided in his mansion.

As Givins handed her down, Serafina thought about her host.Wallace had been a poor boy who made a fortune in coal mining. He had recently returned from America, where he had studied their coal mining methods. He had also carefully given large sums of money to the crown, for which Queen Victoria had knighted him as Sir Osric Wallace.

“It will be a rather long wait for you, Givins.”

“That’s all right, ma’am. Don’t trouble yourself about that.”

“If you go around to the kitchen, I’ll have them fix you a nice supper.” 

“That’s kind of you, ma’am. Indeed, it is.”

The door was opened by a fine-looking footman, and Serafina was greeted at once by Lady Wallace, a dumpy, rather homely, but cheerful woman. She reminded Serafina of her own mother.

“Come into the reception room, my dear. You are the last to arrive.” 

“I didn’t mean to be late.”

“Oh, you’re not late. It will be rather an odd affair. Just three of us women and the rest gentlemen.”

Serafina wanted to say, That’s the way I like it, but she merely said, “I’m sure it will be an enjoyable evening.”

They passed down a hallway, the walls covered with paintings and sculptures of various kinds on shelves. They passed into a large open room with an interesting mixture of styles. On one side sat an old Chinese silk screen that had once been of great beauty but was now faded. Still, it held an elegance that gave the room charm and a comfortable grace. There was a Russian samovar on a side table, Venetian glass in a cabinet, a French ormolu clock on the mantel shelf above the fireplace, and a late Georgian mahogany table of total simplicity and cleanness of line that, to Serafina, was the loveliest thing in the room. Lady Wallace said, “Our last guest has arrived, the Viscountess Serafina Trent. Viscountess, let me introduce you to our guests. This, of course, is Mr. Charles Dickens.”

Dickens stepped forward, a rather short man with a neatly trimmed beard, observant eyes, and a friendly demeanor. He smiled, took Serafina’s hand, and bent over and kissed it. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Viscountess.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dickens. Might I say how much I enjoyed your book on the rulers of England.”

“Very kind of you to say so.Which of my novels have you read?”

“Oh, I never read fiction.”

A silence fell on the room, and Dickens seemed stunned. “And why not, may I ask?”

“I prefer reality to make-believe.”

“That must cut you off from a great deal of pleasure. I find the world of art and literature invigorates me and amplifies reality.”

“I’m sure it does for many people. Your success as a writer proves that. It’s just that my father educated me to be a scientific thinker, and I find it difficult to move in other realms. But I congratulate you on the success of your latest book, David Copperfield. Everyone is talking about it.”

“I wish you would try it, Lady Trent. I’ll send you a copy.”

“So kind of you, Mr. Dickens.”

“And this is Mr. John Ruskin. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”

Ruskin was a man of medium height with mild blue eyes and an air of attentiveness.He kissed Serafina’s hand and then said, “I’m very happy to meet you, Lady Trent.”

“I must confess I haven’t read your book, Mr. Ruskin. I have so many scientific books to read, I have little time for other areas.”

“I assure you, you wouldn’t like it.” The speaker was a small man with quick black eyes and black hair to match.

“This is Mr. Clarence Morton, the reporter for the London News,” Sir Osric Wallace explained.

“Why is it you think, sir, that I wouldn’t like Mr. Ruskin’s book?”

“Because he likes the old and hates the new, and I think you are just the opposite.”

“I don’t hate the new,” Ruskin said quickly. “I just think it’s ugly.”

“You see, Viscountess? You like new inventions. Mr. Ruskin thinks that the older art was better because it was all done by hand. For example, he thinks the gargoyles on the Cathedral of Notre Dame are better because they were done by individual artists. Nowadays a factory would turn them out, and they would be exactly alike.”

“And they would not be art,” Ruskin said, his eyes glowing with something like anger.

Serafina stared at the man. “I see no value in badly made artifacts.” 

Ruskin was displeased. “It’s your privilege to think so, madam. I see art as a product of the human imagination, not the result of a machine.”

“I’m afraid we will never agree, Mr. Ruskin. I believe in intellect and the machine.”

Sir Osric was disturbed at the conflict and said quickly, “This is Lord Milburn, a leader in the House of Lords.”

“I’m glad to meet you, Lord Milburn.”

“And I you, Lady Trent.”

“I’ve been reading about the Indian mutiny.”

“Ah, yes, it’s a sad thing.”

The papers had been full of the news of the Indian mutiny.Many of the native troops had rebelled against their British masters, and all of England was buzzing with ideas about what should be done.

“It seems to me, if what I read is true,” Serafina said, “that the solution should be fairly simple.”

“Politics are never simple,” Lord Milburn said rather stiffly.

“In this case I must disagree. If I understand it correctly, the trouble began over the cartridges for the new infield rifle.”

Lord Milburn stared at her. “That is true.”

“I understand the bullets were greased with the fat of hogs and cows.” 

“That is correct.”

“But our leadership should have known that the Muslims and the Hindus are forbidden to eat such things, and that the cartridges had to be bitten before they could be inserted in the muzzle.”

“This is far too difficult for a layman to understand.”

Mr. Morton, the reporter, laughed. “It seems simple enough when Lady Serafina explains it.”

Quickly, Sir Osric said, “This is the gentleman you’ve been anxious to meet. Mr. Charles Darwin.”

At once Serafina turned her attention to the man who advanced to stand before her. He was not a handsome man, having a beetling brow and homely features, but she cried out with delight, “I am so happy to meet you, Mr. Darwin! I’ve read your books about your voyage in the Beagle over and over again .”

“I’m delighted to hear it, Lady Trent.”

“I hope they have put us together at the table.”

“Yes, indeed, we have,” Sir Osric said immediately.

“But let me introduce you to a lady I’m sure you will recognise.May I introduce, Lady Trent,Miss Florence Nightingale.”

“Of course. How do you do, Viscountess?”

“I’ve read so much about your work in the Crimea. I, along with all of England, admire you and encourage you in your attempts to improve the nursing situation. It is abominable.”

Florence Nightingale was a slight woman with aristocratic features.

Serafina’s words brought a glow to her eyes. “I hope you can help me get that message across.”

At that instant a butler entered and went to stand beside Sir Osric.

“Sir, the dinner is ready at your pleasure.”

“Why, thank you, Rogers. I believe we are ready. Come along.We can eat and argue at the same time, I trust.”

Immediately Serafina took Mr. Darwin’s arm and walked with him into the dining room. The room itself was sumptuously decorated in French blue and gold. The long windows were curtained in velvet, displayed in rich folds that skirted out over the floor in the approved fashion. The table glittered with silver and crystal. So many facets gleamed and glinted, the display dazzled the eyes. One could barely see the faces of the people at the farther end of the reflected light. Silver and porcelain clicked discreetly beneath the buzz of conversation as the meal began, footmen refilled glasses, and course after course came and went: two soups, two kinds of fish, partridge and duck, pudding, desserts, and fruits—pears, plums, nectarines, raspberries, grapes—all grouped in generous pyramids.

Darwin was monopolized by Lady Serafina, who said at once, “I read your paper on worms.”

Everyone suddenly lifted their heads. Darwin saw the reaction and smiled. “I have written a paper on worms. I’m going to put it into a book. It will be entitled ‘The Formation of Vegetable Mold through the Action of Worms, with Observations on Their Habits.’”

Morton laughed.“Mr. Darwin, I don’t think people will rush out and buy extra copies of that.”

“I believe you are right, Mr. Morton,” Darwin said amiably, “but I found something congenial about worms. I became interested in them and wished to learn how far they acted consciously.Worms do not possess any sense of hearing. They took not the least notice of the shrill notes from a metal whistle which was repeatedly sounded near them.Nor did they know the deepest, loudest tones of the bassoon. They were indifferent to shouts if care was taken that the breath should not strike them.”

“Somehow that is amusing, if you will forgive me,” Charles Dickens said, chuckling. “The idea of the great scientist tooting a tin whistle for worms is somehow beyond my imagination.”

Florence Nightingale had said little, but at one point she said, “I understand you are a scientist, Viscountess.”

“I pass for one among women, Miss Nightingale.”

“I wish you would do something in the medical field.”

“Indeed, I’ve been studying that very thing. I read your report about the many men who died of infection.”

“More died of infection in the Crimean War than were killed by bullets. The wounds were terrible.”

“I’ve been conducting a simple experiment of my own. It’s just beginning, you understand.”

“Indeed?”Miss Nightingale said, her eyes intent on Serafina. “I’d like to hear about it.”

“It involves maggots.”

Every eye swiveled then to face Lady Serafina Trent, who spoke directly to Miss Nightingale and was unaware of the stares. “Maggots eat diseased flesh. I have introduced maggots into diseased flesh of animals, and have discovered that they have a therapeutic effect.”

“We spend a great deal of time trying to keep maggots out of human flesh,” Florence Nightingale said. She smiled slightly, amused at the pained expression on the faces around her.

“I think the answer lies in my initial experiments. I hope they may prove something different.”

Charles Dickens suddenly cleared his throat, and his face was rather pale. “I think this might not be exactly the topic for a dinner conversation, Viscountess.”

Serafina looked around the table with surprise. “Oh, I am sorry,Mr. Dickens. I have very bad manners in society.”

Dickens began to talk of the literary world, his captivating presence entertaining everyone. Serafina was silent most of the time; she had not read most of the writers of whom Dickens and the others spoke.

Finally Sir Osric said, “Well, I confess I’m not as well read as most of you gentlemen here, but I did meet a rather famous writer in America. Mr. Edgar Allan Poe.”

Dickens at once turned to face Sir Osric, a light in his eyes. “Indeed, you knew Mr. Poe?”

“Oh yes, we became friends of a sort.”

“I have read his short stories,” Dickens said, “and his poetry. I can’t comment on the poetry, but he’s a genius with words.”

“He writes about such gloomy things,” Lord Milburn said. “I tried one. It was about burying someone alive. I can’t see the value in that.”

“Well, he has a macabre imagination,” Sir Osric said, “but he’s very popular in America, or was. He died a few years ago.”

Dickens was very thoughtful as he said, “The stories of the detective C. Auguste Dupin are excellent. They are almost a new genre.”

“Indeed, they are,” Sir Osric said warmly. “Mr. Poe told me he was tired of the bumbling of the police. He wanted to create a detective who would use pure mental powers, deduction, don’t you see, to solve a crime.”

Serafina listened as the talk about Auguste Dupin, the literary detective, went on, but she made no comment. Finally Sir Osric gave a self-conscious laugh. “Indeed, I wish there were such a detective as this Auguste Dupin.”He looked at the faces around the table and said,“Of course there is no such man, but I have need of one like him.”

“For what reason, sir?” Dickens demanded.

“Well, I managed to get from Mr. Poe, during our relationship, an original manuscript. His fame wasn’t then what it is now, but the manuscript is worth at least ten thousand pounds. It’ll be worth more later, but it’s gone.”

“Gone?”Morton, the reporter, said. “What do you mean, sir?”

“I mean a thief broke in and stole the manuscript just last night.”

“Have you called the police?”

“Oh yes. They came and looked around, but they said it would be almost impossible to identify the thief or to recover the manuscript.”

Serafina suddenly said, “I’m interested in this robbery. Could I see the room that was broken into?”

Sir Osric looked baffled. “Well, of course, Viscountess, if you’d like.” 

“I’d like to see it myself,” Dickens said. He smiled and said in a teasing tone, “I think Lady Trent feels that she might have the kind of mind of Mr. Poe’s fictional character, Auguste Dupin.”

A smile went around the room, and Serafina said, “It’s an interesting problem. All science is a problem, is it not, Mr. Darwin?”

“Indeed, it is, and many of them are never solved.”

Sir Osric was embarrassed, but he said,“Perhaps all of you would like to come.”

Indeed, the entire company did follow Sir Osric as he led Lady Serafina up the stairs.He opened a door, saying,“These are my private quarters.”He crossed the room and motioned. “There’s the broken window. The fellow obviously smashed the window, then reached in and unlocked it.”

Serafina walked over and looked down at the window. She turned, and her face was stiff with concentration. “Where was the manuscript kept, Sir Osric?”

“Ah, that’s the puzzling thing. See here.” He walked across the room and opened the door of an armoire. Several garments were hanging there, but he swung back a door. The back of the armoire seemed to be hinged. It swung out, and Sir Osric smiled. “There’s my secret safe.”

Serafina moved closer. “How many people know the combination of that safe?”

“Only my attorney and I. I hardly think he broke into my house to steal.”

“You must have written it down.”

“Well, as a matter of fact, I did.” He smiled ruefully. “My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

“I suppose you put it in your desk? Perhaps taped to the underside of one of the drawers?”

Wallace stared at her with amazement. “How in the world did you know that?”

“It was the first place I thought of to hide such a thing. Ergo, you would do the same.”

Serafina walked around the room thoughtfully, and Dickens said jovially, “Well, have you determined who the thief is, Viscountess?”

Serafina turned and walked over to the window. “There’s no glass on the floor.Was there any outside on the ground?”

Sir Osric nodded, and Serafina turned and stared at the butler, Rogers, who had followed them up the stairs. “The butler is the thief.”

Everyone gave her an incredulous look and then turned to face Rogers. The butler’s face turned absolutely pale.

“That’s—that’s not possible,” Sir Osric stammered.

“Has he been with you long?”

“No, the man who had served me for several years died recently, but he came recommended by Sir George Philpot himself.”

“Did Sir George recommend him in person?”

“No, but I had a letter from him that Rogers brought to me, and I know his handwriting.”

“Why, this woman is entirely wrong, Sir Osric,” Rogers said. “I’m not a thief.”

“I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake, Lady Trent,” Sir Osric said.

“The window was broken from the inside. A random thief would have had no idea about your secret safe.”

“But he didn’t know the combination!”

“I thought of the hiding place at once. He is a clever man and would have had plenty of time to find it. Only a person who lives here would know that, and one who had opportunity to find the combination.”

“I didn’t do it, sir. You must believe me, sir!”

“You must have more proof than this, Lady Trent,” Sir Osric said, obviously disturbed.

“Rogers here is a literary man.”

“How do you know that?”

“At dinner while you were talking about writing, he responded to your comments.When you mentioned one he didn’t like, he shook his head. When you mentioned one he did, he nodded and smiled. Also, he’s a Cambridge man, and he’s come into a large amount of money recently.”

“How can you tell that?” Dickens demanded.

“He’s wearing a Cambridge tie, and that’s an expensive new diamond ring.”

“How can you say it’s new?” the reporter, Morton, demanded.

“He’s taken it off more than once. Look at his hands—they’re tanned. If you have him take that ring off, you’ll see that underneath, where it should be white, where the ring would protect the skin from the sun, it’s not.”

The man called Rogers suddenly let out a wild cry, whirled, and dashed out of the room. Everyone began to speak, and Sir Osric dashed out saying, “I must call the police!”

“He can’t get far, Sir Osric. I’m sure the police will get out of him the name of the person who bought your manuscript.”

Charles Dickens, in all probability the most famous writer in the world, came over to stand before Serafina. His eyes glowed, and he bent over, bowing deeply, and said, “I apologise with all my heart,Viscountess.

You are, indeed, a wonder of intellect! A female Auguste Dupin!”

Charles Morton moved closer and offered his accolade. “I think, if you’ll read the London Times, Viscountess Trent, you’ll be interested.”

Serafina took her leave soon after that.When she got to the carriage, Givins was waiting. “’Ow was the dinner, Lady Trent?”

As 
Serafina stepped inside and leaned back against the leather cushion, she shrugged.“Oh, it was all rather boring—except for the part about the worms and the burglar, of course.”
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