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      Even though I’m Canadian, I write fiction in American English despite knowing in my heart that “colour” and “favourite” are correct. You’ll notice that I’ve used the British/Canadian spelling of “gryphon” in Queen of Feathers between American colors and favorites because it looks infinitely cooler than “griffin.” Indie authors get to decide their own style sheets. Sorry for not being sorry.

      And to my fellow Canadians during this time of uncertainty and increasing threats to our sovereignty as this book goes to publication: ELBOWS UP!
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        London, April 1891

      

      

      It was funny how Beatrice had never noticed the perpetual smug look on Reginald’s face until the evening he waltzed into her private parlor demanding she consent to a divorce. Funny or tragic, depending on how one looked at Beatrice’s evidently poor way of reading the husband she had been married to for twenty years.

      Nineteen and a half, a small voice reminded her as she scanned the last paragraphs of the settlement. It would have been an even twenty had Reginald held off on divorcing her until October. Instead, he had unilaterally decided their marriage was over ten days after their nineteenth wedding anniversary. The six months since had been spent tersely discussing the terms of their split, which quickly escalated to screaming, insults, and threats on both sides. Only Reginald deserved them. Now, it was coming to an official end in the office belonging to Mr. Simpson, Beatrice’s solicitor.

      Her hand hovered over the spot where she should sign, the silver pen heavy in her fingers. Reginald’s signature had been inked above the spot where she was to write her name, his barely legible black loops were still wet. A petty part of her wanted to smear the ink, but she resisted the impulse. Instead, she deliberately spent another moment re-reading a summary of the divorce terms.

      She was keeping everything she had before the marriage, which amounted to a remote country property she had been bequeathed after the premature deaths of her parents. Reginald had been arm-twisted into giving her a single lump sum payment, a generous amount that wouldn’t dent his duchy’s coffers but he complained about all the same. Beatrice was also supposed to receive the deed to their London townhouse, but she now noticed that the property was missing from the settlement. She set down the pen. “Reginald.” Her tone was sharp. Her soon-to-be former husband, both of their solicitors, and Katherine, the woman who would soon be Reginald’s second wife and new duchess, flinched.

      Reginald’s gray-streaked brows rose too high for him to be truly surprised. “Yes?”

      “I am not signing this. We agreed I would keep the townhouse.”

      Katherine opened her mouth to reply, closing it with a look from Reginald. “We decided it would be best for me to increase my monetary settlement to you and I will keep the townhouse,” he said.

      Beatrice glanced at the decree again. “The increase is hardly equal to the value of a home in Mayfair,” she replied icily.

      “My solicitor has informed me that the increase is reasonable in exchange for the property. Besides, you have a family estate to return to.”

      “Clifford House is in Rainfield! It’s the middle of nowhere!” she protested. “It hasn’t been used in decades!”

      “Local staff has maintained the estate. I made sure of it. I also arranged for it to be cleaned in anticipation of your arrival.” Reginald pinned her with his customary smug look, lips slightly upturned in a way that told Beatrice that this entire miserable affair would go exactly as he intended.

      She threw the pen across the decree. Drops of black ink splattered across the page, reminding her of blood. “I will not sign it unless I am guaranteed the house. You can buy another.” With an accusatory look at Katherine, she snapped, “Both of you will still have more money than God after this. Let me have my house!”

      Reginald’s voice came out a low growl. The very air seemed to change, the temperature dropping a few degrees. “If you insist on being difficult, I will take everything, including Clifford House, and leave you penniless. I can do that. The law says I can. I am being kind to you, Beatrice.”

      Her breath caught, her retort sticking in her throat. She knew what he said was true. They were not and never would be, equals. As much as she despised the idea of being banished to Clifford House, it was the only home she had at that moment. Blinking away tears, she snatched the pen and signed her name.

      Reginald gave her a predatory smile of satisfaction, his expression reminding her of a small child whose tantrum had been successful.

      She supposed he was just an overgrown child. She ached to throw the pen in his face. Instead, she hefted its weight in her hand. Real silver, with an onyx inset at one end. She tucked it in her hand. “I’m keeping this.”

      Reginald shrugged, the motion belied by his wide grin. “As you wish. Our business is concluded, Lady Beatrice.”

      Beatrice flinched at the mention of her maiden name’s old title. Of course, she had known she would be losing her title of duchess upon the divorce, relegated again to being the mere daughter of a dead viscount. But she had also been Beatrice Duff for over half her life, and shedding Reginald’s name would take some time to get used to.

      “You won’t be using the name ‘Duff,’ will you?” Katherine piped up, speaking for the first time.

      Beatrice glared at her. “I would rather die.”

      A blush touched her cheeks. “Good. Having two Mrs. Duffs or two Duchess of Bewdleys—Duchesses of Bewdley?” Katherine’s smooth brow wrinkled a little as she wrestled with the grammar. “Having two would be confusing.”

      “Also illegal,” Reginald said too cheerfully for Beatrice’s taste. To his solicitor, he asked, “Is it done?”

      Reginald’s solicitor was already gathering the pages of the settlement. “My Lord, I will file all this post haste, but yes, it is complete.”

      “Excellent.” Reginald bowed his head at Beatrice, still wearing a smug smile she wanted to slap off his face. “I wish you the best in life, Lady Beatrice. If you have any further inquiries about the settlement, please speak to my solicitor.”

      Without a backward glance, Reginald, his solicitor, and Katherine swept from the room. Only Beatrice and Mr. Simpson remained. He was an abrupt, short-tempered man, with little patience for a woman client being divorced, even if she was a duchess. She supposed she should be a little grateful to him for saving her family’s assets.

      She stared at the closed door, a film of tears crowding her eyes. To her mortification, a couple slid down her cheeks. Rising, she allowed Mr. Simpson to help her into her coat. “Thank you,” she said over the lump in her throat.

      “It was not my pleasure, exactly, but I tried my best to mitigate the financial damage to you. Contrary to the stereotypes of my profession, I am not happy to contribute to the suffering of others. I truly tried to keep the townhouse in your possession, Your Grace.”

      “There’s no need for honorifics anymore.”

      “The decree has not yet been filed. You’re still the Duchess of Bewdley until then. I did not know until shortly before you did that the Duke would keep the townhouse. His solicitor threatened to tear up the entire settlement and take everything from you if we protested.”

      Beatrice withdrew an embroidered handkerchief from her reticule, noting the stitches spelled out her married name’s initials. Dabbing at her eyes, she said, “I should not be surprised at Reginald’s trickery, yet I am. I appreciate your help all the same.”

      Mr. Simpson looked away for a few seconds.

      Beatrice’s heart sank further than she would have ever expected. What horrible news was he about to deliver now?

      “Your things are being packed as we speak. You are not to return to the house today, or ever. The Duke has arranged a room for you at the Savoy, after which you are to retreat to either Clifford House or a property of your choosing that he does not own.”

      Any feelings of benevolence she’d earlier harbored evaporated. “You didn’t think to inform me of this until now?”

      “I was not aware of this development until five minutes before you arrived for the signing!”

      Outrage colored her words. “Five minutes was enough time to tell me that I would be cast out of the marital home I was promised!”

      Mr. Simpson’s voice was cold. “This is not an uncommon situation for divorced wives to find themselves in. You should be grateful you have the funds to keep yourself afloat, Your Grace.”

      Grateful to her husband for merely divorcing her instead of poisoning her. Grateful to a solicitor—another man—for ensuring she could keep her property acquired before marriage, that if the universe was just, he shouldn’t have had a claim to. Grateful to men just for existing. She matched his tone, putting as much frost into it as she could. “Have my things sent to Clifford House.”

      “I thought you wanted to stay in London for the time being.”

      Beatrice put as much authority into her voice as she could muster. As Mr. Simpson pointed out, she was still a duchess until the settlement was filed. “I do not wish to stay in this cesspit of a city any longer. Have my things sent to Clifford House, and arrange my transport to it at once. I will require passage aboard a dirigible. There is an airfield close enough to it that I will be able to hire a steam cab to get me the rest of the way there.”

      Mr. Simpson blinked, clearly surprised at Beatrice’s about-face. “Of course. I will take care of everything. You’ll be booked on the first flight out of London.”

      Buttoning her coat, she pasted a smile to her face, hoping her tears hadn’t made her face turn red. “Thank you.”

      Without another word, she left the office.
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      Night had fallen when Beatrice found herself under the awning of the Herefordshire airfield’s comptroller’s office. A spring storm began shortly before the dirigible anchored, leaving Beatrice soaked as soon as she walked down its gangplank. Her traveling dress was saturated with rain and the feathers in her bonnet drooped, a nice accessory to her ruined hairstyle, she thought ruefully. At her feet rested a small trunk of her most important possessions. The rest of her things would be brought to Clifford House in the following days. If she could be brought to Clifford House in Rainfield first. Her assertion to Mr. Simpson the day before about finding transport to the village from the airfield came back to taunt her. She glanced on either side of her again, willing the vehicle he said he had arranged for her to appear. The dirigible had landed over an hour ago and the steam cab should have been waiting. She pulled her watch from her skirt pocket, squinting to read the numerals in the dim light offered by flickering gas lamps mounted to the wall behind her. It was nearing ten o’clock. Beatrice should be at Clifford House by now, perhaps soothing her bruised soul with a glass of brandy from the bottle in her trunk.

      The airfield’s comptroller opened the door, startling her. “You certain you don’t want to wait inside?” he asked. His voice was loose and grizzled, making her suspect that he had had a tipple or two himself.

      The smell inside the office had been abominable, reeking of stale tobacco smoke and livestock. The comptroller himself also raked his eyes over her form when she presented her exit ticket to him, as though he was looking for gaps in her clothing. A shudder rolled through her. “No, thank you.”

      “I got a leg of mutton to share, if you want some.”

      Ugh. She pasted a smile to her face and was about to offer another polite rejection when the sound of hoofbeats reached her ears. Uttering a silent prayer to a God she hadn’t believed in since she was a girl, she leaned away from the wall, daring to stick her head out from under the awning. Rain pelted her and a voice in the back of her mind chided her that her bonnet would be ruined forever.

      A carriage approached the airfield at a rapid clip, drawn by a pair of horses. Stopping in front of the comptroller’s office, a figure jumped down from the driver’s seat and doffed his hat. His features were shadowy in the gaslamp’s light. “I’m looking for the Duchess of Bewdley.”

      Beatrice was no longer the duchess, nor had she been expecting to be conveyed to Clifford House in an old-fashioned carriage, but she would accept his help, all the same. “I am she.” Technically, it was a lie, but she wasn’t about to correct him.

      He nodded, then plopped his wet hat back on his head. “My apologies for the long wait, Your Grace. My cab for hire is having some troubles in the rain and it took longer than I thought it would for me to get the horses out, and oh, my God, I’m babbling while the rain’s drowning you.” He closed the short distance between the office and carriage. He grabbed her trunk like it weighed nothing. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Do you have any other luggage?”

      “No.”

      “You’re a duchess?” slurred the comptroller.

      She didn’t answer, instead following the driver to his carriage. Opening the carriage, he hefted it inside, then held the door open for her. “Apologies for not having an umbrella, Your Grace. It has not been a good night for me.”

      At least he was friendly. “I am not fussed with that, Mister ...”

      “Tisdale.”

      “Mr. Tisdale, I did not think to bring one with me, either.” She let him help her into the back of the carriage. “I was in a hurry when I left London and it didn’t cross my mind to bring one. Rather silly of me, wasn’t it?”

      A pair of flameless candles burned in the carriage, highlighting the lines crisscrossing his ruddy face like a map. Light blue eyes kindly regarded her beneath a pair of graying brows. “I’m sorry, all the same. I’m to take you to Clifford House, yes? That’s what the cable said.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “Of course. My wife and I have kept house there for years. I’ll have you there in an hour. Roads are a bit muddy.”

      “Please take your time, Mr. Tisdale.”

      “Appreciated, Your Grace.” He motioned to close the carriage door. Beatrice reached for it with a gloved hand, blocking it. His brows raised in surprise.

      “It’s just Mrs. Duff now,” she said quietly. Although she wasn’t certain that was her name now. Should a divorced woman revert to her maiden name? She and Mr. Simpson hadn’t discussed that. At thirty-nine years old, she would feel a bit foolish going by Miss Hall.

      Mr. Tisdale, to his everlasting credit, didn’t ask further questions about her new status. “Understood. I’ll have you at Clifford House shortly, Mrs. Duff.”
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      As the carriage lumbered over the sodden road, Beatrice had time to ruminate over her upcoming arrival to Clifford House. A knot of dread lodged itself in her stomach at the memories of the place, an ancestral home of her mother’s. It hadn’t been entailed, so when her brother unexpectedly died and the viscountcy went to one of her second cousins, there had been no one to fight her for the property. No one except Reginald, and she suspected his threats to take it in the divorce were false. He had never so much as set foot on the estate.

      Beatrice hadn’t been there since she was a girl. Despite Mr. Simpson’s assurances that the estate had been maintained in her absence, she was nervous about what she would find there.

      Or who she would find there.

      She unpinned her sodden hat and leaned back against the carriage wall. A memory of the angel surfaced, the boy she had been told over and over again didn’t exist even though she had presented fistfuls of downy white feathers he left in his wake. Her parents and brother thought her mad, with her father sternly telling her to stay out of the chicken coop. Beatrice hadn’t even known where the coop was.

      She had been nine years old when she saw him in passing in the nearby woods. At first, Beatrice thought she might have imagined him. Then she wandered away from the house the next day, finding him playing in a cave on a nearby beach. He was a child, although she couldn’t guess his exact age, and spoke passable English. They’d whiled away an afternoon, sharing a newspaper-wrapped sandwich the Clifford House cook prepared for Beatrice that she’d stashed in her dress pocket. He hadn’t looked like the illustrations of the angels she’d seen in the family children’s Bible, but the pictures of the animals aboard Noah’s Ark hadn’t resembled anything she’d ever seen, so she overlooked that. He had beautiful wings that poked through cutouts in his long blue robe that reminded her of a nightshirt. They weren’t the delicate gossamer wings she associated with fairies in her favorite books, but broad things that extended past his bony shoulders, the fine white feathers fluffy. What she could see of his arms and legs were covered in fine, light-colored fur. Beatrice could only vaguely recall his face, only remembering big dark eyes that were nearly black, and a crooked beak of a nose. When she told her parents later in the day that she saw him again, she was forbidden to leave the house and when they returned to London, a doctor was summoned.

      A shudder rippled through her at the memory of her visits with the doctor.

      I should have never mentioned the angel to anyone. He’d been harmless and Beatrice was a lonely child, the oft-forgotten second child and a girl to boot, too useless to be a spare to her older brother. She’d been thrilled to have a playmate for once. When she had been convinced by Dr. Shepard that he was nothing but a figment of her imagination, she had been devastated. Now she was returning to the place where she had been accused of being mad. She squeezed her eyes shut, as if doing so she could erase her memories of the angel, the doctor, Clifford House itself.

      Beatrice must have dozed off, because her eyes flew open when the carriage came to a hard stop, making her lurch forward. Fumbling with her hat, she quickly pinned it back in place, noting that the feathers were drying. She didn’t hear rain drumming off the roof, a positive sign. When Mr. Tisdale opened the door, the pleasant scent of petrichor hung in the air, the smell of spring.

      Perhaps this exile to the countryside wouldn’t be so terrible.

      Mr. Tisdale helped her out of the carriage, leaving her on the drive while he reached for her trunk. Beatrice stared at the brick house before her, smaller than she remembered but still imposing. Stretching three floors, it was flanked on either side by turrets, their dormer windows dark. The generous front garden was tidy, albeit bare aside from patchy grass and neatly trimmed shrubbery. It reminded her of an unloved relative, forgotten by their family, maintained by the family’s solicitor out of a sense of duty rather than love.

      “A meal has been set out for you, waiting in the icebox. My wife has left a few things for you to nibble on until she can stop by in the next day or so. Nothing fancy, though,” Mr. Tisdale announced as he hauled the trunk.

      “I’m sure it will be delicious.” She followed him up the drive, up the single stair that led to the front double doors. The door’s green paint had peeled in spots, visible under the lamp mounted beside it. With a start, Beatrice realized she didn’t have a key to the house.

      Mr. Tisdale withdrew one from his coat pocket. He opened the door and shoved the trunk inside, then stood out of the way to let her pass. He handed the key to her.

      “Thank you.”

      He switched on a wall-mounted gas lamp, filling the foyer with yellow light. “Was my pleasure, Your Grace.”

      “Mrs. Duff,” she corrected him. “I am no longer a duchess.”

      “Still the daughter of an earl, are you not, my lady?”

      “A viscount.”

      “Viscount, that’s right. Shall I take this upstairs? The largest suite has been prepared for you.”

      Beatrice tugged at her gloves, the damp leather sticking to her skin. “I would appreciate that, Mr. Tisdale.”

      He wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “After that, I’ll be moving on home, if that’s all right with you. Old stone cottage with apple trees in the front. You can’t miss it. About two miles from here, if you need us.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. I’m certain I can manage on my own for a few days.”

      Mr. Tisdale carried the trunk up the main staircase without asking for her approval, taking a liberty that would have had her parents or Reginald in an apoplectic fit about servants’ manners and using stairs meant for them. Beatrice didn’t have it in her to care. She shucked off her own coat, then noticed there wasn’t anywhere to hang it. With a sigh, she followed Mr. Tisdale.
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