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      After the biggest society wedding of the London season, the mood of Hannah, Lady Wycliff, was a leaf on the wind—swirling in different directions depending on the whims of a breeze. Joy would sweep through her at being witness to a day so marvellous that it filled the newspapers with tales of the beautiful bride, the handsome groom, and the magical enchantments. Then a wave of sadness would break over her. Never again would she and Lizzie be two giggling girls, as close as any sisters could be.

      When she returned from her honeymoon, Lizzie would step into the role of Duchess of Harden and society had laid weighty expectations upon her. Not to mention the soirées the duchess would host, the charity work for the underprivileged she would undertake. Hannah wondered if her dear friend would manage to find any spare time for her once she threw herself into the full whirlwind of the Season. A quiet voice in the back of Hannah’s head pointed out that if she had remained unmarried, she might by now have slipped into the role of companion and been a constant support to Lizzie in her new life.

      If Hannah were brutally honest with herself, her wallow in self-pity was fuelled by the tiniest sliver of jealousy. Lizzie had married the man she loved and experienced the full pleasures of married life. Hannah felt trapped in the first few pages of a romance novel, as though the reader had lost interest and the characters could not advance to the next chapter. She longed for more heated kisses from Wycliff, but the thought of boldly asking for them made her blush. Nor could she read his behaviour.

      When she had sought her friend’s counsel, Lizzie thought he might be taking a slower approach in order to woo Hannah and allow her time to become accustomed to his affections. While she appreciated that her husband cared enough to progress slowly, sometimes slow was, well, too slow.

      Tick tock. The clock on the mantel marked the progression of time for those in the room. Though it must be said that, due to her mother’s freezing her in time, for Hannah the clock struck the same two-second beat over and over again. What if, in order to advance matters, she had to remove the spell from her body and let the curse steal her life? Oh, the irony if she couldn’t truly live until she died!

      Hannah stabbed her boiled egg a little too vigorously and it shot out of its porcelain cup. The plop as it hit the tablecloth made Wycliff stare at her over the top of the newspaper, his intense black eyes as unfathomable as ever. Hannah had no inkling whether she had committed some terrible wrong, or if he were about to confess his undying love.

      The very thought of that made her snort, which turned into a cough.

      “Are you all right, dear?” her mother asked from her side.

      “Yes, something caught in my throat, is all,” Hannah replied.

      She couldn’t imagine Wycliff doing anything so…fanciful as giving a heartfelt pledge of love and devotion. Nor did she know where such silly ideas were coming from. More and more, she stewed in her growing feelings for her husband. How did one know if one was in love? A distinct physiological change would make a diagnosis easier. Or Timmy could peer into her heart to see if Wycliff’s name was written upon it.

      Pursuing that line of thought made more questions burst into her mind. Did love always evolve at an equal pace in each person? What happened if it didn’t? Or, horrors, what if one person fell deeply in love, only to discover the other party simply thought of them as a good chum?

      “Your egg is escaping,” Wycliff murmured.

      Rather like wrangling bolting horses to a halt, Hannah managed to pull her wayward thoughts back to the scene at the table. The egg spun in a slow circle, its escape impeded by its oval shape and an inability to roll in a straight line.

      She scooped the egg up on a spoon and dropped it back into the chicken-shaped porcelain cup. Hannah swallowed a sigh. If only all her problems were so easy to deal with. Before it shot off again, she placed a finger on the top to exert downward pressure and then sliced horizontally through the shell with her knife. The decapitated piece fell to the plate and Hannah peered within at the bright orange yolk. Their chickens laid eggs with the most vibrant centres, as though each held a little burst of sunshine.

      “I have a request, Hannah.” Wycliff spoke with cautious, measured tones.

      Hannah picked up a small spoon in one hand and a slice of toast in the other. She managed a weak smile. “Oh?”

      Wycliff fidgeted with the edges of the newspaper, then scrunched it up and discarded it beside his plate. “As you know, I instructed my farm manager to buy a ram and a number of ewes of the new breed of merino sheep. I intend to return to my estate to see the flock and attend to some long overdue business matters. Would you care to join me?”

      He kept a steady gaze upon her as he made his request, but his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.

      This time, a genuine smile touched her lips. He was trying, and perhaps another jaunt in the countryside was just the tonic their marriage needed. “Why, of course I would. How wonderful to see your ancestral home.”

      Seraphina reached out and took Hannah’s hand. “We need to consider timing, Hannah, depending on how long you wish to be gone.”

      She stared at her mother’s gloved hand. With the passage of each day she wondered if her heartbeat’s failing was such a curse anymore. She had a husband who would protect her beyond death. Did a pulse make any difference in whether one was happy or not?

      Hannah patted her mother’s hand and glanced up at the veiled face. “I know. But I have never been to Dorset and it has been so long since we used to go to the seaside as a family. How I miss building sandcastles.”

      “It seems journeys are on everybody’s mind this morning.” Her father spoke up from the head of the table. “I thought I would take Timmy back to see Doctor Colchester. There is much the lad could learn from a fellow aftermage, and I think assisting on country rounds will be less intimidating for him than our regular London clientele.”

      “An excellent idea, Hugh,” Seraphina said.

      At that moment, Barnes rode into the breakfast room on Sheba and leapt to the table as they neared. Barnes ran up and down the centre of the table and bounced on his fingertips. The puppy made for her usual spot in the sun at Wycliff’s feet.

      “Perhaps we should take Barnes and see what Doctor Colchester can discern about him?” Hugh pointed to the hand with his knife.

      Barnes flopped to the tablecloth and twitched rather like a landed fish.

      Hannah laughed at his antics. Given he had no eyes, ears, or mouth, he still managed to convey rather a lot through gestures, like a tiny mime. “I don’t think he wants to go to the country, Papa. Would you like to go to Dorset, Barnes?”

      The hand turned over and onto his fingertips. He jumped up and down like the large spider Mary imagined him to be. Then he did some form of contortion. It took Hannah a moment to realise he seemed to be pointing to the severed tattoo on his wrist.

      “Of course! Barnes was a sailor. He wants to go to the seaside,” she said.

      Barnes stopped in front of Seraphina, sat back on his stump, and crossed two fingers. It appeared to be a plea to be allowed to go.

      “Do you think a disembodied hand loose in the countryside is a good idea?” Seraphina cocked her head. “We only recently extended his range to include the garden.”

      “Can you even swim, Barnes?” Wycliff asked.

      “Not overarm, he can’t.” Hugh chuckled at his own joke.

      “Many sailors cannot swim. To learn indicates a lack of faith in their ship being watertight, or in their captain’s ability to keep them from trouble,” Seraphina said.

      Hugh peered at his wife and concern pulled the creases deeper at his eyes. “If we are all away, Sera, what will you do? Fancy joining me in the countryside?”

      Seraphina reached out and took Hugh’s hand. “I miss our walks in the countryside, but I have a task to complete. I shall return the fusil dryads to the Fae realm and advise Queen Deryn of the fate of her grandson.”

      “The puppets will not be incinerated, then?” Hannah asked between mouthfuls of toast. Much discussion had taken place about the fate of the fusil dryads, the small wooden bloodsuckers responsible for the deaths of two men. While technically they had committed the crime, it had been at the command of Baron Medwin, the faery queen’s grandson. In that regard, the puppets were somewhat like a rifle or sword, being the weapon wielded by another, who used it to monstrous ends.

      “No. While they are dangerous creatures, it seems unfair for them to spend an eternity locked away in the Repository because of what the baron ordered them to do. I am certain Queen Deryn will find a secure place for them and ensure they do not return to our realm.” Seraphina clutched an empty teacup in her hands.

      “How I wish I could see the Fae court.” Hannah half closed her eyes and conjured a fantastical scene in her mind. What a wondrous sight it would be—full of the most beautiful beings and other magical creatures. The book Wycliff had found for her said that the Fae possessed unicorns, who shone like glittering silver by moonlight. What woman didn’t want to gaze upon a unicorn?

      Wycliff narrowed his eyes at her. “You mean accompanying your mother to the Fae court sounds better than my offer of a farm visit to see sheep?”

      Hannah stared at her husband, her mouth opening and closing while she tried to respond. Although really, there was no choice to be made. A trip to the Fae realm was virtually impossible for an ordinary person like her without serious repercussions. Many mortals lost track of time and returned to their lives decades later, or fell so in love with the Fae that they pined and died without them. Hannah could not take such risks, but she did expect her mother to conjure images of what she saw upon her return.

      Seraphina laughed and waved a hand at Wycliff. “Don’t tease the poor girl, Wycliff. Sheep have their own magical properties—particularly when it comes to falling asleep. Since we are all venturing away for some time, perhaps you might consider taking Frank and Mary with you to Dorset? I could construct a spell that binds Barnes to within a certain distance of Frank. He is large enough to work as an anchor point to stop our diminutive friend from running off.”

      “A disembodied hand, a stitched-together monster, and a maid prone to fainting in the country? Well, at least we won’t lack for entertainment.” Wycliff’s dark eyes sparkled with humour as his gaze returned to Hannah.

      Barnes leapt up and down with excitement and ran round the tabletop in circles.

      “We shall take Sheba with us, too. I am sure she will love the open spaces and walks through the forest.” Hannah would need to tell Mary of the forthcoming trip. There would be much packing to do.

      “If Hannah wants to stay in Dorset for longer than a month, Sera, I could collect you from the Fae doorway down that way and we could visit Mireworth for a few days. Assuming her ladyship does not mind our intrusion?” Hugh winked at his wife and daughter.

      Hannah’s mind spun. While she knew there were ways to the Fae realm, she didn’t understand exactly how one moved between them. That led her to wonder if it were similar to the way Wycliff could travel to the underworld. His form had disappeared as he stepped on that shadowy path. “Do the Fae use doorways, and not paths such as Wycliff saw leading to the underworld?”

      “Yes, dear. Fae doorways are fixed in certain places, whereas I suspect the path Wycliff can see is more fluid, and appears as needed. Fairy rings and standing stones mark Fae doorways. Although some are purely for show, of course, they guard the real doorways so people don’t inadvertently stumble through,” Seraphina explained. Then she turned to her husband. “That would be most convenient, Hugh. You could signal me when you are at the Dorset doorway. That will ensure I don’t lose track of time—you know I do not like to be away from you overlong.”

      “You would be most welcome at my—our—estate,” Wycliff said. “Although I must apologise in advance for its sad state of neglect and disrepair. Most of the house is shut up and not lived in. The housekeeper has a few rooms maintained on the ground floor, but it will be basic accommodation. Not unlike being back on the campaign trail,” Wycliff added.

      Seraphina laughed. “Your home would be a palace compared to the hovel Hugh used to live in when I first met him. I do believe he shared it with rats and a family of owls, and there was so much dirt on the floor that potatoes and mushrooms grew in the corners.”

      Hugh squeezed his wife’s hand and a look of pure love and devotion shone in his eyes. “I had nothing, and yet when you gave me your heart, I became the richest man in the world.”

      Hannah dropped her attention to the empty eggshell on her plate. If Wycliff ever gazed at her with a fraction of the love her father bestowed on her mother, she would consider herself a most fortunate woman.
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      That afternoon, Hannah sat on the window seat in her mother’s turret as the powerful mage prepared the monthly renewal spell. With a piece of yellow chalk, Seraphina drew a coffin shape on the wooden floor. Then she added another boundary around the first line. The three-inch space between the two lines was filled with runes and symbols that Hannah didn’t understand, but a chill washed over her skin and raised goose bumps as each image was drawn.

      One satisfied with her work, Seraphina threw the chalk onto the bench and waved to Hannah. “I am ready for you now, my dear.”

      Hannah walked to the chalk outline and swallowed the lump in her throat. Though they had performed the same ritual every month for over two years now, it never became any easier to place herself in the drawn coffin. She gathered her skirts in one hand to stop them from brushing the patterns as she stepped in and lay down. With her hands crossed over her chest, Hannah closed her eyes and waited.

      Her mother shuffled closer to the edge of the drawing and placed one gloved hand on Hannah’s head, the other over her heart. Then Seraphina began to chant in a low tone. An invisible hand squeezed Hannah’s heart, and just as she thought she could endure it no longer and might cry out, her mother fell silent and the interior grip loosened.

      “All done, Hannah.” Seraphina patted her daughter’s head.

      She opened her eyes, sat up, and curled her feet under her. “And?”

      After every instance of performing the spell, her mother issued the same reassurance—the curse lay dormant in Hannah’s body, she remained in a frozen point in time, and they had another month to work on a cure.

      Today, her mother remained silent.

      In a rare move, Seraphina raised her veil and revealed her ruined face. The greyish skin and blue blotches spoiled her once pale complexion, but nothing dimmed the love in her blue eyes. “I do not wish to alarm you, Hannah. My spell holds and the curse will not have you this month. But it has…moved.”

      “Moved?” Whatever did that mean? Had it pooled in her toes?

      “That is the easiest way to explain the change I sense within you. It is like an army laying siege to a castle encircles their target. I fear that after all this time, the dark magic is testing my spell, perhaps seeking a way to break through. But it will not succeed, Hannah. Death will not have you.” Seraphina took her daughter’s hands and the two women sat side by side on the floor.

      Hannah had delayed death for two years. Her heart should have stilled a few weeks after she had first dabbed the poisoned powder on her face, and she should have joined the gentle ranks of the Afflicted. The many months that had passed since had given her ample opportunity to face her fear of death. When viewed objectively, her situation was not so terrible. After she died, at least she would arise in her bedroom, surrounded by her family. They would never know how many of those who had used the tainted powder had roused to find themselves buried deep in the ground with no hope of escape from their graves. When her parents had tried to exhume those they suspected of being Afflicted, the families had denied them permission.

      “We cannot hold it back forever, Mother. But do not worry, for I am not afraid. Not anymore.” Wycliff would protect her and her mother both. Legislation might declare them to be dead, and as such unable to hold property or fulfil other legal obligations, but they would still continue with their lives. “Besides, when that day arrives, you and Father will finally have one of the Afflicted willing to sit in a bathtub of potion while you call down a lightning strike.”

      Seraphina burst out in laughter and wrapped her arms around Hannah. “I do so admire your spirit. When I return from the Fae realm, we will discuss what we do next. The time has come for us to take a bold step to defeat our invisible enemy.”

      “You will journey to the underworld,” Hannah murmured.

      It was the logical progression of their search for a cure. Seraphina would journey to the next life and seek out the creator of the dark magic spell, with the assistance of a hellhound to shake the truth from the mage responsible.

      “Yes, but don’t tell your father just yet. You know how he will worry.” Seraphina pulled the veil back over her face and shuffled to her bathchair. She muttered a spell and her body levitated the short distance necessary for her to resettle in the chair.

      Sir Hugh would not be the only one to worry. Concerns gnawed at Hannah, too. To walk beside the hellhound, Seraphina would need to sever the strand that bound her soul to her physical form. They had no idea what effect that would have. What if the strand connecting soul to dead form was the very thing that kept her mother animated? Hannah’s concerns extended beyond her mother to include Wycliff, too. If only there was a way for her to make the journey with her husband. But only the dead could cross into the shadow realm.

      “What if you don’t return?”

      “There is no point worrying about things that have not yet happened. Do you really think Wycliff would leave his mother-in-law in Hell?” Seraphina tilted her head and the muslin swayed.

      Hannah bit her lip to keep from laughing. “I suspect there is many a husband who would happily deposit his mother-in-law in Hell, but I don’t believe Wycliff is one.”

      Her mother’s shoulders shook in silent laughter. “You may be right. But as I said, don’t go gathering worries before their time. Now, off you go. You have much to organise and I need to finalise the spell to bind Barnes to Frank.”
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      The next few days passed in a whirl of activity. Trunks were packed and Mary agonised far longer over what belongings to take than Hannah did. The maid bubbled with both excitement and dread about a trip to the seaside. It transpired that she shared Hannah’s reservations about the ocean. Though neither of them could swim, at least Hannah had happy memories of playing in the sand as a child. Mary had never seen the ocean.

      “I’m not going into the sea, milady, but I would like to wriggle my toes in the sand,” Mary said as she closed the lid of the trunk.

      “I’d quite like to sit on the sand myself.” Another thought occurred to Hannah. Wycliff had mentioned teaching her to swim. What would that be like—to have his arms hold her as the waves tugged at her body? Would he hold her tight or would she slip from his grasp?

      “We’re all done, milady. I’ll have Frank carry the trunks down.” Mary placed her hands on her hips and surveyed her work.

      A regular tapping made Hannah look around. It sounded like a breeze knocking a branch against glass. Except no trees reached Hannah’s first floor windows. “Mary, where is Barnes?”

      The hand had been assisting them by selecting pieces of jewellery, which they rolled up in a blue velvet case.

      “Oops.” The maid lifted the lid of the trunk and then jumped back.

      Barnes climbed over the side and dropped to the floor as though he had been deprived of oxygen. Sheba rushed over and administered a reviving lick.

      “That could have been an uncomfortable trip, Barnes,” Hannah murmured as she closed the trunk once more and ushered the group from the room.

      That night, the family had a quiet dinner before they were to part ways in the morning. Hugh would transport Seraphina to the doorway to the Fae realm, where she would be met by Helga, a woman in Lady Loburn’s employ. The robust and sensible servant was often used to assist the dead mage on her trips. Helga was painfully short-sighted without her spectacles, and would remain unaffected by the beauty of the Fae. The Miles home would remain silent except for Cook, who looked forward to her own sort of holiday. The old woman would sit by the fire, she said, and knit.

      Seraphina had crafted a mage silver ring for Wycliff, which she presented at the end of the meal. “I made it in the shape of a bone, like Hugh’s ring. I thought that an appropriate shape for both a physician and a hellhound.”

      Wycliff slipped the ring onto the smallest finger on his right hand, and the magical metal adjusted to the perfect size. “Thank you.”
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      The yard bustled the next morning with two carriages hitched up and all the horses pawing the ground, impatient to move off. Frank and Old Jim loaded the trunks onto the correct vehicles. Sir Hugh had hired a large travelling coach and four horses to take Hannah and Wycliff to Dorset, and the vehicle would provide ample space for them and their luggage.

      Frank fussed over the equines, checking the harnesses and scratching withers as final arrangements were made. Then the trunks were secured to the rear by ropes. Cook pushed a basket into Hannah’s hands containing a meal to tide them over until their stop that evening.

      Seraphina sat in her bathchair to one side, the chickens surrounding her like ladies-in-waiting. “Barnes,” she called out, “it is time.”

      The hand scampered over, ducked around a chicken, and climbed up the side of the bathchair. Seraphina picked up Barnes in her gloved hands and held him before her face.

      Hannah had a flash of an illustration in a picture book that accompanied the fairy tale of the Princess and the Frog. If her mother kissed Barnes, would he be transformed into a frog leg?

      The mage whispered and the words became a blue-tinged gust that swirled around the hand until he stood in the middle of a head-sized vortex. Then a piece broke off and raced toward Frank. The blue wind grew in size as it spun around the giant’s middle. When the swirling covered all of Frank’s torso for a split second, the wind became solid, like water that flash froze, with an accompanying loud crack. Then blue chunks fell away but never touched the ground, having dispersed into the air.

      “Done,” Seraphina said.

      She placed Barnes on the ground and the hand turned around and around, as though looking to see if he had grown a tail.

      The mage pointed a finger at the disembodied hand. “You are tethered to Frank, Barnes, and I have given you a two-hundred-foot range. I think that will cover most scenarios. Should you try to venture farther than that, you will encounter a solid wall that will not let you take another step in the wrong direction. If Frank moves beyond the allowed distance, you will be dragged to within the necessary distance. Try not to be on the other side of something solid if that happens.”

      Frank stared at his middle, a deep frown on his face.

      Mary clung to his arm. “It won’t hurt my Frank, will it?”

      Hannah swallowed a laugh. Mary worried about Frank, who was the anchor, but it was poor Barnes who would suffer if the tether tried to pull him through a tree or a wall. Or imagine if a gust of wind caught the hand—he might become a kite gliding high above Frank as he strode across the countryside.

      Seraphina waved away the maid’s concerns. “Of course not, Mary. Frank won’t feel a thing. But do remember Barnes is connected to you before you take off in any kind of conveyance, and ensure he is nearby. Otherwise the poor fellow will be bounced along in the road behind you.”

      A low chuffing noise, somewhat like the new and experimental steam engines, came from the constructed man. He rarely laughed and the odd sound suited him, as though warmth and humour rolled off him like puffs of steam coming from a kettle.

      Wycliff and Hugh checked everything over again and the time had come to say goodbye.

      “Before you depart, I have one more enchantment to weave. Hannah, Wycliff, would you take my hands, please?” Seraphina held out her gloved hands.

      Hannah glanced to her husband, then took her mother’s hand. Wycliff approached more cautiously, but he took hold of Seraphina’s other hand.

      “Good. Now if you two would join hands,” Seraphina instructed.

      They did as asked, the three of them now hand in hand and forming a loose circle. Seraphina’s head dropped forward and she murmured in a strange tongue. Whispers raced over Hannah’s skin and tickled, as her mother’s magic washed over her body. On the last syllable from her mother’s throat, the gold ring on Hannah’s left hand wriggled of its own accord. Wycliff stared at his own hand and she assumed the same thing was happening on his finger.

      Seraphina let them go. “It is done. I have added an enchantment to your wedding bands to let you signal one another if necessary. It won’t be as elegant as contacting me, nor will it enable direct communication, but should the need arise, you have only to rub the gold ring and think of the other person. That will make their ring wriggle as you just experienced. I am still pondering how to enable you to talk to one another across distances—and whether a miniature you carried might be ensorcelled to work as a conduit.”

      Hannah stared at her hands. One gold ring, one silver, and each touched by a different type of magic. She leaned down and kissed her mother’s cheek. “Thank you. I will see you in a month’s time, Mother.”

      “Have a glorious adventure, Hannah, and we can swap stories when I see you next.” Seraphina reached up and stroked her daughter’s cheek before letting her go.

      Next, Hannah hugged her father, and she even managed a quick cuddle with Timmy, which made the lad blush as he scampered away to the family’s carriage.

      Mary stood next to the large travelling carriage and fidgeted with her hands.

      “Whatever is it, Mary?” Hannah asked as she looked around the yard one last time.

      The maid leaned close and whispered, “Do I have to ride inside? His lordship is ever so fearsome. I’d rather sit up with Frank, if it’s all the same to you, milady.”

      Mary remained oblivious to Frank’s gruesome, stitched-together appearance and saw only the gentle soul that dwelt within. Yet Wycliff’s stern good looks struck fear in her heart. Hannah decided it was best not to tell her about the souls attached to Frank. Men were forever bound to his form by the stitches Lord Dunkeith had used to attach the limbs taken from others…but Mary did not need to know that.

      Hannah nodded. “Of course you may, Mary. But if bad weather threatens, I will insist you sit inside. Wycliff is bringing his mare, so he won’t always be in the carriage. He will ride at times.”

      “Oh.” Mary’s face brightened. “I’ll sit with you then, milady, when his lordship is on his horse.”

      Wycliff tied his mare to the ring at the back of the carriage and scratched the horse’s withers. The saddle and bridle were stored in a rear trunk, for when he wished to ride.

      “Where will you sit, Barnes?” Wycliff picked up the hand.

      Barnes gestured up and Wycliff placed him on the high driver’s seat.

      “He wouldn’t have much of a view from inside, unless he swung from the curtains,” Hannah murmured as Wycliff helped her up into the carriage. Then he handed up the spaniel, who sat on the seat and peered out the window.

      Hannah waved to her parents as they set off. An odd disturbance churned in her stomach, as though things would never be the same again. Silly, she chided herself. This was her second trip away in as many months and it was only the disruption to her normally quiet routine that made her unsettled.

      They skirted the fringes of London and headed southwest. As twilight fell, they broke their journey at a quaint tavern in Winchester. Light and laughter rolled from within. Frank eyed the activity and growled, preferring to stay in the stables with the horses. Not everybody was like the Miles family. Strangers often stared and he preferred to stay in the shadows, lest he distress others with his appearance. Mary split her time between fussing over Hannah inside and worrying about Frank outside.

      Wycliff procured two rooms next to each other, and Hannah discovered she was to share one with Mary.

      Who snored.
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      They set off from the tavern early the next day, as Wycliff was keen to reach Mireworth before dark. They halted only for short rest breaks and ate luncheon by a stream as Frank watered the horses. After lunch Wycliff rode his mare, but after two hours, they paused to remove the horse’s saddle and tie her to the back of the carriage.

      Afternoon was lengthening toward sunset when Wycliff sat forward and peered out the window. He pointed to the left. “We will be able to see Mireworth soon if you look this way.”

      Then worry pulled at the corners of his eyes and he frowned.

      Curious as to what caused him concern, Hannah leaned toward the window and fixed on the view. Trees clustered in a woodland area that looked ideal for explorations with Sheba. The road followed the dips and bends of the land and excitement built in her stomach at what she would spy as the foliage drew back from the sweeping driveway. The grand curve hugged the side of the house and formed a complete circle with a patch of tall grass in the middle.

      “Oh,” Hannah managed to say as she schooled her disappointment. “She must have been grand in her day.”

      Once golden stone was smoke-stained and smeared with grime, with only a few muted pale patches still visible. Staring at the house was not unlike gazing on the rot-ravaged face of an Afflicted. The windows were dirty and cracked, and some were boarded over. Dead vines clung to the stone in places like skeletal hands with a death grip on the structure. Weeds had made a valiant effort to take over the gravel of the drive and made better progress in the cracks around the house. At the exact moment of their arrival, a dark cloud took up residence over the roof and Hannah wondered if her mother, in a mischievous mood, had sent the thundercloud on purpose.

      In her mind, Hannah ignored the exterior and contemplated the bones. The skeleton showed Georgian origins in the clean lines of the facade and the symmetry of windows on either side of the central portico. Now, the once grand house appeared tired and forgotten, like a broken toy shoved in an attic. Time had eaten away her beauty and Hannah wondered if only ghosts and bats were left to wander the halls.

      “Once, Mireworth was marvellous,” Wycliff murmured. “Then some ten years ago, a big storm damaged the roof and Father had no money to repair it. She slid into ruin after that, but I hope to wrest her back from neglect and restore her.” He flung open the carriage door and jumped down before offering a hand to Hannah.

      The spaniel leapt free with a bark. Frank lowered himself to the ground, and lifted down Mary and then Barnes. Sheba and the hand made straight for the circle of grass and disappeared in the overgrown lawn.

      “Oh, milady, surely we’re not staying in there? It looks right haunted.” Mary hugged her arms to her body and she glanced from Frank to the house.

      Wycliff ground his teeth and a stony look dropped over his features as he stared at his inheritance.

      Hannah dug deep to find any good in the situation. “I’m sure no ghosts will bother us, Mary.” The ones following Frank everywhere caused no concern, and she hoped those that clung to Mireworth would be equally polite and unobtrusive.

      A man hurried around the side of the manor house. “Lord Wycliff! How marvellous. We were not expecting you today.”

      Wycliff hailed the man and they shook hands. “Hannah, this is Swift, the estate manager. Swift, this is Lady Wycliff.”

      The man appeared to be in his thirties, with a face darkened by the sun and worn into creases by inclement weather. Of average height, he had broad shoulders and warm brown eyes. He halted on seeing Hannah and adopted a wide-eyed, startled look.

      “How do you do, Mr Swift? I am looking forward to seeing these merino sheep with their superior wool. Wycliff has told me much about them.” Hannah smiled at him encouragingly and wondered whether, while Wycliff had told her of the sheep, he had neglected to tell his manager that the estate had acquired a mistress as well.

      The man swept off his cloth cap and nodded. Tufts of brown hair stuck together and he appeared to be in need of shearing. The manager tortured the hat in his hands and glanced from Hannah to Wycliff. “They are mighty fine sheep, milady. Best-looking ones in the county, if I do say so myself. But your lordship, we did not know you would be bringing her ladyship with you. We have no proper accommodation.”

      “My wife does not require her own suite. We can make do together.” Wycliff took her hand and squeezed it. Although whether to reassure himself or her of his words, she did not know.

      “Yes, my lord. But if you recollect, we have only the cot in the study.” Mr Swift whispered in such a loud voice that Hannah easily overheard. She looked away and pretended an intense interest in whatever weed was trying to prise its way under a window frame. With tiny yellow flowers, it appeared to be creeping clover.

      Wycliff ran a hand through his hair and stared up at the sulking house. “Blast. I had forgotten, it has been so long since I last visited.”

      “Come now, Wycliff, I know the house is uninhabited, and I did not expect to find grandeur and a surplus of servants. You may as well tell me the worst of it.” Hannah slipped her hand into his elbow and they walked toward the cracked portico.

      “Well, she’s not entirely uninhabited. Mrs Rossett, the housekeeper, has her room by the kitchen.” Leaves made deep piles at the front door and Wycliff kicked them aside. “I don’t normally go in this way.”

      “I am quite capable of using the kitchen entrance like everyone else.” Hannah glanced around the house, prepared to find the servants’ entrance.

      “You should at least use the front door on your very first visit,” he muttered, and rattled the door handle, which didn’t want to budge. In the end, he put his shoulder to the thick slab of wood. It burst open and Wycliff nearly tumbled inside.

      Hannah was about to step in behind him when he called, “Wait!”

      She froze and stared into the gloom. Perhaps he had spotted some wild creature and wanted to chase it out? The next thing she knew, he had swept her up into his arms.

      A bashful smile crossed his face. “It is customary, I believe, to carry one’s bride over the threshold the first time she enters her new home.”

      Warmth bloomed through Hannah at the romantic gesture. No wonder he had practically knocked the door down rather than let her slip in through the kitchen.

      Once inside, he set her back on her feet. The stained glass doors of the square entrance way opened to an enormous, rounded space. Light struggled to filter through a glass dome high overhead and cast the room in permanent twilight. Two staircases swept up either side of the space in a gentle curve, meeting at the top to create a balcony that overlooked the tiled floor.

      “Oh, Wycliff! It’s beautiful.” The newel posts drew Hannah to them—each a four-foot-tall griffin.

      Their heads formed the starting point of the balustrade, their wings stretched back protectively over the first few posts. She placed a hand on a feathered head. Carved in a rich golden wood, the workmanship was so exquisite she expected the creatures to step forward and demand to know her business in the house.

      In her mind, she stripped away the years of neglect and dust and imagined the dome cleaned to allow sunlight to stream in. She mentally scrubbed the tiled floor, polished the wooden balustrades, and laid stair runners in fiery tones. The house possessed magnificent features on an imposing scale, and once restored would rival any grand home in Mayfair.

      “Most of the house is shut up and unused. I’ve not lived here since before the war. The study on the ground floor is kept habitable for when I visit, and I need only a cot to sleep on. I foolishly did not think to tell them we would need more beds for everyone.” Wycliff gestured to one side. A twin set of doors stood directly opposite on the other side of the foyer.

      Hannah was no wilting flower; she could roll up her sleeves and do a hard day’s labour when required. “We will make do. Let us assess the situation first and then decide on a course of action. Mr Swift, are there beds in the rooms upstairs?”

      “Yes, Lady Wycliff. Some are broken down. Others might not be in good shape
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