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Chapter One

 


The last
day of the fall school term had always been a little bittersweet
for Nola Pryce. She wiped the chalkboard down and picked up a fresh
piece of chalk. Her class was quiet behind her, reading. In four
days it would be Christmas. Nola would be spending it alone. Again.
The thought depressed the hell out of her.

She’d
been teaching English at St. Helena’s for the last four years. She
was well-liked. As far as she knew, all of her pupils liked her,
and she’d dedicated some time to helping out with the younger
students. They had that eagerness to learn that Nola loved to
encourage, something that got lost as they got older and suddenly
more jaded by the world. She’d been told that she was too young to
be so cynical, but she kept that side of her hidden under an
enthusiastic smile.

Nola
finished writing on the chalkboard and brushed her hands against
the seat of her trousers, leaving white patches in their
wake.

“Okay, guys, can you turn your attention to the board for a
second?” Nola turned around and smiled. She’d written in big
letters “Merry Christmas.” “I’m not going to see you guys for the
first week of the new term.” The groans made her smile
good-naturedly. “It’s okay. You’ve got Ms. Caine. I’ll be back
before you know it. So have a good holiday and try to get some
reading in.”

The
school bell rang. The sound was dimmed by distance since Nola’s
classroom was the farthest room from the reception area.

“If you’ve got any questions, I’ll be here until
four.”

* * *
*

It
hadn’t taken her long to curb any fears her pupils were having
about the exams in January. They were all talented kids and it’d
surprise the hell out of her if any of them failed. After all she
had a hundred percent pass rates in her class.

She’d
been transferring files from the school to her flat since the
beginning of the week. There would be some marking to do and that
was about it. She actually wished she had something to do over the
holidays. As usual, she’d be spending it alone. There was the date
with Tim, the uncle of one of her students. She refused to put much
hope it in though. The guy had practically ambushed her as she’d
been wiping chocolate off of his nephew’s face.

She
pushed the button on her key-ring that popped the trunk of her car
open and dropped her keys back into her handbag. She knelt down to
pick up the box and placed it in the spacey trunk. Usually she’d
have more to take with her but she’d managed to keep on top of her
workload this semester. Nola closed it with a resounding thud. The
weather was cold but it hadn’t started snowing yet. For some
reason, it never actually snowed in December, either hitting in
November or February. She rubbed her hands together and went to
search for the keys she’d dropped into her bag.

“Excuse me. It’s Ms. Pryce, isn’t it?”

She
turned around. “Hello?”

The man
was wrapped up warm against a New York winter. A beige scarf
covered most of his lower face. A matching woollen hat covered his
head. He was also considerably shorter than her but then Nola had
decided on wearing heels that morning.

“My name is Thomas Fowler.” He offered his hand and Nola shook
it. “I work for administrations at Michael’s Catholic School for
Boys. We want to offer you a job.” With his other hand he passed
her a business card. Nola yanked her hand back as a thin strip of
blood appeared on the soft pad of her thumb. She put it in her
mouth and tasted the bitter, coppery blood that seeped
through.

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

“It’s nothing,” she said as she studied her thumb. The blood
had already stopped. It hadn’t been particularly deep but paper
cuts always hurt the most. “You’re offering me a job?”

Fowler
nodded and smiled at her. “If you’re interested, we’d love to hear
from you. I’m glad I managed to reach you before you went on your
holidays.”

Nola
slipped the card into her trouser pocket. There was no point in
telling him that she planned on spending the holidays at home, by
herself. “Thank you.”

He said
goodbye and Nola stepped into her car. She turned the engine on and
let it warm up. It wasn’t the first time she’d been offered a job,
for schools and colleges a lot better than St. Helena. That was the
legacy her parents had left her. She’d gone into teaching English
because both of her parents had taught it. She’d spent a childhood
surrounded by books, disappearing into fairy-tales and delving into
Shakespeare. There was nothing that she didn’t like to read. Her
parents had won awards and wrote books. All of them, fiction and
non-fiction, lined her bookshelf.

She
liked to pass on her passion for knowledge. Kids who came into her
class who originally didn’t like to read left with a real thirst
for knowledge. It made her proud to know that it was because of
her.

Nola had
no intention of leaving St. Helena’s. She cared about the kids in
her class and she doubted that their next teacher would care as
much as she did. That was the downside of living in a poor
neighbourhood. Everyone here had already made their decision about
these kids. Nola wanted to give them a real chance.

She took one last look at the school and then pulled out of
the parking space. It’s time to get home.
The next few weeks are going to be long.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Where are you going?” Alex Winchester turned to look at Lilith
Yee. His business partner had just entered the Black Rose Club. She
was dressed in a pencil skirt and a white shirt. Three-inch black
heels completed her business look for the day. Black hair,
naturally straight, had been roughly put up in a bun.

“I’m heading out for dinner. I’ll be about an hour.”

She
laughed and it brought a smile to Alex’s lips. “You always have a
habit of leaving when paperwork needs to be done.”

He
ducked his head and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Well, you do it
so much better than I do.” He walked out the door and into a
slightly darkened world. Since he spent the majority of the morning
in his office, he’d managed to miss most of the day.

Alex
wrapped his scarf around his neck. He didn’t bother with his
jacket. The bar he liked was only a short walk away. He buried his
hands in his pockets and crossed the road. It had taken him months
to find this place. It might have been small and out of the way but
it made the best burgers in New York. He pushed the door to the bar
and grill open. He loved this place. The staff was always friendly
and none of them actually knew what he did for a living. People
generally got a little weird when they found out he ran the newest
fetish club in the city.

He found
a chair near the bar.

“Do you want your usual?”

Alex
smiled at the woman behind the bar. Vanessa had been running the
bar and grill for the last ten years. The silver haired woman
always had a smile for everyone. “Are you having your
usual?”

“Yeah, thanks, Vanessa.” He glanced at the menu out of habit
but put it down when his coffee arrived.

The door
opened behind him and he looked at the reflection in the mirror
behind the bar. He came in here pretty much every day. He knew the
regulars all by first name. Alex was pretty sure that he’d never
seen this woman before. She came in looking a little harassed. Her
dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail that travelled halfway
down her back. Alex watched as she walked to one of the tables in
the corner and sit down.

Alex
waved Vanessa over. “Do you know who that is?”

She
looked over his shoulder and shook her head. “I’ve never seen her
before.”

Vanessa
took her pad out of her apron pocket and went to take the woman’s
order. Vanessa came back quickly. “It looks like she’s waiting on
someone. She’s just ordered a cup of tea.” She informed him as she
went to get the woman’s order, and as he took a sip from his
coffee, he watched the woman in the mirror. She pulled
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