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        An ancient castle. A family curse.

        Let the mayhem begin! 

        Texas rancher Rye Dalreagh is being thrown in at the deep-end as the long-lost heir to Castle Dunrannoch, with five potential brides to choose from and a whole lot to learn about being a 'proper gentleman'.  

      

        

      
        Ursula needs to hide from her dastardly guardian and his oafish marriage plans, until her inheritance unlocks on her twenty-fifth birthday.

      

        

      
        A chance meeting on a train has Ursula taking on the identity of an elderly etiquette teacher, and heading to the castle to whip her 'young charge' into shape.

        Horse-riding, cow-lassoing, Stetson-wearing Rye is a whole lot more than she's bargained for. 

      

        

      
        Rye is expected to choose a bride but, with a murderer on the loose, and an ancient Scottish curse to navigate, will he ever make it down the aisle?
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        Mallon de Wolfe – 9th Viscount Wulverton

        Edward de Wolfe – younger brother to Mallon

        Hugo de Wolfe– Edward’s son, and Mallon’s heir

        Marguerite de Wolfe – mother to Hugo, and sister to Maxim

      

        

      
        Muffin and Tootle – Hugo’s Wolfhounds

      

      

      

      
        
        Geneviève (Comtesse Rosseline) – widow to Comte Maxim Rosseline

        Lisette – maid to Geneviève

      

      

      

      
        
        Reverend Wapshot and Mrs. Griselda Wapshot

        Beatrice Wapshot – their daughter

      

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Samuel Hissop and Mrs. Violet Hissop

      

      

      

      
        
        Lord Slagsby – Hugo’s schoolfriend

      

      

      

      
        
        Wulverton Hall staff

        Mrs. Fuddleby – cook and housekeeper

        Ida – the kitchen maid

        Betsy – the parlour maid

        Joseph Withers – the ancient butler

        Silas Withers – Joseph’s brother (former head stableman)

        Scroggins – the head stableman
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        Dartmoor, late November, 1903

      

      

      The mist pushed across the moor, creeping through the tangle of woods that edged the stream, crawling low over mustard gorse and coppered heather.

      Silas crouched in the bracken at the foot of the crag, his back pressed to lichen-spotted granite.  Though the light was thin and grey, 'twas past the middle of the day, by his reckoning.

      Those inside would have their hands wrapped around a bowl of something warming about now.  His stomach gave a pang. Porridge for breakfast, thin soup at midday, a thicker stew come evening. Prisoners were entitled to be fed, though there were some who begrudged them even that.

      He'd foraged some sloes, down by the water; blackberries the afternoon before. The bread he'd secreted in his pockets was long gone.

      Three nights he'd been out, making his way as stealthily as the drifting haze, keeping away from the roads, away from where he'd be easily found. Away, too, from the mire. He'd warned Scadding and Priddis—the two who'd escaped with him—to steer clear of where the moss was brighter, an illusion of solid ground concealing danger beneath.

      From some distance off came the sound of a whistle, and the faint barking of dogs, hushed by the blanketing vapors.

      Better keep moving.

      He wasn't far from Wulverton. If he pushed on, he might reach the chapel before the sun dipped. 'Twould be deathly cold, but dry. Perhaps there'd be a blanket.

      His brother would be looking out for him.
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        Marseille

      

      

      Mallon de Wolfe, Viscount Wulverton, drew out his hipflask and called to the driver to get a move on. He’d been fortunate in finding a cab waiting at the Marseille dock, and had promised double fare if they reached the train station before ten o’clock. Mallon had a first-class sleeping compartment booked and intended to make good use of it.

      It had been a damnable day, a damnable week, and a damnable journey. With no berths available on the only passenger liner departing Constantinople, he’d been obliged to join a cargo ship. Not that he’d cared about the lack of comforts—nor the stench of sweat and latrines—but the vessel had barely been seaworthy.

      They’d crossed the Sea of Marmara, past the Greek islands and the toe of Italy, before the water sloshing onto the lower deck required all hands—his included—to take shifts at the bilge pump. They might have diverted to Corsica for repairs, but he’d insisted they press on. Between them, their crew had been capable of keeping the boat afloat, and he’d been eager to press on.

      A few more days delay on top of twenty-three years might have seemed irrelevant, but Mallon was a man of sudden moods, and his mind was set upon reaching the country he’d left so long ago.

      In some respects, he’d welcomed the physical effort, rather enjoying rolling up his shirt sleeves. He’d a great deal more brawn than most men of his age, thanks to his soldiering days. Before long, he’d dispensed with his shirt altogether and applied himself like the rest, taking turns perspiring in that furnace-of-an-engine room to keep the boat from sinking them to Neptune’s embrace.

      The journey had reminded him of his army days, when he’d been hunkered around the mess table, sharing whoever’s cigarettes were dry, and eating sausages hot from the pan, paired with the standard ration of dry biscuit and a tot of rum.

      Not that he indulged in nostalgia. After all those years serving with Her Majesty’s Kabul-Kandahar Field Force, he’d nothing to show for it but a shoulder that ached every day! They’d gotten most of the shrapnel out, but something remained—a souvenir as unwanted as the memories that went with it.

      Much good it had done him to be mentioned in dispatches for ‘outstanding courage under fire’. The accolade didn’t bring back those who’d fallen beside him. He’d watched men’s bones shatter and watched them bleed and die. As for bravery, he’d done nothing more than keep himself alive—and others as best he could.

      Mallon swigged down the last of his flask, wincing as the liquor hit the back of his throat, then rested his head against the coolness of the window, looking out at the streetlamps as the coach clattered up the rise of the Boulevard Voltaire.

      The past decade had been a shabby excuse for a life. It had been hard at times, in Constantinople, but the city offered anonymity. There, he was no one and nothing, and it was easy to find oblivion in the opium rooms, seeking escape from his regret and anger.

      Now, all that was going to change.

      He was going to change.

      His father’s death had seen to that. News of his passing, like that of his brother Edward over two years before, had come too late for Mallon to attend any funerals. He might have returned sooner, to pay his respects at Edward’s grave, but his pride had stopped him from making the journey.

      The wounds of his estrangement from his father remained raw but, despite the moor’s tormenting associations, it was his home. He’d commitments to fulfil and wrongs to put right.

      How could he live with himself if he refused to face those challenges?

      He was a de Wolfe, after all. Like his ancestors, he’d experienced the hell of the battlefield. He’d stared down death to serve his country.

      With his father gone, the only demons left to face were those lurking within himself.

      Mallon wished to make himself anew, like moorland gorse awakening after winter’s long frost. Perhaps he was fooling himself, but the pull of the place to which he truly belonged was too strong to ignore.

      As for mourning his father, Mallon’s grief was tinged strongly with resentment. The late viscount had never been the same after losing his wife—had retreated into his anguish too deeply to see that his sons needed their father’s love. They’d needed it more than ever after their mother’s death. Edward had been too young to be aware of much, but Mallon had known from the outset that something was wrong.

      His mother had been perfectly well just the day before. Afterward, all trace of her vanished. Within a few days, every piece of the viscountess’s clothing had been removed from the house. It was as if she’d never been. When Mallon had attempted to speak to his father of her, it had elicited the sternest of reprimands.

      And then, Mallon had heard the servants’ whispers.

      She’d had a lover and ran away. At first, Mallon’s heart had surged with hope. If she’d gone away, then she might come back. It had been a mistake to leave him behind.

      Except that she couldn’t return. She’d meant to start a new life, far from Wulverton Hall, but had reached no further than the deadly mire, just below Fox Tor.

      The man who’d waited for her had raised the alarm, but they’d never found her body.

      Mallon hadn’t been allowed to attend the burial, but he’d watched from one of the upper windows of the hall. The coffin was taken on a simple cart to the chapel, with only the priest in attendance. A coffin that was empty. His father had, at least, permitted a headstone, tucked in the far corner of the graveyard.

      Mallon’s mother hadn’t loved him enough to stay.

      His father had barely known how to love at all.

      Mallon couldn’t remember the viscount showing any physical affection for him, nor for Edward. He’d rarely tolerated having them in the same room. That pain lingered, whatever distraction he attempted.

      As soon as he’d been able, he’d sought to escape, making his life far from the moor and those anguished memories. He’d sought a new home with the army, and had succeeded in finding some measure of peace—at least for a while.

      “Nous sommes arrivés, monsieur!” The driver pulled the horses to a standstill and jumped down. There was no baggage to bother with, Mallon having brought only a travelling portmanteau he could carry easily himself. It was just as well, since the train departed in twenty minutes and the ticket still needed collecting.

      Stuffing the promised francs into the Frenchman’s hand, Mallon made for the grand archway of La Gare de Marseille Saint Charles.
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      It was taking all Mallon’s self-control not to punch the conductor full on the nose.

      “Regardez mon billet!” It was the fifth time he’d demanded that the man look at his ticket. Twice in French and three times in English, embellished with increasingly violent oaths.

      “Je ne peux pas vous aider, monsieur.” The conductor shrugged his shoulders. “Vous allez devoir vous en aller.”

      It was bloody hopeless! He was going to end up sleeping in the corridor at this rate and all because some damned idiot in the ticket office had managed to double-book his compartment, giving it to some other passenger entirely.

      The bulb inside flickered, emitting a low buzz, offering barely enough light for him to see the occupant. Her abundance of skirts indicated a woman, but her veil prevented him from discerning more.

      His final volley of expletives having caused the conductor to scurry away, Mallon placed his head in his hands. He was too tired for this. His only hope was to find space in the buffet car. If he gave the last of his ready cash to the serveurs, they might overlook him lying down on the seats there.

      He took a final, yearning look at the compartment. Plenty of room and the bedding neatly stacked. Propriety would never permit them to share, but he wondered if the woman might consider lending him one of her pillows.

      He was reluctant to ask. Though he’d managed to wash before disembarking the ship, Mallon hadn’t shaved in several days and his hair was long overdue a cut. The sight of him, not to mention his aggressive behavior, would hardly have created a good impression. Mumbling his apologies, he turned to leave.

      “Arrêtez, monsieur.” She beckoned him to enter.

      Mallon didn’t need to be asked twice. Taking the banquette opposite, he leaned back against the velvet cushioning. With all the rushing about and his ridiculous labors on the ship, his shoulder was irking him.

      “Vous voyagez seule, madame?”

      To his relief, she responded in his own tongue. “Yes, but with my maid. She has a compartment further down.”

      Mallon perked up a little, though he hated begging favors. “I don’t suppose…Might she share with you, and I’ll take her cabin? I can write a draft on my bank to compensate for your trouble—double the original cost, of course.”

      She seemed amused. The lace veil made it difficult for him to be sure, but his eyes were growing accustomed to the dim lighting. He could see her features somewhat: large eyes, a delicate chin, and lips curving upward.

      “Why would I do such a thing?”

      The train jerked, pulling away from the platform, slowly gathering speed. With her hands in her lap, she sat very still, looking him over, from his boots upward.

      “Take off your coat, Monsieur. Be comfortable.” Rising, she first drew down the blind upon the outer window and then upon the smaller pane of glass within the door leading to the corridor. She clicked its lock closed.

      He caught her scent—an arousing blend of orchids and orange blossom with a smoky, woody undertone, and his heart beat faster.

      As she placed her hand upon his thigh, the bulb flickered again and fizzed out.
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      It was hardly surprising that Reverend Wapshot’s wife looked forward to her weekly invitation to Wulverton Hall. The Honorable Marguerite de Wolfe, widow of the late viscount’s younger son, was generous in her provision of afternoon tea, and Griselda Wapshot was extremely fond of all varieties of cake.

      Today’s tête-à-tête was, no doubt, proving especially rewarding, as Marguerite had received not one but two pieces of correspondence, each bearing a foreign stamp.

      “The new viscount makes his return at last,” sniffed Marguerite. “It seems he failed to hear of his father’s passing until a few weeks ago.” Setting aside the letter, she snapped a butter biscuit on her plate and proceeded to crumble it to a state of dust.

      “And does he travel alone?” Griselda shot her a birdlike look of inquiry.

      “There’s no wife that I know of.” Marguerite added sugar to her cup and stirred vigorously before summoning a white-capped maid.

      “More hot water, Betsy.” She waved her hand at the diminishing platters. “And more of these. Strawberry jam rather than raspberry, if you please.”

      “If he’s married, won’t it put an end to your Hugo’s expectations?” Griselda applied her spoon to the clotted cream; a scone was not worthy of the name unless sufficiently heaped.

      Hugo’s position as heir presumptive was widely known. He was next in line, should the new viscount fail to bear a son to carry the title. Mallon’s imminent return was a worry. Even if he’d avoided the married state all these years, bachelors of a certain age were likely to surprise one. He might take a notion to wed at last and sire a whole nursery.

      They’d all be gossiping, anticipating the dashing of Hugo’s hopes. Her son was respected well enough but lacked strength of character. His father, Edward, had been the same.

      Meanwhile, as Marguerite understood, the eldest son, Mallon, had commanded great respect among the moorlanders—and not just by dint of sporting the traditional dark hair and green eyes of the de Wolfe line. He’d ensured the rethatching of every tenant’s dwelling, and the repair of several wells and stone walls on the estate.

      However, coming down from Balliol College, he’d remained barely seven months under his father’s roof before announcing his joining of Her Majesty’s Field Forces, under Major General Roberts.

      Marguerite felt a degree of sympathy. Her late father-in-law had been a cold fish. Even the birth of Hugo had done little to melt the froideur of his heart.

      She smoothed her skirts. “Hugo has a title and wealth in his own right, being the main beneficiary of my brother’s will.” She invited Mrs. Wapshot to another macaroon. “I wrote over a year ago to invite his widow to the hall. With no family of her own, it will be lonely for her at the château, beautiful as it is.”

      Mrs. Wapshot nodded, soaking up every detail, Marguerite knew, for careful repetition.

      Naturally, Marguerite was selective in what she chose to share. There was no need, for example, for the reverend’s wife to hear about her sister-in-law Geneviève’s modest beginnings. Marguerite’s brother, Maxim, had been over thirty years her senior and there was little doubt that Geneviève’s physical charms had inspired the marriage. Her family connections were best over-looked and she’d brought not a penny to the match.

      Having entered the house as companion to Marguerite’s mother, the dowager countess, she would, at least, have learnt how to comport herself. If the girl proved suitable, Hugo might do well to marry her himself, thereby consolidating the income from the family estate.

      Really, what had Maxim been thinking, bequeathing to his young wife such a significant portion of the vineyard’s revenue for the duration of her lifetime? She might claim the benefit of it for another fifty years!

      Marguerite pictured herself leaving the damp and dreary moor and returning to the glorious sunshine of her native land, to long summers of picnics and plucking figs and lemons fresh from the tree.

      One should hardly rejoice at such things, but the passing of her brother might be viewed as a blessing. His roguish behavior had brought disrepute on the family name. Under her guidance, Hugo would make amends. Moreover, her grandchildren would be born as generations before them, as true little French men and women, under the roof of Château Rosseline.

      As soon as the festive period concluded and she’d overseen the viscount’s acquaintance with his nephew, she would make plans.

      There was a knock at the door, and a stooped figure shuffled in, giving a slight bow. “Excuse me, madam. There’s a gentleman to see you. I’ve put him in the library, to await your convenience.”

      Marguerite sighed. “You know I don’t see casual callers, Withers.”

      “’Tis Sergeant Hawky.” Placing the caller’s card in her hand, his own shook a little.

      Mrs. Wapshot swallowed her remaining piece of walnut cake. “Nothing…wrong?”

      “Not at all, Griselda!” Marguerite rose from her seat to encourage her guest’s departure.

      Not for the first time, Marguerite lamented that life had brought her to such a remote and unsophisticated location. Genteel Society was sadly lacking, requiring her reconciliation to company she would otherwise have shunned.
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      Enfolded in her green velvet travelling cloak, Geneviève, Countess Rosseline, slept for most of the journey from Dover. She’d been on the train since late the night before and the prior crossing from Calais had made her thoroughly sick, preventing the slightest rest.

      She’d considered taking a sojourn in London but had deemed it unnecessary after taking some days in Paris. What was there to see or do or purchase in London that could not be attained with infinite superiority in France’s capital?

      Paris was an enchanting place—of restaurants, ateliers, and galleries. She’d even ascended La Tour Eiffel, to look out over the great city. Regrettable that she’d had only her maid, Lisette, for company.

      Many times, she’d asked Maxim to bring her to Paris, but there had always been some excuse. He’d preferred to leave her at the château on his expeditions, which he’d professed were purely for business. Geneviève had known better than to pry.

      As beautiful as Paris was, it was not her home. If any place deserved that name, it was Château Rosseline.

      Geneviève’s earliest years had been a kaleidoscope of colorful commotion, of theatre dressing rooms and the vivid characters who inhabited them. Trailing the skirts of her mother, Antoinette Villiers, the darling of the Marseille stage, young Geneviève learnt not just to dance and sing and to speak the Italian and English tongues, but how to charm! There were flowers and chocolates and champagne, delivered by various hopeful men.

      Then, there was just one—who sent jewels instead of trifles. Geneviève was but eight years old when her mother took her to stay with the nuns of Santa Clotilde Magdalena.

      Gone were the gaudy delights and the soft, fragrant embraces of the lovely Antoinette. Geneviève shed nightly tears for her absent maman, until she realized that tears were wasted when there was no one to heed them. By the time she joined the household of the Comte Rosseline, at the age of fifteen, she’d long given up the act of weeping.

      It was not the first time the château had embraced its civic duty in relieving the convent of one of its foundlings. With the nuns, Geneviève learnt the advantage of appearing meek to avoid the cane across her palms—a performance she refined during her years as companion to the Dowager Countess Rosseline. Geneviève’s manners were impeccable and, unlike so many young ladies, she did not gabble.

      After some years of fulfilling her responsibilities to the aging comtesse, including a fitting display of grief at her graveside, Geneviève had resigned herself to satisfying a new set of duties in the service of the count. Following his mother’s death, there’d been no-one to curb his excesses. Only a worrisome chest infection had achieved that.

      Maxim had seen her as a palatable diversion, with just the bedside manner he craved. Who else would read to him so exquisitely from the books he’d once hidden from his mother, and act out the scenes within?

      Knowing that a man liked to conquer a virgin’s innocence, she’d presented herself as such when Maxim had finally taken her to his bed, though the handsome cellar-hand at the château could have told a different tale.

      Had it been so wrong of her to tell the count he’d conceived an heir? A kindness, rather, for didn’t all men seek to face the Reaper believing their legacy ensured? Having no father to protect her nor mother to arrange the delicate matter of a husband, she’d been obliged to make her way as best she could. If deceit were the result of necessity, how could it be wicked?

      Even if it were, Geneviève concluded, it could hardly be her fault, since all were slaves to baser instincts. From the fateful conjunction of the serpent and the apple, it had been so. In this case, to sin now and then was only natural.

      Thus, had Geneviève become the comtesse and thought herself the luckiest of women. Château Rosseline had no match in grandeur. Its gardens were a lush paradise, its vineyards bountiful. Even with Maxim’s fondness for gambling, the coffers remained full.

      As companion to the dowager, Geneviève had accepted her lowly position. As wife to the count, she’d imagined taking pastis and macarons with the nobility of Marseille and Avignon. Yes, her background was humble, but she was Comtesse! It had been a bitter realization that she was still viewed as a barefaced upstart. The men, at least, had shown some courtesy, though she was too often obliged to smack their hands from where they strayed.

      The women were another matter entirely. While Maxim was alive, she’d found them inclined to turn their backs. In widowhood, even after a suitable period of mourning had passed, Geneviève’s soirées were politely declined, and those who’d tolerated her before, refused to receive her in their homes.

      Becoming mistress of the château had been a dream. The reality had turned to ash in her mouth.

      Geneviève had contemplated packing her bags and leaving it all behind, to begin a new life in glittering Paris. But why should she forfeit the place she loved best in all the world?

      One way or another, I’ll marry Maxim’s heir, and return as the comtesse, twice-chosen! They think they’ve won, driving me from the home they believe I don’t deserve—the place that has been my one true haven—but I won’t cower before those condescending harpies. I shall return with my head held high, and they may choke on their tongues!
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      Lisette woke her at Exeter, where they found the coachman waiting. Rain having clogged the road with mud, Geneviève was obliged to vault over a puddle to reach the step, swinging her valise into the carriage before her.

      To start with, the horses kept a brisk pace, heading west past shorn fields between harvest and sowing. Now, they were ascending, laboring upward as the last portion of the afternoon faded. The lowering sun lent the barren landscape a softness, bringing out the deeper russet tones of the bracken. There was little birdsong as the hedgerows and trees grew sparser, rowan and hawthorn giving way to gorse and twisted hazels.

      Lisette was drowsing, her head lolling to her shoulder with the rocking motion of the coach. How fortunate it had been that Geneviève had already sent her away, that evening on the train. Geneviève continued to gaze out of the window, but her thoughts were all of remembrance.

      With his stubbled cheek and dark hair curling over his collar, the man who’d entered her carriage had looked more gypsy than gentleman. His accent had belied that, though he’d thought nothing of letting her hear his curses at finding the compartment already taken.

      She’d noticed his boots before anything else, long and black, in expensive leather. Then, the buckskin of his breeches and the longer length of his jacket. Nothing of the current fashion. Yet, he was boldly attractive, with a straight nose and high cheekbones.

      Her choice had been one of impulse, and she’d been able to think of little else since. Of how she’d sat astride him, brushing his cock with the soft fur of her sex, teasing him as he kissed the length of her throat.

      Freeing her breasts, he’d taken each wholly into his mouth, with a force she’d felt in her womb. When he’d pulled her onto his thickness, she’d cried with the joy of it.

      Soon after, he’d rolled her beneath him. His tongue, his hands, had found her places of pleasure, making her mindless with desire.

      She’d returned the favor, savoring the feel of him in her mouth, thick and hard, knowing that she was stoking his desire to take her again.

      When he did, it was somewhat awkward, with her skirts pushed up and her knees bent high, but he’d known how to position himself, grinding where she was most sensitive. A satisfying coupling, despite the necessity of him spilling on her belly.

      Finally, they’d slept, he on one side of the banquette and she on the other. When she’d woken, to the whistle of the train arriving at Paris’s Gare de Lyon, he’d gone. In most ways, it had been a relief. The encounter had been spontaneous, and such liaisons were best suited to the mystery of the night.

      Nevertheless, the memory of his lovemaking haunted her—or the memory of his fucking, she should say. Geneviève liked to call a thing by its proper name. She was not one for romanticism.

      It had also been an act of defiance, her coupling with the stranger. Submission to dark eyes and hands large and purposeful, and to that craving, hungry mouth which had left her lips bruised. Skin raked by the fine stubble of his jaw. Him tasting her, piece by piece.

      The coach jolted, obliging Geneviève to clutch at the window’s ledge.

      They were making their way higher, the landscape changing as they climbed. The moon was riding a clear sky, deepest black and dotted with dazzling pinpricks. Beneath, the moor was stark—now an expanse of gray, its flatness punctuated by gentle hills and the outline of dark rocks.

      They passed small clumps of buildings and then fewer, until there was barely a hut, and she wondered if the coachman could be taking them to the right place. Somewhere on the air was the rustle of falling leaves, though there seemed to be few trees to make such a sound possible.

      The road twisted and dipped and the moonlight almost disappeared, for they were passing through a dense snarl of woodland—a strangled tangle of over-crowded branches, deformed and disfigured, like mangled, clutching fingers from one of the darker fairy tales.

      The wind, somewhere above, was melancholy over the dark mass, making it creak and rub, the trees scratching at one another. There was a smell of decay, old leaves heaped deep, and rotting stumps protruding like blackened teeth.

      Geneviève drew back from the window, wishing no longer to look, fearing suddenly what might be looking back, unseen.

      It was a relief to emerge once more into the open, crossing a bridge before the track rose again.

      Lisette jumped awake as they pitched through a series of particularly large potholes.

      “Sommes-nous bientôt arrivées, Comtesse?” Lisette smothered her yawn, asking if their destination were far off.

      “Nous arriverons bientôt,” Geneviève replied, hoping it might be true that they would soon arrive.

      At last, they slowed to pass through tall, iron gates, leading to a long avenue of yew trees silhouetted beneath a sky turned threatening. The wind had risen, sending clouds across the moon.

      Wulverton Hall brooded beneath a veil of ivy. There were four turrets in all, forbidding towers looming upward. Light spilt out across the gravel from the narrow windows on either side of the grand entrance. A coat of arms had long ago been engraved into the archway, though the stone was too weathered for Geneviève to discern its emblem. A lion’s head? No, a wolf, of course, Wulverton Hall being the seat of the Devonshire de Wolfes.

      What shall we discover inside? Not love, for what good is that? A man of position and wealth? Now, that I can find use for. A husband so besotted that he’ll bend to my every whim? Even better.

      The coachman deposited their baggage and, stamping her feet against the cold, Geneviève waited for the door to open.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The butler, who introduced himself as Withers, was tall and thin and stooped, and as sombre in appearance as the house itself. The family had evidently retired, leaving the aged retainer to wait up for her arrival.

      Good, thought Geneviève, for she felt wrinkled and rumpled from travelling.

      He closed the door with a doom-filled thud, turning the great key in the lock. All was silent, save for the creaking tick of a grandfather clock and the butler’s labored wheeze.

      “This way, Madam.” The frail light of his lamp flickered upon the walls of the cavernous hall, from which long-dead de Wolfes looked down, dim and disapproving. However magnificent the plaster ceilings had once been, the damp had gotten to them. Wulverton Hall’s glory was peeling at the edges and flaking onto the carpets—an impression only consolidated as Geneviève followed the butler’s shuffle up the stairs and along the upper passage, paneled in dark oak beneath time-blackened rafters.

      A dusty tapestry, its threads coming loose along the lower edge, hung the length of the corridor—a maritime scene, as far as Geneviève could tell, though it was hard to say, reliant upon the limited illumination of Withers’ lamp. A strange choice, since they were far from the sea here, on the high plateau of this remote moor.

      There were definitely ships, majestic in full sail, and each bearing a name: Uriel, Raphael, Ramiel… Most of the embroidered lettering was too faded for her to read properly, but those were names of angels, weren’t they?
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