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It was never a good day when it started off like this.

“Oh, Anna-bell-a!” His Grace’s voice called merrily from somewhere down the hall.  Which hall, I had no idea.  If I were lucky, maybe he would be somewhere near his second dressing room and was only concerned with my opinion on which of twelve different cravats looked best.  

You heard that right—it was the 21st century, and His Grace still wore cravats.  What more was there to say about a man?

Of course, there was still the issue of why he would bother to ask me about fashion.  He continued to, though, even after long ago dubbing me, “style-deprived”; he even seemed to believe there should be government programs to aid me.  Still, if this were just another opportunity for him to use me as an anti-style indicator—he always chose whichever of the ghastly pieces of silk I thought the most hideous—I would be happy. 

Another merry “Yoo-hoo!” echoed along the vast, gilt-covered walls.  

If I weren’t so lucky, however . . .

The dread news came a few seconds later, in the most fashionable package.  Tillie sighed as she strolled in, swooped her long, dark, utterly-enviable hair over her right shoulder in a way that—before I'd met her—I’d been convinced no human woman could actually achieve, and propped herself gracefully against the wall, model-like arms crossed in front of her.  “His Grace has gotten the mail again,” she murmured, about ten seconds before his leather-clad footsteps were heard to echo closer.  

It was then I understood that I had no chance whatsoever of having a good day.

There were several reasons why I had no desire to be brought my mail by the Duke.  It wasn’t that he was ill-natured enough to chide me for not getting to it sooner, for which I should probably be thankful.  No.  It was more that he felt the need to comment on every arrival, especially in the extremely odd cases that they were for me.  

I had only just managed last week to distract him—with Tillie’s kind help—from his several-days-long attempt to cajole me into making select purchases from a new shoe catalog he had discovered.  His choice?  The fire-red, five-inch-heel pumps.  

My eyes glanced over my beloved old sneakers, waiting for whatever was to come.  Maybe I’d be lucky, and it at least wouldn’t involve lingerie.  He’d been at me about that leopard-print bustier for at least three weeks.

Why the man liked to do these sorts of things, I had no idea.  My closest guess was that I simply wasn’t fashionable enough to be seen with him.  Then again, I wasn’t his social secretary, like Tillie, didn’t need to be dragged along beside him to events.  I just answered his mail and helped arrange his calendar.  I didn’t need to look like a model to do that—although a model for what, given many of his choices for me, I didn’t want to know.  

Besides, it wasn’t like I had ever asked for this job . . .

This said nothing about the fact that my duties covered much the same territory as Tillie's, with the thankful exception of the party circuit. She could easily have done it all herself. 

Still, His Grace had a tendency to hire whomever he liked for whatever position took his fancy—and he certainly had the money to get away with it. Just the other month, when he had dragged us all to Oklahoma—for no reason I ever determined—he had found a very nice, but much harassed, drink server in some country-and-western bar he had taken a strange shine to and demanded that she become his new pastry chef. What was weird was that Amy was actually really good at the job, and she and Cheryl, the executive chef he had apparently discovered working as a much-abused secretary on Wall Street, made a really sweet couple.

Resplendent in purple, all smiles, the Duke sashayed into the room, breaking me from the memory.  I had to blink once to adjust my eyes.  The gold of his short hair and mustache capped the royal look of the purple in a way I was certain he had planned. He was a tall, strongly-built man, as well, which just gave more room for the purple to roam. To my resigned horror, he was indeed holding up the mail—and I could already see my name on one of the envelopes.  

Woe to me.

Who this could be from was a bit of a mystery. A catalog or two might be inevitable; the Duke had a tendency to sign me up for them. But my total number of friends—pathetic a truth as it might be—could be found within the confines of this ostentatious horror of a house. Why anyone would be sending me anything which looked handwritten was confounding.

As His Grace came up to wave the envelope under my nose, grinning, I had no more time to ponder.  “Guess who’s got-ten an in-vi-ta-tion?” he crooned, before beginning to read it to me.  “Miss Annabella LeCanard . . .” 

I was already grimacing.  Did names come any stupider than mine?

In French, a canard was a duck. Like some of the richer descendants of Charleston's Huguenot founders had ever let me forget that one. “Anna the Duck” had been a favorite playground taunt. Being forced to learn how to quack “en Francais” was a dubious benefit.

His Grace could have no idea of my memories, continuing. “. . . is requested to attend the Wake and reading of the will for the late, beloved Miss Henrietta Calhoun at . . .”  He trailed off for a second.  “Then, there are times and dates and things.”  He waved the card over to me jauntily.  Details—and reality—were apparently my department.

With the boring parts now safely under my care, he apparently felt free to go on.  “It’s in Charleston, South Carolina!”  

He suddenly seemed transported, though I failed to see why.  The man had dined with queens—of the royal kind, as well as what a few of his friends called themselves.  Generally, Charlestonians were the only ones to get that excited about the place.  

“Back to the land of moonlight and magnolias!  Back to the heart of your own people!  Back to . . .”

I stopped listening at about this point, but I feared greatly that he might be about to break into a rendition of either “Swanee River” or “Dixie.”  He had done it before, making it incredibly difficult not to hit him.  After all, there were reasons why I had left Charleston to begin with.  One of the many was that you could actually sing “Dixie” there without being understandably beaten to death.  For that and so many other reasons, the thought of going back did not appeal to me.

Thankfully, for both myself and the Duke, Tillie stepped in.  “The other note?” she reminded him.

Her voice was as elegantly disinterested as always.  When I had first met her, I had almost thought her rude—but then I had spent some time with the Duke myself.  She was an angel on earth to put up with him.

This prompt, joyously, stopped him halfway through the first note of his song.  I swear it sounded like it was going to be “Mammy.”  

There would have been bloodshed.  

He looked down to his hand as though he had never seen it before—a move he must have patented by now—before handing the other letter over to me.  

I tried to skim it, even as he told me the basics.  

“Ah, yes.  That was included as well.”  

I looked back up to him in horror, as a picture began to form.  Edvard Munch had nothing on this feeling.  

The Duke leaned in.  “It appears that you’re going to be one of the heirs.”

He was smiling.  Damn him, he was smiling.  Why, I had no idea.  Maybe he just liked the thought of passed-down money?

It took several seconds before I could even try to speak, overwhelmed by the multiple horrors before me.  

“But why?”  My voice was probably either a croak or a shriek; I was beyond really hearing it, at that point. Given the quizzical tilt of Tillie’s head, apparently the former.  “They never even liked me!”  

Both of my listeners blinked once, and I began to wonder why I was even talking about it. It wasn’t like they would really understand.  

“They stole all the heirlooms my parents left to me.  They only let me live in their house if I acted as their housekeeper!”  

Let it be said that I was three when my parents died.  I learned to sweep quite early.  

“Why in God’s name would they want me to come see them now?”

All of these seemed like perfectly reasonable questions.  The Calhouns had loathed me, while I was around.  Given the few letters they had sent since, it didn’t seem like they had loved me much after my departure, either.  They could have just sent texts or emails, of course, but anything which hadn't existed in the nineteenth century was beneath them. 

My mind was whirling like a hurricane, so these random thoughts probably showed. My Uncle Johnny was at the low end of the family line—myself even lower—but given that their house was exactly where it should be to show their old-money status in Charleston, they were still respected, especially by those outside of the family. How the man had even managed to get his hands on the place had always been a mystery to me. I had to shake my head, my confusion overwhelming.  Why on earth would they include me in any inheritance?

It was crazy.  There was no reason for it. Unless . . .

I looked back up to the ever-expectant Duke and sighed, having finally figured it out. Dumb of me to have taken so long.  

“They just want me there so that they can enjoy cutting me out of the will.  It won’t be as much fun, if I’m not around to see it.”  There was no way they would ever include me without force.

Of course, this said nothing about the fact that I truly didn’t want to be included.  Anything which came out of that house or that family could stay well away from me without any argument.  But, even with that truth aside, I still had no intention of playing into their games.

Contented at last, I let out a sigh.  The Duke would pester me, of course, but that was one of his joys.  I was used to it. 

“I won’t be going.”

I had already turned back to my desk and the problem of sorting out the fact that His Grace was expected to be in about twelve places at once next month.  

But it wasn’t dismissed so easily, the man in question leaning down over my shoulder.  “Poor Cinder-bella.”  

I shuddered, but to no avail.  He had started calling me this, off and on, ever since I had first been cajoled into telling him my life story.  

“If you’re afraid of facing your big, bad family all alone, you don’t have to worry.”  He straightened, as I looked back toward him and Tillie nervously.  “We’ll go with you.”

“No, you will not!”  It came out as at least half a shout—but it was already far too late.  He had “the gleam” in his eye.  Every time it came, it meant trouble for someone.  This time, it was me.

He was grinning broadly, as he began to tell me his supposed reasons. “Ever since I first rescued you, all those years ago . . .”

“Kidnapped,” I muttered, but he ignored me.  He always did.

“I’ve been constantly concerned for your well-being and safety.”  

I tried to interrupt but to no avail.  

“If your financial future rests on going to Charleston, I will be there beside you.”  

My sigh was ignored, even as his hand landed on my shoulder—his manner all largesse.  

“You can count on me.”  

This was probably true, but I decided not to say for what.  Still, that was the Duke all over.  He never just said, “I want to do it.  It’ll be fun watching you squirm.”  No, he was far more aristocratically subtle—and utterly loopy—than that.  

I glared before looking over to Tillie, awaiting rescue.  Despite her usual air of disinterest, she did tend to keep me away from his crazier schemes.

Unnervingly, she was silent this time. Usually, she would rattle off the forty different engagements he had in just the next day or so. Now, she simply looked back and forth between us.  Then, there was an elegant shrug.  “What the hell.  It’s more interesting than garden parties.”  

And thus my fate was well and truly sealed.

There were more arguments over our plans, of course, but I won none of them.  Once Tillie allowed the Duke to make up his mind, all logic was useless.

His Grace had spent much of the time regaling me with how glorious it would be—although whether he believed it or was just winding me up, I had no idea. Then, after I was thoroughly stewing in horror, the Duke and Tillie went to a gala for some charity or another. The cause never seemed to matter as much as the quality of the champagne.  

This left me alone with my thoughts, which were anything but wonderful company.  As well as being noisy and annoying, they were repetitive.  Really, how many times could I remember the exact same insults?

“A few thousand” appeared to be the correct answer, as I finally got into bed. My lingering anger at the Calhouns for their years of politely callous treatment, now followed by whatever sort of humiliation they had planned for me, was a constant irritant.

My dreams only continued the feeling.  Usually, when I saw my cousin Beatrix in my frequent nightmares, she was riding around on a broomstick—less-than-subtle imagery, but that was the way my mind apparently worked.  This time, instead, she was bent over a small pot, almost a cauldron. Black candles guttered all around her, as she and—surprisingly—an incredibly hot guy bent over, looking into some sort of darkish liquid. 

“What do you see?” the gorgeous guy said, intently.  His green eyes shone, his shoulder-length auburn hair brushed back into submission, although a few curls still showed through. Even in my dream, all I could think about was how strange it was that that old bat Beatrix could get a looker like him.

The world was never fair, though—and Bea had had a million boy toys to prove it. My cousin’s face—looking like the old wombat she always had been, her hair piled up in its usual bouffant—was more serious than usual.  Typically, her fake smile would proceed her into a room, along with her supposedly-charming laugh.  Now, she swirled her finger through the stuff in the pot before smiling the much darker smile the world had to catch her unawares to spot.  

“She’ll be here,” she stated simply, before standing up straighter.  “He’ll be pleased.”  Who the “he” was, I had no idea.

The hot guy did not look as happy.  For someone that luscious, he didn’t seem to show much emotion.  Maybe it was the whole, disdainful, runway model look which caught me—although it never had before. 

He nodded once before turning away.  “Good.  We’ll get started.”  Then, the only interesting thing in the dream was gone.

This left me watching Beatrix gloat—never a pleasant sight and one I had seen far too often over the years.  A moment later, I realized that I was actually watching her from the bottom of the pot, through all of that dark liquid. 

Her eyes were glowing, as she gazed directly at me.  “I’ll see you soon, Annabella,” she purred.  

I was more than happy to wake up after that, was actually pleased to see His Grace standing at my bedroom door; he rarely bothered to knock.  “Are you in bed already?” he asked, as though he couldn’t see the obvious answer.  

I just blinked, waiting for the rest.  Working for him had taught me more than once to expect his requests for help at any hour.  He seemed to like me to arrange his meetings at midnight.  Go figure.

He did often interrupt my nightmares of my cousins, though, so I didn’t begrudge him too much.  Besides, there was only so much privacy one could expect working for the idle—and possibly lunatic—rich.

I sighed, then, sitting up, as he told me about three different invitations I would need to juggle for him tomorrow.  I managed to fumble for the notepad and turn it on to start tapping them in, but I was partly thinking that it was a good thing I had never taken him up on the leopard-spotted bustier.  It was at least a little easier to feel secretarial at two in the morning in polar bear-bestrewn cotton pajamas, even if my shoulder-length dirty blonde hair kept falling into my eyes.

As he left again, I got out of bed, ready to make a few further notes—the dream already drifting away.  It wasn’t like I minded.  Other than the hot guy, it had been less than comforting.  More witchy imagery of my cousin I didn’t need.  Thanks to His Grace, I would be seeing her—and the rest of the extended Calhoun brood, no doubt—in just a few days.  The fewer old wombat previews I was given, the better.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The next few days were hectic, the process of cancelling the Duke’s many appointments and previous RSVPs especially trying.  Of course, such frustration mattered not at all to the man in question, utterly oblivious to the fact that I had gotten an earful from at least a few of his friends and acquaintances. That such desertion of them really was unusual only made it worse—and that said nothing of the fact that I hadn’t had the guts to tell a single one that it was apparently all my fault.

Still, the shrieking eventually ended, and I was, thankfully, at least somewhat distracted by my tasks from His Grace’s newest fascination.  He was busy looking for the best Southern wardrobe he could find. 

I had shuddered more than once just thinking about it—utterly uncertain where he got his ideas.  Most of the better-heeled Southern men I knew simply wore khakis and polo shirts.  But that would never do for His Grace.  

Tillie and I had a bet on—she deciding that he would favor the Rhett Butler look, myself thinking that it would be more Colonel Sanders.  Once the day finally came, and he boarded his private jet with the two of us so I could see his black, formal suit, dove-gray waistcoat, and full ascot, I realized she had been right.

Damn.  Couldn’t I ever win just once?

As His Grace made his way toward his seat, I slipped Tillie her traditional ten euros, taking a moment to chat with the hostesses before the flight took off.  I was always nervous in the air, especially so with the Duke’s plane.  It had been here that my acquaintance with His Oddness had really begun. I was never entirely certain where I might end up.

This time, I had a pretty good idea—as much as I might wish otherwise. Captain Perky—Tillie’s nickname for the Duke’s favorite pilot—only made that fact clearer when he announced with every hour which passed that we would be landing in Charleston, South Carolina in 12 . . . 11 . . . 10 hours.  The countdown began to feel distinctly like the Armageddon Clock to me.  However long it might be, it just wasn’t enough.

It had been almost three years since I had last intended to return to my family—although I hadn’t been entirely thrilled with the prospect, even then.  When my bizarre fate, in the form of the Duke, had gotten in my way, part of me had actually been quite pleased—even in the middle of my panic. 

As the quiet part of the journey took hold, His Grace temporarily silent, the oddness of this current trip finally came to me.  His Grace had never agreed—much less categorically demanded—to travel with me. It was always the other way around.  I was certain that he often thought of me as simply one more piece of luggage, one which had the sense to follow along, as he decided to whisk himself away to some new, often exotic, destination.  Why he had made a point of coming with me, all to do something which he had no particular part in, was something of a mystery.

I sighed a little, realizing my assessment of him was probably unfair.  Oh, His Grace was a flighty fruitcake—no doubt about that—but he wasn't particularly callous or uncaring.  Even routinely waking me at whatever ungodly hour of the morning, he would never bark commands or issue orders—possibly because he was just too empty-headed to have the knack.  He had always been more an overgrown child, one who got so overwhelmed with whatever new enthusiasm had caught him that he threw himself into it without a moment’s thought. Or maybe he was more a mini-tornado—pulling in everything around him. I laughed slightly, glancing back toward where he sat.  It was certainly more than a little difficult to pull free, once one were caught in his orbit.

Uh-oh.  He seemed to notice my perusal, made it difficult to look away.  

“Cinder-bella,” he crooned.  “What’s worrying you now?” 

I saw Tillie roll her eyes behind him—not that he would have noticed had she done so to his face.  

Still, even in my shuddering smile—I really hated that nickname—I realized that something else was bothering me, had been for days.  It wasn’t just the fact that His Grace had decided to accompany me. After all, who sent formal invitations for a wake?

It was weird, but it was always when I was on planes with him that I started to really think about things—issues I never pondered at all, when we were on the ground.  Maybe it was simply the free time up here.  

I shook that truth from my head, taking my cousin's invitation out to stare at it, for at least the thousandth time.  “Why are the Calhouns asking me to this thing? And why do it this way?”  

My head shook, eyes trailing away, as I thought it through more thoroughly.  “I mean, they didn’t even call to tell me Miss Henry was dying—or that she’d passed.” My look returned to them, my consternation undoubtedly clear. 

Theirs was even clearer.  “Miss Henry?” the Duke wondered.  He was suddenly looking far less the fool I knew him to be.  

I blinked once, bringing him back into focus, then sighed, rather loudly.  I must be getting tired.  The fact that I had used that name at all, when I wasn’t forced to, was proof of that. 

I put away the invitation once more, sick of seeing it.  “Henrietta Calhoun, the one the wake’s for,” I specified, shrugging—hoping he would remember.  It would make the days to come far easier, if he didn't forget his excuse for following me.  “‘Miss Henry’ was the way her extended family and servants always referred to her.”

My friends—and they were my friends, in a pathetic, don’t-really-know-them-at-all sort of way—continued to stare at me, the Duke appearing to ask the questions for them both.  “And what did you call her?”

“Cousin Henrietta, usually.”  Although “Miss Calhoun” had always been an option, whenever she was being particularly snippy with me.  

I blinked, not at all certain what had brought on the change. It wasn’t as though I liked her any better dead.  

I had to pull myself back to my original question.  “Anyway, why mail a formal invitation?”

The card hadn’t said how long my cousin had been dead, but even mailed by some sort of global overnight mail, it seemed likely that it must have happened a minimum of a week and a half ago. The invitations had seemed quite professionally printed. The wake itself, and the reading of the will, were still a couple of days away.  Even assuming that the funeral had long ago been held—the card said nothing about it, one way or another—surely two weeks was quite a while to wait for the rest of these duties.  

Besides, if they had wanted me back, why not just call?  True, they liked to do things formally, but this was taking it to extremes.

When I looked back up to my companions, waiting to see what answers they might have, I almost thought I saw His Grace and Tillie exchanging a very suspicious, significant glance.  When I blinked once, the man’s usual, inane look was back—Tillie seeming studiedly bored, as she gazed out the window, her usual look for any long flight.  

I blinked again. Huh.  I must have imagined it.

I was probably just overtired.  Of course, His Grace had woken me out of my nightmares more than once these last few days—many of the dreams containing images of Miss Henry I didn’t at all want in my head. I smiled, almost grateful.

The smile was a mistake. He always took it as an invitation to talk, his usual manner back.  

“Printed invitations to funerals aren’t all that unusual.”  

He moved closer, leaning on the arm of my chair—one hand expressively grabbing at the past. He seemed transported again—God help me.  

“When I was twelve, my Uncle Frederick sent invitations to his own funeral from his deathbed, planned it all himself.”  He looked down, I assumed to make certain I was listening.  “He couldn’t let someone else mangle the arrangements, you know.  He was very fussy that way.  He . . .”

He went on to tell me about his Uncle Frederick’s self-planned wake for at least the next hour. Given that it had apparently been graced with an oompah band and a poodle parade, it was a little hard to think about anything else. Captain Perky announced that we were even closer to our dreaded destination partway through.  

I only smiled, shaking my head at my own foolishness.  Sometimes, I let myself forget.  The Duke might be affable, but he was a fool, nonetheless.  I had no idea why I sometimes thought otherwise.
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Charleston came upon me much too quickly.  Even with the stopover in Atlanta to go through Customs, it still felt like we were there almost immediately.

That fact alone was surprising.  Generally, I was quite nervous on flights, especially with the Duke, and nerves only tended to lengthen the amount of time one had to endure in the air.  But, sometime around the point when His Grace had started telling me about his Uncle Freddie's fabulous funeral, complete with two unicorn mourners (I didn't ask), I seemed to have stopped noticing the passing hours.  

Tillie, the Duke, and I shared the ride to Beatrix's house in a rented limousine (which was nowhere near as splendid as His Grace's usual, purple-velvet-interior one). Although calling the house “Beatrix’s” was a misnomer—a mistake I alone seemed to make.  To everyone else, it was “Miss Henry’s place.”  But Cousin Henrietta had been so batty for so long that it seemed impossible to credit her with anything like ownership.

I had always hated the place, equally as much as every passing person seemed to adore it.  It was “South of Broad” Street—the Charleston version of the right side of the tracks—on the Battery. No truly respected home in Charleston wasn’t on that one, coveted stretch of harbor front, where the long walkways looked out to sea. It had even been restored to much of its antebellum glory. Like that was something to be proud of.  

The “bellum” in this
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