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The wind howled in a raging fury, thrusting itself through the cracks of the carriage to wind its icy fingers around the shivering occupants as pellets of snow pelted the windows with a repetitive clinking sound. The carriage moved with agonizingly slow, halting lurches as the driver tried his best to see through the storm while attempting to keep them on the road.

Huddled against her father, one of his arms holding tight against her waist while the other clung to the ceiling strap, four-year-old Lady Cecily Sinclair tried her best to swallow back a gasp as the carriage seemed to slide along the road before a hard jerk stopped the motion.

They sat, breathless, for a moment before the carriage jiggled as the driver climbed down and abruptly wrenched open the door, letting in the sharp bite of cold, wind, and snow.

Cecily blinked in surprise at the snowman peering in at them before she realized it was their coachman, Anders, covered in snow with ice clinging to his eyelashes and brows. Behind him, a second coachman, a young boy still in his teens, shivered and peered over Anders’ shoulder anxiously.

“We can’t go any further, Your Grace,” he yelled apologetically over the wind, “I can’t see anything and the horses can’t find traction on the road.”

Philip Sinclair, the Duke of Athenry, motioned the two men inside and, with open relief, they climbed in and slammed the door shut.

“We can’t just sit here or we’ll-“ he broke off as he looked down at Cecily and gave her a reassuring smile before bending to pull open a shallow drawer cut into the underside of the seat. Taking out a map, he unfolded and glanced over it with a frown. “Where do you estimate we are on the road?”

Anders, wiped snow away from his eyes before peering at the map. Touching a long black line with a gloved finger, he traced it before jabbing at a spot.

“We’re right here, best that I can figure. We were traveling in this direction. As long as we haven’t gone completely off course with the storm, this is where we are.”

Nodding, Philip studied the area around their position, concern darkening his eyes as the carriage shuddered from the force of the wind. Murmuring a quiet spell under his breath, a light appeared near the spot Anders had marked and then moved slowly up a thin line until it stopped, hovering over the symbol of a house labeled Lambston Hall.

“We’ll find shelter here,” Philip announced, glancing at the second coachman, “you stay in here and watch over Lady Cecily, Jim, and I’ll go up with Anders to send the map’s light ahead to guide us. Thankfully, it doesn’t look too far.”

The other two men exchanged a glance before nodding and Philip gently took Cecily out of the coat he’d wrapped around her before taking her face in his hands.

“I need you to look after Jim, Cecily. Keep him safe in the seat by wrapping your arms around him and keep him warm. Can you do that for me?” he asked and she nodded with a shiver.

“Yes, Father.”

Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he shot her a smile before quickly buttoning up his greatcoat. Nodding at Jim, who slid over next to Cecily, Philip wrenched open the door and stumbled out into the storm with Anders following.

Cecily looked at Jim with wide eyes before opening her arms to wrap them around the youth’s waist.

“One moment, Lady Cecily. My coat’s wet on the outside,” he explained, hurriedly opening his coat as fast as he could with frozen fingers. Finally getting it open, he invited her into its warmth and the two hugged each other tightly as the carriage began moving with an abrupt jerk.

It moved slowly but surely and at one point she thought she saw the flicker of a lantern post before it was swallowed up by the swirling snow. After what seemed like hours, the carriage stopped once again and dipped as the two men jumped down.  The door jerked open and her father held out his arms for her.

Without hesitation, she jumped into them and then burrowed her face into his neck as he carried her through the howling storm toward the front steps of a large manor house. She couldn’t help glancing up as they moved and, to her surprise, thought she saw a boy’s face looking down at them from one of the upper windows. Their eyes seemed to meet and hold even through the storm’s fury and she felt an odd sense of recognition in that moment. The contact was lost as her father ran up the steps toward the massive front door and she felt a strange sense of loss when she couldn’t see the boy anymore, leaving her wondering who he was.

Lifting the knocker, he banged hard and then rubbed his hand along her back soothingly while they waited. He was just about to knock again when the door opened hesitantly, warmth and light spilling out as the butler peered with surprise at them.

“We seek shelter from the storm” her father yelled and the butler hesitated before glancing back over his shoulder. Another man appeared suddenly behind him and pulled the door open wider.

“Let them in Haskins,” he ordered calmly, “and send someone to help with the horses.”

Cecily kept her arms wrapped tightly around her father’s wide shoulders, shivering even after the door closed out the storm. There was a long moment of silence before her father finally spoke.

“Davenport.”

His voice was strangely cautious and Cecily looked at the man who had made his body tighten defensively. She didn’t see anything worrisome in the tall, lean man standing in the entry hall, studying her father with cool cobalt eyes and holding a small candelabra in one hand.

“Your Grace,” the other man answered calmly, “you are welcome to Lambston Hall. I’m afraid our staff is small at the moment but if you’ll wait in the parlor, we’ll get rooms situated for you.”

Her father hesitated before nodding. “Thank you.”

To her surprise, he didn’t set her down but kept her in his arms as they followed the other man into the parlor. Lord Davenport bent to revive the banked fire and within a few minutes had a warm blaze going. Cecily gave a sigh of happiness when warmth radiated out and the other man shot her a quick smile before standing and brushing off his pants.

The smile faded when he looked at her father and hesitated.

“You are safe here, I give you my word. I just ask that you stick to the rooms you are directed to,” he said quietly before pausing again, “please don’t wander.”

Philip nodded slowly in agreement and Lord Davenport let out a small breath before moving toward the door. “Haskins is very efficient, but let me see which rooms he’s readying for you.”

The room was silent and dark when he left, the glow from the fire the only illumination. Looking up at her father, she tilted her head curiously as she watched him scan the room with a watchful eye.

“Father? Do you know Lord Davenport?”

He looked down at her voice and hesitated before nodding slowly. “The Davenports are...not normally our friends” he admitted and she frowned in concern.

“Are they Raeim then?”

“No. Thankfully. We just don’t...get along. Though,” he added with a thoughtful look toward the door, “I’ve always thought that this particular Davenport might be a bit friendlier than the others.”

She wondered silently if the boy she had seen was a Davenport as well and if he was, would he be friendly or not if they were introduced. Before she could think more about that, Lord Davenport came back and led them up the stairs. Cecily was given a small connecting room next to her father’s and she shivered slightly when she was set down in hers. The fires in both rooms had been built up and were crackling warmly, but hadn’t been able to touch the chill in the air yet.

Haskins brought their small traveling bags up from the carriage and her father quickly put her into a flannel nightgown embroidered with tiny rosebuds before tucking her into bed. With a kiss on the forehead and a murmured promise that he was just through the connecting door if she needed anything, he left.

She tried to sleep but the sheets were cold and the wind continued to howl, shaking the windows with ferocity. She squeezed her eyes shut, pretending she was back in her own bed at home but it didn’t help. She considered going into her father’s room and climbing into his bed.

The last idea tempted her the most...but she kept seeing the mysterious boy’s face in her head, almost calling to her. Finally, she reluctantly climbed out of her semi-warm bed, pulled her robe on, and went in search of him.

The house was dark and still, the only sound the moaning of the wind as she walked down one hall and then turned down another on feet that seemed to move of their own free will, as though they knew where they were going. All the doors were closed, the rooms behind them dark...except for the one with light flickering at the bottom.

The door gave a quiet ‘snick’ as she opened it and stepped through into a room still warm from a dying fire and the flicker of a candle on a bedside table.  A hint of movement by the window caught her attention and she turned to find the boy she’d seen earlier, curled on the window seat under a plaid blanket.

His dark hair was mussed as though he’d run his hands through it, his eyes were a deep chocolate brown that sparked with intelligence and he looked to be about the same age as her older brothers, Archer and Lucas.

They stared at each other for a long moment before the boy finally spoke.

“You shouldn’t be in here. It’s dangerous.”

She tilted her head to the side, her face curious. “Dangerous? Are you an unfriendly Davenport then?”

He frowned uncomprehendingly. “An unfriendly Davenport?” he echoed and she nodded, taking a few steps closer.

“Father says that the Davenports aren’t friends with us.”

He blinked, his expression puzzled before it cleared suddenly. “Oh. You must be a Sinclair or a Claremont.”

“Yes. I’m Cecily” she answered simply before looking at him curiously, “you don’t look unfriendly.”

“I’m...Alastair. And I’m not,” he answered slowly, “but you still shouldn’t be this close to me. It’s not safe.”

“Why? Do you have a catching sickness?”

“No. I’m...” he trailed off, an expression of misery crossing his face, “I have very strong Gifts that I can’t always control and sometimes I...hurt people. So, it’s better if you stay away.”

Her small lips pursed as she considered what he’d said before taking a few more steps toward him. “Do you feel like you’re going to hurt me?”

He blinked again before appearing to consider himself. “No,” he answered slowly, “I feel...quiet inside. I’ve never felt this quiet before” he murmured with surprised puzzlement.

“Good! I’m cold. Can I share your blanket?” she asked cheerfully, hurrying across the room and climbing up onto the window seat. He hesitated before shrugging slightly and slowly offering the other half of the blanket. She tucked it around her lap and smiled sweetly at him. He sent a small smile back as he watched her settle back and then looked at him consideringly.

“I think we’re supposed to be friends,” she announced firmly, “maybe that’s why the storm came. So we could stop here. Father used a spell on the map to show us the way to go and it led us here.”

“I’ve never had a friend,” he admitted, “even my brother and cousins have to be careful around me. Most everyone I meet is afraid of me.”

“Well, I’m not afraid of you. So, we can be friends forever,” she added with a tone of finality, “is Lord Davenport your father?”

“No, my uncle. He convinced my father to bring me here a few weeks ago” he answered with another shrug, “he has similar Gifts and Uncle Christopher thinks he can train me better if we’re all alone here.  That way we can practice and I won’t hurt anyone. And father won’t get so angry at me,” he added quietly, a bruise of hurt creating a shadow in his eyes.

Cecily looked at him with sympathy before abruptly crawling over to settle beside him, her arms wrapping around his middle. “I’m sorry, Alastair.”

He stiffened at her touch but slowly relaxed as she leaned her head against his shoulder in comfort while a small hand patted his.

They talked in the lazy, superficial way children had, each telling the other about things they had done or favorite activities as the night wore on. As it wheeled toward daylight, Cecily yawned widely, her eyes beginning to lower despite her attempts to keep them open.

“Someday, we’ll get married and you’ll never have to be sad again” she informed him out of the blue.

He stilled at her words, something shifting deep inside. “Yes,” he whispered, a determined look entering his gaze, “when we grow up, I’ll find you and then we’ll be friends forever.”

She nodded in agreement before holding up a small, smooth amethyst stone. He took it with a questioning look and she smiled sleepily.

“Just curl your hand around it and it’ll help you feel better,” she informed him, “and ‘member me.”

They fell asleep curled together under the blanket while soft strands reached from one soul to another, twining together in the beginnings of an unbreakable bond as their childish vows curled up toward the heavens.
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“You know this is never going to work.”

Alastair Davenport, eighteenth Duke of Maisbrook, just looked over his shoulder and raised one imperious eyebrow before turning back to the window he’d been gazing out of.

“It’ll work.”

His younger brother Harrison just shook his head. “It’s insanity. No one is going to agree to this. And even if by some miracle they did, the entire family would be up in arms” Harrison argued, looking over to the other two men sitting across from him for help.

Cousin-by-marriage Leander shrugged while crossing his ankles and leaning back. “Harrison’s right. You’re talking about throwing over a thousand years of disgruntlement out the window. Half the family will faint dead away and the other half will try to kill you,” he paused, his trademark charming grin sliding across his face, “but it will be vastly entertaining to watch.”

Alastair poured himself a drink from a decanter on the sideboard before moving to settle into the fourth chair set around the small, round table. “The family will be fine with whatever action I take because I am the head of the family,” he stated simply and for a moment there was no sound in the private, masculine room.

A snort broke through the silence as the third member of their group lifted a cut-crystal glass to his lips. “We’re talking about Alastair getting something he wants. Most of the family is terrified of him and all of them respect the power he holds. There’s no doubt there’ll be some grumbles, but in the end, they’ll all do what he tells them to. I’m living proof of that,” Miles tossed out drily, draining his glass and reaching for the bottle set on the table.

“He has you there,” Leander agreed with a grin tossed Harrison’s way, who couldn’t help giving a half-laugh in acknowledgment of the dogmatic determination and stubbornness that his brother exhibited on a daily basis.

Alastair had become head of the Davenport family-and the newest Duke of Maisbrook-three years earlier when his father had died and since then had wrested the entire family to accept changes they hadn’t wanted to make through sheer force of will. He had quickly become the bane of some, champion of others, and hero to the youngest members who looked at him with nothing short of hero worship.

There wasn’t any reason to doubt that they would fall in line with this latest scheme of his, as well.

If only it didn’t involve upsetting generations of deeply held beliefs, attitudes, and actions for a group of people they had regarded purely and simply as...enemies.

A quiet knock on the door heralded the arrival of the club’s butler, who inclined his head respectfully before stepping aside for the footmen who carried in silver trays holding their dinners. After distributing the meals with quick efficiency, leaving a fresh bottle on the table, and quietly inquiring if they needed anything else, the staff left, closing the door to the private room after them.

All four men tucked into their food hungrily and for a moment the only sound was the hissing of the gaslights on the walls and the drip of candlewax from the small candelabra on the table.  

“Are you sure about this? You know I have complete faith in you, Alastair, but aligning with the Sinclairs? There’s so much history between us. So many wounds. This may cause a rift in the family that will never heal” Harrison spoke up quietly, setting his silver fork down to regard his brother with a serious expression.

Washing down a bite of roast beef with a sip of his drink, Alastair met Harrison’s gaze with a steady one of his own. “Ending this feud will only help the Davenports. Viewing the Sinclairs and Claremonts as enemies all these years has hindered us in incalculable ways. Ways in which the Raeim had taken advantage to hurt us. They grow more powerful and insidious every day, stealing might and influence that belongs to us and that is unacceptable. An alliance will build a wall around the Raeim in a way that can only bring benefits. As head of this family, I will always do what is best for us.”

The other three nodded their agreement when he met their gazes with a steadfast one of his own and he knew without a doubt that each of them would stand at his back and defend him to the death, as he would for them. The four of them were not only family but staunch friends and comrades. Loyalty was at the heart of who they were so he took no offence at Harrison’s questioning, knowing it came from concern.

In fact, he would have been disappointed if no one had challenged him on this, given how much he counted on their counsel and advice.

Not that it would stop him in this instance.

He had decided a course of action long ago during one stormy night in an isolated manor house and he’d worked toward implementing his plan in the years since.

“But it’s not just about what’s good for the family this time, is it?” Miles spoke up, raising an eyebrow, “is she worth it?”

Alastair just raised his head to stare straight into his brother’s eyes.

“Yes.”
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“Do you have any idea what this is about?”

Lady Cecily Sinclair murmured the question to her cousin, Bristol, as she sank down next to her on the chocolate brown leather sofa.  Bristol shook her head as she shifted over to make room.

“Not a clue,” she admitted just as quietly, “but it must be big for us all to be gathered here.”

Cecily nodded her agreement as more Sinclairs and Claremonts filed in and took seats around the expansive, two-story library. Light spilled in from the floor-to-ceiling windows flanked by long navy curtains, pushing away any shadows that could have pooled in the room. Thousands of books were neatly lined up in glass-fronted cases with a rolling ladder to help reach the tallest shelves.

Comfortable wing-back chairs and buttery soft leather sofas were scattered about the room, inviting an occupant to settle into the plush cushions and enjoy a good story. Currently, family members were occupying every available seat or leaning against bookshelves, window seats, or end tables, talking quietly with openly curious expressions.

Her sisters-in-law, Garnet and Jade, were sitting on the other side of her mother, cradling babies in their arms and talking quietly as they waited to start. Jade flashed her a quick smile and lifted the baby slightly so Cecily could see better when she snatched a quick look at the angelically sleeping child.

Both women had given birth on the same day to sons, sending twitters through the Echelon and pride through the Sinclair family. Jade had joked recently that neither baby had been set down since they were born five months earlier. Cecily herself spent quite a bit of time in the nursery, just holding a warm bundle and envisioning a time when she’d be holding her own child.

Leaning against a large table set by the massive fireplace was her father, Philip, her older brothers, Archer and Lucas, and her cousin, Ralston. They were all talking quietly, their faces serious as they waited for everyone to arrive.

Cecily had received the summons to attend the meeting a few hours before when a breathless footman had caught up with her mother, Laurel, and her while they’d been making calls. Her mother had read the note first and then passed it to her before climbing up into the carriage and ordering the coachman to take them home at once.

A short ride later, they had arrived at Oak Haven Castle and Laurel had immediately closeted herself with her husband in his study, leaving Cecily to stew about what the cryptic note could mean. She didn’t think it was an emergency since no one was running around trying to mitigate problems but it was serious enough for a family meeting that also drew together the heads of Rowen.

Philip cleared his throat suddenly, drawing all eyes to where he stood. He gave a nod to the room as Lucas and Archer took a seat.

“Thank you all for gathering so quickly. While ultimately we’ll each need to make our own decision, we felt it important to meet and discuss face to face,” he started, giving a nod toward his sons and nephew before continuing, “As head of our families, Ralston and I each received a communication recently proposing a possible alliance...from the Duke of Maisbrook.”

A ripple of surprise fanned across the room, giving birth to murmurs at that shocking news. The Davenports had been staunch enemies of the Sinclairs and Claremonts for generations-so far back that it was difficult to remember when the enmity had actually started. To have the current head of the Davenport family contact them about an alliance was...baffling, to say the least.

“Why would he want an alliance?”

“It has to be a trick of some sort.”

Louder murmurs were sparked by the comments and Cecily swept the room with a gaze, taking in her family’s suspicion and unrest even as a vision of a young boy huddled on a window seat appeared in her head.

Alastair Davenport.

Something had happened between them that night, a tie that kept her from ever forgetting him. Or viewing him as the enemy her family always had.

She hadn’t talked to him since then and had only caught glimpses of him as a growing man while the years passed but each time she had, her heart had sped up and her soul felt lighter. Her ears perked up every time his name was mentioned and she’d soaked up any new knowledge she could gather. Which in recent years had become more frequent.

To the Echelon, he had essentially disappeared-to boarding school had been the official story-but she knew he’d spent his early childhood in an isolated manor with his uncle, Lord Christopher Davenport. He’d reappeared in his early teens only to leave with his uncle to travel extensively before going into the diplomatic corps until his father had died unexpectedly. Since then, she’d caught tantalizing glimpses of the man he had become as he’d slipped seamlessly back into the social stream of the Echelon here in Gennasaret.

She’d tried to think of ways to casually bump into him at some function or another to see if the connection she’d felt as a child was still there but so far it hadn’t worked out.

And now, suddenly, he was contacting their family about forming an alliance.

She frowned as her father finally succeeded in calming everyone down and wondered as her uncle had, just why Alastair was putting out an olive branch now after so many years of strife.

“We don’t have all the reasons why Maisbrook is reaching out now,” Ralston spoke up, shaking his head slightly at the aunt who had asked the question, “that’s part of what we’ll discover when we meet.”

“The other part is if we want to form an alliance” Archer interjected, “trust will be hard to come by after all this time but as it pertains to Rowen, it could be beneficial. Adversaries they might be to us, they’re still no friends of the Raeim.”

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the room before fading away when Philip raised a palm for quiet.

“Maisbrook has proposed that we meet on neutral ground to sit down and discuss the possibilities. He’s arranged for us to stay a week at the Marquess of Haddenfield’s country estate where we can interact away from the Echelon’s gaze. It will give all of us a chance to feel things out and see if it’s possible-or even desirable-to move forward with the beginnings of an alliance,” he paused, sweeping the room before continuing quietly, “we’ve had centuries of conflict with the Davenports. Conflict that we’ve allowed to fester through the generations. Several years ago I was given a safe haven by a Davenport when caught out in a storm. With our history, he could have easily turned me away or taken advantage...but he didn’t. He gave me shelter and food as long as it was needed and then saw me safely back on the road.”

He paused, his glance flickering over Cecily before leaning back against the desk. “Not all Davenports mean us harm just as not all of us feel enmity for them. The time has come to reach half-way across the table and see if we can’t extend the hand of friendship to at least a few of them.”

The room erupted into a cacophony of voices as opinions for and against the idea were raised. Cecily let them all slide around her without really listening as tiny bubbles of excitement began bouncing through her veins.

A week at Covington Place with Alastair. There would be no losing him in a crowd or just missing him at a function. They would finally meet as adults, face to face once again. She bit a lip to keep a smile from blossoming across her face and then gasped slightly as Bristol elbowed her in the side.

“A week isolated with the Davenports? Can you imagine how uncomfortable it’ll be?” she hissed and Cecily opened her mouth to answer before shutting it abruptly.

Her cousin had a point. It was hardly going to be the romantic time that she’d always envisioned her reunion with him to be. Meeting while surrounded by hostile relatives hardly sounded pleasant.

Still. After waiting all these years, she wasn’t going to let something as minor as a generational feud get in the way. And who knew? Maybe that night long ago when two children had found companionship had been the catalyst to start all this in the first place.

Comforted by that, she shrugged at her cousin. “I don’t think it’ll be that bad. I’ve met both the duke’s sisters and they’ve always been pleasant” she answered reasonably and Bristol considered that before nodding slowly.

“I guess you’re right. Though I suppose it depends on who’s going to be attending.”

Alarmed by the thought that she might not be included in the party, Cecily immediately turned to her mother.

“Mother, are we all going?”

Laurel drew her attention away from her husband’s uncle, who was arguing vehemently against the idea, and turned to her daughter. “Sorry, darling? What was that?”

“Are we all going for the week?”

“Not all of us, of course. Covington Place isn’t large enough for that. Your father and I discussed it and we thought it best to have just a small group go for this first foray. The immediate family, of course, and a few others such as your uncle Keiran and Aunt Mireille, as well as your great-uncle Neil and Acadia. Both couples will provide the calmest heads of the older generation. Ralston made a similar choice, I believe, on his side.”

Relief flooded through her as she made an effort to nod casually. “And when are we going?”

“Next week.”

Someone called for Laurel, who stood and made her way across the room, leaving the two girls on the sofa.

“You don’t seem all that unsettled by this. What’s going on?”

Cecily turned to look at her cousin and best friend and shrugged slightly at Bristol’s suspicious tone.

“Because I’m not,” she admitted, and, glancing quickly around to make sure no one else was paying them any attention, she leaned closer, “remember when I told you that I made a friend that time I accompanied my father to Hadden Hill?”
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