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Prologue

[image: image-placeholder]

Alice’s candle flickered in the cool breeze wafting up the basement stairs. The darkness felt like a yawning mouth ready to swallow her whole. She’d never gone downstairs. There’d never been any need to. On a normal day the manor would be in the midst of waking up with servants bustling through the sprawling manor. Today however the manor remained as quiet as a cemetery, making her feel utterly alone.  
Had another servant disappeared like the missing maids before her? Soon there wouldn’t be any servants left, and any night Alice could be next.
If the hunter was right, the truth lay beneath her feet. Could Lord Hallow be slumbering in his coffin, waiting for the sun to set? She wouldn’t know unless she went down into his lair. A distant boom of thunder echoed through the manor, sending her heart thudding. If this wanted to face the Lord she needed to do it now before the storm blotted out the sun. 
She had to know the truth. She had to know if… if he was a vampire. A monster who fed on his own servants.
She slid her right foot forward, onto the first step. After one last glance back at the sunlight streaming in through the kitchen windows, she pushed on into the darkness. With each step the air grew cooler, sending goose bumps over her arms and shoulders. Every scrape of her shoe echoed through the stairwell, threatening to give away her presence. The stones muffled the coming storm.
Then finally she stepped off the last stair and into the cold cellar. A mouse darted past. She pressed a hand to her mouth, muffling her yelp of surprise. Her ragged breathing filled the room. She could hear nothing except the frantic pounding of her heart. 
At the edge of her candlelight a closed door beckoned to her. That must be the room the hunter spoke about. The door creaked as she opened it. She froze, straining to listen for any noise. Time seemed to stand still as she waited, wide-eyed. At best, she’d be punished for trespassing, but at worst, she’d be walking straight into the lion’s den. Even so, Alice couldn’t turn her back on whatever dark secret awaited her. She steadied herself and stepped into the circular room.
An ornate coffin sat conspicuously in the middle of the space, the very same coffin the hunter sought to destroy. Breathless, she crept forward, resting her hand on the lid’s heavy brass handle. Curiosity overcame Alice’s fear, and though her knees shook, she managed to silently slide open the sturdy oaken lid just enough to see inside. Dread filled her heart as she cast the candle’s flickering light through the narrow opening, yet she could not see the sinister lord’s face. The hunter had told her he would be resting here in the soil of his homeland, but that very soil was all she could see.
“Alice.”
She whirled, finding Lord Hallow watching her from the shadows.
“What are you?” Her voice shook, as did her hand, sending the weak candlelight bouncing around the room.
He stepped into the light. He looked as handsome as ever, his eyes sparkling pools of emerald and his dark hair as soft as down. His soft fingers wrapped around her wrist, his porcelain skin as cold as a corpse. “I must be dreaming,” he said, voice breathy, “for you to be here.” Their eyes connected, and he leaned toward her.
“No, no,” Mary muttered under her breath as she crossed the paragraph out. “That isn’t romantic.” She turned to the stack of romance novels she’d pilfered from under Margaret’s bed. None of them could explain why her readers found the wicked vampire Lord Hallow to be so romantic. But they could certainly describe kissing scenes.
“He kissed her with a fiery passion,” she read. She mulled over the lines before opening her mouth, attempting to mimic the book’s description. It didn’t feel right. How could a cold dead blood-sucking creature of the night be passionate? Perhaps she needed a more subdued kiss. One that was sweet instead of fiery.
“What is that face supposed to be? Are you trying to taste the air?” Margaret asked as she strolled over to open the parlor curtains wider. The afternoon sunlight flooded the room.
“What would kissing a vampire be like? I don’t think it would be fiery, but it is their very first kiss…” Mary pondered aloud before turning to her sister. “How would you describe a first kiss?”
Margaret’s face scrunched in distaste. “I’m not telling you about any kissing I’ve done.”
“That’s not what I meant!” Mary waved her away. “You know what, never mind. Let me get back to writing.”
“On a kissing scene? It’s about time something exciting happened.” Margaret leaned over her shoulder and Mary scrambled to cover the page.
“Don’t look at it! It’s not ready for anyone else to see it yet.”
Margaret groaned. “Then how am I supposed to help?” Her attention landed on the pile of books and her nostrils flared. “Are those my—” She cut off her own question, hastily gathering up the romance novels.
“I needed them for reference. My editor is begging me to make it a romance instead of the horror I planned. He thinks killing Lord Hallow will upset my readers. If I’m to write this drivel I ought to at least know what it’s supposed to look like.” She paused, turning her full attention to her sister. “Although I never knew you liked reading about pirates kidnapping innocent maidens.” Half of the books in the pile were about pirates. The others involved a mix of lords, highwaymen, and maids finding love.
Splotches of pink crept into Margaret’s cheeks. “Shut up. I like the adventures. And don’t go borrowing books without asking. I’m not a library.” She added the last book to her towering stack. “I say just have Alice stake Lord Hallow and run away with another maid. Like that blonde she was sharing a room with.”
Mary scoffed at the suggestion. “My editor would probably stake me if I did that. My readers want romance with Hallow, not more murder.”
“I’ll stake you if you steal my things again.” Margaret stalked out of the room, grumbling under her breath about Mary’s thievery the whole way.
Mary returned to her pages. She picked up the quill, preparing to write again, but no words came. Without Margaret’s book she had no references. And she felt none the wiser as to what could possibly be drawing all her readers to the blood-thirsty vampire. Whatever his appeal was, she needed to figure it out and quick or there’d be no more Twilight at Hallow Manor.
She moved on to a blank page.
Before his lips touched hers, the hunter burst into the room.
“There. That ought to buy me more time.”




Chapter 1
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Not for the first time in her life Mary wished she wasn’t the responsible older sister. Then she could sneak right out of Roquefort’s party just like she was certain Margaret already had. By now Margaret was probably exploring the grounds instead of gossiping. Or she’d managed to corner Elizabeth somewhere to pick another fight with her. Those two always got into cat fights at parties. 
Mary didn’t find the party boring per se, but watching her papa pretend everything was normal with Hawke House was far too painful. She couldn’t stand to let him out of her sight lest something happen while she was gone. Being the responsible one meant it was up to her to save him when he found himself in a tight spot.
“Erm, our new stories for next year?” her father answered the two men beside him. He couldn’t act to save his life and his sweating brow and distracted mind would raise questions sooner rather than later. They wouldn’t be able to delay the news of their dire situation from getting out much longer.  
“Papa, have you seen Margaret?” Mary asked as she slid up beside him, giving him a look of wide-eyed worry. “I meant to take her a cookie and she has already slipped away.” This was the third time she’d stepped in to save him, and her excuses were getting progressively lazier. Soon she’d have to make up some sort of cataclysm to get him to leave altogether. Ever since her uncle ran off with Hawke’s money, they were floundering. They’d already cut back on new stories to save costs. Without more investors they wouldn’t stay afloat, but if word got out about what deep water Hawke House was in, it would be even harder to find support.
“Oh dear,” he said, relief in his eyes from her interruption. “Shall I go look for her?”
“If it isn’t too much trouble. I’m worried.”
“You go visit with your friends. I’ll check on your sister.” He wished the men next to him farewell.
“Thank you, Papa.” She beamed at him. They split ways. She made her way across the room to the drinks, pausing to look about every few steps. As she’d already expected, there was no sign of Margaret. While their father struggled to hold the business together, Mary struggled to hold the family together. Margaret spent her nights sneaking out and refusing to say where she went. Mary stared at blank pages while Papa locked himself in his office.
She reached the table of drinks, ignoring the giggling women beside her when a man approached them for a dance. She didn’t bother to look up, knowing he wasn’t there for her. Only writers ever asked Mary for a dance as they tried to worm themselves into Hawke’s good graces. Her gaze jumped across the label on the wine bottles without reading them. She grabbed a small pastry and nibbled on it. It wasn’t as good as Clarke’s bakery pastries, but few were.
What she wouldn’t give for a night to forget the specter hanging over her family. Each day it looked less and less likely Hawke Publishing could survive, and once it failed so too would her family. They could lose their house next. If she was lucky another press would pick up Twilight at Hallow Manor, but that alone wouldn’t be enough to support her father and sister. 
Sometimes she considered begging Charlotte to do something, but she knew that wasn’t fair. Mr. Martin Steepe investing in Hawke would only be a short-term solution, another way to stall the inevitable. Plus Charlotte still had her hands full with Martin’s cousin trying to ruin their engagement.
She needed more ideas for her story, she thought as her gaze searched the crowd for inspiration. More material would help convince a new publisher to take the story on once she no longer had Hawke. She watched the flirtations between young couples. The glares between two of the maids. Off to her left Mr. Steepe’s talking teapot wouldn’t quit rambling. And its stories? Too dry and overly detailed, and with such dreadful pacing. Its maker may have been skilled with enchantments, but whoever he was, he clearly hadn’t been a writer.
She grabbed some wine and took it to an empty table against the wall. There she glowered at the dancers. She’d rather be dancing like Charlotte. But she didn’t know any of the gentlemen well enough to feel comfortable marching up to them and asking to dance the way Roquefort sisters liked to do. Maybe in a disguise, but not as herself. She was far too aware of her family’s reputation, and with Hawke in trouble, that was a burden now more than ever. Not that it ever stopped any of Margaret’s antics. But her parents had long given up on getting Margaret to behave.
“I wish someone would ask me to dance.” She sighed, and from her right a meow answered her complaint. She startled. Then looked down, finding a black cat sitting on the chair beside her, tail swishing as it watched her.
“Oh, um, hello there.”
The cat meowed again, its gaze tracking her silver bracelet. Her father had given it to her several years ago. After watching her mother’s charm bracelet grow over the years and hearing about Queen Victoria’s bracelet, Mary had wanted one for herself. The bracelet came with its first charm, a simple silver circle with her name engraved on it. Since then, she’d added a quill, a book, and a hawk. She’d been considering adding something else to signify Twilight at Hallow Manor, but hadn’t found the right charm yet. As it turned out, the jewelry stores in the city didn’t stock vampire charms.
“Are you supposed to be in here?” 
“Meow.” The cat batted at her bracelet. She jerked her arm away to avoid the claws. 
“None of that,” she scolded. A cool breeze blew over her from the open doors nearby. A group of well-dressed magicians stood on the patio. One of them blew cigar smoke into the shape of a curvy woman while the others hooted and laughed. She rolled her eyes. What a waste of magic. “Did you wander in from outside?”
“Meow.” 
“Is that so?” she said, taking the meow as an affirmative. She sipped at her drink, wondering what to do about the furry visitor. The cat looked clean and well fed. Was it Roquefort’s pet? “Do you live here?”
The cat didn’t answer this time. The cat’s body tensed, pupil’s widening as it tracked the bracelet. She reached over to rub its head. The cat launched itself at her arm. She yelped in surprise and jerked away from the table, almost dropping her drink from the attack. The cat jumped down to hide beneath the table in a blur of black fur. A stinging in her arm made her wince. A pink scratch marred her arm, but at least it wasn’t deep enough to bleed. More importantly, her wrist was bare. Her heart jumped into her throat.
She patted the tabletop, her chair, and then looked under the table. Nothing. No, no, she couldn’t lose the bracelet. If the business failed, she already stood to lose far too much. She patted down her dress one more time, her hands growing more frantic by the second.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention as the cat crept out from under the table. The little devil headed toward the hallway, its prize dangling from its mouth. The charms swayed as the cat walked. “You little …” The cat’s head swiveled to glance back at her. She shot away from the table and the cat ran for it.
The cat darted between a man’s legs, and she dodged around the man. “Excuse me, sorry,” Mary mumbled as she crept around a large group of women next. They paid her no mind as they continued gossiping.
“Lord Holiday dead, and so suddenly. How tragic for the family.”
“Doesn’t that mean the son will be looking for a wife now that he is lord?”
“We can only hope he’ll be in a hurry to get settled,” a woman in a green dress said.
Mary paused, searching for any sign of the cat. Then a black tail swished out from beneath a lavender dress. 
The woman in the green dress continued. “I’ll send him an invitation to dinner. My Elizabeth would be a good match for him.” The cat’s tail swished again, harder this time. The woman squealed, jumping. She crashed into the woman to her right, sending her squealing too.
“Something touched my leg!” the woman cried.
The cat bounded away, making for the doorway. Mary followed it, unable to catch up, but she kept the creature in her sights.
“There’s nothing there,” another woman said from the group. “Is one of the magicians up to something? You can never trust them. I should have listened to my instincts and refused the invitation.”
Mary didn’t catch the rest of the conversation as she stepped into the hall. The cat meandered toward the back of the manor where the party goers faded away.  It entered the last room at the end of the hallway, squeezing into the crack left by the partially opened door. Its hips caught and the cat wiggled. Just as Mary reached for the cat, thinking it stuck, it pulled itself free. 
She peered inside. The library. A large fire in the hearth gave the room a warm glow. A few men sat in the armchairs placed in a half circle around the fireplace, discussing the latest horse races and their predictions for the next one. A half-empty bottle of brandy sat on the nearest table. Mary opened the door wider and slipped inside without the men noticing her. Her pulse picked up. She felt like a detective. Or a spy.
A black tail swished around a corner of a bookshelf, and she padded after it deeper into the library. She rounded the corner just as the cat slipped between the wall and a set of shelves with no back. She bent down, finding the cat staring out at her, green eyes shining in the darkness. Her bracelet still dangled from its mouth. The creature looked far too pleased with itself.
“Please give that back.” Mary reached for her bracelet. The cat backed up another few steps, staying well out of her reach. She slid in as far between the wall and shelf as she could manage, but the cat was still a hand’s width out of reach. A shelf crushed her bosom, making it difficult to breathe in the tight space. The cat laid down as it watched her. “Come on.” She pressed against the bookshelf, but it was too heavy for her to budge it.
The cat backed up, escaping through a gap between the books on the bottom shelf. With a mumbled curse she tried to slide out, but found herself stuck. The shelves assailed her hip next, digging into her skin.
“Oh dear,” she whispered. There was no way she was going to let herself be found this way. Her embarrassing situation would be gossip fodder for months. “Poor Mary Hawke,” they’d say. “Her father lost the business and now she’s gone funny.”
Another tug and the bookshelf dug deeper. Her skirts rattled several books on the shelf. She twisted this way and that until she finally freed herself, sending her stumbling forward as the shelf spat her out right into a man’s waiting arms.
Or rather not as waiting as she’d hoped. The man jerked back in surprise, but caught her by the shoulders, keeping her from falling on her face. As soon as he righted her, he let go. She paused, confusion falling over her as she stared at a man’s chest dressed in an impeccable tailcoat. She swallowed as she searched for her voice and gathered herself. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t see you there.” 
The man was tall. His top hat only accentuated his height. Pale and dressed in all black with piercing green eyes, he looked almost exactly like Lord Hallow, the vampire from Twilight at Hallow Manor. His appearance sucked the breath right out of her. Although the man’s clothes were far more stylish than the outdated wardrobe of Lord Hallow, and his dark hair shorter, looking into his eyes was just like looking at the grisly character as depicted on the cover of her serial. Everything about this man screamed fashionable from his top hat right down to his gleaming boots. His black clothes highlighted the pink of his lips and the green of his eyes. If he’d been shorter, she might have suspected Margaret of playing a prank on her in disguise.
She pinched her arm to make sure she was awake. His image blurred from her watering eyes. He raised his eyebrows at her and she couldn’t help but to find the movement elegant. Everything about this man screamed refined. Her bracelet dangled from his right hand, all the charms right where they belonged.
“My bracelet,” she blurted out. “The cat stole it.” She looked down but saw no sign of the troublemaker. “I’ve been looking for it, but the cat seems to have gotten away.”
“Miss Hawke,” he said, holding out her bracelet. A light accent tinged his words, but she couldn’t place it.
She gaped at him. “How do you know my name?” This had better not be one of Margret’s pranks. She would kill her. Margaret liked to tease her about Lord Hallow’s popularity, but enchanting a man to look like him was too much. 
“It is on the bracelet.” He spoke each word with care.
She blushed in embarrassment. “Right you are, sir.” She accepted her bracelet and slid it back on. A quick check ensured nothing was amiss. “Thank you. I thought I’d lost it to the cat for good. I should return to the party before he steals it again.” 
“I am heading there as well. Please, allow me to escort you.” His speech remained slow and careful, and the lilt it gave his words made her want to hear more. Except her tongue was tied with nerves. Lord Hallow imitator or no, he was handsome. And a gentleman. She’d always liked men with dark hair.
She kept an eye out for the cat. Wherever the creature had hidden, it’d hidden well. It took all of her restraint to keep her attention forward. To pretend to be more composed than she felt. Lord Hallow wasn’t real. At least he wasn’t supposed to be.
In the ballroom, they both stopped a few steps into the room. She glanced at him, their gazes connecting. She looked away, not knowing what to say. “I …uh …” It was hard to think with a handsome man beside her. How much of her predicament in the library did he see? “Thank you again.” And please don’t tell anyone what you saw, she thought.
“May I have this dance?” he asked, that accent of his niggling at the back of her mind.
Relief shot through her. At least that came with an easy answer. “Yes.” 
They joined the couples on the dance floor. She didn’t miss the stares thrown his way from the women. Did they notice his resemblance to Lord Hallow too? The stares grew by the second, and she found her skin itching from all the attention. Their dance began. Her thoughts scattered as she focused on the steps. The other women turned their attention to the dance, leaving her mysterious partner in peace at last. 
He danced well despite his stiff movements. Yet she couldn’t shake the gloomy feeling clinging to the air about him. It was all the black clothing mixed with his serious expression as he danced. No tell-tale signs of glamour clung to his features. No blurring at the edges of his crisp, perfectly arched eyebrows or the dark hair curling about his ears. Which meant he couldn’t be one of Margaret’s pranks. Whoever he was, he was a real-life Lord Hallow lookalike. 
She didn’t mind the silence of their dance as he concentrated on the steps. All the more time to admire him. She was certain she’d never seen him before. But to be at this party he must be someone, either a magician, lord, or businessman. She couldn’t begin to fathom who or what he was or get thoughts of the villainous vampire out of her head.
The dance ended, and she waited for him to make a hasty retreat. Instead he asked, “Are you Miss Hawke of Hawke Publishing?” 
“I am.” Oh no. Only a writer would be asking for her. That would explain his gloomy air as well. The men always came to her with the same story of misunderstood genius. And unlike Charlotte, they could never handle her critiques of their writing. It was always easier to pretend she knew nothing about writing or the business. 
He gave her a somber nod. “Does that mean you are acquainted with Lord Hollow?”
Her thoughts veered off course and right into a wall where they sputtered out. “W-what?”
“Lord Hallow. Do you know him? I was told you could acquaint me with him.” His face remained serious.
She composed herself. “I suppose so in a manner of speaking.” Maybe this was one of Margaret’s pranks after all. If so she’d outdone herself. “Why do you ask?”
A woman behind her gasped and her dance partner’s gaze focused on something over her shoulder. She turned, spotting her friend Charlotte. Oh no. The poor thing stood frozen as she received a sloppy kiss, not from her fiancé, but from his insidious cousin. Bertram Steepe was a snake through and through to put Charlotte through this public drama in his latest attempt to ruin her engagement to Mr. Martin Steepe. He definitely wanted to replace Martin as heir to the Steepe fortune. She could think of no other reason for his constant antics.
Then Charlotte slapped Bertram. Hard. Bertram’s quick reaction spared his cheek, but Charlotte’s hand still caught him on the nose. Mary winced at the strike. Bright red blood trickled out of his nose. Mary’s dance partner made a noise of disgust and she turned back to him. He pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and clenched it in his hand. His eyes fluttered shut, the dark lashes long against his pale skin. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.
“Excuse me, I must be going.” He spun and headed off toward the front door of the manor, his steps hurried as he dodged around other dancers. 
It took a minute for Mary’s senses to catch up with everything. “Wait,” she called out, far too late. Charlotte was already at Martin’s side, and Mary’s dance partner was nowhere to be seen. She gave chase for the second time, reaching the hallway just as the mysterious stranger disappeared through the front door. She followed.
Outside, a young lady waited for a carriage, her arms folded across her chest as she ignored the older woman lecturing her about her poor taste in magicians. Having the same hair, nose, and eyes, Mary guessed them to be mother and daughter. Some noble family she couldn’t remember the name of. Based on their open disdain for magicians, she was surprised they’d come to a party here of all places. Then again, the only thing worse to the nobility than rubbing elbows with magicians was missing one of the biggest parties of the season.
“No woman in our family will marry an untitled magician,” the mother said. “They aren’t proper, and it’s uncouth the way they flaunt magic they shouldn’t even know.”
“I suppose we’ll see what father has to say on the matter,” the young lady shot back. “I’m certain he doesn’t share your opinion.” Their carriage pulled up and she stuck her nose in the air as she flounced toward it.
Mary caught sight of the man further down the line of carriages. He chatted with the coachman, one hand on the handle of the open carriage door.
“You get back here!” the older woman shouted, colliding with Mary in her haste to get to her daughter. The woman didn’t bother apologizing as she pushed past Mary.
Mary returned to her task, but the man in black was gone. The coachman sat alone. She lifted her skirts and ran, determined to discover his name and interest in Lord Hallow. 
“Wait!” she yelled as she reached the coach. She wrenched the door open. “I want to know your na—” Surprise stole her voice away. The inside was empty except for a folded blanket lying on one chair. She swallowed, refusing to believe her eyes. He’d been right here seconds ago. She shut the door. A white handkerchief fluttered to the ground with gold embroidery in one corner. She reached for it, admiring the quality of the embroidery. 
When she looked up, she found the coachman watching her, his stare unnerving. “Excuse me, but where is your master?”
He said nothing, but very slowly raised a hand. He pointed to the manor. She followed the direction of his hand to the front door. There, in the window beside the door sat the black cat, watching her. She turned back to the coachman, but he offered no explanation. She backed away, tripping over her own feet before catching herself against a tree and slipping the handkerchief into her pocket.
The coachman snapped the reins and the carriage jolted toward the road. When she turned back to the house, the black cat still watched her. She wondered if this was how the prince felt when Cinderella got away. 
While the prince used the glass slipper to find Cinderella in the end, she hoped she wouldn’t have to go around asking eligible gentlemen to blow their noses for her.




Chapter 2
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The page in front of Mary remained blank except for the words “Lord Hallow.” It’d taken her all of half an hour to get those down. Whenever she closed her eyes she saw a dance floor covered in fog with Lord Hallow standing alone, coattails fluttering like a bat’s wings. 
“Lord Hallow … Lord Hallow stared out at the rain.” She crossed the line out. “No, no. Lord Hallow … Lord Hallow …” With a sigh, she put the quill down for the fourth time. Her mind couldn’t focus on anything but the mysterious man from the party. His handkerchief laid in the corner of her desk. A monogrammed “LH” adorned one corner. Their encounter wouldn’t stop replaying in her head. At this rate she wouldn’t get any writing done today.
She knew many authors in the social literary circles rather well, from wealthy authors who thought themselves a better writer than Dickens, to the more humble authors who wrote penny bloods and were happy to be able to feed their families with the money made from their scribblings. She sifted through her memories of all the recent parties she’d been to but couldn’t place the man at any of them except Roquefort’s. Surely no one could miss a man that tall dressed in all black. And to have asked about Lord Hallow, what had he been playing at? It wasn’t a sign that he knew her pen name, was it?
Her heart raced. She didn’t want to be revealed as M.H. Crane. The anonymity made for a comforting blanket beneath which she need not worry what others thought about her writing or her as the writer. No one could judge her work based on who she was. It took no great stretch of the imagination to think of the insults she’d hear from those claiming she was only published because she was a Hawke. The Hawke name alone would make it too hard to prove herself a worthy writer in the eyes of critics. Worse still would be the cries that it was shameful for a woman to be writing penny bloods and not “real literature.” 
Seeing the popularity of her stories was indescribable. A long-awaited dream she couldn’t believe she’d finally reached. She didn’t want any of it tainted by arguments over who M.H. Crane was. She didn’t need the accolades attached to her real name either. She simply wanted to enjoy the story’s popularity.
And yet nothing in her day-to-day life had changed. She’d always thought success as a writer would somehow change her or her life, but no. She was the same Mary Hawke living in the same house with the same family while drinking the same Steepe brand English Breakfast tea every morning when she woke up.
The only difference was the writing deadlines she worried about meeting. If she couldn’t get past today’s writer’s block, she would have to start worrying about the next deadline. Even if the man revealed her as the author, she’d only be the latest piece of gossip until everyone got bored and moved on to the next scandal. Still, the thought made her skin clammy. She’d never liked being the center of attention or the distractions that came with it. Unlike Margaret, she preferred to observe from the sidelines instead of throwing herself right into the middle of drama if she could help it. More attention would only get in the way of her writing.
She hoped Charlotte was doing better than her after the party. There’d been no talk of any changes to her relationship with Martin. Mary hoped that meant the engagement was secure despite Bertram’s attempts at ruining it. And with The Great Exhibition right around the corner, Charlotte’s fiancé was busy preparing. Hopefully, not hearing any news meant nothing awful was afoot.
Maybe all the drama would give Charlotte a new story idea—one Hawke could publish. If they were careful, the company could come roaring back. After all, they’d been doing well before her uncle muddled everything up. Mary refused to write Hawke off just yet. She’d rather hold onto her hope than give up.
Maybe she should write to Charlotte to check on her. As long as her next chapter still eluded her, she might as well write something. Besides, Charlotte’s friendship had come at a time when Mary desperately needed a friend. She should return the favor. Let Charlotte know someone was thinking of her after Bertram’s latest stunt.
The parlor door swung open, and she jumped in surprise. Unlike her father, she didn’t have a study of her own, forcing her to write in the parlor or her bedroom. She preferred the parlor with its large windows looking out into the geraniums and morning glories lining the front of the house. The desk drawers made it easy to slip her writing inside and out of sight from any prying eyes visiting.
“Mary, dear, good morning,” her father greeted as he squinted against the bright sunlight. His bloodshot eyes spoke of too much alcohol at the party. A bad habit on the rare occasions where his nerves got to him. Hawke’s troubles hadn’t been easy on him. His slumped shoulders gave Mary a sinking feeling. Surely if he’d made any progress toward saving the business, he wouldn’t look so gloomy.
Hawke’s troubles were harder on him than anyone else. He’d helped build the company and spent more than two decades on making it a success. More than that, he blamed himself for putting too much trust in his brother. For not having a stricter hand with him.
“Good afternoon,” Mary returned. It was one in the afternoon after all. 
He spotted the papers on her desk and brightened. “How’s your writing coming along?”
She gathered up the papers. “Not as well as I’d like. I can’t stop thinking about the party or my friend’s engagement.”
He shuffled over to her, his expression softening. “Are you sad that you aren’t engaged? I can ask around for you. We could host some dinners for eligible gentlemen. I’m sure your aunt would love to help.”
“No! It’s not that. There was … an unfortunate incident at the party is all. I hope Charlotte is doing well.” Her skin crawled at the thought of letting her aunt play matchmaker. Margaret had never gotten along with her, and Mary had given up trying to sweeten her own relationship with her aunt after listening to her insult those women daring to do ‘men’s work.’ If that old hag had her way, Mary would put down her pen to marry and never pick it back up again.
“Ah. Have any visitors showed up today?”
“Not yet. Are you expecting someone?”
“No one in particular. I thought you might be. Or even Margaret.” He ran a finger over the right side of his mustache, tamping down the hairs sticking up at the ends. He needed a trim.
Oh. He’d hoped a gentleman would come calling on her after dancing with her at the party. She’d never been good at playing the flirt. 
“Have you been working on your embroidery?” He reached for the mysterious gentleman’s handkerchief.
She resisted the urge to snatch it away from him. That would be far too suspicious. Being pitied by other young ladies for not having any gentleman visitors was one thing, but her father’s pity was quite another. She’d only ever wanted to make him proud. “It isn’t mine. I found it. A man dropped the handkerchief at the party, and I plan to return it.”
“A man? Who?” He inspected the cloth. 
“I don’t know. A gentleman with dark hair and green eyes.”
He gave her a sly smile. “And you plan to return this to him? Did you find him pleasing perhaps?”
Mary tried her hardest not to wince. The topic of marriage never failed to be uncomfortable despite her father never being harsh. “I’m not returning it because he is handsome but because it is the right thing to do. The problem is I don’t know who he is.”
“LH?” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. Then his eyes lit up. “I wonder if this is Luke’s…”
“... Luke?”
“Luke Holiday. An old friend of mine.” He chuckled to himself. “Well I suppose I should say ‘Lord Holiday.’ He’s never been one to brag about his title.”
“The name rings a bell, but I don’t remember meeting him.” Then again, there used to be so many writers, editors, and old school friends stopping by or inviting him out that it was hard to keep track of all the names and faces. 
“I don’t think you ever have. Last I heard he was away visiting with his wife’s family. I didn’t know he was back. Someone at the party mentioned a recent death in the family. I should give my condolences.”
“Can you describe him?” She wasn’t as knowledgeable of the nobility as she was writers and magicians. Barring the magician parties like Roquefort’s, which mixed the classes, the Hawke’s didn’t often rub elbows with lords and ladies. Not unless they were writers.
“It would be easier to show you. Come to my study.” 
Mary hid her papers away in the desk before following. His study always calmed her and reminded her of happy times. The room smelled faintly of sweet cigar smoke. The smell was stronger than usual as if he’d already smoked one today. That meant he was stressed. He always smoked when he was stressed. They needed to find a way to resolve the Hawke issue soon before his bad habits caught up to him.
Despite the smoky smell of cigars, more than once she’d considered sneaking into the study to write at his desk. But she could never bring herself to do it. The study was too much his domain. She had no qualms entering, but actually writing at his desk would make her feel like an invader.
As a little girl she’d spent plenty of time playing at his feet or sleeping on the divan while he wrote letters and read manuscripts. Sometimes he read them aloud to her. At night nothing got her to agree to go to bed faster than him promising to read her a chapter from a book. Her earliest memories of her favorite stories were mixed with the soothing sounds of her father’s voice. Margaret enjoyed the stories too, but not enough to want to write her own. They inspired her to find her own adventures.
He slid on his reading glasses, the frames too circular to flatter him, before searching through his bookshelves. Those glasses always meant he was working or reading. He had time for little else. “Here.” At last, he pulled a book down. “He and I went to university together.” 
He smiled, a real smile this time, and not one put on to soothe her. “He loved literature and debates. We used to discuss books together. He always loved books full of terror and difficult choices.” He flipped through the book. Once he found the right page he set it down. “That’s him there.” He tapped a sketched portrait of a young man. The enchanted image stirred to life and looked out at them, its head tilting to one side before leaning back again. “Don’t be fooled by the stern expression. He was quite the charmer in our university days.”
Her heart jumped at the sight. The portrait looked exactly like the man she’d run into, and the resemblance to the vampire depicted on the cover of Twilight at Hallow Manor was uncanny. If the enchanted sketch were to bare its fangs and hiss she’d have a difficult time telling them apart. “That was him. He’s hardly changed.” The portrait had the same somber air as the man she’d danced with.
“Once I get the payments to our current printer taken care of, I’ll have to pay Luke a visit. He owns a printing press himself, and he’s done impressive work using enchantments on the machinery. Our current printer isn’t going to keep working with us with how delayed our payments have become.” He took his glasses off to rub his eyes. “We’ll need to secure a new press. Assuming any will work with us. Word will get around fast.”
She gave his shoulder an affectionate pat. “I can call on him and ask about his rates if you’d like. Besides, you are too well known in the business for anyone to think our troubles are your fault.”
He shook his head. “No, my concerns with the business are not yours. It is my fault that I didn’t see this coming. Focus on your writing and finding a beau.” He shifted in his seat and cleaned his glasses with a handkerchief. “I’ve been meaning to discuss marriage with you for far too long. It’s time we start looking for a good match for you. However, I’m afraid Lord Holiday is far too old for you. And already married. Please don’t go getting any ideas about him.”
“Too old? He looked exactly like this picture. No more than a few years older than I.”
“That isn’t possible. Not to mention that back in our university days he was quite the womanizer. He isn’t a suitable match for you.” His eyes drifted to the portrait of her mother hanging on the wall. It was the only picture that remained. All the other paintings had been sold to repay Hawke Publishing debts. “I would like to see you settled and happy. Your mother—“ His breath came out shaky as he pushed his glasses back on.
Mary grimaced. “We don’t need to talk about her. In fact, I’d rather not.”
He gave her a tight-lipped nod. “Margaret is going to need you more than ever. She’s always listened to you. Please steer her in the right direction. She’s good at getting herself into trouble, but it’s about time you both start thinking about marriage.” He crammed his handkerchief back into his breast pocket. “I admit I feel out of my depth here. I want what is best for both of you, and with Hawke’s future uncertain, I’d like for yours to be taken care of.” 
Marriage. She always knew it was a matter of time, but she’d avoided the topic as long as possible. Romance never came easy to her. “I don’t suggest bringing up that particular topic to her. She won’t take it well.” The last time an aunt suggested it, Margaret left the parlor and locked herself in her room for the rest of the afternoon. And now with their business and family imploding, there was no love lost on marriage from Margaret.
He lowered himself into the chair. “She is going to need to learn. If I can’t save the business, you’ll both need good husbands.”
The moving portrait in the book blinked up at her, the man’s mouth twitching. It made him look strict, like a teacher. “I will do what I can. I would be of more use if you let me help with the business. If we can save Hawke, there’ll be no rush.”
“You already do enough by helping read and edit manuscripts. I refuse to drop anything else on your shoulders.” He picked up his nib pen. “I have some letters to send. Please go back to your writing or any visits you have planned for the day.” 
“If you change your mind …” Mary said, pausing at the door.
“I’ll handle the business. I don’t want you and Margaret worrying over it. And speaking of which, I haven’t seen her yet today.” His pen hovered over the ink pot. “Is she out?”
Mary searched for a believable lie. In truth she had no idea where Margaret had gone off too, but her father didn’t need that worry on his plate. She would handle her sister. “She went out to a luncheon I think.”
He rubbed his thumb along the pen. “She has never shown interest in any particular bachelor. I should start introducing her to more eligible gentlemen.”
“That isn’t necessary,” Mary said in a rush, “I think she already has her eye on someone.” Margaret would have to be dragged to the altar kicking and screaming, and that wasn’t a conversation she felt prepared to have with their father. The best she could do was save her sister from an unhappy marriage. If Margaret preferred a life of business and taking care of herself, then so be it.
Relief filled his eyes. “That is good. I hope it works out.” He dipped his pen into the ink and started scribbling away. She took one last glance back at her mother’s portrait, making a mental note to take it down once he left. None of them needed the reminder of the pain she’d caused. Mary didn’t think she would ever understand her mother’s decisions. Her uncle had always had issues with gambling and money. The only thing he had in common with Papa were the good looks that ran in their family and a love for books. Papa had always been the more responsible brother.
Her mother however … it wasn’t worth dwelling on. Nothing could explain away the pain and hurt of the past few months or them choosing each other over the rest of the family. Nothing would excuse their actions.
A thump drew her down the hall to the last bedroom. The door hung open a crack. Mary opened it further at the sound of a curse from inside. “Are you all right? What is going on?”
Margaret froze, one leg still dangling out the window.
Mary sighed. “You’ve been sneaking around again, haven’t you?”
Margaret pulled her leg inside. “I wanted some fresh air is all. I was gone less than an hour.”
“In glamour no less.” Mary gestured to Margaret’s loose trousers and coat. “It’s not safe to go out alone, even if people mistake you for a man.” Plenty of working women in the area wore trousers, but Margaret never wanted to risk being recognized. Mary suspected her sister liked pretending to be someone else entirely to escape her troubles.
Margaret scoffed. “Your lectures are getting stale. I’m always careful and rarely alone.”
“Nothing you can say will keep me from worrying.” She tugged on a strand of Margaret’s hair. “Make sure you do your hair. You’re coming out with me.”
Margaret’s head snapped up. “What? Where?” 
“Father was worrying. I told him you had plans today, which means you are staying with me so he doesn’t keep worrying. I have business with a printing press to attend to.” Father was wrong. She could help by helping Hawke and she had every intention of doing so.
Margaret wrinkled her nose. “That sounds
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