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Chapter 1

 


The rain slashed at his windshield as Dr.
Charles Duncan, Professor of Medieval History at St John’s College,
Oxford, drove north to spend his Easter break away from university
life. His aims were simple: to relax, to enjoy a few days of
solitude and calm, and to sample the pleasures of country pursuits.
Keeping his eyes focused on the road ahead, constrained by the
limited visibility, he sensed more then saw the hotel turn-off.
Almost missing it, he veered off the road, heading through the open
gates onto the grounds of the Morgan Hall Hotel.

He threaded his way through the trees via
the muddy driveway caused by stormy weather, anxious to reach his
destination. At last, he could see the floodlit hotel in the
distance. As he drove, he marveled at the timeless beauty of the
seventeenth-century Jacobean manor with its graceful stone and
eloquent charm. Parking among the cars on the gravel bordering the
house, he gazed out past the flicking wipers and observed the
building once again, an elegant three-story mansion of sandstone
patterned with lattice windows, crowned by a balustrade roof. He
spotted a young man in uniform leaving the arched portal door,
bearing a huge umbrella and rushing towards him as he switched off
the engine.

The young man bent down and peered through
Duncan’s window.

“Good evening, Professor Duncan,” he
shouted, his voice competing with the deafening noise of the
gushing rain. “We’ve been expecting you, sir.”

As the porter stepped out of the way,
Charles opened his car door. “I’m afraid the drive was rather slow.
The weather on the way up was terrible.”

“That’s quite all right, sir, it hasn’t been
much better around here. If you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to
reception,” he added as the professor climbed out of the car.

“That would be nice. Thank you.”

“I will take care of your luggage and
belongings for you. They will be waiting for you in your room.”

Charles smiled and passed over his keys. The
young man sheltered him under the huge green umbrella until they
reached the porch of the main entrance, where he pushed open the
heavy oak door.

Once inside, the professor gazed in awe at
the Great Hall before him, at the Grand Staircase at the far end,
the detailed oak paneling and decorated plaster ceiling, the stone
floor covered with Persian carpets, and the Renaissance paintings.
He stepped up to the blazing Inglenook fireplace and basked in its
warmth.

A calm, welcoming voice greeted him.
“Professor Duncan, we’re glad you made it.”

He turned around to be confronted by a tall
gentleman who looked to be around 60 years of age with a kind,
gentle demeanor, thinning grey hair, and soft brown eyes. They
shook hands.

“I’m George Gordon, sir, the general
manager.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Gordon. I
apologize for the delay.”

“It happens quite often; the weather is bad,
and we are quite isolated.” Gordon gave him a gentle, reassuring
smile. “Can I offer you a drink while you check in?”

“Yes please, scotch. Single malt.”

Gordon gestured to a nearby young lady in a
black tailored uniform, “Single malt for Professor Duncan.”

“Yes, sir.” She hurried off.

“Well, if you would like to step this way,
sir,” the manager suggested.

Charles followed him to a Chippendale desk.
He looked down at his watch—ten past eight.

“Just a few details to fill out, sir.”
Gordon put a form on the counter in front of Charles.

The check-in process proved to be quick and
easy, and after Charles had finished his drink, Gordon gave him a
quick tour of the hotel and showed him to his cozy, elegant
room.

He stood at the window of the first-floor
corner room facing south. A staff member had informed him that the
dark area in the distance was the lake, and that the view of it at
dawn was magnificent.

Duncan changed for dinner, eager to
re-explore his surroundings. Locking the door behind him, he walked
down the lengthy corridor, passing two other rooms before he
reached the Grand Staircase. He could hear the music of a distant
piano, and stepping down, admired each ancestral portrait of the
Morgan family that dominated the walls. The Morgans, he discovered,
had occupied Morgan Hall since the early seventeenth century. From
his short tour of the hotel he had learned they were a privileged,
landed family dogged by eternal tragedy.

On reaching the ground floor, he passed the
game room to the right of the stairs where tables were set up for
chess and checkers, cards, and backgammon. He was especially
interested in the heavy arched-door at the far end, which he’d been
told led to the old chapel. The door seemed to be locked with a
rusty bolt, possibly to signify that the chapel hadn’t been used
for many years. While strolling through the Great Hall, he heard a
melody that grew louder as he passed the flickering fireplace and
drifted off to his right into the Long Gallery.

This long rectangular room, stretching
almost a third of the length of the house, was common in Jacobean
architecture. Most of the inner house had been restructured in the
early-eighteenth century, the Long Gallery being no exception. The
impressive library had also been added during that period. Today,
the gallery served as the hotel lounge. Oak paneled, with a library
of books and rare paintings, this vast room had remained unchanged
aside from the addition of a bar at the near corner. There were
many guests tonight, all in evening attire, appreciating the music
of the grand piano, drinking and chatting.

Charles approached the bar and ordered a
scotch, then continued, drink in hand, on his solitary wander. On
reaching the double doors at the end of the lounge, he paused and,
curious, turned the brass knob to step into the next room.

He closed the doors behind him and moved
towards the fire encased in white marble. High above the mantel,
framed in gold, he could see an oil portrait of a bewitching young
woman. Charles found himself captivated. He stepped back to admire
her exquisite beauty. There was something disconcerting about the
portrait, as though he were being brought face to face with another
human being’s inner soul. Yet he sensed a contradiction in her
ocean-dark eyes; he thought he detected, behind the placid, dreamy
look of contentment, a tinge of melancholy. Her black hair flowed
over her tender shoulders. The elaborate gold frame cut off the
transparent white dress draped to her waist. She must have been a
remarkable woman.

He snapped out of his trance and proceeded
to a window. Sweeping back a curtain, he gazed out at the graveled
area before him, then through the trees and into the darkness. This
room faced the south like his room at the other end of the
wing.

The door opened. “I’m sorry to disturb you,
Professor Duncan, but would you like an aperitif before
dinner? Your table will be ready at nine-thirty,” said Mr. Gordon
in his calm, reassuring manner.

“Oh, is that the time already?” Charles
checked his watch. “I’ll come through now.”

He picked up his empty glass and strolled
back with the manager. As a historian, he had a natural inclination
to enquire about the background of the estate. Gordon replied to
all his questions in careful detail.

Once in the dining room, Gordon showed
Charles to a round corner table draped in crisp white linen. A
number of guests were already seated, most of them couples and a
few larger parties. The wait staff wore black-tailed suits.

The evening flowed on. The cuisine proved to
be superb, the wine exquisite. After dinner, he made his way back
to the attractive drawing room. The doors were again closed. He
opened them, selfishly hoping to have the entire room to himself.
To his dismay, a young lady was already seated on the middle sofa.
Large ebony eyes and soft wavy dark hair cascading around her
slender frame accentuated her porcelain skin. She wore a classic
low-cut black evening dress with a simple pearl choker and
earrings. He stood speechless, in awe of her haunting beauty. She
put down her glass and studied him with care, and then her lips
formed a familiar smile.

“Why, Dr. Duncan, how good it is to see you
again.”

Although surprised, he noted her soft voice
held a tone of indifference—even of mild disdain.

He remembered her at once as the feisty
young student he had first encountered over 12 years ago at
Oxford.

“Christie? Christie Morgan? It’s wonderful
to see you again! But, we’re no longer at school, so please call me
Charles.”

“Won’t you sit down then, Charles?” Again
she spoke with an air of distant restraint as she gestured towards
an armchair.

“Thank you.” He knocked clumsily into the
coffee table and sat down.

They looked at each other in silence. Then
she gave him a perfunctory smile. “You are a guest at the
hotel?”

“Yes, spending the entire Easter here.”

“How nice.” He sensed her impatience as she
looked down at her glass.

“You? What brings you to this remote corner
of the country? Holiday? Work?”

She shook her head, then lifted her dark
eyes. “I live here.”

Charles found himself so enthralled by her
beauty he could only gaze at her. His mind had gone blank. With a
gentle frown, he repeated his question. “You’re on holiday?”

As if amused by his persistence and the
awkwardness of the dialogue, she smiled. “This used to be my home.
It still is, in a different sort of way.”

“Oh, you’re a Morgan.” He remembered
Gordon’s recent history lesson and turned to the painting above the
mantelpiece.

She followed his gaze. “My mother.
Beautiful, wasn’t she?”

Intrigued, he looked back at the woman in
front of him. The likeness seemed uncanny, except Christie’s beauty
was less contained, far more intense and dramatic. “I see a
remarkable resemblance. Mr. Gordon tells me she was the late Lady
Guinevere Morgan.”

She nodded, but her mind seemed to be
elsewhere. “Are we treating you well?” she said at last.

“Yes, very well. It’s a wonderful house. The
staff is fantastic. And they say the view from my room is stunning
at dawn.”

“Which room is that?”

“Longfield, a front corner room on the first
floor.”

She peered up from above her glass. “At
dawn, and also at dusk. That used to be my room, before we opened
up as a hotel three years ago. Right back from the day I was
born.”

Silence fell over them. Framed in that
suspended moment in time, Christie seemed like the epitome of her
mother, aside from an unnerving undercurrent of restlessness.

“You’ve met George?” She placed her glass on
the coffee table before her. “Our Mr. Gordon. He’s been with us
since my father’s day, and used to be our butler. He runs this
hotel so well. I don’t know what we’d do without him.”

“So it’s very much a family business, then?”
He was relieved at the easing of the awkward atmosphere. “And how
is the family?”

“I have two children; no one else. They are
still young.” Her expression again grew distant. “Mummy died after
my birth, and Papa only seven years later.”

There was another long silence. Charles
opened his mouth several times but then closed it again without
saying anything. It seemed impertinent to pry.

“After the age of seven, the
Longfield-Lothians raised me. Of course, you knew Anthony.”

Charles nodded but before he could reply,
she continued. “Anthony’s parents and Nanny Mo looked after me at
Forton Park, their family home. Nanny and I returned to live at
Morgan Hall when I turned 18. She has since passed away.”

“Of course I remember Anthony. An exquisite
young man—intelligent, witty, and as I recall he had an uncanny
resemblance to the young Peter O’Toole. How is he now?” Charles
pulled out a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. “I haven’t heard
from him in a very long time. The last time was when he sent me a
card congratulating me after the university made me a professor. So
many years of research and teaching Christie; now I suppose I’m
deemed as an expert. I’m also now dean of our faculty.”

She leaned forward to pass the ashtray from
her end of the coffee table. “Anthony died five years ago. Just
after his twenty-eighth birthday.”

The fire seemed to crackle louder in the
background, the flames intensified.

“I’m so sorry, Christie.” He shook his head
in sorrow. “How…what happened?”

“An accident.” The aching silence prevailed
once more.

He mourned for Anthony, so young and full of
life. What a shock. He wanted to ask the details, but didn’t know
if that would open a wound. Poor Anthony...no, poor Christie.
Christie stood up and walked over to push the bell on the wall
beside the bookshelves.

“We did have a few blissful years of
marriage.” She sat down again and sighed. “I miss him. Let’s not
talk about that. I called for another drink. Would you join
me?”

“I’d be pleased to.”

Easter at the Morgan Hall Hotel became a
memorable time in both their lives. Secluded lazy days, rising in
the dawn haze to wander together along the dew-dropped edge of the
crystal-blue lake, or to meander around the rolling hills beyond
it. Days of fishing, riding, rowing, walking and exploring. Nights
spent drinking fine wines and sampling the seasonal gastronomic
delights. The pleasure of each other’s company made those days
unforgettable. Two lonely people, Charles from habit, Christie by
choice, brought together under unexpected circumstances.

Between them, an unspoken recognition
existed that fate had somehow reunited them in this magical place,
that the teacher–pupil relationship in Oxford all those years ago
had metamorphosed into something new and wonderful. At first, a
delicate re-acquaintance, a warm, questioning concern for how the
separate threads of their lives had drawn them back to each other;
but as the days wore on, as they laughed and talked, the threads
wove together into a new, enchanted tapestry and they became close
friends.

Then one stormy evening, in the drawing
room, she told him her story...


Chapter 2

 


Ten years earlier

 


She could see the floodlights of home
through the distant trees and slowed down to enter the main gates,
cautious as she knew that deer and other game roamed the grounds.
Driving onto the gravel paving before the house, she parked, lifted
her gown, gathered her shawl around her and climbed out of the car.
She took a deep breath of the sweet night air and headed towards
the door. As she turned the key a sudden breeze seemed to echo her
name. She looked around, observing the desolate area behind her,
watching the distant trees rustle in the passing wind, swaying
until they were still once more.

Then with a sigh of relief she uneasily
shrugged it off and put the strange experience down to too much
champagne. She shouldn’t have been driving, but in those days,
Christie Morgan was young, foolish and reckless.

The lock clicked, and she pushed open the
heavy oak door and entered the house.

The fire had diminished to a flickering
flame, and the Great Hall and the Grand Staircase were now in
shadows. Bolting the door behind her, she proceeded through the
hall and up the stairs towards her room, ignoring the gazes of her
ancestors’ portraits. In dim lighting, they always set her heart
racing with discomfort. Moving left down the corridor, she
approached the last of two facing doors and entered her room.

The soft lighting, ivory and lavender drapes
and fabrics contrasted and lifted the deep antique oak furniture.
She shut the door, walked across the room and entered the bathroom,
removing her jewelry and leaving it on a side table along the way.
The room was pleasing, with bright lights and soft white and
lavender tiles. She removed her make-up, leaving the water running
to wash up afterwards. In less than ten minutes, she returned to
her bedroom, stepped out of her couture black gown and then pulled
on a white nightdress. After unpinning her hair at the dressing
table, she climbed into bed.

The clock above the chest of drawers read
3:15 when she finally rested her head on the pillows and gazed at
the crystal chandelier above her bed. Far from being relaxed,
tonight a sense of unease ran through her. With a shudder, she
pulled the eiderdown up around her ears as she closed her eyes.

Nodding off to sleep, a soft, gentle
stroking of her hair startled her and woke her. She listened for a
second and thought she heard whispers. Rising from her bed, she
opened the door and peered into the hallway. All the room doors,
from the one opposite hers to those in the distance, were shut, but
the whispering persisted. She hesitated and then stepped out into
the corridor and tiptoed towards the staircase.

“George? Rose?” she called out as she
walked, but there was no answer. The murmuring continued. She
cocked her head to one side but still couldn’t make out the words.
Lifting up her gown as she reached the edge of the landing, she
tiptoed down the long, wide staircase, her focus on the area below.
The fire had burned out and darkness reigned, with only wall lamps
forming blots of dim light among the shadows. She ventured no
further and rushed back up the stairs, pushing her hair away from
her face and back behind her shoulders. As she flicked her head up,
she caught sight of the portrait just above her.

***

Sarah Morgan, a tragic, controversial
figure, still captivated with her clear, pale complexion framed by
wild auburn hair. Her bright green eyes outshone the emeralds
around her slim neck. Sarah had begun the Morgans’ blood tie with
the Longfield-Lothians, having married into the Longfield-Lothian
viscountcy almost three centuries earlier. Christie looked away
from her ancestor and hurried back to her room.

The atmosphere inside felt warm and
welcoming in contrast to the other lonely, empty rooms and
hallways. She bolted the door behind her and jumped straight back
into bed. Although she wasn’t convinced, she had to conclude that
the only explanation for the noises was the staff carrying out
unexpected late night duties.

The light ticking of the clock persisted
throughout the remaining hours of darkness. Only the occasional
grumbling and creaking of the old house disturbed the silence.

When dawn came she had lain awake all night.
Yawning, Christie rose and walked toward the teasing light before
her. Pulling away the heavy curtains she opened a window. The
morning air caressed her flimsily clad body. The soft honey-glazed
sun rose in the east and already the morning mist was clearing. The
lake seemed to dance before her as if the hazy trees and rolling
hills, like the most delicate and subtle of watercolors, breathed
the vibrant air. Although autumn, the landscape seemed to glow as
though summer’s gold hid within it.

Christie took a deep breath of the fresh
morning air and its autumnal perfume before making her way to the
bathroom. As she showered and dressed, she hummed an old tune to
herself as if her mind were dancing to the soft melody of the
morning, the pace slow, the mood mellow. Within an hour, clad in
beige trousers, green Wellingtons and a large woolly jumper, she
left her room and made her way downstairs.

As she reached the bottom of the Grand
Staircase, George called out to her from beside the fireplace,
“Good morning, Christie, I trust you slept well?”

“Yes, thank you,” she lied, not wanting to
worry him with her night time imaginings.

“We have a new member joining our staff
today,” he reminded her.

“Oh yes. I’d forgotten about that.” She
slipped on her gloves.

“Our new head gamekeeper will be here in a
few minutes. Jack has just given him a tour of the grounds.”

“So what’s he like?” Christie asked, her
mind still fretting about last night.

“He’s very experienced and has good
references. Used to work at Wilthorp Grange.”

“Wilthorp-Grange? Oh, that’s right. You’re
very good friends with Mr. Leighton.”

“Yes, Leighton and I go back a long way. In
fact, he recommended Jonathan to me.”

“I’ll miss Ben,” she sighed, gazing into the
fire.

“Well, Ben’s enjoying life back down in
Devon.” He gave her a comforting pat on the shoulder, and she
looked back up at him.

“Yes, I suppose the time had come for him to
retire. I can imagine him out on his little boat every day.”

“Yes, definitely.” He smiled. “That would be
very like Ben. Will you be having breakfast?”

“No thank you. I’m going out for a walk
instead.”

“Very well then; wrap up well, though. The
autumn sun can be deceptive. It’s quite cold out today.”

***

Christie started toward the door and debated
whether to ask George about the mysterious whispering, hoping he
would have some logical explanation. Biting her lip she turned back
to him, “Did you hear any strange noises last night?”

“Strange noises?” He seemed puzzled. “What
sort of strange noises.”

“I don’t know. I heard whispering out in the
corridor. I thought perhaps the staff had some late night
duty.”

He frowned. “What time?”

“Around four o’clock. But I’d had a lot to
drink so don’t quote me on the time.” She gave a short, deprecating
laugh.

“Well, Rose and I were asleep, and I would
think the rest of the staff would be too. I did my final check of
the house around midnight, and no one comes to this side of the
house after that.”

“Yes, I know.” It confirmed her thoughts,
but didn’t provide any comfort. “Anyway, the champagne must have
made me imagine it.”

He made a tutting noise with his tongue.
“Oh, Christie, too much alcohol can’t do you much good. Rose always
says you must cut down.”

The thought of Rose, their lovely
housekeeper and George’s wife, ten years his junior, forever
reminding Christie of the dangers of drinking, made her smile.

“Would you like me to leave a few more
lights on for you at night?” asked George.

“No, it’s all right.” She didn’t want to
make more out of this than she already had. Besides, in the light
of day, her terror seemed misplaced, juvenile even.

“I’ll do my last round a little later
tonight to make sure you’re all right. You know you can always call
us.”

“Really, it was nothing, George,” Christie
protested.

George gave her a steady look, then nodded.
“See you at lunch, then.”

He accompanied her to the front door. She
heard it shut behind her. The cold breeze teased her hair, and she
pulled her coat closer as she set off toward the lake, taking in
the subtle red shades of autumn. The grass beneath her boots felt
soft and slick from the morning dew.

These landscaped grounds had been unchanged
for centuries. The first Baron Morgan, who had completed the Hall
back in 1620, had the harsh grounds created to take advantage of
the delicate rolling hills, woods and lake. To these he had added
walkways and vistas, the rose garden, and the lily pond. The sheer
beauty of it all dazzled her.

Strolling down the hill, she approached her
favorite wooden dock under the shade of a willow tree. The still
water mirrored the blues and mauves of the morning sky and the
fleecy clouds above. Reflected in the glass surface of the lake was
a herd of deer. She watched them for a while until a strong breeze
rustled the willow and sent ripples across the water, destroying
the illusion.

She stepped back from the dock to wait for
the breeze to subside, but it seemed to grow stronger, encircling
her, and to her disbelief, a particularly violent gust knocked her
to the ground. Startled, she looked up at the woods. Branches
swayed violently, shaking off their red leaves. Frightened, she
clambered to her feet, but the force of the wind once again blew
her to the ground. Then, in a flash, the gusts vanished and the
soft breeze prevailed once more. Turning back to the lake, she rose
from the damp grass. The reflected trees were still once more and
rhythmical ripples patterned the water. The deer had gone, and her
heart still pounded.

***

She turned to head back to the house when
the sight of a boy standing a couple of yards behind her startled
her. Thin and clad in deep grey, his black hair was unruffled by
the wind, and his dark eyes gazed into hers.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you, miss,” he
began in a childish, clear but toneless voice. “I’m lost.”

She folded her arms and caught her breath.
“It’s all right—you just startled me. I didn’t realize you were
there.”

His eyes remained fixed on her, as he stood
silent.

“You’re lost?” She rubbed the back of her
trousers to remove the dirt and grass. “Where do you live?”

He pointed towards the woods.

Puzzled, Christie tried to figure out what
direction he’d pointed. She wasn’t great at directions, but she was
sure town was on the opposite side of the lake. “Were you camping
or something? Are you with your parents?”

“I’m alone.”

She took a step towards him. “It’s foolish
to be out here alone. You could get hurt. ”

She shook her head in concern for the boy
who could not have been a day older than nine. “Why don’t you come
with me back to the house? We could phone your parents or a
relative from there.”

“I’m alone.”

“Listen, are you running away from someone?
Tell me, and perhaps I can help you.”

“No, miss. I’m not.” His eyes had not
wavered from her face. He walked up to her. “I found this by the
stables. It must belong to you.”

He held out a ring.

Before Christie could react, he’d taken her
hand and pried open her fingers. He placed the ring in her left
palm. She was stunned to feel the chill from his hands seeping
through her gloves. Puzzled, she studied the small, heavy ring with
its thick, antique gold band framing a large, smooth, oval
emerald.

She shook her head. “This isn’t mine.”

“I found it in your stables. It is yours,”
he insisted.

She frowned. “Wait a minute. First you tell
me you are lost, but you know the land here belongs to me. Who are
you?”

“I live nearby,” he replied in the same
emotionless tone.

“What’s your name?”

“Peter.”

“Come with me, Peter. We’ll call somebody
you know. It’s not safe for you to be wandering around alone.”

“I’ll follow you.”

“Come on, then.” She paused and gestured for
him to walk beside her.

He stood still as she moved on. “I’ll follow
you,” he repeated.

Stubborn child. With a sense of irritation, she started walking.
“So, why are you out so early? Most children I know love to stay in
bed late or prefer playing computer games to hiking in the woods.”
She paused for an answer. “Well?” She turned around. Then she
stopped dead in her tracks and her heart pounded painfully in her
chest.

The boy had vanished.

She looked round and walked back several
steps. “Peter,” she yelled.

Damn it. Where was the child? Christie
retraced her steps, and then stopped. She hadn’t heard the boy
approach, and for him to disappear so quickly he had to have run
away, but she hadn’t heard any footsteps. Of course, she had been
talking…

The sun shone down brightly, but it seemed
to have no warmth. She shivered. After calling the boy’s name one
last time, she walked away. However, the walk soon became a brisk
march, until she found herself running as fast as her legs could
carry her in the direction of the house.


Chapter 3

 


Christie slammed the front door behind her
and caught her breath. Immediately she gestured to one of the
maids. Sally, who had been dusting the banisters, responded, black
uniform and white apron flapping as she approached.

“My lady. Are you all right, ma’am?”

Still panting, Christie said, “I think
there’s a boy lost in the woods.”

“A boy, ma’am?”

“Yes, he’s so young and…” She stopped as she
heard George’s voice coming towards them from the dining room.

“I’ll get Mr. Gordon and a glass of water
for you, my lady,” said Sally.

Christie nodded as she went into the next
room. She sat down, untying her ribbon to loosen her hair, and took
another deep breath in a futile attempt to relax, just as George
and Rose rushed into the room. George held her hands and sat down
beside her.

“Christie, what’s wrong?”

“There’s a boy lost in the woods.”

“Who?”

“I’ve never seen him before. His name is
Peter but he didn’t give me his surname. He seemed to come out of
nowhere, and then he disappeared.”

Rose knelt down before her, placing one hand
on Christie’s knee and tucking her wavy red bob behind her ears
with the other. She raised her eyebrows, revealing the soft lines
on her forehead.

“Tell us what happened.” Her voice was firm
but caring. “From the beginning.”

They listened as Christie recounted her
experience.

“He gave me this ring.” She reached into her
pocket and displayed it on her palm.

George and Rose drew in closer to take a
better look.

“He said he found it at the stables and
insisted it belonged to me. But I’ve never seen it before. Maybe
someone dropped it.”

George picked it up. “The boy must have been
at the stables then.”

“It seems so, but I haven’t checked up there
yet.”

“You saw the boy return to the woods
then?”

“No.... I thought I’d persuaded him to come
back to the house. After a few steps, I turned around, and he had
vanished.”

“Vanished?” said Rose.

“Yes,” Christie insisted, “just seconds
after we set off. He must have dashed back into the woods.”

Rose frowned. “How strange.”

“We must find him,” said George. “He
shouldn’t be wondering around alone somewhere as secluded as this.
No wonder he’s lost. This looks like a very valuable ring. Maybe
he’s hiding something.”

Sally handed Christie a glass of water.

“I’m going to call the stables first,” said
George, “and if there’s no sign of the boy, I’ll send the
gamekeepers and grooms out to search the grounds.” He handed the
ring back to Christie. “Keep it safe. If the ring doesn’t belong to
any of the staff on the estate, I will take it to the police
station for you.”

“Thank you, George.”

“I’ll stay with her,” added Rose.

George signaled Sally to accompany him as he
left the room.

“Don’t worry, darling. I’m sure we’ll find
him.” Rose stroked Christie’s hair.

“I can’t understand how he could have gone
just like that. One minute he was there and then he was gone. An
unusual boy. Strange. I just can’t pinpoint why.”

“Why don’t you go upstairs and have a quick
wash up and a rest. Your room has been seen to, and I’ve placed a
basket of fresh fruit there for you,” Rose suggested.

Christie smiled and nodded, realizing that a
shower might help tame the whirlwind in her mind.

“We’ll come and fetch you if there’s any
progress,” Rose assured her.

“Thank you, Rose.”

There were drawing rooms, bedrooms and
ante-rooms running from the east side of the south wing, which
Christie inhabited, to the empty unoccupied west side. All were
individual in décor, varying in size and shape. Some had remained
unchanged for over 200 years, since the total restructuring of the
inner house back in the early eighteenth century. However, objects
and furniture had been added from each passing era. The second
story or guest floor followed a similar layout. The third floor, on
the other hand, had always been the children’s floor, holding the
nurseries and the children’s playrooms; rooms that were once full
of life and lived in by Christie’s ancestors and handed down from
generation to generation. A once very large family had died out
leaving Christie, the last Morgan, in that great empty house.

She shut her door behind her, smelling a
sweet floral scent as she crossed over to the window. An
arrangement of fresh lilies sat on the chest of drawers. She opened
a window and looked out on to the distant lake towards the hidden
spot where she had been that morning. Thoughts of the strange
encounter ran through her mind as she gazed into the distance. Then
she remembered the ring. She delved into her pocket and pulled it
out again.

Sitting down, she studied it, every minute
detail. The sparkling deep green emerald had been set into the wide
band of unadulterated gold: a very yellow gold, similar to jewelry
pieces in museums. She noticed the patterns at both sides of the
stone were of a shield, no doubt a coat of arms engraved at either
side of the emerald. Without a magnifying glass, it was difficult
to define the pattern within the shield with certainty; she could
just discern the wavy lines and something above them.

She moved over to her dressing table and
opened the left drawer. Taking out a small red velvet box, she
removed the ring it held and replaced it with the mysterious jewel.
Then returning the box to its place, she shut the drawer and sat
down, gazing at her own reflection in the mirror. Reaching out to
the silver tray perched off to one side, she poured herself a glass
of water from the crystal pitcher. Sipping the cool liquid, she
finally began to relax.

After half an hour, she grew restless, and
her anxiety seemed to magnify. She got up and headed back
downstairs. Halfway down, she could see George and Rose conversing
before the fireplace, their expressions perplexed.

“What’s wrong?”

They looked across at her with concern.

“Christie,” said George, “there doesn’t seem
to have been any sighting of a boy anywhere on the estate.

“The stables?”

“No one has seen him up there at all. The
last unfamiliar faces were a few American tourists who’d wandered
in from the village two weeks ago.”

“Maybe no one saw him this morning.”

“That’s unlikely,” assured George. “The vet
and the trainer have been in today. The horses have been out, and
it’s been busy. With so many people out and about, I don’t think an
unfamiliar boy could have got around without being noticed.” He
paused. “Maybe rather than being at the stables, he stayed in the
woods all the time.”

Rose interrupted. “George sent the new head
gamekeeper, Jonathan, and his team out to the woods and around the
grounds to find him.”

“The ring must belong to someone up at the
stables then.” Christie said as she felt a sense of unease
return.

“The stable manager rounded everyone up in
his office including the vet, the trainer, and the two jockeys.” He
sighed. “We’ll just have to wait until Jonathan comes back with
some news.”

“I also phoned the village police station,
but no one has reported any boy missing yet, nor reported the loss
of an antique emerald ring.” Rose took Christie’s hand. “Don’t
worry—if he’s around they’ll find him.”

Christie shook her head. “I should have
stayed with him, or gone into the woods at once, shouldn’t I? If
anything happens to that child…”

“Come now,” George interrupted in a gentle
voice, “you did your best. He ran away from you. The last thing you
should do is blame yourself.” He put a comforting arm around her.
“Come into the dining room and relax, Betty has made you a
snack.”

Christie took a corner chair at the
twelve-seat Virginian walnut table. The heavy maroon red curtains
had been tied back in their tassels, letting the sunlight into the
dark oak paneled room to reflect off the sparkling crystal
chandeliers and silver on the mantelpieces and console tables. From
behind her, Sally reappeared from the Grey Room, the second drawing
room. She joined Rose and together they disappeared through the
hidden paneled door.

Through that door, a long corridor led off
to the kitchen, the china and crystal room, the laundry and utility
rooms. At the end lay the modern glass door entrance of the staff
quarters which covered all three stories of the back wing. Christie
had helped design the interior of the bright, modern wing. It
consisted of a living room, dining room and separate kitchen.
Twelve bedrooms, six bathrooms, and an entertainment facility where
employees could play snooker or watch television completed the
facility

A minute later, Betty appeared. About the
same age as George, no older than 50, she had been with the Morgans
all her life. Plump, jolly, loud and friendly, with grey hair in
curls and round eyes, she always wore the same red apron sporting
the words World’s Greatest Chef.

“Christie,” she boomed in her strong local
Yorkshire accent, “You’ve missed breakfast again today, so I made
you some canapés before lunch.”

At the sight of the Meissen plate filled
with colorful delicacies, Christie’s stomach rumbled. With all the
excitement this morning she would have thought it impossible to
eat; however, she was hungry after all. She picked up a canapé and
took a dainty bite. “Thank you, Betty.”

“Oh, what’s wrong, pet?” She pulled out the
chair adjacent to Christie.

“The boy is still missing.”

“Oh, dear, but Jonathan is out looking for
him. That’s a mighty capable young man. He’ll bring him back. Don’t
you go worrying your pretty little self.” She looked straight at
Christie. “Come on love, you must eat something.”

Though no longer hungry, Christie didn’t
have the heart to disappoint her. “They look lovely,” she said,
selecting a mini vol-au-vont.

Betty beamed with contentment and got up off
her chair. “Make sure she eats them,” she ordered George and turned
back to Christie. “I’m going to make your lunch, young lady.”

 


***

It had been an hour since she had finished
lunch. Christie sat close to the door in the ornate, oak paneled
Long Gallery, awaiting news.

George remained at her side chatting and
discussing plans for Christmas, which was just over a month away.
Anthony Longfield-Lothian often spent the season at Morgan Hall,
and together they held a round of parties from Christmas Eve to the
New Year. Anthony remained Christie’s closest friend. An only child
like Christie, they had grown up together at Forton Park, the
Longfield-Lothian country estate in north Norfolk. They spent their
youth apart at separate boarding schools, but the Oxford years had
brought them close together. After graduation, he had accepted a
job in New York. However, last night at a mutual friend’s ball, she
had seen him for the first time in a year. Anthony had only just
returned to England a couple of days ago. She felt a shiver of
pleasure wash over her as she thought about seeing her friend
again.

After a discreet knock Rose popped her head
through the door. “Jonathan is in the Great Hall.”

A tall muscular man in his mid thirties
stood facing the fire. His blond shoulder-length hair was tied back
in a ponytail, and he wore a green lumberjack shirt above dark
brown jeans and long rubber boots. At the sound of Christie’s heels
on the stone floor, he turned to face them. His piercing green
eyes, straight nose and square jaw suggested arrogant indifference,
but she could detect an intelligence and strength of character in
his countenance.

George introduced them. “Christie, this is
Jonathan Tyler, our new head gamekeeper. Jonathan, Lady Christie
Morgan.”

Jonathan held out his hand, his expression
unchanged. “Pleased to meet you, my lady.” His voice was deep and
husky, with a strong Norfolk drawl.

She smiled and shook his hand. “Welcome to
Morgan Hall.”

“So what of the boy, Peter?” said
George.

“We looked everywhere but there was no sign
of the lad. We looked through the woods, round the lake, and all
over these grounds. Even drove out and checked the village. They
don’t recall a young lad wondering around alone this morning.”
Jonathan shrugged. “Sorry, my lady.”

“I just don’t understand it.” She shook her
head with impatience. “How can a child just vanish into thin
air?”

“I’m sure they’ve done all they could,” said
George to calm her.

She managed to contain herself. “I’m sorry.
I know. It’s not you, Jonathan. I’m sure you and the others have
done your best. It’s just all so strange.”

“I promise you, ma’am, the staff will keep
our eyes open for him.”

“Thank you so much.” She tried to imbue her
smile with confidence but probably failed. “I hope you find him.”
But she was beginning to doubt that they would.

“We all do. Now if you excuse me, ma’am
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