
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Haunting Miss Trentwood

Belinda Kroll

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

PUBLISHED BY: Bright Bird Press on
Smashwords

 


Columbus, Ohio

First Edition

 


Copyright © 2010 by Binaebi Akah

 


All rights reserved. No part of this
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted in any form or by any means―electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise―without prior written
permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations
in printed and online reviews.

 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.

 


Published by Bright Bird Press

Contact: info@brightbirdpress.com

 


Other Books by Belinda Kroll

Catching the
Rose

 


To my parents, who still make each other
laugh after 26 years of marriage

 


***

 


PREMISE

 


1887 England

 


Mary Trentwood is horrified when she watches
her father crawl from his grave the day of his funeral. Mistaking
the newly-arrived Alexander Hartwell to be her father’s solicitor,
Mary welcomes him into her home, not realizing he hunts a
blackmailer.

Why is Trentwood’s ghost determined to make
everyone think Mary is insane? Why is Hartwell snooping around
Mary’s home rather than looking over Trentwood’s papers? Who is the
blackmailer, and what are they doing in Mary’s home?

 


Book Trailer (via
YouTube)

 


***

 


 


ONE

Compton Beauchamp (three days ride west of
London), February 1887

 


At two in the afternoon the coffin of Mary
Trentwood’s father was lowered to its grave. The sun shone
unseasonably bright. Mary squinted through burning eyes. She heard
the wooden box hit the bottom of the hole. She heard the whispers
of her servants and father’s friends behind her. However quietly
they thought they were speaking, Mary heard every word. The
whispers grew louder and moved closer, crowding her ears.

“Right barmy, that’s what she is.”

“I heard she hasn’t any feeling at all.”

“Certainly would explain the lack of
tears.”

“Making us stand here and watch the digging
of the grave, it’s indecent, that’s what it is.”

“Well, I certainly don’t know how you can
expect any better from hermits, they’re not fit to be gentry, I
say.”

Mary didn’t know who they were, these people
whispering about her as she stood a mere four feet in front of
them. She didn’t care. They weren’t there for her, they—whoever
they were for she hadn’t invited them, no, that had been the
workings of her aunt Mrs. Durham—only cared about their gossip
mongering. The local farmers and tenants would never treat her
thus. But the funeral guests were certain to spread their hissing
rumors across the countryside. Mary hated that unnamed mass of
huddled, whispering heads standing behind her. She hated her father
for dying, for making this entire ordeal necessary in the first
place.

The vicar finished his sermon and snapped his
Bible shut.

Mary hunched her shoulders as the mourners
filed past. She gritted her teeth, but allowed the men to solemnly
brush their lips against her gloved fingers. Her jaw all but
shattered in her effort to not scream at the women making
tut-tutting noises.

And then Mary was alone, her black netted
veil scratching her pale cheek as the wind blew. She stared at that
father-sized hole. She stepped closer. How close to the edge did
she dare tread? How soon before her nerves, strained to their last,
snapped, rendering her as lifeless as her dear father at the bottom
of that dark pit?

Mary jumped when Mrs. Durham’s hand touched
her arm.

Mrs. Durham was a squat woman, with soft
features that hinted at great beauty, once. Once upon a time, a
very long time ago, Mary figured. Mrs. Durham had been her mother’s
twin, fraternally speaking. Mary was glad she didn’t resemble her
aunt in the slightest. Mrs. Durham’s cheeks arched upward—reaching,
straining, pushing—trying to touch the topmost curve of her eye
sockets. Truly an appalling sight; Mary decided her aunt should
never squint, if she could help it.

“Come away,” Mrs. Durham murmured, “let the
men folk do their job.” She shifted so Mary’s view of the
gravediggers filling the grave was blocked. She began pushing Mary
back to the manor house, where a light luncheon waited for
them.

Whatever suggestive power Mrs. Durham had on
Mary could not prevent the horrifying vision of a man, muddy and
coughing, clawing his way from the grave site. He hung from the
edge of the hole into which Trentwood’s coffin had descended, his
elbows digging into the dirt as he wriggled his way out.

Mary stared open-mouthed.

He was dismayingly flexible, able to swing a
leg over the edge and roll onto the disturbed ground. He stood,
brushing himself off almost apologetically though no dirt clung to
his clothing. He gave Mary time to study his determined chin, firm
mouth, and snappish eyes. He combed his sandy hair back from his
forehead while clearing his throat, revealing streaks of gray
running from temple to crown. The overall effect was chilling
familiarity.

Mary wrenched free of Mrs. Durham. “Father?”
she said, her voice hoarse from not speaking the week since his
death. “Papa?”

 


Mary sat upright, kicking her bed sheets away
from sweat-soaked legs. A lock of her dark hair was plastered to
her cheek. Her head ached from the bobby pins still shoved into her
scalp. She lifted her hand to pull the bobby pins out and noticed
she was wearing black crepe sleeves, the same she wore in her
nightmare.

Her hands shook. She hadn’t been dreaming.
Mary knew she hadn’t been dreaming. She had buried her father, and
he had crawled from his grave right before her eyes.

Her bedroom door opened to reveal Mrs. Durham
with a tray of tea. “Oh good,” Mrs. Durham said with false cheer,
“you’re finally awake.”

“Finally?” Mary said. Her voice was no more
than an awkward croak, but it seemed Mrs. Durham understood
her.

“You’ve been sleeping for three days.”

Mary shook her head. She gasped. Three days?
Had it been three days since she had buried her father? Panting,
she unbuttoned her dress to her collar bone, unable to inhale with
the neck buttoned to her chin. She felt so hot. Why hadn’t anyone
undressed her? Right, that’s right, she had dismissed her maid
after her father died to alleviate costs.

Mary shook her head again as Mrs. Durham
placed the tea tray on the little table beside her bed. Everything
felt fuzzy.

Mrs. Durham sat in the vanity chair that had
been dragged to the bedside while Mary slept. Her black dress
rustled sweetly as she moved, the fabric shining in the gray
sunlight. “You fainted dead away after the coffin went down.”

Mary sighed. “Yes, I just—I thought I saw
Papa.”

“But you did, my dear.”

Mary’s hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “I
did?”

“Well, do forgive my callousness, but I’m not
certain who else you think we buried.”

Mary felt a retort forming, but she held her
tongue. She had to remember her aunt had lost her dear husband only
four months ago, and was still out of sorts. She took the time to
study Mrs. Durham shiny black earrings, the way her hands folded in
her lap, the perfection of her graying hair pulled into a tight
chignon topped with white lace.

Do I tell her? Do I admit I saw Father
crawl from his grave? No, Mrs. Durham was not one for believing
such “folderol” as she called it when Mary confided her nightmares
or shared folklore and haunting stories with the servants.

Mary looked at the bedroom door, not hearing
the raucous laughter of the funeral guests. “Where is everyone?”
Mary asked instead, accepting a lukewarm cup of tea.

“Ah, I sent them home. Well,” Mrs. Durham
chuckled, “they left fairly quickly on their own. They were quite
startled when you announced you wanted everyone to follow the
coffin to its grave. What in the world made you do such a thing? It
simply isn’t done.”

No, it wasn’t done, but then, there were a
great many things that Mary had done to satisfy Society, and she
had decided that Society, in turn, could grant her this one
aberration. Mary swallowed the last of the tea and placed the cup
on the tray. “I’m rather tired.”

Mrs. Durham frowned, hearing the finality in
Mary’s tone. “Of course,” she replied, standing. “I trust you will
send for me should you need me?” At Mary’s silent nod, she took her
leave, looking none too pleased.

As soon as the door was shut, Mary threw her
hands to her face. “I did not see my father’s ghost.” She shivered
despite being drenched with sweat. “I must be mad.”

“A bit dramatic, I suppose, but mad? Would I
allow you to run my household if you were mad?”

Mary screamed. She grabbed her skirts and
scrambled atop her headboard.

At the foot of her bed stood her father. At
least, she thought it was her father. It certainly looked just like
him. Trentwood stood as he always had when lecturing her, hands
clasped behind his back with a stern look on his face. “So you
didn’t see me, eh?”

 


***

 


TWO

 


It had been a year since the candle-lit
chandeliers had bounced overhead the strenuous motions of the
dancers. The ballroom had smelled of perfume and body odor, and the
air was littered with conversation, music, and laughter. Mary had
stumbled from the dance floor laughing, her hand resting on the arm
of her dance partner. He had taken her to her father, who had
watched sternly as they approached.

“Father, I’d like you to meet Mr. Steele,”
she had said, motioning to the towheaded man bowing beside her. She
had been panting a little from the dance, which explained the flush
in her cheeks and brightness in her eyes.

“A pleasure, sir,” Steele had said, his voice
faltering a little, betraying his nerves. He had watched Trentwood
as they had approached, and somehow knew he had been found lacking.
He shared a small, tight smile with Mary.

It had been the way Trentwood’s lip had
quirked to the side ever so slightly that had worried Mary.

She had looked at Steele, trying to see what
she suspected Trentwood saw: a young dandy determined to engage his
daughter in nefarious acts.

Steele had taken great care with his
appearance. His shoes had shone in the gaslight, his pants hadn’t a
wrinkle, and though he had been far too young, not even thirty, he
had tucked a quizzing glass surreptitiously in his waistcoat
pocket. Still, there had been much in him to like, such as his
carriage: broad-shouldered and standing tall. He had not been
afraid of Trentwood like the other gentlemen she had brought her
father’s way, merely respectful.

“You’ve danced with my daughter twice now,”
Trentwood had said. He had crossed his arms over his broad chest.
“There will not be a third.”

Mary had pressed her lips together, praying
to her dearly deceased mother for patience. “Come now, Father, give
him some credit. He wouldn’t dare, not without your
permission.”

Steele had shaken his head vigorously.
“Indeed, sir, I have brought her to you with the hopes I might call
upon you at a favorable time tomorrow.” He had squeezed Mary’s hand
resting on his arm.

“You may not,” Trentwood had replied. “Mary,
get your things, we’re leaving.”

Mary had sent an anguished look Steele’s way,
but had taken her father’s arm. She had followed his lead to the
door and had accepted her wrap without a word. She had waited for
the proper moment to say something, anything, which would have
changed her father’s mind.

It wasn’t until they had been alone in the
carriage, bumping along the road in tense silence, that she had
gathered the courage to say, “I don’t understand.”

“What?” Trentwood had snapped.

“I don’t understand why you didn’t like
him.”

Rather than responding, Trentwood had yanked
the window sash so the cool winter air had access to charge into
the little carriage. With the window open, Mary had heard hoof
beats charging down the dirt road, taking her farther away from
Steele. She had felt pressure rising up through her chest and into
her throat. Her eyes had begun to burn.

“I liked him.”

“No, you didn’t,” Trentwood had said, eyes
not meeting her begging expression. “He turned your head with
pretty words and fancy footwork. If I allowed him to pay a call
you’d be sorely disappointed.” He had looked at her then, his
expression somber. “You’ll thank me, one day.”

A brisk wind had whistled through the crack
in the window sash on the opposite side of the carriage. Mary had
shuddered, hugging herself. “We’ll catch our death of cold.”

 


The next morning, Mary had entered the dining
room with sunken cheeks and bags beneath her eyes, hinting at how
the remainder of her night had fared. She had pulled a couple of
rashers, a roasted tomato, and a slice of toast onto her plate from
the breakfast buffet to accompany her strong tea. She had sat at
the table and ate because it was habit, not because she was
hungry.

I am in love with him, Mary had
thought with dull surprise. I am in love with Mr.
Steele.

Mary had not been able to understand just
what Trentwood disliked about Steele. Steele had been eligible,
able to provide for her, and he had been interested. What more did
a father want for his daughter? Furthermore, Steele had been her
last chance; she had been certain of that.

One simply did not receive many interested
suitors by the time one turned twenty-six, that was the way of the
world. Mary had been resigned to a future of tending her father’s
house, until Steele came along with his smiles.

A rattling cough had startled Mary from her
reverie. She had looked up to find a haggard Trentwood shuffling
into the dining room, his eyes bloodshot. He had, it seemed,
refused aid from his valet for his hair hadn’t been combed, and he
still wore his evening finery beneath his dressing robe.

“Did you sleep at all?” Mary had ventured to
ask, watching him shovel food on his plate.

“Damned cough,” he had rasped, “kept me up
all night.” He had dropped his plate to the table, accepted a
strong cup of coffee from the silent servant, and rested his
forehead in his hands.

Alarm spread, chasing away the dull surprise
of Mary’s feelings for Steele and the memory of her own haggard
night. Trentwood had taken a chill last night, just as she had
feared, and was ill, far more ill than he was letting on. She had
shoved away from the table and waved the servant away impatiently.
She had circled the table to stand beside Trentwood. After a
moment’s hesitation, she had pulled his hand from his forehead and
replaced it with her own. She had gasped, snatching her hand from
his burning skin.

“Send for a doctor,” she had snapped at the
servant. “My father has a severe fever.”

“Utter nonsense,” Trentwood had muttered.

“Father, I’m taking you to your room. You
need rest.”

“Not until I’ve had my bacon.”

Mary had slapped the fork out of Trentwood’s
hand. “Bacon! You can hardly lift the fork to your mouth and you’re
worried about your bacon?” She had tugged at his arm, shocked by
how heavy it felt. “Come, you are going back to bed.”

Trentwood had tilted his head when he looked
at her, his expression slack but his eyes bright with fever.
“Gertrude?”

Tears had sprung to Mary’s eyes. “No, I’m
Mary. Your daughter.” She had stooped so she could drag his arm
around her shoulders to help him from the table. She had managed to
get him to the doorway before she had to stop, hardly able to
breathe due to her rising panic.

Thankfully, Pomeroy, her father’s valet, had
appeared at her elbow and taken Trentwood from her. “The apothecary
is on his way, Miss.”

Mary had sighed. When her mother was alive,
they had been able to afford a surgeon. What a disgrace to be
relegated to the local apothecary.

 


The apothecary had arrived to bleed Trentwood
and alternate bathing him in wet cloths while piling blankets high
atop him to break the fever. Trentwood had recovered after a week,
but never quite fully. He had never managed to regain that solid
dependability Mary had assumed was inherent to her father. He had
come to rely on her for most everything from the moment he woke
fever-free.

Mary had not recognized this man, this man
with the body of her father. Most nights, she had cried herself to
sleep, unsure whom she mourned more, the loss of Steele or
Trentwood.

She had shouldered the burden of being master
and mistress of the manor to distract herself. She had balanced the
ledgers, addressed the farmers’ complaints, and continued managing
the servants and general household management that had been her
original duties.

Trentwood, meanwhile, had refused to eat
unless she fed him. He had refused to sleep unless she read to
him.

Yet even with all these distractions, it had
never been quite enough to fill the ever-widening hole in her
heart.

A year later, Trentwood had died in his
sleep, holding the miniature of Mary’s mother, Gertrude. Mary had
relied on her aunt Mrs. Durham for the funerary details, knowing
she would be unable to face her father’s burial, and resurrection,
alone.

 


***

 


THREE

 


Mary remained where she was, clinging to her
headboard and staring at Trentwood. She shook her mind free of the
memories from that horrible night over a year ago. There was
nothing to be done about that now. Steele had never called, and she
hadn’t the time for courting anyway, not with her father so ill.
And now that her father had died—and his ghost was standing at the
foot of her bed—well, that didn’t make her future chances at
courtship seem any brighter.

Practically speaking, of course.

Mary’s mouth wavered between hysterical
laughter and another scream. Her father was dead, and she
wanted—needed—to mourn him. She wanted to remember him fondly and
cry herself to sleep over her loss. She did not want to be crawling
away, terrified of this vision that was her father.

It wasn’t right or decent, this horror
replacing sorrow.

She swallowed, biding her time, waiting for
words to come. Did ghosts need to sit? Or was it merely the
principle of the matter? Her father had been, if nothing else,
concerned with the principle of the matter. Did such things carry
over into the afterlife?

“Aren’t you growing rather tired of hanging
from that headboard as if you were some primate?” Trentwood
said.

Mary dropped to her knees. She landed with
little grace in the jumble of sheets piled atop her bed. She
couldn’t take her eyes from Trentwood. His fingers were grimy, most
likely from his unearthly climb. He smelled of earth and age and
disease, spiced with a hint of peppermints—his favorite treat.

“There now, isn’t that better?” Trentwood
looked as he had in his life but for his eyes, the irises
particularly. They had lost almost all pigmentation, so that the
dark hazel she had inherited looked an insipid beige.

She scowled. A knock at the door startled her
from responding.

“Miss Trentwood?” It was Pomeroy, Trentwood’s
valet-cum-butler. His voice was gentle, but firm, as he said, “I
happened to be in the hallway just a moment ago and had the oddest
idea I heard you scream. Might I come in and inquire?”

Mary cleared her throat and dragged her gaze
from Trentwood. “No, thank you,” she said, raising her voice so
Pomeroy could hear her. “I thought I saw... er, there was—”

As Mary scanned the room looking for an
excuse for screaming, she caught sight of Trentwood looking rather
smug while he waited for her reason. She pressed her lips together.
He was having fun with this! She crawled from her bed and backed to
the door. Her chin jutted out, and she glanced at Trentwood, noting
the way his brows rose.

It was easier to breathe by the door, Mary
couldn’t smell Trentwood. She pressed her cheek to the carved
wooden door that kept Pomeroy from entering. She breathed the warm
smell of old wood, relishing in its solidity. She needed to
convince herself she was grounded, sane, normal.

“I had a nightmare,” Mary said, “and
frightened myself awake. Please don’t concern yourself, it was very
silly.”

She heard Pomeroy clear his throat and
imagined him shifting his weight from one foot to the next as he
searched for the most proper way to voice his thoughts.

“Shall I ask Mrs. Durham to keep you
company?”

Mary closed her eyes. “No, thank you.”

“Shall I keep you company, Miss?”

Now that was an interesting thought, to allow
Pomeroy enter. Especially with Trentwood standing there as if he
hadn’t died a week earlier. If Pomeroy saw Trentwood, then Mary
would know she wasn’t entirely mad, or certainly not delusional.
Of course, the danger in ushering Pomeroy inside would be the
realization that I am, in fact, losing my wits. Mary bit her
lip.

“Why not let the poor man in, make certain
you haven’t done harm to yourself?” Trentwood suggested. He had
moved to the vanity, taking the seat Mary had not offered to him.
He watched her archly, radiating his displeasure with his stiff
carriage and the way he picked at the dirt beneath his
fingernails.

If I answer him, I acknowledge his
existence, and then I’ll know I’m mad. If I don’t answer him, I
don’t know either way. Decision made, Mary threw open the door.
“Just for a moment, yes, I’d like your company. I find my...
thoughts disturb when I’m alone.”

Pomeroy was as tall and lanky as Trentwood,
and as old as him, if not older. Mary had no idea, in fact, how old
Pomeroy was. She knew only that he had always been her father’s
valet, he never had a hair or piece of clothing out of place, and
he worried about her as if she were his daughter. And that he was a
prize pugilist who was more than happy to teach her a thing or
two.

Pomeroy’s hair was completely white and had
been so since he turned twenty—something about the shock of losing
his sister in a fire. Mary never knew the details and knew better
than to ask.

“Thoughts are one’s own enemy at a time like
this,” Pomeroy murmured, entering the room.

“Would you care to have a…” Mary’s voice
trailed off. Trentwood sat in the only available chair in the room
and didn’t look as though he was about to give it up to anyone,
especially not his valet. Thankfully, Pomeroy had no plans to
sit.

“I’ve only come to say, and do pardon my
impudence, that I’m worried about you. We both are, Mrs. Beeton and
me. You’ve had a rough year, taking care of your father and your
aunt besides.”

Mary nodded once. She crossed her arms over
her chest. It rankled, the awkward sounds of kindness about her
loss. She hadn’t decided if she was prepared to accept such words
yet. Having her dead father in the room didn’t help matters.

Pomeroy continued, stammering a little as
Mary stepped away from him. “It was decided I should tell you we
will handle the running of the house, to—to ease your burden.”

Trentwood scoffed from his corner. “A lovely
sentiment, I’m sure, but what are you to do with yourself if he
takes away your one occupation, hmm?”

Mary squared her shoulders. She anticipated
Pomeroy to shout, scream, blanch, faint, or all of the above. He
did none. He waited for her response, giving no indication that he
had heard Trentwood speak, nor revealing any suspicion that anyone
but Mary was in the room with him.

This does not bode well for my sanity.

“I must admit the offer is tempting, and so
very generous. I am, of course, touched and overwhelmed by your
kindness,” Mary whispered, “but I must keep myself busy.”

Pomeroy bowed. “I find it’s best to stay
busy, Miss, and be certain to not be alone for too very long.”

Mary risked a sidelong look at Trentwood, who
grinned. “Depend upon it; I don’t think I shall be alone
often.”

 


***

 


FOUR

Swindon (a train ride west of London), March
1887

 


Mr. Hartwell was jolted awake, his arms
flailing, when the train from London pulled into Swindon. His
low-brimmed hat, which he had pulled down to shade his face while
he slept, fell to his lap. He heard the snickers of the little boy
sitting in the aisle across from him. He knew he should resist the
temptation, but he looked at the boy and scowled.

The boy gasped and pointed at Hartwell’s
face. “Mama,” he cried, “what’s happened to him?”

The boy’s mother looked at Hartwell,
blanched, and slapped her son’s hand. “Don’t point, dearest, it’s
rude.” She turned to Hartwell, though he noted she avoided meeting
his gaze. “Please forgive him. He’s the most mischievous terror of
all my children.”

Hartwell nodded and gathered his things, but
not before making a face at the boy for good measure. He couldn’t
help it. The boy was a brat, his mother knew it, and Hartwell was
in no mood to be someone’s entertainment, child or otherwise. He
slapped his hat onto his dark hair, threw his coat over his
shoulders, and stomped from the train.

The station was far quieter than the London
one he had left that morning. There were still children crying,
paperboys shouting, train attendants ushering, and far too many
people milling about as if they had no idea where they were going.
Well, Hartwell knew where he was going. At least where he needed to
get to, and damned if he was about to tarry simply because someone
wasn’t sure just which car they wanted to sit in and happened to be
making that decision in the middle of his path.

“You there,” Hartwell said to a dirty boy
playing by the tracks, “where might I find the manor house at
Compton Beauchamp?”

“At Compton Beauchamp, methinks,” was the
reply.

Hartwell clamped his jaw. “And where, pray
tell, is Compton Beauchamp, exactly?”

“Me Pa can drive you there, if you like,” the
boy said, jumping to his feet.

Hartwell stepped back so the upset coal dust
didn’t touch his suit. “Take me to your father, and be quick about
it. I need to catch the evening train back to London.” He followed
the boy, who he discovered was named Peter, to a wagon full of
animals. Pigs, of all things, and geese, and sheep. “Oh no.”

Peter bounded to his father’s side and tugged
the hem of his frayed jacket. “Gent here’d like a lift to Compton
Beauchamp, Pa.”

Hartwell shook his head when Peter’s father
squinted at him from beneath his straw hat. “Forgive the intrusion,
I thought your son was taking me to the stables.”

“You’ve a pretty way with words, son.”
Peter’s father had a voice of gravel. It sounded smooth, yet
Hartwell could hear ball bearings tumbling over one another in the
undertones. “What are you doing trying to get to Compton
Beauchamp?”

“I’ve business with Mrs. Durham,” Hartwell
admitted, “and the sooner I get there, the sooner I can return
home.”

Peter’s father chuckled and tightened the
harness on his farm horse. “I’ll be the only one heading that
direction. No one goes to Compton Beauchamp unless they live
there.”

Hartwell’s shoulders sank. “Really?” he said,
his voice flat.

“Aye, and you’ll be having a trial of getting
to Mrs. Durham, what with the goings on at the manor house.”

One of the geese looked at Hartwell and
honked loudly at him, finding some offense. Hartwell rubbed his
forehead. “What has been going on at the manor house?”

“Well, the young miss lost her father a month
ago, and the house is in mourning.”

“Ah, I see.” That certainly posed a problem;
they would be in mourning for a year, and Hartwell simply didn’t
have that sort of time. He shook his head. “Sorry, I must have
misunderstood you. Young miss? Mrs. Durham is forty-five if she’s a
day, as I understand it.”

Peter’s father chuckled. “Not her, but her
niece by way of her twin, Miss Trentwood. Mrs. Durham’s doing her
duty and watching after the girl. Though she’s going through her
own mourning.”

“How very noble of her,” Hartwell said
through clenched teeth. Well, he had come this far for answers.
Certainly he could come and go quickly without disturbing their
period of mourning too much. “I should be much obliged then, if I
could ride with you to the manor house.”

Peter cheered and scrambled up the large
wheel to sit on the wagon’s wooden bench that would seat the three
of them.

“I’m Frank Brown,” Peter’s father said,
holding his hand out for Hartwell to shake.

Hartwell glanced at the weathered hand,
seeing years of dirt encrusted in its folds. He shook Frank Brown’s
hand with a tentative smile. “Alexander Hartwell.”

 


The ride to Compton Beauchamp was, Hartwell
found with no little surprise, pleasant. Frank Brown was by no
means chatty, but he answered all of Hartwell’s questions amiably
enough.

The countryside was the sort of tame green
beauty he remembered from his childhood, and Peter, when Hartwell
had removed his hat to enjoy the warmth of the sun’s rays on his
head, made no mention of his scarred face, which he
appreciated.

Even the noisy animals crowded in the back of
the wagon seemed to Hartwell a happy respite from the drudgery of
London life. It was charming to hear the pigs snort as if scoffing
at something the geese said, or the sheep’s low murmuring when the
wagon swayed over a bump in the road.

Hartwell marveled at The Great White Horse,
an ancient carving in the chalky ground on the hills just outside
of Compton Beauchamp. The Browns humored him and drove the wagon up
the hill so he could study the horse closely. He shared their
packed luncheon of generously cut bread and cured meat while
listening to Frank Brown’s folktale that the horse was actually the
bones of the horse belonging to none else but William the
Conqueror.

In fact, by the time he was dropped off at
the pale lane just outside the manor house, Hartwell was so totally
enamored with his new friends that he almost forgot why he had come
to Compton Beauchamp in the first place. He waved to the Browns as
they ambled away, and chuckled at the sight of the pigs, sheep, and
geese watching him forlornly from their rocking, wooden cage.

When the wagon was out of eyesight, Hartwell
sighed and turned to the high wrought iron gate that provided the
only opening to the brick wall surrounding the manor house. The
gate was propped open by a sizable rock, so he slipped inside. He
squared his shoulders. Better get this over with, Hartwell thought,
shrugging to adjust his shoulder cape.

Hartwell walked along the gravel path that
was wide enough to usher carriages to the portico that sheltered
the front door. The manor house, it seemed, had seen better
days.

Far better days, by the looks of it.

The house had a Palladian façade that spoke
of modest grandeur. The yellow limestone of the façade was laid in
an irregular pattern and was accented by smooth ashlar dressings
smartly jointed together. Red brick archways decorated the windows,
pulling the eye up to the roof, which sorely needed repairing.

Hartwell tugged the embroidered bell pull
hanging just right of the door and waited. And continued to wait,
hearing neither a bell, nor anyone coming to open the door.

He yanked the bell pull again. This time it
snapped in pieces into his hand.

His mouth dropped open. Frowning at the
portico and seeing finger-sized cracks in the plaster, Hartwell
lost confidence, what with the remnants of the bell pull dangling
from his fingers. He rapped his knuckles against the front door and
jumped away just in case the portico decided to fall on his
head.

Finally, Hartwell thought he heard someone
approach the door. He heard concerned mumblings. Whoever was behind
the door continued to mumble for a full five minutes. He tapped his
leg with the bell pull impatiently. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, will
you open this door?”

The voices fell silent.

He hadn’t expected them to hear him.

The door creaked open to reveal a tall, lanky
man with a shock of white hair and a woman with a cap of white lace
atop her graying hair. They both wore black, reminding Hartwell
that the house was in mourning. Their solemnity seemed out of place
with the fine weather tickling the hairs on the back of his head. I
ought to have sent a letter ahead.

The two persons stared at him, and Hartwell
realized they wanted him to explain himself. He reddened. “I’m
Alexander Hartwell, and—.”

The woman lost all color and slammed the door
in his face. She, he assumed, was Mrs. Durham.

He knocked on the door again, relieved this
time when the man opened the door, the woman was nowhere in
sight.

“Do come in, sir,” the man said. “I believe
Mrs. Durham has fled to her room. If you would wait in the library,
I will send for my mistress.”

“Then Mrs. Durham is not the lady of the
house?” Hartwell asked as he entered with a small frown.

“No indeed.”

“Excellent.”

“Yes indeed.” The man smiled at Hartwell’s
apparent surprise. “I’m Pomeroy, the butler and valet to Mr.
Trentwood that was. If you’d be so kind as to wait in the library,
I shall send for Miss Trentwood and have a pot of tea sent to
you.”

Hartwell allowed Pomeroy to take his hat,
coat, and satchel, relieved to be rid of the carried weight. He
ignored the way Pomeroy started at the sight of his face, already
building up his tolerances as he followed Pomeroy to the little
library just off the main hall. I’ve been so used to being with
people who are used to me, he thought with a disgruntled
sigh.

“Miss Trentwood will be in shortly,” Pomeroy
said.

Hartwell nodded, and handed Pomeroy the bell
pull. “Er… do apologize in advance to Miss Trentwood for me?”

Pomeroy stared at the bell pull in his hand,
and his face tightened as if he was trying not to laugh. He cleared
his throat. “We haven’t had visitors in quite some time, sir.”

“I never would have guessed,” Hartwell
replied.

 


***

 


FIVE

 


When a girl loses her father, no matter her
age, whether in the school house, married, or a spinster like Mary,
she wants to mourn. She wants to take time to remember the most
influential man in her life, if she has been blessed enough to have
the influence of her father, if she has been blessed enough to have
a father who cares enough to have an influence on her.

She wants to look back on times of laughter
with fondness, and times of punishment with sheepishness. She wants
to give credit where it is due, and take the time to put his
dearest possessions away for moments of tearful reminiscence.

Admittedly, Mary had not been looking forward
to life after her father—especially when faced with the unfortunate
truth that she would have to face it with her aunt, of all people.
For all her disappointment regarding Steele, Mary had been glad to
read to Trentwood every night and guarantee that he had eaten
enough during their meals.

Despite his sometime pigheadedness, Trentwood
had been a generous and encouraging father.

He hadn’t liked to read, but he had indulged
Mary’s obsession with books precisely because her mother had done
the same. He had preferred to ride rather than walk, and Mary the
reverse, so, rather than shuffle the duty to Pomeroy or a footman,
Trentwood had joined Mary on her walks to Wayland’s Smithy, the
collection of sarsen stones at the edge of Compton Beauchamp.

Life with her aunt would not be so easy.

The sound of slamming doors roused Mary. She
had been staring through her bedroom window in the direction of the
family plot where her father, supposedly, had been laid to
rest.

She shifted her focus to her reflection, not
liking the sight of her bloodshot eyes and the bags beneath them,
or the hollows in her cheeks. She tucked a stray strand of hair
behind her ear and sighed. “What would Steele think of me now?”

“You’re still on about that chap?” Trentwood
said.

She jumped from the window because she
couldn’t see Trentwood well enough. She had yet to respond to him,
though he had haunted her a month. She had hoped, futilely, that he
would leave her alone if she ignored him long enough.

“You aren’t mourning me at all, are you?
You’re mourning that fop, aren’t you?”

I can’t take this for much longer,
Mary thought, clenching her hands into fists at her side.

“I trust someday you’ll see the sense in what
I did.”

Mary glared at Trentwood, or his ghost,
rather, and strode to her bedroom door. Better to investigate the
mysterious slamming doors than answer him and confirm her fears of
insanity.

Mary threw the door open and yelped. Pomeroy
stood there, silent as ever, his hand raised to knock.

“Sorry to disturb, Miss, but—”

“What is that?” Mary said, pointing at
Pomeroy’s hand.

“The bell pull, miss.”

Mary swallowed. Her mother had embroidered
that bell pull; it was the last thing she had completed before her
death. “I see that, I was wondering what it was doing in your
hand.”

“It seems to have fallen apart, miss.” Mary
could feel her face fall, and so wasn’t surprised when Pomeroy
continued in a conciliatory tone, “It is rather old, miss. Almost
twelve years.”

Mary nodded, taking it from him. “Very well.
I’ll begin work on a new one immediately.” She glanced down the
hall. “Was that Mrs. Durham’s door I heard slam? Don’t tell me she
didn’t get her tea on time this morning.”

“Mrs. Durham, it seems, is hiding from the
person who ruined the bell pull.”

Mary shook her head. “You aren’t making
sense.”

“I don’t know much more, Miss, I’ve asked the
gentleman to wait in the library.”

Mary stopped mid-nod. She looked at the
decimated bell pull in her hand. “You mean someone destroyed the
bell pull, and you sent him to the library? My library? And that my
aunt is hiding from said person?” She lifted her black skirts and
rushed down the hallway. “Pomeroy! What if he does something to my
books?”

“I don’t think that’s Mr. Hartwell’s
intention,” Pomeroy said, his voice suspiciously even-toned as he
followed her.

Mary stopped halfway down the staircase.
“Hartwell?”

“I took the liberty of looking through the
late master’s correspondence book,” he said, slowly, “and found no
mention of him. Whoever Mr. Hartwell is, he’s known to Mrs. Durham
alone.”

Frowning, Mary tapped her lower lip and
pondered a moment. “And he asked for me?”

“No, Miss, he asked if Mrs. Durham was
mistress. When informed otherwise, he seemed most pleased.”

Mary groaned softly. “It must be a
representative of father’s solicitor. I was written he would arrive
soon.”

She peered around the stair banister at the
library door at the end of the first floor. They had kept their
voices low, so the mysterious Mr. Hartwell probably hadn’t heard
them. She wrinkled her nose. Mary didn’t like to think of herself
as cowardly, but she just couldn’t stand the idea of speaking with
her father’s solicitor, not knowing if or when Trentwood’s ghost
might appear.

She nodded, her mind made up. “Make my
apologies. Give him a scone or something.” Mary ran up the stairs
she had recently scurried down.

“And what should I tell him?” Pomeroy said,
trailing her, irritation deepening his voice.

“That I’ve a headache. It always worked for
mother.” Mary darted into her bedroom, threw her dolman around her
shoulders, snatched her hat and some hat pins, and smiled an
apology at Pomeroy. He watched her with a frown.

“I suppose my telling you that your father
would disapprove will do nothing,” Pomeroy grumbled.

Mary kissed his cheek. “Not a thing.”

“Or we haven’t the resources to send a
footman with you?”

“I’m twenty-seven, Pomeroy, I don’t need a
chaperone.”

“A chaperone, no. Protection, yes.” Pomeroy
flushed and ducked his head. He knew better than to argue with Mary
when she was in this mood. “Be careful out there; Mrs. Beeton says
a storm is coming.”

Mary pinned her hat to her head and pulled
the veil made of black netting down past her chin. “I’ll just have
to get to Wayland’s Smithy before the clouds open then, won’t
I?”

With that, Mary slipped out the back
staircase, startling Mrs. Beeton and her dilapidated kitchen in her
escape.

Clouds, dark and thick, descended over Mary
as she crept along the manor house wall beneath the library window,
hoping she did so unseen. She waited until she was out of earshot
before dashing down the gravel drive to the high wrought iron gate.
Her black skirts swirled around her ankles. She slipped through the
gate, looked back at the manor house, and sighed.

“Not really what it used to be, eh?”

Mary yelped for the second time that day and
jumped away from the voice. She grimaced, having scraped her back
against the brick wall enclosing the Trentwood property. Hand at
her bosom, she snapped, “Will you stop doing that?”

Trentwood stepped through the wall and gave
her a half-hearted shrug. “So now you’ve decided I’m real?”

“I’ve decided no such thing, I’m simply tired
of being caught unawares,” Mary retorted.

Trentwood grunted. Whether real or not, his
mimicry of the man was uncanny. “Where are you off to?”

Mary spun on her heel, turning her back to
Trentwood as she walked down the pale English lane, where the very
last remnants of autumn’s leaves spun and danced with an eddy.
Unable to hear footsteps, Mary glanced behind to be certain
Trentwood was (or was not) following her.

He was. Mary stumbled through the hedgerow,
heading southeast of Compton Beauchamp proper. Brambles clung to
her skirt and she yanked it free.

Mary’s breathing became labored—she had
halted her walks during Trentwood’s illness and so was a year out
of shape. It was a cold day for March, and her breath left little
white cloud bursts in the air. She glanced behind her. Trentwood
persisted.

“At least he’s being visible about it,” Mary
muttered. She stomped across the farmer’s field to the copse of
trees shading the sarsen stones—much like Stonehenge—stacked
together to make the ancient tomb known as Wayland’s Smithy.

She stumbled to the front step of the yawning
opening in the ground. She sat though the step was covered with
lichen and moss. Mary had been coming here for years, but she had
never once worked up enough courage to venture inside the tomb. It
was something Trentwood never failed to—.

“Still don’t have the courage to step inside,
eh?”

“If you aren’t my father, you are eerily
similar.”

Trentwood chuckled and sat beside her. He
never made a noise when he moved. That was the worst of this whole
business, Mary decided. She could handle the smell and liked that
it alerted her to his presence. His low, serious voice, something
else Mary had inherited from him, had remained as she had
remembered it. And he looked as he had at his peak, which brought a
certain sort of comfort... once she had gotten past the idea that
he was supposed to be dead.

“Do you think you could... erm, wear a bell?”
Mary said, kicking her legs out before her and smoothing her
skirts. She avoided looking at Trentwood.

His eyes—she couldn’t abide his eyes.

“You would have me wear a bell, like a
dog?”

Mary scowled at his indignant tone. She
should have known better. He was supposed to be her father, after
all. “Of course not, you’re right, how silly of me.”

They sat together in an awkward silence, the
wind blowing Mary’s veil across her face. The wind did not affect
Trentwood in the slightest.

“So you aren’t going to ask why I’m here?”
Trentwood said, breaking the silence after ten minutes or so.

Mary lifted her veil with great reluctance to
meet him, eye-to-clouded-eye. “No.”

“You aren’t the least bit curious?” Trentwood
prodded.

“Oh, I am,” Mary admitted ruefully, “just not
enough to ask about it.”

A branch snapped, making Mary jump.

“Who are you talking to?”
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Hartwell paced the library for half an hour
while waiting for Mary. He kept his hands clasped in a tight fist
behind his back. He frowned not because he had been kept waiting,
but because he had no idea what he was going to say once Mary
entered. Everything had seemed quite simple when he had left London
that morning.

He had assured his sister he would return for
dinner. That was before he had realized Compton Beauchamp was in
the back of beyond, and his quarry was a rude little middle-aged
woman.

Well, to be fair, Hartwell had expected the
latter. He couldn’t think of anything kind to say about Mrs.
Durham, though his sister proclaimed fond memories of their school
days together.

Never mind all that, back to the task at
hand: how was he to explain his presence?

When the library door opened, Hartwell turned
in nervous anticipation. He didn’t think Mary would look favorably
on the fact that he had scared her aunt to some undisclosed
location in the manor house. Luckily, it was not Mary but Pomeroy
with the tea who entered.

Hartwell’s frown deepened, this time with
genuine displeasure.

“Miss Trentwood begs your pardon, sir,”
Pomeroy said as he settled the tray on a side table. “She’s been
suffering a terrible ache and cannot meet you today.”

Hartwell opened his mouth, ready to say a
thing or two to Pomeroy about his Miss Trentwood, when a distinctly
female-shaped form clad in all black scampered into the periphery
of his vision. Brows raised, Hartwell faced the window just in time
to watch Mary slip through the front gate, having practically
sprinted from the manor house.

Well, then. Hartwell grinned at Pomeroy, who
was preparing the tea far too studiously.

“I take it that was Miss Trentwood?” Hartwell
bit out.

“Yes, sir.”

“And she has a terrible ache, is it?”

“Yes, sir, of the leg.”

“An ache of the leg.”

“Yes, sir. She ached for a walk.”

Hartwell rubbed his forehead. “Oh, for the
love of—do you know where she’s heading?”

“I couldn’t say, sir.”

Hartwell waited until Pomeroy met his cold
expression. “Hazard a guess.” He watched Pomeroy look him over,
trying to size up his pugilistic abilities. Doing as any other man
had done since his accident, Pomeroy stopped at the sight of the
scar on Hartwell’s face. Beyond that, Pomeroy looked directly into
Hartwell’s eyes, long enough for Hartwell to shift his weight in
unconscious discomfort.

Whatever Pomeroy saw in Hartwell’s face, he
must have approved. “If I had to hazard a guess, I would say she’s
taken a right down the lane, cut across the field, through the
hedgerow, toward the gathering of trees southeast of here. If I had
to hazard a guess, sir.”

Hartwell blinked at Pomeroy, who did the same
in return. “Oh. Well. Thank you.” He grabbed his hat and coat from
the chair where Pomeroy had settled them earlier. A funny
expression on his face, Hartwell strode from the library in pursuit
of Mary.

“I trust you will ensure her safety given
that you have business with her, Mr. Hartwell?” Pomeroy said,
following him to the front door. His tone made no mistake about his
meaning.

Hartwell bristled. “Yes, of course.”

“Very good. I’d hate to have to kill
you.”

Again, Hartwell blinked at Pomeroy, who again
did the same in return. Hartwell swallowed when Pomeroy maintained
a steady gaze, while his faltered. “Right,” he muttered, slapping
his hat to his head.

“Take this,” Pomeroy said, handing Hartwell a
woolen blanket from behind a hidden door in the hallway, “in case
she refuses to return before the storm hits.”

Mouth agape, Hartwell accepted the blanket,
too surprised to refuse it. “Just how often does she do this?”

Pomeroy opened the door. “Best be going, sir,
or you’ll not beat the storm.”

“You’re really sending me out there after
your mistress? A complete stranger. With a blanket, of all
things?”

Pomeroy’s smile chilled Hartwell almost as
much as his reply. “No need to worry about her. She’s haunted. And
her father’s more protective than I am.”

Mind racing, Hartwell wet his lips with a
drying tongue. What was it Frank Brown had said about visiting the
manor house? That he would have a trial of it? That the master had
recently deceased? “I was brought here by a Frank Brown. He told me
Mr. Trentwood had died, of late.”

“Frank Brown is correct.”

Hartwell narrowed his eyes.

“I suppose one has to be dead, sir, to haunt
one’s daughter.”

Hartwell exhaled. “Do you treat all your
guests like this?”

Again, Pomeroy smiled. “You’re the first
guest we’ve had in quite some time, sir, excusing the funeral, of
course.”

Flabbergasted, Hartwell let Pomeroy usher him
from the manor house. After the door shut in his face, blanket in
hand, he debated chancing a walk back to Swindon, damn the
consequences.

Except that wily butler still had his
satchel, with all his money and papers.

“Holy hell, Frank Brown was right about this
not being easy!”

A timid raindrop splashed on Hartwell’s hat
brim. He scowled at the gathering clouds. It was most definitely
going to rain, and he was most definitely going to be caught in it.
Did that butler give him an umbrella? Oh no, that would have been
far too sensible, and what did sensible thinking have to do with a
house governed by a haunted lady?

Nothing, that’s what. Absolutely nothing.

Hartwell felt so exasperated he could have
stomped his way down the gravel drive, through the wrought iron
gate, and down the English lane to find Mary. But Hartwell was
sensible and knew that stomping that distance would exhaust him,
let alone take far too long. Hartwell threw the blanket over his
shoulder, shaking his head. He knew what he was in Compton
Beauchamp for, he just wasn’t sure it was worth all this
nonsense.

Hartwell had little difficulty following
Mary’s hasty retreat to the lonely gathering of trees in the middle
of an empty pasture. He slowed his pace at the end of the clearing
in the middle of the trees, hearing voices.

Rather, not voices, but one low voice,
carrying a stilted, one-sided conversation.

Hartwell ducked behind one of the larger
beech trees and shivered in the cold. On the front step before an
opening that seemed to lead underground sat a woman in all black.
She was looking to her left as though listening for something.

To something.

To someone?

She lifted her veil with trembling fingers.
Hartwell was too far away to see her face clearly. This was
definitely Mary Trentwood, however. He couldn’t think why that
rascal Pomeroy would lead him elsewhere.

The wind blew, racketing a shudder through
Hartwell, who hadn’t dressed for chill weather. Had he not been so
cold, he might have held onto his exasperation. There was something
frightening about the way Mary spoke to herself. It was almost as
though she believed she was haunted.

“Oh, I am,” she said to nothing and no one.
“Just not enough to ask about it.”

Hartwell stepped closer to get a better look.
He winced when a branch snapped beneath his foot. He swallowed when
she swiveled to fix her serious, alarmed, hazel gaze at him. Oh
well. Best to satisfy his curiosity and hope the answer would
alleviate the queasiness in his stomach.

“Who are you talking to?” he asked,
stepping into the clearing.

Mary jumped to her feet. She readjusted her
veil so it guarded her face. “Who are you? Are you following
me?”

The panic in her voice reminded Hartwell that
if she was haunted, then the last thing he wanted to do was raise
the ire of her ghostly father. He shook his head. What am I
thinking? There are no such things as ghosts. I’m tired, that’s
all.

“My name is Alexander Hartwell. I watched
from the library window as you escaped the manor house.” He held up
the blanket. “Your butler sent me with the message that a storm is
coming.”

He wasn’t sure, what with the veil masking
her expression, but Hartwell thought Mary might have allowed a wry
smile before a blush crept over her cheeks.

“Well,” Mary said, “if Pomeroy sent you, then
I suppose I’ll have to speak to you, shan’t I?” She didn’t wait for
his response before reclaiming her spot on the stone. She brushed
her skirts briskly, arranging them until she was satisfied, and
looked at Hartwell expectantly.

Hartwell stepped closer, incredulous. “You
want to talk here?”

“What’s wrong with here?” Mary looked around
the clearing, though what she saw in it, Hartwell had no idea.
“It’s quiet here.”

Hartwell frowned at the sarsen stones, the
way they were stacked like a deck of cards to make a shelter, of
sorts, but with a flat top. “It looks like a tomb.”

Mary shrugged and flicked a speck of dust
from her skirt. “I think it is.”

“It is what?”

“A tomb.”

“And you see no problems with holding a
conversation here?”

“Not at all, it’s very quiet here, we won’t
be interrupted.”

“That’s because it’s a tomb,” Hartwell
exploded. He was going to continue, but the tree boughs swayed
overhead. Not a good sign. True to his suspicion, the rain began to
pour onto his hat and shoulders. He grunted.

Mary stood, brushing off her backside, and
turned to stare at the tomb’s opening. If anyone was buried there,
they would be nothing but bones. But still she hesitated. The woman
had obviously lost her mind, Hartwell figured, or was somehow still
in shock over her father’s death. Indeed, the latter explained the
ghost farce quite nicely.

In any case, Hartwell, having had the
misfortune of having to stand through too many rain showers, saw no
reason to stand through this one. He threw the woolen blanket over
his head and shoulders before dashing to Mary’s side. He grabbed
her by the arm and dragged her inside the doorway of the tomb.

“For someone who seems quite averse to the
idea of tombs, you’re rather ready to jump into one,” Mary said.
She pulled away from Hartwell to crouch as close to the doorway as
possible.

There was hardly room for standing in the
little cave-like structure, and it smelled of mildew. Better that
than decomposing bodies, Hartwell thought darkly. He stooped, his
shoulders scraping the top sarsen stone. He shuddered to know what
his coat would look like after this unforeseen romp.

There was a bed of rotting leaves beneath
their feet, adding to the sickly sweet smells assaulting Hartwell.
A gust of wind threw a sheet of rain into the tomb, and Hartwell
backed away from the opening. Mary, however, remained where she
stood.

Hartwell clamped his jaw. “Would you rather
stand in the rain and catch your death of cold than stand beside
me?”

Mary gave him a steely glare. “I will die
eventually, Mr. Hartwell, but it won’t be from catching cold, not
if I can help it.”

Hartwell resisted the urge to scratch his
head, puzzled as to why he felt he had royally put his foot far
into his mouth. Maybe it was the way Mary’s shoulders were hunched.
Or the way she was inching as close to the door as possible, and
therefore as far away from him as she could get without venturing
into the rain. Or maybe it was the way she had said, “Not if I can
help it.”

He still couldn’t see her face very well,
what with the veil firmly in place. But then, he didn’t need to see
her face to talk to her.

“Miss Trentwood, I feel we’ve started on the
wrong foot.”

“To say the least,” she replied.

She had no reason to be so terse with him,
she could have no idea why he was in town. As he mulled over her
reactions, he realized he was still holding the blanket over his
head.

Mary looked very little standing there,
rocking back and forth ever so slightly, shivering as she hugged
herself. It must be her mourning weeds that made her so small—she
looked nearly his height, and he was tall by anyone’s measure.
Ashamed by his callous behavior, Hartwell stepped close enough to
wrap the blanket around Mary’s shoulders gingerly. She stiffened,
but when he stepped away, she relaxed. Marginally.

“Well, we won’t be going anywhere anytime
soon,” Mary said. “Why don’t we share the blanket and you can tell
me why you destroyed my mother’s bell pull, frightened my aunt so
that she locked herself in her bedroom, and dragged me into this
tomb.”

Mary looked at him then, her hazel eyes
transfixing him. “Whatever it is, it must be very important.”

Hartwell coughed. In all his thirty-five
years, he had never been as uncomfortable as this moment. He
couldn’t tell her the real reason. For all he knew, she was part of
the plot.

No, he wouldn’t tell her the truth, but some
approximation of it. Something close enough to the truth that he
could remember the details, as he had always been, and probably
would continue to be, an awful liar.

“My sister was schoolmates with your aunt,
Mrs. Durham,” he began.

“What?”

Hartwell repeated himself, unsure why Mary
frowned so.

“Then you’re not my father’s solicitor? Or
related to him in any way?” Mary asked, her voice flat.

Hartwell’s responding frown wavered, then
exploded into an understanding smile that threatened to become a
laugh. Hartwell liked to think her voice was flat with
embarrassment and a sort of sheepish dismay.

“You thought I was a solicitor?” At Mary’s
nod he did laugh, a little. “No wonder you ran away.”

“I didn’t run away, I went for a walk.”

“A walk to a tomb.”

“It’s my favorite spot. No one bothers me
here, usually.”

Hartwell didn’t mistake her meaning. “I’ve
come, Miss Trentwood, at the behest of my sister. She heard of your
sorrows, from your aunt, I assume.”

Mary stood very still, her neck craned to see
him. It was obvious she hadn’t noticed his scar yet. She still
considered him an annoyance rather than someone to be feared. He
had every intention to use this to his advantage, and made sure to
stay shadowed as long as possible.

Mary shifted, pulling the blanket closer
around her shoulders. “And what does your sister intend for you to
do, Mr. Hartwell?”

“My sister has asked me to help in any way I
can, being such friends with your aunt. Perhaps,” he said,
hesitating slightly, “when the real solicitor’s representative
arrives I can be of service?”

“So you are familiar with solicitors,
then?”

“Oh yes, my father was one.”

“That only makes you familiar with the
person. What does that mean in terms of a solicitor’s business? I
thank you, but no.”

Hartwell inhaled, not expecting such a blast
of sharp logic thrown at him. He fought the urge to study her
expressions and guess her responses before she had the chance to
make them. She was the trial, he realized, that Frank Brown had
warned him about. Not the death in the family, not the
unwillingness of Mrs. Durham, but Mary Trentwood.

She had a logic that rivaled many of his
schoolmates. That rare sort of common sense that cut to the point
and left casualties in its wake.

“I am often in the company of solicitors,
Miss Trentwood,” he began.

“Do you often require their services?”

“Yes,” Hartwell snapped, “I do. I’m a
barrister, Miss Trentwood. It is my profession to require the
services of solicitors.”

Mary was quiet far too long for Hartwell’s
liking. She seemed to be looking behind him, listening intently to
something he couldn’t discern. Her expression seemed to go slack
for a moment, and then tightened as though she had just heard most
unpleasant news. When she spoke, finally, Hartwell jumped, bashing
his head into the stone ceiling.

“Well,” Mary said, pausing for him to shake
away the stars from his eyes. “First, you better sit down in case
you’ve hurt yourself.” She scooted to the side ruefully, giving him
room to plop beside her.

Hartwell hesitated. She had given him space
to sit to her right, which would have put his scar in view. For
whatever reason, he wanted to postpone the unveiling; he was, he
found with great amusement, enjoying her odd manner of speaking. He
didn’t want to discourage this frank dialogue by startling her. He
sidled to her left and waited for her to shift positions to afford
him a space to sit. She did so with her brow wrinkled in
confusion.

“Second,” she continued, the way a prodded
child might, “you might as well stay for dinner, since you’ve come
all this way.”

Still rubbing his head, Hartwell said, “Thank
you. What’s the third item?” It sounded as if Mary wasn’t quite
finished.

“Third, I don’t believe your story about your
sister, and I don’t like you, but we’ll have to see what my aunt
says, given her supposed history with your family.” She glanced at
him with a very slight curl in her lip. If Hartwell hadn’t been
looking, he might have missed it altogether. “Pomeroy saw something
in you, though I’m not sure what, so I’ll have to give you a
chance, I suppose.”

Hartwell’s mouth dropped open. What a pert
mouth on this one! Had it been anyone else, he might have given
them the benefit of the doubt and excuse her manners for grief or
shock. But the words and tone came too easily—this was how she was,
he suspected dourly.

“Technically,” he said, keeping his tone
light, “wouldn’t those be items three, four, and five? You had
conjunctions in there.”

Mary narrowed her eyes at him.

“Oh look,” she said, “the rain is letting up.
Do let us return and show Pomeroy he doesn’t get to hurt you.”

“Oh yes, let’s,” Hartwell said
sarcastically.

 


***

 


SEVEN

 


Mary shoved her hands beneath her dolman,
clasping them tightly together. She walked smartly ahead of
Hartwell.

It wouldn’t do if they arrived together,
despite Pomeroy’s questionable trust in Hartwell’s honor, just in
case one of the locals saw.

It was better, really, if he walked a few
paces behind her. He was carrying that blanket, after all, and so
anyone looking would see a familiar sight: Miss Trentwood walking
with her footman.

Mary had been decidedly more pleased with
this impromptu plan than Hartwell. Being relegated to a footman was
not something Hartwell relished. But when Mary had explained her
logic, he had been unable to find fault with it.

Which was probably why he was so annoyed.

Mary glanced behind her when she caught the
sound of Hartwell muttering to himself. “Everything all right, Mr.
Hartwell?”

His face was shadowed by the rolled brim of
his derby hat. “Would you like me to answer honestly, or
politely?”

The edge of Mary’s mouth trembled in the
direction of a smile. “Polite would suffice.”

“This is a most charming walk, Miss
Trentwood.” He sounded so very maudlin that Mary couldn’t help but
break into a smile.

“Dare I ask what the honest answer would have
been?”

Hartwell shifted the heavy blanket to his
other arm with a slightly exasperated huff. “This isn’t exactly
what I thought I’d be doing when I left London this morning.”

Mary stopped and waited for him to approach
her, noting that he pulled his hat down low over his eyes so she
couldn’t see his face. There was something off about the man,
something he didn’t want her to see. It made her want to slap the
hat off his head. “What did you expect you would be doing?”

She watched him watch her from the safety of
the shadows beneath his hat. She knew what he would see. A tall
woman with changing eyes, long features, and limbs all-akimbo. A
female creature with a sort of awkward, lanky grace. An exasperated
daughter with a father who wouldn’t stay dead.

Well, Mary doubted Hartwell thought that last
point. But the others, she was fairly certain he thought them. She
had heard it often enough from her aunt to see the truth of the
matter: she wasn’t beautiful. She wasn’t even very pretty. Which
had never bothered her until now, until this particular man who
seemed to always carry laughter behind his voice even when annoyed,
wouldn’t look her in the eye.

“To be honest,” he said after a length, “I
hadn’t entirely thought it all the way through.”

Mary’s brows jumped. And there went his
opportunity to redeem himself. She spun on her heel and continued
her march back to the manor house, muttering to herself. Hartwell
followed her after a moment, also muttering to himself.

 


Hartwell trudged behind Mary wondering why he
had agreed to dinner when all he really wanted was to be on the
train back to London and sanity.

The simple answer would be to meet Mrs.
Durham. The slightly more complex answer was that for some reason,
Miss Mary Trentwood was an interesting little duck, and Hartwell’s
curiosity hadn’t been piqued like this in quite some time. It was
rare that anyone disliked him, and even rarer for anyone to dislike
him in the span of half an hour and to say so to his face.
He should have felt insulted. And maybe he did, a little.

The pervading emotion, however, was a
perverse sort of excitement. Here stood a challenging woman with
wit, common sense, and the boldness to use those features to her
sometime-best-interest. And she wasn’t that bad looking,
either.

In fact, when she had pulled the veil from
her face and the sun had hit her eyes just right, he couldn’t help
but let his gaze drop down to her frowning mouth. She had a very
nice mouth, in spite of the daggers it threw in the form of words.
Her mouth had a natural curve, a sort of subtle plumpness.

Hartwell watched Mary trip over a tree root
and steady herself immediately, her shoulders rigid with
embarrassment. She moved so self-consciously, so carefully. She
wasn’t timid, but she seemed almost obsessively aware of where she
was in proximity to him.

Hartwell remembered hearing once that the
Trentwood family was a line of hermits. Apparently so, if Mary was
a prime example.

He expected Mary to slow down when they
reached the gravel drive. Instead, she maintained her pace so by
the time Hartwell entered the manor house, she had already
deposited her wet dolman, hat, and gloves with Pomeroy. She had
also taken the time to leave orders that Hartwell dry off in the
guest room. As Mary was nowhere to be seen, Hartwell assumed she
had disappeared to her bedroom to do the same.

Pomeroy took the sodden blanket from Hartwell
with an easy bow. “Looks like you survived, sir. My
compliments.”

Hartwell bit the inside of his cheek. “The
guest room, if you please,” he ground out.

“Of course, sir.”

Hartwell followed Pomeroy’s lead, each step
he took making a satisfyingly loud squelching noise on the
threadbare rugs running the length of the stairs and hallway.

If Mary was doing what Hartwell suspected,
what he was here to investigate, she certainly wasn’t putting the
rewards back into her home. Now that he thought about it, the
library had been rather lackluster, though well-loved.

In fact, the entire manor house had a sort of
timeless style, relying on subtle details that culminated in a
happy balance of taste and status. No matter the current financial
status of the gentry Trentwood family, at one point they had been
well off and governed by a mistress gifted with an excellent eye
for wallpaper, paintings, and other such knickknacks and
furnishings.

Pomeroy was silent as he led Hartwell to the
guest bedroom, for which Hartwell was glad. What had been a simple
task this morning was quickly spiraling out of his control. The
task at hand, then, was to decide his next move. Would he growl in
irritation, or step back and laugh? As per his usual inclination,
he found himself chuckling over the day’s happenings. And it wasn’t
over yet.

By this point, Pomeroy had ensured there was
warm water for Hartwell to splash across his face, and that the
fire wasn’t too hot. He must have heard Hartwell’s laugh, because
he stopped at the bedroom door, ready to leave Hartwell to his own
devices.

“Sir?”

“Do you really think Miss Trentwood is
haunted?” Hartwell surprised himself by asking.

“When one finds one’s mistress whispering to
herself, one begins to look for reasons.”

“So you don’t think she’s haunted, then.”

“I think she’s a very interesting subject to
watch, Mr. Hartwell.”

Hartwell nodded, having thought the same
thing. Only... how would Pomeroy have such insight to his thoughts,
unless...

“Why you—where is my satchel? You went
through my papers, didn’t you?” Hartwell, mortified, felt his ears
turn red.

Pomeroy smiled. “What kind of butler would I
be, if I didn’t ensure the safety and reputation of my
mistress?”

“You could have chased after the chit
yourself, rather than sending some unknown after her, for
example.”

“But then I couldn’t have rifled through your
papers to determine why you’re really here, Mr. Hartwell.”

Hartwell narrowed his eyes.

Pomeroy stepped from the room, adding, “Your
drawings are very good. I hope you find our flowers and animals as
worthy of your skills.”

It took every ounce of control to not slam
the door behind Pomeroy. Huffing, Hartwell threw his hat and coat
on the chair sitting directly before the fire to dry them out. He
hopped around, struggling to extract his wet, swollen feet from his
shoes. Once off, he placed them by the fireplace grate, followed by
his shirtwaist, shirt, and pants.

Clad only in his undergarments, Hartwell
stood before the fire with his hands on his hips. His hair, which
he kept cut long to cover the awkwardness of his left eye, fell
before his face. The fire snapped, making him jump.

For whatever reason, he had been pondering
Mary’s eyes. Hazel, Hartwell thought, would best describe their odd
combination of green and brown. Far more interesting than his plain
brown eyes.

There was something about her eyes that upset
him. Something about them made him want to ask her what was
wrong.

Hartwell shook his head. He wasn’t going to
solve the mystery by staring into a fire in his underwear. He heard
a door snap shut and the voices of women. Two women, as far as he
could tell. Mary and Mrs. Durham. It took him a moment to realize
that the guest bedroom was next door to Mary’s bedroom. The thought
made him feel nude. He tested his clothes, and satisfied that they
were dry, gathered them in his arms. He carried the bundle over to
the left wall so he could eavesdrop and dress simultaneously. Such
small efficiencies always seemed to feel good, for whatever
reason.

“Why is he here?” Mrs. Durham asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mary answered. Their voices
were muffled so it took Hartwell a moment to process what they were
saying. “But he seems genuine enough.”

“Genuine! What can he be genuine about?”

“He said his sister was a schoolmate of
yours.”

Silence from Mrs. Durham.

“That would make his sister a schoolmate of
Mama’s as well. Or am I mistaken?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Durham said, her voice strained.
“I assume you are giving him the courtesy of drying before asking
him to leave?”

A lengthy pause. Hartwell realized he was
holding his breath.

“He’s staying, dear Aunt.” There was nothing
tender about Mary’s tone. “We have not been the most gracious of
hostesses. The least we can do is provide a meal and place to
sleep.”

Mrs. Durham scoffed.

“He can’t go back to Swindon tonight. There
is no one to take him. And anyway, you know as well as I do that
our walls are very thin, and I’ve placed him in the guest bedroom.
Unless he’s plugged his ears, he can hear every word we say.”

Hartwell, who had bent to splash his face
with water, slipped, dunking his head and shoulders in the basin.
He tried to stifle the curse that burst from his lips, to no avail.
Though he knew Mary couldn’t see him, his ears reddened anyway when
he heard the smug smile in her voice when she said, “See?”

Hartwell was seriously beginning to dislike
the way Mary could make him feel like a schoolboy again.

 


***

 


EIGHT

 


Mary escaped to the library, looking it over
with newly-awakened eyes after sending the sullen Mrs. Durham back
to bed.

Ever since her father’s illness, Mary had
lapsed in the care of the library. It was her domain. She had long
ago ordered the servants to tend the fireplace and candles only.
She, on the other hand, cared for the books. When she entered the
library, knowing Hartwell had waited there at least half an hour,
she was past feeling dismay—she felt ashamed.

Her books were coated with dust, those on the
low bookcases and those stacked on the side tables. The eight
buttoned, fringed, and tufted chairs, deep-seated for snuggling
beneath a blanket while reading, frayed at the upholstered edges.
The mirror running the length of the wall opposite the windows was
tarnishing. The windows were gray-green with winter grime. The
fireplace was sooty to the point of being dangerous.

“You’ve let a few things slide, haven’t you,
then?” Trentwood said, lifting a book cover with distaste.

Mary wasn’t certain how to respond, or what
to respond to first. He was right; in the face of his illness she
had lost track of the everyday matters. Rather than responding to
that nitpicky topic, however, she realized she had never actually
seen Trentwood move anything since his death. His previous talents
had only included appearing out of thin air and walking through
solid objects.

Not that either talent, if one could call
such abnormalities talents, had been very easy to adjust to,
only... he had showcased them from the start.

No, this was too much to absorb. Better stick
to safer topics.

Mary pulled a handkerchief from her pocket
and began dusting the pile of books nearest her. “Things were a bit
hectic, if you remember.”

Trentwood shrugged and took a seat nearest
the fireplace, though no fire burned and wouldn’t warm him
anyway.

“I don’t suppose you could help me? Maybe you
could float to the top shelving and dust?” Mary smiled at his
affronted expression. She had never dared speak to him in such a
fashion when he was alive, and she didn’t know what inspired her to
take such a tone with him now. But oh, how delicious it felt to
speak her mind without fear of censure.

“Just who do you think I am?” Trentwood
demanded, leaping to his feet.

All right, so there was still some residual
censure. Her mouth seemed to have a mind of its own as she
retorted, “To be honest, I’ve thought you a nuisance. So I’m very
glad to have found a task for you to do.”

Trentwood’s mouth dropped open. “What did you
say?”

“If you’re going to haunt me, make yourself
useful, if you please. I’ve enough to worry about without your
meddling.” Mary slapped her handkerchief at the pages of the book
in her hand and coughed at the cloud of dust she dislodged. “What
do you know about Hartwell, for instance? You’re a ghost, can’t you
spy on him? Confirm he is who he claims to be?”

“You would have your own father spy on a
guest in his house?” Trentwood fumed, a blue vein popping in his
forehead.

Mary rubbed her forehead in empathy. Talking
back to the ghost was almost more trouble than ignoring him. “No, I
wouldn’t. I’d have my father’s ghost spy on a guest in my house. Or
did you not leave the house to me?”

Trentwood’s mouth thinned to a furious line,
but he couldn’t refute her, and she knew it. “I refuse to do
anything so underhanded. Now what do you think about that?”

Mary lifted the pile of books and replaced
them on a sagging shelf. She made a mental note to have Pomeroy
look at stabilizing it. “Suit yourself. If you won’t help me dust
and you refuse to be underhanded, you can take your questions
elsewhere.”

“Really, we must stop meeting like this,”
Hartwell said from the doorway.

Mary dropped the book she was inspecting.

“Ah yes, the youth from the tomb,” Trentwood
said, sidling over to Hartwell. “What do you think happened to
him?”

Mary opened her mouth to snap at Trentwood,
but the words fell away upon seeing Hartwell’s face. He kept his
hair long and brushed to the side to hide his pinched skin. Mary
moved closer. His eyes were very dark—almost black. So dark, she
couldn’t read any expression in them. The left eye had a collection
of little scars that cut through the brow, down over his eyelid,
and onto his cheek. The scars pulled on his eyelids, dragging the
upper to meet the lower before it ought, and pulling the lower to
reveal the inside of his eye socket. In total, the scar had the odd
effect of making his eye look lazy when it was not.

When Hartwell shifted his weight, Mary
realized she was staring. She cleared her throat.

“I have decided,” Hartwell announced firmly,
“you are doing it on purpose.”

Mary paused. “I’m sorry, doing what on
purpose?”

“Being contrary.”

“Contrary?” Mary exclaimed.

Trentwood chuckled. “Whoever this chap is,
let’s keep him a while, shall we?”

Mary scowled.

“Oh, yes,” Hartwell said, warming to the
topic. “Talking to yourself, telling me to play your footman when
I’ve inspected your house and know quite well that you haven’t any
footmen, admitting you knew I was listening to you and your
aunt—”

“Ah!” Mary pointed an accusatory finger at
Hartwell. “I knew you were listening!”

Hartwell grinned. “This is all an act, Miss
Contrary Mary, and heaven help me, I’m curious.”

“Careful, Mary,” Trentwood cautioned, “do you
know what you’re dealing with?”

Mary shifted her eyes from Hartwell to
Trentwood and back. She couldn’t help it—she stole a glance at
Hartwell’s scars again and flushed in response to his embarrassed
flinch. She stepped back to retrieve the book she had dropped.
Startled when Hartwell swooped in to pick up the book for her, she
swallowed a gasp.

“Mary Wollstonecraft?” Hartwell said, turning
over the book in his hand. “Your father let you read such
texts?”

Mary snatched it from him, but it was too
late, Trentwood had found her out.

“I told you to throw that trash away!”
Trentwood snapped.

“My father didn’t come into this room; this
was my library,” Mary said, hugging the book to her chest.

Hartwell chuckled. “You are, without a doubt,
the most contrary person I’ve ever met, myself excluded.”

Trentwood snorted.

Mary backed away from them. What could one
say, after having been found out to have read—and absolutely
loved—A Vindication of the Rights of Women? Nothing, really.
She inhaled slowly and waited for the tirade she was certain to
receive. She waited to be labeled a menace, a suffragist, a pain.
That was what Trentwood called such groups of women, and while Mary
had no inclination to wrestle the vote from British men, she had
liked Wollstonecraft’s words. She liked the idea of having her
sense of reason acknowledged.

Trentwood paced the room deep in thought,
though he glanced at Mary now and again as if trying to decide just
what punishment he would most enjoy meting out.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” was all Hartwell
said. He rubbed his chin as he pondered Mary.

“You are a highly irregular man,” was all she
thought to say.

Hartwell laughed, really laughed this time,
and it sent a pleasant chill down Mary’s spine. “This coming from
the woman who talks to herself. I respectfully claim the term
‘irregular’ is relative.”

Mary scowled. “In any case, I don’t
understand why you insist on speaking to me in such a familiar
manner. Calling me Contrary Mary, of all things!”

Hartwell nodded with heartfelt understanding,
smoothing his hair back from his face and behind his ear. “My
mother complains the same. She never could cure me of it. Does my
familiarity bother you? I can try to stop, but you’d only laugh at
my attempt.”

Mary gave him an odd look. “It’s not really
in my nature to laugh,” she admitted.

“That is the saddest thing I think I’ve ever
heard, Mary Trentwood.”

At this, Trentwood disappeared, his voice
whispering in Mary’s ear, “I like him, don’t you?”

Mary twitched away. “No.”

“No? What? No what?” Hartwell said.

Mary faltered. “No... I suppose you are
right. My mother used to laugh a great deal.”

 


***

 


NINE

 


There were few tasks Pomeroy would not do for
the Trentwoods, and many he did without their knowledge. Snooping
through Hartwell’s satchel, for instance, was in no way a part of
his duties in normal or extenuating circumstances. Pomeroy’s
mother, God rest her soul, had always said, “What’s done is done,”
and had taken great pains to ensure this was his philosophy.

So when the house had settled for the night,
and Pomeroy took a letter from his breast pocket, the well-worn one
he had found in Hartwell’s satchel, he felt all the proper emotions
as his mother had taught. His hands were sweating, his head ached,
and he suspected he was developing an ulcer. Guilt was felt deeply
in the Pomeroy family, being the closet Catholics they were, and
the butler Pomeroy at the manor house of Compton Beauchamp was no
exception.

Pomeroy had locked himself in the silver
room, which was sadly barren of the family silver. It was more of a
closet than a room, with drawers and shelves made of wood darkened
from years of sweating hands sliding the silver in and out of
place. Pomeroy shook his head every time he had the misfortune to
enter; it just wasn’t right, to leave one’s only child, one’s only
daughter, with a pile of debt and naught else.

But that was neither here nor there.

Pomeroy flipped the letter over, having
settled his candelabra on a shoulder-height shelf. Puzzling how the
letter lacked an address. Perhaps Hartwell had never sent it?
Unfortunately, Pomeroy had only enough time to snatch one letter
from the satchel, and this one was the easiest to access without
disturbing anything else. What a wasted opportunity, he thought
dourly, until he began to read its contents.

The handwriting was erratic, scrawled across
the page by the writer in a violent emotion. The writer never named
the recipient, nor did the writer sign his—or her—name.

Not that Pomeroy blamed the writer, as the
letter reeked of blackmail. It was dated four months ago, which was
around the time Mrs. Durham had moved to the manor house as
Trentwood’s days drew to an end.

“You have been naughty,” the blackmailer
accused. “I know it. Would that your husband knew the depths of
your betrayal. Rest assured, one day his name will be cleared of
your cuckolding.”

Pomeroy folded the letter, following the
careworn creases. He tapped the letter against his temple. Mrs.
Durham had been very quick to eject Hartwell from the house that
morning. And Hartwell had been more than pleased when Mrs. Durham
didn’t arrive for dinner, having begged off with the insufficient
claim that she suffered a monstrous headache.

Now, one could find reasons, of course. One
had to be blind not to see the interest in Hartwell’s eye and
expression when speaking with Mary. Therefore, Hartwell could have
been glad Mrs. Durham hadn’t joined them for dinner because he
wanted to talk to Mary more. It was certainly plausible.

And Hartwell’s initial concern that Mrs.
Durham was the mistress of the manor house? A logical reaction to
having the door slammed in his face.

Neither of these points excused the final
one, however, the fact being that no one seemed to know who he was,
or why he was at the manor house but for Mrs. Durham.

Pomeroy sighed and rolled his shoulders free
of the kink in his neck. As if there wasn’t enough to concern him
and Mary already when it came to all things with Mrs. Durham. He
checked the time on his pocket watch, glowering at the hands as
they ticked past midnight.

Blackmail at the manor house. What was the
world coming to?

Pomeroy ruffled his white hair with a low
grumble. He blew out his candle and slipped from the empty silver
room, tucking the letter into the breast pocket above his
heart.

The matter could rest until morning, surely.
He would let Mary sleep. Her day had been far from normal, and that
was considering abnormal had become the norm over the last month.
Yes, Mary should sleep. When she woke feeling rested, she would see
sense in his suggestion that they call the authorities before
Hartwell became any wiser.

Pomeroy yawned behind his hand. In the
morning, Mary would be her logical self and follow his suggestion
and the manor house could go back to its quiet mourning. Really, it
was an excellent plan.

 


“Hartwell? Blackmail?” Mary’s smile stretched
across her face and her lips quivered in the traitorous moves of
laughter. She sat on the floor in the library, sewing together the
ripped open seam of one of the chair armrests. Her curved needle
glinted in the daylight, which shone brightly through the newly
scrubbed windows. “Pomeroy, really.”

That had not been the reaction he had
expected. Pomeroy drew to his full height. He looked down his long
nose and said in his stiffest tones, “I have evidence, Miss, which
supports me.”

Mouth still trembling, Mary held out her
hand. “I think you’ve been indoors too long; you ought to take a
walk now and again,” she said, accepting the letter.

Pomeroy shifted his weight as Mary read the
short missive, noting with smug—if silent—satisfaction how her
brows furrowed together, her mouth down-turned, and her shoulders
hunched in embarrassment.

“He didn’t write this,” Mary said, flinging
the letter at Pomeroy.

“How can you know, Miss?”

“I can’t,” Mary admitted, accepting Pomeroy’s
help as she stood. She brushed her hands down the front of her
working apron and threaded the needle through the apron’s hem.
“I’ve only known him a day, but I doubt the laughing man I ate
dinner with last night is a blackmailer. The handwriting seems…
feminine, somehow. And Alex is a barrister, his occupation is to
uphold the law, not circumvent it!”

Pomeroy’s smile was far too kind, making it
drip with pity and condescension. “Be that as it may, Miss Mary, he
wouldn’t have to be a good sort of barrister, now would he?”

Mary wrinkled her nose and crossed her arms
over her chest. “What is your suggestion, then?”

“Call for the authorities at once, of
course.”

She nodded slowly. “And what then? Have the
gossip-mongers on my lands, harassing my tenants, wanting to know
all about how the hermit Miss Mary Trentwood was harboring a
blackmailer? Thank you, no.”

Pomeroy’s jaw set as he mimicked Mary,
crossing his arms over his chest. “What is your suggestion
then?”

Mary paused a moment, her attention caught by
something at the window, or through the window, Pomeroy couldn’t
tell. She frowned at whatever it was that had caught her attention.
Pomeroy cleared his throat. He raised his brows when Mary lifted
her hand in the ever familiar motion that asked for silence.
“Really, Miss...”

Sighing, a slow smile spread across Mary’s
face. “We won’t call the authorities, not until we have more
information. I’ll write to my father’s solicitor for word of
Hartwell and any disreputable dealings attached to him. In the
meantime, wouldn’t it be safer if we kept him here where we could
prevent his mischief?”

Pomeroy’s mouth sagged open and his hands
fell to his sides.

“I see we are in agreement. Excellent.” Mary
clapped her hands and smiled. “Now then, shall we have breakfast
and welcome our potentially-blackmailing-guest to Compton
Beauchamp?”

Unbelievable.

 


Oh, this was rich. Stupendous. Excellently
timed. Mary couldn’t keep the smile from her face as she led
Pomeroy from the library. She didn’t care if Hartwell was a
blackmailer or not; the fact was she had a bit of information on
him that he didn’t know she had.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Mary didn’t
want Hartwell to be a blackmailer. She rather liked his warm smile
and delighted in the way his laugh, when triggered, sent a chill up
her spine. Though she would never admit it, dinner with Hartwell
the night before had been, easily, the highlight of the past
year.

Mary had woken that morning smiling, for
heaven’s sake, for no reason at all. It hadn’t been the weather, as
the day was dull and threatened rain. Again. It hadn’t been her
industriousness, as she had broken two needles while repairing the
chair arms in the library and poked herself often enough that her
thumbs were numb.

No, Mary suspected the reason she rose from
bed with an amused smile had everything to do with Hartwell taking
Mrs. Durham’s position as her dining companion.

That, and the loveliness of having an evening
with someone her age, or if not her age, around her age, interested
in talking about books and culture and music—interested in talking
with her.

If Trentwood had haunted her last night, Mary
never noticed.

That was enough to make Mary smile for
days.

Mary entered the dining room alone. Pomeroy
had left her without calling attention to himself, though she
probably wouldn’t have heard him, what with all of her thoughts
bouncing around her mind screaming for her notice. Hartwell and
Mrs. Durham had yet to emerge from their bedrooms, leaving the
modest buffet free for Mary’s less-than-thrilled perusal.

Roasted tomatoes, again, with burned toast,
jam and clotted cream, fish leftover from dinner, and coffee. It
was enough to send anyone’s appetite away, shrieking bloody
murder.

Mary knew better than to complain. Mrs.
Beeton was doing the best she could with the supplies at hand. Mrs.
Beeton was, in fact, doing exactly what Mary asked, which was use
everything in the stores until it was absolutely necessary to send
out for more. That Mrs. Beeton was sticking to this order, even
when Mary wanted to renege with a passion, was one of the many
reasons why she had been kept on, while other servants had been let
go.

Mary’s thoughts continued to wander. Hartwell
came to the forefront quickly. Blackmail? She tried to imagine him
in a dark, dank room smelling of grease and polluted with the
sounds of children’s screams, penning that awful letter with a
vicious smirk plastered across his face. Even with his scar, it
didn’t seem to fit.

But if Hartwell had written the letter, Mary
knew that Pomeroy’s plan was the most prudent. She shuddered. The
gossip would be fierce, to say the least. But if Hartwell hadn’t
written the letter, then who did and why did he have it?

“Woolgathering again?”

Mary flinched, missing her cup as she poured
her coffee.

Trentwood sat at the head of the table, his
customary spot. He didn’t look quite as pale as she was used to
seeing him—funny, that, to realize one was used to seeing one’s
dead parent in the first place. His improved color was, perhaps,
owed in part to his sitting in shadow. “Woolgathering about your
Mr. Hartwell?” Trentwood prodded when Mary remained silent.

Mary sat at Trentwood’s right, her customary
spot. “I would hardly call him my Mr. Hartwell, Father.”

“Especially not if he’s blackmailing your
aunt?”

Mary speared a bit of tomato with her fork.
“Precisely so.”

“Even if she deserves it?”

Mary stopped cold, her fork halfway into her
mouth. “What do you know?” she asked, setting her fork on her
plate.

Trentwood shook his head, the motion telling
Mary he didn’t know anything, he was just provoking her, as was his
way. “I don’t think he’s blackmailing anyone, do you?”

She rubbed her thumb along the side of her
mouth as she thought, wiping away an errant bit of tomato pulp.
“The letter could be evidence. For a case he’s working on.”

Trentwood nodded his approval. “Certainly
would explain the careworn edges, if he had to reference it
often.”

Oh yes, Mary liked this theory. She bit into
her tomato, enjoying the way it squirted sweet juice. “I’ll have to
send my compliments to Mrs. Beeton,” she said between bites, “this
may be a modest breakfast, but it’s delicious.” As she chewed, she
caught the way Trentwood watched her and realized how broadly she
was smiling.

“Do you like the blackmailer?” he asked,
leaning forward.

“We don’t know he’s a blackmailer. Why are
you calling him a blackmailer all of a sudden?” Mary protested.
Blast the man, he always knew how to get under her skin. “Even so,”
she said, trying to dig herself out, “it’s comforting to know
something about him that he hasn’t told me himself.”

“Oh?”

“Father, he had the definite advantage over
me yesterday. He knows a great deal about us and we nothing of him.
Pomeroy’s snooping, while unpardonable, gave me a—a trump card, of
sorts.”

“And that pleases you?” Trentwood said.

“Very much indeed.” In fact, Mary knew much
of her surliness yesterday stemmed from being caught unawares by
Hartwell—twice. Both times it had looked as though she was talking
to an empty room.

The idea of Hartwell knowing Mary spoke to
herself, or rather, spoke to someone no one else could see, was
mortifying.

Knowing a potential secret of Hartwell’s?
Yes, that pleased Mary greatly.

“Even if we discover it is something
completely unrelated,” she said, finishing her unspoken thought
before sipping her coffee.

“Unrelated to what?” Hartwell said, entering
the room. He had foregone wearing his entire suit, instead opting
for a shirt loosely tucked and a waistcoat to maintain some
decency. He looked at home and glad to see Mary. She found herself
wondering if Steele would have joined the house so painlessly.

Not that Hartwell’s arrival was painless,
lest she forget everything that happened at Wayland’s Smithy.

“Your lovely eyes are making me blush,”
Hartwell said after Mary had stared at him for a minute or
more.

Mary blinked and coughed, spluttering into
the coffee she still held at her mouth.

“You really ought to get that checked out,”
Hartwell said as he turned his attention to the sidebar, taking no
pains to hide his grin.

“What?” Mary said between coughs she
struggled to suppress.

“That whole talking to an empty room. What
must your servants think?”

“Ha. What servants have I left to frighten?
Pomeroy has been with the family since before I can remember, as
has Mrs. Beeton, and the house staff are the children of my
father’s—I mean my—tenants.” Mary realized she was babbling, but
the momentum was too strong to slow down. “There have been odder
things, I’m sure.”

Hartwell joined Mary at the table, sitting at
Trentwood’s left and across from Mary.

How odd; Mary had often imagined Steele
sitting in that seat. Seeing Hartwell there, both the night before
and now, made Mary want to miss Steele. It was familiar to miss
Steele, and startling that she didn’t. When had that happened?

Certainly not when Hartwell arrived, she was
not so shallow. When was the last time she had pined for Steele?
Mary glanced at Trentwood. His eyes, his terrible eyes, pierced her
as if he could read her thoughts, and worse, approved of them.

Hartwell cleared his throat, snatching Mary’s
attention from Trentwood. “You are completely correct, there have
been odder things. I once had a client who wanted to sue his
neighbor’s dog for... ahem... pressing his amorous attentions on my
client’s wife.”

Mary’s mouth dropped open even as her lips
curved into an incredulous smile. “You didn’t take the case, I
hope!”

“I didn’t have to,” Hartwell said, spreading
jam over his toast, “the defendant had his dog sent to his mother
in the country before the trial, which suited everyone fine.”

Mary looked at Hartwell askance. “You’re
making fun of me.”

“Upon my honor, I’m not,” Hartwell said,
lifting his hand in solemn truth. “That dog was a menace anyway,
and the owner was lucky my client didn’t shoot the thing. No,
sending the dog away was the best solution all around.”

“What are you talking about at this
ungodly hour?”

Hartwell and Mary both jumped in their seats.
They turned to find a horrified Mrs. Durham standing in the
doorway, clutching close to her chest her lapdog, inappropriately
named Petit-Ange, or “Little Angel.” The dog yipped, and Mary’s lip
curled.

“Mr. Hartwell, my aunt, Mrs. Durham, and her
dog, Petit-Ange.” Mary turned to him and murmured, “The dear little
angel is not, as you so elegantly put it, fixed. I’ve more than
half a mind to do it myself while my aunt sleeps, though. I’ve lost
more pillows and shoes to that menace than the little beast is
worth.”

Hartwell snorted and tried to cover it with a
rasping cough.

Mrs. Durham was neither fooled nor amused.
She marched to the sidebar, Petit-Ange tucked beneath her arm.

Mary hid a smile as she watched Mrs. Durham
realize she couldn’t hold Petit-Ange and pile food onto her plate
at the same time. This had been Mary’s sole morning entertainment
before Hartwell’s arrival.

Now, Hartwell sat across from her and seemed
to have noticed her amusement. He turned in his seat so he could
watch Mrs. Durham also as she shifted Petit-Ange around, scolding
him for trying to eat her food, yet purring at him for being so
cute.

Mary rolled her eyes, as was her wont, only
this time Hartwell happened to see her do it. He grinned at her,
and she found herself grinning in return.



“Making friends with the enemy? Is this your
strategy?” Trentwood said, reminding Mary that yes, he haunted her
still and yes, he sat at her left and yes, he just so happened to
believe Pomeroy that Hartwell was a blackmailer.

Odd, though, that comment about Mrs. Durham
deserving blackmail. Mary had no idea what Trentwood meant by that,
and as her thoughts converged on that little mystery, her grin
faded.

She ruminated on the topic, not noticing that
Mrs. Durham was walking toward the head of the table until it was
almost too late. Just when Mrs. Durham was about to sit on
Trentwood’s lap, Mary pointed her finger and shrieked, “No, not
there.”

Mrs. Durham gasped, dropping Petit-Ange to
the floor and her plate to the table.

“What did you do that for?” Trentwood said,
peeved, as he stood to get out of Mrs. Durham’s way. “I was going
to move, or did you think I’d like to have that thing on top of
me?”

Mary swallowed. Good Lord, now I’ve done
it. Hartwell and Mrs. Durham stared at her as if she had lost
her mind, and really, Mary was fairly certain she had. “There was a
spider,” she said weakly.

Hartwell shoved his toast in his mouth to
muffle his guffaw, Mary could only assume. She slouched in her seat
while Mrs. Durham inspected the chair, finding nothing wrong.

Mary’s eyes darting around the room trying to
find Trentwood’s new hiding place. Not that when Trentwood hid,
anyone else could see him anyway. He did, however, at moments such
as this, attempt to be a little less obtrusive. At least, that’s
what Mary liked to think Trentwood was doing when he disappeared
like that. Blink, my father’s haunting me. Blink, the ghost is
gone. Blink, I’m definitely mad.

And worse yet, Hartwell and Mrs. Durham ate
their food silently, studiously, letting her take whatever time she
needed to collect herself. They weren’t trying to have a
conversation and pretend like Mary hadn’t just screamed at the top
of her lungs, no, that would have been a kindness on Mrs. Durham’s
part, and she had a limited supply of kindnesses, of that Mary was
certain.

“I’m so glad your headache subsided, Aunt,”
Mary said, finally.

“Whatever do you mean?” Mrs. Durham said.
“Even if my headache had subsided, it’s back with a vengeance
now.”

A light whimper escaped Mary’s lips, one she
was certain Mrs. Durham did not hear. Hartwell, on the other
hand... Mary was beginning to realize that nothing got past him. He
managed to notice her when she wasn’t worth noticing; indeed, it
was when she wasn’t the center of attention that his attention was
on her. Perverse man.

“Did you sleep well, Mr. Hartwell?” Mrs.
Durham asked, chewing on the leftover fish from dinner. “That guest
bed is quite stiff, I ought to know, I slept there for three months
before Mr. Trentwood died, and let me tell you, I still haven’t
worked out all my back pain.”

Hartwell smiled at Mrs. Durham, much to
her—and Mary’s—surprise. “I slept as if angels had put me there.”
He turned to Mary. “Your butler, Pomeroy, is very attentive. Does
he always lay out your guests’ papers on that little table for
them?”

Mary clasped her hands together in her lap
where Hartwell and Mrs. Durham couldn’t see that she was digging
her nails into her palms. “I’m not certain I understand your
meaning.”

Mrs. Durham ate her food calmly, as if she
hadn’t heard the warning that rumbled in the undertones of
Hartwell’s question.

“I wasn’t sure if it was a country custom, or
perhaps something particular to Compton Beauchamp. As I understand
it, personal possessions are exactly that—personal.” Hartwell
continued his disarming smile, even as his tone grew colder with
each passing word until he finally spat out the last.

Oh, I could kill him, Mary thought,
closing her eyes. What did it matter if Pomeroy had been with the
family for thirty years? To have stolen a piece of correspondence
from a barrister was bad enough, but to leave the papers out in a
blatant disregard for secrecy of the robbery! Did no one have any
logical sense anymore?

At the very least, Pomeroy was going to get a
stern talking to.

“There must be a misunderstanding,” Mary
stuttered, her mind racing ahead to lay down a plausible storyline.
“Pomeroy was in the library with me this morning. We were going
over some papers before the solicitor comes.”

Hartwell leaned forward, resting his elbows
on the table. “So the solicitor is coming today, then?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Durham said.

“No,” Mary said simultaneously.

“What are you two playing at?” Hartwell said,
frowning.

I could ask the same of you, Mary
thought. “I received word that he would be arriving tomorrow, and I
wanted to speak with Pomeroy about where we could lodge him. You
see, you and my aunt are in the only guest bedrooms.”

That, at least, was the truth. Pomeroy had
approached her in the library first to say that he had received
notice of the solicitor’s arrival. It was only after that had been
settled had he the nerve to pull out that stupid letter.

“Why did you think the solicitor was arriving
today, Mrs. Durham?” Hartwell asked, his eyes narrowing.

The effect was rather terrifying, and Mary
had to commend her aunt for not staring at that left eye, which had
become nothing more than a patch of scarred flesh. Whether or not
Hartwell was blackmailing Mrs. Durham, there was certainly
something going on there. When he spoke to Mary, he was all smiles;
with Mrs. Durham, he was as Mary imagined he would be in court.
Terse. Suspicious. Indignant.

“Well, that had been his original plan. I’m
sure I don’t know what’s taking him so long.”

Mary stared at Mrs. Durham. Why did she lie?
They hadn’t known at all when the solicitor was coming, hence the
reason Mary thought Hartwell had been the solicitor only the day
before. Mary watched Mrs. Durham finish her meal, the thought that
she didn’t really know much about her aunt, other than the fact
that she was her mother’s younger twin, scaring her a little.

Just what had Trentwood meant, Mrs. Durham
deserved to be blackmailed?

What good was it to have a ghost for a father
if he wouldn’t divulge the secrets he knew? Really, the situation
was impossible.

“I thought perhaps since I’ve stayed the
night, that I could do you a service in return, Miss Trentwood, and
sit with you when your solicitor comes,” Hartwell said, his voice
carefully even.

Mary’s eyes lit with obvious relief, then
dulled with a shifty wariness. “I don’t really know you, Mr.
Hartwell. Why should I trust my family finances to you?”

He shook his head. “Not to me, with me. I
have no intention of representing you, only sitting beside you in
case your solicitor decides to play any tricks on a grieving
daughter. It has happened before, you know.”

Mary stiffened.

“I’m not implying that you’ve lost any of
your senses in your time of mourning,” Hartwell rushed to add,
“only that it might help to have someone sitting beside you,
silently sitting beside you, who is familiar with all the
terminology.”

He was right, Mary was a trifle terrified
about having to deal with the solicitor. This was a city man,
coming to talk to her about Trentwood’s debts and investments,
which she had only begun to wrap her mind around over the past year
as her father’s health declined. When Trentwood was alive, he
hadn’t the energy to guide her. But now that he was dead, and
haunting her...

“All right,” Mary said. “I will take you up
on your offer.”

Now it was Mrs. Durham’s turn to shriek. “Are
you out of your mind?”

“What?” Mary said, “isn’t he your friend’s
brother? Is he not trustworthy?”

“He’s extremely trustworthy, he’s a
barrister, and a good one at that,” Mrs. Durham fumed.

“Then why are you upset?” Hartwell asked, his
voice low, calm, soothing. To Mary, at least, it was soothing; to
Mrs. Durham it seemed to incite her further.

“I’ll not accept charity from your sister,
that’s why. I want nothing to do with her.”

“Have you had a falling out?” Mary asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. Durham spat. “And she’s sent her
brother to rub it in.”

Hartwell laughed then, and Mrs. Durham became
purple in the face. “What nonsense. I didn’t hear of any falling
out. If I had, you ought to know I wouldn’t be here. I quell
disagreements, I don’t start them.”

Mrs. Durham tried to come up with a retort,
her mouth flapping, wordless. She looked like a fish grasping for
crumbs. Mary allowed a small smile at the thought, a very small
smile so no one would notice.

“Aunt,” Mary said, “you aren’t accepting his
charity at all. I am. These are my finances now, and I need to
understand them. I need all the help I can get.”

With Trentwood standing beside Mary, he could
make certain Hartwell advised her properly. With Hartwell sitting
beside her, Pomeroy could try to find other blackmail letters in
Hartwell’s satchel, or anything to provide further context.
Provided, of course, that he put everything back in place. “Thank
you, Mr. Hartwell, for being so kind to offer.”

“If I’m to help you, I insist you call me
Alex. I only give my services freely to my friends, and my friends
call me Alex.”

So very forward, this man, so determined to
be on friendly terms. Why? “Well, if I’m to call you Alex, I
suppose you ought to call me Mary.”

Hartwell grinned. “Excellent. Mary it
is.”

Unbidden came Trentwood’s voice asking her,
“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Truthfully, Mary didn’t. But then, she wasn’t
really in the habit.

 


***

 


TEN

 


“Well, Mrs. Durham was vexed at breakfast,
wasn’t she?” Trentwood said as Mary shut the bedroom door behind
her.

She had spent the remainder of the morning
calming Mrs. Durham and feeding Petit-Ange dog treats while
Hartwell had escaped to his bedroom. Coward. At this point, the
last person—thing—Mary wanted to see was Trentwood’s ghost, so of
course he would appear right when she was about to throw herself to
bed to sleep away her pounding headache.

Mary rubbed her temples. “What do you
want?”

“Why do you think I want something?”

Mary leveled a look at him that translated,
roughly, to “Are you really going to play that game?”

“And just what do you hope to accomplish by
looking at me like that, young miss?”

Her chuckle was without mirth. “Father, you
know I haven’t been considered young for years.” She brushed past
him, noting when she did so the hairs of her arms stood on end and
a chill ran down her back. Shivering, she sat on the edge of her
bed. “I would like to propose a few rules, if you please.”

Trentwood pulled his watch and chain from his
waistcoat pocket. He spun the chain so the watch circled outward,
rotating around his hand. It was his thinking motion and signaled
to Mary she would need all her wits at the ready, for he would be
determined to thwart her. How that was different from any other
conversation lately, Mary wasn’t all that certain. Still, it didn’t
hurt to be prepared.

“Rules?” Trentwood prodded.

Mary cleared her throat and kicked her feet
out from her skirts. Right then. “I’ve got to keep appearances,
Father. You don’t want me sent to the asylum, do you?”

He stood impassive.

Mary scoffed. “I see. So you would rest in
peace knowing your only child and heir was wasting away in
filth?”

“Seeing as how I’m not resting in peace now,
I’m uncertain what your point is.”

“Father!”

“How do I know you aren’t mad?” he countered.
“I’m not the one speaking to ghosts, am I?”

Mary threw up her hands in exasperation. “All
right then, be that way. Send me to the madhouse. I’m practically
living in one anyway since I’m not allowed to ignore you, you keep
startling me right when someone comes in the room, and everyone
seems to have secrets that I can’t make sense of.”

“Send you to the madhouse? Don’t see why I’d
do any such thing. Do you think I’ve grown heartless since my
death?”

“I was fairly convinced of it when you were
alive,” Mary muttered, glaring at the floor.

Trentwood disappeared.

Mary jumped, startled by the sudden lack of a
conversation partner. She swallowed. She waited. He was doing this
to scare her, that’s what he was doing. He was trying to teach her
a lesson. He was forever trying to teach her lessons.

“Father?” she whispered, her eyes focusing
and refocusing on every little movement in the room.

Her bedroom window was open a crack, letting
in a sliver of cool air that made the brocade curtains shift
slightly. A beetle scuttled along the hardwood flooring. Mary
squeaked and lifted her feet.

Really, she ought to have known better than
to say such a thing to him. Her shoulders slumped.

Trentwood reappeared close to Mary, so close
that his nose hovered inches from hers. “Care to try that
again?”

Mary held her breath. Her entire body
shuddered in response to the cold Trentwood emanated. She forced
herself to concentrate on the peppermint scent that almost masked
the lingering stench of dirt and decomposition.

So he was trying to punish her. Her temper
flared as it never had while he was alive, and she found herself
snapping, “You never did explain why Steele wasn’t good enough for
you.” Her voice was low.

“I said he wasn’t good enough for you,
remember?”

“Obviously not,” Mary said, sidling away from
Trentwood. “And just what would have made him good enough for me,
Father? What would have proven his worth to you that he was good
enough for me?”

Trentwood’s smile was tight, a little cruel,
and a little sad. “Let me ask you: did he ever once try to see you
again after that party?”

No, he never did, both she and Trentwood knew
that very well. She backed away from him, shaking her head.

“Did he ever write?”

Not that Mary knew of, but then Trentwood
could have confiscated the letters before Mary saw them. Not that
he would have, he could hardly move without her or Pomeroy helping
him after that awful fever had taken hold. In fact, she had read
his correspondence to him, and written his letters for him, as he
had difficulty holding a pen.

“Have a friend ask after you or pass some
word your way?”

Mary swallowed. Her lip began to tremble.
Stop it, she wanted to shriek. Stop it. Why are you doing this?

“What has that dandy done over the last
year—year, mind you!—that has you so convinced he intended to offer
for you?”

By the time he finished speaking, Trentwood
was shouting at Mary from across the room. His eyes, once pale and
washed out, had adopted a frightening green hue. A vein at his
temple bulged... as if blood still flowed there. His watch was
hanging, forgotten, from his waistcoat pocket.

Mary pressed her lips together. She was not
going to cry. She had cried about Steele, but only when alone in
her bedroom when her loneliness had crept into her bed with the
night shadows. Or when she had taken her solitary walks in the
afternoons when her father had napped. But she had never cried
before Trentwood, and she certainly wasn’t about to begin now.

And anyway... “How do I know you didn’t have
Pomeroy hide his letters from me, or prevent him from seeing me?
Pomeroy would walk through hellfire for you.”

Trentwood shook his head and sighed. His eyes
lost their greenish hue and he seemed a bit more natural, or as
natural as he could be, given the situation. “You don’t understand
me at all, do you?” He drew up his watch by its chain and tucked it
into his waistcoat pocket, the motion giving him time to find the
correct words. “Don’t you think, if I had seen an inkling of
spirit, of courage in the boy, enough for him to send one measly
letter, that I would have respected him for it?”

Mary moved to the window, clenching the
curtain between her white fingers. Trentwood was telling the truth.
She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew he was, and there was
the rub. She felt her cheeks grow hot and a lump form in her
throat.

“Did you think I enjoyed watching you,
day-in, day-out, waiting for a sign of his affection?”

She had, indeed.

“Do you think I wanted to die, leaving you
with Mrs. Durham as your sole companion?”

Mary hugged her arms tightly to her chest.
“Why are you here?” she whispered.

Trentwood’s sigh of relief was so loud it
made Mary jump. That wasn’t exactly what she had expected.

“Finally,” he said, “you’re beginning to ask
the right questions.”

Mary spun on her heel, her mouth sagging.
What did he mean, asking the “right” questions? How could there be
wrong questions? And was she imagining it, or did he manage to say
something that didn’t end as a question just then?

“You aren’t ready for the answer yet, but at
least you’re asking the question. Can’t believe it took you a
month. Thought you were rather more clever than that.”

Mary rubbed her temples fiercely. She
couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. What had they been
talking about, anyway, before he had derailed the conversation with
all his talk of Steele?

Rules, that’s right, Mary had wanted to lay
down some rules.

“Would it really be too much if you somehow
gave notice of your... arrivals so I’m not quite so startled, at
least?” Mary asked. “And could we try to keep your appearances to
when I’m alone?”

“You could develop a thicker skin, you
know.”

“My apologies that it’s taking me so very
long to become accustomed to my father’s ghost popping in and out
of vision without warning.”

He grunted.

“So then, will you warn me before appearing
out of nowhere?” she pressed.

Trentwood nodded his acquiescence nobly, if a
bit grudgingly.

“All right then.” Mary cleared her throat.
“Now, what do you really know about Aunt Ophelia and Mr. Hartwell—I
mean, Alex?”

“That he’s standing outside your door, for
one.”

“What?” Mary dashed across the room and threw
open the door to find, yes, Hartwell standing there, cool as silk
with his hand raised to knock. “What are you doing?” she said
flatly.

“Hello Mary,” Hartwell said, his hand hanging
in the air.

“What is it? My aunt isn’t harassing you
again, I hope.”

“Careful, Mary,” Trentwood cautioned, moving
to stand behind her. “He suspects something.”

Suspects something? Mary eyed Hartwell
warily. What did he suspect? That she suspected him of blackmailing
her aunt? That she suspected her aunt of something so awful her
father wouldn’t tell her? That she was haunted by her father’s
ghost?

There were quite a number of mysteries
needing to be solved, she realized suddenly.

“You really are one of the most frank women
I’ve ever met,” Hartwell muttered, his voice almost low enough that
Mary couldn’t hear him. Almost. “No, your aunt isn’t harassing me.
You sounded distressed. I don’t know who you were talking to or
what you were talking about, but I thought if you wanted to talk,
the least I could do is offer to listen.”

Trentwood chuckled. “He’s lying.”

Mary twitched.

“Look there.”

Mary followed where Trentwood’s finger
pointed and caught sight of Pomeroy sneaking around the corner of
the hallway.

“Poor Pomeroy,” Trentwood said, still
chuckling. “He thinks you’ve lost your mind.”

Maybe I have, Mary thought, closing
her eyes. Her fingers of one hand clawed into the doorjamb while
the other gripped the door handle. “Is that so? You want to
listen?” she said to Hartwell.

“Oh yes. I’m very curious to know who Steele
is. Pomeroy wouldn’t tell me.”

Trentwood roared with laughter.

Mary pointed an accusatory finger at
Hartwell. “Ah-ha! Pomeroy thinks I’m speaking to myself and he
wants you to distract me, that’s what you mean. How dare you speak
about me with my butler behind my back? Who do you think you
are?”

Hartwell threw his palms up in mock
surrender. “The man cornered me in the guest room. I had nowhere
else to turn!” He shoved a lock of hair out of his eyes. “Anyway, I
am curious about this Steele chap. He sounds like a right bounder
for leaving you.”

“I don’t believe this,” Mary muttered.

Hartwell smiled and Mary was struck with the
thought that he had been handsome once, intimidatingly so. Thank
goodness for small miracles like facial scars to remove her usual
fear of handsome men...

“I like this one,” Trentwood announced. He
wiped nonexistent tears from his dry cheeks, a residual habit from
his previous life. “He has spirit.”

Excellent. Wonderful. He had known the man
for less than a day and already liked him more than Steele, whom he
had known a month. Mary set her jaw, determined not to answer
Trentwood with Hartwell right in front of her. But oh, how she
wanted to.

“In all seriousness, Mary,” Hartwell said, “I
was wondering if you cared to walk about the property. The sun is
fighting its way from the clouds, and I’m still a bit stiff from my
jaunt with the Browns yesterday.” His gaze flitted to a spot behind
her shoulder. He frowned.

Mary held her breath and froze in place.
Hartwell was staring right at Trentwood. Did he see him? Did he see
the ghost? Was she really haunted and the ghost wasn’t just her
imagination?

No, she must have imagined it, for now
Hartwell was frowning at her. Dimly she realized he was asking if
she was all right.

“Show him the gardens, Mary, he’ll like
that,” Trentwood said.

Mary sighed. She wasn’t entirely sure which
was worse: Trentwood asking questions or issuing directives.

“If you go with him right now, I promise I
won’t tag along,” Trentwood offered.

“I’d love a walk,” Mary blurted.

“Excellent,” Hartwell said as she grabbed her
heaviest shawl and a thick felt hat to protect against the March
chill. She didn’t notice the way he watched her. If she had, she
would have noticed the cold glint in his eye, the grim line of his
mouth.

Fortunately for Hartwell, Mary didn’t see the
betraying expression, and so had no idea what she was walking—no,
practically jogging—into.
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Mrs. Durham watched from the library window
as Mary ventured out on a walk with Hartwell. She had listened to
them talk from her bedroom, and followed as they left the manor
house.

It had been Hartwell’s idea to take a walk,
one that Mary hadn’t seemed too thrilled about, which was odd
considering Mary was always gallivanting to that tomb. Mrs. Durham
knew it wasn’t because Mary disliked Hartwell that made her
hesitate to walk with him; she had seen the pretty blushes that
stole across Mary’s cheeks when Hartwell looked at her just so.

Therein lay Mrs. Durham’s emerging problem.
She knew she was a guest at the manor house, and at mercy of Mary’s
whim... if Mary realized and exercised her power. Trentwood had
been quite clear on his deathbed when he had asked to speak to Mrs.
Durham alone. He had left nothing for her, and why should he?

He was the husband of her twin and had no
true allegiance to her other than that.

She knew Trentwood had never liked her, which
had suited her, really, because she had never liked him. Yet to be
told she could never touch a cent of her sister’s money through
lips cracked dry from fever, now that had been the deciding factor.
What could Trentwood do about it? He was dead. Things had been
progressing rather nicely, really, up until Hartwell’s arrival.

Mrs. Durham dug her nails into the wooden
window sash as Mary and Hartwell disappeared around the corner of
the house. They were taking a turn around the grounds; Hartwell had
made up some excuse about wanting to see the gardens that he had
heard his sister speak of so fondly.

Yes, she would think of them fondly. That was
where she had seduced herself a husband. An uncharitable thought,
but that didn’t make it any less true.

“What in the world am I to do?” Mrs. Durham
muttered. Petit-Ange, at her feet, sneezed. “Bless you,
dearest.”

The fact of the matter was it simply wouldn’t
do to have Hartwell at the manor house any longer than absolutely
necessary. Mrs. Durham’s mouth felt sour at the thought of having
to face him at dinner. He had his sister’s eyes, and mouth, and
smile, God help her. It made Mrs. Durham want to vomit, his
sister’s smile, the very one that charmed Mary so.

She wanted to claw out his sister’s eyes and
feed them to him.

No, no, that wasn’t right. Surely she hadn’t
just thought such a grotesque act. Mary and Hartwell passed in
front of the library window again, the wind pulling at their
clothing. Mrs. Durham couldn’t see their faces, but she could tell
by the way they leaned toward one another that they had, over the
course of their walk, found more topics of discussion to amuse
them. Mary even burst into laughter. When was the last time she had
done that?

Mrs. Durham frowned. This had to be stopped.
There was absolutely no way she would allow Mary to entertain
feelings for a Hartwell, of all people, even if he happened to be
the only honorable one alive.

Yet what could she do about it? Mary had all
but agreed to give Hartwell access to her finances, the little
brat, and so Hartwell was certain to stay until the solicitor
left.

If only there was someone else to confuse
Mary’s affections.

Mrs. Durham smiled. It was a cruel smile, a
smile meant to wound even as it apologized.

“Come, Petit-Ange,” she said, scooping the
dog into her arms. “Mama has a letter to write.”

She took one last glance out the window to
confirm Mary and Hartwell had decided to take one more turn about
the house.

Mrs. Durham chuckled, tucking Petit-Ange
under one arm so she could lift her skirts to sashay from the
library to her bedroom.

“She won’t know what hit her, Petit-Ange,
will she?” she crooned. “Your Auntie Mary is going to forget all
about her precious Mr. Hartwell and that horrid man will leave and
you and I will get our house back. Just you wait and see.”

Petit-Ange barked and whined. Mrs. Durham
looked down at her skirts, which had felt very warm at her hip,
suddenly.

“For heaven’s sake,” she snapped, “couldn’t
you wait until I put you down? This is the only black dress I have,
you naughty thing.” She was going to write her letter smelling of
urine.

Somehow, it felt so very typical.
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Hartwell had been in the middle of writing a
series of questions into his journal when Pomeroy had burst into
the guest room with the suggestion which sounded like a demand that
he invite Mary for a walk.

That annoying butler was lucky that inviting
Mary for a walk had been on Hartwell’s mind for most of the
morning. Otherwise, he’d have suffered the boxing of his life for
interrupting a rather important chain of thoughts.

No matter, Hartwell was outside now, and it
was easier to think outside. Well, usually it was easier to think
outside. Something about being in Mary’s presence seemed to stunt
his wits a little. Happily, she seemed comfortable with the silence
between them, allowing Hartwell to run over his list of questions
in his head:

1. Who is Steele?

No wait, that wasn’t the first item on the
list at all.

Focus, man, focus.

2. Why is Mary interested in a man who hasn’t
thought of contacting her in a year?

Really, this was getting embarrassing.

3. Why had Pomeroy insisted he take Mary for
a walk? Why not distract her himself?

Ah, now that was a question worth asking, as
it suggested Pomeroy knew something more than what he let on about
the situation. Just what did Pomeroy know? And whom did he know it
about? Hartwell glanced sidelong at Mary, who puffed a sigh into
the cool air. It took him a moment to realize they walked at the
same pace, kept the same sort of rhythm.

What an odd thing to notice, and what an
odder thing to have in common. He had long legs for a man. He
couldn’t imagine how long her legs must be to keep in stride with
him.

The last thing he needed to be thinking about
was Mary Trentwood’s legs when he had a blackmailer to catch. For
all he knew, she was the blackmailer. Really, this wasn’t what he
had in mind when he left London yesterday.

Hartwell scowled. Absolutely ridiculous, this
growing attraction to such a brusque woman who could very well be
the person determined to ruin his sister with information that he
hadn’t even been able to wring out of her uncharacteristically
closed mouth.

All Hartwell knew was that if anyone knew
anything, his sister Lady Kirkham had said, it would be Mrs.
Durham. And that was all Lady Kirkham would say, even after hours
of interrogation.

How Lady Kirkham expected him to help her
when she wouldn’t confide the dastardly secret that her blackmailer
held against her, Hartwell didn’t know. But he would try, of course
he would try, for he loved his elder sister. Even when he wanted to
strangle her. Which was most of the time, to be honest.

So then. Back to the list of questions.

1. Who is blackmailing my sister?

2. Does Mrs. D know anything about it?

3. If Mrs. D does know something, how am I to
get the information from her if she’s determined to dislike me?

4. Does Mary know anything about it?

5. If Mary does know something about it, how
am I to get the information from her if I’m beginning to like
her?

Hartwell winced, not liking to admit the last
point to himself. But if he was to be objective, he had to be
honest. He liked Mary, inasmuch as a man could like a woman he’d
known for a day. She was blunt, and he liked bluntness.

It suggested openness, honesty, a lack of
guile. She had an honest face, the kind that splayed her innermost
thoughts and feelings when she thought she had impassive control.
All of which suggested she wasn’t the blackmailer and he was free
to explore whether these feelings were of friendship or something
deeper.

“Are we quiet because we like it, or because
we have nothing to say?” Mary asked.

Hartwell coughed, not expecting her to speak
while he had been trying to decide if he had romantic feelings
toward her. “I was rather enjoying the silence after this morning’s
breakfast discussion. And then I thought perhaps you might enjoy
the silence after your... discussion in your bedroom,” he said
wryly.

Mary stiffened. “My aunt had no right to be
so irritated.”

He studied Mary, noting that every time Mrs.
Durham had her attention, her face tightened, her hands fidgeted,
and her eyes darted about as though calculating every escape route.
Mary had no deep love for her aunt, of that Hartwell was
certain.

“I’m surprised you accepted my invitation,”
Hartwell said, keeping his tone light. “I thought I was
interrupting something.”

“You were,” Mary said, “but I welcomed the
interruption.”

“Ah.” He followed along as Mary turned the
corner of the house. The ground clung to their feet, and he
wondered if Mary had put boots on to protect her feet from the
cold. But then she was a walker, and most likely wore such boots
out of habit rather than necessity. He shook his head slightly.
Back on track!

“I was certain you’d deny me the pleasure of
your company, as you didn’t seem to enjoy my company at all
yesterday.”

Mary looked at him sharply. She relaxed at
the sight of his smile and allowed a small one of her own to break
through her troubled expression. “I could say the same of you, you
know.”

“Quite,” Hartwell said. How to get Mary to
speak of blackmail? He was rather appalled by his lack of
interrogation skills when outside of the courtroom. But then, he’d
never had to interrogate a woman, and certainly not a woman like
Mary Trentwood. Dangerous thinking, for if she were a blackmailer
and blackmailing his sister besides, he would have to see her in
court and mount evidence against her.

Without evidence, he had no case.

What was it about this woman that made
Hartwell think in circles? He ought to have stayed in London and
learned more about the people living in the manor house. While
stuck here, he had no resources, no way to access his solicitor
quickly, no way to know if the blackmailer had sent another letter
to his sister.

Blast and damn, sometimes I wish I thought
things through a bit more before jumping on a train to the middle
of nowhere.

Mary placed her hand on his arm. He looked at
her with a start before realizing she was gesturing at a rise in
the ground that would have made him stumble. She, on the other
hand, was watching the house, the windows specifically, it seemed.
She knew the grounds of her home so well that she didn’t need to
watch her step. She knew them well enough that she could stare at
the house solemnly and warn Hartwell of his own misstep without
hesitation.

Just how often does she do this? he
wondered.

Mary was looking at the bay window belonging
to the library, he realized. Hartwell caught his breath at the
sight of a shadow lurking behind the murky panes of glass. Was that
the mysterious father Pomeroy had warned him about?

No, for there was a dog in its arms. The very
same dog that had used his leg as an itching post at breakfast.
Very un-ghost-like. So Mrs. Durham watched from afar, did she? Best
give her a show.

“So this is the family home, then?”

Mary nodded. “We’ve been here since Compton
Beauchamp came into being, since the Tudors, I think.” She sighed
at the crumbling stone steps that led from the back of the manor
house to the lackluster garden. “It’s a bit worse for wear.”

“It’s charming,” Hartwell lied. The place was
a deathtrap if he ever saw one.

“It’s falling apart,” Mary retorted, shifting
her shawl around her shoulders with a sniff. “But I’ll not leave
it, not while my—” She cut herself off.

“Not while your dear retiring aunt is in such
dire need of your tender care,” Hartwell finished for her, his tone
the very definition of admiration and understanding, with the
requisite undertones of sarcasm and amusement.

Mary choked on a giggle that turned into an
amused snicker.

“Has she always lived with you?”

“No,” Mary said quickly. She stopped
walking.

“Well, that sounds like a story begging to be
told,” he said, rounding on her with a grin. He saw Mary glance at
his expression and turn from it. He dropped his grin as if it
burned his already scarred face, realizing she turned from him
whenever he smiled.

Just like everyone else.

“A story for a story,” Mary said, her hazel
eyes bright and her cheeks a bit flushed as she turned to face
him.

No, not just like everyone else, he thought,
as the wind ruffled his hair. Others looked away in disgust, fear,
ashamed curiosity; they never looked away with blushing
embarrassment. Good heavens, not only was Mary Trentwood not afraid
of him, was it possible she actually found him attractive? Poor
girl, she obviously needed a quizzing glass. Or two. Or three.

“A story for a story?” Hartwell said
slowly.

“Indeed.” She smiled, warming to the subject.
“I tell you a little about myself, and you tell me why you’re
really here.”

His brows rose and his mouth took a mulish
turn. “Meaning you don’t think I’m here at my sister’s
bidding?”

Mary opened her mouth to reply, but he cut
her off before the words left her mouth.

“It just so happens I’m not here at her
bidding, so good for you for sensing it. But I am here because of
her, if you’ll acknowledge the difference.” Hartwell clamped his
mouth shut before it decided, quite of its own accord, to blurt
anything else. Just what had gotten into him? He was supposed to be
gleaning information about Mary and Mrs. Durham, not volunteering
his own.

“I do see the difference,” she mused, “and
wonder at it.”

He waved a finger at her. “I’ve told you
something; now you must tell me something.”

“No, my aunt hasn’t always lived here,” she
offered.

After waiting a moment or two, Hartwell
exclaimed, “But I already knew that bit, you can’t count that. Tell
me something new.” Oh, how his peers in London would be roiling
with laughter at the sight of him now, stumbling over the basest
game of sharing information. And what was Mary doing? Was she—oh
yes, she was!—she was laughing.

That laugh settled into every corner of his
mind and warmed him. Hartwell didn’t care if he had to volunteer
everything he knew, as long as he could make her laugh again.

“Fine,” Hartwell said, fascinated by the way
Mary’s eyes sparkled in the sunlight, and how strands of hair had
blown free of her chignon to be held captive between her still
trembling lips. He watched her inhale quickly, and he knew she knew
he was staring boldly at her mouth. He dragged his eyes back to
hers. “This is a very odd game, Mary Trentwood.”

“My mother and I used to play one very like
it,” Mary said, resuming their walk to dissipate the charged
awkwardness that had sprung between them. Or so Hartwell assumed.
She clasped her hands behind her back as she walked, a very mannish
thing to do, yet she somehow made it look very feminine, very
natural, very her. “We would each volunteer a sentence to a story,
and we came up with the most ridiculous tales.”

“I assume a princess was involved.”

“Oh, yes,” Mary said. “Someone had to save
the prince.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, it’s just that in our stories, the
prince was always marrying the wrong woman.” She frowned, and he
heard her toe tapping against a rock. “I can’t remember why, for
the life of me. But he was marrying the wrong woman and didn’t know
he was a prince, and the princess had to show him the errors of his
ways.”

Hartwell snorted. “Don’t you think if the
princess had to show the would-be prince the error of his ways,
perhaps she ought to have waited for a prince who knew he was a
prince and knew the princess was right for him?”

Mary’s expression darkened and she continued
walking, briskly this time. Hartwell dashed to catch up to her.

“How often have your friends married their
match, Mr. Hartwell?” she snapped. “How often have they had the
foresight to marry a woman who could give them a proper home, a
proper marriage, a proper partnership?”

Hartwell licked his lips. His sister, he
knew, had thought she had married her match. He didn’t know what
she thought now. And his peers in London? They made sport of their
wives in a very unsportsmanlike manner, quelling the youth within
Hartwell who had spent his childhood reading tales where the prince
did save his princess and cherished her.

“None,” he admitted gruffly.

“It’s your turn. You must tell me why you’re
here.”

He touched her arm and she stopped. She would
not look at him, and he suspected there were tears under her cold
tone. She wouldn’t cry, heavens no, she was too proud for that. But
that didn’t prevent the emotion from being there anyway.

“I didn’t mean to tease about your mother.
I’m terribly sorry, that was awful of me.”

“Yes, it was.”

“My mother always said my mouth would get me
into trouble.”

“It has.”

Hartwell scowled. “I’m trying to apologize,
Mary, will you kindly let me?”

She tried to suppress a smile but failed.
“Very well.”

Thank heavens for that. He was certain he had
insulted her deeply, but there was a smile lurking. For all that
Mary said she wasn’t one to laugh or joke, she was certainly in
fine form at the moment. Best take advantage of it while he
could.

Really, all Hartwell had to do was wait until
the solicitor came with the Trentwood papers. He would know, then,
if she had been accepting funds from his sister. He could even ask
the solicitor, on the sly, about Mrs. Durham’s finances. Hartwell
was well known in London for his fairness and diligence. The
solicitor would trust him, surely.

Hartwell swooped to kiss Mary on the cheek.
“My sincerest apologies. My mother would be absolutely mortified by
my behavior.” He grinned at the sight of a pretty pink hue washing
over her face. “And I’m here because my sister tells me your aunt,
of anyone she knows, would know who is blackmailing her.”

And there was pale, scared Mary again,
staring at him, stricken. Hartwell could have kicked himself.

“What?” Mary breathed.

“My sister. Someone is blackmailing her, and
she swears your aunt knows who would do such a thing.” Hartwell
shrugged. He turned, noticing a carriage ambling up the gravel lane
to the house. “I don’t know if I can believe her. My sister often
goes into flights of fancy, shall we say. But it’s all I’ve got,
and I’ll not let my sister be threatened if I can do anything about
it. Say, were you expecting the solicitor so soon?”

But Mary didn’t reply, not verbally, at
least. She took a step forward, stopped, took another step forward,
and frowned.

“Mary?” Hartwell said.

A man stepped from the carriage, slapped his
hat against his legs to dislodge the dust from travel, and looked
up. He was a tawny sort, well built and quite assured of himself.
He was unforgivably attractive, even Hartwell could see that. And
he was staring at them just as they stared at him.

“Steele,” Mary breathed.

 


***

 


THIRTEEN

 


Mary rubbed her eyes. After a year of
imagining his fine carriage rolling up the gravel drive to her
front door, stepping down and slapping his hat against his legs,
she was certain she had finally, most definitely, lost her
mind.

“Is there a man, a blond man, standing at the
front door beside a carriage?” she murmured. When Hartwell didn’t
respond, she looked at him to find a puzzled, almost hurt,
expression before it was masked by a pathetic attempt at calm
indifference. “Humor me, Alex, I am often questioning what I see
these days.”

There, that ought to spark a response from
him; she knew Pomeroy must have told Hartwell about her supposed
ghost—not supposed but real. And indeed, Hartwell worked his jaw a
bit as he pondered a reply.

“There is a man, yes. What did you call
him?”

Mary stepped away from Hartwell. “Steele.”
She hugged her shawl tight around her as she moved toward this
stranger, this so very welcome stranger, who watched as if she was
a ghost.

“Miss Trentwood,” Steele said as soon as she
was within hearing, and he rushed forward to clasp her hands in
his. “Miss Trentwood I’d no idea about your father. I’m terribly
sorry.”

Mary smiled. She smiled and smiled and looked
down at her hands and up at Steele and smiled. You came back for
me.

Of course, the phrasing was a bit off, as
Steele had never actually been to the manor house, but that was a
triviality. He had come back to her. That was the important thing.
He had come back, and he was holding her hands, and though she was
being an absolute ninny about such a small act of friendship, of
compassion, of tender feeling, she delighted in it.

“I’d no idea when Mr. Fredricks sent me out
here that I would be tending to your business, of all persons,”
Steele said. “He gave me strict instructions not to touch anything
or look at any of the papers until within the sight of the
departed’s family.”

Mary’s smile began to waver. What?

“But how very glad I am it is you that I’m to
help!” Steele squeezed her hands.

A jolt of fever blasted from her hands, up
her arms, nestled in her breast, and set her cheeks aflame.
Really, Mary Ryan Trentwood, you’re almost twenty-eight years
old. There is no call for such dramatics.

“I’d ask how you’ve been this past year, but
I can see it hasn’t been easy for you,” Steele continued.

He was everything Mary had remembered him to
be. Tall, broad-shouldered, easy manners and all smiles beneath
that tawny mustache of his. He held her hands sweetly, confidently,
eagerly. He leaned toward her when he spoke, as if he couldn’t get
close enough but knew he had no right to come closer.

Mary stepped closer to him. Steele had come
to her, it was the least she could do. She willed him to see how
she had waited for him. She waited for him to acknowledge the plea
in her eyes. She wished him the courage to kiss her as she had
dreamed it.

Steele’s smile grew to the point of splitting
his face in two, and Mary had never seen anything lovelier. He
smelled of the city, or what she assumed was the city, as Hartwell
had similar lingering scents upon his arrival: coal, sweat,
exhaustion.

“You must come inside,” she said.

Steele nodded, and then caught sight of
Hartwell behind her. He raised his brows. “Who is your friend, Miss
Trentwood?”

Hartwell came to Mary’s side, his brows also
raised. “Indeed, Mary, who is your friend?”

Mary looked from one to the other, not liking
how Hartwell had mimicked Steele’s tone, or how Steele had bristled
at the sound of Hartwell using her given name. Steele dropped her
hands and looked Hartwell over. And heaven help her, Hartwell was
looking Steele over. Really, they were being quite silly.

“Jasper,” Mary said, “this is Alexander
Hartwell, brother to my aunt’s friend. And Alex, this is Jasper
Steele, my...”

Oh dear. What could she say? This is my
long-lost love come back to me. No, that spoke of dramatics she
could never sustain. What about, this is my Jasper? No, the
words had never been spoken between them.

“I’m her solicitor,” Steele offered,
prioritizing his right to be at the manor house over
Hartwell’s.

“You are?” Hartwell said, sounding at the
same time delighted and disheartened.

“You are?” Mary said, all former feelings of
warmth deflating in the face of such stark truth.

Steele hadn’t come for her.

The sun broke through the clouds just then
and shone in full force on Hartwell, Mary, and Steele. Hartwell had
his hat in his hands, as did Steele, and they continued to measure
one another in the increasingly awkward silence. Hartwell remained
cool, disinterested.

It was a mask Mary was beginning to
recognize. As she looked at Steele and saw his revulsion at the
sight of Hartwell’s face, and saw Hartwell’s responding apathy, she
knew one expression didn’t exist without the other.

Or rather, she was beginning to suspect,
perhaps, that Hartwell’s lighthearted manner around her could very
well be because she did not mind his scar so very much. In fact,
she hardly even thought about it, except when seeing someone else
react to it.

Why, Steele even looked green at the sight of
Hartwell! How could he begrudge a man his ugliness, when it was so
very obvious Hartwell didn’t begrudge him his beauty?

Mary felt her arms go limp to the sides of
her body, feeling the weight of her chilled hands and the loss of
Steele’s warmth.

He isn’t here to see me, she reminded
herself. He’s here because he’s paid to be here.

She missed her initial exhilaration already.
It was a cold place to be without her resurfaced hopes, and she
shivered. Mary looked at Hartwell and shared a grim expression with
him. She wasn’t sure why he looked grim; surely he faced strangers
every day who reacted to his warped eye, but she appreciated the
company.

“It’s a bit biting out here,” Steele said,
shifting his weight. His mustache danced as he chewed his lip.

“Yes,” Mary said, flailing her arm at the
front door. “You must come inside and warm yourself after your
journey.” She wanted to sound warm, caring, excited that Steele had
come to see her, but she knew her voice sounded flat, perhaps even
a bit peevish.

Well, she had a right to sound peevish,
didn’t she, after waiting an entire year and then some, losing her
father, being forced to tolerate her aunt moving in, and only after
all that did he decide to show his face?

With these thoughts in mind, Mary had no
intention of taking Steele’s arm and walking him into the manor
house. She had no intention of anything at the moment for she was
indulging her feelings of hurt and anger and frustration and
disappointment, and had no energy or inclination to think past
those emotions.

When she saw Steele raising his arm to lead
her into the house, her eyes widened in horror. Good lord,
she thought, he can’t be serious.

Hartwell, the absolute gentleman that he was,
slipped past Steele’s arm as if he hadn’t seen it. Steele was a
little to Hartwell’s left, after all, and Mary could only assume
that Hartwell had somewhat of a hard time seeing on that side. Not,
of course, that she had seen any evidence to that effect, but
really, why linger over such minuscule details?

Mary accepted Hartwell’s arm gladly. She took
comfort in his solid, silent strength as she instructed the
carriage driver to warm himself in the kitchen with Mrs. Beeton’s
hot brandy.

Pomeroy exited the manor house just then,
gloved and dressed in layers. He cast an admonishing eye at Mary,
who wore only a heavy shawl and hat against the cold, before saying
to Steele, “Might I carry your things for you, sir?”

“Thank you, Pomeroy,” Mary said, “Please
place Mr. Steele in the... Oh dear.” She looked at Hartwell, whose
bland smile grew a bit. Where to put Steele, if Hartwell was in the
guest room? She didn’t dare put them together. She wouldn’t want
both of them sleeping in the room beside hers.

No, there was only one thing to do.

“Pomeroy, ask Aunt Ophelia if she would mind
moving to mother’s bedroom. We shall have to put Mr. Steele in her
bedroom.”

Steele blinked at Mary. “You only have two
guest bedrooms?”

Her mouth sagged open at the blatant dismay
darkening his tone. He knew she wasn’t rich, and he had told her he
had liked her anyway. But then, that was a year ago.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” she snapped. She
inhaled. She dug her fingers into Hartwell’s arm. She became aware
she was hurting him only when he placed his hand atop hers to
disguise the fact that he was prying off her claw-like grip.

She opened her mouth to apologize but was cut
off by Hartwell saying, quite smoothly, “I fear there’s been
something of a mix-up in Mary’s plans, Steele, as she wasn’t
expecting me at all, and had only one guest bedroom prepared. In
fact, Mary is only out here in the cold because she was humoring my
need to stretch my legs after the train ride from the city. This
isn’t the easiest place to get to, as I’m sure you know.”

Steele nodded, a bit dumbly, Mary
thought.

“In any case, I’m fairly certain Mrs. Durham
already dislikes me. I’d hate to have her dislike two persons who
are disrupting her peace and quiet because we want to help her
niece.” Hartwell paused. “That is why you’re here, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Steele said, bristling.

Oh yes, of course he is here to help
me, Mary thought. Funny, that, as he hadn’t even known whose
house his employer had dispatched him to.

“I thought so, you seem quite an upstanding
man, Steele, and I’m glad of your company. So glad of it, that I’m
willing to move out of the guest bedroom and into Mrs. Durham’s and
face her wrath. For I’m certain she shall be quite livid?” Here
Hartwell looked at Mary for confirmation.

Mary frowned at Hartwell. What was he trying
to do? A thread of their conversation before Steele’s arrival
meandered to the forefront of her attention, what was it?

Drat it, that’s right, blackmail. And
Hartwell claimed he wasn’t the blackmailer, but that her aunt knew
the blackmailer, or knew someone who might know the blackmailer,
or... to be honest, Mary hadn’t quite understood what Hartwell had
been saying when Steele had pulled up to the manor house, for she’d
quite lost interest upon seeing Steele alight from the
carriage.

She narrowed her eyes at Hartwell. His smile
was in every way benign and harmless. Which meant he had to be up
to something.

“My aunt won’t like having to move,” Mary
said slowly, tasting each word before she spoke it. “But unless you
want to go back to Swindon tonight you’ll have to stay here.”

Steele motioned at the two large-ish bags at
his feet. “I certainly didn’t intend on this being a day trip, Miss
Trentwood.” He put heavy emphasis on his formal address, giving
Hartwell a snide look in the meantime.

“It’s settled then, I’ll take Mrs. Durham’s
room, Mrs. Durham will take your mother’s room, and Steele will
take my room.” Hartwell turned to Steele, his grin cheeky. “You
know, it’s beside Mary’s room, and the walls are paper thin.”

“Alex,” Mary gasped.

“That was highly unnecessary information,
sir,” Steele said, drawing up to his full height and yet still
managing to fall short of matching Hartwell. “One hardly speaks of
a lady’s bedroom and of her walls being paper thin in front of
her!”

Mary squinted in the sunlight, trying to
discern Hartwell’s intent as he schooled his expression into
impassivity. It was rather alarming how she was already able to
pick up some of the finer subtleties of his expressions; even
though he looked cool and apathetic, she could feel his pulse
racing beneath her fingertips. He enjoyed teasing Steele almost as
much as he enjoyed teasing her.

No, that wasn’t right; Hartwell enjoyed
teasing Steele more than her, because Steele had all the posturing
of a gentleman, without the actions to back it up.

Good heavens, Mary thought, feeling a
bit nauseated, Father was right. How annoying.

“I take it you mean that one would rather
speak of a lady’s bedroom and of her walls being paper thin behind
her back?” Hartwell tsked at Steele, looking a brotherly sort of
disappointed. “For shame, Steele. And in front of a lady, too.”

“Let’s have a cup of tea,” Mary blurted,
seeing how red Steele’s face was becoming. Really, Hartwell needed
to hold his tongue. “Pomeroy, you’ll take care of Jasper’s things,
I trust?”

“Of course,” Pomeroy said. He grabbed
Steele’s bags with one hand and waved at the driver of the carriage
to follow him round the back of the house. “Mrs. Beeton already has
a pot ready to go for you, Miss, and Mrs. Durham has been waiting
for you in the library all this time.”

Mary had been walking toward the house,
flanked by Hartwell and Steele, but stopped when hearing that last
bit. “She’s been waiting for us?”

“Yes’m, she was writing a letter, but stopped
when she heard the commotion.” Pomeroy scratched his white hair.
“Oddest thing, Miss, she actually threw away the letter when she
saw the young man step from the carriage. Said Providence had
provided for her.”

“Why, whatever can she mean by that?” Mary
said.

Pomeroy shook his head. “I’m not certain,
Miss, but she beat you to the arrangements. She’s already put Mr.
Steele in her bedroom, and moved her belongings to the late
Missus’s bedroom.”

Mary frowned.

First Hartwell appeared out of nowhere with a
letter that stank of blackmail. Then Pomeroy insisted on sending
Hartwell after her. Mrs. Durham had a conniption over Hartwell
staying in the house, yet without warning volunteered her bedroom
for Steele, who hadn’t given an indication of his arrival anymore
than Hartwell had. And then there was still the business with her
father...

Oh Lord. My father.

Somehow in the middle of everything else that
was going on, Mary had managed to forget that little detail about
her father haunting her. He was already rather displeased with her.
The sight of Steele in his house was sure to drive him mad.

“You go inside without me,” Mary said
brightly. “I’ve some business to tend to with Pomeroy.”

“And leave us to your aunt?” Hartwell said
with an incredulous laugh. “I think not, Miss Mary Contrary. No,
you’re coming into the house with us, or we’re all staying out here
in the cold.”

“I think I’d rather be inside—” Steele began,
frowning at Hartwell’s presumption at knowing what he wished.

“No,” Hartwell said, interrupting Steele,
“you wouldn’t. Trust me on this one, old man.”

Steele’s jaw jutted out. “Pray excuse me,
Miss Trentwood,” he said, slapping his hat onto his head. He spun
on his heel and entered the house.

Mary closed her eyes. She counted to five.
She concentrated on the pit of her stomach. Maybe her father
wouldn’t notice. And maybe he would decide to stop haunting her,
magically.

“What in the hell is this damned fool doing
in my house?” Trentwood’s disembodied voice roared.

Mary almost retched. Apparently wishful
thinking didn’t work when ghosts were involved.

 


***

 


FOURTEEN

 


Trentwood stood just inside the front door,
flexing his stiff fingers. Everything felt stiff these days. An
effect of being dead, he supposed, the thought of which only fueled
the churning feeling in his gut. He glared at Steele, who stood
before him, his eyes searching rather frantically from
left-to-right.

Steele had burst into the house with a great
lack of aplomb, his face red from being in the wind, Trentwood
assumed, and perhaps also from seeing Hartwell with Mary.

Trentwood certainly hoped it was the sight of
Hartwell and Mary together that had so nonplussed the London
fool.

Steele hadn’t continued into the house to
meet Mrs. Durham, however, which surprised Trentwood. In fact,
Steele had stopped a mere foot short from him. Almost as if he had
seen him and didn’t want to run into him.

To be sure, the thought had frightened
Trentwood more than he cared to admit to himself. He had grown used
to popping in and out of places with impunity. He liked it.
Trentwood had realized that other than Mary, only animals seemed to
know he existed. There was something satisfying about scaring Mrs.
Durham’s dog just when she had managed to get it quiet. And he
liked the idea of watching over Mary to make up for the time when
she had watched over him.

So when Steele had stopped before him with a
great shudder, Trentwood had stepped back, muttering an oath. He
had assumed he would never see that ridiculous mustache, that flop
of blond hair, or that weak chin again. And he certainly had never
thought he would see all three after his death.

Steele released his breath, which Trentwood
hadn’t realized he had been holding. “Buck up, chap,” Steele said,
shaking his head clear of whatever he had been thinking. “You’re
just cold from having stood outside for so long.” Steele glanced
over his shoulder with a sneer. “What kind of girl is she to walk
about in this frigid air with only a shawl? And to expect me to
stay out there with her?”

Trentwood flexed his fingers before closing
them into his palm to make a fist.

“And with that monstrosity of a man! Really,
Miss Trentwood,” Steele continued, calming as he ranted quietly to
the supposedly empty hallway. “You have surely been put-down upon
by your father’s death if you willingly consort with such
characters.”

Trentwood tasted bile at the sound of the
pity Steele ladled into his tones.

But then, Trentwood usually had a slight
taste of bile on his tongue. Steele made the taste stronger, far
more distasteful. He gritted his teeth as Steele shook his head at
the sight of the threadbare rugs spread across the hallway floor.
His nostrils flared when Steele clucked his tongue at the tarnished
silver tray empty of mail, incoming or outgoing. Gertrude had
bought that tray.

When Steele walked further into the hallway,
not bothering to wipe the mud and sleet from the soles of his
boots, it was more than enough to justify roaring, “What in the
hell is this damned fool doing in my house?”

That brought a rather green-looking Mary
rushing inside, with Hartwell not far behind.

“What is it, what’s wrong?” he was asking
her.

Mary barreled into Steele, and they both
almost toppled over. Mary certainly would have fallen, as Steele
wasn’t nearly quick enough to turn and catch her, if Trentwood
hadn’t grabbed her arm and jerked her upright.

The action caused both of them to freeze.

Her arm had felt his hand and the strength
behind it.

They stared at one another, forgetting
Hartwell and Steele. Trentwood didn’t dare speak, and neither, it
seemed, did Mary. Her eyes were eloquent enough; they seemed to
scream, “What are you?”

Mary gagged. Her eyes widened. Her hand flew
to her stomach, and she jerked away from Trentwood in the direction
of the empty silver tray where she emptied her stomach with the
most awful retching noise.

Trentwood stared at his hand.

Steele threw a perfumed handkerchief over his
nose and frowned at Mary.

Hartwell was at Mary’s side, an arm around
her shoulders as she dry heaved, tears streaming from her eyes. He
glared at Steele. “Good God, man, the woman is obviously ill. How
can you stand there doing nothing? Fetch her aunt, fetch a servant,
fetch some water, or get out of here!”

Steele stepped back. “I’m here as her
solicitor, not her errand boy. And I’ll certainly not fetch
anything for a woman who has obviously chosen her... associates...
poorly.”

There was no mistaking what Steele
implied.

Trentwood had heard quite enough, as had
Hartwell. Almost as one, they turned from Mary with their fists and
gave Steele a hit that sent him sailing.

“I ought to kill you for your lack of
respect,” Trentwood and Hartwell shouted.

Trentwood shook his head in disgust at the
same time Hartwell did. Trentwood noticed, dimly, that his fist
flexed in time with Hartwell’s fist. And he seemed to blink when
Hartwell blinked.

They returned to Mary’s side, drawing their
arms around her shoulders that heaved now not from stomach
convulsions, but from quiet tears. “There now, you’ll be feeling
quite all right once the tears dry.”

It had been something her mother always used
to say when she was little. Trentwood didn’t understand why Mary
was looking at him with growing horror.

“Get out,” she rasped. “Get out of him right
now.”

“What?” Trentwood said. He cleared his
throat, for his voice sounded a bit off. “What did you say to me?”
Funny, he was sounding a bit like Hartwell. He looked in the mirror
that hung above the silver tray now full of Mary’s half-digested
breakfast. He saw Hartwell’s reflection, though it was almost as if
in the shadows of Hartwell’s face, he saw himself.

“Well, that’s different,” Trentwood
mumbled.

Mary’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.
Hartwell dropped to his knees to catch her while Trentwood remained
standing, staring into the mirror.

“What on earth is going on here?” Mrs. Durham
shrieked, standing in the library doorway.

What on earth indeed, Trentwood
thought, fading away in a beam of sunlight.

 


***

 


FIFTEEN

 


Steele shifted his head. His cheek rubbed
against a smooth fabric he recognized. Silk, he thought it was. He
kept his eyes closed, enjoying the way his head was cushioned by
layers of the filmy fabric. It seemed Miss Trentwood had come to
her senses and left that Hartwell, now to be known as Quasimodo, as
she well should have done.

The cushion supporting his head was warm and
soft. It was almost too warm, and it shifted beneath him as he
jerked with the sudden realization that his head rested in a lady’s
lap.

“Are you coming to, Mr. Steele?”

Steele’s eyes flew open. Mrs. Durham’s face
was inches from his, and he could see every pore, every crease,
every disappointment there. He swallowed. He extracted himself from
her lap, pulling away from her soft arms. He ought to have known
better. Women were fickle, of that he was certain, but he doubted
the particular woman known as Miss Mary Trentwood was quite that
fickle.

Whatever Quasimodo had done to win Mary’s
loyalty, it had been enough to ensure she was administering to his
wounds, whatever they were, and not Steele’s, which seemed very
perverse.

“Have some tea,” Mrs. Durham said, handing
him a cup.

They were sitting on an old sofa, the kind
that ought to have been thrown away years ago but was kept for its
sentimental and worn-in value. In fact, Steele realized, as he
studied the room in which he sat with Mrs. Durham, all the
furniture was old. All of it was worn. All of it looked well
loved.

It was rather distasteful, really. Very
bourgeois, as if Mary couldn’t afford any better. Or worse yet,
that she could afford better, but chose not to.

Terrifying.

Steele accepted the teacup with one practiced
hand while he prodded his aching jaw with the other. He sipped the
tea and winced. Mrs. Durham looked at him, her expression
expectant. If nothing else, she had to be related to Mary, for
Steele had just realized he had no idea who she was, why she had
been cradling his head, and how she managed to drag him into what
he assumed was the library.

He sneezed. Yes, he was most definitely in a
library. Books always gave him the worst conniptions of the nose.
It was something to do with the dust, he assumed.

It was the woman’s eyes, Steele realized as
he sipped his tea, that made the familial connection to Mary so
obvious. These were sharp, dark eyes, which noticed his every move
and guessed at his every thought. He felt trapped beneath their
inquisitive stare. “And you are?”

“Mrs. Durham, Mary’s aunt on her mother’s
side.”

Steele nodded, and winced at the increase in
throbbing. “Thank you for the tea.”

“Certainly,” Mrs. Durham said. “Do allow me
to apologize for my niece. She has been without a mother a good
many years and does not know where her attentions ought to be
focused.”

Steele coughed, unsure how to respond.

“You must understand,” Mrs. Durham said, her
tone forlorn as she wiped the palms of her hands across the black
silk of her dress. “My niece is quite mad with grief. She has
latched herself onto this stranger in the desperate hope that he
will bring her out of her low spirits, and for a time, I suspect he
has.” Tears began to gather at the corners of her eyes.

Steele scooted closer to her. He placed a
consoling hand atop her trembling one.

“I fear he is determined to ruin her, Mr.
Steele. I’m so very glad you have come.”

Steele’s hand tightened its grip on her hand.
“Rest assured, Mrs.—Durham, was it?—I have come with Miss
Trentwood’s best interests at heart.” All right, so that wasn’t a
complete truth, but he was hired to be her solicitor and walk her
through her father’s finances. Though, why his employer insisted he
explain such things to a woman, and a woman such as Mary Trentwood
who already had rather odd notions of independence, was beyond
Steele.

Still, Mary was very pretty. She had a lovely
smile and a rather seductive voice. Unbidden came thoughts of her
voice speaking to him late at night, carrying a smile in its
undertones, as she ran his fingers through her hair. He
shivered.

Surely if Mary can learn to like
Quasimodo—Steele really was warming to that name for Hartwell—then
she could learn to like Steele again. For he knew she had liked
him, she had liked him very much. And he had liked her too, at the
time.

Mrs. Durham clutched Steele’s hand. “Thank
you, Mr. Steele. I knew I could depend upon you. You understand, of
course, that you must be very cunning. Mr. Hartwell is the
definition of the word and will go to great lengths to disarm
you.”

Steele recoiled a little at the name. It
hadn’t sounded familiar before, not until it was paired with
‘”cunning” as a descriptor. “How long has he been here?”

“No more than a day.”

“And he hails from...?”

“London,” Mrs. Durham said, her lips stiff
with an emotion Steele couldn’t name.

No matter, Steele had his own emotions to
handle. He pulled his hand from Mrs. Durham’s as a wave of nausea
almost bowled him over.

“Mr. Steele?” Mrs. Durham said, alarm making
her squeak.

“Mr. Hartwell of London, you say,” Steele
managed, “he wouldn’t happen to be a barrister?” He could be
someone else. He could be any number of Hartwells in London.
Couldn’t he?

Mrs. Durham waved her hands dismissively. “I
suppose so, yes, I think Mary said something to that effect,
perhaps.”

Steele groaned. “I wish you had not given me
the charge of protecting your niece from him.” He sneezed and
dragged a handkerchief from his pocket. This was supposed to be a
simple assignment. Go to the back of beyond. Read the details of a
recently found will to a grieving daughter. Go back to civilization
and the plump arms of his pretty doxy.

“Why ever not?”

Steele wiped a bead of sweat from his temple.
“The only cases Hartwell has ever lost are the ones he intended to
lose. Depend upon it, Mrs. Durham, if your niece is his goal, there
will be little I can do to stop him.”

Mrs. Durham stood, jerking her skirts away
from him as if his presence carried a foul stench. “Then my
brother-in-law was right, and you never deserved my niece.”

Steele, mouth agape, watched her sweep from
the room in as grand a manner as any opera singer he had seen. Just
what was that supposed to mean? Steele sneezed again. Damn her if
she thought he was going to give up that easily. Hartwell only lost
cases he intended to lose, yes, but Steele had nothing to lose in
this instance.

And that, he thought smugly, makes
me a rather dangerous man.

 


***

 


SIXTEEN

 


Hartwell rested his aching forehead in the
palms of his hands, his elbows digging into his knees. He kept his
eyes squeezed shut. Every time he opened them, they watered. His
mouth was dry, his throat scratchy, his tongue leaden. The veins
hidden by his scar pulsed sluggishly. His stomach flipped one
moment, and flopped the other.

“Might I offer you a cup of tea, sir?”
Pomeroy said.

Hartwell grunted, taking care not to move a
muscle. He felt drunk. No, not drunk. He felt hung over. No, not
hung over. He felt like death.

Which didn’t make much sense; one moment, he
was concerned about Mary—what in the world had made her ill, he had
eaten every bit as much as she had at breakfast—then he was
carrying Mary up to her bedroom, Pomeroy applying a cold compress
on her forehead. Nothing in that round of events should have made
him feel so wretched.

“Might I ask what happened before I returned
to the foyer, sir?” Pomeroy said.

Hartwell sat on a chair just outside Mary’s
bedroom. It was the chair from the writing desk in the guest
bedroom; the thought of being in Mary’s room longer than necessary,
even to drag a chair to sit, had seemed ill-bred. Pomeroy stood
just before him, still dressed in layers to protect against the
cold. He had arrived moments after Mrs. Durham had happened upon
the commotion.

Cool-headed as Pomeroy was, he hadn’t
bothered asking hysterical questions like Mrs. Durham. He had
disappeared in the direction of the kitchen, Hartwell assumed, and
returned with a bit of wet, folded cloth. Pomeroy had administered
the cloth to Mary’s forehead, and asked Hartwell if he would be so
kind as to escort Mary to her bedroom, as she was obviously
incapacitated.

“Escort,” was the term Pomeroy had used, and
it had made Hartwell smile at the slight formality. The hallway had
begun to smell with the stench of Mary’s half-digested breakfast.
Yet Pomeroy had helped Hartwell lift Mary and had prepared her bed
so Hartwell could deposit her in it. The man deserved an
explanation after all that.

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Hartwell
said.

Pomeroy raised his brows. “Is that so?”

Hartwell cleared his throat. He peeked
through one eyelid, saw green spots, and clenched his eyes shut
again. “You won’t believe me, I’m certain, but you’ll have to,
Pomeroy old boy. Mary became violently ill, Steele said something
unseemly, and you appeared soon thereafter.”

“That sounds you know a great deal more than
not having the ‘slightest idea.’”

Hartwell scowled, and groaned at how that
small movement made it feel as though someone was stabbing pins
into the crown of his head.

“Besides which, I figured as much, sir. I
knew from the moment I saw you that you’ve been trained a little in
the ways of a good fist fight.”

Hartwell decided not to respond to that.

“But I can’t see how Mr. Steele could have
inflicted any damage upon you, sir, and that is where my confusion
lies. What on earth is wrong with you?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Hartwell moaned. “I
wish I knew. I feel as though I’ve been beaten soundly, left for
dead, and then trampled upon. Get me a brandy, will you,
Pomeroy?”

Pomeroy patted Hartwell on the shoulder.
“Sorry, sir, but we haven’t any. You drank the last of it at dinner
last night.”

Hartwell was fairly certain he was going to
cry. “How is Mary?”

Pomeroy peeked into the bedroom. “She’s
sleeping.” He shifted his weight, and Hartwell could sense a sort
of embarrassment in the action. “Thank you for carrying her,”
Pomeroy said, “I couldn’t have managed myself. Bad back.”

“I hardly noticed her weight,” Hartwell
admitted, leaning back, resting his head against the hallway wall.
“In fact, I didn’t even feel it when I punched Steele. I’ve never
felt so strong in my life. It was almost supernatural.” He squinted
at Pomeroy. If he squinted, it didn’t hurt so badly. “I felt as if
nothing could hurt me. As if I had nothing to lose. Isn’t that
odd?”

Pomeroy shrugged. “I had felt the same, back
in my fighting days. I was a prize one, once upon a time.” He
paused and smiled wistfully. “When Miss Mary found out, oh, how she
laughed!”

Hartwell opened his eyes fully and took
measure of Pomeroy. “She said she isn’t one to laugh.”

Pomeroy nodded. “She isn’t now, but
once...”

Hartwell pushed away from the wall. He took a
moment to steady himself before attempting Mary’s bedroom door.

Mary slept fitfully, a vicious frown
furrowing her brow. Beads of sweat gathered at her temples and on
the bridge of her nose. She was tangled in the bed sheets and
seemed to be fighting her way out without much success.

“You help her,” Hartwell said, “I’d frighten
her if I did it.”

With gentle hands, Pomeroy unwound Mary from
her cocoon. “Why are you here, Mr. Hartwell?” he murmured.

Hartwell joined him at Mary’s bedside and
they watched as she drifted into a deeper slumber, one marginally
more peaceful.

“I’m not entirely certain anymore. I came to
stop a crime. I suspect that’s still my reason. The crime, I think,
has changed.”

This time, Pomeroy grunted. After a moment,
he brought the chair from the hallway into the bedroom. “I would
stay, but there are chores to be done. I trust you will keep the
door open?”

Hartwell sank into the chair and nodded,
hearing the quiet plea in Pomeroy’s helpless tones.

“If she wakes screaming,” Pomeroy stuttered,
“she’ll calm down if you take her hand.”

Hartwell didn’t say anything as Pomeroy left
him with Mary. He inhaled deeply. Unconsciously, his breathing
slowed to match hers. Every time he thought he had her figured out,
or her history, some new bit of information was thrown in his
lap.

He leaned closer so he could brush a strand
of hair from Mary’s face. “What happened to you?”

 


***

 


SEVENTEEN

 


Mary dreamed she was sitting in her bedroom,
reading at her window. She was playing with a lock of her hair,
pulled back from her face with a ribbon, as her eyes sped across
the page. Only the page was blank, yet she was riveted. Somehow,
knowing in the way one knows the truth in dreams, Mary knew she was
fifteen, though she looked her true age of twenty-seven.

She was fifteen, she was reading a book in
her bedroom, and her parents were still alive.

Mary was reading Persuasion, her favorite
book, though she was fairly certain she didn’t quite understand all
the nuances Miss Austen had carefully inscribed. She did think it
horribly romantic, though, that Anne had waited all those years for
Wentworth, and that, at the last, Wentworth had not forgotten
her.

A part of Mary realized, dimly, that this was
an odd thing to dream about.

As dream-Mary turned the page, she heard a
commotion that must have come from the front door. Doors were
slammed, heavy footfalls rushed about, and her father was shouting
for help.

Mary dropped her book. She grabbed her
skirts. She bolted from her bedroom, down the stairs, skidded to a
stop at the sight of her broken, bleeding mother cradled in the
arms of her father.

Trentwood glanced at Mary, not seeing her.
“Laudanum!”

Mary stared at her mother, who stared at
Trentwood.

“Don’t be an idiot,” he shouted, “get her
some laudanum!”

Mary spun on her heel and stumbled up the
staircase. She crashed into her mother’s bedroom. The door slammed
against the wall. Blinded by the white haze before her eyes, she
felt across her mother’s vanity for the little bottle saved for the
worst migraines. She tripped over her skirts. She almost dropped
the precious bottle. She clutched it to her panting breast and
returned to her parents.

Her mother was still staring at her father’s
pale face. Her father had buried his face in her shoulder, sobbing
softly.

Mary held out the laudanum for Trentwood to
take from her.

Her mother didn’t blink.

Mary dropped the laudanum. She didn’t flinch
when the glass bottle smashed into pieces, when the liquid seeped
into her cloth house shoes, when she stepped on the glass shards to
close her mother’s unseeing eyes.

“Don’t touch her.” Trentwood pulled the body
away from Mary’s caress. “She had a migraine. She’ll be all right
in a moment.”

Mary bit her lip.

Trentwood saw Mary standing on the shards and
spilled laudanum. He inhaled. “You’ve broken it. You’ve broken her
laudanum. She needs that! You idiot, she needs that!”

Something in Mary snapped, and she was no
longer fifteen. She drew up to her true height. “She’s dead, Papa,
she’s dead.”

Trentwood swayed, hugging the body close.

Mary grabbed him by the shoulders. “Papa,”
she screamed, “she’s gone. She’s dead.”

This was a typical dream for Mary, when she
did happen to dream. It was an exhausting dream, one where she
seemed to scream in real life. Or so Pomeroy would tell her when
she woke. This time, however, someone took her by the shoulders,
wrenching her away from her inconsolable dream-father.

“This is what you dream when you wake
screaming?”

Mary stared at Trentwood, not the dream one
hugging her dead mother, but the one who had possessed Hartwell and
punched Steele. Only this ghostly Trentwood was as real as she, and
he didn’t reek of decay and peppermint, and his eyes were that same
dull—once lively—brown, rather than an unnatural pale.

“Marianne Ryan Trentwood, answer me.”

“What are you doing?” she shrieked, shoving
him away.

“I wanted to know why you woke screaming,”
Trentwood said. “You’re frightening poor Hartwell out of his mind,
and there’s no one around to help him, Pomeroy’s in the kitchen
helping Mrs. Beeton, and Mrs. Durham is tending Steele, or she was
last I saw.”

Mary shook her head. She looked behind her at
dream-Trentwood, who smoothed her mother’s hair from her face.

It had been an awful migraine that did it.
Mrs. Trentwood had been taking her daily constitutional around the
house, when a migraine hit her so badly that she tripped and fell
down the stone stairs into the mouth of the garden. Later, it was
estimated she had lain there for an hour before anyone found
her.

“You’re not real,” Mary said to the ghostly
Trentwood. “You’re not real, you’re not in my dream.”

“Would it be better if I left now?”

“Yes.”

“And wait for when you wake?”

Mary shuddered. “Thank you, no.”

“Well then.” Trentwood pulled out his pocket
watch and swung it from its chain. “What say you to having a little
chat about all this, hmm?”

Mary turned her back to him. “I would rather
wake up.”

 


Mary started awake with a shuddering gasp.
Someone was shaking her, she realized, or had been shaking her, for
her head and neck ached, and she wasn’t settled against her pillow
but rather half-lifted from the bed by a pair of strong hands. She
looked up into Hartwell’s mangled face, shadowed by his long hair.
She sighed. “You’ve no idea how glad I am to see you.”

Hartwell’s chuckle was more than a bit
strained. “Pomeroy said if you started screaming I should take your
hand, but you wouldn’t stop and I didn’t know what to do.” His grip
on her arms tightened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do.”

Mary nodded. She reached up, laid her hand on
one of his. “Thank you.” She peeled his fingers off her arm and
inched away. “Thank you for waking me. I’m terribly sorry Pomeroy
put you in such an awkward position. He ought to have known
better.”

Hartwell’s shrug was rough, embarrassed.
“There was no one else to do it, it seems.” He brushed his hair out
of his eyes. “Your resources have become very reduced, haven’t
they, since your father’s death?”

Mary pulled her coverlet around her shoulders
so it made a thick, impromptu shawl. The warmth seemed to ward away
the chill she was suffering, but slightly.

Hartwell, seeming as though he needed to be
doing something, began to tuck the other coverlet around Mary’s
legs. It was a simple gesture, wordless and intimate. He looked at
her, and she caught her breath. She could tell him everything, she
knew, and rid herself of years of needless burden. She knew she
wasn’t to blame for her mother’s death, but that initial response
from her father...

“Even before his death, we operated on a
limited income,” Mary said.

Hartwell reclaimed his seat.

“When I was young, I knew we weren’t rich,
but we were comfortable.” She swallowed. “I know there were funds
put aside for me, but I haven’t been able to determine their
location, or the terms of retrieving the funds. So I’ve had to let
the servants go. All but Pomeroy and Mrs. Beeton, who insist on
staying though I can’t pay them.”

Hartwell nodded. “Sometimes a roof over one’s
head and a bed of one’s own is enough. And the appreciation of a
child you’ve watched grow into a loyal young woman.”

Mary grunted, which made a smile peek from
the corner of Hartwell’s mouth.

“So this solicitor, then,” Hartwell said,
“he’s to tell you where your funds are?”

Mary nodded. “I’m afraid my father’s been a
bit clever and made arrangements that I’m not to see the funds
unless I follow his instructions.”

“Would he have done such a thing?”

“Don’t all fathers?” Mary turned from
Hartwell and stared into the opposite corner of the room, where
Trentwood stood with his arms crossed. “Don’t they?”

 


***

 


EIGHTEEN

 


A letter postmarked for London, March
1887

 


MY DEAREST LADY KIRKHAM,

It has been far too long since my last
letter; I do apologize for the tardiness.

Though I suppose you know the reason for my
tardiness? Of course you do, I’ve been very amused by the thought
of you petitioning your honorable brother to come to your unchaste
rescue.

Did you think I would not catch wind of his
journeying from London in search of me?

Did you think I would allow any of your
family to move anywhere without my knowledge of it?

Really, my lady, you ought to be ashamed.
Sending your baby brother to clean up your mess.

For this is your mess.

You have made your bed.

Revel in it.

How is your darling son? He would be almost a
year old, is that not correct? Does he have startling blue eyes and
blond hair? Does the skin around his eyes crinkle just before he’s
about to laugh?

What have you named the boy? What does your
husband think of the boy? Or is that far too personal a question?
Good day, my lady. My fingers tire and my soul aches with the
burden of knowing your indiscretion.

 


 


Another letter, sent moments after the
previous

 


MY DEAREST LADY KIRKHAM,

Keep a close eye on the boy.

It shall not be my fault if you were to lose
him in the rough streets of London.

 


 


A tear-spattered letter sent from London to
Compton Beauchamp

 


ALEX,

Please find enclosed two of the most awful
pieces of paper I’ve ever had to set eyes upon. This brigand, this
criminal, is threatening my child, my heir! I am frantic. Mama’s of
no help. You must return to London immediately. I am at my wit’s
end. I’ve ordered all but our most loyal servants out of the house.
I’m not attending any of the parties that I ought to deign by
matter of course. Mama swears she knows the identity of the letter
writer, but when pressed she says she doesn’t know at all, and the
“spirits” are teasing her and won’t tell her a thing.

Alex, I fear Mama is losing her mind. She
tells me she can speak to ghosts. She’s as much as admitted that
when she suggested to me that you go to Compton Beauchamp to ask
after Mrs. Durham, that the “spirits” told her to do so.

Alex, come home. You are on a fool’s errand.
You must return and protect me. Protect us. Baby Henry is
inconsolable without his uncle. I’ve a fair mind to run about the
house screaming. It wouldn’t be out of place. The house is so
empty!

Please return to us. We are all in pieces
without you to anchor us.

 


Ever devoted,

 


Your sister, Florence, Lady Kirkham

 


***

 


NINETEEN

 


Hartwell sat in the chair at Mary’s bedside.
He shifted, thinking maybe that would grab her attention, but no.
He continued to wait for her to emerge from behind the emotional
fortress she had erected upon regaining some semblance of
lucidity.

Mary’s bedroom matched the remainder of the
house in terms of once-subtle wealth turned shabby from age. There
were pillows propped on two chairs and piled on the window seat.
Throws made of lace were draped across the vanity, which she had
made functional by propping a portable writing desk against the
mirror. Indeed, it seemed the vanity was her writing desk more
often than not, if the piles of paper on either side meant
anything.

It was, on the whole, a comfortable escape of
a room from the rest of the manor house. The colors were muted but
not dreary. There were books piled on the bedside table, and each
had a ribbon in it to mark where Mary had left it.

Hartwell decided he liked that. He wasn’t one
to be satisfied reading just one item at a time either. And while
his reading habits were, perhaps, a bit more pedestrian than
Mary’s, for he would never consider Greek a bedside read, he took
comfort in knowing he was not the only bluestocking left in all of
England, as his sister was so often fond of whining.

Hartwell shivered. Though the window was
closed, the room felt frigid. He envied Mary her two coverlets. She
seemed unaware of their warming existence though; she shivered as
violently as he did. He had half a mind to rub his hands down the
length of her arms, both for the exercise and to help her regain
some heat.

Mary stared into the far corner of her
bedroom, which was, Hartwell suddenly realized, where it seemed the
frigidity came from. Odd.

Hartwell followed Mary’s line of sight,
making note of the fact that she pouted as though being lectured.
He had affected the very same expression once upon a time when his
own dear father had been alive to lecture him. He stared into the
corner. What was she looking at?

Hartwell squinted. He frowned. He rubbed his
aching forehead. He turned away to face Mary, and in doing so, saw
from the corner of his eye the eerie shape of a shadow where none
had been a moment before.

Hartwell swiveled in his chair. There was
nothing in that corner. The room seemed to drop a degree in
temperature. He rotated, slowly, so when he looked at the corner of
the room from the very edge of his periphery, he could see the
shadow of a man quite clearly.

Hartwell jumped from his seat. The chair
toppled to the floor behind him.

“Have you seen something, Alex?” Mary said.
Her voice was flat, and her pupils dilated. She turned to him
almost mechanically.

Hartwell hesitated. He looked in the corner.
Nothing was there. He couldn’t see anything. Yet, when he relied on
his peripheral, there stood a man in the corner. He was certain of
it. He was as certain of seeing a man in the corner as he was
certain he stood on two feet.

His stomach rumbled unpleasantly. He met
Mary’s apathetic gaze. “You know, I think perhaps your cook has
poisoned us.”

That shook Mary out of her trance, or
whatever it was that had her in thrall. “What?”

“Why, you were violently ill not an hour ago,
and now I’m seeing things. We must have eaten something
rotten.”

Mary’s expression cleared, then brightened.
“Yes, that must be it.” She nodded. “We must have eaten something
rotten.”

“Either that, or you’re trying to poison me
so I don’t accuse you of blackmail. Believe me, poison is a worse
offense.”

Mary’s mouth dropped open. “What did you just
say to me?”

“I’m certain I can’t speak plainer, but I’m
game to try. If you’re blackmailing my sister and think by
poisoning me you’re going to scare me away, you’re out of your
mind.”

“I must be out of my mind.” Mary swallowed.
“You’re accusing me of poisoning you! I became ill before you. Why
would I poison myself?”

“I’ve seen your life, it isn’t the happiest.
I’ve seen people in better situations take their lives, however
unnecessarily.”

Mary squeaked her outrage.

“For all I know, you ate the poisoned food to
escape this labyrinth you’re in the middle of, and decided to take
me with you to keep you company.”

Mary’s mouth flapped as she fought to find
the words she wanted to fling at him. Unable to, she kicked the
coverlet from her legs and jumped to the floor. “That’s the most
idiotic thing I’ve ever heard,” she fumed. “I’m not the happiest of
ladies, but I’ve met far unhappier, as have you, or have you—very
conveniently, I might add!—forgotten about my aunt? She has lost
her parents, her sister, her husband, her brother-in-law, all in
the last fifteen years! If you must point your misdirected and
heartless pity somewhere, point it at her.”

Hartwell hissed on the inhale. Mary wasn’t
done.

“If you’re so convinced I’m blackmailing your
sister, we will have Jasper pull out my papers right now. He will
be able to show you not only do I not have the funds that your
blackmailer has most likely been extorting from your sister, he can
also tell you I haven’t the funds for new pen and paper to write
the letters!”

Hartwell pointed at the stacks of paper at
her vanity.

Mary stormed over to the vanity, lifted her
arm high in the air, and swept both piles to the floor. “Bills,”
she screamed, “debts, liens. Reminders my father fell ill and died
before he meant to.”

Hartwell was afraid she might empty her
stomach again. Though he doubted she had anything left to vomit
after that impressive, if disgusting, display downstairs.

Mary began to advance on him.

Hartwell backed away from the livid glint in
her eye. He flinched when she grabbed his hand, but didn’t fight
when she towed him down the stairs. Her grip was strong, not
painful.

“You’re so certain I’ve something against
you, or your sister, when I’ve never heard of either of you. So
let’s see this precious paperwork of my father’s so I may sleep
exonerated tonight.”

Hartwell figured he should have been more
afraid of Mary at that point. Instead, there was the oddest
sensation of admiration and respect welling inside him, which felt
ironic and perverse, to say the least. And satisfying, to know he
had broken her shell. She had spirit. He couldn’t fault her that,
especially when she applied it so unlike his sister.

“All right,” he said.

Mary stopped. She rounded on him, skirts
swirling around her ankles, mouth open to spew another litany at
him. “What?”

“I agreed to look over your paperwork, so I
shall. I’ll admit I wanted to do so originally because I wanted to
confirm you were or were not the blackmailer.” He smiled. “At least
now I don’t have to pretend otherwise.”

Mary’s hands bunched into fists.

Hartwell wondered if Pomeroy, being the
“prize one” that he was, had taught her a thing or two.

When her fist connected with his jaw, he had
his answer.

 


***

 


TWENTY

 


“Miss Mary, you’re awake. Good,” Pomeroy said
as he entered the foyer with a tray of tea. “I was just about to
check on you and Mr. ...pardon me, what have you done?”

“She’s just decked me, is what she’s done,”
Hartwell said, rubbing his jaw.

Pomeroy smiled. “I was addressing you, sir. I
was asking you, what have you done?”

Hartwell grunted.

“Did you know he never cared to make certain
my solicitor wouldn’t cheat me, he wanted to look at my papers all
this time just to confirm or deny that I’m the blackmailer,” Mary
seethed. Her hands were gathering into fists again.

Hartwell backed away. “Temper, temper.”

“It’s rather lucky you never met Mr.
Trentwood, sir,” Pomeroy said. “His temper was far worse than Miss
Mary’s.”

Mary nodded. “Say one wrong word and he laid
you flat to the floor.”

A searing pain shot across Hartwell’s
forehead and he realized all of a sudden that his hand ached. It
ached as if he had just punched someone, rather than Mary having
just punched him. He didn’t remember doing any such thing, but
then, where was Steele?

A bell rang from the parlor. Everyone turned
at the sound.

“Pomeroy,” Mary said slowly, “who is in the
parlor?”

He shifted his weight uneasily. “Mrs. Durham
and Mr. Steele.”

“No one is allowed in the parlor,
Pomeroy.”

“I know, Miss, but Mrs. Durham insisted.”

“No one.”

Hartwell watched this exchange, working his
jaw a bit to get rid of the ache. He had wondered why he had been
sent to wait in the library. It had been a rather odd thing at the
time. But then, a number of odd things had happened since leaving
London, and in the relative scheme of things, he had forgotten
about it.

“Yes, Miss,” Pomeroy said, “but you weren’t
there to stop her, and I was sent for tea and a compress for Mr.
Steele. There’s little I could do.”

Hartwell’s brows rose. Even he couldn’t
mistake the frosty tone Pomeroy used. He looked at Mary. She stuck
her chin out and blinked rapidly. She was going to cry if she
wasn’t careful.

“That is my mother’s parlor, Pomeroy, and
Mrs. Durham has no right to it.”

Hartwell frowned. But wasn’t Mrs. Durham the
sister of Mary’s mother? The dullness in Mary’s eyes prevented him
from voicing the question. Best to wait until he knew her better,
he supposed. Though why he assumed he would have the opportunity to
get to know her better, after she had soundly displaced his jaw for
a moment or more, was beyond him.

The bell rang more insistently.
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