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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a very long and uncomfortably warm day, to say it was only April. Even now, as the sun began to dip towards the horizon, mirages continued to form and vanish on the hot tarmac. All around her, as far as the eye could see, flowed an unbroken expanse of undulating moorland. Alexandra Mallory squinted against the glare, wondering how much further it was to her destination.

      She had been driving for hours and this, supposedly final, section of road felt lonely. She was beginning to think the whole thing was a cruel joke, and the village she was heading for would turn out to be a figment of someone’s tormented imagination. Didn’t horror movies start this way? There was nothing to indicate any habitation. No signposts, no hint of rooftops, not even a sheep.

      Pulling onto the grassy verge and switching on her hazard lights, Alex — to her friends — studied the map again. She had a GPS app in her phone, but it was distracting to drive with it yelling instructions at her, and she always struggled to judge given distances. This usually resulted in her turning either too soon or way beyond the intended route. As far as she could tell, she was where she was supposed to be. Using her thumb to measure the distance, Alex guessed she should be no more than four, probably closer to three miles from the small village of Rosedale Abbey where her new employer lived.

      

      Setting off before dawn that morning, driving up from her home in Boxgrove, a village just outside Chichester, Alex had hoped — breaks permitting, to arrive well before dusk. Unfortunately, a pile up on the motorway had caused traffic to be diverted along slow-moving, country roads.

      On any other occasion she would prefer the less hectic route, passing through villages and towns far from the busy arterial roads, but not today. Today it frustrated her, because she was due to begin a new job. A job she did not expect to be interviewed for, never mind awarded, and she didn’t want to turn up in the middle of the night.

      Deciding she might as well stretch her legs, Alex switched off the ignition, got out of the car and propped herself against the door. At first glance, the landscape in front of her didn’t seem much different from where she grew up, but even though the golden light of the late afternoon softened the horizon, there was a wildness about it. The feeling that no matter how long you lived here you would never own it, more it would own you.

      Maybe it was the isolation, maybe it was the vast emptiness — whatever it was, Alex was captivated. She drank in the view, inhaled the heady air deep into her lungs, and for a brief moment a sense of reckless abandon seized her, urging her to open her arms wide and spin around.

      This was the North Yorkshire Moors!

      She had made it.
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      Three months earlier, Alex — who had long been a volunteer both for the education workshops and any ongoing archaeological research at Fishbourne Roman Palace — had seen an internal memo requesting expressions of interest for a medium-term contract, assisting an eminent archaeologist with a new book he was writing.

      Initially, the contract was for a year, with the possibility to extend by mutual agreement should it prove necessary. The position involved research, knowledge and possible translation of ancient texts, as well as the expected proficiency with computers, online databases, typing skills, and so forth.

      Alex had vacillated for a few days, before emailing her best friend, Kassie, to ask whether her husband would be able to shed any light on this Professor Reuben Faulkner, and whether the job was legit. Alex had only a vague recollection of Faulkner’s work. An odd journal article here and there, she had come across while studying for her degree. Her area of expertise, if one could call it that, was in a different period, much earlier than Faulkner’s but she was conversant with most ancient texts, and Roman history was as much a part of her as breathing.

      After uni ended, Kassie had landed an enviable job at one of the International Schools in Rome, and later became a part-time tour guide. It was during one of these tours Kassie had met her future husband Gabriel St Germain, who also happened to be an archaeologist. Alex hoped, correctly as it turned out, Gabriel might know Professor Faulkner.

      Kassie’s reply stated the professor was renowned for his work on both the Nerva-Antonine and Severan Emperors covering a period from AD96 to AD235, and as far as Gabriel knew, Faulkner’s latest research concentrated on Hadrian’s reign. Adding her husband had suggested Alex ‘go for it’ and that he’d put in a good word for her, Kassie’s email was enough to persuade Alex it was worth submitting her application.

      She heard nothing for several weeks then, out of the blue, received a phone call from the professor himself. They spoke at length, and at the conclusion of their conversation, he had offered her the position. It was a dream job. Alex could not get enough of Roman history and Hadrian was one of her favourite Emperors. She harboured a lingering, and irrational, notion it was too good to be true, but within four days she had received, read, signed, and returned the detailed contract.

      Putting in her notice at the mind numbingly, boring admin office where she worked three days a week was easy. Informing the team, she volunteered with at Fishbourne of her plans, less so. She loved working there. Although sorry to see her go — Alex had been assisting at the centre for so long she’d become part of the furniture — they were genuinely pleased for her.

      As outlined in the original advert, the contract was for a year. It was ‘live in,’ and should the professor decide he needed to travel for any reason associated with his research, he would cover all expenses. There was a month’s probation, offering a ‘get out’ clause, within that period, if either felt it wasn’t going to work. Alex couldn’t foresee that happening, not from her end at least.

      Now all her planning was done, she had packed up, rented out her apartment, and said her goodbyes. Suddenly, she was here, on this isolated moor with what seemed like the whole world spread out in front of her.
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      Walking around to the front of the car so she was off the road, Alex ran her hands through her curly, shoulder length hair, then raised her arms above her head and rolled her neck, trying to ease aching muscles, allowing herself a few more minutes to admire the scenery. About to get back in the car, she heard the hum of an engine. A vehicle seemed to be coming very fast and, not wanting to impede its progress, she perched on the bonnet to wait until it had driven past, before setting off again.

      The car, something dark and grey and sleek — Alex had no clue what it was except it appeared to be in stealth mode — shot along the road. Biting off a chuckle at the idea of James Bond driving by, she opened her door, only to see the red brake lights flash on. The car reversed slowly, until level with her. A tinted window slid down and a disembodied voice asked whether she was lost.

      “No, thank you for asking. I was just stretching my legs.” Unwilling to elaborate Alex presumed that was enough of a dismissal. Apparently not. The door opened and a tall man unfolded himself from behind the steering wheel.

      “Where are you headed?”

      Alex twisted her lips and contemplated him. He didn’t look like an axe murderer, — did they have a ‘look’?’

      “It’s okay, I’m not an axe murderer. I live hereabouts and it’s easy to take the wrong turn if you’re unfamiliar with the area.”

      Alex felt heat creep up her cheeks, was he a mind reader too? “I’m on my way to Rosedale Abbey. I believe it’s over there.” She flung her arm in what she hoped was the right direction. Her tone was cool, but not unfriendly, and she saw his mouth tighten.

      “You are correct. It’s a little over three miles. Be careful when you enter the village. There are often children playing, and when the sun is going down, it’s harder to see them.”

      “I assure you, I will take the utmost care. Thank you for your concern. I must be on my way.”

      They were talking in a very formal manner. He seemed annoyed, yet Alex had no clue why, frowning in puzzlement. She didn’t usually rub people up the wrong way; maybe he was naturally grumpy. She felt a smile curve her lips at that, bowing her head so he wouldn’t notice, which was a shame, because she completely missed the spark of interest glinting in his eyes.

      “Perhaps I’ll see you around,” Alex threw out, settling herself in the car. “’Bye for now.” She turned the ignition, flipped on the lights, and drove smoothly off the grassy hard shoulder onto the tarmac.

      

      The tall man watched her until she was a speck in the distance, his brow furrowed in thought. Curious. Who on earth was she coming to visit? Unable to answer his own question, he hopped in the car and sped towards Whitby, where Diana, dinner, and dancing awaited.
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      Alex drove cautiously through the little village, the evening light giving it an almost ethereal aura. Her window down, the better to breathe in the spring air, she could hear the sounds of children playing, the drone of an occasional lawnmower and the yip of at least one dog. Restful, familiar sounds, they seemed to welcome her to the neighbourhood. Oddly, it did feel as though she was coming home.

      She shoved that absurd idea aside. This area of the country was new to her, so it was impossible to be anything other than mildly interested, or at the very most excited, but home? Nope, that was for dreamers. While true, she hadn’t visited these moors; Alex wasn’t unfamiliar with the north of England, but the area she knew was much further north. Her face stiffened as memories threatened, so she applied her concentration to finding her destination, before everything she had resolved to block out, reared up.

      Grudgingly, she relied on the GPS, hoping it wouldn’t direct her down a dirt track into a field, relieved when, a few minutes later, she was following a long, properly graded driveway, lined with silver birch trees. It opened out onto gravelled semi-circle, in front of a sprawling house, although the term ‘house’ was a misnomer. The place was huge.

      Unsure where to park, Alex drew up at the far side of the drive, tucking her car against the hedge. Switching off the engine, she stepped out. Before doing anything else, Alex admired the soft, greyish stone of the building.

      White-painted window frames were scattered, seemingly at random, across the façade. Light spilled from some, throwing bright patches over a garden, greying as the day waned. Several chimneys stood proudly from the moss-green, tiled roof, two of which had smoke coiling from them. The scene evoked childhood fairy tales — of cottages nestled in the woods, hiding secrets yet to be discovered; of magic and enchantment.

      Shrugging at her fanciful imagination, Alex walked over to the door and grasping the wrought iron knocker, rapped three times.

      “Coming!” Called a voice from the depths. Less than thirty seconds later, the door swung open to reveal a tall, shaggy-haired gentleman who, Alex estimated was somewhere in his late fifties.

      “Ms Mallory?”

      “Yes sir… Professor Faulkner? Pleased to meet you.” Unsure what to do, Alex put out a hand to shake the professor’s, only to squeak with surprise as she was drawn into an avuncular hug. Then he placed a hand on each of her shoulders and studied her in the light from the hallway.

      “Welcome to Moorview. I’m so glad you’re here, and not looking as tired as I expected. Just seen the news. Traffic’s dreadful all the way up the country, and I was wondering whether you were still stuck in one of those jams.” His eyes twinkled as his face creased into a genial smile. Alex relaxed.

      “It was a bit of a nightmare, but I’m here and it is so beautiful…” she swung her arm out to one side, “…you chose a glorious piece of England in which to live.”

      “Hah! God’s own country this…” he winked. “Come on, come on let’s get your luggage, and settle you in. There’s a hot meal about ready. I daresay you’re starving.” He made it a statement, not a question, but Alex nodded anyway.

      “I am actually, thank you,” she said, as they crunched over the gravel to the car. Alex popped the boot lid and began to hoist her suitcase. Professor Faulkner shooed her out of the way and lifted the case as though it weighed nothing, leaving Alex to bring her overnight bag and handbag. “Is it okay left here, or should I move it?” She asked, preparing to lock the vehicle for the night.

      ‘“It’ll be fine here. I doubt my son will be back tonight. He’s got a place in town and will probably stay there.” The professor’s voice had a flat note to it as though he disapproved. Having just met him, Alex wasn’t about to question it. Instead, she clicked the remote and followed her new employer into the house.

      Several nondescript dogs wagged their way over when she entered a large, brightly lit room — which turned out to be the kitchen — demanding to be petted. Two very regal cats glared at her from their positions of power on top of an old wooden cupboard in one corner. Alex glanced around. The room was furnished with an eclectic mix of modern, and what looked to be antique, fixtures and fittings.

      Wedged in a nook — which might once have been a fireplace, now all bricked up — stood an old AGA, being used to store vegetables rather than for cooking. In the middle of the flagged floor, a large, well-scrubbed wooden table — already set for dinner, its six matching chairs, tucked in neatly. Above and beneath the generous number of worktops, all manner of cupboards and units filled the walls. They looked old, but Alex surmised they might well be modern just selected for their aged appearance. A Bristol-style, ceramic sink and double drainer unit was situated under the only window, alongside an impressive oven.

      A delicious smell filled the room, and Alex guessed it was the contents of the huge pan bubbling away on the stove. It was one of the cosiest rooms she’d ever seen.

      The professor followed her gaze. “It’s rather nice isn’t it?” He grinned, not giving her any chance to respond to this massive understatement, leading the way through to the opposite side of the room and along, what felt like, a wing of the house. “These will be your rooms. We converted this end of the house into a granny flat, so you’ve got a decent amount of privacy.” He flicked on the light and waved his arm around pointing, “Bedroom, bathroom, and small sitting room.”

      Alex wandered through the three rooms. The walls of both the bedroom and sitting room were painted in a shade that could only be described as wheat — but pale, just before it ripens. Splashes of colour in the bedding, curtains, and cushions, gave the space a Mediterranean feel. The bathroom was decorated in a creamy hue with pale blue accents; matching towels hung over a heated rack, the colours refreshing but not cold. The whole suite was welcoming and comfortable.

      Wheeling her suitcase into the bedroom, Professor Faulkner said he would leave her to get sorted out and to pop along to the kitchen when she was ready.

      Thanking him, Alex waited until he had closed the door and stood in the middle of the sitting room, hands pressed to her cheeks, unable to stop a huge grin from splitting her face.

      “Oh, my goodness me, Alexandra Mallory,” she said to herself. “This job is going to be awesome!”
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      An hour later they were tidying up after a tasty stew with jacket potatoes. The view from the kitchen sink was remarkable. Alex asked whether the property bordered the countryside, because the grounds seemed extensive.

      “There are houses either side, but they’re not too close, and there’s nothing behind, except the moors,” the professor explained. “It’s quiet here most of the time, except when the owls begin their nightly calls, or first thing in the morning with the dawn chorus. There’s none of those urban sounds you’re probably used to, but sometimes the silence here can be just as deafening.” He paused then asked. “Cup of tea? Coffee? Hot chocolate?”

      “Would you be offended if I said hot water?” Alex blushed a little, knowing her choice of hot beverage was odd. “Only, I don’t sleep well if I drink anything else at night,” she felt compelled to elaborate. The professor grinned and said he’d heard worse, pouring her a large mug of hot water while brewing himself a cup of tea, which looked strong enough to pull a hay cart.

      Alex was about to say goodnight, presuming she would spend her evenings in her rooms, when her employer asked whether she would like to join him in the lounge. Accepting, shyly, she accompanied him through to a long room, which despite its low, open beamed ceiling was surprisingly airy.

      A fire burned merrily in the grate, circled by a sofa and two large armchairs — a coffee table covered with newspapers, between them and the hearth. The alcoves at either side of the fireplace had been turned into bookshelves, and a quick glance told Alex one side was leisure, the other side, research. She recognised many of the tomes, and the history nerd in her wanted nothing more than to spend hours browsing through them.

      Politeness reasserted itself, and she sat in one of the chairs at the professor’s invitation, sinking into its cushioned comfort. A small sigh escaped her lips.

      “Is everything okay?” Professor Faulkner asked, mildly concerned he’d forgotten to tell her something important.

      “I’m sorry, yes everything’s fine. That was a happy sigh. I can’t remember the last time I felt so relaxed.” Then remembering where she was, and in whose company, she shot upright. “Oh dear, sorry, here I am barely arrived, and already lolling about like I’ve been here forever.” She couldn’t seem to stop apologising and bent her head, hot colour rising up her cheeks. An habitual introvert, Alex never pushed herself forward. She had learnt learned long ago it wasn’t worth it. To hide in the shadows was easier, safer.

      The professor chuckled. “Fret not,” he said. “I’d like you to treat this as your home while you are working here. I won’t always be around at regular mealtimes, so I expect you to help yourself…” they began to chat about the daily schedule, her work hours, breaks and so on.

      Occasionally, it might prove necessary to go into the university at York, if so, they would make a full day of it and plan everything else accordingly. Reuben showed Alex his office. A larger than standard sized room, containing two desks and three tables, all piled with books and manuscripts and facsimiles of ancient text. The walls were open stone, decorated with tapestries, illuminated manuscripts — not originals, Alex assumed — and images of Roman ruins. It was all she could do not to dive right in.

      She tried to contain her excitement, turning to her employer, beaming in delight.

      “Professor, this is… I am… never could I have…” she faltered, the words catching at the back of her throat. She took a breath. “Thank you, sir, for this opportunity. You have no idea.”

      “Please, call me Reuben,” he grinned. “Sir or Professor makes me sound like one of the crusty old academics who taught me. I’d like to think I have a few years to go before I am quite that aged.”

      Alex laughed, and blushing… again, said she would be happy to. They went back to the lounge, finished their drinks. Alex was dropping off in her chair, the long day’s drive catching up with her. When Reuben suggested she have an early night, she couldn’t summon up a single argument to the contrary.
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      Grateful for his understanding, Alex walked along to her rooms, barely managing to use the bathroom before falling asleep, not stirring until the aforementioned dawn chorus jolted her awake around 5 a.m. Daylight was breaking. She had forgotten to close the curtains the previous night, and the soft pink sky begged to be admired from outside.

      With a hasty wash and throwing on the same clothes worn the previous day, Alex unlatched the French doors in the sitting room and crept out. Standing on the patio, sniffing the cool air, she lifted her arms above her head, and arched her back, trying to loosen the kinks lurking from long hours spent in the car.

      A wet nose snuffled her palm when she dropped her arms to her sides and, glancing down, Alex saw the four dogs milling around her ankles. She could not decide what their breeds were — if, in fact, they were a particular breed — they all looked rather mutt-like to her. Crouching down she patted them, and they wriggled against her, each trying to get as close as possible, making her laugh.

      “Do you usually go for a walk at this time of day?” she asked them. They tilted their heads, staring at her seriously, mouths open, tails wagging, and panting slightly. Unwilling to take them out onto the moors without leashes, Alex walked around to the back door, which was ajar.

      “Hello,” she called quietly. No answer, but checking around the utility room, she spotted four dog leads hanging on a large hook. Clipping them on, and making sure she held them securely, she followed the way the dogs led, down the garden, through a wicket gate, and out onto a track.

      The track climbed steadily for a few minutes, and when they reached the top, Alex came to a halt, spellbound. Spread out in front of her were miles and miles of gently rolling moor, green at the moment, from spring rains.

      Rosedale Abbey nestled in a dip created by centuries of farming, and the mining of magnetic ironstone from the 1850’s onwards. Taking the time to read up on the area, once she got the job, Alex discovered it had been inhabited continuously, for at least ten thousand years, and was amused to learn there was no rose and no abbey. Historians surmised that ‘Rosedale’ was probably of Viking origin, possibly from ‘rhos’ which meant moor, and ‘Abbey’ related to the remains of a Cistercian priory — inhabited by nuns rather than monks — which stood for about four hundred years from the late twelfth century until Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1535.

      From the peoples of Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Bronze Age, through the Brigantes, Romans, Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, to the Vikings, this land had seen them all come and go. Centuries of farming followed, until the advent of the Industrial Age, during which the area was mined. Now, a hundred and fifty years later, tourism brought most of the income to the village.

      What a place to research history.
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      Alex walked for about an hour, returning to the house feeling invigorated, and hoping she would be able to do the same every morning. Ensuring the wicket was latched securely, she unclipped the dogs, wiped their feet on a towel, which seemed suited to the purpose, and let them into the warmth of the kitchen. She headed to her end of the house, leaving her wet shoes on the doormat. Indulging in a quick shower, she was pleased to note the heat from the water, on top of the walk, loosened the last of her tight muscles.

      Aware she wouldn’t be required to dress in a suit, Alex dithered over the appropriate attire of a research assistant. Eventually, she chose a pair of dark green chinos, a sage green, long sleeved T, and hip-length chunky-knit cardigan. It was cool at the moment but if the day was going to be anything like yesterday it was unlikely to stay that way.

      Making her way to the kitchen, Alex pottered about, boiling the kettle, and hunting out what seemed likely prospects for breakfast. Then, she did what she most desired the previous evening — went into the lounge and made a beeline for the books.

      

      When Reuben stuck his head around the door, half an hour or so later, she was far away in the first century AD, a book on Vespasian’s rule catching her eye. It took her employer two attempts to attract her attention, waving off her stammered apologies.

      “I’m always pleased when those books come off the shelves. While I’m in the middle of a new project, any I’m not using tend to get neglected,” he chuckled. Replacing the one she was reading in its allocated spot, Alex joined Reuben in the kitchen where they chatted over breakfast. Alex explained she had taken the dogs for a walk, hoping he didn’t mind.

      “I found their leashes and didn’t let them off. It was perfect, just the dogs and me. Not another soul to be seen.”

      “They will go for as many walks as people will take them, and they’ll love you forever,” Reuben assured, as the oldest one came to loll against Alex’s leg while she was eating. Alex ruffled his fur. “That’s Ben, he’s just registering his interest aren’t you, mate?” Ben fixed his huge dark eyes on the woman whom he was positive would fall for his doggy charms.

      “Patience, Ben,” she grinned. “At least give me chance to eat some of it.” Ben’s tail swished on the stone flags and he settled on the floor by her feet. The other three — Pip, Coco, and Gus, as introduced by Reuben — formed an orderly and ever hopeful queue behind Ben, determined not to miss out.

      Once the kitchen had been set to rights, the dishwasher stacked, each of the four, not-so-patient, dogs given a tasty treat, and after Alex had finished getting ready for the day, she made her way along to the office. Reuben was already seated at one of the desks but stood to clarify what he wanted Alex to get started on.

      When Alex asked, Reuben assured her, he didn’t mind if she listened to music through headphones, as long as the work was done. Flicking her iPod to her favourite mix of tunes, Alex was soon absorbed in her task. Neither of them heard a car pull up, the front door slam, or the heavy footfall along the stone passage.

      The door swung open.

      

      A tall, dark-haired man came in, his eyes scanning the room. Reuben spotted him and stood, a welcoming smile warming his face. The visitor stared at the young woman seated at the opposite side, her back to him. She looked familiar somehow, but he couldn’t place her.

      Alex remained unaware of his scrutiny. Her hand — unconsciously swaying with the music in her head — twirled a pencil, as she concentrated.

      “Jake, you’re home early. Did you have a good evening?” Reuben interrupted his son’s contemplation.

      “Thanks, I did. Who’s this now?” Jake frowned in Alex's general direction.

      “This is Alex Mallory. I told you I was hiring an assistant. Don’t you ever listen?”

      “Of course, I listen, but you said… ahhhh, right… I get it.”

      “What are you blithering about, son?” Reuben looked confused; his mind already drifting back to the documents he’d been reading.

      “Yeah, you told me an Alex was coming. I assumed it was a man.” Jake’s tones were irritated.

      “Still hung up on this, Jake? She was the best applicant, what was I supposed to do? Reject her, in the hopes a bloke might eventually apply for the position, all because of what happened last time. I haven’t had one single male apply, and I can’t keep waiting. I have deadlines. Don’t worry about me, Alex isn’t like that.”

      “And how the hell could you possibly know that, Dad? She must have been here less than twenty-four hours, since you were alone when I left yesterday afternoon.” The image of a tired young woman, perched on the bonnet of a car, at the edge of the moor flitted into his mind.

      His gaze swung back to Alex, his brow creasing again. Almost as though she heard his thoughts, Alex turned her head and he was presented with the most ridiculous visage.

      In the process of deciphering some text, she was wearing magnifying glasses in order to read the characters more easily. They made her eyes bug out and seem enormous, totally hiding the rest of her face, and in spite of his annoyance, Jake couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing.

      

      Immersed in history and classical music, something prompted Alex to glance over her shoulder towards the door. The magnifying glasses made anything beyond about three inches in front of her extremely blurry, but she was pretty sure there was an extra person in the room. Then she heard a bark of laughter and, puzzled, removed the glasses, blinking as her eyes adjusted.

      She felt her jaw drop. It was him. The grumpy driver from the previous afternoon. What was he doing here? One of Reuben’s colleagues perhaps? She wasn’t really sure what to do, but felt it polite, at the very least, to close her mouth and introduce herself. Taking the tiny buds out of her ears, Alex pushed back her chair and stood. He was laughing. Maybe he wasn’t grumpy after all. Smiling, in what she hoped was a confident manner, she walked over to him, holding out her hand.

      “Hello, I’m Alexandra Mallory, Reu… Professor Faulkner’s very new assistant.”

      Abruptly, his laughter ceased. He ignored her outstretched hand, and his eyes bored into her, his expression becoming grim. Alex was nonplussed, wondering what she’d done to cause such displeasure. Her smile died, her hand fell awkwardly to her side, and heat washed up her cheeks.

      “Well… err… pleased to meet you… whoever you are,” this last muttered under her breath. Apparently unconcerned, Alex turned on her heel, and went back to her desk. Ramming her earbuds in, she shoved the glasses back on her nose and focussed on the facsimile in front of her. Careful observation might have spotted a tremor in the hand holding the pencil. She didn’t want to lose this job.

      

      “Jake,” Reuben ground out in fierce undertones. “What is wrong with you? That was plain rude.”

      “You don’t need an assistant, Dad, I could do what she’s doing.” Jake flicked his hand towards Alex. “All those hours on digs must count for something.”

      “When? When could you? And since when have you ever wanted to? You’re an engineer, not a historian. How could you possibly put in the hours I need, to get this book finished by the due date? I can’t hang around all day, hoping you might fit me in for a few paltry hours to go through texts and search databases. I need the information as I’m writing, not two weeks later.”

      

      It was the same old argument. Jake wanted to help his father, but his job often took him away for days, sometimes months, on end. He loved history, almost as much as Reuben did, but knew his limitations and, in all honesty, spending all day every day researching, would drive him batty. Regrettably, the last assistant hadn’t worked out so well and Jake, who did not want a repeat, was inclined to be over-protective.

      To be fair, this Alex person looked less of a problem. For a start she appeared to be working, rather than trolling through social media pages, or taking selfies, which was all the last assistant, Tricia, seemed capable of. It was difficult getting anyone to come out here.

      Rosedale Abbey was miles from anywhere and most young people preferred the, relatively, lively centres of Whitby, Scarborough, or York to a sleepy little village. Tricia, her admirable computer skills aside, was one such person. The idea of working for an academic far more interesting on paper than in actuality.

      There was also another reason her employment had to be terminated, but neither Reuben nor Jake was about the dredge that up. Jake’s comments were enough.

      

      Jake, unwilling to admit he was out of order, said only, “I’m going to pack a few things, I have to be in Manchester ’til the end of the week. Meetings,” when Reuben raised a quizzical brow, “be careful Dad, that’s all I ask.”

      Reuben smiled. “Don’t you worry about me son, Alex will work out just fine, you’ll see.” Abstractedly, he patted Jake on the arm, a new train of thought distracting him, and he moseyed back to his desk, fingers soon flying across the keyboard.

      Jake grinned, used to his father’s absent-minded ways, and was about to leave when movement caught his eye. Alex stood to stretch across the desk, reaching for a book, her slender fingers scrabbling to catch the corner. He was about to step over to help, when she grasped it. She pulled it towards her, opening the cover, her face lighting up in a smile of delight. Fascinated, by what seemed almost a ritual, he watched her lifted the old volume to her nose and inhale, stroking the page when she set it down. Maybe she would work out after all.

      Shaking his head to rid it of the image, Jake walked out, letting the door swing quietly closed behind him.
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