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			The Work of Art

			“Matthews (The Pug Who Bit Napoleon; A Victorian Lady’s Guide to Fashion and Beauty) weaves suspense and mystery within an absorbing love story. Readers will be hard put to set this one down before the end.”

			-Library Journal, starred review

			“The author seamlessly combines a suspenseful tale and a soaring romance, the plot by turns sweetly moving and dramatically stirring.”

			-Kirkus Reviews

			“If all Regency Romances were written as well as ‘The Work of Art,’ I would read them all...[Matthews] has a true gift for storytelling.”

			-The Herald-Dispatch

			The Matrimonial Advertisement

			“For this impressive Victorian romance, Matthews (The Viscount and the Vicar’s Daughter) crafts a tale that sparkles with chemistry and impresses with strong character development...an excellent series launch…”

			-Publishers Weekly

			“Matthews (The Viscount and the Vicar’s Daughter) has a knack for creating slow-building chemistry and an intriguing plot with a social history twist.”

			-Library Journal

			“Matthews’ (The Pug Who Bit Napoleon, 2018, etc.) series opener is a guilty pleasure, brimming with beautiful people, damsels in distress, and an abundance of testosterone…A well-written and engaging story that’s more than just a romance.”

			-Kirkus Reviews

			A Holiday By Gaslight

			“Matthews (The Matrimonial Advertisement) pays homage to Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South with her admirable portrayal of the Victorian era’s historic advancements…Readers will easily fall for Sophie and Ned in their gaslit surroundings.”

			-Library Journal, starred review

			“Matthews’ novella is full of comfort and joy—a sweet treat for romance readers that’s just in time for Christmas.”

			-Kirkus Reviews

			“A graceful love story...and an authentic presentation of the 1860s that reads with the simplicity and visual gusto of a period movie.”

			-Readers’ Favorite, 2019 Gold Medal for Holiday Fiction

			The Viscount and the Vicar’s Daughter

			“Matthews’ tale hits all the high notes of a great romance novel…Cue the satisfied sighs of romance readers everywhere.”

			-Kirkus Reviews

			“Matthews pens a heartfelt romance that culminates into a sweet ending that will leave readers happy. A wonderfully romantic read.”

			-RT Book Reviews

			The Lost Letter

			“The perfect quick read for fans of Regency romances as well as Victorian happily-ever-afters, with shades of Austen and the Brontës that create an entertaining blend of drama and romance.”

			-RT Book Reviews

			“A fast and emotionally satisfying read, with two characters finding the happily-ever-after they had understandably given up on. A promising debut.”

			-Library Journal
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			North Devon, England
December 1860

			Neville Cross shut and latched the door of the loose box, giving Lady Helena’s bay mare one last pat on her glossy neck. It was warm and snug in the Greyfriar’s Abbey stable. Far warmer than the biting cold weather outside. The rain had stopped for the moment, but the sky remained dark with thunderclouds, the air pregnant with the damp fragrance of wet earth and churning sea.

			Carriage wheels clattered in the distance, a faint but familiar sound. Like the Abbey itself, the stone stable block was set high atop the cliffs above the small coastal village of King’s Abbot. The road up was precarious at the best of times. In wet weather it was positively dangerous. Nevertheless, over the past weeks the carriage had passed up and down, from the Abbey to the village and back again, with some regularity.

			The coachman was delivering guests and supplies for the monthlong Christmas celebration. He never returned to the stable until his cargo had been unloaded. The carriage would simply roll by on its way to the Abbey. Neville had become as well acquainted with that passing clatter of wheels and clip-clop of horses’ hooves as he was with the sound of the driving rain.

			Until today.

			The carriage didn’t roll on in its usual manner. Instead it slowed to a halt. The door of the carriage opened. A swell of voices followed, unintelligible in the whistling wind. And then the door shut, and the carriage clattered on again.

			“Good morning!” a soft feminine voice called out. “Is anyone here?”

			Neville went still. His instincts told him to retreat. To withdraw to the feed room, or to the private rooms he kept above. It was a cowardly impulse, and one with which he regularly did battle. He had no good reason to avoid people. As long as he kept his speech to a minimum, he could manage very well in company.

			But dashed if it wasn’t awkward. Especially where ladies were concerned.

			He wiped his hands on a cloth, dusted the straw and horsehair from his white linen shirt and dark trousers, and slowly walked out into the aisle.

			A young lady stood inside the doorway. A shapeless woolen cloak billowed about her small frame, the hood shielding her face from view. As Neville approached, she pushed it back with one gloved hand.

			He stopped where he stood, his mouth suddenly dry.

			“I’m looking for Mr. Cross.” Her chocolate brown eyes were large and luminous, with a peculiar sheen to them. “Neville Cross.”

			On a good day, the words Neville formed in his mind could be translated into short phrases with minimal difficulty. He’d learned over the years how to keep things from getting muddled. How to say what he intended with the least fuss, even if that meant he must occasionally sound like a child.

			Today wasn’t one of those days.

			Not when the young lady standing before him had a face that made his heart beat faster.

			It was a perfect oval, with a finely molded nose, a damask rosebud of a mouth, and wideset eyes framed by thick, gracefully arching brows that were several shades darker than the flaxen blond of her hair.

			His thoughts, which were usually clear, proceeded to tangle themselves into a Gordian knot. With his brain in such a state, his speech didn’t stand a chance.

			“Are you Mr. Cross?” She stepped forward, a wash of pale pink tinting the sculpted curve of her cheekbones. “Mrs. Archer said I should speak with you about Bertie.”

			He stared down at her, fully aware that he must look as dumbfounded as he felt.

			“Oh, I beg your pardon. I should have explained straightaway. This is Bertie.” She opened the front of her cloak, throwing it back over her shoulders to reveal a black pug dog.

			A very old pug dog, by the look of it. The little creature was cradled in her left arm, its face and body liberally peppered with gray.

			Neville swallowed hard. His voice, when it emerged, was many steps behind the workings of his brain. “I’m Neville.”

			He could have groaned aloud in frustration. It wasn’t what he’d meant to say. Not now.

			But the young lady appeared unfazed by his inarticulateness. She extended her hand. “I’m Clara Hartwright, Mrs. Bainbridge’s companion.”

			He hesitated an instant before shaking her hand, all the while conscious of how much smaller it was than his own. Every part of her was smaller. Good lord, her head scarcely reached his chest. He felt a veritable goliath looming over her. A clumsy giant who could crush her as easily as breathing. “Mrs. Hartwright.”

			“Miss Hartwright,” she corrected. “Mrs. Archer said to speak to you about finding a place for Bertie in the stable. He must be kept warm, you see. And I haven’t yet received permission to keep him in the house.”

			Neville reached out to brush his hand over the little dog’s head. Bertie blinked up at him with rheumy eyes. A smile tugged at Neville’s mouth. He was often shy around people, but he understood animals. He’d always had a way with them, long before his childhood accident on the cliffs and the head injury that, even now, affected his speech. It’s why he preferred to work in the stables. Being around dogs and horses settled him. Helped to put his mind at ease. It helped his speech, as well.

			“He belongs to Mrs. Bainbridge?”

			Miss Hartwright’s blush deepened. “Er, no. He belonged to the previous lady I worked for. She died last month, and poor Bertie isn’t a favorite with her family. They were going to have him destroyed. I couldn’t leave him behind. And I can’t permit him to catch his death out here.”

			“It’s warm enough.”

			“Yes, it’s much warmer than being out of doors, but Bertie is accustomed to residing inside the house. He’s spent much of his life on a velvet cushion in front of the fire, and I fear—”

			“May I?” Neville reached for the little dog.

			“Of course.” Miss Hartwright helped to transfer Bertie into Neville’s arms. “He’s very sweet and gentle. Not spoiled at all. Not like some pugs. He won’t be any trouble to you.”

			Neville scratched Bertie under the chin. Bertie didn’t appear to notice. He was more than old. He was positively ancient, content to stare off into the distance and pant. Neville wondered if the little dog had all of his faculties.

			Miss Hartwright moved closer. Close enough that he could smell the soft fragrance of orange blossoms that clung to her hair and cloak. “I understand you already have two dogs in residence. Mastiffs, Mrs. Archer said.”

			“Yes.”

			“Are they friendly?” She gazed up at him. “It’s only that Bertie has no way to defend himself. If a bigger dog were to—”

			“I won’t let them hurt him.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“He’ll be safe here. I promise you.” For once, the words came out strong and sure. They seemed important somehow.

			“Oh.” Her mouth trembled. “Oh, thank you. I’ve been so worried.”

			Neville’s chest tightened. Were those tears glistening in her eyes? The very thought sent a jolt of alarm through him.

			“I’m being ridiculous, I know,” she said. “But might I see where you mean to put him? It would set my mind at ease.”

			He turned toward the feed room. Bertie’s small body was a solid, warm weight in his arms. “This way.”

			She followed after him, the wide skirts of her gown rustling over the straw-covered floor. The stable boy hadn’t swept this morning. He was busy up at the house with the rest of the staff.

			Neville should be there, too. Lady Helena had asked him specifically. And he’d meant to go. But it was difficult.

			More than difficult.

			It was a month-long Christmas celebration. His three childhood friends would be in residence, along with their respective wives. The family of one of those wives—Mrs. Laura Archer—was joining them as well. Her invalid brother, and her widowed aunt, Mrs. Bainbridge.

			And now Mrs. Bainbridge’s companion.

			Neville cast Miss Hartwright a sidelong glance. No one had warned him there would be an unmarried young lady in residence for the month. And they’d certainly said nothing about her being beautiful. Or about her having a dog.

			She looked about the feed room. “Where will you put him?”

			“Here.” He carried Bertie to a stack of empty feed sacks in the corner. They were nothing like a velvet cushion, but when Neville lowered the pug down onto them, the little dog seemed content enough. He hobbled around in a half-hearted circle before plumping down with a grunt. “See? He likes it here.”

			“Do you think so?” Miss Hartwright sounded hopeful. She crouched down beside the feed sacks, her skirts and cloak pooling all about her. “You’re all right now, Bertie.” She stroked a hand over his back, her voice sinking to a whisper. “I’m not abandoning you. I’ll return as soon as I’m able.”

			Neville clasped his hands at his back, uncertain what to say or do.

			“Would you please give him a dish of water?” she asked. “And I shall try to beg some meat from the cook, but if—”

			“I’ll get meat for him.”

			She looked up at him, her eyes very bright. “Will you?”

			He nodded.

			Her face lit with gratitude. “Thank you, Mr. Cross. You’re very kind.” She rose and dusted off her skirts. “I must make my way up to the Abbey now.”

			He stopped himself from nodding again. It was easier than speaking. It also made him appear some manner of head-bobbing simpleton, or so he feared. But as he struggled over what to say to her, the silence stretched taut between them, on and on, until heat rose in his face. The words simply wouldn’t come. Not the ones he wanted.

			Outside, a clap of thunder rent the air. The rain began again, a light fall of it, pattering on the roof.

			Miss Hartwright responded by fastening her cloak. “I can’t linger. Mrs. Bainbridge expects me straightaway.” She pulled her hood up over her hair. “Though I hope to be back soon, if all goes well.”

			Neville followed her to the doors of the stable. She glanced back at him once over her shoulder before ducking out into the rain.

			“Goodbye,” she said. “And thank you again, sir.”

			He made no reply. It was too difficult to muster one. He wasn’t calm or clear-headed enough. And it was her fault, however unintended. She’d flustered him. Rattled him to his core. He could do nothing but watch her stride away through the mud and rain. A small cloaked figure on the cliffs.

			Clara Hartwright.

			Miss Clara Hartwright.

			He heaved a sigh as he returned to his work. It was going to be a very long holiday.
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			Clara trudged up the winding road, her head half bent against the wind and the driving rain. The house loomed ahead at the top of the cliffs.

			If one could call it a house.

			From the outside, Greyfriar’s Abbey looked positively medieval. It was composed entirely of weathered gray stone, with a steeply pitched roof, pointed arches, and a Gothic tower. The whistle of the wind, and the roar of the sea, sounded all about it. It seemed a sinister place. Nothing like the elegant home she’d been expecting.

			She climbed the steps, raising her gloved hand to the heavy wooden door. A shiver of uncertainty made her hesitate before applying the iron knocker.

			The owners of the Abbey were unknown to her. And her employer, Mrs. Bainbridge, was equally strange. Clara had only met the lady last month. As for Mrs. Bainbridge’s relations—her niece, invalid nephew, and her niece’s husband…

			Well.

			They had seemed kindly enough. Though how much could one tell about people during the course of a single railway journey and a cramped carriage drive?

			It behooved her to remain on her guard, no matter how kind Mrs. Bainbridge and her relations might be. That was doubly true for the residents of Greyfriar’s Abbey. Even that blond Sir Galahad of a groom in the stable. Yes, even him.

			Especially him.

			She wasn’t about to have another position derailed by a handsome man.

			Stiffening her spine, she once again raised her hand to the knocker. However, before she could apply it, the door swung open, revealing an elderly butler garbed in impeccable livery. He peered down at her from beneath a pair of bushy white brows.

			“Miss Hartwright?”

			Heat drifted out from inside the house, enveloping Clara in a warm embrace. She took an unconscious step toward it. “I am Miss Hartwright.”

			“Indeed, ma’am. Mrs. Bainbridge is expecting you.” He drew back to admit her. “Welcome to Greyfriar’s Abbey.”

			She stepped into the spacious hall. The interior of the Abbey appeared as luxurious as the outside was stark and grim. Daylight filtered in through the high, stone-framed windows, illuminating walls papered in softly shaded silk, and a floor covered in rich Aubusson carpet, spun with threads of crimson and gold.

			There was no one waiting to issue a formal welcome, and no sign of Mrs. Bainbridge, or any of the others who Clara had traveled up with in the carriage.

			“Allow me to take your wet things,” the butler said.

			She divested herself of her cloak and gloves, grateful to be rid of them. Her woolen dress underneath was nothing very special, but at least it was neat and dry. As she smoothed her hair and skirts, another servant appeared. An older woman in a plain black dress and starched cap. The housekeeper, Clara presumed.

			“Miss Hartwright? You’ll wish to freshen your appearance before tea is served. Permit me to show you to your room.”

			Clara followed after her up a single flight of oak stairs. The steps rose to a landing, after which they divided into two separate branches leading to opposite wings of the floors above.

			“I’ve put you in a room next to Mrs. Bainbridge.” The housekeeper stopped outside a wood-paneled door at the end of a narrow corridor, and opened it for Clara to enter. “She asks that you go to her after you’ve repaired your hair and dress.”

			“Yes, of course.” Clara advanced into the room. It was as richly papered and carpeted as the hall had been, and equally as warm. At its center was a four-poster bed, curtained in dark green fabric. A wardrobe stood to the left of it, between two velvet-draped windows. At its right was a wooden washstand with a porcelain pitcher and bowl.

			“There’s hot water to wash with, and Robert has brought your cases in from the carriage.”

			Clara went to the foot of the bed, where her carpetbag and portmanteau had been neatly stacked atop a padded bench. “When will tea be served?”

			“In a quarter of an hour.” The housekeeper paused. She gave a delicate cough, her face a studied blank. “You received a parcel yesterday. I’ve put it on your dressing table.”

			Clara’s gaze jerked to the dainty walnut table in the corner of the guest room. A large, overstuffed envelope was perched atop it, half propped against the looking glass.

			Her pulse quickened.

			“Will there be anything else, ma’am?” the housekeeper asked.

			Clara willed herself not to apologize. After all, there was nothing irregular about giving out the direction of one’s host. Not when one was staying longer than a fortnight. “No, thank you.”

			The housekeeper withdrew, leaving Clara to her thoughts—and to her parcel.

			She flew to the dressing table and retrieved it. It was a solid, familiar weight in her hands. Her fingers itched to tear it open. To see if this time Simon had done what he’d promised to do.

			But there was no time. Not now. Not with Mrs. Bainbridge waiting, and tea in a quarter of an hour.

			She was already on thin ice with her employer.

			Companions were meant to be next door to invisible. Rather like genteel ghosts, mutely shadowing the steps of their corporeal benefactors. Quiet and obliging, that was the companion’s motto. Words, when spoken, were best kept to a murmured minimum. Yes, ma’am. No, ma’am. I’ll fetch your shawl, ma’am.

			That much Clara knew to a certainty. Her previous employers had known it as well. They’d been happy to overlook her very existence. During the course of the past four years, she’d been regularly trod upon, shouldered out of the way, or addressed by the wrong name.

			But not today.

			Today, she’d arrived to meet her new employer at the railway station in London with an unauthorized pug in tow. A sign of independence—nay, insubordination—that was unheard of for one in Clara’s position.

			That single act had shone a blazing light on her. Had drawn attention to her that was both unseemly, and unwanted.

			Though she couldn’t blame it all on Bertie.

			The fact was, her disposition was not at all suited to her profession. She was too forthright, that was the problem. It was a formidable flaw. Companions were meant to be good listeners, not good talkers. And they certainly weren’t permitted to speak their mind.

			But paid positions didn’t grow on trees. Not for women of her class. She would simply have to cut her dress to fit her cloth. To alter her disposition. To—in short—endeavor to become invisible.

			Her parcel would have to wait.

			She carried it to her carpetbag. The leather closure was equipped with a simple lock, its key suspended from a long, thin silver chain worn round her neck. She retrieved it from inside the bodice of her gown. The lock was tricky, but after some wiggling, the key turned it with a snick. The carpetbag opened and she dropped her parcel inside. It landed on top of a heap of near identical envelopes, each of them stuffed full to bursting.

			She closed the carpetbag and locked it shut.

			Soon.

			Soon she’d be done with Mrs. Bainbridge. Done with being silent and subservient. With being a ghost. Soon she would shed the trappings of a lady’s companion.

			And then her real life could begin.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Clara sat, as still as a statue, in her silk-upholstered chair in the drawing room, a teacup and saucer held motionless in her lap. She wasn’t very imposing to begin with—only five feet three inches in her stocking feet—but she endeavored to make herself appear even smaller. She’d drawn enough attention to herself today. It wouldn’t do to attract any more.

			Far better to be still and quiet. To drink her tea, and enjoy the warmth from the blazing fire in the hearth. It crackled and sparked, taking away the chill she’d felt since first stepping down from the train at the railway station in Abbot’s Holcombe.

			Mrs. Bainbridge’s nephew, Mr. Edward Hayes, appeared to have the same idea. He sat to the right of her in his wheeled chair, a tartan blanket draped over his legs. He was still a boy, really. Not more than twenty, by Clara’s estimation.

			During the journey from London, he’d been attended by a manservant. A brawny fellow who was kept far busier hauling about Mr. Hayes’s art supplies than in hauling about Mr. Hayes himself.

			As for Mrs. Bainbridge, she’d been too irritated with Clara to make any demands. “You never mentioned a dog, Miss Hartwright,” she’d said in arctic tones. “Had I known…”

			Clara had held Bertie all the tighter.

			She wished she were still holding him now, truth be told, as much for her own comfort as for his.

			Greyfriar’s Abbey was an unsettling house, for all that it had a comfortable interior. The skies outside of it were too gray, the sea too thunderous. One felt as if one was sitting inside the eye of the storm.

			“It often rains in Devon.” Their host, Mr. Justin Thornhill, stood beside his wife’s chair, a tall, imposing gentleman with raven black hair and a rather forbidding collection of burn scars on the bottom right side of his face. “One becomes used to it after a time.”

			“Do they indeed?” Mrs. Bainbridge drank her tea. She was a lady of magnificent size, clad in unrelieved black crepe, and as regal as Queen Victoria herself. “I must say, it’s a relief after such a summer as we had in Surrey. We could scarcely move for the heat. I was quite undone by it.”

			“The climate in the South of France is said to be far more temperate.” Lady Helena refilled her cup from a delicate painted porcelain teapot. A whisper of steam rose into the air. “I understand you’ll be relocating there in the new year, to live with Mr. and Mrs. Archer.”

			“Nothing has been decided yet,” Mrs. Bainbridge said. “My nephew wishes to go of course, but a woman of my age can’t be too hasty. There is still much to be settled before I resign myself to leaving England.”

			Clara sent up a silent prayer that Mrs. Bainbridge would resolve to stay on this side of the Channel. It would save Clara from having to seek another position. She couldn’t remove to France, not at present. And she had no wish to embark on another round of answering employment advertisements and submitting to intrusive interviews.

			“Nevertheless, it all sounds very exciting.” Lady Helena returned the teapot to the tea tray. She was garbed in a loose-fitting cashmere jacket and skirt, and had a soft glow to her gently rounded features. A result of her pregnancy, Clara guessed. The condition did nothing to detract from her ladyship’s beauty. Though it was surely the impetus for Mr. Thornhill to hover at his wife’s side, standing over her so protectively.

			Clara felt a pang of envy for ladies who were fortunate enough to have a life and a home of their own. Perhaps that was why she’d been so stubborn about Bertie. It was a terrible thing to be alone in the world. To be dismissed and discarded. To never belong anywhere. What was a dog to do in his old age if no one wanted him?

			More to the point, what was a woman to do?

			“When do you plan on leaving for Grasse?” Mr. Thornhill asked.

			“Early March, at the latest,” Mr. Archer said from his place on the settee. He was a roguishly handsome gentleman. A newly married one, too.

			His wife, Laura, was Mrs. Bainbridge’s niece. She sat close at his side. So close that the hem of her voluminous skirts pooled over his booted feet. She was a lovely lady, though not in the doe-eyed, aristocratic manner of Lady Helena. Laura Archer’s beauty lay more in the confidence with which she carried herself. The intelligence in her slate-blue gaze and the compassion in her smile.

			She seemed a level-headed lady with a genuine affection for her family. She was also plainly in love with her new husband, and he with her. One could see it in the way they looked at each other. The way they touched.

			“We’ve found a house near to our perfumery.” Mr. Archer took his wife’s hand. “A grand old place atop a hill, with windows overlooking the lavender fields.”

			Mrs. Archer smiled. “We hope to be settled in before the first harvest.”

			“You must be looking forward to it,” Lady Helena said. “And you, Mr. Hayes. I imagine that, for an artist, the French Riviera will provide a wealth of ready subjects.”

			“One hopes,” Mr. Hayes replied. Like his sister, he was dark haired and blue eyed. But there was a wry humor to Mr. Hayes’s expression that Mrs. Archer lacked—a sharpness which Clara suspected could cut as easily as it could amuse. “The new house is but ten miles from the sea.”

			“Do you prefer painting seascapes?” Mr. Thornhill asked.

			“Of late I do.”

			Mr. Archer grinned. “I’ve challenged him to tackle the Devon coast.”

			“I intend to,” Mr. Hayes said. “If the rain ever stops.”

			Mrs. Archer looked at Clara. “Which reminds me, Miss Hartwright, I must apologize to you.”

			Clara lowered her teacup to her lap. “Ma’am?”

			“I expected Mr. Cross to accompany you back from the stable. I’d no intention of you walking up the road alone. Certainly not in this weather.”

			“It was no trouble,” Clara replied. In truth, she was so used to being disregarded, it hadn’t even occurred to her that Mr. Cross might escort her back to the house. She doubted whether it had occurred to him either.

			He’d given her such a look before she’d stepped out into the rain, his face rife with impatience and barely veiled frustration. He’d plainly been anxious to see the back of her.

			“Neville prefers being with the animals,” Mr. Thornhill said. “He’ll withdraw to the stables the whole of the holiday if we allow it.”

			Lady Helena took a delicate sip of her tea. “Quite. Which is precisely why we must keep him occupied here at the house.”

			Mrs. Bainbridge’s gaze flicked to Clara. “I pray he won’t be overburdened with looking after your dog.”

			Five additional sets of eyes immediately fixed on Clara. Heat flooded her cheeks. If a hole had opened in the ground, she’d have gladly leapt into it.

			“You’ve brought a dog with you?” Lady Helena asked.

			“Yes.” Clara moistened her lips. “A very small one.”

			Mr. Thornhill gave her an interested look. “What kind of dog?”

			“An antique pug,” Mr. Archer replied with a laugh. “The oldest one I’ve ever seen.”

			“Too old to be any trouble,” Mr. Hayes said.

			“No, indeed.” Mrs. Archer turned to Lady Helena. “But we didn’t like to presume on your hospitality. Miss Hartwright has left him in the stable for the time being.”

			Lady Helena smiled. “You must bring him up to the house, Miss Hartwright. He can stay in your room with you if you like, or in the kitchens.”

			Clara couldn’t hide her relief. “Thank you, ma’am.”

			“Not at all. We’ll be so busy until Twelfth Night. You won’t wish to be always walking down to the stables.”

			Mr. Thornhill rested his hand on Lady Helena’s shoulder. “My wife intends to keep us well entertained this month.”

			“Do you have many festivities planned, my lady?” Mrs. Bainbridge asked.

			“Oh yes.” Lady Helena beamed. “We shall be trimming a tree, gilding walnuts and acorns, and hanging holly and mistletoe. The gentlemen have promised to find a yule log for us, and Cook is making a Christmas feast. I’m determined it will be the happiest Christmas in memory.”

			Mr. Thornhill gazed down at his wife. His harsh features softened. “And it will be.”

			Lady Helena covered his hand with hers, giving it a discreet squeeze. “I must delegate many of my duties of course, but with a little help—”

			“You have mine,” Mrs. Archer said. “I’m completely at your service.”

			Mrs. Bainbridge set her teacup down on the marble-topped table beside her chair. “If you’re in need of an extra pair of hands, you must make free to utilize Miss Hartwright.”

			“Aunt Charlotte,” Mrs. Archer objected under her breath.

			“I won’t need a companion with me every moment of the day,” Mrs. Bainbridge went on. “Miss Hartwright will have plenty of time to spare. I see no reason she shouldn’t help if she’s able. And participate in the festivities, too. Young people must have their fun.”

			Lady Helena’s gaze settled back on Clara’s face.

			Clara already had plans for her free time. An entire stack of them waiting in her carpetbag. All she could think about was getting back to her room, opening her latest parcel, and setting to work. She had no wish to spend any of her free time on trimming trees, or other holiday nonsense.

			But this was Christmas. And her ladyship had kindly permitted Bertie to remove from the stable to the warmth and safety of the house.

			Would it be so terrible to join in with the spirit of things? To, for once, endeavor to be something more than invisible?

			It seemed a revolutionary idea. A dangerous one, too, based on past experience. But with all eyes in the room upon her, Clara could do nothing but acquiesce. “Thank you, ma’am. I would be glad to be of use.”
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			Neville loomed over Bertie’s sleeping form, regarding him with a troubled frown. The pug was still curled up tightly on his pile of empty feed sacks. He hadn’t moved so much as an inch since Miss Hartwright had left the stables. And that was more than an hour ago. If not for the muted snuffle of his intermittent snores, Neville might have believed that the elderly canine had expired.

			An unsettling thought.

			The last thing Neville wanted was to have to tell Miss Hartwright that her pug had died while in his care.

			“He looks contented.” A deep voice sounded from the feed room door.

			Neville’s head jerked up to find Justin standing there. Neville exhaled, relieved it wasn’t a stranger. With so many people coming and going from the Abbey, he never knew who he might encounter from one moment to the next.

			But Justin was safe. He was a friend. Practically a brother. The two of them had grown up together in the orphanage, along with Tom Finchley and Alex Archer. Justin had been their fearless leader. He’d taken care of Neville. Protected him.

			If not for Justin…

			Well.

			Neville didn’t like to think of what might have become of him.

			“He’s sleeping.”

			Justin looked doubtful. “Are you certain he’s not…?”

			Neville shot another glance at Bertie’s abdomen. It was still rising and falling, very slightly, with each softly snorting breath. “He isn’t.”

			Justin turned to exit the feed room. “You haven’t introduced him to Paul and Jonesy yet, have you?”

			Neville followed after him. “Not yet.”

			The two mastiffs had been banished to the stables for the day. Last he’d looked, they were sleeping on a pile of straw in one of the loose boxes.

			“The horses appear to be settled, each of them brushed to a high shine. And the saddles and bridles have all been cleaned and oiled, I see.” Justin gave him an amused look. “You’ve been keeping busy out here.”

			Neville clamped his mouth shut. He wouldn’t make excuses for himself. Not that Justin would have believed them anyway. He knew Neville far too well.

			“Helena expected you at the Abbey this morning. And then again for tea when Laura’s relations arrived.” Justin stopped beside the loose box that housed his horse, Hiran. The chestnut stallion swung his head over the door to nip at Justin’s sleeve. “You can’t hide away here the whole of the holiday.”

			“I’m not hiding. Why should I?”

			“No reason. Certainly not when it’s just Tom and Alex and their wives in residence. But today, two new guests have arrived. Mrs. Bainbridge and Mr. Hayes. I suppose I can’t blame you for feeling a bit reluctant.”

			“Not only them.”

			Justin’s brows lifted.

			“Miss Hartwright,” Neville said.

			“Miss Bainbridge’s companion?” Justin gave Hiran an absent scratch on the neck. “Has she done something to make you uncomfortable? I wouldn’t have thought her capable. She seems a harmless, mousy little thing.”

			Mousy?

			Justin was usually so astute. So canny. But mousy? Had he lost his wits? Or, more to the point, his sense of sight?

			“She’s not mousy,” Neville said. “She’s…”

			She was beautiful, is what she was. But he wasn’t going to admit that. Not to Justin.

			It wasn’t that Neville didn’t trust his friend, only that Justin was married now. He’d inevitably tell his wife, Lady Helena. And Lady Helena would tell her best friend, Jenny Finchley, who would then confide in Tom. And then, somehow, Alex and Laura would get wind of it. All resulting in Neville being made to look—quite unintentionally—like some variety of pathetic fool.

			“She’s what?” Justin prompted.

			Neville’s jaw tightened. “Nothing.”

			Understanding registered in Justin’s gray eyes. “Ah.”

			Neville didn’t care for that look. That knowing look that seemed to see—and understand—all of his private thoughts and feelings.

			“Forgive me,” Justin said. “Since I married, I find myself incapable of properly assessing the beauty of any lady, save my wife. But you’re right. I misspoke. Miss Hartwright isn’t mousy.” He paused. “What is it? Are you worried she’ll say something unfeeling about your condition? That she’ll treat you poorly?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“It clearly does. But there’s a simple enough solution. Helena can have a word with her. Or, perhaps, Laura—”

			“No!” Neville stifled a frustrated growl. “I wish…” The words were as thick as molasses. As slow as molasses, too. The more out of sorts he became, the harder it was for him to form them. “I w-wish I hadn’t said anything about…about her.”

			Justin didn’t comment on Neville’s loss of temper. Not directly. “I’ve asked a lot of you this past year, haven’t I? First, you were obliged to accustom yourself to the Abbey having a mistress. Then Tom married Jenny. And last week Alex returned to Devon, along with his new bride. It’s been difficult for you, I fear.”

			“Not d-difficult. Just…”

			“Traveling into Abbot’s Holcombe wasn’t difficult? You couldn’t even manage to do so for my wedding last year. It can’t have been easy for you.”

			It hadn’t been.

			Located thirteen miles up the coast from the Abbey, Abbot’s Holcombe was now a fashionable resort town. But two decades ago, it had been a bleak and stormy place, more notable for its parish orphanage than for its pleasing prospects of the sea.

			Neville had hoped to never see the place again.

			He’d refused to attend Justin’s wedding, it was true. A cowardly decision Neville had come to regret.

			When Alex had arrived last week on the train, Neville had determined not to make the same mistake again. He couldn’t refuse to meet his childhood friend at the station. The very friend who’d saved Neville’s life on the day of his accident. Abbot’s Holcombe was just a place, after all. It wasn’t a person. And it certainly wasn’t responsible for the ills that had befallen him.

			Nevertheless…

			As he’d climbed down from the carriage and onto the railway platform, his palms had grown damp, and his pulse had accelerated with alarming swiftness.

			“Tom and Jenny will be returning for dinner this evening,” Justin said. “I won’t insist you join us. I’ll only remind you that this is your home, and that you’re among friends. Don’t isolate yourself down here. It serves no purpose.”

			“I’m not. I—”

			“I know you prefer it, even at the best of times, but this is Christmas. And we’re all together at last. The eloquence of your speech will be the last thing on people’s minds.”

			Neville shook his head. “You don’t understand. You can’t.”

			“Oh, can’t I? Do you think I don’t know what it’s like to be looked at askance?”

			“Yes, but…” Neville scarcely noticed Justin’s burns anymore. And when he did, they didn’t alarm him. They were merely a reminder of his friend’s bravery and strength of character. “You’re a hero.”

			Justin snorted. “Hardly.”

			“Lady Helena says—”

			“Of course Helena says so. She’s my wife.” A smile edged Justin’s mouth. Any mention of Lady Helena always served to boost his spirits. “How is your speech any more repellent than my burns? And what about Laura’s brother? He’s in a wheeled chair, for God’s sake. A dashed nuisance, I expect, for a young lad like him. And yet he’s here—among strangers, no less.”

			Neville’s gaze dropped to the straw-covered floor of the stables. He knew what Justin was trying to do. He was attempting to make him feel better. But one’s infirmities weren’t any easier to tolerate simply because some other poor chap had it worse.

			Besides, faulty speech was different from burn scars or a wheeled chair. Language went to the heart of a person’s humanity. It was the dividing line between men and beasts. And for a man of his size to stammer, and stutter. To forget his words entirely, or to blurt them out like a disordered child… It was worse than embarrassing. It was shameful.

			“You spend too much time alone of late,” Justin said. “You’re in danger of sinking into a melancholy.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Don’t deny it. Not to me. I’ve had personal experience with the state. I recognize the signs when I see them.” Justin clapped a hand on Neville’s shoulder. “Come. Enough moping about. Gather your things—and that little dog—and return to the Abbey with me.”

			Neville looked up. “The pug can come up to the house?”

			“Naturally. I’ll rouse Paul and Jonesy. We can get all the introductions over with at once—God help us.”

			Neville grimaced. “God help the guests.”

			Justin appeared unperturbed by the possibility of canine havoc. “They seem a sturdy enough bunch. A pair of ravening mastiffs aren’t likely to send them running back to the railway station.” He paused, adding dryly, “One hopes.”
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			Back in her room at last, Clara lifted her carpetbag onto the dressing table, unlocked it, and opened it wide. Inside were her most prized possessions. Her most valuable, too. Six months’ worth of them. She withdrew the topmost packet, feeling the familiar sensation of nervous butterflies in her stomach as she broke the seal.

			It contained, as it always did, a thick stack of papers covered in lopsided script. A note was scrawled in the right-hand corner of the first page.

			Dear Clara,

			Apologies. Here’s the latest.

			Fond regards, Simon

			It was the same note Simon had written on most of the sets of papers he’d sent to her this year. Apologies. Always apologies. As if nine hastily dashed-off words could make up for his carelessness. Heaven’s sake, he used to enclose an entire letter!

			“I ask only one thing of you,” she’d said when he’d first left for Cambridge. “That you tell me everything. Describe it all so that I may experience it with you.”

			And he had done, initially. But as the years passed, Simon had become less inclined to share the rarified experience of his education with his older sister. No matter that her wages paid his tuition.

			She sank down at the dressing table with a sigh.

			It didn’t signify. All she really wanted was his lessons, and those he continued to send—albeit belatedly.

			She turned the first page. The words written across the top were oddly familiar.

			Notes on Classification of Natural Objects and Phenomena

			A soft knock sounded at the door. “Miss Hartwright?”

			Clara’s pulse jumped. She leapt up from her seat, shoving the stack of papers back into her valise and clicking it shut. “Yes?”

			Mrs. Archer quietly entered the room, shutting the door behind her. Her ebony hair was drawn back into a delicate silk net, the same shade of blue as her eyes. “I thought you might have already gone to retrieve your dog.”

			A flicker of guilt stung at Clara’s conscience. She’d hoped to fetch Bertie after tea, but her curiosity over her parcel had been too great to resist. After assisting Mrs. Bainbridge in settling in, Clara had returned to her own bedroom rather than departing for the stables. It was only for a moment, she’d promised herself. Just long enough to open her parcel. Bertie wouldn’t mind a brief delay, surely. “I’ll be going down shortly.”

			“I won’t keep you,” Mrs. Archer said. “I only wanted to make certain you were comfortable, and that you have everything you require.”

			“Oh yes.” Clara stood beside the dressing table, hands clasped in front of her. “The housekeeper is looking after me.”

			“And my aunt? She’s not too tired from the journey, I trust.”

			“Mrs. Bainbridge is having a lie-down. I offered her some of her tonic, but she refused it. I was unable to persuade her.”

			“Aunt Charlotte won’t take her tonic unless it’s strictly necessary. You needn’t keep after her. She’ll ask for it if her heart begins to pain her.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Clara hesitated. “She did seem a bit weak after the journey.”

			“She’s only tired, I expect. Travel overtaxes her. And with the change in the weather…” Mrs. Archer’s mouth curved into a pensive frown. “I wonder if I was selfish to encourage her to spend Christmas in such a climate? Dampness has always worsened her aches and pains.”

			“It’s not damp inside the house,” Clara pointed out. Rather the opposite. She was toasty warm. Warmer than she’d been in an age. Her last employer had guarded the coals for the fire as if each one was a precious jewel. As a result, Clara’s former bedroom had been the approximate temperature of an icebox.

			“No. It’s really quite modern, isn’t it? Despite the remote location. Mr. Thornhill has even had gaslight installed in some of the rooms.” Mrs. Archer’s features brightened. “I daresay my aunt will warm up soon enough, once she’s recovered from her journey. And then we can all set our minds to having a merry Christmas.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Clara managed a smile, certain it looked as brittle as it felt.

			She hadn’t had a merry Christmas in a very long time. In truth, she couldn’t remember ever having had one. And it wasn’t only because they’d never had a bean to spare for gifts. Or because Mama found the fashion for Christmas trees frivolous—never mind that it was favored by the Queen.

			It was hard to imagine Christmas here being any merrier.

			There was an aura of gloom about the Abbey. No matter its warmth and modernizations. She supposed it was the age of the place.

			“You mustn’t feel as though you can’t take part. You’re not a servant here.” Mrs. Archer paused, studying Clara’s face. “Forgive me if I’ve got the wrong end of things, but I sense that your last position may not have been entirely agreeable.”

			Clara’s cheeks warmed. “I was very grateful for it.”

			“Of course you were.” Mrs. Archer moved to the door. “I’ll say no more on the subject. You’re sure to get an earful on the role of ladies’ companions when you meet Mrs. Finchley. She was once Lady Helena’s companion, you know.”

			Clara’s brows shot up. She hadn’t known. “And they remain on good terms?”

			“Indeed. They’re the best of friends.” Mrs. Archer smiled back at Clara as she opened the door. “We’re an eccentric bunch, Miss Hartwright, even at the best of times. Consider yourself warned.”

			With Mrs. Archer gone, Clara once again sank down into the chair in front of the dressing table. She didn’t retrieve her papers from her valise. She didn’t have to. The lesson on classification of natural objects was an old one, the notes drawn straight out of Herschel’s Preliminary Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy. It was a lesson she’d read before.

			Helpless frustration rose in her breast.

			She didn’t want to relearn the principles of classification. She was past the fundamentals of natural philosophy, and so was Simon. At least, he should be.

			Her fingers drummed absently on the inlaid surface of the dressing table.

			There was nothing for it. She would have to involve her mother.

			The prospect was as grim as it was necessary. Mama wasn’t fond of receiving personal letters, nor of writing them. Indeed, Clara hadn’t heard from her since the summer, and only then in the briefest terms.

			“Don’t forget your brother’s school fees,” she’d admonished in the short missive.

			As if Clara could.

			She’d always considered them her own school fees, after a fashion. That is, until Simon had grown lazy in sending her copies of his lessons. And now, a duplicate lesson!

			Is this all she had to show for four years of being a lady’s companion? A thorough knowledge of dratted classification?

			Oh, but it wasn’t fair. It simply wasn’t.

			She stood, smoothing the skirts of her plain gray day dress as she crossed the room. She needed paper, pen, and ink. Surely Mr. Thornhill must have some in his study.

			Another knock sounded at the door, harder and brisker than before.

			Was it Mrs. Archer come back again? Or Mrs. Bainbridge? Schooling her features, Clara went to the door and opened it.

			Neville Cross’s large frame filled the doorway.

			Her breath caught in her chest. She pressed one hand to the front of her corseted waist. In the stable, she hadn’t properly appreciated how extraordinarily big he was. But here in the house…

			Good gracious.

			He appeared an absolute giant. He was taller, even, than Mr. Thornhill, with the sort of bronzed skin and lean, well-muscled build that spoke of hours spent out of doors engaged in some physical pursuit or other.

			When she’d met him in the stable, Clara had thought him well favored. But now he struck her as something rather more than that.

			His features were roughly hewn, with straight blond brows, lean cheeks, and a jaw so firm it could have been chiseled from granite. He might have been intimidating if not for the sun-streaked splendor of his fair hair and the slightly faraway look in his pale blue eyes.

			She wondered, briefly, if he had a wife or a sweetheart.

			A stupid thought. The sort of romantic schoolgirl fancy that was designed to get her in trouble again. And this time with a servant, of all people.

			Mr. Cross was a servant, wasn’t he? The head groom, or something like.

			Yet his clothing was well made. And hadn’t Mr. Thornhill and Lady Helena mentioned his taking part in the holiday festivities? As if he were a friend or a family member.

			She waited for him to say something, but he only looked at her. Stared at her, really.

			“It’s not Bertie, is it?” she asked at last. “Something hasn’t happened?”

			Mr. Cross’s throat contracted on a swallow. “No. I’ve brought him to you.”

			Her brows lifted. Mr. Cross’s arms were empty, hanging loose at his sides. She gave them a pointed look, and saw—for the first time—that one of his hands was clenched into a fist. Odd that. And slightly unsettling. Her eyes met his. “Where is he?”

			“In the kitchen. Eating with Paul and Jonesy. I came to tell you—”

			“I’m sorry, who? Paul and—” She broke off in dawning horror. “Not the two mastiffs?”

			Mr. Cross nodded.

			She pushed past him into the hall. “Which way is the kitchen?”

			He caught her by the upper arm. “Miss Hartwright—”

			She stopped short, her skirts swinging about her legs. “I beg your pardon. Will you please unhand me, sir?”

			He abruptly released her, taking a step back, as if he’d been scalded. “I didn’t—” His face was stricken. “Did I hurt you?”

			She straightened her sleeve. “Not at all. But I don’t care to be manhandled. And I won’t tolerate anyone taking liberties with Bertie. You should have told me you intended for him to meet the other dogs. I’d have been there to help. You can’t just—”
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