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			Chapter 1

			Winterset Hall Awaits

			Snow crunched beneath carriage wheels as the afternoon light slanted low across Winterset Hall’s grounds. The estate rose from white lawns like a monument to old grievances, its ivy-covered walls dark against the winter sky. Tall mullioned windows glinted in their forest-green frames, watching the approach of guests with the same wary assessment as the family waiting inside. Smoke curled from half a dozen chimneys, gray against the gathering clouds that promised more snow before nightfall.

			Edmund Vale stepped down from the hired motor, grateful for the solidity of gravel beneath his boots. The journey from London had been long, the roads treacherous with ice that sent the vehicle sliding twice on the approach to Surrey. He straightened his coat and adjusted the leather satchel slung across his shoulder, the weight of books and papers a familiar comfort. His fingers ached from the cold despite his gloves, and his breath hung in pale clouds before his face. Around him, other arrivals trudged toward the carved entrance doors with obvious reluctance. Wind cut across the grounds, carrying the smell of wood smoke and frozen earth.

			Harry Pike emerged from a second vehicle, his constable’s uniform exchanged for a simple wool suit that made him look younger, less official. The brown tweed sat well on his frame, though Edmund knew Harry felt exposed without the armor of his profession. Their eyes met across the snowy drive. Edmund allowed himself the smallest smile. Harry’s answering glance carried warmth enough to cut through the December chill, and for a moment the cold seemed less biting, the gray sky less oppressive.

			They mounted the steps together, not quite side by side, but close enough to appear companionable to any watching eyes, and distant enough to avoid comment. The doors swung open to reveal a vast entrance hall where crystal chandeliers scattered prisms of light across marble floors veined with gold. The scent of pine wreaths mingled with aged wood and something sharper underneath, the faint bite of old brandy and the mustiness of rooms kept closed too long. Heat rolled out to meet them, almost oppressive after the bitter air outside.

			“Mr. Vale.” Harry’s voice was quiet, measured. “Cold journey.”

			“Tolerable.” Edmund’s fingers brushed Harry’s wrist as they handed their coats to the waiting butler. The touch lasted barely a heartbeat. Edmund felt the warmth of Harry’s skin even through the wool of his sleeve. “You managed the roads without incident?”

			“Well enough.” Harry’s mouth quirked at one corner. “Though the hill past Godstone tested the motor rather thoroughly.”

			The butler, a lean man with silver-streaked hair and the bearing of someone who had served the Lethbridge family for decades, moved with practiced efficiency. His expression revealed nothing, though Edmund suspected those sharp eyes missed very little. Mr. Grayson, if Edmund recalled correctly from the brief correspondence that had accompanied the invitation. The man’s hands were steady as he accepted their coats, and his gaze flickered over them with the same assessing quality Edmund had seen in museum curators evaluating new acquisitions.

			Around them, other guests shed their outdoor clothing and spoke in clipped tones. A middle-aged woman in an expensive but outdated traveling suit complained about the state of the roads to no one in particular. A younger man, face ruddy from the cold and something stronger, laughed too loudly at his own jest about country hospitality. The entrance hall absorbed these sounds and softened them, the high ceiling and marble floors turning sharp voices into echoes.

			Lady Beatrice Lethbridge appeared at the top of the grand staircase like a ship’s figurehead, tall and austere in dark burgundy silk that rustled as she descended. Her gaze swept the assembled company with the precision of an inventory. When it landed on Edmund and Harry, it lingered just long enough to convey disapproval before moving on. The resemblance to her late brother was striking in the aquiline nose, and the firm set of the mouth.

			“Gentlemen.” Her voice carried down the stairwell with the clarity of cut glass. “You are prompt. Sir Oswald expects everyone in the great hall within the hour.” She paused on the bottom step, arranging her skirts with deliberate precision. “I trust your accommodations in the village are adequate, Constable Pike?”

			“Quite adequate, thank you.” Harry’s expression remained pleasantly neutral, but Edmund heard the flatness in his tone. Constables did not lodge at Winterset Hall, regardless of their connection to other guests.

			“And you, Mr. Vale, will find your usual room prepared. Third floor, east wing.” Lady Beatrice’s attention shifted to Edmund with marginally more warmth. A cataloguer of rare books occupied a different social stratum than a village constable, though still well below the Lethbridge family’s station. “Sir Oswald speaks highly of your work on the library collection.”

			Edmund inclined his head. “Sir Oswald has been most generous in granting access to the family archives.”

			“Hmm.” Lady Beatrice’s mouth tightened. “Yes. Generous. Do join us when you have refreshed yourself from your journey.”

			She swept past them toward the drawing room, leaving a wake of expensive perfume. Her judgment needed no words. Beside him, Harry stood with the stillness that came naturally to him. No fidgeting, no nervous adjustments. Just quiet presence and a patience Edmund had learned to rely on during their three years of discreet companionship.

			They followed Mr. Grayson through corridors hung with ancestral portraits. Dark eyes followed their progress from gilded frames, men in ruffs and women in pearls, generations of Lethbridges who had walked these same halls. The floorboards creaked beneath Persian runners worn thin at the centers, and the walls bore the lighter squares where paintings had once hung, sold off perhaps to maintain the estate’s crumbling grandeur.

			The great hall opened before them, vast and warm with firelight that danced across stone walls. Long tables stretched between massive pillars, already laid with white linens and silver that gleamed in the afternoon light filtering through tall windows. Holly garlands draped the walls, their red berries bright against dark paneling, and the scent of pine and cinnamon hung heavy in the air. A fire large enough to roast a pig crackled in the hearth at the far end, sending shadows leaping across the vaulted ceiling.

			Charles Lethbridge stood near the hearth, his posture rigid despite the casual way he held his whiskey glass. When Edmund entered, Charles’s gaze flickered over him with calculation. His face had the drawn quality of someone sleeping poorly, and the hand holding the glass trembled before he steadied it. The heir to Winterset Hall wore his responsibility like an ill-fitting coat, the fabric pulled too tight across the shoulders.

			“Vale.” Charles nodded. “And Constable Pike. Welcome to our festive gathering.”

			The words held no warmth. Edmund returned the greeting with equal coolness, aware of Harry’s steady presence just behind his left shoulder. Other family members drifted into the hall in ones and twos, each arrival marked by stiff pleasantries.

			Eleanor Lethbridge entered with her Bible tucked under one arm, her face composed into lines of pious severity. She wore black, as she apparently wore every day, the fabric unrelieved by even a touch of seasonal cheer. She acknowledged Edmund with the barest dip of her chin, then positioned herself near the far window. Her brother Julian slouched against a pillar, charm and dissolution fighting for dominance in his handsome features. He raised his glass in a mocking salute that included everyone and no one, ice clinking against crystal.

			“Edmund, old man.” Julian’s voice carried the slight slur of someone already well into their cups. “Come to catalogue Father’s treasures again? Or are you here to witness the grand redistribution of the Lethbridge fortune?”

			“I was invited to spend Christmas at Winterset Hall,” Edmund said mildly. “The cataloguing is secondary.”

			“Of course it is.” Julian’s smile held an edge. “Everything is secondary to family duty, isn’t it? At least, that’s what they keep telling me.”

			Mrs. Maynard, the widowed companion, settled into a chair by the fire with the quiet grace of someone who knew her place existed in the margins. Her hands folded in her lap, pale against the dove gray of her dress. Her gaze remained fixed on the doorway through which Sir Oswald would eventually enter, as though she could summon him through sheer force of will. She was perhaps forty-five, still handsome in a subdued way, with understated elegance that spoke of good breeding fallen on reduced circumstances.

			Edmund catalogued it all. The tight set of Charles’s jaw. The way Eleanor’s fingers worried at the ribbon marking her place in Scripture, the leather worn smooth from years of handling. Julian’s studied carelessness, the deliberate slouch that somehow emphasized rather than disguised his tension. Mrs. Maynard’s futile discretion, her eyes bright with what looked like hope or grief or both. Resentment threaded through every stilted greeting and forced smile, deep currents that ran beneath the polished surface.

			Harry moved to stand by the window. From there he could observe without drawing notice. Edmund appreciated the tactic. Watchers learned more than participants in rooms full of secrets. Through the glass, the grounds stretched away in pristine white, the formal gardens buried beneath snow that smoothed away the evidence of summer’s work.

			“The new will,” someone murmured nearby. Edmund couldn’t identify the speaker.

			“Disgraceful,” came a whispered reply. “After everything Charles has done for the estate.”

			“What has Charles done, exactly?” A third voice, female and sharp. “Run it further into debt?”

			The whispers cut off abruptly as Sir Oswald himself entered through the far door. He was a large man, broad-shouldered despite his years, with white hair swept back from a face that showed the remains of striking handsomeness. He moved with the confidence of someone who had never questioned his right to command. The assembled family rearranged themselves subtly in response to his presence.

			Conversations fragmented around them, each exchange pitched just below the level of open rudeness. Edmund accepted a glass of sherry from a passing servant and let the voices wash over him. People revealed themselves in what they chose to say when they thought no one important was listening. The talk turned to weather, to London gossip, to everything except the topic that overshadowed the gathering.

			The new will. The document that Mr. Aldridge, the nervous solicitor currently hovering near the door, had been summoned to oversee. Edmund had heard fragments of it during his previous visits to catalogue the library. An illegitimate son to be acknowledged. Provisions for Mrs. Maynard. Alterations to Charles’s inheritance. Enough to shatter the facade this family had maintained for decades.

			Harry caught his eye from across the room. The look lasted only a moment, but Edmund felt its steadying effect. Whatever tensions coiled through Winterset Hall, whatever resentments festered beneath its polished surfaces, they would face them together.

			Discreetly. The way they had learned to face everything in a world that had no place for men like them beyond the shadows.

			+ + + + + +

			The drawing room had absorbed the afternoon’s fading light, transforming it into something thick and golden. Candles flickered in wall sconces, their flames reflected in the silver tea service that Mrs. Maynard presided over with practiced efficiency. The fire crackled and spat, sending shadows dancing across the faces of the assembled family members. The air carried the mingled scents of Earl Grey, beeswax, and the faint mustiness of old velvet curtains.

			Edmund accepted a cup from Mrs. Maynard with a murmured thanks and retreated to a chair near the window. From this vantage point, he could observe the room without appearing to do so. He’d refined this skill over years of cataloguing not just books but the people who collected them. The window at his back looked out onto gardens slowly disappearing into the dusk, the snow taking on a bluish cast as the light died.

			Charles stood near the fireplace, one elbow propped on the mantelpiece in a pose that might have looked casual for another man. For him however it appeared studied, rehearsed. His free hand worried at his watch chain, fingers moving in a restless pattern that suggested nerves wound too tight. When Eleanor approached him, her Bible still tucked under one arm like a shield, he straightened slightly and the hand stilled.

			“We need to speak,” Eleanor said. Her voice was pitched low, but the room’s acoustics carried the words to Edmund’s position. “Before Father makes his announcement.”

			“There’s nothing to speak about.” Charles raised his teacup to his lips, though Edmund noted he didn’t drink. “What’s done is done.”

			“Is it?” Eleanor’s fingers tightened on her Bible. “You’ve heard the rumors. About the boy.”

			“Half the county has heard the rumors.” Charles set his cup down with enough force to make the saucer rattle. “That doesn’t make them true.”

			“Father wouldn’t rewrite the will for a rumor.” Eleanor’s voice dropped lower still, and Edmund had to strain to hear. “He’s going to acknowledge the child. Legitimize him. Give him what should rightfully go to you.”

			“Keep your voice down.” Charles glanced around the room, his gaze skipping over Edmund without pausing. “This isn’t the time or place.”

			“Then when?” Eleanor’s composure cracked slightly. Red bloomed in her cheeks. “When he’s already signed the new will? When Mr. Aldridge has witnessed it and filed it away in his offices? When it’s too late to do anything but watch our family’s legacy be handed over to some bastard child who’s never set foot in Winterset Hall?”

			The last words rang clear. Across the room, Mrs. Maynard’s hand trembled as she poured tea for Lady Beatrice, and a thin stream of amber liquid missed the cup entirely and pooled on the silver tray. She dabbed at it with a napkin, her face blank, but Edmund saw the tension in her shoulders.

			“Eleanor.” Charles’s voice carried a warning. “Enough.”

			“Enough?” Eleanor’s knuckles whitened on the Bible’s leather binding. “Always so measured, so controlled. Father is about to destroy everything our family has built over three centuries, and you stand there telling me to keep my voice down.”

			“What would you have me do?” Charles leaned closer, his own voice dropping to match hers. “Storm into his study and demand he tear up the will? Threaten him? He’s made his decision.”

			“He’s made a mistake.” Eleanor’s eyes glittered. Tears or fury, Edmund couldn’t tell. “And mistakes can be corrected.”

			Charles pulled back as though she’d struck him. For a long moment they stared at each other, implications neither seemed willing to voice hanging between them. Then Charles turned away, reaching for his teacup again with a hand that shook visibly.

			“I won’t discuss this further,” he said. “Not here. Not now.”

			Eleanor’s mouth compressed into a thin line. She clutched her Bible tighter and moved away without another word, taking up a position near the far wall where the shadows gathered thickest. Her lips moved silently. Prayer, Edmund suspected, though he couldn’t guess whether she sought guidance or forgiveness.

			Mrs. Maynard had recovered her composure and was offering tea to Julian, who accepted with a flourish that nearly upset the cup. He grinned at her obvious dismay, then sprawled into a chair near his brother with the boneless grace of a cat.

			“Bit of tension in the air tonight,” Julian observed. He sipped his tea, made a face, and set it aside in favor of the whiskey he’d brought with him. “Must be the weather. Always makes everyone so frightfully serious.”

			“This is a serious matter.” Charles didn’t look at his brother. “Father’s will affects all of us.”

			“Oh, I’m well aware.” Julian swirled the whiskey in his glass, watching the firelight play through the amber liquid. “I’ve already been informed that my allowance is to be discontinued. Apparently my lifestyle choices don’t align with the family’s values.”

			“You gambled away three thousand pounds last year alone.” Charles’s voice was flat. “What did you expect?”

			“Sympathy?” Julian’s smile held no warmth. “Understanding? Perhaps a modicum of brotherly affection?” He laughed, the sound bitter. “Foolish of me, I know. The dutiful heir has no time for such sentiments.”

			“The dutiful heir is trying to hold this estate together while you drink and gamble your way through London.” Charles finally turned to face Julian. “Do you have any idea what it costs to maintain Winterset Hall? The repairs needed? The taxes?”

			“I’m sure you’ll tell me.” Julian took a long swallow of whiskey. “You always do.”

			“The south wing needs a new roof. The drainage system is failing. Half the tenant cottages are barely habitable.” Charles’s voice rose slightly despite his earlier admonition to Eleanor. “And Father wants to pour money into acknowledging some bastard while everything around us crumbles.”

			“Careful, brother.” Julian’s eyes glinted. “Your resentment is showing.”

			Charles’s jaw worked, but whatever reply he might have made was cut off by Lady Beatrice’s approach. She moved across the room like a ship under full sail, her burgundy silk rustling with each step.

			“Gentlemen.” She positioned herself between them, her gaze moving from one nephew to the other with obvious disapproval. “Your voices are carrying. I suggest you save your grievances for a more private venue.”

			“Of course, Aunt Beatrice.” Charles straightened, his expression smoothing into neutrality. “My apologies.”

			“And you, Julian.” Lady Beatrice fixed him with a stare that could have frozen wine. “I trust you’ll conduct yourself with appropriate decorum this evening. Sir Oswald expects all of us to present a united family front.”

			“United.” Julian’s laugh was soft. “Yes, we’re remarkably united. United in our desire to see the will remain unchanged, united in our resentment of Father’s plans, united in our inability to do anything about it.”

			“That is quite enough.” Lady Beatrice’s voice could have cut stone. “My brother has made his decision, and we will all respect it. The Lethbridge name has weathered worse than a disputed inheritance.”

			“Has it?” Julian stood, swaying slightly. “I wasn’t aware we’d ever legitimized a bastard before. That seems rather novel, even for us.”

			Lady Beatrice’s hand cracked across Julian’s cheek with enough force to turn his head. The sound echoed in the sudden silence that fell over the room. Every conversation stopped. Mrs. Maynard froze with the teapot suspended above a cup. Eleanor’s eyes widened. Even Charles looked shocked.

			Julian touched his reddening cheek, his expression unreadable. Then he smiled, the same cold smile Edmund had seen earlier.

			“Thank you, Aunt.” He executed a mocking bow. “I needed that reminder of family affection.”

			He turned and walked from the room with exaggerated dignity, leaving his whiskey glass abandoned on the side table. The door closed behind him with a soft click that somehow conveyed more anger than a slam would have.

			Lady Beatrice remained standing, her hand still raised slightly, her breathing measured. When she spoke, her voice was perfectly level.

			“Charles, I believe your father wishes to speak with you before dinner. You’ll find him in his study.” She turned to Mrs. Maynard without waiting for a response. “More tea, if you please.”

			The room slowly returned to life. Conversations resumed, though at a lower volume than before. Mrs. Maynard poured tea with hands that shook only slightly. Eleanor’s lips moved in silent prayer.

			Edmund remained by the window, his own tea forgotten and cooling in its cup. He’d watched the entire scene unfold with the attention he gave to damaged manuscripts, noting each crack in the façade, each fissure in the family’s unity. The heir ruined and desperate. The daughter enraged by scandal. The wastrel cut off and bitter. The imperious aunt struggling to maintain control.

			And somewhere in this house, Sir Oswald prepared to tear apart what remained of his family’s cohesion.

			Across the room, Harry caught Edmund’s eye. He stood near the door, having witnessed the confrontation from his own vantage point. His expression revealed nothing, but Edmund read the tension in the set of his shoulders, the way his hand rested near his pocket as though seeking the reassurance of his constable’s notebook.

			This was more than a family gathering fraying at the edges. Desperation and rage barely held in check permeated the air like coal gas.

			Edmund set down his teacup and crossed to where Harry stood.

			“Quite the performance,” Edmund murmured, his voice pitched for Harry’s ears alone.

			“Which part?” Harry’s response was equally quiet. “The sister urging her brother toward undefined action? The younger brother practically inviting assault? Or the aunt administering corporal punishment in a drawing room?”

			“All of it.” Edmund glanced back at the room, cataloguing positions and expressions. “They’re coming apart at the seams.”

			“Before anything has actually happened.” Harry’s observation was measured. “Makes you wonder what will occur once the will is read.”

			“Nothing good.” Edmund turned his attention to Mrs. Maynard, who had finally set down the teapot and retreated to her chair by the fire. She stared into the flames with profound sadness. “Though I suspect the reading itself may be anticlimactic. The damage is already done.”

			“Anticipation can be worse than reality.” Harry shifted slightly, his shoulder brushing Edmund’s. The contact was brief, deniable, but Edmund felt its warmth. “Gives people time to imagine solutions.”

			“Solutions.” Edmund tasted the word. “Is that what we’re calling them?”

			Before Harry could respond, a servant appeared in the doorway and announced dinner in fifteen minutes. The assembled company began to drift toward the door, preparing to change for the evening meal. Edmund and Harry remained where they were, watching the exodus.

			Lady Beatrice was the last to leave. She paused at the door and turned back, her gaze sweeping the room as though checking for forgotten items or eavesdroppers. When she spotted Edmund and Harry, her expression hardened.

			“Mr. Vale, Constable Pike.” Her voice carried across the empty room. “I trust you both understand the delicate nature of family matters. What is discussed within these walls should remain private.”

			“Of course, Lady Beatrice.” Edmund inclined his head.

			“Good.” She adjusted her gloves. “Sir Oswald values discretion above most other qualities. I would hate to see that trust misplaced.”

			The threat, for all its polish, was unmistakable. She swept from the room, leaving Edmund and Harry alone in the gathering shadows.

			“Well,” Harry said after a moment. “That was clear enough.”

			“She’s protecting something.” Edmund moved to the window, looking out at the darkening grounds. “The question is what. The family honor? Or something more specific?”

			“Could be both.” Harry joined him at the window. Outside, the snow had begun to fall again, soft flakes drifting past the glass like ash. “Family and secrets aren’t always separate things.”

			Edmund thought of Charles’s desperate restraint, Eleanor’s barely contained fury, Julian’s self-destructive bravado. Of Mrs. Maynard’s silent longing and Lady Beatrice’s iron control. A family bound by blood and resentment in equal measure, held together by nothing more substantial than tradition and the fear of scandal.

			“No,” he agreed softly. “They’re not.”

			The dinner bell rang in the distance, summoning them to the evening’s next performance. Edmund straightened his cuffs and prepared to face whatever fresh tensions the meal would bring. Beside him, Harry did the same, his presence as steadying as it had been since they first arrived.

			Whatever came next, they would face it together. The way they always did.

			In secret, in shadow, but together nonetheless.

			+ + + + + +

			The evening had settled into that peculiar quiet that comes when people gather under obligation rather than pleasure. Edmund climbed the stairs to his room, grateful for a moment’s respite from the tension below. His footsteps echoed on the wooden treads, and the portraits lining the stairwell watched his progress with their usual disdain.

			The third floor of Winterset Hall’s east wing held the guest rooms. They were smaller than the family suites below but still appointed with faded grandeur. Edmund’s room overlooked the gardens, its single window framing snow-covered hedges and skeletal rose bushes. A fire had been laid in the grate, the flames casting wavering light across wallpaper printed with hunting scenes that had probably been fashionable in his grandfather’s youth.

			He set his satchel on the desk and began unpacking the few items he’d brought for the visit. Books, mostly, including a first edition of Donne’s poems he’d been meaning to examine more closely. His toiletries. A change of clothes for tomorrow. The routine of organizing these familiar objects steadied him after the charged atmosphere downstairs.

			A soft knock at the door interrupted his unpacking.

			Edmund opened it to find Harry standing in the corridor, his expression neutral but his eyes warm. He glanced both ways down the empty hallway before stepping inside, and Edmund closed the door behind him with relief.

			“Your room?” Edmund asked.

			“The Rose and Crown in the village.” Harry moved to the window, studying the darkening grounds. “Mrs. Fletcher’s establishment. Clean, quiet, and precisely what Lady Beatrice would consider appropriate for a village constable.”

			“I’m sorry.” Edmund joined him at the window. “The separation seems particularly pointed tonight.”

			“It’s the way of things.” Harry’s shoulder brushed Edmund’s. “Though I confess the walk back through the snow doesn’t appeal.”

			They stood quietly for a moment, watching fresh flakes drift past the window. The house creaked around them. Old timbers settling. The distant murmur of voices from somewhere below.

			“What did you make of the scene in the drawing room?” Edmund asked finally.

			Harry turned from the window, his expression thoughtful. “Desperation. All of them, in different ways.” He paused. “Eleanor’s the most vocal, but I think Charles is the most dangerous.”

			“Because he’s quiet about it?”

			“He has the most to lose.” Harry crossed to the fireplace, holding his hands out to the warmth. “The heir to an estate that’s apparently crumbling. Gambling debts, if Julian’s to be believed about financial troubles. And now a new will that presumably reduces his inheritance.”

			Edmund considered this. “The solicitor seemed nervous when he arrived. More than the usual social anxiety of attending a country house gathering.”

			“Mr. Aldridge.” Harry’s mouth quirked. “Yes, I noticed that as well. Kept glancing at the door as though planning his escape route.”

			“Perhaps he simply dislikes family gatherings.”

			“Perhaps.” Harry didn’t sound convinced. “Or perhaps he knows something about the will’s contents that makes him uncomfortable.”

			Edmund moved to his satchel and withdrew a small leather notebook, the kind he used for cataloguing observations about books and manuscripts. He flipped it open to a fresh page and began making notes in his precise hand.

			“What are you doing?” Harry asked.

			“Recording impressions.” Edmund didn’t look up from his writing. “Charles and Eleanor arguing about the legitimization of an illegitimate son. Julian’s allowance being discontinued. Lady Beatrice’s concern about family unity. Mrs. Maynard’s obvious attachment to Sir Oswald.” He paused. “And the solicitor’s nervousness.”

			“You think something’s going to happen.”

			It wasn’t a question. Edmund set down his pen and met Harry’s gaze.

			“I think this family is a powder keg,” he said quietly. “The will reading may provide the spark, or it may be something else entirely. But yes, I think something’s going to happen.”

			Harry was silent for a long moment. Then he crossed to where Edmund sat and placed a hand on his shoulder, the touch warm and grounding.

			“Then we’ll be ready,” Harry said simply.

			Edmund covered Harry’s hand with his own. In a house where everyone hid something, their own secret felt both precious and precarious. They had learned to maintain their distance in public, to communicate in glances and brief touches that could be explained away if necessary.

			But here, in this room with the door closed and the fire crackling, they could drop the pretense.

			“I should go,” Harry said eventually. He made no move to withdraw his hand. “Before someone notices my absence and draws conclusions.”

			“Yes.” Edmund stood, reluctant to break the contact but knowing Harry was right. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

			“I’ll be at the Christmas service in the village church. Sir Oswald has apparently invited me to return for dinner afterward.” Harry’s expression turned wry. “Lady Beatrice looked less than pleased by the invitation, but she can hardly contradict her brother’s hospitality.”

			“Then I’ll see you at church.” Edmund accompanied him to the door. “Be careful on the walk back. The roads will be treacherous.”

			“I’ve managed worse.” Harry paused at the threshold, his hand on the doorknob. For a moment Edmund thought he might say something more, but instead he simply nodded and stepped into the corridor.

			Edmund closed the door and leaned against it, listening to Harry’s footsteps recede down the hallway. Then he returned to his desk and the notebook lying open there.

			He added one more observation: Everyone in this house has something to hide. The question is which secret will prove most dangerous.

			The fire crackled and settled, sending shadows dancing across the walls. Outside, the snow continued to fall, muffling the world in white silence. Edmund picked up his book of Donne’s poetry and settled into the chair by the fire, but the words swam before his eyes without penetrating.

			The scene in the drawing room played through his mind again. Eleanor’s barely suppressed rage and Charles’s trembling hands. Julian’s self-destructive bravado and Lady Beatrice’s iron control. Mrs. Maynard’s longing and the solicitor’s fear.

			A family coming apart at the seams, held together only by the force of Sir Oswald’s authority. And somewhere in this house, a new will waited to be signed, its contents known only to Sir Oswald and perhaps the nervous solicitor. The family could only speculate, fear, and resent what changes it might bring.

			Edmund set aside the book and stared into the flames. He thought of Harry walking back to the village through the snow, alone in the darkness. Thought of the years they had spent hiding what they were to each other, the constant vigilance required to protect themselves.

			And he thought of the Lethbridge family, their own secrets festering like wounds that had never properly healed.

			He had learned one truth during his years cataloguing private libraries, reading the marginalia and hidden notes that revealed the private thoughts of supposedly respectable men. Every family had its shadows. Most managed to keep them hidden.

			But some shadows grew too large.

			A log shifted in the fireplace, sending up a shower of sparks. Edmund watched them rise and fade. Powder kegs and sparks. The inevitable explosion that followed when the two met.

			He hoped he was wrong. Hoped that Christmas at Winterset Hall would pass without incident. That whatever provisions the new will contained would be accepted and the family would absorb the changes somehow.

			But he didn’t believe it.

			The house creaked around him, settling into the cold of the winter night. Somewhere below, a door closed. Voices murmured and faded. The normal sounds of a household preparing for sleep.

			Edmund rose and began his own preparations for bed. When he finally slipped between the cold sheets, he lay awake for a long time. Wind rattled the windows. The house fell silent around him.

			Tomorrow would bring church and carols and the performance of Christmas cheer. And beneath it all, the currents of resentment and desperation would continue to build.

			Edmund closed his eyes. Exhaustion pulled at him. His last conscious thought was of secrets and shadows.

			And of Harry, walking alone through the snow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Christmas Preparations

			The kitchen at Winterset Hall occupied the entire north wing of the ground floor. Scrubbed oak tables stretched beneath copper pots hanging from iron hooks. The ranges generated enough heat to warm half the house. The morning light filtered through high windows, casting pale rectangles across flagstone floors worn smooth by generations of servants’ feet. The air smelled of yeast and cinnamon, coal smoke and the sharp tang of vinegar used to polish silver.

			Mrs. Higgins reigned over this kingdom with the quiet authority of long service. She stood at the central table now, sleeves rolled to her elbows, examining the Christmas pudding that sat in its cream-glazed ceramic basin. The basin itself was decorated with a pattern of holly leaves around the rim, worn smooth by decades of use. A general might inspect troops with less concentration.

			Edmund had been invited to observe the preparations, a courtesy extended because of his work cataloguing the family library and Sir Oswald’s particular fondness for tradition. He stood near the window, notebook in hand, ostensibly interested in the historical aspects of the pudding ceremony. The rituals and routines of a household revealed as much as any private correspondence, and Edmund was interested in all of it.

			“Made in October, as always,” Mrs. Higgins explained, her Surrey accent softened by years of service. “The recipe is from Sir Oswald’s grandmother. Every ingredient measured precise. She was very particular about the pudding, Lady Margaret was.”

			Edmund moved closer
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