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PART ONE

	THE SEASON OF GREED

	

	

	

	 


Chapter 1

	The Manor on the Hill

	The village of Thornwick huddled in the valley like a collection of frightened children, and above it, always above it loomed Blackthorne Manor.

	Even in the pale December light, the manor cast its shadow long and dark across the snow-dusted fields. It was a Gothic monstrosity of blackened stone and narrow windows, built by the third Lord Blackthorne in 1743 with money earned from ventures no one spoke of anymore. Three stories of cold grandeur perched on the hill's crown, with towers at each corner that resembled nothing so much as accusatory fingers pointing at heaven.

	The current Lord Blackthorne, Percival Augustus Blackthorne, ninth of his line stood at the window of his study on this bitter morning, surveying his domain with the satisfaction of a miser counting coins. He was a tall man, angular as the manor itself, with a face that seemed carved from the same unwelcoming stone. His eyes, set deep beneath heavy brows, held all the warmth of a winter grave.

	"The fools are gathering again," he remarked to no one in particular.

	Behind him, arranging correspondence on the mahogany desk, his wife Lady Constance barely glanced up. She was a handsome woman of fifty years, her beauty preserved by expensive creams and a heart that had never wasted energy on compassion. Her dark hair, threaded with distinguished silver, was pulled back so severely it seemed to stretch her face into a permanent expression of disdain.

	"Let them gather," she said, her voice crisp as breaking ice. "The door remains closed."

	Below, at the manor's iron gates, a small group had indeed assembled despite the cold. Thomas Wicklow the baker stood with his cap in his hands, his breath misting in the frozen air. Beside him, Martha Pemberton clutched a ledger book to her chest, three years of wine deliveries, unpaid. Old Samuel the butcher was there too, and young Peter from the chandler's shop, and a half-dozen others, all united in their desperation.

	They had been standing there for an hour.

	"Someone must speak to his lordship," Martha said, though her voice carried no conviction. She had tried speaking to his lordship before. They all had.

	"Perhaps at Christmas," Thomas offered weakly. "Surely at Christmas, he'll"

	"He'll do nothing," Samuel interrupted, bitter as the wind. "Same as every Christmas. Same as every day. The Blackthornes take and never give. They feast while we scrape. They live like kings while my wife boils shoe leather for soup."

	"Hush," Martha hissed, glancing nervously at the manor's windows. "They'll hear you."

	"Let them hear!" Samuel's weathered face flushed red. "I'm not afraid of"

	But he was. They all were. There was something about Blackthorne Manor that demanded fear, something beyond the family's wealth and position. It was as if the very stones had absorbed decades of cruelty and now radiated it back like cold from a cellar wall.

	The group dispersed slowly, shoulders hunched against more than just the weather, their footprints the only evidence they had been there at all.

	Inside the manor's entrance hall, the head footman, James, had been watching through a side window. He turned away with a tight expression and nearly collided with young Mary, one of the housemaids.

	"Begging your pardon, Mr. James," she whispered, dropping a quick curtsy.

	"Mind yourself, girl," he said, but not unkindly. James was forty years in service at Blackthorne Manor, and the position had taught him two things: keep your head down and your mouth shut. Still, seeing those desperate faces at the gate stirred something uncomfortable in his chest.

	"Are they gone, then?" Mary asked, darting a glance toward the window.

	"For now."

	"It's not right," she said quietly, then caught herself. "I'm sorry, Mr. James, I shouldn't speak of"

	"No, you shouldn't." He studied her young face, she couldn't be more than seventeen, fresh from her family's cottage in Thornwick with hope still foolishly glinting in her eyes. "But you're not wrong."

	The sound of footsteps on the grand staircase silenced them both. They stepped back against the wall, eyes downcast, as Roderick Blackthorne descended. He was twenty-eight, the Lord's only son and heir, and he carried himself with the casual arrogance of someone who had never been denied anything. His tailored coat probably cost more than James earned in five years.

	"Father still in his study?" Roderick asked without looking at the servants.

	"Yes, sir," James replied to the floor.

	"Good. Tell him I'll be in the billiards room. Sister's having one of her moods again." He waved a dismissive hand and strode off, leaving the scent of expensive cologne in his wake.

	Mary waited until he was gone before whispering, "What mood would that be, Mr. James? The vicious one or the cruel one?"

	Despite himself, James felt his mouth twitch. "Back to work, Mary."

	Eugenia Blackthorne was indeed in a mood, though calling it such was like calling a winter storm a breeze. At twenty-five, she was her mother's daughter in every way that mattered, beautiful, cold, and utterly without mercy. She sat in the morning room, viciously embroidering something that would never be finished, while her lady's maid, Alice, stood at attention nearby.

	"This thread is wrong," Eugenia announced, hurling the embroidery frame across the room. It struck the wall and clattered to the floor. "I specifically said crimson, not scarlet. Are you deaf as well as stupid?"

	"I'm very sorry, miss. I'll fetch the correct"

	"Don't bother. You'll only get it wrong again." Eugenia rose and swept to the window, her silk skirts rustling like autumn leaves or perhaps like the whispers of every servant she'd ever reduced to tears. "This entire house is staffed by incompetents. Father should dismiss the lot of you and start fresh."

	Alice said nothing. She had learned that nothing was the only safe response.

	Outside, snow had begun to fall again, soft flakes that transformed the brutal landscape into something almost beautiful. But beauty never lasted long in the shadow of Blackthorne Manor.

	In the village below, candles were being lit in cottage windows as early December darkness crept across the valley. In the White Hart Inn, men gathered around the fire and spoke in low voices about debts and dignity and the bitter injustice of watching smoke rise from Blackthorne Manor's dozen chimneys while their own children shivered.

	"Mark my words," old Samuel said into his ale, "there'll be a reckoning one day. The Lord keeps accounts, even if Lord Blackthorne doesn't."

	The innkeeper, usually quick to hush such talk, said nothing. He was owed money too.

	Back at the manor, Lord Blackthorne had moved from his study to the library, where he stood before a wall of leather-bound books he'd never read, thinking about Paris. The Christmas gala was in three weeks, and he had yet to source the wine. It needed to be spectacular. It needed to be unforgettable. It needed to remind every titled family in the county exactly who held the highest position, the greatest wealth, the most power.

	He would leave for France in two days.

	Lady Constance entered without knocking, the only person in the manor who dared. "The menu is finalized. I've invited the Ravenshires, the Ashfords, and the Fitzwilliams. Also Lord Pemberton and his insufferable wife."

	"Anyone else?"

	"Does it matter? They'll all come. They always do." She settled into a chair with the grace of a queen taking her throne. "They hate us, of course, but they'll never refuse an invitation to Blackthorne Manor. The shame would be too great."

	"Good," Lord Blackthorne said. He liked being hated, as long as he was also feared and envied. "This year's gala will surpass all others. I'll make certain of it."

	Outside, the snow continued to fall, covering everything in white, making the world look clean and pure and innocent. But beneath the snow, the earth of Thornwick remained as dark as it had always been, and the shadow of Blackthorne Manor stretched longer still.

	In the servants' quarters, Mary knelt beside her narrow bed and whispered a prayer for her family in the village. James, in his small room, stared at the ceiling and thought about those faces at the gate. And in the kitchen, old Agnes the cook crossed herself and muttered words her grandmother had taught her, words to ward off evil and misfortune.

	But some fortunes, once set in motion, cannot be warded off.

	Some debts must be paid.

	And Christmas was coming.

	 


Chapter 2

	Debts and Disdain

	The White Hart Inn smelled of pipe smoke, spilled ale, and desperation. It was the only establishment in Thornwick where a working man could speak freely, though even here, voices dropped to whispers when certain subjects arose.

	Thomas Wicklow sat hunched over a table scarred by decades of use, his ledger spread before him like evidence at a trial. The numbers told a story of ruin, flour delivered, bread baked, bills presented, payments never received. Three years and four months of feeding Blackthorne Manor, and not a single penny paid.

	"Look at this," he said, jabbing a flour-dusted finger at a particular entry. "July of '92. Sixty loaves for the summer garden party. They fed them to the peacocks."

	Across from him, Martha Pemberton nodded grimly. Her own ledger lay closed on the table, but she knew every figure by heart. Wine merchant's daughter, wine merchant's widow, now wine merchant herself and the Blackthornes owed her £347, twelve shillings, and sixpence.

	"My father supplied their cellar for twenty years," she said, her voice tight. "When he died, Lord Blackthorne sent a wreath to the funeral. It cost two pounds. He still owes us for the wine they drank at the wake."

	Samuel the butcher snorted into his ale. "Wreath. That's rich. I delivered a side of beef the day after Christmas last year. His lordship's steward told me the quality was 'questionable' and refused payment. I saw them eating it at their New Year's feast."

	Around them, other men nursed their drinks and their grievances. Peter from the chandler's shop, owed for candles. William the carpenter, unpaid for repairs to the stable. John the coal merchant, who'd supplied half the manor's winter fuel on credit that would never be honored.

	"We should go to the magistrate," Peter said, though he was young enough to still believe in justice.

	The older men exchanged glances.

	"The magistrate," Samuel said slowly, "dines at Blackthorne Manor twice a month. His daughter is friends with Miss Eugenia. His son hopes to marry her one day, God help the fool."

	"Then the constable"

	"Appointed by Lord Blackthorne. As is the tax collector, the parish overseer, and the chairman of the local council." Thomas closed his ledger with a soft thump. "The Blackthornes own everything, Peter. Including the law."

	A heavy silence settled over the table, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the low murmur of other conversations. Then Martha spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.

	"My grandmother used to say the Blackthornes were cursed. That the money that built that manor was blood money, and blood calls to blood."

	"Superstitious nonsense," Thomas muttered, but he made the sign against evil anyway.

	"Is it?" Martha's eyes were distant. "The first Lord Blackthorne made his fortune in the slave trade. The second died in a duel over a debt he refused to pay. The third went mad and threw himself from the tower. The fourth"

	"The fourth was as bad as this one," Samuel interrupted, "and the fifth and sixth and all the rest. It's not a curse, Martha. It's just wickedness, pure and simple. Some families are rotten to the core."

	Outside, the December wind rattled the windows. Someone called for more ale. The innkeeper, Geoffrey Hart, moved between tables with a preoccupied air. He'd been tallying his own losses, the Blackthornes had hosted a shooting party in October and sent their guests to the White Hart for lunch. Thirty gentlemen, three courses, the finest wine. The bill remained unpaid.

	"At least you don't have to go up there," William the carpenter said, rubbing his calloused hands together. "I spent three weeks repairing their stable roof in October. Every day, having to bow and scrape to that son of his, that Roderick. Him standing there watching me work, making comments about how slowly I moved, how poorly I measured. All the while knowing he'd never pay me a farthing."

	"The daughter's worse," said Alice, the lady's maid, who'd slipped in through the back door and now sat in the shadows by the fire. It was her half-day off, a rare freedom. "Miss Eugenia. She goes through lady's maids like... like..." She struggled for words adequate to the cruelty.

	"Like her mother goes through servants," offered another maid, Jenny, who'd lasted only two months at the manor before being dismissed for the crime of sneezing during dinner service.

	"I saw her strike a maid once," Alice continued, her voice hollow. "The girl had brought the wrong shawl. Miss Eugenia hit her across the face with a hairbrush, then docked her wages for bleeding on the carpet."

	"Why do you stay?" Peter asked.

	Alice's laugh was bitter. "Because I have three younger sisters and a mother with the consumption. Because I send half my wages home every month. Because finding another position would take time we don't have." She stared into her cup. "We all have our reasons for enduring what we endure."

	Martha reached across and squeezed her hand. "One day," she said, though she didn't finish the thought. One day what? One day justice would come? One day the Blackthornes would fall? One day the world would be different?

	They all knew better than to believe in one day.

	The door burst open, admitting a gust of frigid air and Robert Flynn, who worked in the Blackthorne stables. His face was flushed with cold and something else, excitement, perhaps, or vindication.

	"You'll never guess," he said, crossing quickly to their table. "His lordship's leaving for France the day after tomorrow. Paris. For the wine, he says."

	"The Christmas gala," Martha said flatly. "Of course. Can't have a party without wine."

	"That's not all." Robert leaned in, lowering his voice. "I heard him talking to her ladyship. He's taking three hundred pounds in gold. Three hundred! That's more than"

	"More than he owes this entire village combined," Thomas finished. His face had gone pale. "Three hundred pounds for wine, when my children are eating turnip soup four days a week."

	"When my mother can't afford the medicine the doctor prescribed," Alice added.

	"When half the village is in arrears for rent," said William.

	The anger in the room was palpable now, thick as the smoke. It settled in their chests and made breathing difficult. It was the anger of the powerless, which is the most dangerous kind, because it has nowhere to go but inward, where it festers and grows.

	"I hope he chokes on it," Samuel said quietly. "I hope he drinks his fancy French wine and it turns to poison in his throat."

	Several men murmured agreement. Others shifted uncomfortably. It was one thing to complain about the Blackthornes; it was another to wish them harm, even in jest. That was the kind of talk that could get back to the manor, and there were always consequences.

	"We should go," Thomas said, rising. "It's getting late."

	They dispersed slowly, pulling on coats and caps, stepping out into the biting cold. The sky was heavy with snow yet to fall, and the lights of Blackthorne Manor glowed on the hill like the eyes of some watching beast.

	Martha walked home alone, her ledger tucked under her arm. She passed the closed shops, her own wine merchant's establishment, dark and quiet; the baker's, where Thomas had already spent more on flour than he could afford; the butcher's, where Samuel's wife would be sitting by a meager fire, trying to make something from nothing.

	The village was dying. Slowly, perhaps, but dying nonetheless. And the Blackthornes were bleeding it dry.

	When she reached her small apartment above the shop, Martha lit a single candle to save oil. She opened her ledger one more time and stared at the numbers. £347, twelve shillings, sixpence. Her father's legacy, her livelihood, her future, all in those numbers. All unpaid.

	She thought of her grandmother's words about blood and curses, about debts that demanded payment in ways beyond mere coin.

	"Let it be soon," she whispered to the darkness. "Whatever comes, let it be soon."

	In the manor on the hill, Lord Blackthorne sat in his dressing room while his valet, Morris, laid out clothes for the Paris journey. His lordship was in high spirits, humming tunelessly as he examined a new pair of gloves.

	"The French," he said, "understand quality. Not like these provincial fools in Thornwick. They wouldn't know a fine wine if it bit them."

	Morris, who'd served the family for fifteen years and was owed two months' wages, said nothing.

	"This year's gala will be remembered for decades," Lord Blackthorne continued. "I'll find something extraordinary, something no one else in the county could possibly obtain. The Ravenshires will be green with envy."

	"Yes, my lord."

	"Three days in Paris should suffice. I know all the best importers." He smiled, a thin expression devoid of warmth. "Money opens every door, Morris. Remember that. When you have money, everything is for sale."

	Morris folded a shirt with precise movements, his face carefully blank. "Everything, my lord?"

	"Everything," Lord Blackthorne confirmed. "Every man has his price. Every treasure can be bought. It's simply a matter of knowing how much to offer or how much to take."

	He laughed at his own wisdom, and the sound echoed through the cold corridors of Blackthorne Manor, where servants heard it and felt their stomachs tighten with a dread they couldn't name.

	In the village below, candles were being extinguished one by one. Families climbed into cold beds and pulled thin blankets close. Children dreamed of Christmas feasts they wouldn't have. Parents lay awake calculating debts they couldn't pay.

	And on the hill, Blackthorne Manor stood black against the stars, its windows glowing with light that never seemed to warm, its chimneys pouring smoke into the winter sky.

	Two more days, and Lord Blackthorne would leave for Paris.

	Two more days, and fate would begin its work.

	The snow that had been threatening all evening finally began to fall, soft and silent, covering the village like a shroud.

	 


Chapter 3

	Preparations for Paris

	The morning of Lord Blackthorne's departure dawned cold and gray, with frost clinging to every surface like grasping fingers. Inside the manor, the household had been awake since before dawn, preparing for his lordship's journey.

	Morris moved through the dressing room with practiced efficiency, laying out travelling clothes while Lord Blackthorne examined himself in the full-length mirror. The suit was charcoal gray, tailored in London by the finest establishment on Savile Row. The waistcoat was silk brocade. The cravat pin was a single black pearl worth more than most men in Thornwick would earn in a lifetime.

	"The trunks are ready, my lord," Morris said. "Two for clothing, one for any acquisitions you might make."

	"Wine doesn't travel in trunks, Morris."

	"No, my lord. I meant other acquisitions. Paris is known for more than wine."

	Lord Blackthorne turned from his reflection, a smile playing at his thin lips. "Quite right. Lady Constance has expressed interest in French perfume. And there's a tobacconist near the Palais-Royal that stocks cigars the Duke of Ravenshire would sell his soul for." He chuckled at the thought. "I'll bring back a box and smoke them in front of him at the gala. His envy will be exquisite."

	Morris fastened the collar studs with steady hands, though his stomach was tight with hunger. He'd eaten nothing but thin porridge for breakfast, saving his meager wages to send to his sister's children. "Will your lordship require anything else?"

	"Just ensure the carriage is ready by nine. I want to reach Dover before nightfall."

	"Of course, my lord."

	In the breakfast room, Lady Constance presided over a table laden with food that could have fed half the village. Poached eggs, bacon, sausages, kippers, buttered toast, jam, marmalade, fresh cream, coffee, and chocolate. She picked at a single piece of toast while reading correspondence.

	Eugenia swept in like a cold wind, her morning dress a confection of blue silk and white lace that had cost more than a servant earned in a year. She surveyed the table with a critical eye before selecting a cup of chocolate.

	"Father's really going, then?" she asked, settling into a chair with practiced grace.

	"He leaves within the hour." Lady Constance didn't look up from her letters. "The wine must be exceptional this year. The Ashfords hosted a garden party in summer that was quite well-attended. We cannot allow them to think they've risen to our level."

	"How tedious," Eugenia sighed. "Must we always compete with these provincial nobodies?"

	"We don't compete, darling. We dominate. There's a difference." Lady Constance finally looked up, her sharp eyes assessing her daughter. "Competition implies the possibility of defeat. The Blackthornes do not lose."

	Roderick entered last, still adjusting his cuffs. He'd been up late drinking his father's port and was suffering the consequences. "Is Father gone yet?"

	"Not yet," his mother replied. "Why? Did you need something?"

	"Just wondering if he'd advanced me next quarter's allowance before leaving. I've a rather pressing debt to settle."

	"To

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




