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LORNA SHOVED THE CLUTCH into second gear as her 98’ Toyota sputtered along the narrow thoroughfare. 

“This damn road seems to stretch into eternity,” she said to herself with a scowl that caused the line between her brows to deepen. 

A sweeping driveway lined with majestic oak trees and stately columns lined the sprawling grounds. Its grandeur and architecture, with intricate details and timeless appeal, set it apart from anything Lorna could have imagined. The lush scenery surrounding her destination added to its beauty, creating a picturesque setting that looked straight out of a home and gardens magazine. Blooming cherry blossoms gave a touch of color to the gray spindles of moss that hung from the property’s mammoth-sized trees. 

Finally, the manor emerged like a castle out of the sky. Lorna stopped at the gate, rolled down her window, and punched the call button. She twiddled her thumbs waiting until finally, the iron gates opened. Lorna pulled around the cul-de-sac near the front door and shoved the gear into park. Turning off the engine, she leaned back in her seat then glanced at the letter peeking out of her overly stuffed satchel—its grim message like a schoolyard bully taunting her about the past she had never known. But Lorna had overcome worse adversity in her thirty-two years of life. Letting out a huff, she propped her head back against the seatrest, recalling a conversation she’d had with her friend and fellow struggling artist, Wendy Price, prior to her trip. They’d enjoyed an overly spicy lunch and rousing discussion over Lorna’s anxiety about the coming engagement. She smiled to herself, hearing Wendy’s sing-song voice in her head teasing her about how she over-analyzes everything. Isn’t that what artists are supposed to do? Lorna grimaced, thinking about the letter’s contents. The absence of a phone call, combined with a perfectly creased invitation adorned in elegant cursive writing, made her stomach turn cartwheels. 

Lorna had only met her mother once and it was an awkward moment of tension and mostly silent stares. She remembered her mother’s sad, desperate eyes, like she wanted to tell Lorna something but couldn’t bring herself to do so. There had been no loving embrace, only lingering stares and lots of questions from which Lorna got little information. Wendy had amusingly said Lorna could be an heir to a billion dollar legacy, but it wasn’t the fortune of her estranged mother’s estate that concerned her. She couldn’t help but feel like she was walking into something from which she could never return. 

A tap came at the window, causing Lorna to jump.

“Madam Thatcher, I presume?” said a stately, elderly man dressed in a butler’s uniform.

Lorna rubbed her sweaty palms along her pink pencil skirt, then opened the door. “Yes,” she replied.

“I’m Winston,” he said with a shaky voice. “I’ll take care of your luggage, madam.”

“Thank you,” Lorna muttered, as she watched the man struggle with her suitcase.

“Let me help,” she said, grabbing the heaviest of the luggage.

Lorna breathed deeply, inhaling the sweet scent of lilac and jasmine. She inched her eyes along the manor, its stone exterior blocking the sun’s rays. Lorna spied a stable that occupied the west side of the estate that appeared large enough to hold a few horses, with a small guest house above. 

“This way, madam,” said Winston as he escorted Lorna inside. 

She tiptoed across the threshold as if she were an intruder. Lorna tugged at her collar, eyeing the manor’s expensive decor, high ceilings, and crystal chandeliers. 

“This is where I leave you, madam,” said Winston. “The maid will show you to your room.”

Lorna nodded, her mouth feeling dry and her forehead becoming clammy. 

“This way, miss,” said a lady dressed in a black-and-white uniform.

Lorna gathered her luggage and followed the maid up a wooden staircase that wound around to meet a long hallway overlooking the lower level of the manor. Soft, golden light bathed the landing, filtering in through large windows directly across. The polished wooden floors gleamed underfoot, reflecting the light and casting a warm ambience throughout the space. Several doorways lead off in different directions with small nooks and sitting areas strategically placed. Large vases filled with roses sat on top of tall marble pedestals, sending a fragrant scent throughout the halls.

“The lawyer will be along shortly to greet you and take care of the will reading. Anything else you need, ma’am?” The maid asked, unlocking the door, a loaded key ring jangling as she turned the knob.

“No, thank you,” Lorna replied, clutching her luggage handle tightly.

“Then have a good evening, ma’am. The staff are cooking a special dinner tonight. The bell will ring at 6 pm sharp to alert you to the dining room. If you need anything, here’s the call button near the door.” 

She pointed to an ivory button decorated in gold trim, then turned to leave, quietly closing the door behind her. Lorna scanned the room before tossing her luggage on the canopied bed and rummaging through her belongings to retrieve a moist cloth to freshen her face. 

Antiques decorated the room, with vintage clocks ticking away, and ornate mirrors hanging from every wall. Lorna threw away her face cloth then walked over to the bookshelf, running her finger along the book’s spines. Lorna took a deep breath to steady herself before walking over to a large bay window to collect her thoughts. 

“This is the perfect spot to paint,” Lorna said, stretching out her arms.

She hastily set up her art stand, then grabbed a charcoal pencil and began her frenzied drawing. It wasn’t long before a drawing of the manor formed on the canvas—dark shades of blue and grey streaked with pale yellows. Looking to her left through the bay window, Lorna noticed an eerie fog worming its way across the jade-green grass, giving the manor a gothic, romantic appeal. No sooner had Lorna finally felt relaxed, when a delicate bell chimed over the room’s intercom, alerting her to the will reading. She hastily put away her art supplies, glimpsed herself in the mirror, then dashed downstairs.

***
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“MISS THATCHER?” SAID a woman, holding out her hand to greet Lorna.

“Yes,” she replied, forcing a smile.

“I’m Katy Higgins, the lawyer for the Bardots and executor of their will.”

Lorna shook her hand with a firm grip, and shoving back her shoulders.

“This is Lawrence Grant, the Bardot’s nephew.”

He grasped Lorna’s hand and gave it a delicate squeeze. “Charmed.” 

Lorna stiffened at his touch.

“And this is Damien Wolff,” Miss Higgins motioned. “He takes care of the horses and estate grounds.”

“Pleased to meet your acquaintance, Miss Thatcher,” he said, grasping her hand.

Lorna graciously returned the favor, making eye contact as she nodded in his direction.

“Is this everyone?” Lorna asked, looking around at the others, their awkward silence stinging her cheeks.

Miss Higgins nodded. “Yes, Mrs. Bardot had no other surviving heirs. You are the last.”

Lorna suddenly felt as if the walls were closing in around her. 

“Please, everyone, take a seat,” Miss Higgins said, motioning toward the main room of the estate.

The four attendees made themselves comfortable as the lawyer fumbled through her papers. 

“I’ll just jump right in and make this brief. Miss Thatcher, your mother, has named you sole heir to her estate upon her passing to include the manor, all its contents, and remaining assets transferred into your name within twenty-four hours. You can find the detailed worth of the manor, including the financial compensation allocated to you, in this document.”

Lorna took the legal forms into shaky fingers. She gulped hard and clutched her chest before standing, steadying herself on the tall leather chair. The room seemed to spin and morph into artistic shapes. A kaleidoscope of colors exploded around her as Lorna dug her fingernails into the chair.

“Miss Thatcher?” the lawyer said, steadying her arm. “Are you alright?”

“Oh, yes,” Lora said, swallowing hard.

“Everything’s in order, as you can read here,” the lawyer pointed to the paper.

Lorna wiped her brow, squinting her eyes as she read the will’s contents. “What about Lawrence?” Lorna asked, not wanting to appear greedy.

“I will continue to run the restaurants and receive fair compensation from the estate,” he said, dusting his hands over his jacket sleeves.

“We have everything documented and will distribute it to him automatically every month,” the Lawyer chimed in.

“I see, and Mr. Wolff?” Lorna asked, looking in his direction.

“He will stay on for his usual salary,” the lawyer replied.

Damien remained stoic, his thick brown lips parted slightly as if he were meditating.

Lorna scanned the document to find the allotted figures the two of them were to receive. “I appreciate your help,” she replied, looking in Damien’s direction.

He nodded, his raven hair sweeping across his wide shoulders. 

Lorna returned to her seat, shifting to get comfortable, before taking the pen from the lawyer’s outstretched hand. She scribbled her name in cursive ink. The deal was complete. It was a gift beyond words, but Lorna had a gnawing feeling that her life was about to change forever. Still, it was an opportunity of a lifetime, and she had big plans for her inheritance. Lorna could do all the things she always planned to do and knew exactly who she would ask for help.

“Well, that’s it. If you have questions, Miss Thatcher, here’s my card.” The lawyer handed her a black card with gold cursive writing, then rose from her chair and left the manor.

“I’ll be here this evening for dinner, Lorna. It’ll be nice to catch you up on things,” Lawrence said, staring into the hallway mirror and running his fingers through his immaculately groomed hair. 

“I look forward to it. And you, Mr. Wolff?” Lorna asked, motioning in his direction.

“I usually eat in the west wing,” he replied, lowering his head as he spoke.

“Nonsense. Please join us. I’d like to get to know you and your role here, if you don’t mind?”

“Certainly, ma’am.”

“Please, call me Lorna.” 

He nodded, his eyes lingering on her for a moment, then breezed from the room. 

“I have some work to do. I’ll see you at dinner,” Lawrence said, ascending the stairs out of sight.

Lorna stood alone in the middle of the room, her hands on her hips, studying the massive estate. She almost pinched herself to see if she would wake up. 
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“WENDY, I’M TELLING you, this place is huge. Right out of a fairy tale.” Lorna popped a piece of fruit in her mouth as she rambled about the past day’s events.

“So, what happened?” Wendy asked. “Leave nothing out.”

“You must be psychic,” Lorna chuckled, “It’s just as you predicted. My mom left me everything.”

“Get out!” 

“Seriously, Wendy, I nearly passed out when I read the will. Right there in front of everyone,” Lorna replied, motioning with her hand.

“I would have loved to have been there,” Wendy said with a slight chuckle. 

“Sounds like a great idea. Why don’t you come down? You can have your pick of about twenty rooms,” Lorna joked.

“I’ve got some vacation time. How about next week?”

“That would be great, Wendy! Oh, and bring your bathing suit. I was told there’s a pool out back and a jacuzzi.”

“So, did you meet any of the other family members? Give me all the juicy details.”

“So far, there’s not much to tell. I only met the nephew, Lawrence, and the horse trainer. I’m the only living heir.”

“How did the nephew take the news?”

“He seemed put off by the whole thing,” Lorna said, rummaging through her purse.

“Hopefully he won’t be a problem for you.”

Lorna bit her lip as the thought swirled in her mind.

“I assume you have a crew of people at your disposal?” Wendy continued.

“Too many people if you ask me. I can take care of things myself.”

“Might be nice to keep a few of them around?”

“I guess so. It’s just weird living with a bunch of strangers.”  

“I see your point.”

Lorna sat upright. “It will be good to see you, Wendy. I’m feeling a little homesick and lonesome in this gigantic house.” 

“I’ll send a text and let you know when I’m leaving. I just need to submit my latest project to the community center for their auction this weekend.”

“Speaking of art, I have some ideas I’d like to run by you when you get here.”

“Great, Lorna. Sounds fun. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Okay, Wendy, I look forward to it.”

Lorna ended her call, tossing her phone in her purse. She spun around, her petite legs dangling off the edge of the large canopied bed, staring out the wide bay window across from her. The faint sound of rustling trees and birds chirping their last song before nightfall was like a serenade to her soul. Although adorned in the finest furniture and decor of any place she had been, the estate felt lonely. Lorna could imagine the lackluster dinners her mother would have attended downstairs, she on one end of the table and her husband at the other. He would work long hours, and her mother would be at home, puttering around the estate with nothing to do but order around the staff. Sure, the large estate would have meant the need for help with the upkeep, but Lorna couldn’t see her mother being happy with only servants to wait on her all day. 

Lorna switched on a bedside lamp then took her clothes from her suitcase to hang them in the wardrobe. 

She stopped in front of the mirror, holding up a blouse to her chin. “This will do just fine.”

***
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LORNA SKIPPED DOWNSTAIRS to tour the lower level of the estate before dinner. A plaque in the foyer read that the home dated around the early 1800s though clearly modernized over the years. To the left of the manor’s entrance was a library and a study, with the main den room to the right. Next to it was a state-of-the-art kitchen. Lorna peered through its small square window to see the busy hands of the catering crew buzzing with activity. The scene before her was a symphony of movement and precision. Chefs skillfully chopped, diced, and sautéed ingredients, their hands moving in perfect harmony. The waitstaff gracefully weaved through the kitchen, carrying trays of delectable dishes with practiced ease. It was a hive of activity, each crew member playing their part to ensure a flawless dining experience. It did nothing to deter the emptiness of the gargantuan home. The estate felt lonely but also mysterious, as if it were a living entity. The foundational bones of the manor, from the wood and plaster to expensive printed wallpaper, vibrated with its own life force, as if the manor hid a long-forgotten secret. 

Returning to the main room, Lorna ran her hand along a buttery soft leather couch. It contrasted the furnishings from the other rooms, as if her mother attempted to make the space into something more contemporary. The sleek lines of the furniture and modern decor, to the alcohol cart and cigar bar, were enticing features. Lorna mulled over the various liquors, even though she preferred wine or a fruity drink, when a distinct but delicate chime alerted her to dinner. 

Arriving at the entrance to the dining room, one maid stood erect like a military guard outside, ushering the guests to their seats. Lorna stepped across the threshold, her eyes like saucers as she saw a massive table decorated with fine china and silverware. A crystal chandelier hung above the table from a vaulted ceiling. Lorna’s gold-lettered t-shirt sparkled under the exquisite fixture as she found her place on a velvet seat opposite Lawrence. Damien followed behind shortly and sat two seats down from Lorna. 

As a highly successful entrepreneur, Lawrence Grant’s arrogance was hard to ignore. The way he crossed his arms and looked down his nose at people clearly conveyed his condescension. Lorna eyed his perfectly trimmed eyebrows, holding back a chuckle as they danced around while he bragged at length about his restaurants, claiming to have even entertained several celebrities. She noticed Damien’s silence and the way he tightened his lips as he eyed Lawrence.

“Miss Thatcher, tell me about yourself,” Lawrence demanded, before delicately sipping his soup.

Lorna dabbed the corners of her mouth. “I’m an artist—”

“I assume an artist’s salary hasn’t afforded you much?” he interrupted.

“I see art as an investment, like playing the long-game,” Lorna replied, holding her head high.

“We don’t have a gallery nearby, but there’s a quaint museum on the south side of town. Modest but lovely. Unfortunately, our little community isn’t well-connected to the larger Savannah area. We are an entity all our own, but I suppose an art gallery could spruce things up.”

“You know art?”

“I visited the Louvre in France some years ago. Fascinating art pieces there. Have you been?”

“I haven’t had the luxury,” Lorna replied. 

“Well,” Lawrence said with a smirk, “now you can.”

Visiting the Louvre doesn’t make you an art critic, she thought.

“Is the food to your liking, Mr. Wolff?” Lorna asked, hoping to engage Damien in conversation.

“Yes, thank you.” He shot Lawrence a sideways look, then fell silent.

"The letter about Aunt Eleanor's passing sure surprised me," Lawrence said, throwing back his cocktail.

“You also got a letter?” Lorna asked. 

“Of course,” he said as if it were normal. “Did you hear how she died?” Lawrence peeked over his glass, his eyes like two slits.

Lorna swallowed hard but remained silent.

“She drowned in the pool. Fell over—heart attack, the coroner said, caused her death. Mr. Wolff found her floating face down.” Lawrence motioned to Damien without making eye contact.

Lorna darted her eyes to Damien, who wrung his hands and threw his napkin on the table before storming from the room. She shifted her gaze back to Lawrence noting his devilish expression. Lorna thought she could take no more of his banter when his phone rang. She sipped her soup, pretending not to listen in.

“It has been a pleasure to meet you, Lorna, but I have some business to attend to. We must catch up later,” Lawrence said before speeding from the room. 

A knot formed in Lorna’s stomach. She sat in the large dining room, now alone with her soup and bread, thinking about the short, awkward, interaction. Lorna quickly finished her meal, taking a glass of wine with her as she left the room and headed for the study. 

***
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THE FULL MOON CAST an eerie stream of light across the room, like a medieval apothecary. The quaint, silent study felt hidden from the world. Lorna reclined in her chair, enjoying her wine while she read a book on the Bardot manor’s history. A creaking noise caused her to push forward. Upon inspection, she noticed a book sitting crooked on the dusty shelf. When Lorna pushed it back, the platform gave way, and a cold draft escaped from the space. She gave it a strong nudge when it opened into a secret passage. 

Lorna peered inside but could see nothing but pitch blackness. She grabbed her phone and turned on the flashlight then crept into the dark chamber that led to a hidden room. 

A small wooden table sat in the corner, teetering on a broken leg. Cobwebs lined the walls, fluttering in the drafty air, and a dusty floor creaked beneath her feet. Rummaging through a mess on the desk, Lorna found an old book sitting beneath wads of torn paper. Blowing dust off the cover, she opened the thick book, its pages crackling like parchment, with handwritten entries in cursive ink. She cradled the book in her arms and returned to the study for a quick perusal. Lorna spun around toward her chair, when she let out a frightened gasp.

There stood Damien in the doorway. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I noticed a light on and thought I’d shut it off.” 

Lorna grasped at her chest, taking a moment to catch her breath. “It’s just me,” she said, catching her breath. “Hope I didn't wake you. I decided to relax and learn a little more about the Bardot’s history.” Lorna said, her eyes flickering between Damien and the object in his hand.  “That’s an interesting lamp you’re carrying,” she continued, trying to make small talk. 

“It belonged to my grandfather. Thought I’d fix it up.”

“Did he work for the Bardots?”

“No, but my father did.”

“Is that how you came to work here?”

“Uh-huh.” 

He spoke cautiously, keeping his personal information close to his chest, like an expert poker player. He had a presence about him that defied explanation—something magnetic and alluring that made Lorna's head spin. Perhaps it was his smoldering dark eyes and ebony hair extending past his shoulders, or his cool, casual demeanor. Lorna noticed his weathered cowboy boots and tight jeans that sat low on his hips. His white cotton t-shirt, soiled from outdoor work, cut low to reveal the crease in his muscled torso. 

“This must all be a shock to you,” Damien said, motioning around the room.

Lorna cleared her throat. “You could say that,” she replied. “I don’t quite know what to do with myself.” 

“I’m sure you’ll figure it all out,” he responded.

Lorna’s eyes darted around. “How long have you worked here?”

“Long enough,” he replied leaning against the doorframe. 

“Maybe you could tell me more about the manor?”

“It’s all there,” he said, motioning toward the book on the desk.

“Oh, this?” Lorna said, pushing it aside, trying not to appear like a busy body.

“It’s okay. I’d be curious if I were in your situation too.”

Damien pushed off the doorframe. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

Lorna rose to exit the room ahead of Damien, bumping into him on the way out. 

“Excuse me,” she said tilting her head up at Damien, his deep-set chestnut eyes seemingly bearing into her soul.

“No bother,” he replied, watching as Lorna rushed out of the room ahead of him and scurried up the stairs to her suite. 

She darted inside, abruptly closing the door. Falling against the wood-carved frame. 

“Way to go, clutz,” she said aloud, shaking her head.

Lorna brushed the thoughts from her mind before settling in for the evening with a relaxing bath and glass of wine.

***
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LORNA OPENED THE JOURNAL, rummaging through page after page. This will take me all year to sift through. A noise caused Lorna to remove her glasses. Cocking her head sideways, she heard a faint but distinct knocking sound coming from the hallway. Lorna retrieved her phone and turned on the flashlight as she slid from the enormous canopy bed. Sneaking outside her room, she crept down the lengthy, dim hallway. A deafening silence engulfed the manor. Lorna wasn’t used to the absence of noise, having lived in an apartment complex for the last ten years. Here, she felt as if she were the last person alive on earth. 

Nearing the end of the hall, Lorna spied a door ajar. She approached with the stealth of a burglar, peering around the door into the pitch black dark. Giving it a nudge, the door creaked as she pushed it open. Shining her light inside, she caught sight of a painting leaning against the wall. Upon closer inspection, she noticed it was a portrait of her mother. 

She didn’t look remotely like the wife of a restaurant tycoon. Her face appeared gaunt and as pale as the lightest shade of white on Lorna’s artist’s palette. The matronly wardrobe of drab green hues only added to her mother’s homely countenance. Her eyes exuded a gentleness but also quiet desperation. 

Lorna ran her hand over the portrait wishing she could feel her mother’s skin. The year 1985 was scrawled in the lower right corner. Looking to her left, the picture beside it was of a young woman with the most beautiful brown eyes and golden locks Lorna had ever seen. A name scribbled in cursive along the bottom read Emily. It was the only portrait labeled with a name, but she saw no date. Lorna surmised she must have been around fifteen years old. 

Continuing to scan the room, Lorna found many old pictures of the Bardot family. She snapped a few photos when a cold draft engulfed her. In the glow of her phone, Lorna saw her breath as she rubbed her arms. A picture crashed to the floor, sending her bolting from the room. Sprinting back down the empty hall and dashing inside her room, Lorna closed and locked the door behind her. She swiped her hand across her forehead. 

“Get a grip, Lorna. It’s just nerves.”

She settled back into bed, chugging the last bit of wine before scrolling through the pictures she’d taken. The portrait of the young girl struck her with an eerie resemblance. Shaking off the weird incident, Lorna scooted down into bed and turned out the light. Staring at the ceiling, shadows shifted across the elaborate framework overhead. Lorna turned over, staring at the clock. Midnight. Figures.
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LORNA SMACKED HER PHONE as the alarm buzzed in her ear. The thought of last night's findings hung fresh in her mind as she stumbled out of bed and into the shower. Rushing around the room, she threw on her clothes, paying careful attention to her makeup, then hurried downstairs to breakfast and more investigation of the manor. 

“Good morning,” Lawrence said, snapping his newspaper before taking a sip of coffee.

Lorna replied politely but secretly hoped he had more important things to do like harass some poor employee rather than her.

“I’ve invited a friend over for dinner. Will you be around this evening?” Lawrence asked, keeping his eyes on his newspaper. 

“I too have a friend coming into town, so yes, I’ll be around... perhaps we could all hang out?” Lorna asked before she knew what she was doing.

“So, you’ll be staying at the manor for a while?”

“Of course. I’ve put everything on hold back home, so it’s no problem.”

“Well, then, I will see you later this evening,” Lawrence said, tossing his newspaper onto the table and grabbing a sticky bun on his way out. 

Lorna breathed a sigh of relief then helped herself to a breakfast pastry and orange juice. 

***
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A BRIGHT SUN BLANKETED the manor beating down on Lorn’s bare shoulders. She breathed in the heavenly scent of wildflowers then followed the whinny of horses to the west end of the manor. She stopped mid-stride to see a shirtless Damien brushing a muscular stallion. Lorna watched Damien’s sweaty body move with the grace of a dancer as he stroked the black stallion’s shiny coat. His hair draped across his shoulders, shimmering in the sun, with the same dark sheen as the stallion.

“Would you like to try?”

Damien’s invitation jolted Lorna from her gaze, her cheeks bright pink at his notice of her intrusion.

“Oh, no. I shouldn’t have interrupted,” Lorna said, turning to leave.

“Come,” Damien said, holding out the brush as Lorna approached with the hesitation of a frightened deer.

He put the brush into Lorna’s hand, wrapping his large fingers over hers, moving it along the beautiful stallion. “The trick is to brush down with the grain.” 

The horse let out a whimper, turning his head to look back at the blue-eyed beauty combing his mane.

“He likes you,” Damien said, his voice floating smoothly across Lorna’s ear like soothing music. 

Damien leaned back on the side of the barn, propping one foot behind him, watching her feminine hands move across the horse’s coat. His eyes floated over Lorna’s tight jean shorts that hugged her firm rear, and curvy breasts heaving over her tank top. She turned to him, smiling, having forgotten her worries. 

“I never thought brushing a horse could be so relaxing.”

“God’s creatures can teach you a lot about yourself,” Damien replied, kicking off the barn wall then reaching into a bucket of water and splashing his head. 

His dark hair drenched down the sides of his shoulders, water rolling off his rippled muscles. 

He wiped his face, then slid into his white t-shirt. “Wanna go for a ride?”

Lorna gripped the brush tightly. “I don’t know if I—”

“Just to the lake and back.”

Lorna couldn’t resist his stare. His lower lip gripped between his white teeth, beckoned her to go along. She nodded, watching as he saddled the horse, his powerful hands yanking on the leather straps.

“I usually ride bareback, but it’s easier for two people if we use a saddle.”

He climbed aboard the muscular stallion, reaching for Lorna as he gripped her arm, flinging her into the space behind him.

“Hold on tight to my waist,” he said over his shoulder.

Lorna slid her delicate hands around his slender waist. The feel of his dented flesh sent a shiver up her neck. Damien tugged the reins, sending the stallion into a trot. 

The wind rushed through Lorna’s hair, her nose sucking in the smell of sweet grass and honeysuckle. Leaning her head back, holding on tightly to Damien’s sides, a rush of adrenaline coursed through her veins. The horse broke into a run, galloping over the green hills that covered the manor’s landscape. Greenery, as bright as the noonday sun, whizzed by as they rode across the terrain. 

The horse’s trots felt smooth as silk, Lorna barely moving in the saddle beneath her. Damien leaned forward, prodding the horse on as Lorna moved with his body. She wrapped her arms tighter around Damien’s lean waist, opening her eyes just as she could feel the horse slowing. 

The horse trotted alongside a crystal clear lake—the sun’s reflection bouncing off the bright and blinding ripples. Damien brought the horse to a stop, holding the reins tight between his fingers, assisting Lorna to the ground. Damien jumped from the saddle and tied the horse to a tree with the speed and accuracy of a wrangler.

“It’s beautiful here,” Lorna said, taken aback by the pristine water.

She craned her neck toward the sky, soaking in the sun that enveloped her like the loving arms of a mother. Odd, she thought, seeing as this was her mother’s home and yet she’d never felt her loving embrace. Lorna strolled to the edge of the water as Damien followed behind her, stopping alongside her and taking in a deep breath.

Damien stood erect, looking across the horizon. “I come here to meditate and give praise to my ancestors.”  

“Ancestors?”

Damien swallowed hard at the thought of giving up too much of himself and yet, he felt at ease in Lorna’s presence. “My grandfather’s side is full-blooded Cherokee. He taught me the old ways before he died.”

“Sounds like your grandfather was important to you?”

Damien nodded. “He never forgot his ancestry or where he came from.”

“And your mother?” 

Damien paused momentarily, blinking back a tear as he thought of his mother and the last time he saw her.

“I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay. My mother died when I was very young—cancer. She worked for the Bardots alongside my father as a maid. My father said it was love at first sight. She was a beautiful woman with flowing blonde hair and bright green eyes.” Damien picked up a wildflower, twirling it between his fingers as he spoke. “The locals frowned upon their affair, so they kept it a secret. Mrs. Bardot always treated them fairly, though.” Damien smiled fondly, thinking of his mother. 

“Why was their affair frowned upon, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“The townspeople didn’t like the fact that my father was indigenous.”  

“I see,” Lorna replied. “And what about Lawrence?” she asked, raising a brow.

Damien flashed a smile at Lorna. “He’s u-yo-tsv-hi.” 

Lorna’s eyes snapped forward.

Damien let out a chuckle. “Spoiled,” he said with a wide grin that pumped a shot of excitement through Lorna’s body. 

“What about me?” Lorna asked, her face flushing hotly.

“What about you?” Damien replied, strutting toward her, his tall frame hovering over Lorna as he scanned her face. 

His unwavering stare oozed seductiveness as his muscled arms dangled at his sides. 

He smiled. “I see a beautiful woman, pained by the loss of her past and confused about her future.”

“You see all those things?” she replied through quivering lips.

“I can see many things,” he said, stroking her blush cheek. 

Lorna felt dizzy as she leaned her head back, her brown flowing hair resting across her breasts. Damien’s gaze swept over her curves, meeting Lorna’s eyes as she opened them. He leaned in close to her mauve lips when a distant gunshot interrupted them.

“What the hell?” Lorna said.

Damien whirled around. “We’d better go see,” he replied, helping Lorna into the saddle.

The sped off over the hills making their way to the manor where they found Lawrence target practicing.

"Ah, there you are, finally gracing us with your presence," he said with a cocky grin.

“We were just, uh, exercising the horse,”  Lorna said, a slight creak in her voice.

“This is my friend, David,” Lawrence said, cutting his eyes at her. “David, Lorna Thatcher. The new owner of the Bardot Manor.”

“Charmed,” David replied, grasping Lorna’s hand.

Damien walked past them in a huff, leading the horse into the barn to bed down for the evening.

“I hope we didn’t upset him,” David snickered.

A car horn beeped, interrupting the awkward moment. Lorna turned with a jerk, skipping away toward the main entrance. “Wendy!” she belted, throwing up her hand.

Wendy pulled up next to Lorna’s car and stepped out, stretching her legs as she did so. “I’m so glad to be here. The drive was horrendous.”

Lorna’s smile melted. “I’m sorry to hear that, but so glad to see you,” she replied, giving her friend a delightful squeeze.

Wendy stared at the massive estate in front of her as she scoured the enormous stone structure. “The view makes up for it.” 

“Come, let’s put your things away. I’ll give you a tour, then we can catch up on what’s been going on around the office. I’ve missed the water cooler gossip,” Lorna replied with a giggle.

Lorna helped Wendy inside with her luggage, since the butler had retired. 

“I’ll show you to your room and then we’ll eat dinner and enjoy some wine from our private stock.”

“You’re cooking?” Wendy asked.

“Of course. I’m still capable.”

“I figured rich people have their food cooked for them,” Wendy snickered.

Lorna shook her head, then grabbed Wendy’s bags.

***

[image: ]


EVERYONE SAT IN SILENCE until Lawrence spoke. “Has anyone heard the rumors?” he asked, cleaning his pipe and peering over the top as he lit the tobacco. 

Lorna pursed her mouth. “Rumors?”  

He smirked then lowered his voice to a whisper and said, "something or someone haunts the manor."

His friend David bit back a laugh. “That’s no way to treat our newcomers.”

“I’d like to hear the story,” Wendy said, leaning forward, her elbows on the table. 

Lawrence met her stare, leaning in close. “Supposedly, a young girl died here in the 1860s, and she’s haunted the manor ever since.” Lawrence raised his hands like he was telling a campfire legend. “It was the height of the civil war, when the south was invaded by Yankee soldiers. Story goes, she walked in on a home invasion when they panicked, killed her, and fled the manor. The haunting started soon after.”

“Ooh, interesting and spooky tale,” Wendy said, twisting in her chair.

“Did they catch this so-called burglar?” Lorna replied, still crossing her arms.

“They never found a trace of him. Some say the little girl’s ghost killed him.”

“Sounds like a load of garbage,” David said before swallowing his brandy.

David had been the Bardot’s accountant for the past few years. He was ten years Lawrence’s senior, and the two had become friends since he started working for his aunt and uncle. He had a ruddy complexion and a round face that shined under the chandelier’s lights. His salt and pepper hair and gruff voice reminded Lorna of a mean-spirited Santa Claus. 

“I think it gives the manor a gothic feel,” Wendy chimed, peering at Lawrence over her wineglass. 

“Perhaps you’d like to hear more? There’s a beautiful view from the terrace.” 

“Uh, Wendy, could I speak with you in private?” Lorna motioned, leading her into an adjacent room.

“Are you sure you should spend time with Lawrence?”

“Why is there something wrong with him? Is he married?”

“No, nothing like that. It’s just—”

“Just what? He’s cute. I love his clean-cut appearance and formal demeanor.”

“He’s a brute.” 

“Brute? You sound like you’re from the 1800s or something. Maybe the manor has possessed you.” Wendy put her fingers out, growling in Lorna’s face like a monster.

“Okay, okay. Just be careful. There’s something about Lawrence that rubs me the wrong way.”

“Sure thing, mom,” Wendy said with a playful wink, then returned to the dining room, taking Lawrence by the arm. 

He grabbed a bottle of wine on their way out, Wendy chuckling as they shuffled outside.

David threw up his arms, yawning. “I’m going to get some sleep. I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow.”

Lorna watched as he waddled from the room. Still frustrated at her friend’s abandonment, she grabbed her margarita, and headed to the library to continue her research on the Bardot family. 
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