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For anyone who’s ever stared at a raven and thought, “Yes, but what if it’s a love story?"










  
  
Prologue




Late October, Present Day

Willowmere Restorative Retreat nestled in the hills outside Drumchapel Village was like a hidden oasis among the trees. The autumn wind rustled the branches, loosening crisp leaves that fluttered to the ground and cluttered the sidewalk. Marigold’s booted feet shuffled through them— swish, swish—as she made her way toward the concrete steps, passing the small, hand-painted sign that read Keep Off the Grass.

She paused, gazing up at the stone façade draped in climbing ivy. It looked more like a forgotten estate house than a private wellness retreat. Aunt Hilde had checked herself in several days ago—something Marigold only learned by accident. Her mother had failed to mention it, but Marigold had overheard the hushed phone call when she was supposed to be upstairs finishing her homework.

She’d skipped her afternoon classes, caught the bus from the village, and walked the long country road to reach the foot of the hills. Willowmere didn’t exactly welcome outsiders, but that wasn’t going to stop her. She was going to see her favorite aunt.

The wind lifted her long blonde hair, making it flutter in her face. She tucked a wayward lock behind her ear as she trudged up the stairs and entered, pulling open the tinted glass door and stepping inside.

A woman sat behind an oversized, half-oval shaped wood desk. She glanced up when Marigold entered, her curious gaze landing on her. She spoke into a headset while her fingers tapped away on the keyboard in front of her. The sign on the desk read Reception.

Suddenly, Marigold wanted to flee. But determination pushed her onward to see her aunt. Taking a deep breath, she stepped up to the desk. The woman finished her phone call and then greeted her with a smile, her dark red lips pulling up at the corners.

“How can I help you, miss?”

“I’m here to see my aunt, Hilde.”

Dark brows winged upward. “Do you have an appointment?”

Her courage started to wane. “No.”

“One moment.” She pulled off her headset and stood. “Wait here.”

The woman in a pale blue dress bustled around a corner, disappearing. Marigold chewed her lower lip as she glanced around the spacious waiting room. The walls were a warm green color, mimicking the outdoors. The furnishings were well-worn but comfortable. An oversized velvet chair in a rich honey color sat opposite a two-seat sofa in a similar color. Magazines scattered across the glass coffee table. In one corner, a water cooler with cone-shaped cups.

She was about to take a seat when the woman returned.

“I spoke with the director,” she announced. “She’ll be along in a moment to speak with you.”

Marigold’s palms broke into a hot sweat. What if they didn’t allow her to see her aunt? What if they turned her away? What then? She gave a sideways glance at the door, thinking about the long trek back home and having to tell her mother she had skipped school for no good reason. Long, quiet minutes ticked by.

“Miss?”

Marigold turned to greet the tall woman heading her way. She was slender, with a fall of pale silver hair over one shoulder. The strands were thick and luxurious. Her chin came to a point, and her cheekbones were high and angled, giving her a face that looked as though it was carved from marble.

She smiled as she extended a hand. “I’m Director Aveen. What’s your name?”

“Marigold. I came to see my aunt. She checked in a few days ago.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with Hilde. We have a strict no-visitors policy.” She paused there, pressing her lips together in a thin straight line. “But your aunt…well, when she heard you were here, she insisted I bring you to her.”

“She did?”

She nodded and motioned toward a hallway. “If you’ll follow me.”

Marigold fell in step behind Director Aveen down the long hallway. At the end, she turned left and led her to a door. There, she pushed it open and stepped aside to allow her to exit.

“You’ll find her in the courtyard.” She granted her a smile before she stepped back and let the door swing closed behind her.

Marigold stood there, her eyes scanning the area. The enclosed courtyard was a cool, shaded place that unfolded like a secret garden. Sunlight filtered through the autumn trees, dappling the mossy flagstone pathway that wound around. Ivy climbed the crumbling walls, rising up to conceal the cracked mortar.

In the center, a fountain bubbled happily, topped by a fairy reaching for the sky, her stone wings spread behind her. Strange flowers grew in stone pots along the walls, their petals open and reaching for the dapple of sunlight. Wind chimes made of crystal tinkled in the faint breeze, their melody soft and enchanting.

Marigold followed the winding path around the fountain, and there, at the far end, was her aunt. She sat in a cushioned iron chair in a puddle of light. Behind her, a large tree with its silvery leaves hanging over her as though a silent sentry. A shawl crocheted with shimmery threads was wrapped around her shoulders. For a moment, she looked like part of the garden, as though rooted here in the place where time forgot.

She lifted her gaze to her as Marigold approached, a weak smile on her lips. For the first time, she noticed how aged her aunt looked. Deep lines creased down her cheeks and crinkled at the corners of her eyes. Fatigue was there, too, as though she hadn’t slept in ages. And there was something strange about the way the light in her eyes seemed dimmer. Less alive. Less vibrant.

She held out a hand to her. “There she is, my lovely girl.”

Marigold grasped her hand in hers and noticed how fragile she felt.

“When the director told me you were here, I thought it was a cruel joke,” she said with a half laugh. She released her hand and motioned to a similar chair opposite her. “Have a seat.”

“The director said you insisted on seeing me.”

She nodded. “I did. But aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

Marigold glanced down at her hands folded in her lap to keep the truth from showing on her face. She didn’t want to admit to her aunt that she’d skipped classes to come.

“Ah, so you are. What will your mother say?”

Her head snapped up as her heart rammed hard in her chest. “You aren’t going to tell her, are you?”

“No, dearest. It will be our secret. What are you doing here?”

“I had to see how you were. I overheard Mom talking to you on the phone.”

“I see. She didn’t tell you I was here?”

“No.” Marigold twisted her hands together in her lap. She glanced around the courtyard. “What is this place, auntie? It smells…old. It looks ancient. Like something out of a storybook.”

She chuckled. “It’s an old sanctuary for people like me who have been away from home too long. Don’t you worry. I’ll be good as new soon enough.”

Marigold drew her brows together in question. “What do you mean, away from home? Isn’t your home near ours?”

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Home is where memories are created and stories are told.”

Marigold relaxed, leaning back on the thick cushion of the chair. “Are you going to tell me a story, then?”

“If you have time and are in the mood,” she said with a grin.

Excitement edged through her. “I’m always in the mood for one of your stories, auntie. What’s this one about?”

Thoughtfulness creased her features as she decided what to tell her. “How about one about a haunted estate, where nothing is as it seems? A woman who inherits that estate and a brooding man who guards the manor with a secret as heavy as stone.”

“That sounds intriguing,” Marigold said.

“There’s also a raven that whispers and watches, its wings tied to a centuries-old curse.”

“Another story about a curse?”

“Oh, yes. There are many stories about curses.”

A shiver raced up her spine. Marigold tugged her coat closer. “That seems fitting for this time of year.”

“Very well, then. Once upon a time, there was a beautiful heiress named Victoria who moved into a crumbling manor…”








  
  
Chapter 1




The letter arrived on black-edged stationery at half-past nine during breakfast on a too-bright day for mourning. 

Victoria Ravenwood stared down at the unfamiliar wax seal stamped with the sigil of a bird in flight. A raven, from the looks of it. A slanting, looping hand had scrawled her name across the front in black ink.

Miss Victoria Ravenwood

Care of Mr. Hubert Pembroke, Crown Hollow, Rothbridge

“What is it, dear?” Aunt Eloise peered over her teacup, her bright blue eyes alight with interest. She looked like a feral cat ready to pounce on the latest juicy gossip.

“A letter.”

She laughed. “Of course, it’s a letter, silly goose. What does it say?”

She was always a bit of a busybody. Victoria didn’t want to read the contents of the letter in front of her. She’d demand to know it word for word. As her thumb swept over the seal, she had the distinct feeling this was meant for her and her alone.

Why she felt that way, she did not know.

It had no return address, which she found curious.

“Well? What is it, dear?”

She granted her aunt a faint smile as she placed her napkin next to her half-empty plate and pushed back from the table. “I think I’ll read it in the parlor.”

Alone. She wanted to read it alone, and not with her aunt breathing down her neck.

The woman harrumphed as she hastened from the dining room. No doubt she was planning to extort the information from her later.

Aunt Eloise meant well, but she was overbearing and pushy. Victoria was grateful to her and her uncle for taking her in after her parents died, but the woman was exhausting on a good day. If there was news of any sort in the contents of the letter, she would never let it rest.

What news, though? Victoria, still in mourning, walked to the parlor and pulled the door closed. She stood in the silence of the room staring down at that raven wax seal wondering about the sender. As far as she knew, there was no one else who knew she was here. She had no family except for her aunt, who was her mother’s older sister, and her uncle by marriage. And she didn’t exactly have a lot of friends.

Moving to the sofa, she popped the seal. Perching on the edge, she unfolded the letter with a careful hand. She pulled in a deep breath when she read it and then read it again.

This couldn’t be right.

Could it?

To Miss Ravenwood,

In accordance with the last will and testament of your late parents, Abner and Eleanor Ravenwood, you are hereby named sole heir to their estate, which includes Ravenfell Manor in the village of Elderbloom, Rothbridge. You are requested to take possession immediately.

There were other instructions about inheritance, land deeds, and legal oversight. It was signed by an R. Williams, Solicitor, Brown, Williams & Davis. She had never heard of him.

Her mind drifted away from the letter and the solicitor. To her childhood home and a place she thought she’d never see again. She thought her parents had sold it when she was a child.

Ravenfell Manor.

Her nightmares of the manor had long since faded, but now, as she held the letter, they flooded back to her.

A piano that played a haunting tune when no one was about. The acrid scent of smoke drifting through the halls. A shift in temperature from warm and comfortable to cold and frightening. Sometimes during certain times of the year, a misty fog curled through the west wing corridor.

What she recalled most of all was the man in the shadows with eyes full of sorrow and despair.

Her parents had never seen him.

But she had. And she had never feared him.

When she was eight years old, they fled Ravenfell Manor under the cover of darkness. And now, twenty years later, it had returned to her.

Perhaps her fortune had changed. As the heiress of the country estate, she had a home to call her own. She no longer needed to depend upon the kindness of her aging aunt and uncle.

It was a moment of elation.

Shattered by the opening of the parlor door.

Her aunt bustled in with an expectant look on her face. Victoria wasn’t so sure she wanted to share the contents of the letter with her, but then, she also knew her aunt would badger her until she did.

“Good news, dear?” she asked, her tone hopeful.

Was it good news? She said nothing as she extended the letter. Aunt Eloise took it and read it, her face an explosion of expressions. From surprise to doubt to sorrow to something akin to envy.

“Well, this is a surprise. I thought my sister and her husband sold off that crumbling old manor years ago.” She handed back the letter.

“I suppose they didn’t.”

“Naturally, you’ll refuse to move there.” She said it flippantly, as if this were already true.

“Why would I do that?” Victoria rose, her ire suddenly raised.

“Well, my dear, you are a single lady. Alone. You can’t possibly think of running that estate all by yourself.” She chuckled, as though the thought was merely a jest.

She lifted a brow. “Why shouldn’t I?”

Aunt Eloise wrung her hands in front of her, looking confused. “You are a single lady,” she said again.

“Yes, I am. With an inheritance at my disposal. I’m sure I can hire anyone I need to help me run and take care of the estate.”

Flabbergasted, she said, “You’re considering it?”

Annoyance hit her hard and fast at her aunt’s disbelief. She understood very well that she was a young, single lady. With no prospects looming and no purpose to keep her here in Crown Hollow, Victoria saw no reason not to consider it.

“Yes,” she said, the word an icy breath.

Her aunt didn’t understand her need to find independence. Now, she had a chance—a real chance—at a life all her own. If she stayed in the city with Aunt Eloise, she’d suffocate.

Aunt Eloise remained still as a statue, rooted in the middle of the room, her chest heaving with labored breaths.

“I simply can’t allow it,” she said then, her tone stern. As though she would entertain no other thoughts on the matter.

Victoria stiffened. “The letter says I’m to take possession immediately.”

“Who’s to say this letter is valid?” Eloise snapped. “Why, I’ve never heard of this solicitor, and as far as I know, Abner and Eleanor made no mention of this in their wills.”

This was not going well. Victoria resisted the urge to crumple the letter in her fist.

“What’s all this?” Uncle Hubert’s voice trickled in from the doorway.

He stepped around Aunt Eloise, holding his hat and gazing at her with curiosity and question in his eyes. He must have been on his way out the door to his job when he heard the voices in the parlor. Victoria blew out a breath of relief while Aunt Eloise spun to face him, her cheeks red from her indignation.

“It seems our little Victoria is an heiress,” she said with a snort, as though it were nothing more than a fiction.

Anger pounded through her veins. How dare she.

Uncle Hubert’s gaze flickered to her, one brow raised. In all the years they’d been married, Hubert was the silent, tolerant type. He never argued with his wife. He mostly ignored her. And sometimes when he was exasperated, he’d mutter annoyances under his breath.

But he had never been unkind to Victoria. When her parents died unexpectedly and she had nowhere else to go, it was Hubert who offered his home to her. Victoria often wondered if he had to persuade his wife to allow her to move here, or if he had merely expected her acquiescence in his quiet, authoritative way.

He was tall, thin, wiry. With a head full of salt and pepper hair belying his actual age. Kindness and compassion filled his brown eyes as he brushed by his wife and entered the room. He perched on the chair next to her, an encouraging smile on his lips.

“You received this news?” he asked.

“Just today.” She handed him the letter.

He read it over, his face impassive. His eyes slipped down the page, then returned to the top and read it again. When he finished his second read-through, he handed it back to her.

“Well, then, I’ll make an appointment with Mr. Williams straightaway. We’ll go see him together. Today, if possible.” He winked as he got to his feet.

Aunt Eloise nearly vibrated out of her skin. “What? Hubert, you can’t take this seriously? And what do you mean today? Don’t you have work?”

He halted next to her, drawing himself up to his full height, which towered over his curvy wife. “Indeed, I do. And the bank will allow me one afternoon off for an appointment, I should think. I will accompany our niece myself.” He cut a glance toward her. “I’ll send a note right away. Perhaps he can see us this afternoon. If he can, I’ll send the carriage for you.”

“Thank you, uncle.”

Elation pounded through her. She never expected him to be her strongest ally.

He headed toward the door. Aunt Eloise bustled after him, her skirts swishing with her indignation.

“Hubert, this is preposterous. How can you encourage this? She’s a young, single woman. How do you expect her to find a husband on a country estate?”

“I will say no more, wife. And neither will you.” He wagged a warning finger at her.

Their voices faded as he walked away, likely heading to his study to write the necessary letter. Victoria imagined the horrified expression on her aunt’s face at his stern order. It made her smile.

She folded the letter and rose. If she were going to meet with the solicitor that afternoon, she needed to prepare herself.

***

True to his word, Uncle Hubert made arrangements for them to meet Mr. Williams at four o’clock in the afternoon. Aunt Eloise was flabbergasted at the late hour of the day, complaining he would miss tea. Hubert seemed unconcerned.

He waited for her at the door, where he offered Victoria his arm. Then they stepped out into the afternoon air.

Her aunt and uncle resided in an elegant red-brick brownstone nestled along one of Crown Hollow’s most fashionable avenues—a tree-lined promenade where gas lamps flickered to life each evening and ladies in silk gloves exchanged glances behind parasols. The home, with its wrought-iron railings and polished brass doorknobs, was a testament to his esteemed reputation, if not their sentiment. Her uncle, a man of wealth and measured charm, was a senior partner at one of the oldest banking houses. He attended every society function worth mentioning and knew the names and scandals of everyone who mattered.

Outside the gate, a sleek one-horse carriage waited beside the curb, its dark lacquered body catching the glow of the late afternoon sun. The driver stood stiffly by, gloved hands clasped, while the scent of coal smoke and lilacs drifted through the city air.

“Carson, we’re heading to Brown, Williams & Davis on Park Place,” Hubert said.

“Very good, sir.” Carson opened the door for her as he nodded to her uncle.

As she stepped toward the open carriage door, a sharp caw sounded. A raven fluttered overhead, its wings slicing the sky like a blade before it vanished beyond the rooftops.

Victoria paused.

Normally, she would not notice such things. A bird was just a bird. But today, with a letter in her pocket and the past pressing at her heels, it felt significant.

Once inside, they headed through the busy streets. Victoria clasped her hands in her lap, trying to hide the trembling. She was nervous, her mind filled with questions. What if this was a dream? What if there was some mistake? What if she was truly not inheriting Ravenfell Manor?

“No need to be nervous,” Hubert said, as though sensing she was on edge. “I know Mr. Williams.”

Her brows rose. “You do?”

“Yes, he was in the bank a few days ago looking to take out a loan to build a second home. Naturally, I agreed.” His smile was genuine before he turned serious. “Is this inheritance unexpected?”

His question was not one of prying, but more of concern. Victoria nodded. “I thought my parents sold the Ravenfell estate years ago. I can’t imagine why they kept it.”

The clop-clop of the horse’s hooves came to a slow as the carriage stopped. The driver opened the door. Victoria stepped out onto the sidewalk, the afternoon sun beaming down around her. She lifted her gaze to the stone building where the offices of Brown, Williams & Davis resided. It was tucked between a perfumery and a clockmaker on one of the avenues. The lamplighters were already out, moving down the street like a shadow.

Her uncle was at her side a moment later, taking her by the elbow and leading her into the building with a gentle nudge.

Moments later, they were ushered into Mr. Williams’s small but tidy office where they sat in velvet-backed chairs in front of a perfectly organized desk. Mr. Roger Williams was a tall, thin man with wire-rimmed glasses perching on a narrow nose. After a few pleasantries with her uncle, he sat before the polished mahogany desk in the oversized leather chair and folded his hands on top of it.

“I daresay that letter came as a bit of a shock to you, didn’t it?” he asked.

“Yes,” Victoria replied. She kept her hands clenched together to keep him from seeing her tremble.

“Your father, Abner, was determined to keep his final wishes as quiet as possible.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Apparently, Ravenfell Manor has been in your family for generations. He didn’t want a distant relative to come sniffing around claiming the title, I gathered, though he never outright said it. Your parents chose to leave the manor several years ago, but the property remains in excellent legal standing.” He reached down and opened a drawer, then pulled out a thick folio and laid it on the desk. He pushed it toward her. “The title passes to you now.”

She stared at the thick folio as though it were a venomous snake.

“After the death of your grandfather, Henry Ravenwood, the estate was locked in probate for years. Your father had a dickens of a time getting it out of probate. When he realized his father—your grandfather—had written into his estate that only a male heir could take possession, well…your father made sure it would pass to you.”

Victoria’s mouth went dry. She was their only child. She had no other siblings. And if her father hadn’t arranged his last will and testament the way he had, then the estate would have surely gone to a distant cousin.

Knowing her father, there was no way he’d allow that to happen.

“I see,” she said at last, still eyeing the thick folder.

“You are to take full possession of the estate in person, Miss Ravenwood,” Mr. Williams added.

“And what happens if she doesn’t?” Uncle Hubert asked.

Perhaps he sensed her unease. Indeed, her determination had waned a bit after hearing this news. But only a bit.

Mr. Williams’s expression did not change. “Then Ravenfell remains sealed. The manor is not to be sold, divided, or otherwise disposed of. It is to remain within the Ravenwood bloodline or fall into ruin.” His gaze drifted back to her. “I daresay that would be your father’s last wish. To see it fall into ruin.”

With a shaking hand, she reached for the folio and flipped it open. A survey of the property was on top, detailing the boundary. A single iron key rested on top of the survey, its teeth long and jagged. Ancient.

Mr. Williams cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses. “There is…one additional matter, Miss Ravenwood. The estate’s financial accounts.”

She lifted her gaze and met his. “The accounts?”

Next to her, Uncle Hubert shifted in his seat. “Wouldn’t those accounts be frozen after all these years?”

Ah, yes, the banker at heart. Of course, he’d ask that question.

Mr. Williams’s mouth twitched in a half grin. “One would think. However, your father and grandfather were, shall we say, men who planned for unforeseen events.”

He slid a second envelope across the desk to her. This one was thick and sealed with gold wax. The stamp on the seal was that of the Ravenwood sigil—a crowned raven, wings spread outward, perched upon a branch.

“There is a trust in your name. Quietly maintained by the Elderbloom branch of the Royal Bank of Rothbridge.”

Uncle Hubert sucked in a quiet breath as she snapped her head in his direction. Her uncle, as it were, worked for the Crown Hollow Royal Bank of Rothbridge.

Williams continued, as though neither of them had reacted. “Interest from assets has accumulated over the last several decades.”

“It…has?” she asked, her voice faint. She felt lightheaded all of a sudden. Pinpricks dotted her vision.

The solicitor nodded. “You’ll find it more than sufficient to restore Ravenfell to habitability. And perhaps to maintain a small staff, should you require one. Though there is already a caretaker on site. He should be able to assist you with any of your needs.”

He said it lightly, as though it were of no consequence someone was already there.

“A caretaker, you say?” Her uncle leaned forward, his elbow on his knee. “Someone lives there already?”

“Yes, of course,” Mr. Williams replied.

Victoria was aware of the wary glance her uncle gave her. She was also aware that moving into a crumbling estate with a mysterious caretaker was probably not the best idea.

But she was going to do it, anyway.

“Shall I set up an appointment for you at the bank?” he asked.

Her uncle started to answer, but she jumped in. “Yes, please. That would be helpful.”

“Do you have any other questions?” the solicitor asked.

She granted him a smile. “No, Mr. Williams. You’ve been generous with your time. Thank you for everything.”

She picked up the thick envelope with the banking information along with the folio and rose. Her uncle got to his feet. She sensed unease coming from him. They bid the solicitor farewell and headed back into the late afternoon.








  
  
Chapter 2




Two days later, Victoria packed her meager belongings. Her aunt was beside herself. She was determined to keep Victoria from leaving and heading to Elderbloom with her inheritance. It took her uncle, as the voice of reason, to talk her down from her near hysteria. 

The night they returned from the solicitor, he asked her one question. Are you certain?

She replied simply, “I am.”

Trepidation had been her constant companion since she had accepted her inheritance. Her stomach was constantly in knots. Even so, she was determined to go through with it.

When she was alone in her room, she read over the paperwork in the folio Mr. Williams gave her. Once she accepted the inheritance and took possession of Ravenfell Manor, there was no going back. Since she was part of the bloodline, she was taking it as is, and there was no selling it. It was one of the clauses buried deep within the codicil that Mr. Williams hadn’t pointed out.

The moment she read that, hot pinpricks danced up her spine.

But she was determined to do this thing on her own. She was set on forging her own path and becoming her own woman.

She gave her room one last glance before closing the door behind her and heading down the stairs. She had no intention of looking back. This was a place of sadness for her. Once she stepped foot onto Ravenfell estate, she would shed her sorrow and her mourning black and become the mistress she was meant to be.

Or so she hoped.

Aunt Eloise and Uncle Hubert waited at the front door. He, with his hat tucked under his arm and coat buttoned up. Her wringing her hands and her face pinched with worry. It was clear she was ready to launch into another diatribe about how inappropriate it was for Victoria, a single woman, to move to a country estate all alone.

With her small reticule in hand, Victoria steeled herself against the argument that was to come.

But Aunt Eloise remained mute as she halted in front of them, drawing in a steady breath. Her uncle gave her a warm, encouraging smile.

“Shall we?” He motioned toward the door.

Aunt Eloise made a whimpering sound. He gave her a warning glance. She pressed her lips together into a straight line, her hands still clenched in front of her.

“Do be careful, dear girl,” she said. “I hope you’ll keep in touch.”

“I’ll send a letter as soon as I’m settled,” Victoria said with a reassuring smile. Though her stomach was still fluttering with nervous knots. She kissed her aunt’s cheek. “Thank you for everything. It means the world to me you took me in.”

The older woman’s eyes grew misty. “We were glad to do it.”

Though Victoria wondered about the truth of that.

She followed her uncle out the door and into the early morning sunshine. He intended to escort her to her new home to see her safely there. It would be a day’s ride to Elderbloom and Ravenfell Manor. She had but one bag of her belongings packed on the carriage.

Once they were both settled, the carriage trotted away, leaving the busy city streets behind for the country. And, she hoped, a slower more peaceful way of life.

***

It was late in the day when they finally made it to the estate. Excitement followed by apprehension drummed through her as she peeked out the window. The carriage wheels crunched on the gravel drive as it made its way up the long road flanked by verdant green lawns perfectly kept.

The last of the evening sun touched upon the sprawling manor house that stood tall and imposing against the fading indigo sky. There, rising out of her memories, was Ravenfell Manor.

Its honey-colored stone walls reflected the dusky twilight, worn by time and ancient secrets. Ivy snaked across the timeworn walls toward the gables, and chimneys rose like pointed spires reaching for the sky. To one side, trees offered shade from the early summer sun. On the other side, a gate led to the grand garden that appeared to be in pristine condition. As if someone tended the fragrant blooms with loving care and attention.

The carriage came to a halt outside the grand entrance where the arched doorway was flanked by twin columns. Over the door, its pediment cracked as though it had once borne a family crest now lost to time. The tall paned windows reflected the twilight and—beyond—the faint glow of the interior that was less than welcoming.

The imposing structure stood silent, waiting, watching.

Victoria swallowed, a sudden lump of fear in her throat. Suddenly, her determination waned. It took everything in her not to tell her uncle to turn the carriage around and go back.

“Well, here we are,” he said, trying to sound cheerful.

She hadn’t realized he, too, was peering out the window watching as they approached the estate. He sat back, a smile plastered on his face as the footman opened the door and waited. Her uncle motioned toward the door to let her out first.

Hesitation pounded through her as she peered out the open carriage door.

No, she could do this. She would do this.

Picking up her reticule, she stepped out onto the gravel drive and moved aside to wait for her uncle. He followed her, pausing next to her, as the two of them gazed up at the house together. Her heart rammed against her chest. So hard it felt as though her ribs vibrated.

“Are you certain about this, dear?” he asked, his voice soft and full of concern.

She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. All she could do was nod.

He sucked in a deep breath, expelled it. “Very well, then.”

Her uncle stepped toward the door and lifted his hand to knock when it cracked open. The hinges groaned with the effort as it slowly swung wide. A man stepped through the threshold into the gloom, his obsidian eyes landing on her with a curious glint—yet sharp and assessing. He already knew who she was and why she was there.

He was tall, dressed in a dark gray coat clinging to his broad shoulders, the fabric dulled by time and wear. His hair was black as crow feathers, curling slightly at the collar and around his ears, touched with a silver streak at the temples.

Angular features hosted high cheekbones, a straight, thin nose, and thin lips carved into a permanent grimace. And though he had the silver streaks at his temples, he had no wrinkles to speak of and looked as young as Victoria herself.

There was something unearthly about him. Not in the way of ghosts, but of someone who had once been alive and had not quite finished the job.

His head inclined as he looked at her with those black eyes, his gaze unreadable.

“You must be the new mistress,” he said. His voice was low and smooth. Silky. Like chocolate. “You’re earlier than expected.”

He moved aside and motioned for them to come inside. Not a very welcome invitation, for she sensed his cold stiffness. Victoria, clutching her reticule in her gloved hands, took her first step through the threshold and into the grand foyer of the manor house. Her uncle followed, keeping close behind her as the man closed the door with another groan of hinges. It plunged the foyer into shadowy darkness.

She had never thought to be here again, yet the moment she stepped inside, it was as if time stood still. Everything was exactly how she remembered it. Impossibly unchanged.

The marble flooring, veined with silver and onyx, stretched beneath her feet. The grand staircase curved upward in a sweeping arch, the balustrade carved with floral vines. To the right, the old grandfather clock stood in its alcove, its slow tick echoing through the silence. Above her, the chandelier with its crystals that once shone brightly were now smudged by dust.

Beyond that, she caught a glimpse of the parlor, where the baby grand piano still sat in dignified silence. The instrument’s lacquered black curve was reflected in the gilded mirrored walls, though the mirror’s surface had aged. They were now dulled and veined with hairline cracks like a spider’s web of memory. Dust shimmered in the slanted afternoon light from the windows on the opposite of the room.

It smelled faintly of lavender with a hint of stale air and something like old paper and extinguished candle smoke.

And it was hers.

The man stood to the side, eyeing her and her uncle as though waiting for her to speak.

“And you are?” She spoke in a weak and tremulous whisper, and then immediately cursed herself for sounding so frail.

“Gabriel Allward, miss. The caretaker of this estate.” He gave her a half-bow, as though it was expected but he didn’t mean it.

Her uncle stepped around her and offered his hand. “And I’m Hubert Pembroke, her uncle on her mother’s side.”

Gabriel’s black eyes drifted to him, giving him a cool once-over. With some reluctance, he took his hand and shook it once, then released him.

“Good of you to travel with her. Will you be staying the night?” He sounded a bit agitated at the thought her uncle would, in fact, be staying.

“I—” he began.

“It’s far too late for you to return, uncle. I’m sure we can find a guest bedroom for you.” Her gaze slid to Gabriel. “Can’t we?”

He gave a thin-lipped smile of annoyance. “Of course, miss.” Then to her uncle, “Your horse can be stabled and cared for until the morning when you make your return journey.”

But her uncle’s brows had drawn together. His eyes were lit with suspicions. “Where is the rest of the staff?”

“I’m afraid there hasn’t been staff here in many years, sir. I’m the only one.”

Victoria sucked in a gasp. “You? Only you?”

“Yes, miss. There hasn’t been a need to keep Ravenfell fully staffed with just me here.” He smiled again, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Seems odd you’d stay on,” Uncle Hubert said.

Gabriel’s smile faltered, though his posture remained perfectly composed. “Odd, perhaps. But I made a promise to stay. A promise I intend to keep.” His gaze flicked briefly to Victoria. “Ravenfell doesn’t take kindly to abandonment. Someone had to remain.”

There was a subtle weight to his words. She wasn’t sure what it was she sensed, but it went beyond duty and obligation.

Disconcerting silence settled between them. Uncle Hubert gave a quiet snort of disapproval, which was not like him at all. He was normally passive and taciturn. She ignored him as a prickling sensation skipped up her spine and paused with a cold tingling sensation at the nape of her neck. Like icy invisible fingers brushing across her skin.

Yes, someone had to remain.

The words bloomed over her in a roughened whisper but when she looked at the men in the foyer, neither had spoken.

There was something familiar about that voice and a memory resurfaced, sharp and quick like a flash of lightning. A little girl’s voice telling her don’t be afraid, and the haunting tune of the piano played by no one. Phantom footsteps on the landing. Her heart thudded, pounding a hard, erratic beat.

“Miss?” Gabriel’s voice broke through her thoughts.

She looked up. His eyes held hers. Dark. Steady. Waiting.

Searching.

Questioning.

In that moment, she knew two things.

One, this man was not lying.

Two, he was waiting for her.

The grandfather clock chiming jarred her, making her jump. She put a hand to her head and rubbed, hoping to scour away whatever chilling feeling she had pulsing through her.

“Are you well?” he asked.

“I’m…fine. Just a little tired from the trip.” She managed a smile.

“Then I should see you to your rooms. Would you care to dine this evening?” he asked.

She looked to her uncle for the answer. Perhaps he sensed her unease when he reached for her, taking her by the elbow.

“No, thank you, Mr. Allward. We dined in town before we arrived,” Uncle Hubert said, taking charge.

For that, she was grateful.

“Gabriel, please. I must insist. Do you have bags?” he asked.

“In the carriage,” Uncle Hubert replied.

“Very good, sir.”

He gave a sharp nod as he headed back toward the door and pulled it open. Again, with the groan of hinges. As he exited the manor to see to the bags, her uncle turned to her. He had a pinched expression, one that was difficult to read.

He lowered his voice so only she heard his rushed words. “Victoria, darling, you don’t have to do this. You aren’t obligated to stay here. I can help you sell the place if you—”

“I’m staying,” she said, cutting him off.

Because the thought of returning to Crown Hollow, under the care of her aunt, sent a pang of panic through her. She would much rather take her chances here, in this strange manor, then return to the city.

Her determination to be independent could be her undoing.

“I’ll stay the night to make sure you get settled. Perhaps even stay through tomorrow night.”

He cut a glance toward the open door where Gabriel retrieved the two suitcases. It was clear he didn’t trust the man. Perhaps she didn’t, either.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she said. “Besides, I have to learn how to run the estate at some point. I’ll hire more staff if that will make you feel better.”

“It would, yes,” he said with a definitive nod.

Gabriel returned carrying both their bags. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

He started up the grand staircase.

She and her uncle exchanged a glance. His, wary. Hers, nervous. Together, they followed the caretaker up the stairs.







OEBPS/images/529a038a-6645-4a9a-bdc2-19e9b611b9c7.jpeg
TOLHEI M/ " Rovenheim  Grimbrandd

e e Village Mountains
[; '“\ ROVENHEI
}'

; Hollowe® %
Fort ¥ J —
eclare‘- Rothshlre . " :
‘m'RQTHBRIDGE !

-
AR Npeer
EEHEE a .

.\;‘&—..-. l 5
> %, EldeT b Ravenfell :
v ."-- Estatgs- X
ODmﬂbelJ---. TSR, 0 d h 4V s

dom

i hornhurst King
Castle! STONEBRIDGE

: w w Haven Cc

~ Westcliff ® [

Kina Reo








