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        Love is not love

        Which alters when it alteration finds,

        Or bends with the remover to remove.

        O no! it is an ever-fixed mark

        That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

        It is the star to every wand'ring bark,

      
        Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, “SONNET 116”
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          CECILY

        

      

    

    
      Everyone called Ad Astra the City that Never Sleeps, and for once, Cecily wished they had it wrong.

      As the auto moved through the familiar avenues, the energy was palpable. Restaurants and bars were still packed, though it was nearing midnight. Evening performances were ending, and crowds spilled out of theaters and onto the sidewalks, fur coats hanging open despite the cold to display silks and sparkling jewels of every color and description. Normally, she would be out there among them, but tonight was not a normal night. Not by a long shot.

      With a sigh, she gazed longingly at the passing skyscrapers, which stood proud and shining against the dark sky. It looked peaceful up there. Quiet. A part of her longed to leap from the auto, select a building at random, and hop in the elevator. Then she would press the button for the highest floor and ride all the way up. Even if the city lights blotted out the constellations she’d always loved, perhaps she’d find some sanctuary there. She could hide herself away from prying eyes, with only the birds for company.

      Instead, when Sims pulled up to a stoplight, Cecily slid lower in the plush leather back seat. Even with the privacy granted by the smoked glass of the windows, she felt exposed. The ocean journey had been uneventful, but now that she was back in the city, it was only a matter of time before the vultures descended. She had felt so confident when she’d left to study abroad, like she was finally taking charge of her life once and for all. Now here she was, slinking back with her tail between her legs and a scandal nipping at her heels. It was humiliating and exhausting, and all she wanted to do was make it home so she could crawl into bed and forget about everything for a while.

      But as they turned the corner onto the Grand Boulevard, that beautiful reverie was quashed by the mass of photographers and reporters camped out on the manicured lawn in front of Dearborn House. Cecily sighed.

      “Do you want me to go around the back, miss?” Sims asked, his tone sympathetic.

      The notion of putting off the confrontation just a bit longer was tempting. She’d have a chance to eat, sleep, and even take a bath before the onslaught. But she’d already spent days plagued by the dread of this moment, and the thought of one more night of that, especially now that the prospect was literally staring her down, seemed unbearable. She sighed.

      “No, Sims. I think it might be best to meet the enemy head-on.”

      “Yes, miss.” Sims pulled the auto off the street and into the curved driveway before coming to a stop in front of the house. He parked, got out, and immediately came around to open Cecily’s door. As he did so, the illustrious members of the press closed ranks around the car, jostling each other for a better view. Cecily took a deep breath and plastered on her most charming smile. She drew strength from the familiarity of the gesture, almost a ritual at this point—donning her armor. Girding herself for battle.

      Then her door was open, and she was stepping out onto the pavement.

      A barrage of camera flashes met her exit. Her palms tingled in response, but she pointedly ignored them. The reflex was still manageable; if she could only get inside, away from all the prying eyes, she would be able to keep it in check. So she pulled her new coat—peacock-blue wool with a fox-fur collar that artfully framed her face—tighter to block the icy wind coming off the harbor.

      “Hello, boys,” she drawled, looking up at the throng from under the brim of her hat. “Long time, no see.”

      “Miss Dearborn, over here!”

      “Cecily, why did you come home on such short notice?”

      “Smile for the birdie, sweetheart!”

      The pungent smoke of flashbulbs filled the air as the lights continued to burst in her face. This was one thing she had not missed at all while she was overseas.

      “Cecily,” called a reporter at the front of the scrum. Glancing over, she saw it was Stewart Mills—an old timer on the society beat, but all things considered, a decent enough sort. “Is there any truth to the assertions that your homecoming is connected to the fire that destroyed a portion of the University of Belleterre’s historic library last month?”

      Cecily clicked her tongue. “Stewart, darling, isn’t there some actual news in this city that needs covering? A bank robbery, perhaps? A politician stepping out on the missus?” She lifted her chin, gazing down her nose at him. “Why don’t you go out and get a real scoop and stop wasting your time with the likes of me, hmm?”

      He didn’t respond, merely gave her a wary look as the others in the crowd began shouting her name again. Thankfully, Sims had gotten her bags from the trunk, and now he took her elbow and began steering her through the mass of humanity toward the house. She continued to wave and banter but never stopped moving, and before long, she was in the foyer with the door closing behind her. She let out a sigh of relief that echoed against the marble.

      “Are you all right, miss?” Sims said.

      “Yes, Sims,” she said. “I’m fine. Thank you ever so much for the assist.”

      Sims nodded. “Well then, I’ll see about getting your bags squared away.”

      “No need, Sims,” an authoritative voice rang out from the stairs. “I’ll take care of it. Just leave it there by the umbrella stand.”

      Sims deposited the bag on the floor as Pearson, the Dearborns’ long-time butler, reached the foyer.

      “I am sorry about that band of scavengers, Miss Cecily,” he said as he helped her with her coat. “We contacted the authorities, but they said the street is a public area, and the press has a right to be there, however infuriating they may be.”

      “It’s all right,” Cecily said. “The city has to get its gossip from somewhere after all.”

      “A gossip’s mouth is the devil’s postbag,” Pearson grumbled as he took her hat, and Cecily felt a surge of warmth at the familiar curmudgeonly devotion. “In any case, there’s coffee and nibbles waiting in the study, if you’re hungry.”

      “Oh, bless you,” she said, giving herself a quick check in the mirror and smoothing down her finger waves. “I haven’t had a thing all day. I’m famished.”

      “Mr. and Mrs. Dearborn said they would be up directly,” he said. “They just arrived home from a fundraiser.”

      “Well,” she said, forcing some levity into her voice, “best not keep them waiting. We all know patience is not their strong suit.”

      She began her trek to the study, a room that had seen many a dressing-down in its time.

      “Oh, and Miss Cecily?” Pearson called out.

      She paused and turned back, curious what else there might be to discuss.

      Pearson smiled, a little sadly, with more sympathy and understanding than was probably considered proper for his station. “Welcome home.”

      Tears threatened behind Cecily’s eyes, but she pushed them away, a habit she’d perfected from long practice. She focused instead on being detached. Self-possessed. Those were the things that had helped her survive this long. Before she retreated into herself entirely, though, she conceded, just a little, to the welcome kindness. Stepping forward, she placed a hand on the butler’s arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you, Pearson.”

      He nodded once.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned once more toward the study. As she crossed the threshold, the sounds of the house faded away; the thick Persian carpet and upholstered walls of this room tended to swallow them up. It always made Cecily feel like the rest of the world had ceased to exist, as if this room were a pocket world unto itself. She was fairly sure her father had done that on purpose. Because to him, it was.

      Just as Pearson had said, there was a spread of tea and sandwiches on the table in front of the divan. She sat down and poured herself a cup—no milk, two sugars. Her stomach rumbled, and she devoured one of the delicate smoked salmon finger sandwiches. When she picked up another, though, she found herself reluctant to eat it. The worst of her hunger sated, her attention had shifted to her apprehension at the upcoming conversation with her parents. This was not a new worry; it had been her constant companion during the days-long voyage from Belleterre. It was, she knew, part of her punishment. She could have been home in half the time coming by airship, but the ocean journey gave her the maximum opportunity to stew.

      Just then, she heard voices in the hall, the volume increasing as the speakers came closer. She dropped the uneaten sandwich back onto the platter and got to her feet. As the study door opened, she joined her hands in front of her demurely, exuding the kind of poise that had earned her top marks in deportment.

      Her father stormed in first, a tall, broad bull of a man, still wearing his dinner jacket, though he’d dispensed with the tie. His hair was fashionably slicked back from his ruddy face, but he had refused to go so far as getting rid of his trademark handlebar mustache, no matter how many of his set were going clean-shaven these days. Cecily suspected this was a never-ending source of irritation to her mother and felt a grim niggle of satisfaction.

      “Cecily Anne,” her father said brusquely as he crossed to his desk, where he opened an elegant teak box to retrieve a cigar.

      As he trimmed and lit it, his wife glided into the room, still giving Pearson instructions over her shoulder. Melanie Bedford Dearborn was one of the great beauties of her generation, lithe and graceful with the thick dark hair and green eyes that Cecily had inherited. Now well into middle age, she looked ten years younger and was, as always, turned out in impeccable style. She was a vision in her beaded gown, her chiffon scarf drifting behind her like gossamer.

      When she saw Cecily, though, the vision wavered. Her mouth settled into a grim line, and she gave her only daughter an assessing look, head to delicate silk pumps. Not for the first time, Cecily’s mother found her wanting.

      “For pity’s sake, Cecily.” She closed the door and walked to the sideboard to fix herself a drink. “Stand up straight.”

      Cecily suppressed a sigh. Her posture was perfect, honed by years of obligatory ballet lessons, but she knew arguing was pointless. This was more or less what she’d been expecting.

      “How was the voyage?” her father said finally, puffing away.

      “Fine,” Cecily said. “Calm seas all the way through. The northern lights on the second night were especially impressive.”

      Mr. Dearborn made a thoughtful noise and nodded. “I always have enjoyed that particular part of sea travel in the winter.”

      Across the room, Mrs. Dearborn banged the crystal decanter back onto the bar tray. “Oh, stop it, both of you. There’s no point in making small talk when we all realize what’s happened.”

      Mr. Dearborn sighed, and Cecily dropped her eyes to the floor. Mrs. Dearborn turned her fierce gaze to her daughter. “When we decided to let you go abroad, the agreement was that you would work on getting these… episodes under control. Do you remember that?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “And yet,” Mrs. Dearborn continued, “we find ourselves embroiled in a crisis bigger than anything that happened before you left.” She sipped her drink. “Care to explain yourself?”

      Cecily cleared her throat and looked up, glancing back and forth between her parents. “I was making progress. Truly. The Belleterrans are on the cutting edge of research, and there have been some significant developments lately in the origins of special abilities. Before I left, I was reading up on theories of how the human body can interact with and manipulate ambient electricity at the atomic level.”

      Mr. Dearborn’s eyes lit with interest. Whatever distance existed between them, he did share some of her interest in the mechanics of the physical world. He’d built his fortune on them, after all. “Manipulate? Does that mean there’s a way to collect and store that energy…”

      His voice trailed off as Mrs. Dearborn leveled him with a devastating glare. He busied himself with brushing away a bit of cigar ash that had fallen onto his cummerbund, and she returned her attention to Cecily.

      “None of that matters,” Mrs. Dearborn said. “If you’re still unable to control your… your…”

      “Magic,” Cecily said quietly. “My magic.”

      Mrs. Dearborn recoiled at the word. She went out of her way to never say it, as if the very mention of magic were forbidden. It wasn’t, though. At least not yet.

      Nobody had thought the magical ban would go through when it was first proposed in New Avalon’s legislature. The sponsors had come from the fringes of the political parties and been considered something of a laughingstock. But the naysayers had underestimated the lurking fear of magic and those with magical abilities in this new age. In times past, magic had simply been a regular part of life, with practitioners regulating themselves and keeping any threats and imbalances in check. Over time, though, the rise of science and development of new technologies—wondrous and wholly mundane—had made magic seem old-fashioned and irrelevant.

      But rather than fading into obsolescence, the old ways acquired a different kind of strength—that of sowing fear and suspicion across the country. New Avalonians who hadn’t been raised with exposure to magic only knew there were people out there with power that was beyond their comprehension, power that felt like superstition and secrecy in the face of their orderly, reliable lives. And they couldn’t let that stand. Not in their land of equality and progress.

      And so, the Embargo had come to pass.

      The Embargo had forbidden the practice of magic throughout New Avalon. Conjurors, or practitioners who had no natural magical ability but gained some degree of power through practice and study, were vilified—fired from their jobs, cast out of communities, their books burned and left in ashy heaps in the streets. Adepts, while also barred from practicing magic, had a slightly easier time of it, in the court of public opinion at least. Adepts had been born with their magical talents; it wasn’t as if they’d had a choice. Merely having an ability was not the problem—using it was.

      But in the Dearborns’ political and social circles, that wasn’t good enough. When Cecily had started manifesting powers that allowed her to channel electricity at age twelve, her parents had demanded she do whatever she could to suppress her power. If word of it had gotten out… Well, it was just not the thing for a respectable family like theirs. What would people think?

      High school had been a torment. Only the promise of leaving for university had kept Cecily going at some points, so she’d been devastated when her mother insisted she “take some time to consider her options” after graduation. Cecily had known what that really meant: staying home, staying out of trouble, and landing a husband. She had lasted six months before desperation drove her to concoct an escape plan. She could go to Belleterre, where the Embargo did not reach, to learn what she could about magic in general and her own powers specifically, so that she could keep them under control. So that fear of them would not dictate her life. It was the only argument that could have swayed her mother, and she had nearly wept with relief when it worked. But her studies had not gone according to anybody’s plans.

      As the two women stared at each other, each stubbornly refusing to break the silence, Mr. Dearborn cleared his throat.

      “Cecily, what your mother is trying to say—”

      “What I am saying,” Mrs. Dearborn cut in, “is that this situation needs to be dealt with once and for all. The incident in Belleterre would always have been a disaster, but the timing is particularly inopportune for us, with the vote on the infrastructure bill coming up.”

      As one of the nation’s foremost industrialists, Mr. Dearborn traveled in rarefied circles, hobnobbing with other members of society’s elite in private clubs around the city. Against this opulent backdrop, factions routinely emerged based not on personal feeling, but mutual interest. Among the most selective and secretive of these, which counted Cecily’s father as a member, was the Reason and Prosperity Coalition. The group of businessmen and politicians was dedicated to promoting what they called a “traditional” agenda for New Avalon—one that, among other things, had been a driving force behind the Embargo’s passage. Led by the bombastic Colonel Emerson Teasley, the billionaires and Members of the National Congress who made up the Coalition plotted among themselves to ensure that the country grew in the way that best fit their vision and lined their pockets. An RPC-backed infrastructure bill that would steer millions into Dearborn Consolidated’s coffers was up for a vote before the Congress within the next week. The papers were reporting strong resistance from the opposition.

      “I’ll say again that I think you’re worrying for nothing,” Mr. Dearborn said, his words tipped with irritation. “Sutterfield and Turner-Hoff have both assured me that the deal is in the ba—”

      “Sutterfield and Turner-Hoff are idiots,” Mrs. Dearborn said over him. “I’ve always told you Vandermark was a better bellwether for these sorts of things.”

      Mr. Dearborn harrumphed. Thaddeus Vandermark was the MNC representing Ad Astra. He’d also been a close friend of Mrs. Dearborn’s in her school years. These two qualities left him open to constant disparagement from Mr. Dearborn. He liked to proclaim that Vandermark was a “toady,” the absolute worst epithet in his arsenal because it implied that the man used flattery and cunning to get his way rather than good old honest aggression. For her part, Cecily didn’t find Vandermark any more sycophantic than the other men her father palled around with, but it was true that he was shrewd when it came to turning a situation to his advantage. Mr. Dearborn probably would have appreciated that more if their goals had aligned consistently, but they didn’t. So Vandermark remained persona non grata in her father’s graces.

      “In any case,” Mrs. Dearborn said, taking a cigarette from the case on the mantle and lighting it, “it was bad enough that your brother has hared off on a fool’s errand at such a critical time. We don’t need any of that.” She gestured vaguely toward the scene on the lawn.

      “Yes, where is Herbert, anyway?” Cecily asked.

      “He’s in Costa Primera at the moment,” her father said, a touch defensively. “Exploring new business opportunities.”

      Even in her state of heightened anxiety, Cecily could barely suppress a snort. If he was exploring anything down there, it was the bottom of a liquor bottle or the quickest way to divest pretty girls on the beach of their bathing clothes.

      Mrs. Dearborn took a long drag on her cigarette. “The point is, Cecily, we have given you ample opportunity to sort yourself out, and it has come to nothing. Worse than nothing, actually. So we have enlisted some outside assistance.”

      “Outside assistance?” Cecily asked. “What do you mean?” It was entirely out of character for her mother to bring a stranger into unpleasant family business.

      “We’ve hired a consultant,” her father said. “A specialist for cases such as yours.”

      Cecily felt the color drain from her face. She’d heard of these “specialists”, who claimed they could purge adepts of the compulsion to do magic. They maintained that natural magic resulted from an imbalance within the body and that pulling that imbalance back into alignment, or harmony, rendered the potential for magic dormant. In theory, this would allow adepts to lead respectable, productive lives. The reality, however, was that harmonic therapy was quackery at best and malicious cruelty at worst—ice water baths, drug-induced catatonia, in some cases even trephination, in which a hole was drilled in the skull to expose the brain directly to oxygen.

      “Father, no,” Cecily said, a tinge of desperation in her voice. “Please, I—”

      “Oh, spare us the histrionics, Cecily,” her mother said. “We’ve indulged you for far too long. It’s time to get this… situation settled once and for all. Every girl in your deb year is married or engaged at the very least.” A look of something that might have been genuine concern flitted over her face, but it was gone before Cecily could be sure. “You’re not a child anymore, and we will not indulge your whims any longer.”

      “Mother, I—”

      “Enough.” Mrs. Dearborn kept her voice quietly controlled, and that made it all the more cutting. “This is what it means to be a grown-up. We all have to make sacrifices for the good of the family.”

      Cecily stood wordlessly, staring at the carpet and trying not to cry. All was quiet in the room until Mrs. Dearborn stumped out her half-finished cigarette in the ashtray on Mr. Dearborn’s desk.

      “I, for one, am going to bed,” she said. “You should get some rest, too, Cecily. Dr. Fairchild will be here first thing in the morning.”

      Cecily tried to swallow around the lump in her throat.

      “Come along, Arthur,” Mrs. Dearborn said over her shoulder as she breezed out of the room.

      Slowly, Mr. Dearborn extinguished his cigar in the same ashtray his wife had just used and followed her to the door. He cast one last look, of apology or possibly regret, at Cecily before stepping into the hallway and easing the door shut behind him.

      Then Cecily was alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          DANIEL

        

      

    

    
      Daniel was late.

      Being late was bad, as he’d only been back at Dearborn House for a week and had not yet built up the level of camaraderie he needed to smooth over such an infraction. Pearson was a decent and fair-minded boss, but he’d already approached the limits of that decency by hiring Daniel in the first place. As they both knew, that decision had been influenced more by the memory of Daniel’s father, the former and widely beloved groundskeeper at Dearborn House, than it had by anything related to Daniel himself. The butler was not liable to let any transgression, even a small one, slide.

      Daniel tugged the starched collar of his underfootman’s livery as he bounded down the house’s back stairs two at a time. There was no one in residency just then except the family, which meant the morning would be less frenzied than if they’d had guests. Even so, Mrs. Dearborn was exacting in her expectations of the household, which meant all hands on deck.

      When he pushed open the door, the kitchen was in full swing, with the cook shouting instructions at the underfootmen who were readying breakfast to be taken up to the dining room and scullery maids bustling about to take care of various tasks. Daniel hoped that amid all the hubbub, no one would notice him sneaking in, but it was in vain.

      “Mr. Sullivan!” Cook bellowed from the stove. “Good of you to join us!”

      Daniel flashed her a disarming smile. “Well, you know, I had planned on maybe working in a round of golf today, but breakfast service is a good time, too.”

      She gave him a supremely unimpressed look before turning back to the soup she’d already gotten started for lunch, which was precisely what he’d been hoping for. He was still getting used to this version of himself, and frankly, he suspected he was laying the jovial, carefree persona on a bit thick, but nobody seemed to notice. The newer staff didn’t know any better, and to the employees who had been there in his father’s time, this Daniel tracked closely with the one they remembered. They didn’t realize how much had changed since then.

      Loath to attract any more notice, he hurried over to join the other underfootmen at the line of silver trays weighted down with mutton, bacon, kippers, pastries, fruit, and a host of other foods that could keep a working-class family fed for a week—and probably would, once the leftovers came back downstairs. He hoisted a tray, only to look up and see Pearson staring pointedly down at his pocket watch.

      “Your day begins at eight, Mr. Sullivan,” he said. “Not eight fifteen, not eight ten, not eight oh one. Eight o’clock on the dot.”

      “Yes, sir,” Daniel said, tossing a stray lock of hair out of his eyes. “Sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.” He tried another smile, but Pearson wasn’t falling for it.

      He arched an eyebrow as he put the watch back into his trouser pocket. “See that it doesn’t. Now make yourself presentable and get upstairs.”

      Sighing, Daniel set his tray back on the table and smoothed his hair into place. Then he lifted the tray again and followed the other footmen to the dining room.

      The curtains had been thrown back from the windows, and the winter sunlight gleamed on the rich wood paneling. The table was dressed in immaculate linens, and Gerald, the first footman, had already laid out the china, crystal, and silver. Daniel and the others set the food out along the table’s length, making sure each dish was ready for serving. The family members typically came down individually to eat between eight-thirty and ten, and they expected the food to be ready for them.

      Just as the men were finishing up, Mrs. Dearborn glided in, looking careless and beautiful, as always. Daniel wasn’t sure how she did that. He knew she and Mr. Dearborn had been out late the night before, but she looked as fresh as a daisy and ready to make the domestic staff’s life a living hell. Daniel wondered sometimes if she recognized him from his time at the house as a boy, but that would require her seeing the servants as individuals, which she did not.

      “And do make sure the committee is composed of our preferred candidates,” she was saying to Emily, her social secretary, as George pulled out her chair and draped the waiting napkin over her lap. “Last time, the director went off-script, and it was a disaster. You know I expect better.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Emily said, jotting notes into her ever-present notepad. Emily had worked for Mrs. Dearborn for years and mastered the skill of keeping her face carefully blank, but when she caught sight of Daniel, she did widen her eyes in a subtle but eloquent expression of spleen. Daniel gave her a quick sympathetic smile, then ducked his head and slipped out the door, grateful it wasn’t his turn to stay in the dining room to wait on the family.

      Not that his next duty was much better. It was helping Mr. Dearborn’s valet, Tompkins, prepare Mr. Dearborn’s clothes for the day. They brushed his jacket, shined his shoes, and laid out his shirt and trousers, all as the master of the house’s snores reverberated through the door to his bedroom. If the younger Mr. Dearborn, the infamous Herbert, had been in town, Daniel would have assisted his valet as well. Herbert, though, had been off in parts unknown since Daniel had started working at Dearborn House—and good riddance.

      Next, Daniel went downstairs to join Gerald, who was preparing the special-occasion silver for an afternoon tea scheduled later in the week. Gerald was a bit of an odd duck, though Daniel supposed he might be, too, if his sole purpose in life was looking after another family’s cutlery. They spent an hour retrieving and rearranging various bowls, platters, and ladles until Gerald wandered off, muttering under his breath about candlesticks and freeing Daniel up to go back to the kitchen to check in.

      Daniel had been at these sorts of tasks for days now, and they still left him feeling oddly disconnected from reality. It was almost as if they were being carried out by someone in another time, another life—a cross between a bad dream and a haunting. When he’d left this house behind all those years ago, he’d never intended to come back. He’d expressed that sentiment frequently, in fact, with quite a lot of colorful language. And he definitely hadn’t pictured himself in service.

      But then Cecily Dearborn had come home.

      He hadn’t thought much of the news when he’d first heard it, aside from the dull, distant pang he often felt when he came across Cecily’s name. Then the whispers had started—of accidents, of abilities. At first, he’d thought they were the same baseless speculations that popped up from time to time around most prominent citizens of New Avalon; hells, it wasn’t even the first time he’d heard them about Cecily. But it soon became clear that the rumors carried new weight in Daniel’s world. It was suddenly crucial that someone from that world was insinuated into Dearborn House to keep tabs on what was happening, and with his connection to the family, and Cecily in particular, Daniel was the obvious choice.

      That was how it had been pitched to him, anyway. Technically, he’d had a choice in the matter, but he was fairly certain everyone involved knew it was a sham. He’d been given far too much over the years to back out when he was needed. Thinking on it as he strode through the halls of Dearborn House, he sighed. Having a sense of honor was a real son of a bitch sometimes.

      He was almost to the kitchen when he heard Pearson call his name. He turned to find the butler walking toward him.

      “Mr. Dearborn is having a visitor this morning,” he said. “He’s requested ice for drinks in the study.”

      Daniel’s eyes flicked to the grandfather clock at the end of the hallway, which showed the time as not quite ten.

      “They’re having cocktails at this time of day?” he blurted, then winced internally. He was usually better than this. The tendency of his mouth to get ahead of his judgment was an affliction he thought he’d finally mastered, but he every so often, his control slipped. He could only hope Pearson wouldn’t take it as an impertinence. Luckily, Pearson seemed as bemused by their employer’s idiosyncrasies as Daniel was.

      “I’m only the messenger,” he said. “Be quick about it, though. His guest should be arriving any time now.”

      “What type of guest?” Daniel said as he fell into step next to the butler.

      “A physician,” Pearson said. “Some sort of specialist or other. Fairhope, I think? No, Fairchild.”

      “Do I need to stay to serve?” Daniel said.

      Pearson frowned. “I don’t think so. I got the impression from Mr. Dearborn that the conversation required… discretion.”

      Daniel’s brow wrinkled at that. A meeting with a mysterious doctor the day after the prodigal daughter had returned from overseas? It was possible the timing was just a coincidence, but somehow, Daniel doubted it. Pearson turned off into a side hallway with a nod, leaving Daniel to his errand.

      In the kitchen, Daniel retrieved one of the silver ice buckets from the pantry, went to the refrigerator, and began emptying ice trays into it. He was still nervous around this contraption. The old way of getting ice—using a hammer and pick to chip it off an enormous block set into a cooling box—had been a pain, but the convenience of these new machines didn’t come free. He’d heard stories of the unstable cooling gases igniting, causing multiple injuries and at least one death among the kitchen staffs of the city’s most expensive homes.

      And what did they need ice for today anyway? It was well below freezing outside. They all knew, however, that Mr. Dearborn always got what he wanted. So if he’d asked for ice, then by the heavens, he would have ice. With a sigh, Daniel slid the refilled trays back into the refrigerator, wrapped the ice bucket in a towel to stave off melting, and headed to the study.

      It was the first time he’d been in this room since coming back to the house. He’d never liked it much as a kid; it had felt more like a museum than a room in somebody’s home. It seemed smaller now, less intimidating, but still not particularly pleasant. He’d always preferred the library on the opposite side of the house. Neither of the elder Dearborns were especially big readers, so that room hadn’t received as much attention and updating as the others. While hardly shabby—nothing in this place was shabby—it was a bit less pretentious. Quieter. More peaceful. A good place to curl up alongside Cecily on a rainy afternoon to read…

      Coming back to himself, he shook his head. What was wrong with him? Was he getting nostalgic? For Dearborn House? The absurdity of it boggled the mind. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep this up.

      Just as he was getting the ice bucket settled onto the bar cabinet, he was drawn out of his abstraction by a dull creak somewhere behind him. He spun around, wondering if someone had followed him into the room without him noticing, but everything was still and empty. He frowned. The house was getting on in years, having passed through multiple generations of Dearborns, and it occasionally made the odd groans and grumbles that came with old buildings. This had sounded different, however. More like the weight of a body stepping on the heavily carpeted floor.

      He was debating whether to investigate or just chalk it up to an overactive imagination when the decision was made for him by another sound—voices out in the hallway. Mr. Dearborn’s specialist had arrived, which meant it was time for Daniel to make himself scarce.

      As he slipped out the door, he saw Pearson escorting the man toward the study. He was tall, with thinning blond hair swept back from a pinched face. His suit was expensive and well-tailored but understated, veering away from anything that could be considered flashy or gauche. Daniel knew the look of him. He was the type who had gone to expensive schools and then expensive colleges, never having to strive very hard for any of it. He would have played polo or rowed crew until his age caught up with him, and now he was settled into portly middle-age. He would call people things like “old boy,” if he deemed them worthy of his notice.

      Daniel hated him immediately. Or the idea of him at least. The luxury, the privilege. The doctor was the embodiment of this entire house—this entire life—walking around in bespoke loafers, and spending so much time in close proximity to that life after being away was truly making Daniel feel ill. Wrapped up in these thoughts, he took the corner a bit faster than he might have otherwise and collided with someone coming from the other direction.

      The person’s hands came up to catch Daniel’s shoulders for balance, and he instinctively reached out to steady them, his own hands coming to rest on a narrow waist.

      “I’m so sorry—” he began, just as the other person said, “Oh, please do excuse me.”

      Taking a step back, Daniel found himself face-to-face with Cecily Dearborn.

      He’d been anticipating this moment for the past few days—for the past few years, if he were honest—but he found he still wasn’t ready for it. Seeing her up close like this again felt so familiar, so normal, yet also like standing too close to a stranger. They’d been the best of friends once. But she had become a distant figure over the years, in all the ways that counted.

      He’d watched her grow up from afar, tracking her exploits through photos in the papers. Both Dearborn siblings were fixtures in the society pages. While Herbert was the more likely of the two to wade into fountains, crash brand-new autos, or end up in gin-soaked screaming matches with paramours, Cecily was featured often, too. She always seemed to be holding court in fancy hotel bars and sweeping out of nightclubs in evening finery. She was witty. She was aloof. Some columnist or other, trying to be clever, had even bestowed a nickname upon her: the Snowflake—complex, beautiful, and cold. And the label had stuck.

      It was hard to remember, sometimes, what they’d ever had in common.

      Today, though, she seemed more like the girl he’d known. She wore a simple hunter-green dress with long sleeves and a drop waist. Her leather shoes were elegant, yet practical—a sight better than those ridiculous satin evening slippers, which were little better than socks—and her bobbed hair curled in soft waves around her face, free of any sparkling clips or bands. Even dressed in what passed for casual attire among her set, she was stunning. Like her mother, she looked beautiful in every circumstance; unlike her mother, she seemed tired this morning, with dark circles under her eyes.

      Suddenly realizing his hands were still at her waist, he snatched them away. Thankfully, she hadn’t seemed to notice, distracted by social niceties.

      “I must apologize,” she said. “I suppose I was woolgathering rather than—oh!” Her eyes went wide. “Daniel? Daniel, is that you?!”

      Daniel sighed and squared his shoulders.

      “Miss Dearborn,” he said with a respectful nod.

      “Oh, don’t Miss Dearborn me. You used to call me Cece, for heaven’s sake.”

      Daniel smoothed down the front of his uniform. “That was a long time ago.”

      Some of the light faded from her eyes, replaced by uncertainty.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked in a more restrained tone, then flushed. “I’m sorry. That sounded terrible. What I meant was, how is it that you've come to be here again?”

      “Well, I needed a job,” Daniel said. “And Pearson was a good friend to my father all those years ago, so…”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Cecily said. “How is your father?”

      “He passed,” Daniel said. “Not long after… well, once he didn’t work here anymore.”

      Cecily looked stricken. Seemingly without thinking, she reached out and squeezed his hand.

      “I’m so sorry, Daniel.”

      Warning bells blared in Daniel’s head. It had been less than five minutes, and here he was—painfully, viscerally reminded of what it was like being pulled into her orbit. In all of his imaginings, he hadn’t seen this moment playing out quite this way. He thought he’d see her for the first time in a formal setting. She might notice him, perhaps give him a nod of recognition, but otherwise carry on with whatever it was posh people carried on with—planning galas or collecting stamps or something. He hadn’t expected her to look at him as if it hadn’t been a decade since they’d last met, with those ridiculous, long lashed eyes that had always made him believe in things.

      This wasn’t what he’d signed up for. He needed to get away from her. Fast.

      “Yes, well. It’s been years ago now. But thank you.” He set about extricating his hand as delicately as possible.

      “Could we—” Cecily began, but Daniel was already
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