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Gresham Vale

East England

The winter of 1812
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Dazed, Nicholas Davenport sat hunched and limp upon the library floor. His lungs felt like they were on fire; there were just too many screams locked away inside. He shut his eyes and fisted his hand in front of his mouth.

Don’t scream. Don’t scream. Do. Not. Scream.

He recited the words over and over in his head. Sure, he wanted to scream; to do so would probably assuage the pain he felt inside. But the truth was that Daleford Manor had been filled with enough screams lately, and he didn’t want his own to be added to that list.

Groaning, Nicholas bowed his head low—a submissive gesture to the pain that rocked him. It was hard to believe, but it’d already been several hours since he’d collapsed to the floor, overcome. Hours. But that was because time was a treacherous thing; it continued on, heedless of the fact that he was trapped in the past, in the very moment when he’d discovered the truth.

His wife, Marie, was dead.

My God, he thought, I can’t believe she’s actually dead...

Nicholas shook violently as misery laid its heavy fist into him again. The screams grew higher and hotter in his chest. He curved himself around his bent knees, arching into the pain.

Oh, this should not have happened! If only he had not blinded himself with his selfish anger...she would still be alive. Damn his black soul! He was going to suffer eternally for this, and he knew it.

And he deserved it.

Don’t scream. Don’t scream. Do. Not. Scre—

Without warning, a lung-burning cry tore through him. Too weak to resist, he threw back his head of inky black hair and surrendered himself to it. Yet, even still, he felt no better afterwards; the fire inside him still raged, brilliant as ever.

Oh, Marie, he thought miserably, and he knotted his hands in his hair. Can you forgive me?

A moaning gust of wind pushed through the open library window and carried over to where he sat dejectedly on the floor. The breeze swirled frostily around him, tender white flurries of snow brushing his cheeks just before rapidly descending to his feet. A fresh rush of mourning seized him. His chest heaved under the burning.

Forgive me if you can. I’ll never forgive myself.
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Curiosity —

The desire to learn or know more; inquisitiveness.
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An Inquiring Mind

The city of Havenshire 

South England

Five years later

December 1, 1817

––––––––
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The book was old; its frayed corners and wilted spine conveyed that much, to be sure. But there was something else about it, something in the manner in which it sat on the shelf that suggested it wasn’t a novel ransacked by time and misuse...

It’d been loved, treasured, and read through several times over.

With narrowed, earnest gray eyes, Lucy Howard stared at the book from across her father’s bookshop. Her curiosity danced like a restless child in her mind, making her shift about on her feet anxiously. She wanted to know more about the book. Someone, somewhere, had found it to be fascinating. Would she?

Lucy sighed. She was sorely tempted to walk over there, pluck up the book and lose herself in its pages. But her father would approve of no such thing, and she knew that. There was work to be done, and all personal endeavors were to be saved for when the shop was closed.

Frowning, she looked past the familiar rows of neatly arranged bookshelves and stared through the shop’s front window. People traipsed by it in clusters, Havenshire’s winter chill moving them along the sidewalk at a brisk pace. Her eyes turned and found the book again. The nearby clock gently chimed the morning hour.

Nine o’ clock.

Lucy rolled her eyes. She had quite a few more chimed hours to endure before the shop would be closed. Impatience roiled through her, hot and rushed. She did not want to wait so long!

Perhaps just a quick peek, then, her inner miscreant suddenly whispered in her head, coaxing her shamelessly as it usually did. There’s no real harm in reading a book in a bookshop after all...right?

Too intrigued to contradict the logic of that point, Lucy hastened across the room. Her outstretched hand quickly snatched the book from where it sat on a low shelf. Excitement built and unfurled in her chest. ‘The Sins of the Abbot—A Mystery Novel,’ the faded title read. Oh, it was a mystery novel! How she loved a good mystery!

Eagerly she opened the book, flipped through a few pages, and set to reading. Yet before she could comprehend a single word, the office door shut loudly behind her. Startled, she leapt, nearly dropping the fragile book to the floor.

“Blast it all!” she sputtered.

“Lucy,” a gruff, familiar voice said chidingly. “For goodness sake, curb your tongue. What would’ve happened if a customer had been around to hear you?”

Lucy turned to look behind her. When she spotted her father, Peter Howard, she eyed him nervously for a moment. He looked as stern as ever, staring at her with that grim expression on his weathered face. But as her gaze fell to his feet, her mouth became seized by a sudden smile. She instantly tried to hide it behind the book in her hands.

“Father...” she mumbled.

“I cannot hear you through the book, Lucy.”

She swallowed a laugh before it could escape past her lips. “Father,” she then said more clearly, and she lowered the book. “Had there actually been any customers present, I have a feeling my language would have been of little consequence.”

His thick white eyebrows shot up. “And why is that?” he drawled.

“Simply because they would have been too distracted by you, I believe, to even notice it.”

“Me?”

She nodded and gestured to his feet. He looked down at himself in bewilderment—only to quickly realize that he wore two distinctly different boots.

“Blast it all!” he said crossly, repeating her earlier offence without thought. When she laughed at him, a sudden flush of color bloomed high on his white-whiskered cheeks. “Hush now, Lucinda Howard.” He tugged at his tan waistcoat, which was somewhat strained against the girth of his midsection. He eyed her speculatively. “And what are you about, anyway? Reading? Hrmph. The shop has barely been open an hour and yet you’ve already buried your little face in a book.”

Lucy poked her finger along the dainty slope of her nose to help push up the golden rims of her spectacles. “I apologize, Father. I’ll get to work now.” She shut the book firmly. A burst of dust motes shot upward and frolicked about her head of dark brown curls. They glittered and fell in the morning light, making her feel as though she were surrounded by tiny sprites.

Sprites? She shook her head, smirking. Perhaps I do read too much.

Suddenly her father sighed. “Ah, Lucy girl,” he murmured, his expression going soft as he stared at her. “Ignore me this morning. I am out of sorts.”

She glanced at his boots again. Are you really? she thought wryly. I never would have guessed as much.

As though he’d heard her thoughts, his lips turned down beneath the white broom of his mustache, somber lines creasing his cheeks. “I had a rough night, Lucy,” he said, his voice low. “I...I had a dream about Anne again.”

Lucy sobered instantly. “Oh, Father, I’m sorry. I know how hard having dreams of her can be for you...”

He nodded and walked toward the counter at the front of the shop. “Yes,” he said. “Your mother has been gone now for almost twenty years—and yet I still can’t get used to it. When I dream of her, it’s as though she’s actually here again.” He stilled. “And then I wake up.”

Lucy’s heart contracted in sympathy. “I miss her, too,” she whispered, though in truth, she had very few memories of her mother, who’d died of Scarlet Fever when Lucy was only two. Other than the smell of rosewater perfume, brown curly hair, and soft ivory skin, Lucy remembered nothing. Those few things, however, she did miss. To this day, anytime she smelled roses, her heart swelled with a tender ache.

Peter smiled at her over his shoulder. “I know, angel. I know. We will always miss her.”

The sight of her father’s smile helped Lucy relax, for she knew then that the moment had passed; his bout with mourning was over. It would come again, though. His dreams of Anne Howard were frequent and always bittersweet. And after each one he always had a hard time facing the reality he woke up to—the reality of life without her.

“I love you, Father.”

“I love you, too, Lucy girl. Now, go on...get to work, will you?”

Smiling, Lucy replaced the old book back where she’d found it. Then she turned and headed toward the book cart where a heaping stack of new, un-shelved books waited. The skirts of her white muslin gown swished gently as she walked. As soon as she reached it, the tiny bell above the shop door jingled, signaling the entrance of someone from the city. She looked over at the doorway expectantly.

A young man with a short crop of auburn hair waltzed in, carrying with him a heavy gust of winter air from Havenshire’s streets outside. He cast a ginger smile at Lucy’s father. “Good morning, Mr. Howard. Nice boots.”

Lucy winced inwardly. Fortunately, though, her father did not react as he had before when she’d mentioned them. This time, he merely responded by lifting one bushy eyebrow bemusedly. “Mr. Jenkins,” he murmured.

The young man turned his bright smile onto Lucy. While unbuttoning his brown frockcoat, he walked steadily up to her. “Hello, my dear,” he said. “How are you doing on this fine morning?”

Lucy eyed him cryptically once he’d reached her. The little scamp. “First of all, Ben,” she muttered, bypassing the chance to greet him politely, “do yourself a favor and don’t mention my father’s boots again. And second of all, it is not I whom you should be approaching on this fine morning. Not yet, anyway.” She flicked her gaze toward her father. “He’s been waiting for you.”

Ben’s charming expression deflated rapidly. “He’s upset with me, is he?”

“Well, it’s the fourth time this month you’ve been late to work, you realize. You didn’t actually think he’d overlook it again, did you?”

“My mother’s been overwhelmed at the house lately, Lucy...I’ve merely been trying to lend her a hand with the kids.”

Lucy frowned at him. She knew what a big family he had. She knew that with three little sisters, four younger brothers, and no father, he was busy; his mother depended upon him tremendously. Nevertheless, she would not cover his tracks for him anymore. He’d simply grown too accustomed to her heroically defending him in all situations—especially ones that involved her father.

Tightening her resolve, she replied at last, “Then tell my father that.”

“Can’t you?”

“Not this time.”

“Oh, please?” he whined. “We are old friends, aren’t we? Do this one little favor for me. Besides, he is your father; no one can handle him better than you can.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that he is still your employer.”

Ben peered over at her father. When he turned back, a cringe traced his features. “Lulu, do I have to?”

Suddenly Lucy’s eyes flared wide. “Don’t call me that,” she said indignantly. “You know I hate that Lulu nonsense.”

He had the gall to grin at her. Then he reached out to tug at a loose brown curl that rested by her cheek.

She swatted his hand away impatiently.

“Ah, come now, my little Lulu,” he said, laughing. “It’s nothing but a harmless endearment that—”

“Benjamin Jenkins,” came Peter’s booming voice from the back of the shop. “Kindly follow me into my office.”

Ben stiffened. His amusement vanished, and he looked down at Lucy, his hazel eyes wide and pleading. ‘Please?’ he mouthed silently. ‘Please? Please?’

Immune, she smirked and patted him on the shoulder. “Good luck,” she whispered.

His eyes narrowed to slits. Then he turned and began morosely trudging from the room. Lucy watched him go, shaking her head at him. If only he hadn’t called her that absurd nickname; she might have actually felt a little sorry for him. But he had. Lulu. What nonsense!

Sighing, Lucy primly adjusted her spectacles and went back to work. But, to her surprise, it was less than one minute later before Ben returned. Instantly, she turned to stare at him. He avoided her gaze, however, and walked across the shop, his arms full of books.

“Some lecture you must have received,” she quietly said to him. “You were not even gone a full minute.”

“Disappointed?” he quipped.

She ignored him. “What did he say to you?”

“That is none of your business.”

“You silly wretch,” she said, flustered. “Tell me at once.”

He peered over at her finally. Why on earth was he smiling?

“Ben...”

“Well, I wasn’t lectured,” he said at last, sounding smug. “In fact, my tardiness wasn’t even mentioned.”

“Wasn’t it?”

“Not at all.”

He began striding away from her. Scowling, she hurried after him. “Ben,” she hissed, and she tugged sharply on his sleeve. “What did he say to you?”

“He did not say much,” he said. Slowly he placed a few books on a nearby shelf. “He just invited me to dinner, is all.”

“Dinner?” she echoed, glancing over at the closed door of her father’s office. “Ben, we have been friends since we were children. In all that time my father has never invited you to dinner.”

“I know,” he muttered petulantly. “Cross old bear.”

“Why do you suppose he wishes you to be there now?”

“I’ve not the slightest clue, Lulu.”

Lulu! His use of the dreaded nickname earned him a reprimanding glare over the rims of her spectacles. “Apologize at once,” she demanded.

“Or what?”

“Or...or I will not speak to you for the rest of the day!”

“Ha! I will not apologize, and you will too speak to me again. I will be at your dinner table tonight. You cannot ignore me then.”

“Tonight? You’re to come to dinner tonight?”

He tapped his finger on her nose affectionately. “I thought you said you weren’t going to speak to me anymore.”

Frowning at his behavior, she turned and left him.

“Until dinner, Lulu,” he called after her, a smile in his voice.

Until dinner, indeed!
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The Dawn of Interest
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“I’ve invited Mr. Jenkins to dinner.”

From across the sitting room of their shared Havenshire townhome, Lucy blinked at her father. His sudden comment made her pulse leap. She’d grown weary waiting for this conversation to happen. Until just then, she’d begun to think Ben had made the whole thing up simply to rile her.

“Oh? And why is that?” she asked mildly, trying to hide just how curious she was to hear the answer.

Peter’s pale eyes peered over the bent corner of the newspaper he held in front of him. She raised her eyebrows at him when their gazes met. Quickly he flicked the paper back into place with a decided thwack!

“I simply thought it might be nice to have his company this evening, is all,” he mumbled.

A long, silent moment passed before it became clear he was going to offer her no further insight on his own accord. “Father,” she pressed, unable to stifle her impatience any longer. “You are going to tell me what all this is really about, aren’t you? I can tell it’s something of importance, you know, considering your pensive mood.”

He looked at her again, lowering the newspaper, and she sensed that he wanted to say something. Something serious. With a nervous flutter, her hand lifted to the plaited bodice of her pale blue gown. She felt a dark blush ripen her cheeks.

“Is everything all right?” she asked him.

“Of course, Lucy,” he answered, nodding shortly. An undefinable emotion suddenly flickered in his gaze, and he looked away. “However, there is something I would like to discuss this evening that is rather important.”

“Well, don’t hold me in suspense. Tell me now!”

“Reign in your curiosity, Lucy girl. You are dreadfully impatient. Besides, what I plan to discuss pertains not only to you, but to Benjamin, as well.”

“Both of us?” she asked tentatively, stiffening. “Surely, Father, you don’t intend to make further inquiries about my relationship with him. He’s merely a friend. It’s always been that way.”

Peter gave a disdainful snort. “And it better never go beyond that. He’s a decent fellow, Lucy, but he’s not for you.”

She relaxed slightly. “What is the subject at hand, then? Tell me.”

Again, he seemed as though he were tempted to respond. Before he actually could, though, their long-time servant, Abigail, suddenly entered the room. Lucy slumped back into her chair, realizing that her opportunity to gain information prior to their dinner discussion had passed.

“Dinner is ready,” Abigail murmured.

Lucy’s father gazed warmly at the old woman and folded away his newspaper. “Thank you, Abigail. We shall head to the dining room directly.” As soon as she was gone, he arose from his chair. “Let’s be on our way, angel,” he said to Lucy.

Obediently Lucy removed herself from her seat. Arm in arm, she and her father then made their way down the narrow hall to the dining room. It was not long after they’d settled into their seats at the dining table before Abigail once more materialized before them.

“Mr. Howard,” she said, “Miss Lucy’s friend, Mr. Jenkins, is here to see you.”

“Ah, yes, please show him in and seat him here with us.” Peter gestured toward the empty chair and extra place setting beside him.

Abigail nodded, causing her mob cap to tilt askew. Then she disappeared from sight. Moments later, she came back, ushering Ben to his chair. Lucy looked him over as he sat down at the table. He was nervous. He tried to hide it, of course, but it was to no avail; she knew his mannerisms too well.

Once Ben was seated and the dinner had been arranged on the table, Lucy turned her expectant gaze back to her father. She watched as he greeted Ben with a casual nod and then settled into the act of sampling his beef rounds and vegetables. She stared at him. And waited. It took a while, but at last he turned his face to hers. An instant smirk began to shake the corners of his mouth.

“Goodness, Lucy,” he mumbled with a small, husky laugh. “You outdo even yourself this evening. Never have I seen such a curious expression as the one you’ve painted on your face right now.”

Lucy pressed her spectacles more firmly onto her nose and inclined her chin. It only roused another chuckle from her father. Oh! “I am no more curious than Ben, I presume,” she said. “He must be just as anxious to know why you’ve assembled us together this evening.”

A quick glance at Ben proved her presumption to be true, indeed. He was holding his fork above his meal as though he was tempted to sample his food, but couldn’t. His hazel eyes were wide with interest.

“Well, I guess there’s no reason for further delay,” her father finally relented. He dabbed the corners of his mouth with an ivory linen napkin and sighed heavily. “Lucy, Benjamin—I have a proposition for the two of you.”

“What is it?” Lucy inquired instantly.

“A week ago, I received a letter from a past acquaintance of mine,” he said. “He informed me that he’s in need of some assistance. I haven’t responded for the simple reason that I have not discussed it with either of you yet.”

“What sort of assistance is it, Father?”

“I was asked if I knew of anyone who would be able and willing to help reassemble a personal library.” Her father’s light blue eyes held hers. “Instinctively, I thought of you, dear.”

Lucy felt herself grow warm under her father’s gaze. She smiled slightly and took a sip of her Port. “A personal library?”

“Yes. A very substantial personal library. And it resides in an equally impressive home. Daleford Manor is the place.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Howard,” Ben inserted cautiously, “but who is this person who has written to you? And how may I be of assistance?”

Peter stroked his mustache thoughtfully. “His name is Nicholas Davenport. And as to how you are needed, Benjamin, I’ll get to that momentarily.”

“Nicholas Davenport,” Lucy murmured, her brows sinking low in thought.

Ben looked at her. “Well, I’ve certainly never heard of him.”

“He’s a reserved man,” her father said quietly. “His father, Richard Davenport, was very intent on—” he struggled for a moment, “...sheltering him,” he finished. He looked down at his food with sudden interest. Then he mumbled, “But it was an easy thing to resort to, I guess, considering what a wealthy man Richard was. You see, he lived luxuriously by the means of a large inheritance of money that has been in his family for generations. I suppose Nicholas does now, too.”

“Why do you refer to his father in the past tense?” Lucy softly questioned. “Has he...?”

Her father nodded, reading into her words. “Richard Davenport passed away recently.” He abruptly cleared his throat. “Anyway, Nicholas has asked me to send him the name of anyone I know for hire. But before I refer you to him, Lucy, you need to know that you’d be consenting to more than just the work.”

She watched him intently. “Explain.”

“Part of it has to do with the location of Daleford Manor.”

“And that is...?” She urged when he offered no further explanation.

“Gresham Vale,” he said finally. Her eyes widened, and he rushed along by saying, “It’s a lovely bit of countryside—particularly near Winfield, the local town there...”

Ben choked on his beef rounds and began gulping for air. “G-Gresham Vale?” he cried out at last. “Surely you jest. That is nearly eighty miles off! It’s a lifetime away!”

Peter looked at him sharply. Then, with more softness, he sought Lucy’s gaze. “Lucy girl,” he murmured. “What do you think?”

“Eighty miles,” she said eventually, detachedly. “It’s not quite a lifetime away. Nevertheless, I have never strayed that far from Havenshire before.”

“I understand. However, dear, you are nearly three-and-twenty now. I think it would be beneficial for you to venture out a little...away from me.”

Lucy gaped at him, her heart swelling to a painful degree. “What do you mean?”

Seeing her distress, he reached out and encompassed her small hand within his. His palms were rough, yet tender, and the familiar feel of them made unforeseen tears prick at her eyes.

Confounded by her unsteady response, she swallowed and said, “Never mind, Father. I know what you’re trying to suggest. You’re saying that I need to gain experience in new places that are foreign to what I’m used to.”

“I disagree, Mr. Howard,” Ben suddenly boasted quite sternly, surprising everyone. “I don’t think it is at all necessary to send her so far away from home—and alone, too. It’s much too dangerous. I’m certain you’ll agree that if—”

“Compose yourself, will you, Benjamin?” Peter muttered, raising one bushy eyebrow at him. “Besides, this is the part where your assistance would come into play.” He relaxed into his chair. “I’d like you to go with her. To keep her company and help her with her work on the library—that sort of thing, you know.”

Ben sat up straight, his face brightening. “Oh. Well, that changes everything. With me there with her, she’ll be far better off.” He looked over at her with a smile. “How about it, Lulu?”

Lucy narrowed her eyes at him scathingly. “Don’t call me that.”

“Lucy, Benjamin,” her father interjected, ignoring their little quibble. “I should warn you both now that because it is such a long way off from Havenshire, you would be required to stay in Gresham Vale until the project is finished.”

“Oh dear,” Lucy murmured. “I hadn’t even thought of that. How will we be able to afford lodging until I finish? It will certainly take a while to complete the work on the library, considering it is as substantial as you say it is.”

He nodded. “It will take quite a while, Lucy, you’re right. And, er, you would be staying with Nicholas in his home, Daleford Manor. But don’t be concerned,” he rushed on when her eyes flew wide again. “The manor is massive and is also surrounded by a large acreage of land to roam upon if you wish; there’s more than enough space to assure your privacy. And I will remind you again that Nicholas Davenport is—” he cleared his throat brusquely, “a reclusive man. I daresay you won’t have to worry about him being present much at all. If anything, my dear, you’ll want for company as opposed to solitude.”

Lucy sat in silence, staring at her father. When she noticed the sweat that was beginning to bead upon his heavy brow, she suddenly knew there was more to the story than he was letting on. She could feel it.

“What else?” she asked him.

Looking startled, he blinked several times. “What else?” he echoed. “What do you mean?”

“There’s more that you’re not telling me. I sense it.” She leaned forward beseechingly. “Am I right?”

“There is a...a rumor, I suppose,” he said at last.

“A rumor about the library? The estate?” she questioned.

“No. About Nicholas.”

It was her turn to feel nettled. Why couldn’t he just come out with it? “What kind of rumor?” she persisted. “Tell me.”

He shook his head. “It is not worth going into.”

She repressed the urge to glare at him.

“Look, Lucy,” he said with a rough sigh, “I met Nicholas fifteen years back when he was a boy, and then I watched him grow into young adulthood. He’s got a good heart. Always has. I don’t want rumors about him being spread.”

“How have you known him for so long?”

“Do you remember when you were little and I used to leave for extended periods of time?” When she nodded, he went on. “Nicholas was the reason. I’d been hired to be his private tutor, you see.”

“Oh, I remember now,” Lucy said, bits of the past flooding her mind. “You used to leave for the summer to go educate some boy in the country.”

“Your memory serves you well,” he murmured. “And the boy—as you now know—was Nicholas. Every summer for several years I’d gone to Gresham Vale to help educate him. A long while after our last summer together drew to a close, I got word that he’d met some woman and married her.” He frowned slightly. “At any rate, she passed away not but five years ago, I hear. Supposedly he is grief-stricken and even more reclusive than before. I can easily guess that he’s also quite wounded by what people say about him.”

“And what do they say?” Ben asked him eagerly. “Just tell us the rumor!”

Lucy’s father went rigid, his white whiskers contrasting starkly with the sudden, angry flush in his cheeks. “No, Benjamin. You’ll get not a word from me on that matter. I’ll not hurt Nicholas by allowing such a nonsensical rumor to be spread any further! Do you understand me? It is ridiculous!” A moment of tension-filled silence passed before he spoke again. “Lucy, I want you to go to Daleford Manor without passing any judgment on him. It would pain me greatly if he ever grew to think that my daughter has joined the legions of hateful people who criticize him. He is harmless, I tell you!”

Lucy stared at him, his passion both surprising and impressing her. So, she thought, this Nicholas Davenport fellow has a condemning past, does he?

Despite her better sense, she felt her incurable sense of curiosity swell up within her, filling her mind and heart. A puzzle, a mystery left unsolved—it was her ultimate weakness.

Shifting her attention over to Ben, she met his suspicious hazel gaze. “Well, Ben? Will you come with me?”

“Y-you’re actually going?” he asked incredulously.

She cast him a helpless grin. “It seems I am.”

He looked at her long and hard, his lips parted in shock. Then, sighing, he leaned back in his chair and shoved a forkful of food into his mouth. “Heaven help me,” he said, sounding muffled, “but if she’s going, I’m going too.”

Peter thumped his hand on his knee and smiled. “Wonderful. I will write to Nicholas as soon as we are done with dinner.”
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The Lack of Interest

Gresham Vale

One week later
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Nicholas Davenport stared out the window with a bleak resignation to the fact that he cared very little for what he saw. White sprawling meadows, snow-capped trees, a serenely austere sky—they were all insignificant and pale, a persistent reminder of how dull life really was.

And of how, five years ago, he’d stared out this same window...a recent widower.

Winter. Again.

Damn.

Dispassionately Nicholas turned away from the window, away from the white-washed world that surrounded Daleford Manor. His bare feet padded quietly against the floor as he headed toward the fireplace. He settled into his chair and stared at the faint, trembling glow of the ebbing fire. A normal person would poke the logs and encourage the flames to rise higher. But he didn’t necessarily mind the descending darkness that impaled the massive space of his dressing room; he belonged in it, he supposed.

Sighing heavily, he reached for the crystal decanter of brandy that sat on the table to his left. He splashed some of the amber liquid into a glass snifter and eyed it morosely before taking a healthy swig. The alcohol swirled down into his stomach, leaving a blazing trail of warmth in its wake. He shut his eyes and savored the feeling. It was the closest to peace he would ever allow himself to come.

“I don’t mean to intrude on your daily dose of self-destruction, Davenport,” a sly voice said from the doorway of the dressing room, “but I’m afraid that you will have to pull yourself out of your piteous state for a few moments and come below stairs. There are a few matters that need your tending to.”

Nicholas turned his sullen gaze to the large, middle-aged man who stood just outside the room. His long-time friend, Carl Hoffman, gazed back at him, entirely unfazed by the dark, brooding glare that was being pinned on him. Yet this was nothing unusual; Carl possessed an uncanny ability to face Nicholas’s blackest moods. Living ten-plus years at Daleford Manor—first as Nicholas’s personal valet and then later as his invaluable friend—had given him that.

Nicholas poured himself another helping of brandy. In a careless tone, he asked, “What sort of matters?”

Carl scratched his finger through the dark blonde sideburn that jutted from the side of his face. “It has to do with the woman you hired recently. Miss Howard.”

“That doesn’t sound like anything that can’t be handled from where I’m sitting. What’s the problem?”

“She’s arriving tomorrow, Davenport. Needless to say, she’ll be expecting you to supply her with accommodations.”

“Accommodations?” Nicholas asked dryly.

“She needs a place to sleep.”

He tossed an indifferent glance in Carl’s direction. “I thought I told you to have something prepared for her.”

“Yes, you haphazardly mentioned that a few days back. Yet, you’ve failed to answer any of my other questions.”

“Like?”

“Like where she should be placed in the manor, perhaps.”

“Carl, I couldn’t give a damn about where she stays. Pick a room for her and be done with it.”

Nicholas turned moodily back to the nearly extinguished fire, already wishing to be alone. But instead of leaving, Carl merely came into the room and stood a few feet away from Nicholas’s chair.

Nicholas shot the man’s nearby feet a scathing glare. “Is there anything else, Carl?” he asked him sharply.

“Yes. The guest rooms—they are somewhat lacking.”

Nicholas snorted. “They have furniture, don’t they? Is that not enough?”

“Certainly, if what furnishings that are provided aren’t covered in dust an inch thick.”

“How is that my problem?” Nicholas snapped. “I shouldn’t have to be bothered with such details. Send the servants to tend to it.”

“Davenport. Perhaps you’ve been too preoccupied with your fierce wallowing and incurable distemper to notice that nearly all of your staff has deserted you.”

Had they? Nicholas sat quietly for a moment, battling the same bleak despondency that he always did when he thought of the many people that’d left him over the years. People were always leaving him it seemed. He should be used to it by now. He wasn’t.

“I have always paid my employees lavishly,” he said, embittered. “If they’ve left, they’re fools.”

“You frightened them.”

“Explain to me how I’d managed to frighten them when they barely ever saw me,” he demanded, laughing shortly.

“Well, for one, there is that rumor—which, by the way, you could easily dispel if only you would address it.”

Nicholas smiled without amusement and shrugged.

Undeterred, Carl continued. “And secondly, when you were seen, it was only as you stalked throughout the halls, glaring at anyone who had the decency to look happy. Sure, seeing your face was an infrequent occurrence, but evidently those few times were enough to send the entire staff running for the hills—”

“Enough.”

The ominous warning was in Nicholas’s tone, and they both fell quiet, each staring at the other, determined and unyielding. The fire that had been slowly dying in the fireplace then burned out completely, letting out a whining, extinguished hiss. A tendril of smoke snaked up to coyly dance between them.

Eventually Carl spoke, and it was obvious he was taking extra pains to keep calm. “While I was in Winfield today, I found a couple of servant girls who’d be willing to come and help with Miss Howard,” he said. “They are here now, waiting below stairs in the entrance hall.”

Nicholas nodded slowly. “All right, fine. Put them to work.”

“No. I came up here so that you may be the one to go down and put them to work.”

A knot of anger formed within his chest. “You can do it. I trust your judgment.”

Looking exasperated, Carl took a step closer. “Davenport, enough of this. It is time to get out of that deuced chair and go tend to the running of your own house. You cannot sit here and drown yourself in brandy and regret every day.”

Nicholas suddenly shot to his feet. His chair slammed back against the floor with a loud crack! “Who do you think you are to scold me as though I am nothing more than a misbehaving delinquent?” he seethed. “My father?”

“No, and thank God for that.”

He fell into a shocked silence. Then, tightly, he said, “Get out.”

“And do what? Keep allowing you to grow into the hollow-hearted man I see before me now?”

“Get out,” Nicholas repeated, and he glanced at the door suggestively.

To his surprise, Carl nodded at him. “Fine, I’ve said my piece,” he said, turning to go. “And I leave the three women who are waiting downstairs in your capable hands.” With that, he then swiftly strode out of the darkened room.

Nicholas stood motionless, breathlessly listening to the retreating sounds of Carl’s feet stomping down the hall. He felt as though a tornado had just blown in violently and left, taking with it all of his dignity—which was in shambles, anyway. Carl had always had an admirable way of telling him the truth and not taking caution to tip-toe daintily around his feelings. But never had the man reprimanded him in such a way before. Never had he ever had the gall to say such things about Nicholas’s grief or his father.

And, truthfully, never had he been more right.

Angrily, Nicholas swore under his breath. He slowly began tucking the tails of his pullover shirt beneath the waistband of his trousers. Then he combed his fingers through his dark, disheveled hair, conceding—albeit reluctantly—that he should at least deal with some of his own private matters. He may be hollow-hearted, as Carl had so eloquently pointed out, but he was not incompetent. He could prove himself in that regard, if nothing else.
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Nicholas heard the sounds of feminine chatter rising from the massive entrance hall below. As he rounded the wide staircase, the soft voices settled into a patient silence. 

“Hello, ladies,” he said drolly when he came to stand directly before the three women who waited for him. Each of them wore similar black dresses with white aprons and small, frilled mob caps. With a stiff smile he turned directly to the pale redheaded girl, who, he was quite certain, couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old.

“You,” he said, gesturing to her. If it were at all possible, her face grew even paler. “What is your name?”

“Rebecca Brown,” she squeaked.

Nicholas nodded. Trying to keep his tone soft, he said, “Be prepared to do a lot of dusting, Miss Brown. I’ve been alerted to the fact that my guest rooms are in poor shape.”

She looked around shyly. He, unable to help it, followed suit—and then quickly found himself staring out at the severely neglected state of his home. Tangled cobwebs hung from the huge rafters overhead while dust and soot crowded every corner. He pursed his lips and glared at a faded oil painting that hung precariously on the wall opposite of him. All right, so there was very little that wasn’t in poor shape. But he was taking a small step to change that, he supposed. He’d hired the bookshop girl to come and fix his library.

Sighing, Nicholas moved on to the next woman in line. She was frail, dark-haired, and a little over the age of twenty, he presumed. There was also something quite pleasing about her air that made him certain of her general good spirit.

“And you, Miss—what is your name?” he asked.

“Beth Parker, sir,” she said, her blue eyes calmly holding his gaze.

“And I’m Marianne Watson,” the third woman said, pulling his gaze in her direction. Sporting a round, youthful face and a tight blonde bun at the nape of her neck, she was presumably a few years younger than Miss Parker. “What is it that you wish us to do for you, sir?” she went on. Then she cast a critical eye at the room in which they stood. “Surely you don’t expect us—a mere group of three servants—to fix all this.”

“Marianne,” Miss Parker admonished. Her big blue eyes were held wide with horror. “Hold your tongue.”

“It’s fine, Miss Parker,” Nicholas murmured. “Actually, I think we should begin your employment by instating a rule that must be obeyed at all times: I want complete honesty. Honesty commands respect, and as long as your opinions aren’t intended to be insulting, I welcome them.”

He looked back down at Miss Watson. She was still glaring at him. For some reason, he felt challenged. So much boldness for such a young girl. He took a small step closer to her. She blinked up at him.

“Miss Watson, the state of my home is a neglected one, is it not? Yet, my dear, if you’ve heard the rumor about me, your new employer, wouldn’t you say that I deserve to live like this?” He stared at her. “You have heard the rumor, haven’t you? You are aware of what is said about me?” His mouth twisted into a devilish grin as her dark brown eyes widened. “Still brave enough to work here?” he murmured silkily.

She blinked, and her response seemed automatic. “Only if you’re brave enough to hire me.”

Despite his very best effort to remain stoic, Nicholas felt laughter bubbling up within his chest. He gave way to it before he could stop himself. However, as usual, his laughter died just as abruptly as it started. The small flicker of amusement made him feel guilty. Who did he think he was, laughing as though he had the right to? Laughter was not meant to be a part of his life. Men like him, men who hurt people, did not deserve to feel even the slightest bit of pleasure or peace.

“All right, Miss Brown, Miss Parker...Miss Watson,” he said as he began retreating, a familiar sense of hollowness creeping up to bore a hole into him. “What you lack in fear, I hope you make up for with a studious penchant for work. You are all hired. Your charge, specifically, will be a young woman coming to stay with me. Her name is Miss Lucinda Howard, and she is the daughter of an old acquaintance of mine. I’ve hired her to do some work on my library, and I am expecting her to arrive late tomorrow evening in the carriage I’ve sent for her. I want the three of you to ready a room for her and make her stay as comfortable as possible, supplying her with what she needs when she needs it. As for the rest of the house...” He looked around, trying to care. He just couldn’t. “Don’t bother, I suppose. You’ll be released from your duties as soon as Miss Howard departs. Any further questions?”

Miss Watson mumbled something under her breath.

“Just one, sir,” Miss Parker said quickly to distract him from the brazen girl at her side. “We still need to know which room you’d like to be readied for the young lady.”

“Frankly, I don’t really care. Choose the one that has the most salvageable furniture, I suppose.” He suddenly stiffened as he heard Carl’s distinctively heavy footsteps moving nearby. Had he been listening? “What you need to work with, you will find here on the first floor, just through there in the servants’ quarters,” Nicholas continued hastily, gesturing to an obscure corridor down the hall. “You are dismissed, ladies. Please get to work.”

With that, he made his escape and began sauntering off in search of Carl. Several minutes later, Nicholas found him hunched over a pile of correspondence in the study.

“You know,” Nicholas said as he entered the dimly lit room, “reading someone else’s mail is considered a crime in these parts.”

Carl didn’t bother to look up. “Well, because you seem to consider it such a task trivial, I am forced to do it for you.”

“You’re right,” Nicholas said simply, coming to stand beside his friend. Together they leaned over the papers that were sprawled across his massive oak desk. “I’ve put duties on your shoulders that are not yours to be burdened with.” He rounded the desk and sat himself in the leather chair that was perched behind it. “I can see to this business.”

Carl unsuccessfully tried to hide a satisfied grin. Then he bowed deeply, giving Nicholas a gleaming view of the top of his balding head. “As you wish,” he said. “Should I inform your cook that you will be eating in the dining hall tonight, too? Or shall you skip that formality and dine in your room again?”

Nicholas ran a hand through his hair, which caused an unruly lock of black hair to fall over his brow. “Yes, tell Pierre I’ll be eating in the dining hall this evening. Happy now?” he called to Carl’s retreating back.

“Immensely,” Carl said pleasantly.
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Chapter 4
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Into the Vale

Gresham Vale

––––––––
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The sleek wheels of Mr. Davenport’s carriage rattled and jerked as they encountered a cluster of rocks on the country lane. Lucy gripped the curtain beside her and cast a quick look at Ben’s slumbering form. Would he awaken?

Please, no.

Part of her felt bad for thinking such a thought—but it really wasn’t her fault that she had. Ben, after all, was the one who’d forced her to endure his endless chattering for the past thirteen hours. From important to insignificant, he’d simply covered every topic he could think of! Had he not fallen asleep an hour ago, she was sure she would have done something irrational.

Like toss the contents of her carpetbag at him.

Or, perhaps, the carpetbag itself.

Withholding the rising sigh in her throat—lest it should wake him, the sleeping angel—Lucy sat stiffly in her seat. The carriage, however, continued to jounce about. Ben stirred and lifted his ruffled, auburn head drowsily. She glared at him.

No, no, no.

Slowly the road smoothed out. Silence and stillness resumed. He yawned. Then, dropping his head back to the carriage wall, he fell asleep again.

Relieved beyond measure, Lucy smiled and released the curtain that framed the window. As she smoothed her gloved hands over her dark blue carriage dress and pelisse, she looked out at the snow-dusted countryside of Gresham Vale. Her smile grew.

Heavens, but it was lovely here! And so very vast too, which was something she had not expected. In truth, she’d predicted that the vale would be nothing but a contrite little valley—a small, insignificant dip in the land that would end not far from where it began. But, oh, she had been wrong! Gresham Vale was massive! It was liberating just to look upon!

Sagging against the seat, Lucy let her thoughts drift. Idly she tried to envision the house she was headed for: Daleford Manor. Was it really as grand as her father had described? Was Mr. Davenport really as solitary a man as she’d been led to believe? Nervous butterflies fluttered rampantly in her stomach. She shifted restlessly.

Hopefully she did not have much longer to wait until she got her answers. She’d been in the carriage with Ben before the pink light of daybreak had even lit the sky that morning. So, if all continued to go well, they would not have to wait too much longer; Daleford Manor should be within sight by ten that evening.

Brushing a few loose curls from her face, Lucy adjusted her spectacles and stole another glance at Ben. It was at that precise moment that an odd sound reached her ears. It was a faint noise—almost like a peculiar scratching. She grew quiet, straining to listen over the staccato beat of the trotting horses and the grinding carriage wheels.

There! She heard it again!

Intrigued, her eyes darted about the carriage as she sought out the source of the imploring clawing noise. Slowly she bent over and investigated the area near her feet. Then, with a fair amount of concern, she discovered that the scratching was coming from within her carpetbag.

“Gracious me, what is that?” she whispered as she hesitantly opened the bronze clasp and peeked inside the bag.

At first, she saw nothing out of the ordinary—just a few harmless books and her leather-bound notebook. But then, with lightening quick speed, a tiny creature leapt out and skittered across the floor. Lucy went reeling backward against the seat in a swirling disarray of blue skirts and flailing limbs. Her sharply inhaled gasp successfully awoke Ben from his contented sleep. He looked wildly about, immediately adopting her sense of panic.

“Robbers!” he cried. “Dear God, we’re being robbed!”

Lucy ignored him and glanced down, a suspicious feeling overwhelming her. When she spotted the culprit who’d caused the fuss, her eyes narrowed. Then she bent over and scooped up a quivering gray ball of fur.

“You little rascal,” she said pertly to the mouse in her palm. “I can’t believe this!”

Small black eyes blinked innocently up at her. ‘Who? Me?’ they seemed to say. She was unmoved.

“Lucy!” Ben suddenly squawked, staring at her as though she’d sprouted a third eye. “What are you doing with that rodent? Throw it out this minute! That thing could be rabid!”

Lucy admonished him immediately with a reproving glance. “Don’t be silly. Pip isn’t rabid.”

“Pip?”

“Yes.”

She looked back down at the familiar, plump face of her mouse. Pip wriggled his whiskers. She smirked.

“Oh, Pip, what are you doing here?” she asked, her tone firm and motherly. “I realize I forgot to say goodbye properly, but this—” she stuck the index finger of her free hand at the carpetbag, “is absurd.”

“Forgot to say goodbye...?” Ben sputtered. “Are you truly saying that you’re...you’re acquainted with this mouse?”

Lucy looked up and caught Ben’s disbelieving gaze. “Yes, Ben.”

“Since when?”

“Since a few months ago. He’s my pet now.”

Ben shook his head as if he wanted to shake the nonsense from his brain. “Your pet. Yes, of course.”

“A deviant little pet, I might add,” she said, disgruntled. She retrained her gaze onto her mouse again. “Oh, what am I supposed to do with you now? I can’t just bring you into Mr. Davenport’s home. Aren’t you aware of what you could become if someone finds you strutting about?” She kissed his brow. “A squished little Pip. That’s what.”

The mouse began chattering then, his paws coming up to wipe the sprouts of his whiskers as he spoke. Lucy listened calmly to his every tsk and task.

“There, there,” she finally said, affectionately stroking the white stripe of fur that lined his brow. “I forgive you. But my forgiveness does not solve our dilemma; I truly don’t think Mr. Davenport would approve of me bringing you into his grand home.” She sighed. “But I guess I don’t have a choice, do I? You’re here, on your way to Daleford Manor with me.” Her eyes squinted into slits. “So, you’re just going to have to get readjusted to hiding again, my friend. No more midnight carousing, or daily ventures to the—”

“Lucy,” Ben interrupted uneasily. “I’m afraid I have to ask you a silly question.”

“Hmmm?”

“How is it that you’ve come to have a mouse for a pet?”

“I saved him from a mousetrap that Abigail laid out last autumn. Since then, he has refused to leave me.” Lucy shrugged and tossed him a grin. “I simply have no choice but to keep him.”

Ben’s hazel eyes assessed her worriedly. “Of course.”

“Oh, don’t judge me, Ben. Pip is harmless and so very easy to love. Actually, by the time we leave Gresham Vale I’ll bet that even you will have fallen prey to his charms.” She turned her mouse on him. “Just look at those eyes!”

Ben immediately recoiled, flattening himself against his seat. “Yes, um, they are very...er, black.”

“They are soulful,” she vehemently corrected.

“Certainly.”

Lucy heaved another heavy sigh and peered ruefully down at her pet. “Give my friend some time, Pip. He’ll come around.”

Pip squeaked. Then, as if with disdain, he looked over at Ben. Lucy laughed. Ben, however, did not. Instead, he shoved himself even farther into the corner of the carriage, turning his horrified face to the window.

Perhaps I’ll keep Pip on hand more often, Lucy thought amusedly, cradling her mouse. Never have I seen Ben lapse into silence so fast!
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Lucy sat forward and looked out the window. Narrowing her eyes, she tried in vain to see something, anything—but other than a cascading sheet of snow, she could see nothing but the darkness of night.

She shook her head, feeling wary. Not but a few hours ago, the sun had made a glorious descent behind the low, sloping hills in the distance. The sky had been a magnificent sight, painted with melting amber tones. There had simply been no sign of bad weather. But then there they were now, trapped in the dead of night with a snowstorm swirling wrathfully around them!

Disoriented, the horses pulled the carriage jerkily along the lane. And then, suddenly, they stopped. An eerie silence ensued. Tense, Lucy looked over and met Ben’s gaze.

“Typical,” he muttered petulantly.

Without warning, a dark figure loomed up beyond the window. Lucy pushed away from it hastily. It took her a few heart-racing seconds to realize that it was only the carriage driver pressing his face close in an attempt to be seen.

“Bah. He’s out of his bloody mind if he thinks we’re going to open the door and have a nice chat,” Ben cried.

She rolled her eyes.

The man outside yelled something at them. The snowstorm caught his words and carried them away.

“I don’t know what you’re aiming at here,” Ben said to him loud and slow, “but stop wasting your time; go on back to your box seat!”

The man looked at him stupidly.

Ben glared back at him in return. “Let us carry on, good fellow. Onward. Go forth. No time beats the present.”

“Hush, Ben.” Lucy swatted him on the knee. “What did you say?” she called to the carriage driver. Both Ben and Lucy struggled to hear the man’s muffled reply.

“I said we’re stuck!”

“Stuck?!” the two friends cried in unison.

“That’s impossible!” Ben disputed immediately.

Lucy, however, didn’t find the prospect so unlikely; the snowfall outside really was tremendous. In an unsteady voice, she called to the shivering man beyond the window, “Well, if we’re stuck, then perhaps you should come inside and get warm while we wait for the weather to clear!”

The carriage driver’s snow-dusted head shook regretfully. “I’m afraid this storm won’t be going anywhere anytime soon, Miss Howard!” he shouted. “But we aren’t too far from Daleford Manor; it’s just at the base of that hill over there!”

“And what is your point?” Ben demanded.

Lucy clenched her gloved hands against her lap. She sat and stared out the window, waiting for the dooming answer that she knew was coming.

“We are going to have to travel the rest of the way on horseback!” the driver answered, condemning them all.

“Good God,” Ben gasped. “You can’t expect us to get out in that!”

“You have to! The horses are unable to pull the carriage any farther, and this storm is about to take a turn for the worse.” The man looked around outside distractedly. Then he said, “Listen—I’m going to untie the mares now! I’ll be returning shortly to fetch you!” With that, he disappeared into the agitated snowfall.

Lucy and Ben exchanged glances.

“What do we do now?” he rasped.

She straightened her spine and gave him a no-nonsense look. Then she tucked Pip safely into her carpetbag and began securing the front buttons of her pelisse. “We do what the man says. It is getting late, and I’m not about to sit out here and freeze to death. The sooner we leave, the sooner we can go to our rooms at the manor and relax.”

Ben looked her over. “Well...don’t you have something warmer than that?”

She looked down at her thin cotton pelisse. “Not really. My cloaks are all packed away in my trunk.”

“Lucy, how are you supposed to ride around in—?”

“Oh, don’t fuss over me now, Ben. I’m a big girl.”

His auburn brows snapped together as he frowned at her. He then began removing his coat. “Well bugger me if I let you walk out into the snow in that flimsy cotton sheath! Here—take my coat.”

“But, what about you? Your shirt can’t be very—”

“Oh, don’t fuss over me now, Lucy. I’m a big boy.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, not liking that he’d turned her own words on her. Nevertheless, she did not have the time to argue further, because, yet again, another knock sounded at the door.

“All right! Let’s go!” called the driver outside.

Lucy scooted forward and shrugged on Ben’s large, warm overcoat. Then she donned her bonnet and began tying the blue satin ribbon beneath her chin. She was aware of how he was watching her with anxious eyes, and so she tossed him a quick smile.

“Are you ready, Ben?” she asked.

“Not in the slightest.”

She picked up her carpetbag and pulled it close. “Me either, really...but it seems as though we have no choice.” She gave her little spectacles one final adjustment. “Come along, then. Let’s get this over with.” Shoving aside any lingering hesitancy, she flung open the door and ventured out into the frostbitten air.
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Chapter 5
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The Introduction

––––––––
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The languid flames within the wall sconces barely punctured through the enshrouding darkness of the entrance hall. Bullied by the angry shadows, they flickered and cowered, shrinking into withering flecks of light. Beneath one of the dimly lit sconces, Carl stood with his back against the wall, his gaze following Nicholas’s prowling form.

Nicholas, however, did not spare Carl a glance; his own eyes were glued to the flurry of snow that swirled beyond the front windows. “She’s late,” he muttered in annoyance. “Hours late.”

“Her work does not begin as soon as she steps through the door, Davenport,” Carl murmured. “You really have no reason to be upset.”

“Yes, I do. It’s gone midnight, and she should be here.”

“Have some patience. There’s a raging snowstorm outside. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

“Carl,” Nicholas bit out, turning his furious gaze over to him, “you’ve really no choice but to deal with my impatience, seeing as it is your fault that I am in such a state.”

“Oh, it’s my fault now, is it?”

“Yes. It was you who’d insisted that I greet her upon her arrival.”

“Yes, and that is because she is coming to your home. It is expected of you to at least welcome her here.”

Nicholas rolled his eyes, tired of the situation altogether. Devil take it. To think he’d let Carl convince him to dress up for the occasion. He’d actually gone and stuffed himself into a tailcoat, silk vest, and a cravat! He couldn’t remember the last time he’d bothered with any of those.

“I’m going back to bed,” he muttered.

“Blast it, man. Can you not, for one night, put off your solitary confinement? Miss Howard is the daughter of a much-admired tutor from your youth; you should feel some obligation to be polite! Just wait and greet the woman, won’t you? Then, by all means, feel free to trudge off and lament in gloom by yourself.”

Nicholas grimaced and turned away from him, grumbling to himself about burdensome old men. Before he could resume his pacing, however, a sudden knock came at the front door.

“See? There’s Miss Howard now,” Carl said, and he took a step forward.

Almost instantly the knock came at the door again. The powerful sound carried through the house like a baleful thunderclap.

Nicholas lifted an eyebrow. “She’s got one hell of an arm,” he said dully, filled with ill-humor.

Carl shook his head at him, exasperated, and went to answer the persistent caller. When the massive front door opened, the roar of the wind from outside blew gustily into the manor. Recoiling from the biting cold, Nicholas backed away.

“Please, hurry and come in!” Carl called over the malefic storm.

With a swift fluency, three sodden travelers cascaded through the doorway. Judging by their dishevelment, icy pale skin, and trembling limbs, they had been out in the snow for longer than what it took to walk from the graveled drive to the front door. Silently, they rushed after Carl, who had begun to lead them toward the sitting room.

They hadn’t even seen him at all, Nicholas realized offhandedly as he moved from the shadows. He watched as the departing figures disappeared into the darkened hall. Slowly he stalked after them.
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Lucy followed after the huge man in front of her. A cold, eerie darkness enveloped her from all sides, and she trembled. She’d thought she’d been mistaken while approaching the ominously large manor from outside; it could not really be as formidable as it appeared—or as forsaken. Surely it was the snowstorm that’d made it seem so. But now that she was indoors, she realized that her eyes had not deceived her.

Daleford Manor was frighteningly desolate!

Keeping pace with the men around her, she looked about warily. The floors were made of pale stone tile; they were dismal and not swept. Smooth stone walls surrounded her, hoisting an un-illuminated ceiling that loomed like a black canvas overhead. She saw a few dark rooms to her left, a couple of sparsely placed chairs and tables, and a long, blackened hallway before her. When she peered to her right, she was somewhat stunned by the sight of a sprawling staircase that led to the second floor. She almost stumbled in her sodden skirts as she gaped at it. Its pale, stone marble steps gleamed softly, an intricately carved stone banister flanking it on either side.

Good gracious, it was magnificent. Oddly magnificent considering the dreary manor that housed it...

Moments later, she and her companions entered a large, somewhat tattered room—the sitting room, perhaps—that was drenched with the amber glow of a lit fireplace. As they did, the burly stranger said to them, “Remove your wet coats and such. Get yourselves warm.”

Ben shifted closer to where Lucy stood by the fire. After she’d untied and removed her bonnet, he helped her shift out of his dampened overcoat. “Some place,” he whispered to her. “Are you all right?”

She nodded silently. He frowned, appearing to be unconvinced by her response. After tossing his coat over his arm, he placed a hand protectively on the small of her back. Disapproving of the gesture, she shot him a severe look. Instantly his hand dropped away.

“Sorry to have wailed upon on the door like that, Carl,” the carriage driver said to the man in front of the fire, “but we were nearly frozen by the time we got here.”

“I understand your urgency, Gerald. There is no need to apologize.”

“Yes, well, there may be later. Regretfully, I must admit that Mr. Davenport’s carriage is stuck in several feet of snow just up the road. I will, of course, retrieve it when the storm passes, but for now, I must focus on seeing the horses to the stable.” He turned and bowed formally to Lucy. “I’m sorry about the disastrous turn in your journey, Miss Howard. At least we were relatively close to the house when the carriage became stuck.”

“Yes, thank heaven for that,” she said quietly as she finished removing her icy gloves, which she then laid overtop her carpetbag, beside her bonnet. Straightening herself, she pressed a smile onto her lips. “And thank you, Gerald, for all you’ve done. Your services are greatly appreciated.”

Hearing his name, he grinned at her. “You’re welcome, Miss.” Slowly he turned and sauntered from the room. Immediately, an uncomfortable silence loomed in his absence.

“I’m Carl Hoffman,” said the intimidating figure by the fire, breaking the awkward quiet.

Lucy glanced at him, expecting the baritone voice to be matched with some menacing expression. She was surprised to find that he actually looked rather pleasant and kind. Relieved, she broke away from Ben and extended her hand to Carl.

“I’m Lucinda Howard,” she said warmly. Their hands shook briefly. “And this is Benjamin Jenkins.”

Ben restored his place beside Lucy and clasped hands with Carl in greeting. “How do you do, sir?”

“I am well enough, thank you,” Carl replied, eyeing Ben with a considerable amount of curiosity. He crossed his arms over his barrel-wide chest.

“We are expected by Mr. Davenport, I believe,” Lucy began. “He’d written to my father, Peter Howard, and asked for help with the restoration of his personal library.”

Carl nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.”

Lucy swallowed around a developing knot in her throat. “Is...is he around? Or should we meet with him later in the morning?”

“That’s precisely what I would have preferred,” said a silken voice from behind them—a male voice, Lucy noted. “But unfortunately, I have given my word to greet you in person on the very moment of your arrival.”

They all turned around. A shadowed man stood just beyond the doorway. As if cued by their collective attention, he emerged from the darkness and stepped into the room. Lucy felt the air leak from her lungs.

Was that Mr. Davenport? That beautiful, raven-haired man who walked with such dark elegance? Was that really her new employer?

Frozen where she was, she watched him approach. The firelight played across his handsome face, causing shadows to pool beneath his square, cleanly shaven jaw and high cheekbones. As he drew closer, she realized that he was staring fixedly at the group by the fire—at her, really. Dazed, she found herself wondering just what color his eyes were. Were they really as smolderingly black as they appeared? When he finally reached her side, she got her answer.

No, his eyes were not black. They were blue. His eyes were dark, dark blue.

“I’m Nicholas Davenport,” he said into the heavy quiet. “You are the woman I’ve been waiting for, I presume.”

“I am her,” she replied, blushing for some unfathomable reason.

He cocked his head to
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