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CHAPTER ONE
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A loud knock on the front door startled Lady Ashby. The noise interrupted a typical quiet afternoon—one when she was about to nod off in front of the fireplace. An afternoon slumber tempted her, so her first reaction was to ignore it. Drifting off seemed a greater pleasure than confronting the person banging on her door. Yet, whoever waited on the other side was persistent because they knocked again.

“Grace, can you get that?” she shouted.

No answer. “Where is that lazy woman?” she muttered and rose from the rocking chair. On her way to the door, she could hear the maid snoring in the parlour. “I’ll fire her as soon as she wakes up,” she mumbled. She stopped by the window in the hall. Instead of the usual greyness, she was met with a flurry of snow. Millions of snowflakes were whirling about; a blizzard was raging. The morning air had been frosty, but there had been no sign of a storm.

With great effort, she pulled the bolt and yanked the massive front door open. As she did, a gust of wind hit her in the face. The snow fell heavily, and the wind quickly swept it in. She had to lean against the door for support while she turned towards whoever had dared to defy the weather on such a stormy day.

Outside stood the most peculiar man. His brown, shoulder-length hair was a mess and coated in frost. Ice was dripping from his moustache, and together with the snow-covered green coat, he resembled Father Christmas himself. The only realistic attributes were his hazel-brown hair and eyes.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Are you Lady Ashby?” he asked in turn.

“I am,” she said.

“My name is Keith Barr. I am here to discuss a business proposal. May I come in?”

She held the door and shook her head. “My lawyer, Mr Walker, handles everything that has to do with my late husband’s affairs.”

“This one needs your approval,” Mr Barr said.

“That can’t be right. Mr Walker has my authority over most transactions.”  

“This is more than a mere transaction. It is a major purchase.”  

Lady Ashby stood her ground. “Then you should have presented your case to Mr Walker.”

“I already did, and he told me such a purchase needed your approval.” 

Lady Ashby sighed. “So, you thought you could just show up at my doorstep in the evening and have tea?”

“I beg your pardon, madam. I set out after lunch and was expected to arrive early. I had planned to present the proposal briefly. Unfortunately, I was caught in this terrible blizzard and got delayed. There are no other houses nearby. Can I please come in for just a moment?”

Lady Ashby was torn between irritation and pity. Surely the man could have foreseen the storm. However, she hadn’t expected it, and neither had anyone else. The last couple of days had been mild. Then suddenly the temperature had dropped, and the wind had started howling. The conditions were indeed dreadful outside. She’d rather invite a stray dog in than that strange-looking fellow. But she was a lady—not just in name—so her conscience won.

She nodded. “You may come in.”

Mr Barr entered, and she hastened to push the door shut.  

“Grace!” she shouted again.

He held up his hand. “It isn’t necessary.” He took off his coat and carefully hung it by the door. That earned him another frown from her.

She showed him into the library. Suddenly quick steps could be heard, and a rather corpulent and slightly dishevelled maid appeared.

“I’m sorry, my lady,” she said and gave them a sheepish smile as she straightened her bonnet.

“Grace, please make us some tea,” Lady Ashby said sternly.

They sat down in the dimly lit room.

“As I said, Lady Ashby, I am interested in some property of yours,” Mr Barr said.

There was a pleasant ring to his voice, despite his Scottish accent—so different from Mr Walker’s hoarse utterances.

“Which ones?” The question was pertinent, as her late husband had left her properties all over Manchester.

“The ones close to the canal,” he said.

She was taken aback. “But those ...”

“... are in disrepair and are not profitable,” he filled in, unconcerned. “I know. I have plans for them.”

The maid interrupted them with the tea. After having served it, she lit the rest of the lights in the room.

“I’m not sure,” Lady Ashby said. “What will happen to the workers?”

Mr Barr’s eyebrows raised, not only because of her question but also because of the light that flooded the previously dark room. His hazel-brown eyes looked at her intently.

To her vexation, she felt herself blushing. In her youth, she had been considered a beauty. As a 35-year-old woman, it had been a while since a man had gazed upon her with such admiration. Determined not to appear as a silly schoolgirl, she said icily: “I won’t drive all these workers out on the street. Surely, you can understand that.”

“I certainly can,” Mr Barr answered, and a twinkle of approval lit in those dark eyes. “And you need not worry, madam. I have every intention of keeping the workers. Different tasks will be given to them, but I assure you their livelihoods are safe.”

How often hadn’t she heard phrases like this? It was the standard answer tradesmen gave, and they meant very little. Lies were told to secure what they wanted.

“I need to think about this,” she said.

“That is comprehensible. Don’t take too long, though. I’m quite eager to get on with the project.”

“I understand that,” she said with irritation, “but we are talking about several workshops that have existed for decades. It is not a decision to be made in haste. Surely even someone like you can understand that.”

“Someone like me?” he frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Taken aback by his defiance, she muttered, “You know what I mean. There’s no need to take offence.”

“I won’t take offence if you explain what you mean by that.” He locked eyes with her.

“Mr Barr, you are a tradesman. That is what I referred to.”

“I am,” he nodded. “And very proud of it.”

To that, she said nothing, just met his gaze. “We move in different spheres. That is what I meant. You will have my answer in a week.”

He bowed and got up. “Thank you for your time, madam.”

“Are you leaving already? What about the weather?”

He shrugged. “The wind is no longer wailing. I will take the opportunity to continue my trip. Besides, I can hardly stay the night at your place, can I?”

She gasped. “Of course not!”

A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. Then he grabbed his hat and coat and left.

She hurried to the window and watched as he led his horse out into the night.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Though Mr Barr’s instinct was to dislike women of Lady Ashby’s calibre, he tried to keep an open mind when he encountered them. Having been forced to work from an early age and struggled to climb his way up, he naturally resented those born into privilege. In his business, he had met his fair share of these conceited women. Their contempt for the new rich was evident, but at least they showed courtesy. 

Lady Ashby didn’t. Her ill temper, scornful eyes, and curt comments had made him feel like something the cat had dragged in. The worst thing had been her pinched mouth, which was a shame because her lips had a pleasant shape, and her mouth would have been appealing if she had only smiled a little. She certainly wasn’t an unattractive woman. People had warned him about her, telling him he should save himself the trouble and not visit the ice queen. He hadn’t listened to them, thinking they were exaggerations. Now he knew firsthand they weren’t. Ice Queen was a fitting title. Her pale beauty, paired with her cold demeanour, made you think of fairy-tale villains. She was surprisingly well kept for someone her age. A life of privilege was likely the reason; not being exposed to the weather nor having to work long hours. 

However, beauty wasn’t everything. Other virtues, such as manners, mattered more, and those she completely lacked. Despite her airs, she wasn’t much of a
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