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      BRYNTHWAITE, CUMBRIA - 1895

      
        
        Flossie

      

      

      The afternoon train from the city of Manchester to the scenic town of Brynthwaite was forty-five minutes late. Other passengers may have enjoyed the leisurely journey through the Lake District’s pastoral hills, misty forests, and fertile valleys. They may have gasped at the beauty of each new vista as the train meandered its way through green fields, fresh with May blooms, the skies were a crisp blue with only a few white clouds on the horizon. But Flossie Stowe could only think of one thing. If the train didn’t hurry, she would be late for the appointment that might change her life.

      “Brynthwaite,” a porter called, poking his head into the third-class car. “Brynthwaite, next stop.”

      Flossie let out a breath of relief as she felt the train slow. Just as quickly, she took in a new one. It was a small miracle that fortune had dropped this opportunity in her lap, just when it was most needed. Her wages at Crestmont Grange had been adequate. She’d certainly been able to send much-needed funds home to her sister, Betsy, and then some. But Betsy always needed more, and Crestmont still haunted her. The people of Brynthwaite surely had their opinions on the building of a modest hotel in their town, but they could never know what a godsend it was for those who truly needed it.

      The train’s whistle sounded, and outside the window the countryside gave way to clusters of cottages and outbuildings, then larger yards and warehouses, and finally the imposing stone edifice of the train station itself. Already a decent crowd had gathered on the platform—workmen in overalls ready to unload cargo, porters in their crisp uniforms, eyes already trained on first-class, where they might hope to get the best tips, and townspeople of all description, waiting for visitors.

      “Polly,” Flossie gasped in relief at the sight of her friend in the crowd. Polly was hard to miss, with her copper-gold hair and cheery face. Growing up together in Lincolnshire they had been nicknamed “the two Irish lasses,” Polly for her copper hair and green eyes and Flossie for her black hair and blue eyes, though neither one of them had a drop of Irish blood, that they knew of. They’d been as inseparable as sisters until age and the need to work had pulled them apart. But not anymore.

      Flossie poked her head out the train’s open window and waved to her friend. Polly’s face lit up when she saw her.

      “Flossie,” she cried with all the youthful exuberance the two of them had shared as girls.

      It was torture to wait for the train to stop fully and for Flossie to shuffle into line with the rest of the departing passengers. She let an older couple go before her and took a moment to help a frazzled mother with her young children on her way out, but at long last, she stepped down from the train and onto the platform.

      “You’re here,” Polly called to her, rushing to meet Flossie in a warm embrace that had both of them giggling. “You’re actually here. I can hug you and see you and everything.”

      “I am here,” Flossie laughed aloud. “But I’m late. Oh, Polly, I’m so late. My appointment with Mr. Throckmorton is at two-thirty, and it’s already quarter-past now.”

      “I know,” Polly exclaimed. She grabbed Flossie’s hand and tugged her to the end of the platform, closer to the station. “I’ve been waiting here for an hour, growing more anxious by the minute. Lady Elizabeth gave me leave to come meet you, but I don’t think she expected it to take this long.”

      “Oh no.” Flossie pressed a hand to her racing heart. “Will she be very upset?”

      Polly laughed. “I doubt it. She doesn’t have immediate need for her lady’s maid in the middle of the afternoon, especially not when she’s at home with no one but her aunt and her cousin and anyone who decides to pay a call. Which could mean half the gentlemen in the county, come to think of it.”

      “That much is a relief, at least.” Flossie knew how much fine ladies relied on their maids from the way that Lady Morley at Crestmont had driven poor Miss Lambert half mad with her constant requests, but from the regular correspondence Polly had sent to Flossie, it was apparent that “Lady E.” was quite different than Lady Morley.

      “Do you have a ticket for your luggage?” Polly asked, tugging Flossie farther along.

      “I do somewhere,” Flossie replied, handling the small, cast-off reticule that her former employer had thrown in the rag-bag years ago.

      “Good.” Polly pushed her along. “We’ll come back for your things later. Right now, it’s important to get you to The Dragon’s Head as soon as possible.”

      “The Dragon’s Head,” Flossie laughed as they climbed down the stairs at the back of the station and into a busy street. “The name sounds more like a pub than a hotel.”

      “Lady E. says that Mr. Throckmorton chose the name for its novelty,” Polly said, steering them to the left and up a slight hill. “She says that Mr. Throckmorton’s other hotels are all named something quite banal, like The King’s Arms Hotel in Birmingham or The Lion’s Mark in London, but that he wanted something that would truly stand out for Brynthwaite.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Flossie said, puffing to keep up with Polly’s fast pace. “Brynthwaite isn’t half so fine or large as any of those towns.”

      “Which is precisely why he needed a name to inspire a sense of grandeur,” Polly laughed. “Although the other bit of speculation I heard is that Mr. Throckmorton was in one of his tempers when he was pressed for a name and he overheard his solicitor call him a fire-breathing dragon. Can you imagine?” She burst into a peel of laughter.

      All Flossie could do was imagine. She’d been imagining little else but the comings and goings of the lives of people in Brynthwaite since Polly began writing to her. It seemed that Polly knew something about everyone in town—possibly more than they suspected—on account of her position as lady’s maid to the grand dame of the area. Lady Elizabeth’s father, Lord Gerald Dyson, Earl of Thornwell, may have been the reigning lord of the land, but he was old and infirm, and his only child, Lady Elizabeth, was the squire in every way but name and gender. As her letters attested, Polly considered it her duty to keep Lady E. informed of everything in the lives of all of Brynthwaite’s citizens, a duty for which she had been rewarded with the position of lady’s maid at the tender age of twenty-six.

      And Polly was devoted to her duties.

      “Of course, guests will come to the hotel to enjoy the scenery,” she prattled on. “There isn’t much else this far from civilization but scenery. Lucky for Mr. Throckmorton, holidays in the country are all the rage. He told Lady E. that his hotel will cater to only the finest custom, and—oh!”

      “What?” Flossie stumbled at her friend’s sudden exclamation.

      “Look over there.” Polly lowered her voice to a whisper, slowing her steps and glancing to the other side of the street.

      Flossie looked. A gentleman who appeared to be in his late-thirties with dark hair and a moustache, wearing a bowler hat, rushed up the street, dodging a fellow pedestrian. A woman with three girls in tow chased him.

      “Marshall Pycroft, where do you think you’re going?” the woman shouted. A few people on the street glanced her way and frowned. The man slowed his steps and winced. Flossie blinked in surprise as the woman went on. “Yesterday it was the baking, and today you tell me I need to do my own washing as well? Like we were common farm laborers?”

      The man in the bowler turned back to her, jaw clenched. “Could we discuss this later this evening, when I am home, Clara?”

      “And why should I hold my peace?” The woman, Clara, raised her voice. “Are you ashamed to have our neighbors know how low we have sunk? I left London for this, Marshall, London,” she all but wept. “I left my home and my family. I thought I would be a doctor’s wife, respected and admired, but I’m nothing but a drudge now.”

      “Please, Clara, keep your voice down.”

      “That’s Dr. Pycroft,” Polly whispered, tugging Flossie on. “He grew up here, at what used to be the orphanage.”

      “And it’s a hospital now,” Flossie said, remembering aloud the details Polly had written to her. Brynthwaite Municipal Orphanage had been the home to many children, ostensibly in the attempt to keep them out of the workhouses. It had been so badly run, though, that the crown had shut it down ten years ago and converted it into Brynthwaite Hospital. Dr. Marshall Pycroft had been hired to run the place a few years ago, though what that entailed, Flossie could only imagine.

      “I can do the washing, Mama,” the oldest of the girls tagging behind Mrs. Pycroft spoke up. “I’m old enough.”

      “Quiet, Mary,” Mrs. Pycroft snapped. “I won’t have a daughter of mine stooping as low as a washerwoman.”

      “Mrs. Pycroft thinks awfully well of herself,” Polly went on, sending a sly look across the street to the bickering couple before picking up speed again. “She thinks that because her father was a solicitor in a London firm, her feet smell better than half the folks in Brynthwaite. They don’t have any money, though. The hospital survives on a tiny stipend from the crown, and the rest is up to Dr. Pycroft himself to raise. Lady E. helps out as much as she can, but one can only do so much.”

      “Oh, I see.” Flossie sent one last look over her shoulder to Dr. Pycroft and his wife. They were clearly still bickering, but they’d lowered their voices. Flossie’s heart went out to the Pycroft girls, Mary and her sisters, who stood there looking dejected.

      She wasn’t the only one who noticed the argument. A few yards up, a man was watching the Pycrofts with a pained look on his face. He was a strange man too, to Flossie’s reckoning. He was handsome, probably the same age as Dr. Pycroft, and wore simple, workman’s clothes. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing strong forearms, but he held himself with the grace of a noble. And he carried the strangest lattice of iron over one shoulder.

      “Who is that?” Flossie asked.

      Polly paused and turned to look. The man across the street turned in time to see the two of them staring. He smiled and nodded. Flossie smiled and dipped her head in return. Polly gasped.

      “Don’t look at him, don’t look at him!” she said, grabbing Flossie’s hand and rushing on.

      “What? Why?” Flossie missed a step in her haste to catch up.

      “That’s Lawrence Smith.”

      Flossie shook her head. “Who is he?”

      “He’s the blacksmith,” Polly hissed, careful not to face him, although her eyes darted to the side.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a blacksmith,” Flossie said.

      “It’s not that,” Polly went on. “He’s…he’s mysterious.”

      “Mysterious?” Flossie laughed. “He just looks like a kind and comely man to me. You’ve never mentioned him in your letters.”

      “There are some things a lady can’t write about. He’s a gypsy,” Polly said. “Or at least he would be if it weren’t for the fact that he was born and raised in Brynthwaite.”

      “Then he’s not a gypsy,” Flossie reasoned, although from his dark coloring, he easily could have been.

      “Folks still swear that he is,” Polly explained. “Mr. Smith was also raised at the orphanage. There’s plenty who think that his folks were gypsies, and that for some reason they dropped him off here and left him. What kind of man is he if even the gypsies didn’t want him?”

      “He wasn’t a man when he was left at the orphanage, he was a baby,” Flossie reasoned. “You can’t tell what kind of man a baby is going to grow up to be.”

      “He’s not a Christian,” Polly whispered as though it were the gravest of sins. “He practices the old ways. There’s folk who say they’ve caught him saying chants at the full moon and putting curses on people.”

      Flossie laughed. “I don’t believe in curses.”

      “You might if you—oh!” Polly peeked over her shoulder, then snapped straight and picked up her pace. “Don’t look now, but he’s following us.”

      Flossie did look. All she saw was a man carrying an iron contraption over his shoulder, smiling as though he enjoyed the fine summer day as much as the larks and the bees. He didn’t seem like the kind who would curse anyone.

      “Are you sure he’s that sinister?” she asked Polly.

      Polly bit her lip, slow to answer. “Well, he is friendly with Dr. Pycroft. Because they were raised together at the orphanage, you see. And Mr. Throckmorton was too.”

      “What, Mr. Throckmorton who owns hotels in London and Manchester, and The Dragon’s Head too?”

      “And a hotel in Liverpool.” Polly nodded. “He’s a Brynthwaite boy. Raised at the orphanage and sent out to seek his fortune, same as Dr. Pycroft. Only, where Dr. Pycroft went in for schooling and doctoring, Mr. Throckmorton was more interested in getting rich and building things.”

      “So he’s friends with Mr. Smith?”

      “Yes,” Polly said, then frowned. “I think. He must be. But it’s hard to tell, since Mr. Throckmorton has only been in town for a fortnight now. But I see him and Dr. Pycroft entering The Fox and Lion Pub together all the time, and Mr. Smith with them sometimes.” She paused to consider. “Yes, I’m certain they’re friends. I wonder if Lady E. knows about this?” She considered it, then shook her head. “A man as rich and powerful as Mr. Throckmorton being friends with a gypsy like Mr. Smith is not something you see every day.”

      “No,” Flossie agreed.

      They rushed on up the street toward an intersection. Flossie noted all manner of shops and businesses to one side. The building on the corner had a shingle out front with a fox and a lion. Beyond that she could see the dreary gray edifice of a two-story building. It had a large placard over the door that read “Brynthwaite Hospital,” which told her they were nearing the center of town. A few other grand buildings stood out against the quaint houses and shops. Flossie craned her neck and searched to see if she could get a glimpse of the town hall or the new hotel amongst all of the old⁠—

      “Flossie, watch out!”

      Polly grabbed Flossie’s arm and pulled her back just in time as a carriage drawn by two horses charged around the corner. They came so close that Flossie could feel the wind on her face and smell the sweat of the horses. She gasped and pressed a hand to her heart.

      “Good gracious, that was close,” she panted.

      “Did your whole life pass before your eyes?” Polly asked, her eyes wide, but her alarm quickly fading. “They say your whole life passes before your eyes when you come close to dying.”

      “Not this time,” Flossie reassured her.

      “It’s a terrible corner,” Polly told her, squeezing her hand and turning right to cross the street. “Carriages and carts come rushing around at all speeds. Mayor Crimpley says it’s because of the downhill slant from the hill road. He says it makes drivers careless and horses reckless. Why, we’ve had half a dozen injuries and one poor man killed at this corner in the past year.”

      “Is there anything that can be done about it?” Flossie asked.

      Polly shrugged. “The mayor keeps saying he’ll look into it.”

      Her answer was short as they had turned to walk up a steeper section of hill. Flossie’s legs ached in no time and her heart thumped with exertion, but her spirits soared. Right there, about a hundred yards in front of them, was the front gate of The Dragon’s Head.

      The Dragon’s Head had been constructed as much for beauty as for formidability. It stood three stories tall, built at the top of a hill so that it overlooked not only the entire town of Brynthwaite, but the lake that gave the town its name, Brynswater. The building’s two wings had been constructed at angles that allowed for the most magnificent views of nature possible from as many windows as could be managed. The two wings were joined by a central section with even taller windows, and an observation deck. Flossie imagined that anyone standing on that deck could see everything in the valley and on the lake, and half of the hills and forests in the area too.

      “Here we are,” Polly declared. “And not a moment too late.”

      They passed through the open font gates in a low wall around the property. Flossie was surprised to find the garden inside of the gates to be a mess of dirt and masonry, with workers climbing all over themselves to get things done. Upon closer inspection, it was obvious the hotel wasn’t finished. Workmen were still constructing one of the outbuildings and even parts of the main structure. Through the windows, Flossie spotted a handful of women cleaning with furious energy. The windows were curtainless and had the empty feeling of a building that wasn’t yet inhabited.

      “Ooh, he did follow us,” Polly whispered as they started up the marble stairs toward the hotel’s front door.

      “Who?”

      Flossie answered her own question by turning to see Mr. Smith striding through the gate as though he owned the place. That was where the following stopped, though. He took the ironwork off his shoulder and walked it along the side of the building. One of the workers stopped what he was doing to take it from him. In a flash, Flossie knew what the metal thing was—an ornate grate that would fit over a window well.

      She didn’t have time to observe more, though. Polly rushed her through the hotel’s front door and into the lobby.

      The lobby was more finished than the front garden. The warm wood paneling was polished, and the green and gold wallpaper looked as crisp as if it had just come off a roll. To one side, a wide doorway opened to what appeared to be a dining room—though the tables were bare and scattered and stacks of chairs stood randomly between them—and on the other side was a hall and a grand staircase, lined with an impeccable, dark green carpet. A long, counter-like, oak desk stood at the back of the lobby, and behind that was an open door to one side and a closed one to the other. A young man in what looked to Flossie like livery stood behind the counter, sorting through something out of sight that clinked and clattered. He glanced up as Flossie and Polly approached.

      “Miss Florence Stowe to see Mr. Throckmorton,” Polly announced importantly.

      The young man narrowed his eyes, raking Flossie with an assessing sweep, and apparently found her wanting. Flossie stood straighter and arched an eyebrow. The young man shifted into a mirthless smile.

      “Wait here,” he said, and turned to the open door behind him. “Mr. Throckmorton, you have⁠—”

      “Yes, I heard.” The young man was interrupted by a baritone snap. An imposing gentleman marched into the doorway. His sharp eyes looked from Polly to Flossie, as if Flossie were an hour late to her interview instead of exactly on time. “Come in.”

      The gentleman, Mr. Throckmorton, stepped back into his office without another word. Flossie took a deep breath and exchanged a wary look with Polly. Polly gave her an encouraging nod and motioned for her to go on. The young concierge ignored both of them.

      Steeling her courage, Flossie dodged around the counter and entered the office behind it. Mr. Throckmorton closed the door, then marched ahead of her toward a desk. There was nothing to be frightened of, she told herself. Mr. Throckmorton knew why she was here. He’d granted her the interview. His hotel obviously needed staff. She was at the right place at the right time. All she had to do was speak up for herself, something she had more than enough experience doing.

      “Come in,” Mr. Throckmorton repeated as he reached his desk, sounding perturbed. “I don’t like dawdling.”

      “No, sir,” Flossie said, picking up her pace and coming to stand in front of him.

      Mr. Throckmorton’s office had the same scattered, unfinished feeling as the rest of the hotel, in spite of its sumptuousness. The desk was a fine example of craftsmanship, but it was littered with papers, binders, and samples of everything from wallpaper to fabric to stone. Several framed paintings sat on the floor, leaning against the walls where Flossie assumed they would be hung as soon as someone found the time. Behind the desk stood two tall, twin windows, both without curtains. They were the only windows in the room.

      Mr. Throckmorton himself was the only thing about the room that didn’t seem hastily put together. On the contrary, no one could have mistaken Mr. Throckmorton as anything but a gentleman of means. His hair was brushed and parted with precision, he was clean-shaven, and as he gestured for Flossie to stand where she was already standing, she saw that his nails were precisely kept. His clothes were of the latest style and fit well. The only oddity about them was that he wore his stylish, knee-length coat buttoned up, in spite of being indoors in the middle of the day. Lord Morley had preferred the same kind of coat, but he and every other gentleman Flossie had seen usually wore them open to reveal some sort of splendid waistcoat.

      “Florence Stowe?” Mr. Throckmorton asked as he took a seat.

      “Yes, sir,” Flossie answered with a short curtsy. “Flossie, if you prefer.”

      “Flossie,” he repeated, shuffling through the papers on his desk. “And you come from,” he paused for the amount of time it took him to find a letter written in a fine hand amongst the clutter, “from Derbyshire.”

      “Of late from Derbyshire, yes, sir,” she told him. “Though I was born and raised in Lincolnshire.”

      Mr. Throckmorton remained silent, scanning the letter. “You were upstairs maid in the house of Lord Morley, Earl of Derby, at Crestmont Grange?”

      “Yes, sir,” Flossie answered.

      Mr. Throckmorton glanced up at her over the top of the letter with a tight frown. “Why would an upstairs maid in the house of an earl wish to leave her position to work at an untried hotel in the Lake District?”

      The blunt force of the question sent prickles of self-consciousness down Flossie’s back. She couldn’t hide the blush that tinted her cheeks or the anxiety in her eyes, but she could hide the truth.

      “I felt it was time for a change, sir,” she explained. She forced herself to meet the man’s hazel eyes as she spoke. Liars never looked you in the eye. “I had been working at Crestmont Grange since I entered service as a kitchen maid when I was twelve. And though I proved myself and was advanced to the rank of upstairs maid in good order, I found that I craved a bigger challenge.”

      “A bigger challenge?” Mr. Throckmorton cocked an eyebrow. “You’ll certainly find that here.”

      “I hope so, sir.” She held her breath, willing him not to ask deeper questions.

      “Did the Morleys entertain much?” he asked, setting the letter down and leaning closer to her across the desk.

      Flossie’s heart thumped in her chest. If she kept her wits about her, she could prevent him from asking anything she didn’t want to answer.

      “They entertained during the hunt. Lady Morley has a wide circle of friends whom she invites to stay whenever possible. The staff at the Grange was frequently called upon to make up and refresh the bedrooms with little notice, as well as tending to the guests and residents quickly and efficiently.”

      “So you have experience in a fast-paced environment,” Mr. Throckmorton concluded.

      “Yes, sir.” Some of Flossie’s tension melted. He’d taken exactly what she’d wanted him to take from her explanation.

      “And you got along well with the other staff?”

      A bolt of fear seized her. She willed herself to remain calm, to keep her face pleasant and neutral, and to reply without a tremor in her voice. “Yes, sir. The housekeeper never had reason to complain.” She couldn’t complain about what she didn’t know, after all.

      “You want to leave all that for this hotel?” Mr. Throckmorton questioned her again.

      Flossie swallowed, weighing her options. The truth wasn’t one of those options, at least not the whole truth. A tiny slice of it might be enough.

      “As you may know, sir, Miss Polly Penrose, lady’s maid to Lady Elizabeth Dyson, is a dear friend of mine from childhood. It was she who informed me that the hotel was hiring maids. I relished the opportunity to live close to my friend once more.”

      Mr. Throckmorton stared at her. For one horrible moment, Flossie thought he could see right through her clothes, through her skin, and straight into her heart, his gaze was so piercing. She couldn’t let her shame show, and so met his stare with her own. She would not look away first. She would not betray what could ruin her.

      At last, Mr. Throckmorton took a breath, his eyes fluttering down to the letter in front of him.

      “Yes,” he said, taking it up and scanning it once more, “Lady Elizabeth recommends you herself. I cannot refuse such a glowing recommendation from such an esteemed personage.”

      This time, it was Mr. Throckmorton whose face betrayed his thoughts. Enough color came to his cheeks to confirm everything Polly had said in her letters about him hotly pursuing Lady E.

      “You have the job, Miss Stowe,” he said, meeting her eyes again.

      “Thank you, sir.” Flossie burst into a wide smile. She could feel the joy of those few words spill through her. More than joy, relief. At last, she could start over. She could put the past behind her and begin again.

      
      
        
        Jason

      

      

      
      “I trust you are prepared to start immediately,” Jason told the beaming Miss Stowe.

      “Yes, sir.”

      She was a pretty thing when she smiled like that, with eyes as blue as the sky after a storm and cheeks as pink as roses.

      Before the thought could take hold of him and cause the havoc he worked so hard to avoid, he frowned and cleared his throat, then stood.

      “The staff quarters are on the ground floor behind the stairs,” he informed her, coming around the side of his desk, tugging his coat straight, and looking away from her. “See Dora about assigning you a room. You can move your things in⁠—”

      His words were cut off as the corner of his coat brushed a stack of bills, mail orders, and curtain samples, sending them flying. Miss Stowe jumped, and with lightning-fast reflexes, caught the pile before it could so much as skew.

      For a moment, both of them were stock still. Jason hadn’t realized anyone could move so fast. At last, Miss Stowe let out a breath and set the stack of papers and fabric back in its place on the desk.

      “Well done, Miss Stowe,” he said, tempted to smile, but stopping himself. “If the hotel ever fields a cricket team, I’ll be sure to make you keeper.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied, meeting his eyes.

      He glanced away, gesturing for Miss Stowe to precede him to the office door. He would have to do something about the way she looked at him, without apology and with only a hint of deference, for his sake as much as for hers. He suspected those eyes of hers had the power in them to undo months of painful progress.

      Jason stepped ahead to open the door, then followed Miss Stowe out of his office, taking his hat from its hook by the doorway. That hook was the one thing he had insisted be put in place in his office. For everything else, the hotel came before him.

      “Are you going out, sir?” Samuel, the young man he’d hired last week to tend the front desk asked as Jason swept past.

      “Yes,” Jason answered. Samuel didn’t require any more of an answer. Like Miss Stowe, he had come from service. It seemed half of his new staff had come out of one great northern estate or another. It made him wonder what service put people through these days. And to think, when he’d left the orphanage, they’d told him that if he worked hard, he might be able to earn a place as a footman.

      Jason loved proving people wrong.

      A peal of giggles to the right drew his attention as he strode through the lobby. Miss Stowe had rushed over to Miss Penrose, and the two were carried away in a fit of exuberance, brought on, no doubt, by Miss Stowe informing her friend that he’d given her the job. The rush of heat and blood through him at the sight of two such lovely girls was enough to make Jason wonder if he’d made a mistake. Recommendation from Lady Elizabeth or no recommendation, he would have done better to hire the plainest girls Cumbria had to offer.

      The thought turned his frown into a glower as he stepped through the hotel’s open front door and into its disaster of a front garden. He didn’t mind the door being kept open. It was a fine May day, and sunlight had always done wonders for him. It was the incessant ticking of the great, invisible clock within as he surveyed the dirt and disorganization of the garden that pressed on him. In just over a fortnight, The Dragon’s Head was set to open. He already had bookings. His agents in London and Manchester had done their job, exciting interest in Brynthwaite as an upscale retreat for toffs in search of a little country air. He was determined to give them everything they’d been promised, but if the workmen didn’t pick up the pace, he ran the risk of falling flat.

      “Jason!”

      Lawrence’s shout snagged Jason before he made it to the gate and into the street. He stopped abruptly and pivoted to find his friend striding toward him from across the soon-to-be lawn. Miss Stowe and Miss Penrose nearly barreled into his back, they were so busy watching Lawrence. Miss Penrose’s eyes were as round as saucers. The ghost of a grin tweaked the corner of Jason’s grim mouth. He hadn’t believed his old friend when Lawrence had told him half of the genteel girls in town were afraid of him. When they were young lads in their prime, the girls couldn’t get enough of Lawrence. Of Jason either, if he were being honest. But Lawrence always had handled it much better than him.

      “Before you go, let me show you the new grate,” Lawrence said as he approached.

      Jason stepped back, tipping his head slightly to Miss Stowe and Miss Penrose as they passed between him and Lawrence on the path. Miss Stowe was staring at him once more. Those damned eyes of hers made him feel as naked as…. Well, it was best not to go there. As soon as they had passed and gone out through the gate, Jason left the path to meet Lawrence.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” he said as Lawrence fell into step beside him.

      Lawrence shifted into business so smoothly that anyone who didn’t know better would think he was a serious man. “Since this one is for the garden side, I added a floral motif.”

      “I didn’t realize grates had motifs,” Jason replied. He dodged a pile of stones that would become a rustic garden wall—sooner rather than later, he hoped. The mason and his assistant bowed and doffed their hats, which was ridiculous considering that Archie Hudson, the mason, had thrown stones at him and the rest of the orphanage children when they were boys.

      “Nature has her hands in everything, even iron,” Lawrence explained with a smile.

      He was right. The grate that a pair of craftsmen were fitting over a cellar window on the side of the hotel’s south wing was a thing of beauty. Lawrence had worked it with leaves and blossoms, as if it were a screen for a lady’s boudoir rather than a thing of utility.

      “Lawrence, you never cease to amaze me,” Jason said, thumping his friend on the back.

      Lawrence laughed. “This from the man who could buy me a hundred times over.”

      “Never,” Jason replied. “There is no price for you. I just wish that I could hire you for more work.”

      “You’ve given me more work than I can handle,” Lawrence answered. “Oliver is far more talented than anyone gives him credit for, but at the end of the day, the two of us can barely keep up with the orders you’ve placed.”

      “You will have them done in time, won’t you?” The twist and pinch of time getting away from him bunched Jason’s already tight shoulders. His whole world was tension and the stress of the effort it took each moment just to hold himself together.

      Lawrence nodded. “I’ve prioritized. Everything that will be most readily apparent to your guests will be finished first. A few minor pieces that won’t be seen as often or that don’t need to be as polished will come along afterwards. It won’t all be done by the time you’re open, but most of it will.”

      Jason let himself grin. “You’re just trying to stay on as long as possible.”

      Lawrence chuckled and turned to head back toward the front gate, Jason striding at his side. “Work has never been a problem,” he said. “I could shoe horses and forge gates and hinges every day if I wanted to.”

      “That’s a relief,” Jason nodded.

      “I’ll never want for anything as long as I have the sky above me and the earth beneath me,” Lawrence went on, reverent as a poet.

      “Someday I’ll learn to be as content as you,” Jason said.

      They wound their way along a flagstone path that was actually finished as the hotel’s head gardener transplanted a bush that looked ready to burst with color. Good. The more attractive a picture this hotel presented, the better his chances of making it a success would be, and the more people—certain people in particular—could see his success, not just hear tales of it, the better his chances of making his whole life a success would be.

      “I see you hired another maid,” Lawrence said as they turned onto the main path and headed down to the gate.”

      “The one with Miss Penrose.” It was more of a clarification than a question.

      “She’s a beauty,” Lawrence said.

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Jason lied.

      “Striking hair and eyes, kissable mouth, shapely.”

      Jason sighed. “If you’re attempting to tease me, I would rather you didn’t,” he snapped.

      Lawrence chuckled. “Jason, if I failed to tease you, then what was the use of all those years we spent wreaking havoc together?”

      Jason sent his friend a wary sidelong glance. There was no sense holding the cruel joke against him. Lawrence didn’t know what he was saying. He hadn’t been in London for the last decade. He didn’t know.

      “Teasing is well and good, but some things cut to the quick. Now if you will excuse me, I have to stop by the hospital.”

      “Hospital?” Lawrence balked. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      Jason ignored him. “Just a stop before I head up to Huntington Hall.”

      He had hoped to leave it at that and escape, but Lawrence stopped him with, “Still paying court to Lady E, I see?”

      With a face as grim as death, Jason replied, “Always.”

      For a moment, Lawrence’s humor shifted to pity. The sight of it turned Jason’s stomach.

      “I wish you luck, then.” Lawrence nodded. “Why don’t we meet at The Fox and the Lion for supper and you can tell me all about your conquest.”

      The bitter feeling in Jason’s stomach stayed right where it was, but he softened his features when he said, “All right.”

      Lawrence waved goodbye to him, then headed down one side of High Street, while Jason marched off down the other.

      Brynthwaite Hospital was only a hundred yards or so from the entrance to The Dragon’s Head, down the hill. Jason had planned it that way when he purchased the land. He wanted his guests to feel the assurance of having a first-rate medical facility within a stone’s throw. He had wanted that, but instead he had Brynthwaite Hospital.

      The building was as colorless and foreboding now as it had been when he and Lawrence and Marshall Pycroft had been awakened at dawn every day, thrown into drab gray uniforms, and marched down to the gloomy mess hall for tasteless porridge and watered-down milk. Whereas the sunlight seemed to sparkle and dance in the glass windows of the shops and houses across the street, all light and happiness was sucked into the hospital, where it withered and died.

      A pair of coughing children huddled inside of the dark foyer as Jason stepped through the front door. It got worse from there. The front room of the hospital—once a coatroom packed with dozens of identical, ugly cloaks in varying sizes, and boots that were seldom claimed by the same owner twice—was now a waiting room. An over-crowded, sick-smelling waiting room with a single, harried nurse clucking and fussing at the potential patients, as if it were their faults they were there. As it happened, that same nurse, Mrs. Garforth, had been responsible for shoving orphans into those long-ago cloaks and boots, just as she was responsible for the people in the waiting room now. Some things were as immovable as the pyramids, and Mrs. Garforth was one of them.

      “Mr. Throckmorton,” she exclaimed when she noticed Jason, saying his so-called family name the same way she would call him “Mr. Up-To-No-Good” when he was ten.

      “Mrs. Garforth.” Jason removed his hat and bowed to her with a shadow of the fearful respect that she had demanded as a much younger woman. “Is Dr. Pycroft in his office?”

      Mr. Garforth laughed. “He’s in his office and on the ward and in surgery all at once. Good luck finding him.”

      Jason took that as permission to cross out of the waiting room and into the hallway that had stayed fresh in his mind years after he’d walked out for what he had hoped would be the last time. A child was screaming blue murder and crying in a room somewhere off one of the side corridors. A depressing chorus of moans and grunting sounded from somewhere else, likely one of the old classrooms that had been converted into a recovery room or examination room. On top of that, the shrill shouting of a pair of nurses, arguing over who should clean up after someone or other reverberated off the walls. It was enough to bring on a headache in five seconds.

      “Marshall,” Jason boomed. Anywhere else and he wouldn’t have dared to holler, but childhood experience had taught him that the only way to be heard in this building was to be the loudest.

      A crash sounded down the hall, followed by a frustrated, “Dammit!”

      Moments later, Marshall stomped out into the hall, a bloody rag in his hands. “Simon,” he bellowed, face red, moustache bristling. “Simon, you lazy cur, where are you?” He spotted Jason and stormed down the hall toward him.

      “Things are a little busy?” Jason said.

      Marshall huffed a mirthless laugh. “Busy, chaotic, insane, muddled, and impossible is more like,” he growled. “Simon, goddam you!”

      Another crash sounded from above, followed by the pounding of footsteps heading down the building’s main staircase. Jason knew every creak and step of those stairs like the back of his hand.

      “Yes, Dr. Pycroft?” The gangling young man that nearly lost his footing at the bottom of the stairs reminded Jason a little too much of the underfed, under-educated boys that had been dropped off at the orphanage and had no idea how their lives had gotten so thoroughly away from them—as opposed to the boys like him, Marshall, and Lawrence, who had been at the orphanage so long they remembered nothing else.

      “Help Mr. Vair in examination room two. I’ve lanced and bandaged that boil, but he needs help getting his trousers back on,” Marshall ordered the young man.

      Simon swallowed
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