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Tarmien Dagmar couldn’t sleep. The clock taunted him as it had for months, even before his first child was born.

At least Stella can rest, he thought, listening to the soft snores of his wife drift through the dark from the other side of their king-sized bed. Breastfeeding was taking its toll, but the mere mention of hiring a nanny or allowing the servants to help with diaper changes was met with a firm “no.”

Murmuring something incoherent, she rolled over to face him and his blood heated at the fleeting thought of impregnating her again. It was what he was made for, after all. The blood that coursed through his veins, handed down for centuries from father to son, contained that of a demon. An incubus. A creature whose sole purpose was to seduce women and to create offspring.

Tarmien was coaxed from his thoughts by the subtle but distinctive sound of a waking infant. He gently eased himself out of bed so as not to wake his wife and crossed the hall quickly.

“It’s okay, Stephen,” he whispered as he closed the door of the nursery behind him. “Daddy’s here.”

He reached into the crib and picked up the restless newborn who settled the moment he was cradled in his father’s arms.

What have I done? Tarmien asked himself for the thousandth time since the baby was born.

Apart from the insatiable desire to procreate, Tarmien hadn’t shown any of the demonic tendencies to which his father had confessed on his deathbed, just months ago. He hoped he could spare his son the knowledge of that horrible confession. At least the curse that tied the Dagmar family to their servants, the Currys, was a burden Tarmien could bear himself; he was determined this child would never have to carry out its twisted conditions.

As he lifted his precious son to kiss his fine, black hair and breathe in his potent baby scent, he prayed that the family’s demonic bloodline had run out, once and for all. Only time would tell.
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​​CHAPTER 1
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Things don’t always go as planned. Herman Anderson had almost eighteen years of hard-earned experience with this. What she hadn’t yet learned was how much it could be true. Her first taste of plans going awry on this, the first day back to school after March Break, came with her brother, Chad, missing his school bus.

“You have everything now?” They stood in the mudroom at the back door of their parents’ house. She kept her voice down so she wouldn’t wake their mother.

“Wait,” he said.

She squeezed her eyes shut and held in a scream of frustration while he checked the contents of his enormous green gym bag one more time. It hadn’t taken her as long to stuff everything she owned into her backpack that morning as it took the obsessive-compulsive eleven-year-old to leave home for the day. And he’d had a whole week to get ready.

“Yeah, I think so,” he said, hefting his bag onto his shoulder.

“If I wasn’t so worried about you, I’d kill you right now.”

Chad grimaced. “I’ll be okay. It’ll just be a few days, right?”

“As long as Dad comes home to look after you and Mom, which he should. Otherwise, I’ll come back and get you as soon as school’s finished in June.” She eyed the umbrella he’d plucked out of the corner. “You’re not taking that on my bike. You’ll probably end up impaling us both.” She graced him with the evilest eye she could muster and he dropped the umbrella.

“Thank you. Let’s go.”

Outside in the warmish humidity—a relief after a cold Ottawa winter—she mounted her bicycle with Chad on the back and rode with the kind of energy few possessed quite like a healthy teenage girl who had been cooped up inside for months. She was ready to move on, more than anything else she’d ever been ready for in her life. Chad was prepared, Herman mused as she skirted puddles, runoff from the rapidly melting snow banks. She wouldn’t be leaving at all if she wasn’t convinced of this.

Fifteen minutes later she stopped in front of Chad’s school. The absence of children’s voices on the playground whispered, “You’re late,” but she resolved to take all the time she needed to make sure he was going to be okay.

“If you’re desperate for anything, tell Jason’s mom.” Jason was Chad’s best friend. “And you know where the money is so you can buy food if you need it?”

“In the box on the top shelf of your closet.”

“And don’t tell anyone where I’ve gone. Especially Dad.”

“I don’t know where you’re going.”

“And stay out of trouble at school. I don’t want them calling Mom. You know what to tell her if she asks where I’ve gone?”

“That you’re staying at a friend’s place. If she even notices you’re missing.”

“You’ve got the emergency number for Dad?”

Chad patted his jacket pocket. “One copy here, one at home in the cookie jar. I’ll call him after school today.”

“And you know what to say?”

He cocked his head to the side and spoke tiredly, as though he’d repeated it a thousand times already. “‘Herman’s gone, she left a note, the note says she won’t be back, blah, blah, blah.’”

She pinched her brother’s nose. “You gonna be okay, Squirt?”

“Yeah, and don’t call me ‘Squirt.’”

Herman sighed. “Fine. You’ve got the key to my bike lock?”

“Yep. I’ll pick it up at the train station on the weekend. By that time, Dad should be able to drive me to get it.”

“I’d have left it at home and taken the bus if you hadn’t been late this morning.”

Guilt struck her in the stomach when Chad looked down at his shoes.

“This is really it. One-way trip.”

“I’ll be back. Hug?”

Her brother embraced her and turned to go, walking away in his jeans and bomber jacket, every bit like the typical kid he was. “Get lost before you miss your train,” he called over his shoulder.

She couldn’t bear to look back.

Another fifteen minutes later, Herman stepped aboard a VIA Rail car with half a minute to spare. She shuffled down the aisle and plopped herself into a window seat. Looking through the glass, she watched a fine rain begin to fall as she pushed away her misgivings at leaving her brother behind. If all went well, her new live-in position on a thoroughbred horse farm—a dream job, in Herman’s opinion—would be secure, and then she could ask if Chad could come and live with her. She didn’t think she would have any problems getting him away from her parents. Their dad, George Anderson of the great unknown job that took him away for months at a time, had to be forced to come home. Herman had come to the conclusion that nothing would make that happen short of her leaving. Their mother was barely well enough to look after herself, let alone her kids, and her decline was beginning to scare Herman.

A young, preppy blond guy in a beige blazer and turtleneck to match, who probably had a name that ended in “The Third,” slid into the seat beside her. He smelled heavily of Old Spice, reminding her of her father when she was little.

“Off on an adventure too?” he asked, eying her backpack. All he lacked was a British accent.

Herman shrugged.

“I certainly am. Leaving home. I’ve had enough of all that utter codswallop.”

She nodded and returned to watching the rain dot the window. Just a couple of runaways.

“I can’t believe they expect me to live under their thumb. Curfews. Pfft.”

Herman turned to the young man. “I know, right? Looking after a disabled mom and a little brother, having to wonder if my dad’s going to come home this month and how drunk he’ll be when he does. Bullshit, right? You thinking about changing your name, too?”

“Well, it’s not quite ...”

“That bad? No, I didn’t think so.”

Herman turned and put her forehead to the glass. Thankfully Mr. The Third disembarked in Brockville without another word. That was when the man who would change the remainder of her plans boarded the train.

Compared to the stifling soul who had previously occupied the seat beside Herman, he was a breath of fresh air, quite literally. The shoulders of his trench coat, wet from the rain, smelled of spring and his damp hair hung in a raven sheen to his shoulders.

She gawked at his profile, mannequin-like in its perfection but for a slight bump on the bridge of his nose. He settled a leather bag between his feet on the floor and then rummaged through his coat pockets for something he seemed to have misplaced. His coat, like his hair, his bag, and everything else that adorned him, was black. Herman realized she was staring. She’d seen the kind of beautiful people whose faces kept drawing her back for a glance, but she’d never been so close to one before.

With her pulse pounding in her throat, she asked, “Lost something?”

For the first time in her life, Herman saw someone do a genuine double take and she suppressed a smile.

“My keys.” He frowned, his keys seemingly forgotten. “Have we met before?” One exquisite eyebrow rose a fraction.

“No. Not at all.”

Stupid thing to say, she admonished herself, attempting, but failing, to drag her gaze away from his face.

His features were symmetrical until he grinned. His full upper lip rose slightly more on the right. “In that case, I’m Stephen.” He held out his hand.

“I’m Herman,” she said, clasping it. Her plan to change her name went out the window without a thought. He was warm to the touch, and he squeezed her hand just right. His irises were dark mahogany with a reddish tinge, the only color about him other than black and his flawless, pale skin.

“I’m sorry,” he said, stealing his hand from her grasp. “I’m being impolite, staring at you.”

Herman laughed nervously. “I seem to be doing the same thing.” She reluctantly turned to the window. In the reflection, she saw that his body was still angled in her direction. Comparing her own image to his was like dull brown cotton to luxurious satin. It came to her belatedly that he didn’t flinch at her unusual name. Another first.

She was relieved to have a reason to look at him again when he spoke. “I can’t get over the idea that you look familiar, somehow.” He gazed into her eyes and she into his. Her face heated and she glanced away again. Where had her earlier coolness gone?

“I’m making you uncomfortable. I should leave you alone.”

“No!” She snapped her head back and touched his sleeve. His eyes shifted to her hand and she jerked it away.

“I’m sorry. I’m usually better at talking to strangers.”

“Normally, I am too.” He smiled and it was as though the heavens had opened up and dropped an angel beside her. She felt her eyes widen and her lips part but she was powerless to prevent it. “But today,” he continued, “I seem to be at a loss. I hope to get a few intelligible sentences out of my mouth before I get to Kingston, though.”

“Are you only going as far as Kingston?” She was full of clever comments.

“Yes. Are you going to Toronto? Or ...”

“Yeah, I’m going to Toronto,” she said, filled with sudden regret. She put her hand over the hole in her jeans, hoping beyond hope that the rip looked designer.

He glanced down at the movement and back up to her eyes. “Are you visiting family there?”

“No, I’m supposed to be starting a new job.”

“That’s exciting.”

“I guess.” She shrugged. It had been exciting until a few minutes ago.

“What will you be doing, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Mucking out stalls at a horse farm north of the city. Really glamorous stuff. It’s a live-in position.”

“Do you like horses?”

“Yeah,” she said unenthusiastically.

“I do too. I have horses at home. I use them in my work sometimes.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” He folded his hands in his lap and leaned back. “I have to admit, I’m disappointed that you already have employment to go to.”

“I’m not too attached to it,” she said, aghast at herself. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, I’m looking for an assistant.” He smiled again and her stomach twisted into a knot of unparalleled excitement.

The overwhelming sensation that it was too good to be true filled her head. Not only was she talking to the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, but he was offering her a job? It would have to be magic.

“What kind of assistant do you need?” she managed to ask.

“I’m a magician.”

She barked out a laugh.

“What is it?” His eyes were warmly curious.

“Oh, just that I was thinking this must be magic and you happen to be ...” she laughed again, and he laughed with her.

“It does kind of seem magic, doesn’t it?” He licked his lips and she dropped her gaze from his face. It was impossible to look at him and not feel like she was gawking.

He bent his head to get her attention. “This may sound really weird, and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but I feel as though we were supposed to meet today, on this train.” He smiled lopsidedly and shook his head. “No, I shouldn’t have said that. It sounds too strange.”

“No,” Herman said, “I agree. Or at least I’d like to think it was some kind of destiny thing.” She laughed. “You’re right. It’s weird when you actually say it.”

“It is. So, about the position—I hate to ask you to drop what you were doing, but I feel this might be my only chance. Are you interested?”

“I—” 

“Wait,” he interrupted. “How old are you? I’m not sure if I can even ask you to get off the train with me, without breaking a law.”

“I’ll be eighteen in three weeks,” Herman said. “How old are you?” She blushed, realizing she’d asked him a personal question that had more to do with the desire to be in his arms than work for him.

“I’m twenty-three. Which is why I can’t ask you to get off the train with me, unfortunately.”

She thought about it for the space of a breath, gathered up what was left of her sanity, and put it aside. “What if I said I wanted to get off the train with you?”

“Then I’d ask how soon would you like to start?”

Her head swam. It was work, which was what she was after, but ... “As your assistant. Does that mean onstage? I don’t know the first thing about magic,” she said, instantly regretting her words.

“You don’t have to. I can teach you everything you need to know. And you’ll have a place to stay in my guest room, so you don’t have to worry about that. I’ll be working from home—there’s plenty of room there for you—until I go on the road, and then we’ll stay in hotels. With separate rooms, of course.”

Too bad, she thought, feeling her face go red again. There had to be a catch. “But why?” she asked. “Why me?”

He dropped his gaze. Then, looking up, he said, “Would you believe that now I’ve found you, I can’t bear to say goodbye to you?”

“I probably wouldn’t if I didn’t feel the same way. But I don’t know if I can get over the feeling this is all too good to be true.”

He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and checked the time. “We’ll be in Kingston in twenty minutes, so you have a little while to decide.”

Twenty minutes to make what might be the stupidest decision of my life, Herman thought. Yet it felt like the decision was already made, somehow. There was an energy about him, a mystical force that drew her in.

He offered her the phone. “Would you be more comfortable if you called your family to let them know?”

“No,” she said, raising her hand to ward it off. “I don’t need to call anyone.”

“I have an idea.” He held up one finger and leaned forward, shifting his long, leather-clad legs to rummage through his bag.

He laughed. “My keys!” he said, dangling them in the air. “See? I can conjure things out of nowhere.”

Herman giggled. “I’m glad you found them.”

“But that’s not what I was looking for.” When he finally sat back, he had a sheet of paper in his hand.

“This is one of my promotional posters,” he said, handing it to her. It was a picture of him in profile, wearing a tux and top hat, holding a ball of light up to the level of his forehead. The poster said that he, The Great Dagmaru, would be putting on a show in Miami, Florida, on the 27th of November last year. In the photograph, he was almost as beautiful as he was in real life, sitting beside her, watching her.

“Nice picture. The Great Dagmaroo?”

“Dag-ma-ru. No emphasis on any of the syllables. I adopted the name a while ago, and it stuck. My last name is Dagmar.”

“Ah.” Was this, after all, any worse than the unseen job she was already going to? The phrase “the devil you know versus the devil you don’t” came to mind. This devil she knew, relatively speaking, and he almost certainly looked better than the elderly-sounding one she had spoken to on the phone. And he seemed legitimate.

“Why don’t I come home with you then, and we’ll go from there? If that’s okay.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I just said that. Going home with a stranger I just met on a train. Every parent’s worst nightmare and I’m it.”

“I can assure you I’m not a bad guy. I’m only a magician.”

He pulled a blue paper flower out of thin air and offered it to her, making her laugh.

“Can you make it disappear?”

“I can,” he said with a grin. “But I’d rather you kept it.”

She took the flower. “Will you make me disappear?”

“Not from where you can’t be reached. Any time you want to, you’ll be free to contact anyone you’d like.”

She nodded. “Do you live alone? Or ...” she let it dangle.

“Kind of. My parents moved to Antigua four years ago. I’ve lived alone in their house ever since. But I spend a lot of time with my agent. She’ll probably be staying with me—or with us—until it’s time to go out on the road.”

“I see.” At least she wouldn’t be alone with him. However convenient that was, remained to be seen.

“And you?” he asked. “Do you have a boyfriend where you came from, which was ...”

“Ottawa.” She let out a little laugh. “And no, I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“I’m surprised. You’re so beautiful.”

She turned away quickly to hide her blush, though she couldn’t remember smiling as widely in years. In truth, she’d never had a boyfriend to speak of. That this could be a mutual attraction seemed beyond the realm of possibility. She had to keep this one shining connection alive.

“There I go again, making you uncomfortable,” he said, his concerned frown lightened by a small smile.

“Has anyone ever told you you’re very charming?”

“They have, but I’m not trying to be. I’m only being truthful.”

“Thank you, then. I think the last time anyone told me I looked beautiful was when I dressed up as a princess for Halloween at age eight.”

“In that case, get used to it, because as my assistant you’ll be dressed like a princess every time we perform.”

“Sounds like fun,” she said. “Much more glamorous than shoveling horse poo.”

He laughed. “And you’ll still get to be around horses.”

“It’s surprising you’re single too.” A lump rose in her throat as she realized she’d made an assumption. The lump deflated a little when he confirmed her thought.

“Would you believe I’ve been waiting for the right girl to come along?” He made eye contact and rendered her incapable of speech at the implication. “I’ve been single for a couple of months. It wasn’t really meant to last.”

She forced her excitement down to a simmer so she could talk without squealing like a little girl. “Tell me more about the job. Where do you perform magic?”

“I’ve been out of the country for the past two years, performing in the U.S., and before that, Japan.”

“Miami. Right.”

“But I’m planning a Canada-wide tour. I’m from here originally. I grew up in Kingston.”

“You have some pretty big audiences?”

“Some, yes.”

She swallowed hard. “Can you teach me how to get over stage fright while you’re teaching me what to do to assist you?”

“It won’t be a problem, if you trust me.”

Herman thought she’d follow him to the ends of the earth and trust him with her life, but what came out of her mouth was, “I think I can do that.”

“Excellent.” He smiled and she grinned back, feeling giddily like she’d somehow made it onto a train bound for a world that existed beyond the realm of all her wildest dreams.
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When the train stopped at Kingston station, Stephen stood and waited in the aisle for Herman to slide out of her seat. With her backpack over her shoulder, and clutching her blue paper flower tightly by its paper stalk, she looked up at him. He smiled at her warmly, dissolving her qualms for the moment. She waited on the platform while he retrieved a small black overnight bag. She expected to head directly to the parking lot, but instead he led the way into the station.

Keeping up with his lengthy stride between the rows of empty blue and red seats, she fought the compulsion to face the embarrassment of changing her mind. Even with the lump in her throat, it was easier to allow the momentum to carry her along, for better or for worse. There was something about Stephen, something about his commanding appearance and his confidence that made her believe she could trust him, even as she remembered there was a reason young girls shouldn’t talk to strangers.

They exited the other side of the station through sliding glass doors and Stephen stopped just outside. Lined up were a number of taxis, a few cars, and one white limousine that advanced as Stephen watched. The car came to a halt in the middle of the roadway in front of them, and the driver came around to the passenger side.

Stephen stepped off the curb with one hand on Herman’s back; his touch sent waves of electricity up and down her spine.

The man bowed slightly and said, “Good morning, Mr. Dagmar.” Stephen nodded and gave the uniformed man his bags. Herman followed suit. She took Stephen’s outstretched hand in hers as she climbed into the cavernous burgundy leather enclosure ahead of him. Sliding across the seat, she noted the contrast of fragrant interior to the odor of exhaust outside.

“How famous are you?” she asked Stephen once he was settled in beside her. She felt slightly reassured knowing they weren’t alone.

“I’m not famous at all in Canada. Yet.” He grinned. “Most of my money comes from my family.”

As the limo pulled away from the station and turned onto the street, Herman looked out the rear window and thought, Here goes nothing.

“Don’t worry, Herman,” Stephen gently intoned. “You’re safe.”

Herman scratched her head. “Do you live in a mansion?”

“No, just a house. It’s on a large property though.”

The car glided down a road with houses on both sides. Before long they turned right, and Herman caught glimpses of a body of water out the driver’s side window. Lake Ontario, or so she thought it must be. The choppy, deep-gray expanse of lake stretched, in some places, as far as the eye could see. For a while it seemed as though they might stop within the comfort of one of the little clusters of homes they passed. Then the scenery became nothing but trees.

“You live out in the middle of nowhere?” Herman asked.

“We’re almost there. Hopefully the weather will clear up so we can go for a horseback ride later, if you’d like.”

“That would be nice.”

The car slowed and turned into a long, paved driveway with sharply spiked, black iron gates open on both sides. A fence to match stretched beyond the shadows of trees that stood bare in the distance. At the end of the driveway stood an old Victorian-style two-story house.

The driver parked in the circular driveway in front of the house and came around to open the passenger-side door. Stephen got out first and extended his hand to help Herman out of the car. He allowed her the time to study her surroundings while the driver retrieved the bags. The dark red-brick house was tall and narrow. Curtains open in two of the front windows revealed a lamp situated in the middle of each. They reminded Herman of a story in which the lonely occupant kept a candle burning, waiting for a loved one to return from a long journey. Dead center, high above the front door like something out of a fairy tale, was a round turret. Around the mid-point of the cylinder, a row of stained-glass windows made it appear that the top could be lifted off by a giant hand. A thin post atop—probably a lightning rod—pointed to the gradually clearing sky. Rapunzel ran through her imagination, and she wondered with a shiver where the guest room was situated.

A ray of sunlight shone through the clouds from behind the house; a dark-suited man with salt-and-pepper hair and a gruff, pockmarked face materialized out of its shadow.

“Welcome home, Mr. Dagmar,” the man said in a deep baritone voice as he bowed slightly to Stephen. “The ladies are waiting for you in the foyer.”

“Thank you, Hawkins.” Stephen turned to Herman and said, “This is Miss ...”

“Anderson,” Herman finished for him.

Stephen frowned at her briefly and then turned back to the man who she assumed was the butler. “This is Miss Anderson. I’d like to have the guest room made up for her in case she decides to stay.”

“Yes, Sir,” Hawkins said.

“Is Nina here today?”

“She is.”

“Have her come to the dining room in five minutes, please.”

“Of course, Sir.” Hawkins hastened up the steps to the ornately carved front door and opened it.

Stephen picked up Herman’s backpack. His bags had disappeared, taken into the house, presumably, by the chauffeur. He held out his other arm and smiled at her invitingly. “Shall we?”

Herman nodded and with the lump firmly stuck in her throat, she placed her hand on his bicep, noticing how hard it was under the fabric of his coat.

She expected to behold a grand foyer, and it was spectacular out of the corner of her eye, but what drew her attention were the ten or twelve beautiful women seated against the walls. They were all dressed as though they were waiting to enter a formal ball. The chatter amongst them ceased, and like a school of fish following in each other’s wake, their eyes followed Stephen. Without a glance in either direction, he ushered Herman to the right of a long flight of stairs that split in two directions at a landing above, and into a room at the far end of the massive foyer through which they had entered. Stephen went through the door with Herman in the lead. He shut it behind him as she turned to face him.

“They would be the interviewees for the assistant’s position,” he explained.

“The same one you offered me?”

“Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it.”

“They look ...” she searched for a word, thinking about her own comparatively grubby clothing. “... qualified.”

“I don’t care what their qualifications are. I want you.”

She wilted on the spot.

“But no pressure,” he continued. “I’ll interview them anyway, just in case you decide not to stay.”

“It would make me feel better if you have a backup plan. Just in case,” she said, feeling suddenly, inexplicably possessive of the job she wasn’t sure she could handle.

“Okay,” he said with a sigh. “In the meantime, there’s a computer there all ready to go online if you’d like. Or if you want to see the rest of the house, Nina will be in to show you around. The kitchen is across the hall, and lunch will be on the table at twelve. And you can go up to the stables if you wish. I’ll come to find you the moment I’m finished.” He backed toward the door. “Are you okay?” he asked as he put down her backpack and turned the knob.

“I’m fine.”

“Good. Someone will be in soon.”

He stepped out the door and closed it behind him, only to open it again before Herman had a chance to turn away.

“I’ve got to ask,” he said, popping his head back in. “Are you afraid of heights, water, or animals such as mice, rabbits, birds, and snakes?”

She thought about the list for a second and shook her head. “No,” she replied.

“You were made for me,” he said, blessing her with one of his radiant smiles before closing the door.

***​
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The moment Stephen stepped out the door, the foyer fell silent again. He didn’t have to look at any of the interviewees perched, alert upon burgundy velvet-covered benches against both sides of the room, to know their eyes were on him. They were drawn to him as though he were a human magnet, just as Herman had been. He passed the stairs, turned right, and stepped into the dining room where his agent, Margaret, waited for him to arrive.

“Hey,” she said without looking up. She sat poring over the applications that were strewn across the large antique dining room table. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it, staring at the top of her dark mane of hair shining in the light of the chandelier above her head. Her long, graceful fingers, poised to turn a page, were an elegant extension of the rest of her lithe body. Finally, she looked up and took in his appearance with icy-green eyes. She was every bit as beautiful as any of the women outside.

“What’s the matter with you?” she asked. Being inseparable for five years, both as best friends and then co-workers, made it easy for her to tell when there was something different, however subtle, about him.

“I found her,” Stephen said, his back still to the door.

“Who?”

“She has a perfect body and long, brown hair and the bluest eyes you’ve ever seen. And her lips! Full and beautiful. And the way they move when she speaks ... absolutely captivating.”

Margaret narrowed her eyes. “You hired someone on the train again, didn’t you?” It was a statement more than a question.

Stephen nodded.

“Okay,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “Tell me more about her.”

“I think she’s running away from home. She has a job to go to, but she agreed to come and check this one out. She’s sweet and innocent and she’s almost eighteen.”

Margaret crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes even more.

“No, I didn’t audition her the same way I did the others,” he said.

“So you didn’t bang her in the limo on the way here.”

“No! She’s not of age. And anyway, I knew from the second I saw her that she’s the one.”

Margaret began to say something just as the door opened on the far side of the room to her left, and Nina came in from the kitchen. Both Stephen and Margaret glanced at the slight young woman and then at each other.

“Should I leave the two of you alone?” Margaret asked.

Stephen shook his head almost imperceptibly and walked over to have a quiet word with the girl. After a few seconds she bowed and backed out of the room, and Stephen turned back to his friend.

“Well then,” Margaret said, throwing her hands up and glaring down at the stacks of paper in front of her. “Tell them all to go home.”

“No, I still want to interview them.”

“What the hell for?”

“Herman might not take the job.”

Margaret raised her eyebrows. “Herman?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, let me get this straight. You’re telling me she’s the one you want but that she might not stay. I’m confused.”

He stood, silently pleading with his friend to understand what he had only begun to comprehend himself.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Stephen? I’ve never seen you undone like this before ...”

Margaret put her hand up to her mouth, realization dawning on her face. “Oh my God,” she said quietly.

He closed his eyes as he spoke. “It doesn’t matter whether or not she’ll be my assistant, Margaret.” He opened his eyes and swallowed hard. “She’s the girl I’m going to marry.”
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​​CHAPTER 3
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The sound of cooing birds beckoned Herman to the room’s only window in search of the source. A protective line of tall, thick pines stood like sentries around the perimeter of a vast lawn, and the greens of daffodils and tulips poked their heads up through the soil below the window. Beyond the flower garden, a cobblestone walkway wide enough for two people to stroll side by side wound its way past a patio off to the left. To the right was a small, red-brick building with six or eight sides and many small windows near the top—a shed, or a coop, perhaps. She turned her back on the peaceful scenery outside to have a good look at the room. It appeared as domestically normal as the garden. Two of the dark paneled walls were adorned with painted landscapes, and the wall opposite the door had built-in bookshelves from hip-height to ceiling, containing fragrant old books. A computer with a large flat screen that sat upon a heavy, ancient-looking desk was the only evidence she hadn’t stepped back in time.

Herman sat in the chair behind the desk. Staring out the window at the rolling clouds, she listened abstractly for noises coming from the foyer. There was nothing more than the occasional giggle.

Just the thought of being out in the foyer, waiting with the other women and hearing the titter of laughter when her name was called made her happy to be locked away in a
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