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Chapter 1
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The mist had eased somewhat, but it stayed cold, the sun barely managing pale streams of light through the dull environment to help mark the daytime hours. The air didn’t smell of rain, though, and the odd calm that had always been the town’s daytime character was broken up by the incessant flapping of wings overhead. 

Ravens—flying back and forth in every direction. Unlike other parts of the world as I understood it, ravens in this land were our means of carrying messages from place to place. They’d all descended from a particularly special one that had lived a millennium ago—a raven born into magic from a world no one understood, siring offspring that proved to be hardy and almost immortal in the way they overcame diseases, traps, and predators. Some people had claimed, even sworn, that this particular bird was the unnatural child of a sorcerer, born to his doomed wife, who’d taken one look at the tiny black creature and then died of extreme horror. Perhaps the sorcerer was cursed by forces unknown for dabbling in forbidden arts. There were too many stories, too many shades of gray within each tale, so much so that the history of these magnificent ravens had long turned into legend. 

As a child, I’d always thought of their origin as a tidy enough fairy tale meant for nothing more than fireside entertainment. Until, naturally, I had one of them fly up to me and convey a message from one of my father’s old friends: “Happy birthday, little Dominic!” I was about seven when that happened, and I spent my birthday hiding and sobbing in terror. 

I couldn’t hold back a wry little smile at the remembrance as I gazed above me, idly taking in the little black forms fluttering everywhere. I’d have spent more time simply watching and admiring them if I could. I was on my way to an interview, however, and didn’t have such luxury. Tugging at my jacket and its sleeves, I walked onward, my shoes clicking against the wet cobblestones of St. George’s streets and alleys. 

As I walked, I mentally rehearsed answers to possible questions Mr. Seedhouse was bound to throw my way. I was in a bit of a good mood—though a more hopeful mood would be more likely. I hadn’t had any luck searching for work, and it had been about three months now. No one wanted to hire someone they deemed too wet around the ears and too spoiled to be useful. While embarrassed and even offended by the condescension and smirks I’d received, I rightly couldn’t offer any counterarguments beyond a promise on my parents’ graves that I was a fast and eager learner, regardless of the work. I knew too well I had nothing to offer beyond enthusiasm and energy and, perhaps, excellent penmanship.

I paused to pull out the scrap of paper from my pocket and re-read the work agency’s address. A comical little circular turn with my face scrunched as I struggled to read faded street and shop signs later, I managed to pinpoint my location in reference to Mr. Seedhouse’s office. An occasional passerby sauntered past, breaking up St. George’s hollow silence with a brief yet muted series of clicking footsteps or tapping walking-sticks, the ladies gracing me with vague hints of their existence with a whiff of lavender and a gentle shifting of their voluminous skirts. Faces of every age and every color greeted me with a pleasant little smile or a dark scowl, each of which I answered with a touch of my hat and a self-conscious dropping of my gaze. 

Of the handful of people with whom I crossed paths on my way to my interview, I’d only counted one who was about my age or slightly older—a clerk, I suppose, who dressed in shabby gentility but carried himself with a great deal of pride and confidence. He was, moreover, rather handsome, and my reaction to his genial greeting was a nervous blink, a wry smile, and heated cheeks. 

After a couple of wrong turns, I finally found my destination. St. George’s old architecture was too repetitive to be reliable as markers. With the town founded several centuries ago, its buildings were maintained by necessity with no one keen enough to tear old structures down in order to replace them with newer, more efficient edifices with façades that could be distinguished from each other easily. I suppose it cost far too much money to be worth it. As it stood, I was at the mercy of homes and places of business that mirrored each other in just about every way. Half-timbered structures with tall chimneys, narrow latticed casement windows, and thatched roofs—the only variety that could be noted were the color and size of each building as well as the presence of signs marking specific shops and businesses. 

As I stood on the doorstep of Mr. Seedhouse’s office, I gave my environment one final assessing gaze, taking note of the eerily spectral nature of St. George, its quiet residents, its enigmatic ravens, and the light mist that never went away even in the summer. Of course, the move to observe mundane details was also very much for myself than anything else, let alone pride in one’s hometown. Anxiety over my employment prospects had bubbled to the surface, the shadow cast by my looming poverty creeping resolutely over the cobblestones behind me, and I needed to get my wits together and appear easy and confident. 

I knocked and was soon ushered through a small front office by Mr. Seedhouse’s secretary, who’d greeted me with a bored air he never bothered to check. Neither did he hide his obvious contempt of me, judging from the way he raked his gaze up and down my person and accompanied that with a derisive curl of his lip. He knocked on Mr. Seedhouse’s door, was greeted by a muffled bark from within, and swung the door open. 

“Mr. Seedhouse, a Mr. Coville is here to see you,” the man announced. 

“Very good, very good. Send him in, Carruthers.”

“Yes, sir.” Carruthers turned to me and jerked his head in Mr. Seedhouse’s direction. “Go on now. Don’t dally. You’re already three minutes late,” he said, dropping his voice to a sharp whisper. 

“Thank you,” I stammered and almost stumbled inside in my haste. I heard Carruthers let out a contemptuous snort before shutting the door.

If I weren’t so nervous, I’d have allowed myself some time to admire Mr. Seedhouse’s office. It was surprisingly small and cluttered with shelved books so old, they were practically dissolving in the muted light streaming through the windows. They also filled the room with the smell of aging paper and weathered leather, instantly reminding me of those long-gone days spent in my school’s old archives. 

Mr. Seedhouse was a chubby, red-cheeked, and white-whiskered gentleman who regarded me from behind his desk, his thick fingers laced together on the polished dark wood. Behind him were three narrow casement windows, one of which had been thrown open, allowing the chill, misty air inside. A black box with elaborate designs in bronze sat next to his left arm, and an oval mirror on a stand was situated next to his right. 

“Please sit down, Mr. Coville,” he said after a moment’s awkward silence. He indicated the empty chair near me with a quick nod. 

“Thank you, sir.” I took my seat, carefully removing my hat and smoothing my short, recently trimmed hair. I really had no reason to do so, but it was a move I simply needed to do to ease my rapidly spiraling nervousness now that I was in Mr. Seedhouse’s presence. 

He turned to look at the open window, which was behind his right shoulder, and called out. “Henry! Over here, please!”

I blinked and frowned, wondering who on earth could possibly be loitering outside. I’d assumed the windows opened to a small side street, and the silence beyond gave me no clue as to what sort of activity was happening there. 

At length a sharp cawing shattered the calm, and a raven flew in, pausing for a couple of seconds while beating its wings and staring at me before settling itself down on the window sill. 

“What say you, Henry?” Mr. Seedhouse prodded, once again turning his attention to me. 

“Pure,” Henry replied, his voice really a shrill squawk and nothing else. “Very pure.”

I blinked again, baffled, and Mr. Seedhouse grunted and nodded. “Excellent—can’t afford to have it any other way,” he said, visibly relaxing. Then he unlaced his fingers and took hold of the mirror, gently moving it till it stood directly before me. “Look in the mirror, Mr. Coville.”

I complied. For the next several seconds, I stared at my reflection while Mr. Seedhouse waited. 

“I’m sorry, sir, but is there something I needed to see?” I asked. 

“It isn’t for you. It’s for the gentleman on the other side.” When I glanced at him, startled, he tilted his head in Henry’s direction without removing his gaze off me. “Your age, Mr. Coville?”

“Twenty-one, sir.”

“Nineteen,” Henry easily corrected, and I swallowed audibly, realizing just how dearly I was now going to pay for my lie. I was about to cobble together a groveling apology and a pathetic enough excuse for my slip when I was happily discouraged from taking such a step.

“Youth is nothing to be ashamed of, Mr. Coville,” Mr. Seedhouse said. “In fact, for this position, it’s quite desirable.” He moved the mirror aside, apparently satisfied with its purpose. I remained puzzled and even vaguely unsettled by its presence. “Now—a quick test before I ask you about your history and credentials.”

With that he slid the box closer to himself and opened it. Since the lid was raised up to keep me from seeing the box’s contents, I was left admiring the elaborate patterns on its dark, weathered wood. Those patterns appeared to be intricate bronze-work, I thought, carefully cut sheets of bronze that had somehow been attached to the box’s surface. At length Mr. Seedhouse found what he was looking for and gingerly lifted two items while pushing the still-open box aside with an elbow. 

“Now,” he said, “I need you to close your eyes and don’t open them until I tell you to.”

I calmed myself with a deep breath, nodded, and obeyed. In the quiet darkness, I only heard slight movements as Mr. Seedhouse prepared something. 

“All right. Open your eyes and look.”

He held up two illustrations on long, rectangular sheets of paper. From his right hand dangled one with a beautiful woman drawn in it. It was certainly a testament to the artist’s remarkable skill in art that she appeared in amazing detail, with every bit of her seeming to radiate warmth and pliancy. Every curve, every curl seemed so life-like that I expected to touch living flesh had I dared. 

She was also quite naked and posed in such a way as to be arousing to those inclined to the female sex. 

And from the fingers of Mr. Seedhouse’s left hand was another life-like drawing, but this time it was of a man. Just as exquisitely rendered as the woman and just as naked and alluringly posed. My attention was immediately and solidly fixed on him, my gaze lingering in awe and a touch of excitement at the erotic nature of the man’s figure. Dark, expressive eyes stared out at me, slightly parted lips inviting a kiss. 

The spell broke all of a sudden when the illustration of the woman burst into flames, and Mr. Seedhouse withdrew his hand calmly as though his fingers hadn’t been harmed in any way. He turned the remaining illustration to face him, and he glanced at it, nodded, and raised it up to show Henry before setting it back inside the box. His manner throughout the process was almost scientific in its coldness and objectivity, and while I’d have gratefully welcomed it, there was something about his detachedness that embarrassed me all the more. I didn’t understand the purpose behind the mirror or the illustrations, but I knew they were important despite their oddity, and I couldn’t help but feel a vague, nagging unease in the pit of my stomach about those two “tests” (as I now called them). 

Henry, for his part, merely looked at the surviving illustration with human-like intelligence lighting up his little bead eyes. He remained on the window sill like a silent feathered guardian, turning his attention back to me. My face must be a deep red by now, judging from the uncomfortable heat radiating from it as I waited for Mr. Seedhouse to get his papers together. Once he’d tapped them into a neat pile, he proceeded to skim over the contents, doing so quickly enough as he moved from page to page. One might say he’d done such a thing hundreds of times in the past, and a fast scanning of a potential hire’s qualifications was a reflection of that. 

I could also—and rightly—argue that in my case, it was because I simply had nothing. 

“I see,” Mr. Seedhouse declared after a moment’s silence. He set the papers back into a neat pile. Then he looked up and pinned me in place with a direct, objective gaze. “Nineteen years old and freshly pulled from a very good school. Orphaned this past year, no living relations anywhere willing to avow your existence and offer you help, and no experience in any line of work whatsoever.”

I had to chew my lower lip to keep myself from further diminishing myself with a silly, thoughtless response. I could only nod instead, and Mr. Seedhouse carried on.

“And why are your relatives unwilling to help?”

“My—my grandparents disinherited my father,” I stammered, my face heating up again. “My mother was also cut off from her family. They were left with nothing, and my father managed to earn a good enough sum from certain investments he’d made before he was shut out. We lived quite comfortably for several years, but after the accident, I learned that Papa’s manager—someone we’d all trusted—had made away with almost all of the money that would’ve gone to me. I only had enough to live on for a few months while I looked for work.” I paused, shrugging weakly. “I can’t afford to stay in school.”

“And why were your parents cut off completely?”

“They married for love.” 

Mr. Seedhouse narrowed his eyes at me.

* * * *
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I practically slipped over the slimy cobbles in my hurry to put the day behind me. My head was filled with nothing but a perpetual loop of mortifying scenes from my interview, and I wanted to vomit. Mr. Seedhouse was kind enough to continue his questions despite my obvious lack of useful qualifications, and I’d regarded it as nothing more than a legal requirement of sorts for those in the business of helping employers search for potential workers. 

The position I’d applied for was for a personal secretary and companion to an ill and aging gentleman. I’d thought then that it was a good enough position for someone like me, that perhaps a novice would be allowed a good deal more room for learning and improvement from an older man who now depended wholly on others for his day-to-day needs. And yet the longer I stayed in Mr. Seedhouse’s office, answering questions and clarifying details, the less convinced I’d become of my pathetic set of less than basic skills, and the more desperate I felt to flee the office and never return. 

Mr. Seedhouse indicated nothing definite throughout the interview. From start to finish, he’d held his cards close and kept his professional front. By the time he stood up and extended a hand for me to shake, thanking me for my time and promising to inform me either way, I’d already lost all interest in pursuing the matter and could only manage a muttered thanks in return. I didn’t even feel a stab of anything when Carruthers ushered me out with a hissed insult: “Damn you spoiled nancy boys.”

Spoiled nancy boys, indeed. If the queen were to hear him utter such an insult, she’d have him arrested, I was sure. The crown prince, after all, was one of us “spoiled nancy boys” who was betrothed to a prince of France—a curious arrangement, considering our kingdoms’ antagonism toward each other, but it was equally a diplomatic and romantic arrangement, by all accounts. Thankfully, Carruthers represented a tiny fraction of the population who found men like me—and women who loved other women—either odd or repulsive or even both. 

By the time I finally reached Mrs. Price’s house and stumbled into my rented room, I’d already regretted applying for the post and wondered what options were left for me. As I’d no money for my rent, Mrs. Price wouldn’t hesitate to toss me out in a fortnight, especially when I heard she’d had a number of interested people appear recently, looking for rooms. 

I’d just shrugged off my jacket and tossed my hat on my bed when movement from the direction of my windows caught my attention. I turned and gasped at the sight of a raven sitting on the window sill, regarding me with an eerie kind of intensity. 

“Mr. Wynyard Knight has granted Mr. Dominic Coville the post of personal secretary and companion,” it squawked. “Instructions have been dispatched by post for Mr. Coville, who’s expected to be in Mandrake Abbey within seven days and no later. A modest amount for the young gentleman’s travel expenses has been left on his pillow.” 

I glanced at my pillow and saw a small leather pouch lying on it. 

Without waiting for a reply, the raven—Henry, I presumed—flew away, leaving me staring in open-mouthed amazement at the window I could have sworn I’d closed and locked against the chill and the mist before I left for my interview. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Mandrake Abbey, from what I’d learned, stood about seventy miles north of St. George, and the Knight family had owned it for a good two centuries. The current resident, Wynyard Knight, was the last of the line, though it had also been rumored that the gentleman had once talked about bequeathing the place to a faithful servant. The man in question, however, had passed away suddenly, and Mr. Knight had vanished for a length of time, presumably to mourn his loss of a loyal servant and to heal himself in sunnier, warmer climes. He’d only recently returned, a good deal more fragile in health, sadly. As he was quite old already, perhaps it was inevitable that this much physical and emotional strain would take a great deal of toll on him. 

I was never ordered to go back to Mr. Seedhouse’s office for particulars or for additional directions. The letter I’d received from Mr. Knight had clearly and thoroughly spelled everything out to me. That letter, in addition, was my source of information as to my employer’s basic history. I found it a bit odd, frankly, that the reference to the servant who’d died—in relation to Mr. Knight’s generosity—was clearly spelled out as “rumored” in the letter. If Mr. Knight himself had at least dictated the contents of the letter to a temporary secretary, why refer to that particular detail as a rumor? Surely Mr. Knight would have clearly said he’d planned to do so and simply left it at that. I saw no reason to hide the fact as a rumor. I’d heard of other stories of benefactors bequeathing all kinds of things to servants, and as far as I knew then, no one had considered any of those stories as scandalous or reprehensible.

Then again I suppose I was being a little too much of a busybody in this regard, and I chided myself severely after spending too much time re-reading the letter and pondering its contents. I was lucky enough to be chosen for the post. Looking for mysteries or strange things in a simple letter of welcome was not just rude, but also a show of ingratitude. 

I’d used the money in the leather pouch to purchase a handful of necessities, being pleased with the fact that I’d taken great care of my clothes, and they remained clean and in good shape, allowing me to present myself to my employer as my parents would have wanted: a capable gentleman. All I’d needed were simple toiletries, three books I’d always wanted to own, and a writing journal. Whatever amount left over would be used for food in my travels. 

* * * *
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Long, tedious, awful hours spent in a cramped, lumbering coach surrounded by talkative and loudly belching passengers aren’t worth recounting. 

Suffice it to say, I was quite black and blue by the time I’d managed to pry myself out of the last coach and practically tumble out of the hellish vehicle before almost getting brained with my trunk and carpetbag when the guard, who was struggling with the luggage, accidentally dropped them—along with other bags that had come tumbling after. I was still obliged to pay the man, however, as he was horribly embarrassed and red-faced, while the coachman heaped abuse on his head. Despite the fright, I did feel sorry for him and compensated him accordingly, though I was also desperate enough to remove myself from the scene as quickly as possible. It was with a great deal of effort that I half-carried, half-dragged my trunk and bag away from the endless activity in the direction of a rotting wooden fence dozens of feet away. I’d been directed to do so in the letter I’d received, and I was certainly terribly grateful for it. Since I now stood clear across the way from the inn where the coach had stopped, I could finally take in great lungfuls of clean air and allow my rattled brain to settle itself. 

About a couple of minutes must have passed before a raven flew close enough to startle me and ensure it had gotten my full attention. Then it perched itself on one of the posts of the rundown fence.

“Mr. Coville will be collected by horse and cart. The young gentleman will please wait here.”

I stared at it for a second or two, wondering if I was supposed to say something in return. As I didn’t know if this was Henry—ravens looked awfully the same—I decided not to address it by name when I spoke. 

“Um—thank you,” I stammered, blinking stupidly at the raven. “I’ll wait, uh, here. Thank you.”

It flew off with a series of harsh squawks, leaving me alone and looking around to take in my new surroundings. The last coach I’d taken was set to change horses in this little town, one called Petrie. It was understandably much more rustic than St. George, being located so far from the more populous areas of this region. I saw a good deal of loose earth and trails of hay, the architecture mirroring that of St. George’s, though perhaps the buildings were smaller and more weathered. A longer examination of the nearest establishments revealed marks of decay and faded, cheap paint. People going about their business were also dressed more humbly in coarser and plainer stuff, their language ringing a little harshly in my ears. A combination of accent and vocabulary far removed from my more privileged background made it a bit difficult for me to follow a random conversation or two. A number of passersby also threw curious looks in my direction, obvious wonder in their eyes as they stared at me openly from head to foot. While most simply left it at that, there were at least a few who either turned away to exchange whispers with their companions or merely curled their mouths in derision before glancing away. 

And it was then when the truth of my situation finally sank in—that I was a stranger in foreign soil, my weight being sucked slowly and inexorably down in a bog of inexperience and incompetence. It wouldn’t be long before the thick, murky water would reach my mouth, filling it and my throat with unnamable things before moving to my nose and forcing me to breathe it into my burning lungs. 

All right, so I might be a touch melodramatic about my situation, but I truly did feel panicked and suddenly wishing I’d never accepted Mr. Knight’s offer. The enormity of my ignorance was bearing down on me as I looked around, my vision shrinking till it felt as though I was observing my environment through a dark tunnel. 

“Oh—are you well? Do you need to sit down? Edgar! Hurry! I think this boy’s about to faint!”

I blinked, my mind snapping back to clarity. I felt a hand firmly pressing against my right arm, and I found a young woman standing near, her freckled face scrunched as she frowned and peered through her spectacles at me. Auburn hair in loose ringlets was barely contained under her bonnet, but she appeared to be the kind of woman who didn’t seem to give a damn about her appearance as she never once tried to tuck errant curls out of sight. If anything, whenever a slight breeze blew some hair in her face, she’d flick the offending curls away with a snort of impatience. Dressed a little more fashionably than those I’d just seen around the general area, she nonetheless seemed more like a scholarly type than one who went about her days charming young men in the marriage market. A quick glance at her skirts revealed dried mud edging them, and heaven only knew what her shoes must look like under her petticoats.

“I—Sorry, I’m fine, thank you,” I said once I got over my surprise. 

“You look too pale.” She paused, releasing my arm, and fluttered her fingers in an odd sort of way to indicate—something. She continued to frown through her spectacles. “It’s like you’re about to faint from lack of food or extreme shock.”

I had to laugh mildly at that, relief flooding me and leaving me warm and a bit talkative. “No, ma’am, I just arrived. It’s been a long, horrible journey, and I’m only waiting for someone to come around and take me through the last two miles, I think. I’ll be all right.” 

“Ah, well, now you’re making me feel even sorrier for you than before. Petrie’s too far out of the way in every direction, I’m afraid. I’m not surprised to hear you complain of your journey. I’m sure it was hellish.” She sighed and straightened up, a big smile brightening her face now. Then she held a hand out. “Amelia Swann.”

“Dominic Coville,” I replied, taking her hand and shaking it. Or, rather, she shook mine, catching me off-guard (yet again) with her firm grip and the vigorous, masculine way with which she pumped my hand. No genteel bows or curtsies here. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Swann.”

“Just Amelia, please. I’m sure you’re not that much younger than I, and you’ve got a very open, trusting face I can’t help but like. Call me forward or shocking, but I think we can be good friends.” Amelia’s lively gray eyes flicked to the side, and her smile broadened. “And this lumbering creature is my brother, Edgar.”

I turned to find a young man striding up to us, looking rather put out. Like his sister, Edgar Swann was dressed quite fashionably without being foppish or ostentatious about his wealth and position. His frock coat appeared to be lightly covered with dust, as did his hat, which now seemed more like dull wool than silk. I tried not to stare at the dried mud on his trousers and shoes, which echoed the surprising condition of his sister’s skirts. The pair of them might be around twenty-one and not much older, but their appearance made me wonder if they enjoyed rolling down hills and tramping about in muddy places like little children. I also realized he was limping a little.

“Damned horses,” he groused without even acknowledging me once he was near enough to be heard. “I didn’t think it was possible for those animals to gouge deep enough holes in the dirt, but I’ve been proven wrong.” He grimaced a little when he finally stopped, placing a hand on the fence and leaning on it to ease the weight off his left foot. 

“You sprained your ankle again?” 

“Well—not as badly as the last time. I managed to realize what was about to happen just when I stepped into this deep, large rut and was able to half-hop, half-stumble out. Truth be told, though, I tripped.” Edgar paused to scowl blackly at his foot, peppering the air with a string of obscenities I didn’t expect a gentleman like him to spew in a passion. 

“If it’s a big enough rut to cause this, I’m sure coaches and wagons are more to blame, not horses,” I blurted out. “They—horses, I mean—can’t help themselves, the way they’re being driven, but the weight of coaches surely causes a good deal more damage than those poor creatures.” Mentally I had to shake my head at myself as I had absolutely no idea where I was going with this.  

Edgar noticed me then, and his scowl only deepened. “I’m quite familiar with the marks left by horses and those left by heavy vehicles,” he retorted. “Who on earth are you?”

If human bodies had the ability to shrink, I was sure mine did just that under his angry attention. “N—Nobody,” I replied. “Just someone who’s waiting for—someone else.” I blinked and glanced at Amelia, who was now practically doubled over in laughter. “Uh—Mr. Swann, sir.”

“Edgar, really,” Amelia spluttered, her face red. She straightened up, her laughter fading into irregular chuckling and giggling. “Dominic, you’ll have to forgive my brother. He’s always in a foul mood, I’m afraid. Takes after our grandfather—and perhaps our father. Now the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced black moods run in our blood, affecting only the male line. How I pity my brother’s future sweetheart, whoever he may be.”

“I might never have one.”

“If so, I won’t be surprised. God knows, you’ve scared off plenty enough young men in just the last two years. You’re already an aging bachelor at twenty-one. It’s the curse of the fanatical scholar, you know.” Amelia turned to me. “He’s a scholar. A fanatical one, at that. I can’t emphasize it enough.”

“Yes, yes, you’re terribly funny.” Edgar sighed and stood up, tugging restlessly at his frock coat and glancing back at me. I noticed then that he was still favoring his left foot a little and seemed to stand rather crookedly while trying to cow me with an imperious kind of look. “Edgar Swann.”

I swallowed and offered a hand after a brief hesitation. “Dominic Coville, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

He continued to observe me in stony silence for another moment till I wondered if I should just withdraw my hand and tiptoe away, pretending we never crossed paths. But he seemed to have reached a decision just as I deliberated and took my hand in his to shake. Unlike his sister’s furious pumping, Edgar’s was slower and almost thoughtful—or at least it felt as if he actually placed a good deal of thought in such a simple act as shaking a new acquaintance’s hand. A fanatical scholar? I suppose I could see that.

“Likewise,” he replied, and that was it. Unlike Amelia, he never corrected me as to my use of a more formal address. I suppose he simply preferred to keep a certain distance from others. “I think I heard Amelia say you were about to faint.” He looked me up and down, his gaze still hard and cold. “You don’t look ill to me. Pale, maybe, but certainly not ill. My sister really has a certain flair for the dramatic.”

I gulped again and glanced at Amelia, who was now shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “I just disembarked, sir, after a long coach ride.”

“Coach ride? To this godforsaken place? Whatever on earth for?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Edgar...”

“Work. I mean—I was recently hired, and I’m set to be picked up and taken to my new employer.”

Edgar and Amelia exchanged puzzled glances. “Petrie’s quite small, and it’s easy rousing a direction spell for your purpose. I daresay we need it hereabouts,” Amelia said, turning to me. “How far do you still need to go, Dominic? Wait—I think you said something before about two miles or somewhere around that distance earlier.”

I nodded. “Mandrake Abbey,” I replied. “That’s where I’m headed.”

“Ah. I see. Lovely place, that.”

“Have you ever visited the abbey before?” I prodded, pleased with Amelia’s sincere interest in my story. As much as I’d have loved to engage Edgar as well, the gentleman’s coldness had sufficiently put me off the idea. If anything, the more I tried to talk about myself, the less interest he showed, his attention fixed on everything else—particularly his injured foot—than me. 

“No, not as such. Edgar and I have ridden past. Once or twice, I think. We walk more than ride, you know, and we might have passed Mandrake Abbey perhaps four or five times.” Amelia briefly glanced at her brother before pressing on. With another friendly smile, she asked, “If you don’t mind my asking, Dominic, what sort of work are you set to do over there?”

“A companion and a secretary to Mr. Knight. I understand he’s quite old and frail.” 

Amelia nodded, still smiling, though I thought I noted something faintly different in her manner now. It was difficult for me to say for sure, but she seemed to have withdrawn a bit, almost becoming distracted by something like her brother, though in her case, she was still kind enough to be aware of my presence. I wondered if something I’d just said had caught her attention in some way, and she was trying to think things through. 

“Yes, I do believe he is,” she said at length, her manner back to its normal friendly openness. She reached out and rested a reassuring hand on my arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sure you’re going to be just fine in your new place of employment, Dominic.”

“Thank you. I hope to do my best,” I replied with a self-conscious glance at Edgar, who continued to ignore me. 

“When you’re not too busy—or whenever your employer can spare you—do come by for a visit. You can see we’ve got just as many ravens here as in any modern city. It’s quite easy summoning one to send us word of your plans.”

Amelia gave my arm another gentle squeeze before releasing me. At that moment, I heard a man’s voice call out to me, and I turned to find a cart pulled by two fine black horses rumbling up the dirt road toward us. The driver, a weathered and grizzled but very cheerful old man, nodded and touched his hat even before he reached our little group. 

“Well, I’m about to be collected,” I said, turning to my companions and offering my hand to them. Amelia easily took it for a final shake, but Edgar needed a brief moment to recollect where he was before doing the same. “Thank you both for the conversation and the welcome. It’s really very kind of you to make me feel at ease. I’m not anxious about my new situation anymore.” 

Edgar, who was shaking my hand when I spoke, stepped close and leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “You should be.” 

He released my hand, stared hard at me with gray, thoughtful eyes, and quickly moved away, abruptly turning around as though nothing strange had just transpired between us and leaving me staring at his back, my face flaming. For her part, Amelia had swept up to the cart and was now engaging the driver in a friendly conversation about the weather. 
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Mathias Saddler, the driver, proved to be as jovial and talkative as Amelia, though in his case, his choice of subjects was more rustic, so to speak, focusing on the countryside and the quiet, simple lives of farmers and residents of Petrie. It was during this final two-mile journey when the fatigue that had plagued me earlier made itself known again, this time with a bit of a vengeance. I barely managed to keep up with Mr. Saddler’s prattle—not that it was a terrible thing to begin with, seeing as how I couldn’t even get a word in for the most part. The fellow was simply too pleased with his accounts of country life that he appeared not to notice my tired silence and forced interest. 

At length we reached Mandrake Abbey—a structure that was perhaps meant to instill awe in its visitors. I’d seen abbeys in the past, when I was still in school, and nothing about Mandrake Abbey said anything spiritually awe-inspiring to me. What I’d seen before had been mostly ruins barely held together and quite forgotten by the world around them. They were isolated, lonely skeletons of religion, and I understood there were several of them scattered up and down the land. Mandrake Abbey was an old, old structure, to be sure, a pile of weathered and moss-covered stones outside and creaking timber within. It was, however, monstrously large, more castle-like than abbey, I suppose, a great, sprawling collection of rock and mortar weighed down by its age. There were no ruins anywhere, but the building itself seemed to give off the overriding sense of ruin and decay all the same.

I suppose the land surrounding it didn’t help in any way. The grass appeared to be neglected, weeds sprouting here and there with occasional thorny appendages rising up amid countless blades. Shrubs and trees were allowed to grow wild, with hardly any pruning done and leaving certain clusters of trees heavy with shadows cast by interlocking branches. It was hard for me to say from a distance, but I did wonder if any of those tangled trees were dying. The closer we got to the abbey, the more I noticed ivy vines creeping up the walls to heights I’d never seen before. Like leafy fingers, they shot up past the tops of a few trees, reaching the upper floors as though in a race against each other to touch the roof. With three floors total, I wondered how long it would take for the entire structure to be fully covered in ivy.

“And here we are, young sir,” Mr. Saddler announced with a heavy grunt once the horses stopped. “I’ll have someone bring your trunk and your bag inside. In the meantime, I think you’re to meet with Mrs. Faulkner, who’ll show you your room and feed you and other things.” The red-cheeked fellow pulled his hat off, revealing a head of spare, wiry curls of gray, and roughly massaged his scalp with his thick hands. “Anyway, she’ll tell you more. I can’t remember anything else at the moment.”

“Thank you, Mr. Saddler,” I said, hopping off the cart and feeling the dizziness of fatigue wash over me. By some miracle, I managed to remain standing and took a moment to gather myself and gaze around in wonder at the strange sight of my new home. “I’m sorry,” I added, turning to him, “but is there a gardener here?”

Mr. Saddler blinked, looked around, and then burst out laughing. “Oh, yes, I know what you’re trying to get at. No, there isn’t. We had one many, many years ago, but the man died—old and sick, you know—and Mr. Knight chose not to find a replacement. And strangely enough, the neglected look hereabouts seems to have doubled, if you get my meaning, very quickly since.”

“I see.” 

Truth be told, I didn’t, but it wasn’t my place to question him further, especially our employer’s choices. I could only conclude that Mr. Knight might not be able to hire enough people to run his home. Gardening was likely one of those tasks he must have felt wasn’t that high of a priority. 

It was a shame, though. Even a casual observer would agree that a more properly maintained environment for Mandrake Abbey would have made a great difference in giving the structure its due respect as one of a few historical relics in that region. 

The front door opened just as I was walking toward it, and a hulking brute of a man strode out, glowering at me from under jutting, bushy brows. He merely nodded when I touched my hat in greeting and marched past me, muttering under his breath. He even left a faintly pungent scent in his wake, and if I were less charitably inclined, I’d have thought he believed maintaining a certain level of cleanliness must be a necessary evil. I almost shivered from the belligerence I sensed from him—like an unstoppable wave of negativity that seemed to ooze out of every pore of his body. I had to pause at the open door to glance back and frown. 

The man was huge, yes, and from where I stood, he seemed to have a nearly bald head attached to a neck the same width as his skull, and his massive shoulders stooped a little. Not that it did much to hide his great height and even greater bulk. That he was set to take my trunk and bag to my assigned room made me nervous somewhat, if his obvious reluctance and antagonism were anything to go by.

“Maybe I caught him on a bad day,” I murmured—a half-hearted attempt at easing my worries over the last of my worldly possessions. “I hope I caught him on a bad day.” 

Heaven only knew how my time in Mandrake Abbey would unfold being in his antagonistic company day in and day out. 

I stepped inside and was amazed at the creaking grandeur of Mandrake Abbey. It was, very much, a relic of the past—old wood, old paint, old cloth. Framed ancestral portraits from centuries gone lined the walls from about head height to the ceiling. Pieces of dark wood furniture in designs that were, I felt, terribly impractical for day-to-day use took up just about every bit of space both against the wall and around the great room I now found myself in. It was the main hall, I soon discovered, from where two large passageways branched out—one to the left, the other to the right. 

Windows were everywhere, however, and they mercifully allowed enough light to break up the heaviness of the atmosphere. Faded but still intact rugs boasting intricate designs littered the wood floor. While surprised at first, I quickly relaxed and realized just how cheerful the interior was all the same. 

“You must be Mr. Coville,” a woman piped up as she walked through a door on one end of the room. She was a plump, robust sort who turned out to be just as pleasant as Mr. Saddler. She regarded me up and down from a distance, her hands resting over her apron. As though pleased with her quick inspection, she nodded and smiled brightly, this time waving me over. “Come along, my dear. Are you hungry? I’ve some cold meats for you if you want to eat something before resting up. Otherwise, I’ll show you to your room. Don’t worry about your bags. Mr. Carradine will take care of them.”

I hurried toward her with a grateful smile and a quiet greeting. We introduced each other briefly before she herded me down the right hallway which led to the rear stairs. 

“I’d like to rest first and then eat afterwards if that’s all right,” I said. 

“That’s perfectly fine. I’m sure your presence won’t be needed till this evening, if not during tea. The mater’s resting at the moment. You’ll find that he needs to withdraw from company several times a day, which might make your work here a bit unusual and quite disjointed.” She paused to laugh lightly and wave both hands above her head while walking. “Took me almost half a year to get used to the change in his daily needs, poor man. But you’ll learn more later when you finally meet him.”

Mrs. Faulkner, the housekeeper, showed me where the kitchen was and then led me up the stairs to the second floor, where the servants’ quarters were. She explained that the third floor was unused, the servants being moved down a level some time ago, when previous help either retired or passed away. 

“There are four of us here, but only three—I’m including you now—living in the abbey on a regular basis,” she said, panting a little once we reached the top step, and she led me down another hallway lined with shut doors. It was a gloomy hallway, to say the least, but she paused by a small table to light an oil lamp. “I haven’t had time to air out the unused rooms today, I’m afraid. Normally I leave the doors open to those rooms that remain empty. At the very least, that allows some light in to break up the dreariness of this hallway. You’re welcome, though, to make use of light spells whenever you require more illumination. For my part, I’m too attached to the old ways, and I’m satisfied with the use of lamps for my purpose. Magic, I always say, is the way of the young and the future. Mind you, I’ve tried in the past to learn a few basic spells, but nothing’s turned out quite right, I’m afraid. My days of studying arcane things have long gone.” 

She sighed as she continued to lead me toward my room. A quiet, melancholy kind of exhalation, I thought, brought on by a nostalgic yearning for the past, when simple spells weren’t common. My own thoughts on the matter died when it occurred to me that my room was situated at the opposite end of the hallway. There was only one set of stairs connecting the servants’ quarters to the rest of the abbey, apparently. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but where do the rest of you sleep?” With the doors shut, it was impossible to tell.

“Oh—over at the other end.”

“I’m separated from you?”

“Yes. The master arranged it to be so. Now don’t worry, Mr. Coville. From what I’ve heard, the master’s previous secretaries slept in the same room before—or at least the one directly above it back in the day. I do think it’s because it’s a larger room compared to the others, and there’s a nice view of the grounds there.” 

We paused before a door at the very end of the hallway. As Mrs. Faulkner expertly weeded out the key from her massive collection of other house keys, she continued to talk about the room.

“It’s a very important and special post, being the master’s secretary and companion,” she said. “It’s only right that a good room is assigned to the gentleman. It speaks highly of the master’s good opinion of him—not to mention his respect for the post. Now here we are.”

With a bit of a flourish, she pushed the door open, and it swung easily and silently, as though the hinges had been properly oiled and maintained for a long time. 

I didn’t know what I had in mind, really, but the room I was given took my breath away. It was a large room, to be sure—easily twice as large as I’d expected. Since it was situated in the corner of that particular end of the abbey, I was blessed with two walls of tall, narrow windows through which generous amounts of outdoor light streamed. I was very sure it was one of the brightest rooms in the whole abbey, and my heart surged at the thought. 

The bed was placed between two windows that faced the door. Against the corner of the room, also strategically situated between two windows whose walls were perpendicular to each other, stood the desk and chair. The desk, it appeared, was uniquely made in that it was designed to fit a room’s corner. A lamp sat on it, and the rest of the table was bare, waiting for my papers and books to fill it. 

Against the opposite wall, which separated the room from the next, stood the wardrobe and the washstand. And that was all of the furniture there, though a couple of good-sized rugs lent some faded color to the polished wood floor. A large framed landscape painting hung on the wall between the wardrobe and the washstand. The ceiling was quite high, and perhaps the only difficulty I could see involved the lack of a fireplace in such a large room, and I anticipated the winter months to be very, very cold there. All the same, I was so pleased and grateful that I easily shrugged off potential problems. I’d sort through it all when the time came. For now, I was simply too happy to care for anything more.

“This is wonderful,” I breathed, moving toward one of the windows and looking out. “I—I didn’t expect this. It’s beyond my wildest imaginings. I swear, I’m not exaggerating.” 

“You like your room, then?” Mrs. Faulkner prodded, laughter in her voice.

I nodded without looking back at her. The view outside was beautiful with the distant gently rolling hills and occasional cottage or sheep. Trees and all manner of flowering plants peppered the countryside, and even the more neglected areas immediately surrounding Mandrake Abbey were easily ignored. If anything, I noticed there were hardly any trees on that side of the abbey, and I had an excellent view of the grounds directly below. 

“I can stand here all day and admire the view,” I said. It was with a good deal of reluctance that I had to turn around and abandon the windows in order to inspect the rest of the room. Not that I needed to do so, given the space and the sparseness of the furnishings. “Thank you,” I added, grinning at Mrs. Faulkner, who watched me with much amusement by the open door. 

“Well—think nothing of it, young man. We want you to be comfortable and happy here. With any luck, you’ll stay with us for a long time—compared to the others, anyway.” She paused to make a face and roll her eyes. I chuckled at that. “It’s so hard to find good help these days, I’m afraid, especially when a sickly old gentleman’s involved.”

“I hope to do well here and not give Mr. Knight any reason to doubt his choice.” I was sure there’d been a good number of people—perhaps far better qualified than I—who’d applied for the same post.

“Now there’s one important thing I’d like to impress,” she said after what appeared to be a moment’s hesitation. Scruples, I assumed, as I watched Mrs. Faulkner smoothen out her apron while glancing around the room absently. When she fixed her gaze on me again, I thought I sensed a very faint shift in her manner from confidence and ease to doubt. “You’re expected to wash every day.”

“Oh, but I do.”

“No, I mean—with warm water in a tub. It’s going to be an unusual ritual for you if you’re not used to full baths every day, but it’s quite necessary when you’re obliged to spend a good part of your time in the master’s company.”

I blinked. I’d always been fairly scrupulous when it came to hygiene, but I didn’t grow up so privileged as to have a means of bathing regularly. My family wasn’t aristocratic, and even my grandparents, though wealthy, weren’t titled and didn’t take to what was fashionable among upper circles. This was a bit of a surprise. 

“I see. Is Mr. Knight very particular?”

“Well, I suppose, but I understand his condition is such that he can’t afford to be exposed to too much dirt and possible causes for disease.”

I nodded, pity filling me now. “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, my mood more somber at the thought. “Is that something the doctor told you?”

“Not really, no—more like information passed on from housekeeper to housekeeper, if you get my meaning. The master’s reclusive for obvious reasons.” She shrugged. “I’m sure limiting his time among the servants for the reason I just told you is cause for it. Half the time, he communicates with the rest of us through notes he leaves on a tray in whatever room he’s just vacated.”

And that was the reason why he required a companion, I reminded myself. If one were in this delicate a condition, it only makes sense to limit his circle to one person a day. Or at the very least, come as close to being in the company of one person as he possibly could. I was particular in my own way, having the benefit of good hygiene drilled into me from a very young age, so a daily bath in a tub of water shouldn’t be too difficult an obligation. 

“Do I call for hot water to be brought up, then?” I asked after turning things over in my head. I couldn’t hold back a grimace of mortification. “It’s going to be cumbersome to have to carry so much water every day.”

At this, Mrs. Faulkner’s earlier doubt vanished, and she visibly relaxed with a pleased grin. “Oh, don’t you worry your lovely head over that, Mr. Coville. The room next to yours is where you take your baths. Mandrake Abbey might be ancient, but the master’s taken care to install more modern amenities. There’s a water closet down the hall, and the bath is next door. You can fill the tub with cold water, and I’ll boil some downstairs to take up to you. A heated kettle of water is a good deal easier to carry around than buckets, I daresay.” 

“I understand. Thank you for this. I suppose all that’s left is to set up a regular bathing schedule.”

“That’s for you and the master to agree to, and you can just tell me once everything’s settled.”

Mrs. Faulkner and I exchanged a few more pleasantries before she withdrew and allowed me some time to myself. Mr. Carradine had yet to appear with my trunk and bag, and I didn’t mind. I turned around and gazed at the magnificence of the view beyond my windows. When I glanced up, I realized the windows had no curtains. I noticed marks on the walls where I thought curtain rods would have been secured, but apparently those had been taken down. 

Before I could ponder this, a hard knock came on the door, and I turned around in time to see it swing open unceremoniously. Mr. Carradine stood in the hallway, glaring at me as usual, my trunk and bag at his feet. Without a word exchanged between us, he had my things safely deposited in my room before he stomped off and vanished. He didn’t even bother to close the door behind him on his way out. 
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I awoke with a start, blinking dazedly at the ceiling for a good moment while the clouds of sleep dissipated. It took me about that long to realize where I was. Once clarity took over, I yawned and stretched before glancing around. Yes, I was in bed, having fallen asleep after being left alone. Of course, I didn’t know how long it took for me to regenerate as I didn’t have my timepiece with me then even though I never dressed down for my nap. If anything, I’d lain down across the bed after shrugging off my coat and taking off my shoes, ensuring I didn’t make myself too comfortable; otherwise, I wouldn’t wake up till the following morning. 

I raised myself up on my elbows and squinted at the windows. It was still light outside, though it was clear the sun had dipped since I last looked. With a groan, I sat up and knuckled the remnants of my nap away before standing up and walking up to the nearest window. 

After taking note of the sun’s position, I gathered my room faced southwest, or at least the corner where my writing desk stood pointed southwest. I wouldn’t be getting direct sunlight either when the sun rose or when it set, but the effects were still quite lovely. A haze had settled over the countryside, and I wondered how misty or foggy it got thereabouts. 

Something niggled, however, and I had to turn around and frown at my room. 

Yes, I’d awoken with a start, and something told me it wasn’t because of a somatic or even psychical alarm to rouse myself by a set time. It was something else—something outside me. 

A sound? Noise, perhaps? 

I strained to listen. I heard nothing but silence that bordered on sepulchral. Then again, I had to remind myself, my room was far removed from the rest of the abbey, and if it were mid-afternoon as I suspected, the servants were busy elsewhere. Of course it would be as still as a tomb where I was. 

Nonetheless, I felt a little bothered by things. I went about putting away my clothes and making the room my own with my personal touches—my books and writing journal, of course—before wandering off to the water closet and then exploring the room next door, where I was set to bathe regularly. It was impressive, really, having all those amenities at hand. The bathing room was actually small and narrow, the painted tub—copper, I presumed—set against the wall opposite that which separated the room from mine. Pipes supplying the water sprouted out of the wall not too far above the tub. A chair and a small table stood across the way from the tub, and I assumed clothes and cotton towels would be set there. 

Since I hardly knew anything about newest innovations as to baths, I couldn’t quite make out the bathing room’s design. Suffice it to say, I was pleased with what I saw and even looked forward to my first bath in my new home. 

I returned to my room to wash my face and change, cringing from the cold water in the ewer that Mrs. Faulkner, I guessed, had left before my arrival. But it was chilly enough to wake me completely, and before long I was walking down the hallway and noting the fact that Mrs. Faulkner had at least taken care to open the doors to the unused bedrooms, allowing some light through. A quick peek into a couple yielded nothing of any interest, so I moved along.

I suppose I could always take advantage of the housekeeper’s invitation to use a light spell to help me find my way around, but being in an old place like Mandrake Abbey stirred a certain urge to stay with older customs and to leave the more modern ease of basic magic out. I had to admit, it was also rather a call for adventure, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. As I walked down the dark stairs, a childish sense of wonder washed over me, and I couldn’t help but grin at the possibilities of future explorations both within and without. 

Well—as long as I was allowed to do so, of course, and I was sure there were strict limits as to my wanderings and all that. 

I found Mrs. Faulkner in the kitchen, already hard at work preparing dinner. She glanced up and smiled at me when I hesitated at the door.

“Why, look who’s up,” she said. “The master’s in the drawing room, by the way, and he’s expecting you there. I’ll be bringing in the tea tray soon.”

She quickly wiped her hands on a towel and hurried out, urging me to follow her. I was afraid at first that Mandrake Abbey was going to prove to be labyrinthine enough to confuse me for the first month of my stay, but my fears were easily laid to rest. The downstairs hallway ran straight, terminating midway in that great entry hall I’d been to earlier, and then continuing to the other side. 

The drawing room faced the front, I suppose, though the wild collection of trees and shrubs beyond effectively ruined what might have been a remarkable view. The upper floors definitely had the advantage.

The drawing room was quite expansive and elaborately furnished, though its numerous high windows were stunted in their purpose of bringing in light, thanks to the trees beyond. I noted a sofa, an ottoman, three easy chairs and two console tables, a round table in the middle of the room, a heavily decorated screen, and even a lady’s sewing table standing rather forlornly in the farthest corner of the room. Unlike drawing rooms I’d visited before, this wasn’t carpeted, and perhaps it had everything to do with the meticulous preservation of the abbey in its original state that Mr. Knight chose not to cover the floors, top to bottom, with excess. 

The gentleman in question sat on an easy chair near the fireplace, which had been lit. He was dressed not in more comfortable robes as I’d expected a sickly old man would be dressed in; instead, he dressed as a gentleman normally would, though he did have a blanket draped over his legs. 

Mr. Wynyard Knight appeared to be in his sixties, and while terribly pale and quite thin, he still exuded a kind of energy usually seen in someone half his age. His eyes shone with intelligence and alertness, and he regarded me in silence for a moment as I stood rather awkwardly just inside the door. I sensed nothing but calm and pleasantness in his general air and manner despite the curious and unwavering stare. 

“Good afternoon, sir,” I said, effectively breaking the silence. And just like that, the spell broke.

Mr. Knight grinned—a fatherly kind of grin, I might add—and waved me over. 

“Mr. Coville,” he said in a soft, almost musical voice. “Do come closer, sir. I’m afraid I’m unable to come to you for a more proper introduction.” He jerked his head in the direction of the fire. “Besides, it’s far too cozy here to move.”

I chuckled as I walked toward him, stopping and bowing slightly before offering my hand for him to shake. His hand was bird-like in its fragile thinness, but his grip was firm enough, and there was some energy in the way he shook my hand. All the while, he stared openly at me, his light hazel eyes dancing merrily. 

“You’re a good deal younger than I thought,” he said. “Do sit. That ottoman over there should suffice for now. I do apologize for the inconvenience. The furniture around here tends to be far too heavy to bother moving. Besides, I don’t care to have the floors ruined further.”

I gingerly carried the ottoman closer and sat down. It was an old thing that smelled rather musty, and the cushions were well on their way to losing their support. It was then when I realized all other furniture meant for sitting were faded and worn out, mirroring the abbey’s status as a relic from a bygone era. 

“Now then,” Mr. Knight said once I’d settled in. “Do tell me more about yourself, young man.”

With a nervous swallow, I plunged ahead with my history and especially the reasons for my seeking out a post despite my inexperience and ignorance. I refused to embellish anything this time around, considering that awful attempt at lying about my age during my interview, the memory of which still humiliated me and kicked hard at my conscience. Besides, Mr. Knight deserved to know everything, considering the surprising amount of faith he’d just placed in me by offering me the position. 

He listened closely and nodded on occasion, not interrupting me once the whole time. Once I’d done, he smiled, pleased, and seemed to relax in his chair, melting against the back rest. 

“I’m very sorry to hear about your poor parents and especially that—thieving creature you trusted,” he said at length. “I quite understand the need to seek out your fortune on your own, but if you wish me to help you in finding that monster and bringing him to justice, let me know. I have connections I can make good use of. I have the means to see to it you’re given back every penny that’s yours.”

It was my turn to stare at him, taken aback. “Thank you,” I breathed. “I’ll—think about your offer, sir. I don’t really know where to start with him. He’d already disappeared by the time I left school.” I shrugged weakly. “It’s a miracle I had some money kept elsewhere; otherwise, I’d have been out in the streets.” 

I’d also sold a few things belonging to my parents, of course, though creditors had taken care of most of everything. It was only through my previous landlady’s kindness that I was able to sort through the mess, her brother being a solicitor who’d offered my landlady advice on my behalf. I couldn’t look back to those days without feeling a keen ache about my desperate choices. 

“I’m not pressuring you, of course, but it galls me when innocent people are cheated and made victims.” 

I thanked him again, and it was his turn to tell me his own story, which proved to be no different from the general information I’d already received. He didn’t elaborate further, however, regarding his plans to bequeath a servant a generous legacy, but he did mention a name: Charles Eley. 

I listened in rapt attention, giving him due respect in very much the same way he’d given me his, though my curiosity was piqued. I was in no position to inquire further regarding this late paragon, considering my position and my being new to the household. I suppose in time, I’d be able to gather enough information on Charles Eley to understand the bond he had with Mr. Knight. And if my employer still felt the loss keenly, I hoped to use this knowledge and help him move on. It was the least I could do, given how much I owed him now.

“Right, then—introductions and history out of the way,” Mr. Knight piped up, slapping his hands on his knees happily, “welcome to Mandrake Abbey, Mr. Coville. I understand Mrs. Faulkner’s informed you of the daily baths? Yes, you see—it’s my health. I’ve developed a condition that leaves the doctors puzzled. I require help from an energetic companion, who can run errands or physically help me from place to place, but energetic companions mean people who are vigorous enough to go outside for walks and proper exercise.” He paused, glancing at the fire as though mulling over what to say next. “I—can’t be exposed to dirt and other things that an active companion can bring home from his wanderings, you know.” He looked at me then. “I’ve had the misfortune once of having a young man return home from a visit in town, and he’d been exposed to—unhealthy—sorts. I was bedridden by the evening, and I didn’t recover for a good long while. Took me a fortnight, I believe. It happened a while ago.”

My eyes widened at the account. “I’m sorry to hear that. I promise to follow your instructions faithfully, sir. And the doctor can’t help you at all?”

“Not without isolating me from the rest of the world completely and driving me mad,” he replied dourly. A pained shadow darkened his face for a brief moment. “No, Mr. Coville. I’d sooner be tied down to my home. If I were to succumb to my condition, I prefer to be in the familiar comfort of Mandrake Abbey when the moment happens.”

“If it happens, not when,” I corrected with a huff. He regarded me in surprise and then laughed softly at my gall. 

He murmured something I didn’t catch. Then again, I suppose there was a good reason for him speaking softly to himself. He appeared pleased, at least, his eyes dancing merrily as he kept his gaze on me. 

“Ah, here comes Mrs. Faulkner now,” he announced. 

Apparently the gentleman also had the hearing of a cat as I didn’t even notice sounds outside the door. Immediately after he spoke, a firm knock came, and the door swung open, revealing a beaming Mrs. Faulkner standing with the tea tray. 

Once we were again alone, I quickly served him, and he continued our discussion regarding his health.

“So it’s necessary for you to maintain a strict schedule, given the time we’re to spend together,” he said after a brief but comfortable pause as we drank and ate before the fire. 

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Knight frowned as he stared at his teacup. “Let’s see...for most of the day, you’ll be taking care of my correspondences and running errands for me. You know, going to Petrie or wherever I have to send you for what I need.”

“Correspondences, sir? Should I make use of the ravens?”

“No, there’s no need. My letters tend to be long and detailed, not brief, easy messages those creatures can convey. I write regularly to my solicitor and manager as well as to old friends. Everyone, I’m afraid, live far from here. I’ll review each letter, of course, and seal them myself before sending them out to be posted.”

So I’d be posting his letters as needed. I could do that. I nodded to encourage him while claiming another sandwich. Mrs. Faulkner, I was quickly discovering, was a remarkable cook. 

“Will I be picking up your letters from town as well, sir?”

“No. That would be Mr. Saddler’s task as he’s out and about all day, every day. He’s always been the one to bring me the post. I’d have him take the letters from here, too, but I gather you’ll need an occasional—uh—break from this drafty old place.” 

I nodded, smiling politely and silently agreeing to that. 

“And that brings us to the late afternoon and evening hours.” Mr. Knight cocked his head as he watched me eat. “Tea here, of course, and then a bath. I expect to spend time in your company in the evening, from dinner time onward till I retire. If you’ve been out and about during the day, being in closer proximity together for a few hours at night will be quite risky for me, I’m afraid.”

“Of course, sir. Should I wash up—bathe—at six or so?”

He considered and then nodded. “Yes, that’s perfectly fine. Dinner’s usually served at around seven, sometimes a little later than that, depending on how I’m feeling. After dinner, we’ll be spending time together reading or perhaps playing a game of cards, whatever suits our fancy. For my part, I prefer a quiet, soothing time reading or listening to someone read to me.” He chuckled wryly. “My vision’s not as it was. A pair of young eyes will help me greatly.”

I nodded again. “Yes, sir.” 

“As to my letters, I’ll be dictating them to you. That, I think, will be the most tedious task you’ll be assigned,” he added, chuckling again. 

“It’s quite all right, sir. School’s done a good enough job at teaching me how to take dictation.”

We both laughed at that, and the mood relaxed further, signaling the end of the formalities—if one were to call it that. I’d fretted over nothing, Mr. Knight proving to be a very amiable gentleman who was also kind and generous. His offer of helping me bring that thieving manager to justice was unexpected, to say the least, and I was more grateful for his desire to help than I could express. 

What little else information he deigned to share regarding the household was nothing new. The staff was at a bare minimum, the need for economy being of foremost importance. Mr. Knight didn’t entertain—or if he did, it was a very rare event, and it was always limited to his circle, which was quite small. As he didn’t have a family, he’d taken to perpetual bachelorhood quite well and, in fact, boasted a good number of years spent traveling the globe with nothing to tie him down. Day help around the abbey came from a few girls from nearby villages who’d come once or twice a week as needed to help Mrs. Faulkner clean and do the washing. Mr. Carradine took care of supplies with Mr. Saddler’s help, and that was about it. 
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