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​Introduction by Charles R. Rutledge
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I discovered the work of Amanda DeWees by accident, though I prefer to think of it as fate. It involved a woman running away from a sinister house and a guy named Shakespeare. I stumbled across Amanda’s novel Sea of Secrets because the cover reminded me of the Gothic Romances of the 1960s–1970s. My mom had read several hundred of those when I was a kid.

I took a chance on the book and found it to be extremely well written, and to be partly inspired by Hamlet. More importantly, I could sense a lively intelligence behind the prose. I knew nothing about the author at that point, but I remember being very impressed with her work. Several years later, I still am.

Amanda is definitely an author who works in the Gothic tradition, but she is far more versatile than that. She’s well read in the horror and suspense genre. I mean, she did her PhD dissertation on vampire literature, and she won the prestigious Daphne du Maurier award. You’ll find ghost stories of the type M.R. James and Elizabeth Gaskell would have enjoyed in this collection, as well as suspense stories and traditional mysteries.

She does them all well.

Quite a few of the stories in this volume feature one of Amanda’s series characters, Sybil Ingram, a spirit medium and former actress, who often finds herself involved in solving mysteries, both supernatural and more down to Earth. She is aided in her investigations by her suitor and later husband, Roderick, a composer and musician.

One of the things I really like about Sybil and Roderick is they are a couple who support each other and seem to genuinely like one another. They have fun being together and their banter is part of the charm of the series. Not that the Sybil stories and books are fluff. She and Roderick run into some pretty dark situations at times, but they deal with them with style.

In fact, something to keep in mind as you make your way through this book, is while you will find a great deal of wit, charm, and romance, you will also find some chills and scares. Don’t get too comfortable among the lush descriptions of Victorian garments and the historical period atmosphere. Amanda DeWees knows her way around a horror yarn and she has a few surprises waiting for you.

Okay, I’ll stop talking now and let you get to the stories. If you’re new to Amanda’s work, I envy you getting to discover these tales for the first time. If you’re a long-time reader like me, you’ll be glad to have all these stories in one place, so they’ll be handy when you want to read them again.






Charles R. Rutledge

Atlanta Georgia, 2020
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​Part I: Uncollected Stories
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This section contains stories I wrote between 2013 and 2020, including four that until now were unpublished. The genres and time periods range from Victorian mystery to modern paranormal romance to weird tales and beyond. See “Notes on the Stories” at the end of the book for comments on the individual tales.
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​The Rathburn Legacy
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As a woman photographer I am sadly accustomed to a less than enthusiastic reception. Today, however, as I stood in the rain at the foot of the crumbling steps of Rathburn Hall, was probably the worst.

“Get away from here,” commanded the gentleman whom I assumed to be Mr. Paul Rathburn. Tall, too gaunt for his age of perhaps thirty years, with abundant dark hair and the facial features of a cemetery saint, he would have made a fine subject for a portrait. But clearly an unenthusiastic client.

“I’m afraid I cannot,” I said. “The coach has already started back to the village, and I don’t believe I can catch up with it, especially in these conditions.”

“That’s none of my affair,” he returned. “I never invited you here.”

“I beg your pardon, but you did, Mr. Rathburn. I am the photographer you hired.”

That won me a closer inspection. His eyes were startlingly dark in his pale face, and droplets of rain were gathering in his hair. “Do you mean to tell me that L.J. Douglas is a woman? But you were recommended most highly.”

I could not repress a smile, albeit a wry one. “Why should my sex preclude a favorable recommendation?”

He hesitated, and I took advantage of the momentary silence. “Whether or not you permit me to stay, Mr. Rathburn, I hope you’ll allow me to take shelter until the rain stops. Water will not do my equipment any good.” I indicated the two leather cases I held, hoping that some smattering of gallantry remained beneath his hostile exterior.

He seemed on the point of refusing me, but the sight of rainwater streaming over my traveling cloak and belongings must have found some tender hollow in his heart, for he gestured for me to enter.

Once inside the dark foyer, where rivulets of rain on the windows cast moving shadows on the dark-paneled walls, he kept plenty of space between us. Pacing away from me, he left me to struggle out of my dripping cloak and remove my sodden hat. It was surprisingly quiet, and I wondered that no servant came to take my things. Perhaps that was another way in which he wished to impress upon me that my presence was unwelcome.

I found a coat rack where I could hang my wet outerwear, and it even had a small mirror in which I was able to tidy my hair, which had a tendency to grow unruly in wet weather. Then, feeling more confident, I turned to face my host. I was forced to clear my throat to gain his attention.

“Thank you for your consideration, Mr. Rathburn,” I said. “I know that I am not what you expected. The truth is that very few people will knowingly hire a woman photographer, so I am forced into the slight subterfuge of using my initials.”

He did not answer at once, and I wished I could read the expression in his dark eyes. Was he skeptical that a woman photographer would be capable of the task he had hired me for? Was he angry about having been taken in? Was he even assessing my worth to him as a woman and deciding whether to haul me off to his bed? I had encountered all three reactions before, and braced myself to see which one was forthcoming.

Mr. Rathburn managed to surprise me, however. Raking one hand through his wet hair, which sent droplets of water flying, he said, “Miss Douglas, you have made me break a vow.”

Startled, I said, “What vow would that be?”

He regarded me with something that might have been a smile before sorrow and bitterness had claimed it.

“You are the first female to set foot in my house in more than fifteen years.”

This was so disconcerting that I nearly made a flippant rejoinder, such as suggesting that he keep the road to this remote estate in better condition. But there was nothing humorous in the expression of the man before me, who became more intriguing with every passing moment.

“May one ask why?”

He looked away. “It’s safer so.”

His answer nettled me. “I assure you, Mr. Rathburn, I have no feminine wiles with which to trap you, nor any interest in doing so. I am here to perform a job, no more.”

His eyes met mine so suddenly it startled me. “Oh, I am lost already, Miss Douglas. A wreck and a ruin. And it isn’t my own safety of which I speak.”

Strangely enough I did not feel a threat in his words. Nor were they any species of flirtation. Whatever else this man might be, he was no rake. He did not show signs of any of the diseases that decency will not name. Perhaps he was prey to something more insidious, and I was surprised at the pang of sorrow that accompanied the thought. For someone I had known less than five minutes, he already seemed to have gained some foothold in my sympathies.

Possibly it was simply because he was so very different from my usual clients, who tended to be portly, patronizing, and loud. Paul Rathburn was clearly of a different caliber.

Such musings gained me nothing, however. To business.

“Now that you have admitted me, Mr. Rathburn, may I continue with my assignment and photograph the objects you wish to donate to museums?” When he did not answer, I added, “I assure you I am experienced and quite efficient.”

He raised a hand to quiet me. “Allow me a few minutes to change my clothing and think about the matter, Miss Douglas. Your unexpected presence is a grave complication.”

Before I could respond, he strode across the foyer and vanished through a doorway.

His manners had certainly grown rusty in fifteen years, I thought irritably. But to do him justice I was forced to concede that he was still far pleasanter than some men I had encountered through my work.

Besides, I was not easily quashed. No such woman could survive for long in my situation.

My first order of business was to open my cases to determine whether any water had leaked inside and ruined the paper negatives I had so carefully prepared. For traveling jobs I generally found it more convenient to use the camera that employed paper negatives rather than one that created positives on metal plates. In this instance, the negative method was also more practical than the daguerreotype one because my client wished for sets of duplicate photographs.

Once I had made certain everything was unharmed, I settled onto a cushioned bench to await my reluctant host. In order to distract myself from how cold and wet my feet were, I made an unhurried inspection of my surroundings. Already I could identify some valuable old furnishings that many museums would be eager to acquire. There was a sideboard with an intricate carved scene that I wanted to scrutinize more closely, but then I was distracted by a strange realization: my host’s footprints showed clearly on the flagstones of the entrance hall. Elsewhere the dust lay so thickly that it was clear no one had made use of this area—or cleaned it—in a long time.

I was still puzzling over this when Mr. Rathburn emerged once more. He had neatened his hair and changed his wet clothes for dry ones, including a coat and cravat—a gesture toward decorum for my sake, perhaps. He had not shaved, however.

“You’re still here,” he said, and while there was much surprise in his voice, there was not one scrap of pleasure. Had he actually expected me to walk five miles over the moors in the soaking rain to the nearest refuge?

But any tart rejoinder I might have made died on my lips when I realized that it was not hostility in his eyes so much as a kind of wonder, as if I were some exotic creature he only knew from books. I felt a surprising spark of answering compassion.

“I’m not in the habit of vanishing when a client turns his back,” I said, but I said it mildly. “And unless you say otherwise, I shall carry out the work for which you hired me.”

He did not answer my implied question, though. He was examining me closely, and perhaps the sight of my rain-dampened clothing prompted his next remark.

“You must be wishing to refresh yourself after your journey. Come, Miss Douglas.”

His abrupt courtesy did not extend to relieving me of my baggage, but that suited me; I did not like to trust it to others. With a case in each hand I followed him up a huge oaken stairway, managing not to trip on my skirts. At such close quarters I could observe that his coat, while of quality goods, was an old one; it was of a style from several years ago and too loose for his frame. I wondered whether he had refrained from having it recut from a desire to save money or from a general lack of interest in his appearance.

He led me to a room much finer than I had expected, furnished with heavy, ornately carved pieces in an antique style. As handsome as it was, though, it was far from cheerful; the dark paneling and furnishings made it impressive rather than welcoming. It looked better suited to a bishop or a judge than an obscure photographer.

To my amazement, Mr. Rathburn himself built a fire on the hearth and set it alight. “My man is out today,” he said gruffly when he noticed my surprise.

Did that mean he only kept one servant, in a house this size? No wonder he and his surroundings both looked as though they needed some care...and little wonder, also, that he was put out at having to make special efforts to cater to a woman visitor.

“You needn’t go to any trouble for me,” I said. “I’m unaccustomed to being pampered.”

A quick smile offered a momentary glimpse behind his gruff manner. “I am glad to hear it,” he said. “It must be years since Rathburn Hall has welcomed a guest.”

“But you were expecting me. At least—”

“I was expecting a man, who would have had much different quarters.” He cast a look at the tall-case clock. “I suppose you’ll be wanting something to eat later on.”

I admitted that that would be welcome. Breakfast had been many hours ago, and I had had no luncheon during the journey.

He rubbed his jaw and seemed surprised when his hand touched stubble. “Bogg laid out tea in the small drawing room before he left. You may join me when you’re ready.”

When I had warmed myself by the fire and changed my wet stockings for dry ones, I descended the great staircase. It creaked so much that it must have alerted my host to my approach, for his voice hailed me to guide me to the room where he awaited me.

A rough tea—bread, butter, and cheese—was on the table. There were two place settings, but Mr. Rathburn was standing by the tall windows that looked out on the rain-smeared view, drumming his fingers on the windowpanes. “Sit,” he said, gesturing to me.

“Are you not joining me?” I asked.

With an air of reluctance he came to the table but moved his chair so that it faced the window. When he made no motion toward the food I shrugged and helped myself. I had gone without too many meals in my life to affect a lack of interest when one was offered.

“Does the weather cause you concern?” I asked.

“Not the weather,” he said after a moment. “I mustn’t lose track of time.”

That was all the conversation my host offered. Soon I realized that I only made him more uncomfortable by trying to draw him out, so I addressed myself to my bread and cheese. I had eaten all but the crumbs when my host said abruptly, “While you are my guest here, I must ask you to promise two things.”

“Oh?” I said warily.

“You will not stir from your room between nightfall and dawn, and you will keep the door to your room locked.”

This was so eccentric that I expected him to offer an explanation, but it seemed he did not intend to do so. All of the instincts I had developed from my years as a woman alone in the world were urging me to be alert and cautious. “Is there someone in the house besides the two of us?” I asked.

“Not quite.” He would not meet my eyes, and then he was staring at the window once again, where the sky was beginning to darken into twilight.

“You must go to your room now,” he said abruptly. “Occupy yourself there as you please if you aren’t yet ready to retire, but you must shut yourself in and lock the door.”

I was full of questions, but before I could voice any, he actually gripped my elbow to raise me from my chair and propel me from the parlor.

“Good night, Miss Douglas,” he said as he released me and strode across the hall, his footsteps echoing on the flagstones. Then he vanished into his room, and the door shut with a bang.

* * *
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Some time in the night my eyes opened. My room was still, the fire no more than glowing embers behinds its screen, and at first I didn’t know what had awakened me. The rain was a muted backdrop of sound with nothing to interrupt it until I heard the creak of floorboards.

Out in the corridor, someone stood at my door. I could see two shadows interrupting the band of moonlight that edged the bottom of the door, and I knew they were feet.

Even as I watched, I saw the knob turning. Slowly, as if not to awaken me. Whoever was there meant to creep in unnoticed.

Tension prickled my skin, and I was thankful that I’d locked the door as my host had insisted. As noiselessly as I could, I pushed back the bedclothes and lowered my feet to the carpet. Then, when the person on the other side of the door made no move to go, I crept across the floor toward him.

A scratching on the door shocked me into stillness for a moment, and my heart thudded in my chest as a sly, reedy voice crooned, “Miss Douglas? My dear?”

Had he heard me? When I didn’t answer, the voice gave a little chuckle that made my scalp tighten. It was a revolting, self-satisfied sound.

“I know you’re in there, my beauty,” the loathsome voice called softly. “All tucked up in your soft bed. Be a good little gel and let me in.” Another chuckle, which set my teeth on edge. “I shall make it worth your while.”

Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I moved to the doorway and put my eye to the crack.

It was Paul Rathburn.

In disbelief I drew back, trying to make sense of the sight. Could this be the same man? Before, he had been careful to put distance between us, to refrain from any overtures that could be considered even friendly.

Yet here he was in disarray, shoeless and with one shirttail hanging out, a bottle clutched loosely in one hand, and something in the other that I could not make out.

Perhaps he was one of those men whose characters changed under the influence of drink. Perhaps that was even why he barred women from his house—to avoid scenes like this one.

But the taunting voice and leering expression were not those of Paul Rathburn. Despite our short acquaintance, I was certain of this. Even though he wore the same outward form, the man in the corridor was someone else entirely.

Now the thin voice became petulant. “Come now, I’ve asked nicely. Don’t make me use force, my gel. Then I won’t be nearly as kind a bedfellow.” That tittering laugh again. “’Twould be a great pity to see your lovely face bruised and battered.”

My stomach twisted in nausea. I could see him speak the words, but I knew they were not his own. Then he shifted impatiently, and I got a better look at the object in his other hand. It was a horsewhip.

A flash of anger overcame my confusion. I darted back to my bed and felt under the pillow to retrieve the object I had hidden there. Then I returned to the doorway and slipped it silently into place beneath the door.

Some women who must go out into the world to earn a living carry firearms on their travels. This has always seemed to me a dangerous solution, fraught with disadvantages. Others I have known have made use of pepper pots, but I have always suspected that enraging an assailant could make matters worse, even if one’s aim was good enough to temporarily blind him.

To my mind, the best defenses prevented one from having to come face to face with one’s adversary at all. The object I had just put into place was a simple wooden wedge, which had baffled unwanted intruders more than once. I made certain it was secure, then spoke in placating tones.

“It’s very late, sir,” I said. “Why don’t you retire now? I intend to do so.”

My effort at appeasing him was a bad idea. A string of nasty epithets emerged from the unlikely form of Paul Rathburn, and he began to beat on the door with his fist. Then I flinched at the crash of glass when he smashed the bottle against the door.

But eventually, after some more vigorous rattling of the door handle, he retreated down the hallway, muttering imprecations with every step. Soon I heard smashing and banging from a more distant part of the house, which seemed to indicate that he was venting his wrath on household objects. The only evidence of his presence at my door was the puddle of liquor seeping over the threshold, which filled my room with the smell of a public house.

My mind busy with this perplexing incident, I returned to bed. But it was a long time before I slept again.

* * *
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When I rose in the morning, I could almost have believed the events of the night before to have been a terrible dream, except that I could still smell the spilled liquor. For an instant I was taken back to my girlhood, for my father had often come home reeking of spirits until he ceased coming home at all.

Furtive sounds now came from the corridor, and I took care to put my eye to the crack in the door before deciding whether to open it. To my astonishment, the wan light of early morning revealed the master of the house himself kneeling on the threshold to sweep away the broken glass.

So peculiar a sight made me feel as though I would be intruding on his privacy were I to make myself known, so I watched in silence until he had cleared away the last crumb of glass and vanished down the hallway.

When I had finished dressing and emerged from my room, comforting fragrances suggesting breakfast wafted up to me, and I followed my nose to the kitchen. There I found a burly man busy at the range. He glanced up and nodded to me.

“How do, lass.” His voice was deep and raspy, and he looked more like a bare-knuckle fighter than a valet or footman. His hair was grizzled, and his sleeves were rolled up to reveal tattoos of a nautical nature. A former sailor, evidently.

“Good morning,” I said. “I hope some of whatever you’re making is for me. I’m famished.”

He gave a rumbling laugh big enough to fill the room. “I should think so, without a proper tea and no supper at all. Sit down, Miss Douglas, and I’ll have something to fortify you soon. Fancy! A lass at Rathburn Hall after all these years. My ma won’t believe it. She used to be cook here, before the master sent everyone away.”

I seated myself at the cleaner end of the big table. Flour was sprinkled at the other end, and on it sat a big lump of dough. “So Mr. Rathburn wasn’t exaggerating?”

He turned away from the range and began kneading the dough. “Not a bit of it, lass. Once he realized he had inherited the family curse, he—”

“Family curse?” I exclaimed.

“That’s what those of us below stairs called it. If there is a better explanation, we’ve yet to find it. It takes all of the men in the family, one by one, and now Mr. Rathburn is the last.” He shook his head regretfully as he cut out biscuits. “Everyone who remembered him as a lad said how merry and good-hearted he was, but around the time his father died there was a change—a change that comes to all the men of his line. My ma used to say how it broke her heart to see the Rathburn men go from kind and honorable to wicked and cruel and taunting.”

That was a fair description of the transformation I had witnessed. Yet Mr. Rathburn had been honorable enough to have warned me about himself...although he still came to my door. I was growing more certain that that behavior had not been his own.

“Any road,” the cook continued, “Mr. Rathburn shut himself away, turning out all the women servants and most of the men, except for tough old salts like me who could defend ourselves. Even went so far as to give his dog away, so that his madness would hurt no one but himself.” He shook his head sadly.

“And he decided that the family line would end with him?” Finally I understood his determination that no women would cross his path.

“Aye, lass. ’Tis a lonely life for him and no mistake.”

“For you as well,” I observed, but he waved that away.

“I’ve a day to myself every week. There’s company aplenty in the village, and I always visit my old ma. She’s in bed with a chill now, but she still loves a good gossip.” He gave me a snaggle-toothed grin. “She’ll be over the moon to hear about you.”

It was clear that the cook was equally fond of gossip, and no doubt starved for someone to talk to when most of his time was spent looking after this desolate house and its taciturn master.

Thinking again of the incident last night, I asked, “Is it possible Mr. Rathburn has a twin brother that no one knows about?”

My companion gave a whoop of laughter. “What, shut up in a secret room for years, only to escape and take the master’s place?”

It did sound farfetched the way he put it. Perhaps, after all, there was a more mundane reason.

“I’ve known some gentlemen who seem to become an entirely different person under the influence of alcohol,” I observed.

Bogg gave me a rueful look. “If only it was that simple, lass. ’Tisn’t drink. Though we always called it a curse, I fear the true culprit may be”—he hesitated, then leaned close to whisper the words—“some disease of the brain.”

It gave me a pang to think of that intelligent, sensitive mind being eaten away by some horrible illness, but it was certainly something that might be inherited. “Has he consulted a doctor?” I asked, though without much hope. If there were a solution, surely the Rathburn men would have made use of it long since.

“Aye, the best doctors he could find, here and abroad. They all had treatments to propose, but he told me that a regimen of cold baths and purgatives would benefit nothing but the doctors’ pocketbooks.” His sigh was deep, heaved up from that massive chest with the weight of sorrow behind it. “He’s not one to give up easily, but he finally did.”

There was something paternal about the cook’s attitude toward his employer, perhaps since his mother had been part of the household before him. I wondered if that was why he was still here after all the others had gone. Perhaps the others had been disinclined to endure their master’s violent rages. Remembering the sounds of destruction from the night before, I knew some malign influence must be at work, if I could only determine what it was.

“Will Mr. Rathburn be joining us for breakfast?” I asked.

His rumbling laugh reverberated through the kitchen once more. “The master rises late. He sleeps poorly.”

If at all, I thought.

After an excellent breakfast that I partook of so freely that I left the table with my corset creaking in protest, I began to explore the house. Ostensibly I was looking to see where the objects to be photographed were located and whether any would need to be moved into a location with more light. In truth I was seeking to know more about my employer and the increasingly peculiar circumstances of my stay.

Rathburn Hall was a strange place, as I soon discovered. The glimpse I had had of the exterior spoke of long-ago grandeur in decay, and this impression was borne out inside as well. Very few rooms seemed to be in use, and I could practically trace a footpath between them, since the rest were left to dust and decay. Some parts of the house were so neglected that rain had leaked through the roof, staining the walls and leaving puddles on floorboards, some of which were so warped it appeared that this sorry state had gone on for years. Perhaps this was why Mr. Rathburn was preparing to donate the finer pieces of his inheritance now instead of bequeathing them later—it might be the best way of preserving them. If he was insistent upon keeping only one servant, compromises in maintenance seemed inevitable.

Yet despite the neglect, nothing about my surroundings suggested straitened financial circumstances. He had contracted to pay me generously and had even sent a private coach for me since there was no railway station near his home. Even so, it was depressing to imagine what his life must be like here. Surely such a lonely existence was too steep a penalty to pay for a condition that was none of his own doing. If he was not already touched in the wits, the life to which he had sentenced himself might make him so.

In the faded splendor of the parlor, where the motheaten draperies were open to a sunny sky, I came across a curious family portrait that must have been painted more than a quarter century ago, judging by the clothing. The youngest family member was a small boy, whom I guessed to be my employer, who sat on the lap of a thin woman with an expression of pure misery. Her husband’s face was likewise drawn in lines of great unhappiness. There were gray-headed figures who must have been the older generation, and they, too, wore grim expressions. But the final figure, a man older still, stared out of the frame with a dangerous grin and eyes that dared the viewer to cross him. There was something almost frightening about him, a kind of unhinged, menacing glee, and I was glad I had not been the artist and forced to look at that expression until the painting was completed.

“A sour-faced group, are we not?”

The words made me start. Paul Rathburn had rejoined me unheard while I was absorbed in my thoughts. He was wearing the same coat as on the day before, but he had taken the trouble to shave—presumably for my sake—and the contours of his face looked even more like a carving in marble: beautiful but cold. He looked not at me but at the painting, and I found it curious that such sensitive eyes could hold so much resentment.

“The old gentleman seems to be a lively type,” I offered.

Again the bitter smile twisted his lips.

“My great-grandfather, Luther Rathburn,” he said. “He died not long after this painting was completed.”

I thought he might say more, but then he seemed to shake off his reflective mood and truly look at me.

“I hope your sleep was undisturbed, Miss Douglas,” he said. It was not a mere social nicety: there was real concern in his eyes.

“It was disturbed,” I said, “but I think you know that already, Mr. Rathburn.”

The dread that leapt into his face then seemed an excessive response to my mild remark. Did he truly not know what he had done? Perhaps he actually had been in the grip of some outside power.

“What do you suppose that I know, Miss Douglas?” he asked, as if the words were dragged from him.

I relented. “I believe it fell to you to clean up the broken glass outside my room.”

Some of the tension eased from his posture. “When I went to check this morning that you were safely locked in, I saw the mess. I did not want to risk your hurting yourself, and Bogg had not yet arrived.”

“That was most thoughtful of you. But do you not know how the broken glass came to be there?”

Under my curious gaze, he dropped his eyes. “I can only suppose that I was responsible,” he said in a low voice. “But I remember nothing. Thank heaven you are unharmed! During the hours of darkness, you see, I...am not myself.”

From other lips it would have seemed an evasion, a cowardly refusal to take responsibility. But from Paul Rathburn it sounded like the literal truth. I wished he would explain, but instead he seemed content to let the silence stretch between us.

“Have you decided,” I asked at length, “if you are willing to let me complete the job for which you engaged me?”

That surprised him. “Do you mean to say that you are willing to stay on after last night?”

“No harm came to me. It was merely an inconvenience.” That was not the most accurate way of describing that unnerving visitation, but I did not want to cause him any pain, for reasons I was not willing to examine closely.

“If that is so, you would do me a great favor by completing this task,” he said. “I wish to get my affairs in order as soon as possible. I fear I have little time left, and I want all of these treasures to be in safekeeping far away when I—”

Stopping short of finishing the thought, he turned and paced away, perhaps to compose himself. As unaccustomed as he was to companionship, he must have said more than he had intended. I felt an inexplicable dread settle like lead in the pit of my stomach.

I ventured, “You aren’t ill, are you, sir?” It was rude to be so intrusive, but I felt I had to know.

The smile with which he answered me was a ruined thing, and my heart tightened in my breast. “It is kind of you to ask,” he said. “I suppose you might say I have a sickness, but not one that conventional medicine can cure. For now, though, I am well enough; it comes in spells, you see, and when I emerge from one, I have no recollection of the hours that were lost to me. Since I cannot ask guests to endure something I neither comprehend nor control, it is safer to keep to my solitude.”

I wished fiercely that I could offer him some comfort. But it seemed that all I could do was help him toward his goal of disposing of the family valuables. “Then if you will be my cicerone, sir, and if the sun will continue to oblige us with so much light, I believe I may be able to photograph most of your list today. Once Bogg shows me where to set up a darkroom, it may be possible for me to develop the negatives and make prints as early as tomorrow night.”

He was silent for a moment as he took this in. “In that case, you put me in a difficult position, Miss Douglas.” When I gave him a quizzical look, he said quietly, “I am forced to applaud your efficiency since it will remove you from this dangerous environment in so short a time...while selfishly regretting that our acquaintance shall be of such short duration.”

How could one man contain two such different selves? An idea struck me, a means by which I might glean some insight, and when I excused myself to fetch my photographic equipment I made certain to retrieve both my cameras.

That day was one of the most peculiar of my career. Paul Rathburn was an agreeable, well-spoken, even gravely charming companion, though prone to moments of abstraction. As we proceeded through the house so I could photograph his possessions, I noted that his face sometimes took on an interested, even alert expression when he described the provenance of some of the more meaningful objects. He was, I discovered, a talented storyteller: he made me laugh with the tale of how a Delft vase came to be in his collection, while later he brought me to tears with the unexpectedly tragic circumstances surrounding the statue of a veiled woman.

From time to time, particularly when I was busy with the camera, I noticed him surreptitiously looking at me. This was only natural if I was the first woman he had seen in fifteen years, of course, and I couldn’t help but feel it was a pity for his sake that I was not handsomer.

As the day wore on, though, the haunted look returned to his face, and he spoke less and less. His dread at the approach of sundown was palpable, and I knew I had better proceed with my experiment before he took his leave of me. When he led me to a painting in what looked like the Rococo style hanging on a corridor wall, I seized the opportunity.

“Mr. Rathburn, would you mind standing next to the painting to give an idea of its size?” I asked.

He obeyed silently, his eyes drifting to the nearest window.

While he was thus preoccupied, I removed my usual camera from the wooden tripod and replaced it with the one I thought of as the forbidden camera. It traveled everywhere with me, lest it fall into unsafe hands, but I had never taken a photograph with it—nor did I ever intend to do so. What I wanted was to look through the lens to see what the camera saw. Without a negative loaded into the camera, I would have an unimpeded view.

Naturally it took some time to secure the replacement camera, and Paul Rathburn turned to give me an inquiring look.

“Almost ready,” I said. Then I stooped to put my eye to the lens.

What I saw made me instinctively shrink away, hastily raising my head. From his position scant yards away, Mr. Rathburn gazed at me with concern.

“Is something the matter, Miss Douglas?”

I swallowed. My mouth was dry. “Let me take another look,” I said, though the last thing in the world I wished to do was view that sight again. Taking a deep breath for courage, I bent to see again what the lens had revealed.

Most of the scene looked just as it should: the corridor, the painting, and the man. There I saw the imposing lineaments of Paul Rathburn’s person, and hovering before them like a veil of mist was another image—a ghostly duplicate of him. Though it was less defined, I could see that the face was younger somehow and unburdened with mortal cares. It was the ethereal presence of the man—and it was beautiful.

But it was partially obscured by a curdled pillar of smoky vapor that looked as though the air itself was diseased. At the top of this loathsome mist, and partially overlapping Paul Rathburn’s face, was another visage, but one formed of oily smoke. The expression was so repulsive, so gleefully malignant in its aspect, that it was all I could do not to back away from the camera at once. As it was, I could only bear to look for a few seconds, but that was enough for me to recognize the face. It resembled that of Luther Rathburn as he was rendered in the family portrait.

When I straightened and forced myself to look once more at my host, it was almost strange to see no sign of the curdled mist or vicious features. Rather, his expression was solicitous as he stepped toward me.

“You look quite pale,” he said. “Are you feeling faint?”

I shook my head, but my hands were trembling. “It’s nothing,” I said, hiding them behind my back. “Perhaps a cup of tea—”

“Of course,” he exclaimed. “I’ve been remiss; it’s far past time we stopped for something to eat. No wonder you’re not quite yourself. Come, take my arm, and we shall see what Bogg can offer us.”

Was it my imagination, or was there tenderness in his voice? How different he was now from the man who had tried to run me off his property the day before. Though I probably could have navigated the journey under my own power, I confess that I availed myself of the strength of his arm—both to steady myself and because it reminded me how much goodness there was in this man when not controlled by the thing I had seen through the camera.

I took time to gather my thoughts while Paul Rathburn led me to the small drawing room and rang for Bogg to bring us something to eat. After the cook had conferred with him in a low voice and served us, he withdrew. I looked at my host.

“Mr. Rathburn,” I said, “are you aware that you are possessed by a malignant spirit?”

He froze in the very act of seating himself. I feared at first that he would think me mad. But then he gave a short laugh.

“I am all too aware,” he said bitterly, taking his seat. “My great-grandfather Luther is still clinging to life, generations after the death of his mortal shell. First through my grandfather, then my father, and now me.” When he noticed my surprise, he said in a more restrained tone, “He seems to grow more tenacious and more malignant with the years...not to mention stronger. He does not always wait until dusk now to take over my body like some ghastly puppeteer.” For a moment he shielded his face with his hand, as if my gaze were more than he could bear. “I cannot begin to express how humiliating it is—how damnably helpless it makes me feel to be taken over in such a way, night after night, with no hope of staving him off. I have even considered doing away with myself, but I fear his spirit would reanimate my corpse unless I obliterated my body. And I confess that the prospect of leaping in front of a train or a ploughshare is a daunting one.”

I could hardly believe that he was giving me such an intimate view of the agony in which he lived. How he must have been longing to unburden himself after years of bearing up under this torment. Or perhaps he had even forgotten my presence. Only now did he think to ask, in a different voice, “How did you come to learn of this wretched condition of mine, Miss Douglas?”

I steeled myself, since he might think me addled after hearing what I had to say. But as long as there was a chance that I could help him, I must tell him all.

“I brought two cameras with me,” I said. “They were both built by my parents. My father and mother were both photographers and continually tried to improve upon the available models, like Mr. Talbot’s calotype camera, and to make the preparation and development processes more efficient. Their experimentation resulted in the camera and paper negatives I used today. The innovations they introduced mean that I can prepare the negatives well in advance and don’t have to develop them right away.

“But the other camera—the one through which I looked at you next to the Rococo painting—that one is different. Even while they were constructing it my mother felt there was something wrong with it. She became superstitious suddenly, reminding my father that many people believe that taking someone’s photograph steals their soul.”

My companion’s dark eyes were intent upon my face as he leaned toward me. “What happened?” he asked.

I bit my lips. I had never told this story before, and even though more than ten years had elapsed since these events had taken place, relating them now was like prodding a fresh bruise.

“My father dismissed her worries and insisted that she must be the first subject photographed when the camera was complete. She agreed not from any abatement of her fears but out of love for my father. She...she was expecting a child at the time.”

“Dear God.” The words were hushed.

“As soon as the exposure was complete and my father replaced the lens cap, she went into premature labor.” Now I spoke in a rush, eager to be finished. “The baby did not survive. My mother did...at least, in body. But she was never the same. Something in her had broken—or been lost.” The memory brought a painful tightness to my throat. I could still see her, sitting vacant-eyed wherever she was led, not moving for hours, barely capable of speech. An empty husk. “She was more helpless than a child,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I was old enough that I could look after her, but my father could not bear to see her in such a state.”

“Did he consider himself responsible?”

I nodded. “He stopped working and began to drink heavily, and one day he went to the tavern and simply never came home. Even now I don’t know if he is living or dead. I took up his work as the best way to support myself and my mother, and when she died I kept on with it.”

To my astonishment, he reached out and took one of my hands in both of his. My hands bore the signs of handling caustic chemicals, whereas his were smooth and strong, but he did not seem to mind. The warmth of his touch was soothing, even reassuring, and I realized with a pang why I saw so many sweethearts go hand in hand.

“And the camera?” he prompted.

“Somehow it seemed that it would be bad luck to destroy it. I’ve never even loaded it—I wouldn’t dare—but I found that if I looked through the lens...it sounds absurd.”

His smile then was wry yet tender, including me in a strange, intimate fellowship. “Miss Douglas, my great-grandfather is living inside my body and using it to prolong a life of debauchery and malice. I am the very last person to label anything absurd.”

My laugh was a touch overwrought. “You do have a point, Mr. Rathburn.”

“Paul,” he corrected.

“Well, if you wish.” Flustered by this gesture of intimacy, I rushed on. “When I look at someone through that camera, I don’t see merely their physical form. I see something else as well, something ethereal. Like a kind of vaporous reflection, but not always an exact copy of the outward appearance. I...I think of it as their soul.”

His dark eyebrows arched, but rather than ridiculing me, as I half feared, he nodded. “And when you looked at me you saw—?”

“Two souls.”

In the silence that followed I could hear the rush and patter of rain. I realized then how dark the room had grown; though it was not yet dusk, the sky had clouded over, leaving the fire on the hearth the only illumination. The corners of the room were now cloaked in darkness, giving the ominous impression that anything might be hiding there, invisible in the shadows.

Abruptly Paul Rathburn left his chair and paced over to the fireplace. Bracing his arm against the mantel, he stared into the flames, and the flickering red light cast his handsome face in such strange shadows that he suddenly looked ominous.

I wondered if he was contemplating the same idea that had come into my mind—the same foolish, dangerous, insane idea. I don’t think I would have dared speak it aloud except for his confession that he had considered ending his own life to be free of his dark possessor.

“Perhaps,” I said, and my voice sounded strange to my own ears, “I could try taking his photograph.”

Slowly he raised his head to look at me. Still redly illuminated by the fire, his features seemed distorted. Was the spirit already taking control?

But he said, “I pray that you will, Miss Douglas.”

“It is horribly dangerous,” I began, feeling panicked now that he had agreed so readily. “It was reckless of me even to suggest it.”

Before I realized I was doing so, I had risen and crossed the space between us. Now that I was close to him, I could see even more clearly the red firelight bathing the strong contours of his face, exaggerating them so that there seemed to be a glimpse of the skull beneath. Alarmed, I searched his eyes for reassurance that he had not yet transformed.

Seeing my anxiety, he touched my face lightly. His eyes were steady on mine. “We will wait until Luther’s spirit is in the ascendant,” he said, “so it will be the soul trapped, not mine. But even if that goes awry, whatever fate befalls me can only be a release.”

“Even if—”

“Even if the foul spirit of my great-grandfather is the only one that remains in my fleshly shell, at least my own soul will be mercifully unaware of it. I would count that a blessing...and Bogg already has orders to dispatch him should that come to pass.”

That shocked me. But the mention of his manservant had evidently given him another idea. “I shall have Bogg bind me to a chair,” he said, “so that you’ll be safe while—blast!” When I looked at him inquiringly, he sighed. “I forgot that Bogg is gone,” he said in a subdued voice. “He told me just now that someone had brought word that his mother’s condition had taken a turn for the worse, and I told him he could depart to be with her.” For the first time he looked worried. “That means you will have no one to protect you.”

“Perhaps I could try tying you to a chair,” I said, marveling that such a strange sentence should pass my lips, and the unlikeliness of it made Paul smile a little too. Then he darted a look through the window, and his brows drew together.

“I shall do my best to advise you in that,” he said, “and I suggest that we hurry.” Perhaps he was afraid the thick storm clouds might permit dusk to fall before we were aware—or that they might allow the malignant spirit to take control of his body earlier than usual.

While he went in search of rope I set up the camera and placed a paper negative in its holder, ready to be loaded into the camera. After Paul returned from his errand he took a lighted spill and passed from lamp to lamp, turning up the flames so that the drawing room was flooded with light. The brilliant illumination dispelled the shadows, and with them the uneasy sense of something unseen. I would be able to see his every movement and change of expression—and the camera would too.

“Ready?” he said briefly, tossing the spill into the fire.

When I nodded, he handed me a thick coil of rope. Seating himself in a narrow chair, he instructed me on how to bind him securely. I did not have a great deal of confidence in the security of this binding, however. The rope was old and stiff, and I could easily imagine it breaking under strain. I was also unsatisfied with my knots and wished that Bogg had been there to offer his nautical expertise.

When I had finished, Paul was pale but still calm. The only sign of discomposure was his rumpled hair, which was falling into his eyes. It lent him so vulnerable an appearance that my heart gave a pang, and I smoothed back the unruly locks. In other circumstances it would have been an unpardonable liberty, but the time for such finicking concerns was long past. We were already more intimately acquainted after this brief time together than some married couples ever became.

I couldn’t help sighing as I looked at him. If our plan should go awry, what a tragic loss it would be.

And he, too, seemed to be contemplating the possibility of failure. “May I ask a great favor of you?” His voice was grave, his eyes full of longing. “In case this is the last night of my life?”

Readily I took his face in my hands and leaned down to kiss his lips, but then a dreadful suspicion made me draw back before we touched to examine his face more closely. “Which of you is asking?”

To my dismay, a wrenching spasm crossed his face. Fearing that the two souls were struggling for dominance, I swiftly took my place behind the camera. Through the lens I could see both spirits—equally present, with neither yet triumphant. The translucent embodiment of Paul shone steadfast, but the curdled gray miasma of his tormentor was just as clearly visible.

“Paul?” I said softly, aware of how strange his Christian name felt on my lips. “Are you still here?”

A moment’s hesitation, then he gave the barest of nods. “I think I had best try to make myself inconspicuous,” he said, and though it was a sensible idea, when he closed his eyes I felt terribly alone.

With my heartbeat pounding in my ears I loaded the prepared negative into the camera. From now on I could not see through the camera lens and would have only the unaided testimony of my own eyes on which to rely.

A silent time passed. To my naked eye nothing seemed to be changing. After what felt like an eon of waiting, a terrible thought struck like a winter blight.

Just because Paul had no knowledge of the spirit’s doings did not mean that the same was true for the spirit. If Luther had heard our plan to vanquish him, he might well decide not to manifest at all and thus elude our grasp.

And as the long minutes dragged past, I began to suspect this was true. How could we defeat an enemy that did not engage with us?

Even if my suspicion was unfounded, I longed to get this ordeal over with quickly, while my mind was still alert. I could wait no longer for Luther to appear; I must draw him out somehow.

My mind raced. Would flattery lure him? Seduction? Unfortunately, I had told the truth when I said I had no feminine wiles at my command. As a seductress I would certainly fail.

Then, remembering his menacing attempt to breach my room, I found my thoughts taking a different direction. This entity liked to instill fear. What if I could convince him that he was too weak to be feared? Perhaps he would emerge to refute that affront.

“What a comical sight you were at my door last night, Mr. Luther Rathburn,” I said. “I suppose you thought you were quite imposing with your silly horsewhip.”

There was no change to Paul’s posture. I carried on.

“I was in convulsions of laughter, listening to you whine and plead. You sounded like a little boy begging his governess for a stick of barley-sugar.”

At that, Paul—or rather Luther—began to stir and writhe in his chair. Excitement jolted through me. My plan actually seemed to be working. Breathing a silent prayer that the rope would hold, I tried to force things to a conclusion.

I made my voice as scornful and taunting as I could. “Only a weakling would have admitted defeat as you did. A proper man, a man worthy of the name, would have kicked my door down and forced me to bow to his will.”

Luther’s eyes opened, and they gleamed with malevolence. “Filthy little whore,” he snarled. He strained at his bonds until, to my horror, the rope gave and he struggled free.

Instantly he was on his feet. “I’ll shut that mouth of yours—”

I snatched the lens cap from the camera as he lunged toward me, his face a distorted mask of hatred. His hands reached across the camera to close around my throat, and I felt his hot breath on my face as I fumbled the cap back in place.

Without a sound, he collapsed to the floor as if shot.

For a moment I was too stunned to move. Then I came to myself. Carefully I removed the negative from the camera, still protected by its tray, and a quick look through the lens showed me that our plan had been a success—the evil spirit was gone. Paul’s spirit alone remained, shining with a pure light. I almost wept in relief.

“Paul,” I cried. “We succeeded!”

As soon as I had slotted the tray back into the camera for safekeeping I dropped to my knees beside him. When I gently rolled him over so that I could see his face, his eyes were closed. But when I felt his wrist, the pulse was strong against my fingertips.

“Paul,” I whispered, stroking his cheek. “Wake up.”

Despite what the camera had shown me, I would not fully know he was safe until he came to himself and spoke to me. It must have been only moments before he regained consciousness, but I felt as though I had aged years by the time his eyes opened at last and fixed on me.

“Miss Douglas?” he said tentatively, and I laughed—both in joy and because the formality was so incongruous.

“Lucinda,” I said. “My name is Lucinda. You are alive! How do you feel?”

With my aid he sat up. His expression was that of a man who is afraid to believe in his good fortune. “I am myself,” he marveled.

“All yourself?”

“Completely myself.” His voice was stronger now, and the awe in his eyes was giving way to delight. “I want to feel the air,” he exclaimed. “Come, let’s go outside.” Springing to his feet with an energy that surprised and thrilled me, he reached down to take my hand and help me up. “It’s been so many years since I’ve seen the night sky,” he said.

“It’s raining.” I was so happy I hardly knew what I was saying.

“All the better.” He led me swiftly to the entrance hall and thence to the great front door, which he threw open before turning to me with a smile. “It was raining when we met,” he said softly, and drew me over the threshold.

We stood hand in hand at the top of the stairs, breathing in the night air as the rain pelted us. The look of wondering euphoria in his eyes was so beautiful that I found myself furtively wiping away tears, and I hoped the rain would hide my weakness from him.

“You’re a free man, Paul Rathburn,” I said. “What are you going to do first?”

He smiled at me, and even with the rain streaming over him he was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. His eyes drifted to my lips, and my heart was beating joyfully as I closed my eyes and raised my face to meet his.

But nothing happened except that I heard him say, “I think I shall get a dog.”

My eyes flew open. “Pardon?”

“I’ve missed having a dog.” He grinned at me for the first time—a true, carefree grin. “Perhaps a spaniel. Or a beagle. What do you think?”

“Oh,” I said, completely thrown off balance. “Well, that is a fine idea. Perhaps a bea—mmph.”

His kiss caught me unprepared. Now that he had been freed from his oppressor, it seemed that Paul Rathburn had a mischievous sense of humor. And if he was out of practice from not having kissed anyone in the last fifteen years, I neither noticed nor cared.

* * *
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After our marriage we went on to travel far and wide, for Paul had an insatiable hunger to see more of the world after his long years of imprisonment. I delighted in taking photographs of him and, in time, our two children in locales as varied as Morocco and Switzerland. Some of my works even won prizes, and whenever Paul referred to me lovingly as the most talented photographer he had ever met, people ignorant of our history probably thought he was referring to these.

As for the photograph of Luther Rathburn, since it had served its purpose, I left the negative undisturbed in the camera rather than developing it. So brief an exposure might not have preserved anything visible to human eyes, and even if it had there was no knowing what might happen if the image of that foul entity were to be made available for viewing. Instead we placed the camera and its contents in the Rathburn family vault and had the entrance bricked up. At last Paul’s vile great-grandfather was at rest—whether he liked it or not.
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​The Deadly Dress
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The door knocker was muffled in black crepe so that the grieving family would not be disturbed by its noise. Miss Damaris Miles looked at it for a long moment before reaching out to grasp it.

But before she could raise it to knock, the door opened, revealing an elderly woman with pure white hair beneath a white ruffled cap. “Come in, my dear,” she said in a low voice. “I was expecting you this forenoon.”

“I’m sorry. My train—”

“Never mind, never mind. You’re here at last, and that’s what matters.” Standing back, she indicated for the younger woman to enter.

When Miss Miles stepped over the threshold the house began to reveal itself to her. Not only in the way the Morris paper and bright Turkey carpets bespoke wealth and taste, but in the formless messages that they conveyed—tangible whispers of the past that had unfolded within these walls.

A nonexistent breeze stirred the lace at her throat. She sensed a lively household with much energetic rushing about. Ghosts of mirth tugged at her sleeves. A happy family, then, one with playful children.

There were shadows of grief as well. Of course, sorrow must come to every family. But these were not the ordinary pains that were the cost of being mortal. Silent sobs weighed her skirt, dragging at her. When she took a step forward, the heaviness nearly made her knees buckle.

Tragedy. Recent.

But of course she knew that. That was why she was here.

“Do you feel anything?” The older woman was watching her face, anxious for her thoughts.

Miss Miles nodded but kept her counsel for the time being. “Does the family know why I am here?” she said instead.

“Gracious no, child. Can you imagine their faces if I were to tell them I had summoned a clairvoyant who could sense the unseen through clothing and fabrics? I should be sent off to Bedlam quicker than you can count to ten.” She led the way down a corridor. The going was dark with all the blinds closed, and more crepe had been hung over every mirror, so the light of the housekeeper’s lamp was not even supplemented by reflections. “All I said was that the children could do with someone to look after them what with the young mistress being...ill. And that’s God’s honest truth.”

Miss Miles took note of all that she could see in the flickering light. As with the exterior, the mansion bore all the marks of a long and respectable history. Highly polished floorboards worn in places from generations of footfalls. Portraits, dark with age, showing the long line of forebears. The portieres, interestingly, struck her as among the few newer accoutrements. The vivid tints of the flowers and vines had not been in place long enough to fade.

“What can you tell me about the drapes?” she asked, pausing to take a fold of the silk between thumb and forefinger. Its surface was matte satin, glowing gently in the light, as smooth as butter to the touch.

The housekeeper, whose name was Mrs. Bailey, paused. “Why, the master—the late master, God rest his soul—he brought back bales of fabric from his travels. The late Mrs. Arbuthnot had many a fine gown of stuff that he brought back from India or China. Quite an eye he had. He took pride in the late mistress looking finer than any other woman in London.”

“And the girl who was to be his bride?”

With a shake of her snowy head Mrs. Bailey resumed her progress down the corridor. “The master’s days of traveling ended after his first wife’s death, and all of her gowns were stored away. The poor child who was to have married him he dressed in the finest London had to offer.” For a moment she was silent, but then words came bursting out of her as though she was too agitated to hold them back. “I can’t imagine who would want to hurt her and the master,” she exclaimed. “Neither of them ever harmed anyone.” She took out her handkerchief and blew her nose before continuing in a more composed manner. “That’s why I thought of you. Though nothing will bring Mr. Arbuthnot back, it would make me easier in my mind to know what, or who, is responsible for his death.”

Miss Miles offered no reply, feeling that none was needed. As they progressed she felt the heavy drag of her skirt still, like an anchor shackled to her waist, but the insubstantial specter of a breeze lifted the batiste ruffles at her wrists, a reminder that this house’s inhabitants had not always been bowed down with grief. It was summer, so she was wearing a light dress of cotton, which she had found to be peculiarly sensitive to the supernatural influences that desired to make themselves felt.

Perhaps it was because she was descended from a long line of weavers that she could sense so much from fabric. Her own attire served almost as an insect’s antennae, alerting her to unseen conditions. She was practiced at concealing these communications, knowing full well that she would be thought mad or hysterical if she confided them to most of her acquaintance. But dear Mrs. Bailey, her onetime employer, had neither laughed at her nor declared her touched.

They ascended a staircase, their feet soundless on the carpet, and the little halo of light from the lamp was lost in the vastness as they climbed higher. Then there were more corridors, growing more sparsely decorated as they traversed them, and then, at last, a door that Mrs. Bailey opened without knocking.

The room within must have been the schoolroom, to judge by the furnishings. A young man and woman, both scarcely twenty, were gathered near the hearth with two small children, a boy and a girl.

The young woman was dressed simply, with only a few pieces of inexpensive jewelry, but in a fashionable crinolette. Miss Miles was not surprised when Mrs. Bailey introduced her as the lady’s maid, Miss Ann Noble.

“And not a governess, if you please,” the young woman put in. “Mind you, I am happy to help with the children in a crisis, but it is not at all what I was engaged to do.”

As the housekeeper performed the introductions Miss Miles shook hands with the lady’s maid, noting her pink cheeks and agitated air. So when the young man ventured forth, Miss Miles was prepared to believe the worst.

“Freddie Arbuthnot,” he volunteered, shaking her hand, to her surprise. The son and heir was not generally so friendly to hired help, in Miss Miles’s experience, and he certainly had no business in the schoolroom—no legitimate business, at least. If he and the lady’s maid were engaged in a clandestine affair, however, his open face and frank air of friendliness belied it. “How glad we are to see you, Miss Miles. I am only too happy to try to keep my little sister and brother busy and shield them from—you know”—his voice dropped—”but I’m wretchedly bad at it! I say, how is Alice—I mean, Miss Brown?” he asked the housekeeper.

“The doctor did not speak to me directly, sir, but I heard him tell your aunt that there hasn’t been a significant change since this morning.”
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