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      For my mom, with love.

      Thank you for introducing the violin to me ♪♫♪
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      Antonia stared down at the nearly finished needlework resting in her lap. The white fabric and intricate mistletoe design with its white pearl seeds was a stark contrast to her widow’s weeds. Sadness she had managed to keep at bay throughout the year always crept up at the beginning of Advent. Singing carols, decorating the house on Christmas Eve with keepsakes, and bringing in the Yule log had all been cherished traditions. Indeed, Christmastide had been her favorite season until six years ago when her mother passed away days before Christmas Eve. The loss was compounded by her father’s lack of compassion. Closing her eyes, Antonia tried to block the images of her mother on her deathbed.

      “Mrs. Tomlin. I say, Mrs. Tomlin.”

      Antonia blinked away her thoughts and met Lady MacKinnon’s inquiring gaze.

      “A letter just arrived for you.”

      Antonia knew who the letter’s author would be. Since she’d taken the position as Lady MacKinnon’s companion, her aunt was the only person who ever cared enough to write. The last note Antonia had received earlier in the year had not brought the best of news. Her father had yet to forgive her, and worse still, he had not asked her to return home.

      She stared at the missive. It must be more bad news. A shiver of fear ran down her spine, sinking into the pit of her stomach.

      “It is not going to open itself,” Lady MacKinnon said with an impatient huff.

      With trembling hands Antonia took the letter off the salver and prayed it was not the worst. She had only managed to read the first few sentences before tears began to stream down her face in a deluge.

      “Oh, no. Is it bad new?” Lady MacKinnon questioned with concern.

      Gulping down her tears, Antonia tried to maintain some form of dignity. “Yes, I’m afraid it is.”

      With hands clasped tightly, Lady MacKinnon leaned in and waited for her to continue.

      “My father is ill,” Antonia managed to sputter out, swallowing down hard on the lump in her throat. “It would seem he does… does not…” She gasped for air, unable to finish her sentence, then gave up trying to maintain her composure, and buried her face in her hands as grief consumed her.

      “Oh, please don’t cry, Mrs. Tomlin. You must go to him at once.”

      “But I don’t…” she hiccupped on her sobs. It was a miserable time of year to embark on such a journey. Christmastide was only three weeks away, and the weather was unpredictable at best. The situation was hopeless—first her mother, now her father. Antonia had been foolish to run away from her problems. In doing so, she’d only created more.

      “You will travel in my carriage.” Lady MacKinnon’s kind offer caught her off guard.

      “But I couldn’t possibly…”

      “Nonsense,” the older woman declared with a wave of her hand. “You will leave just as soon as the arrangements can be made.”

      Fear, regret, and appreciation mixed and collided in her stomach, creating an altogether odd combination. She was about to express her gratitude when Lady MacKinnon added, “And Mallory will accompany you.”

      There were very few people in the world Antonia did not like or get along with, and Lady MacKinnon’s lady’s maid was one of them. Mallory, although quite efficient in her duties, was—to put it simply—not a nice person. Antonia had always suspected that the maid had not believed her story when she first arrived at Castle MacKinnon nearly five years ago.

      “I’m sure it is not necessary.”

      “Despite the fact you’re a widow, you are still quite young, and exceptionally beautiful.” Lady MacKinnon shook her head. “I will not have you traveling the length of Great Britain by yourself. It is not proper, and there is no one I trust more than Mallory.”

      Antonia knew better than to argue with her employer. Once Lady MacKinnon put her mind to something, the matter was settled. She would be travelling in Lady MacKinnon’s carriage with the unwanted chaperone.

      This was going to be a tedious journey.

      

      
        
        ♪♪♪

      

      

      Since her aunt’s letter arrived, Antonia had not had a moment’s reprieve as she readied for the long journey south. She had not even allowed herself time to contemplate what it entailed. There would be time enough in the carriage to reflect on that. But one thing was for certain; despite everything that had happened, and all the hurtful words that had been spoken, Antonia had to see her father one last time.

      Once her small trunk was packed and taken down to be stored for the hasty departure, she began setting aside the few remaining items to go in her traveling valise. No sooner had she began her task when Mallory entered her room in a rush of unpleasantness.

      “I have been informed I’m to accompany you on the journey.”

      Antonia could hear the disdain in Mallory’s voice, and it did not sit well with her. She would not be surprised if somewhere along the journey Mallory abandoned her and told their employer she had run off.

      However, instead of arguing with the unpleasant woman, she tried a different tactic. “I know we have not often got on well, but I do appreciate your presence during this most challenging time.” She thought she sounded more as if she were addressing Parliament than someone she was about to spend a great deal of time with, cooped up in a carriage for hours on end.

      Mallory folded her hands neatly in front of her as she began her rebuke. “Do not use your sweet words with me. Why Lady MacKinnon ever felt sorry for you is beyond me. It is as plain as the nose on my face you have been lying from the moment you arrived here.”

      Antonia could feel her eyes widen with shock. Could Mallory truly know her secret? Raising her chin, she forced the words from her mouth. “I don’t know whatever you mean, but since we will be traveling together, I do hope we can put whatever differences aside and, at the very least, be civil toward one another.”

      “Humph,” Mallory breathed out in a harsh, high-pitched tone. “I do not intend to become friends with the likes of you.” And with that final insult, the maid left the room.

      Antonia shook her head and inwardly sighed. If Mallory only knew her true identity, perhaps she wouldn’t treat her thusly. But she couldn’t dwell on those thoughts when there were more pressing matters to contemplate. She began to pace the simple, sparsely decorated room, the swish of her widow’s weeds adding to her growing anxiety.

      What would happen once she arrived at her father’s house? Would she be welcome? And what of her stepmother? Her once dearest friend, Hester, had a way of complicating her life. Not until it was too late had Antonia realized Hester only befriended her in order to become the next Lady Madeley. That betrayal still stung. No sooner had her father emerged from mourning for Antonia’s dear mother, than he announced his engagement, and then married immediately by special license.

      Antonia stopped her pacing. Her heart pounded against her chest like a runaway team of horses.

      “Lord Trawden,” she uttered on a whisper. “Dracon.”

      In all her worry over seeing her father, she’d completely forgotten about the possibility of seeing him. Her heart clamored with thoughts of her ex-fiancé. What if he discovered she’d returned? She hadn’t even thought about that possibility. What was she going to do?

      She had not felt this anxious since she had fled from Father’s demands, and her engagement five years ago. Damn, but her fingers itched to hold her violin and run the bow over taut strings, to create music, to release the anxiety coursing through her veins. Among the dozens of things she missed and regretted, giving up her precious instrument was at the top of the list.

      She couldn’t dwell on past mistakes at present. She had more pressing matters plaguing her mind, namely how she was to survive the weeklong journey with Mallory.
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      The journey had now dragged on for more than two weeks—weather, changing horses, and arrogant postilions adding to the delays. Christmastide was fast approaching, and Antonia had tired of Mallory’s company—not to mention her constant complaining and excessive negativity—well over a week ago.

      As they headed south, Antonia had plenty of time to reflect on her life up to that point. It had been a madcap scheme—one she’d regretted every day for the past five years. Her widow’s weeds never ceased to remind her of her foolish behavior.

      When she left, she thought she would at last be free to travel the world, but she had ended up more confined than ever. Pride—and perhaps a little stubbornness—had kept her from returning to her home. But now, she was tired of running away. Running from her father’s demands. Running from a fiancé who had secrets of his own. Running from painful memories.

      She rested her head against the seat’s cushioned back. The opulence of Lady MacKinnon’s carriage was another reminder of all that she had given up. She did not regret her time with Lady MacKinnon, and was thankful for the position, but it came at a heavy price.

      She was the daughter of a baron, but had been reduced to being a paid companion with no prospects. Still, over the past years, she had learned a lot about herself and the kind of person she wanted to be. No longer concerned with elaborate gowns or preoccupied with the latest on-dits, she had learned to enjoy the simple, everyday pleasures life had to offer: early morning walks, pastel sunrises, and the sweet songs birds that greeted her with each new dawn.

      The carriage lumbered along, slushing through mud, swaying back and forth in slow, heavy movements. “Oh, why won’t this… this thing go any faster?” Mallory grumbled for what seemed like the hundredth time that day.

      Although Antonia’s sentiments secretly matched Mallory’s, she was not about to engage in yet another unpleasant conversation. With each passing mile, the nervous energy that coursed through her body built, only finding some release through her tapping foot.

      Mallory glared from across the dimly lit conveyance. “Mrs. Tomlin, would you please stop fidgeting?”

      Antonia sucked in her reply. Throughout the arduous journey Mallory had scolded her about every little nuance, and complained to no end about… well, everything.

      Not much longer now.

      “Where in creation is your father’s home?” Mallory’s tone was none too pleasant. “And I suppose we will be trapped here until Twelfth Night.” Her cold glare struck to the core of Antonia. “I do hope that the accommodations are satisfactory. Certainly not as grand as MacKinnon Castle, I presume,” she said with a snicker.

      Quite soon Mallory would discover the truth of Antonia’s heritage. Surely that would be when the maid would pack up her things and retreat to Lady MacKinnon to inform her that Antonia was not who she pretended to be. Then what? Antonia would have no position, no reference, no way to support herself.

      She glanced out of the window, praying for a distraction from her thoughts. Dark, ominous clouds had begun to creep up, obscuring the sun. A lonely oak in the distance signaled they weren’t far from Lionshead, the ancestral home of the man she was supposed to have married. She knew this stretch of land well; she had often explored in the meadow beyond as an adolescent.

      Memories of a handsome couple picnicking in that meadow flooded her mind. It was the first time she had seen Lord Trawden with his new bride. They had appeared so happy and in love. That fairytale dream had become Antonia’s solemn promise to herself. But those schoolgirl dreams had been tarnished and shattered beneath the weight of death, rumors, and her mother’s confession. And like her hopes, Lord and Lady Trawden’s fairytale had not lasted.

      Running away had not solved any of Antonia’s problems or eased her fears. If anything, over the years, they had grown. But somewhere in the past hundred miles she had decided the moment had come for her to face the music. Her father was ill, and she had little time left with him. She had to put her feelings for her stepmother aside and cherish what little Father had left to give. She prayed she was not too late.

      The carriage jerked to the right, then sharply to the left, halting her musings. The howling wind pressed them forward. The hour wasn’t too late, but by now, the clouds had turned day to night. Antonia grabbed the hand strap as the carriage continued to sway round the bend. She glanced out the window. The road leading to the village veered off to the left, and in the distance, the faint glow of civilization could be seen.

      Thunder drummed overhead, reverberating through the carriage. Antonia clenched her teeth tight and prayed the storm would pass quickly. Her hand was beginning to ache from clutching the strap so tightly. A warning voice whispered in her head. Something did not feel right. She didn’t know what it was, but perhaps being this close to Lionshead and having to pass his home was what had set her nerves on edge. Whatever it was, she wished she could will it to stop.

      She continued to jiggle her leg and tap her free hand. Nothing was relieving the tension that twisted her insides tighter and tighter, like the string of her violin being wound too tight and ready to snap at any moment.

      Mallory huffed out a loud, annoyed breath. “I do wish you would…”

      The carriage rocked sharply to the right. A loud crack broke through the sounds of the countryside, then horses neighing, men yelling, and above it all, Mallory’s intense shriek echoed around her. She was flung to the opposite end of the seat, slamming hard into the wall. Scrambling to clutch the hand strap, she struggled to stay upright. The carriage shifted to one side, teetering for a moment. She held her breath. I don’t want to die. But as if ignoring her silent plea, the vehicle tipped, rolling over and over.

      Fracturing wood cracking, screams, and cries pierced her ears. The noise crescendoed to deafening proportions. Fear crept up her throat. I don’t want to die.

      Through the chaos, she offered a silent prayer. Please let me live. I will make amends. Please… She chanted the words over and over until all that was left was deathly silence.
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      The frigid wind slapping against Dracon’s face was far more annoying than the heavy deluge of rain that was trying to saturate his clothes. The road was deserted. No one with an ounce of common sense would dare be out on such a miserable night. He should have been home by now, but the wind and rain had slowed his progress. Thuban was a strong horse, but even he was showing signs of fatigue.

      A fork in the road signaled that he was almost home. To the left lay the tiny village and to the right, Lionshead.

      For a brief moment, he thought about taking a detour and staying the night at the local inn. At least then he would not have to pass the churchyard. He detested that church. A deep agony mixed with anger still coursed through his veins. He had been living with the guilt that he’d been unable to save them for such a long time that he couldn’t remember a time without it.

      He shook those thoughts away and focused on the lonely road that led to an even lonelier house filled with too many painful memories—a house that had not witnessed joy in over ten years. There had been a brief chance at happiness, but it had slipped between his large fingers and fled to Gretna Green. But despite the years, he was still in love with her.

      “Not long now.” He rubbed Thuban’s neck, encouraging him on. Even at this slow pace, they should reach Lionshead within the hour.

      A hazy mist slanted against the landscape, sending a strange eeriness rapping along his spine. In the dreary distance he spied an odd shape half hanging over the embankment. He squinted until the dark object came into focus.

      “Damn,” he swore into the twilight, his breath puffing in front of him in a billowy, ghost-like cloud. He kicked Thuban into a gallop.

      After what felt like dozens of minutes later, he finally reached the mangled carriage, dismounted, and started pulling through the wreckage for survivors. He did not have to take a second look closer to know that the two bodies crushed beneath the weight of the conveyance had both perished. One of the horses lay dead off to the side. He climbed on top of the wreckage and opened the now upward-facing door. Peering inside, he saw two figures. He pulled the already damaged side panel away from the carriage, giving further access to the occupants inside. Leaning over the first female, he felt for a pulse. Nothing.

      A moan came from the opposite corner. He edged closer. Rain from the open door above trickled in. All was silent for a brief moment before the cracking of wood rose in a steady crescendo.
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