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Sweet mother of God, what have I gotten myself into? 

“Cor? You there? Are you there, yet? Come on, lady. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

I stood with the phone in my hand, listening to the concerned voice on the other end, and couldn’t for the life of me find words to respond. All hell was breaking loose in my mind.

“You’re there, aren’t you? God, I am so jealous! I haven’t been back to Scotland in so long.”

Jealous, Patti? You’re jealous? If only you could see what I see. 

“Ye gonna be alright, lass?”

I stood in the dark driveway, the gravel grinding under my sneakers as I stared into the dark, the massive shape of Cavendish House looming all around me.

“Hang on, Patti. Give me a minute.”

I turned back to the cab driver and gave a sheepish smile. “I think I’ll be alright. Is there any chance you might just stay right there – just keep your headlights shining on the house until I get inside?”

The cab driver was an older gentleman, a sharp nose holding up clear-rimmed glasses as he peered out the window at me, then up at the dark estate. “Ye sure this is where you’re stayin? Sure they’re expectin ye?”

I swallowed. “I am.”

“Well, bless,” he said, leaning back in his seat as he straightened the scally cap atop his head. “I’ll stay put, then. Ye wave when you’re alright for me to go, aye?”

“Thank you so much,” I said, hefting my duffle bag up onto my shoulder. I turned toward my fate and swallowed hard. 

The phrase ′You bit off more than you can chew’ was flitting through my mind - naturally in my mother’s voice. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath before making my way up the last few yards of the driveway. The cab driver turned the volume back up on his radio, casting the smooth jams of Foreigner’s I Want to Know What Love Is across the highland countryside. 

Nothing had ever felt so surreal – and fitting.

The headlights shone bright across this creeping monolith of stone, history, and rampant neglect – the place I would call home for the next two months – but it couldn’t cut through the solid black of being in the middle of east overshoes nowhere Scotland. 

Yes, I said East Overshoes. Don’t you say that? Is that a New England thing? Whatever, so is the phrase ‘I’m wicked fucked,’ which I was beginning to worry would also apply to my current predicament.

“You there?”

I brought the phone back up to my ear. “I am, yes. Sorry about that.”

“Are you listening to Foreigner right now?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Oddly, yes.”

Of course, I was. Of course, the universe would play Foreigner right now. And that song in particular.

That’s what would happen to me in the middle of Podunk nowhere Scotland. 

Because despite traveling the world over, I’d never been more truly alone in my life than I was at that moment. And in another couple of minutes, even the cabby would be gone.

I say again, “What have I gotten myself into?”

Patti sighed, softly. “Well, if it’s really so bad, you know you can always come home.”

I grunted in disagreement. “Yeah, no. Not if I can absolutely avoid it.”

“Is she really that bad?”

I paused. “Yes.”

She was referring to my father’s fiancé, Diane. She’d come into my life years before with a forced smile, but she’d never liked that I was back living with Kenny at the time, and once she moved into Kenny’s house – she made it as clear as possible that I was no longer welcome. 

Truth was, I’d rather chew glass than live under the same roof as Diane Meyer, and I’d been traveling the world for two years to prove it.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing, Patti. Sorry, hang on. I’m trying to find the key to get in.”

I made my way up to the steps and stopped, staring at the doors. 

Patti was on the other side of the Atlantic, and the closest ‘friend’ I had was an hour’s drive south in Perth, Scotland – and he wasn’t answering his phone anymore.

Not answering his phone in the kind of way that makes a girl think he might not be interested anymore.

Good thing he waited until I got to Scotland to evaporate. Awfully kind of him. Especially since he’s the guy who got me this stupid housesitting job.

“Well? How does it look? Is it magnificent?”

“Uh, you could say that, I suppose.” 

Ivy overtook the façade of the massive structure long ago, and the once neatly kept garden slithered around the corners of the mansion with thorny derision. In the light of headlights, I couldn’t even see the whole of the house. I silently prayed that I’d find the house with electricity once inside. Otherwise, I’d be rocking a dead battery on my phone in less than an hour, with no way to charge it, and the closest shop was a miles-long trek down a dirt road Scotland wanted to forget.

I’m going to be eaten by wolves, aren’t I? I thought.

Do they have wolves in Scotland?

And I had no car.

Peachy.

“Are you going to have to break in?” Patti said on the other end of the line, her voice taking on that familiar concerned tone she’d favored since we were little kids.

Patricia Hannity was my cousin and the kind of woman that grows up to be a Park Ranger.

Literally, she’s a Park Ranger. 

Normally, her hyper-concerned nature would get on my nerves, but at that moment, it was the one thing keeping me from a panic attack.

I shook my head. “I don’t have to break in. She told me where the key is.”

“You know, I really think you should file a complaint with the service. She should’ve never left you high and dry like that. It’s not like she didn’t have three months to plan to pick you up at the train station or anything.”

Despite Patti being unable to see, I shrugged. “There’s not much I can do about it, now. I didn’t get this job through the service – this was through Christopher. Just hoping I can get in, maybe find something to eat.”

The woman Patti referred to was Jocelyn Read – executor of the Cavendish estate.

“Ah, yes. Christopher,” she said, and I could practically hear her nose crinkle. “I mean, I haven’t been there in a long while, but they must have Uber or something like that?”

I laughed. “It’s fine. I managed.”

“Managed. The pound is currently worth almost twice the dollar. Her negligence cost you a hundred-dollar cab ride!”

“I know -”

The phone buzzed against my ear, startling the shit out of me. I stopped to read the screen – Joceyln Read.

“Oh, thank Christ! Ok, she’s calling me back.”

“It’s about time! Alright, let me know as soon as you’re settled and can tell me about the house, ok. I’m dying to hear how haunted it is.”

My stomach turned. “Shut up. That’s the last thing I need to think about right now. Call you later.”

I quickly switched calls, desperate to hear my employer’s voice. “Hello!”

“Ms. Turner?”

“Corinne’s fine,” I said, glancing back to the lights of the cabby with a sheepish shrug. I had half a mind to propose to him for being so patient. 

“Corinne, I’m so sorry I missed you at the station today. Something came up. Completely unforeseen over here. Have you managed to get to the estate on your own?”

“I have, yes. Had to take a cab from the train in Keith. Wasn’t cheap by any means – I think about one hundred and -”

“That’s wonderful to hear. Have you settled in then? Did you find the key alright?”

I rushed up the cracked stone steps to the looming wooden door, one of the few surfaces not covered in plant growth. Along one of the railings was a sorry-looking flowerpot, a long-dead something now brown and soggy drooping over its sides. I lifted it up and found my prize – a tarnished old key that left a perfect silhouette in the dried dirt beneath the pot when I picked it up.

“Actually, I’m just arriving now, but I have the key.”

“Oh, wonderful. Alright, once you’re inside - I know it’s late, you’ll be wanting to get to bed, I’m sure - head on up to the top floor. There are rooms made up for guests in the south wing.”

The south wing? Good lord.

I unlocked the heavy wooden door and pushed the massive thing open, feeling it catch on something just inside.

“Is there electricity running, here?” I asked, staring into the dark. 

“Of course. I wouldn’t leave you out there stranded,” Jocelyn said, her tone betraying a half-distracted level of interest.

I let the wooden door swing as far open as it would go, then fought to take a breath. I wasn’t sure what wonders I might find inside – or horrors, as I was quickly realizing.

“The light switch is just along the front wall – to the right of the door. Or left, if you’re coming into the house.”

I leaned inside, half afraid some Lovecraftian creature was in the dark, waiting to grab me by the face and eat my scalp. I ran my hand over the dusty wallpaper until my fingers caught on an old-fashioned switch.

With a soft click, the grand entryway was alight, glowing amber from a chandelier hanging high overhead.

“Wow,” I said, at a loss for any other word.

The foyer betrayed all manner of its once and former glory. There was a split grand staircase at the far end of the entryway, leading up to a second-floor landing with stairs to a third curving out of sight. The walls were covered in dusty old paintings and the ceiling high above betrayed ancient wooden beams. Even the banister of the staircase looked hand-carved, a unicorn rearing up with flared nostrils.

Speaking of flared nostrils, what the fuck was that smell? 

I glanced across the room, scanning the scattered leaves and branches that somehow found their way inside. Among the dried leaves was a tiny brown shape.

A dead something - whatever it was.

I let my eyes go wide as I stared down at it. “That’s a great omen.”

“What’s that?” Jocelyn said.

“Nothing, sorry. Just muttering to myself.”

High doorways lead out of the room in every direction, two or three doors per wall, and a crisp gust of wind was creeping in through a busted window by the front door. It looked as though that window had been letting in the elements for some time.

I took a deep breath. “It needs a lot of work.”

Jocelyn called to someone on the other end, seemingly delegating to some minion, if the tone was to be trusted. Then, she returned her attention to me. “Well, of course. That was rather the point, wasn’t it?” 

Oh, lady… you undersold this shit so hard. 

“Right. Of course. I just – I didn’t realize it was so -”

“Mr. Douglas had his peculiarities. Now, we simply need to keep an eye on the place until the estate is settled.”

I dropped my duffle bag by the front door, making a point to avoid the mouse corpse as I pushed the door shut. It left a perfect arc of clean floor through the dust in its wake. 

“Well, I mean – the front hallway should be a quick fix. Just need to find a broom and patch up the window. I didn’t see the car. Is there a garage somewhere? I could head into town, maybe pick up new panes of glass tomorrow?”

“No, no. There’s no need for that. You’re not there to fix the place up. Throw a piece of paper over it or some such. It’ll be quite enough to clear out the rubbish and make sure it doesn’t -”

Ms. Read trailed off a moment. 

I stared at the dusty, neglected room, vowing to ignore my ‘employer.’ There was no way I was living in a squirrel’s nest for two months. The window was getting fixed.

Jesus Christ, put a piece of paper over it? You’ve got to be kidding me.

“Keep an eye on the place. Make it seem lived in so area hooligans don’t get any ideas, that’s all we need from you.”

“Ok,” I said, stooping to pick up a rather large branch that was partially jammed through the window. “Are there a lot of hooligans in this area of Scotland?”

“Well, no.”

“Ok - and I know you said Mr. Douglas lived here until last month, so do you think there might be some food I can eat? I haven’t eaten since yesterday. Or if you let me know where the car is -”

“Oh, sorry Corinne. I’ve gotta dash, but please keep me posted on how you get on. You can always email me if you have any questions.”

“Email you? Wait? Is there wi-fi?”

The phone went dead, and I was alone in the dilapidated space. If Quasimodo himself had sauntered out from a back room to lead me to my chambers, it wouldn’t have surprised me. 

A moment passed before the honk of a car startled my attention back to the door. I spun around, darting back out onto the steps to wave at the still waiting cabby. I caught a glimpse of his hand waving back, then watched as the headlights pulled around and headed down the dirt road and out of sight, the echo of All the Young Dudes by Mott the Hoople whispering through the air behind him. 

I stood there for a long moment, letting the full weight of the dark set in.

My life was seconds from turning into a horror movie, and I knew it.

Well, at least I die with a sense of humor, I thought.

What had Christopher gotten me into?

I turned back to the grand hall and fought to breathe. 

My months-long adventure spent in a Jane Austen-caliber estate was looking far more like a Bronte novel, now. Somebody was going to end up blind or dead at the end of this story.

“If there’s a crazy lady living in the attic, I’m out,” I said aloud, as though the house itself was listening and capable of laughing at my jokes.

I kicked the duffle further into the hall, watching the patch of dusted floor appear behind it, and heard a strange noise from somewhere in the house – high-pitched and almost alive.

I waited a moment for it to return. Nothing came.

Well, fuck. That’s a good sign.

The air wasn’t heavy like some houses – as though the rooms are alive and watching you. That was the way I’d describe a haunted house – heavy. Thick with intention.

This house felt thick with something, alright, but that something was dust.

I ducked my head into the kitchen – an ancient, high-ceilinged hall of a room with a fireplace I could easily pitch a tent and camp in if needed. I flipped the light switch to find only two of the dozen light fixtures worked.

Awesome. We’re roughing this shit so hard.

I stood there a long moment, imagining the tasty things I’d find congealing and rotting in the massive fridge across the room. I snatched a paper towel from the counter, surprised to find such a thing waiting in the otherwise miserable space, then turned on my heel. The hunt for unrotten food was an adventure for another damn day. I was too exhausted now.

I hustled into the hall, snatched the dead mouse up off the floor with the paper towel, and tossed it out through the broken window. I didn’t dare open the door again. That felt like inviting an escaped convict to be waiting on the steps with a grin.

No to that, I thought, locking the front doors with a loud, malicious click.

That sure showed that roving band of murderers what’s what!

I thought better of trying to hunt down a window-worthy sheet of paper and resigned myself to worry about it tomorrow. I’d spent all day on a train, my feet were killing me, and I wanted to curl up and reevaluate my whole life. I hoisted the duffle bag onto my shoulder and headed up the massive stairs and reigned myself to hunting for my room in the far reaches of the upstairs. I moved through the house like some timid thing as I scanned every wall for the next light switch. Some offered no response as the long-forgotten bulbs had blown before I arrived, but enough still offered light to get me up to the third floor. I reached the top of the grand stairs to find a breeze blowing in from one side of the house, leaving me sure there were more broken windows and fresh horrors lying in wait in the ‘east wing.’ 

I followed the better-lit hallway, dragging my heavy duffle bag along the corridors, trying not to bump the side tables or wall sconces as I hobbled along, glancing into rooms for a sign of my ‘accommodations.’

There was an unspeakable eeriness to the place at that late hour. I had no doubt the house maintained its eerie complexion even in the light of day, but with the howl of the wind through broken windows greeting me in the distance, I was sure a little daylight couldn’t hurt the sheen. I wanted nothing more than to sleep, to find my bed, and forget the long and tiresome day. I had some trail mix in my bag. I could find the car in the morning. 

I could survive one night in complete isolation, right?

The last room on the left offered windows on two walls, a made bed, a pair of dressers, and a hint of blueish light casting in from the crescent moon outside. 

I gave my duffle bag a swing and let it loose into the dark room. A flash of movement caught my eye down the hallway. 

Oh, fuck no, I thought. 

I stopped dead, staring in the direction I’d come. I didn’t hear any movement – there were no footsteps or voices to betray company, and I’d certainly locked the front door. Not that the house was exactly air-tight.

Still, the air was heavier now – heavy in the way I knew all too well.

“Hello?” I called, keeping my voice quiet. 

I cringed. Isn’t that always the way murder victims act in horror movies? Call out to the psycho so he knows exactly where you are to skin you and eat your scalp.

Why am I so obsessed with scalp eating?

Ah, the things we contemplate right before our deaths.

I stared for a long moment, then exhaled through my nose. “Quit being a jackass, Turner. It’s an old house, and Patti’s probably right – it’s haunted as hell.”

Still, I stood there watching the landing at the top of the stairs. Though I wanted desperately to pretend it was a trick of the eye, I could’ve sworn I’d seen skirts swoop around the corner and out of sight. 

After a long, quiet moment, I slipped into my bedroom and shut the door tight behind me. 

As though on cue, the high-pitched sound returned. It was closer this time, an undeniably living sound.

I pressed my forehead to the door. “Please stop being creepy, thing,” I said.

The ‘thing’ responded with another high-pitched cry in the distance.

I stepped back out into the hallway and called again, “Hello?”

I made a point to speak in the most high-pitched, happy-sounding tone I could. 

It inspired a response.

The cry was muffled, but clear enough to betray direction. I moved back down the hallway, faster than I’d come, turning my ear toward the sound as I called again. “I hear you! Where are you?” Still in that same sing-song tone.

The cries grew louder, coming faster now in agitation. I stopped at the top of the stairs and listened. The cries were coming from the dark side of the house - the east wing.

Well, shit. It was nice knowing you, life.

I swallowed and trudged into the dark, my phone steadied in my hand to light the way.

“I’m right here. Tell me where you are,” I said, only to have the cries double, now coupled with a pathetic scratching sound. I stopped just outside a closed door, feeling the cool air from broken windows in the neighboring rooms. Beneath the door, a line of blue betrayed moonlight through a window beyond, and in that beam of light, a tiny shadow was moving from side to side beyond the door.

I turned the doorknob and opened the door a crack. The room within was cold and damp, and I quickly caught sight of the disarray within. A massive pile of old soiled mattresses lay gathered at the center of the room, at least a dozen deep, and just above them, a brown and black stain of water damage across the ceiling. The roof here was clearly letting all manner of weather in.

And there, in the middle of this miserable, forgotten place, a tiny, fuzz-covered little kitten stood on the floor, creeping toward my ankles with that same pathetic mewling sound.

“Oh, sweet pea!” I exclaimed, and all fear of the house evaporated. I knelt beside the tiny gray kitten, holding out my hand in wait. The little beast rushed over to me, bypassing my hand to rub his face across my knee. He set his paws up on my thigh and dug in his claws, fighting to climb up me. 

My heart melted in an instant, and I scooped him up. He slammed his forehead under my chin as I rose to my full height and turned back toward my bedroom. 

I wasted no time calling Patti back. 

“You named him what?”

I sat on my bed dangling a tassel from my sweater onto the covers as the tiny grey kitten lunged and chased after it. “Mr. Darcy.”

Patti laughed on the other end of the line. “Of course you did.”

“Why not? It’s a wonderful name!” Even I couldn’t keep a straight face as I said these words. “How can you not love it? I’m staying in this massive estate, a regal little gentleman crossed my path – it’s clearly fate.”

“You are such a nerd.”

I smiled. “I know, but you should see his little face! He’s so handsome.”

“I think it’s a wonderful choice. You deserve a Mr. Darcy in your life.”

I caught her tone. It made me frown. “Hey, he could still reappear, couldn't he?”

“I suppose,” she said, but it wasn’t the least bit convincing. 

We were talking about Christopher Menzies, a handsome, rakish Scot who I’d met in London just a few months before. We’d hit it off really well. 

Or so I thought. As much as two people can hit it off with months of texting, face-timing, and inappropriate flirtation.

Hell, he was the reason I was there, getting me this job when I was fleeing an awful housesitting experience in Birmingham.

And yes, I’d taken the job to escape the god-awful situation, but there was something else luring me up to Scotland. The promise of finally getting to see Christopher, again.

After I housesit for two months in this Podunk estate.

Where he had threatened to come shag me, repeatedly.

Then he stopped responding to messages five days before my train to Edinburgh.

Patti sighed on the other end of the line. “I’m glad you’re not buying that ‘something came up’ line he was pulling before.”

‘Something came up’ was Christopher’s go-to excuse for disappearing. Sure, he worked well over sixty hours a week in a lab studying candida or some other thing, but he also promised to make the trip worth my while.

Then something came up.

Or more aptly, nothing came up, because he wasn’t here.

I stopped flitting the tassel in front of the kitten for a moment. 

Chris was supposed to be my gallant Scottish lover, the man every woman like me dreams of meeting on a trip to London.

“Nothing. You haven’t done anything. I’m just very busy.”

That was the last thing he’d said to me when I asked what might’ve inspired his disappearance. Almost a week ago.

Bastard.

If only I hadn’t become so utterly and completely smitten with him – and the sound of him whispering naughty things in that perfect Scottish brogue of his.

Damn it.

Now, I was curled up in a dilapidated castle with a kitten named Mr. Darcy, all because he’d convinced me to come north, and now I was in hell house, fighting tooth and nail to hang on to hope rather than wallow in broken-hearted disappointment.

Mr. Darcy did a barrel roll across the comforter and startled me with the sheer magnitude of his cuteness. I laughed, grateful for the distraction.

“Is it so wrong to want to just travel to Scotland, find my own Scottish soul mate, and live happily ever after?”

Patti laughed. “You know how I feel about that.”

I sighed. “Yeah, how is that going? The divorce moving along?”

Patti had found her own Scottish lover while in college, married him, and moved back to America with him, only to have him leave her high and dry after five years of marriage.

“Not as fast as I’d like, but it’s moving.”

“Oh, good. I’m glad.”

I flitted the string in front of the kitten, but his eyes were growing droopy. It was time for bed.

“Just remember, alright. Scots don’t – the guys over there, they don’t work like guys here. You might think a guy really likes you, but the second you mention dating or commitment – anything more than a quick shag, he’ll evaporate.”

I took a deep breath. “Awesome. That’s just awesome.”

“There are exceptions, but – sadly, it’s true. Dating is just a different animal over there.”

“Good to know.”

We both remained on the phone for a long moment in silence. I didn’t want to hang up. Hanging up the phone meant I was alone again. Alone in the middle of Scotland, in the middle of a neglected estate, surrounded in all directions by trees, fields, dirt roads, and the unfamiliar. 

And now I had a kitten to contend with, and though I’d found an old can of chicken in the kitchen pantry, I had no litter box to speak of and no way to go buy one. 

And if Patti wasn’t on the phone, I’d go back to hearing phantom phone vibrations where there were none, constantly disappointed that Chris still hadn’t gotten in touch.

Talking to Patti was one of the few worthy distractions.

“You should get some sleep,” Patti said.

I groaned. I was tired in many ways – just not the kind that inspires sound sleep.

I said my goodbyes and did as Patti advised. I pulled my headphones out of my bag, set my passport and cash on the bedside table, then clicked off the bedside lamp before curling up under the covers, a tiny ball of fur slithering down to sleep in the crook of my knee.


      [image: ]I startled awake. There hadn’t been a sound as far as I could tell, nor a sudden movement from the tiny kitten still serenely asleep beneath the blanket. Still, I’d woken up as though thunder split the sky just over my head. 

I fought to adjust my eyes to the dark, watching the wall and the light from the window as I fought to steady my racing heart.

The weight of the air didn’t dissipate. There was something strange about it, something unearthly and oppressive – as though I was being watched.

I swallowed, pulling the blanket up to my chin as I stared at the open door of my bedroom.

Open door.

I shut that door before going to bed, didn’t I? Hadn’t I made sure to shut it so Mr. Darcy wouldn’t sneak out in the night and get himself stuck somewhere in the far reaches of the house? 

I turned my eyes toward the window, then reached to the bedside table for my phone. 

How long had I been out?

A shadow crossed the open doorway and startled me upright, my phone skittering across the floor. I watched the door, the phone’s light casting an eerie glow on the Persian rug. I stared at the hallway outside, my eyes wide, as though I might adjust to the dark by force.

I was regretting those haunted house jokes from earlier.

“Hello!” I called for the third time that night. Like an asshole.

There was no response. Still, I was sure I’d just seen someone walk by.

Someone in a floor-length blue dress.

I felt Mr. Darcy stretch across the blankets, barely inconvenienced by my sudden thrashing. I slipped my legs out from under the covers and set my socked feet on the floor. I turned on the bedside lamp, finding my passport absent from the table. I made a mental note to find where it’d fallen when I wasn’t being hunted by a homicidal maniac.

Never taking eyes off the doorway, I hustled across the room to the fireplace and snatched up the first hard object I could lay hands on – a fireplace poker. I gripped it in my right hand and scrambled to straighten my phone, pulling up the keypad to call for help.

Corinne, you’re an idiot. What are you going to do? Cry “Don’t worry, Mr. Darcy. I’ll protect you!” right before you run into certain doom?

“Who’s there?!” I called.  

God. If Murder Victim 101 was a class, I’d be a tenured professor. “I have a weapon! If you leave now, you can beat the cops. Who I just called! Just now! They’re already on their way!”

They weren’t on their way. 911 had done absolutely nothing when I smashed my thumbs into the screen of my phone.

You sound like a complete idiot, Corinne.

I curled my fingers tight around the fireplace poker and slipped out into the hallway. I glanced back in to find Mr. Darcy sitting on the bed watching me, his fluffy ears framing his still sleepy face. Before I took another step, the kitten curled back around himself and started cleaning his front paws.

I froze. A muffled sound echoed from somewhere downstairs.

Somewhere. 

Jesus, there could’ve been a murderer living in this massive house when you walked in today – could’ve lived with you for months and you’d never know! Until you were dead, Corinne! Dead in a closet somewhere – with no scalp!

I padded down the hallway on the ancient carpet runner, feeling the tassels slip beneath my toes as I rounded the corner toward the staircase.

“I mean it! I will hurt you!”

I listened to the sound of my own voice echoing off the high walls of the house, the stairs curving down below toward the first floor, and the muffled clang and clatter of movement below. 

Whoever they were, they were clearly unaffected by my threats. It sounded almost as though they were settling in to cook a meal in the massive kitchen. 

The nerve of some murderers!

“Hello!” I called again. 

No response. 

It was like I was inviting him to come and kill me, and he didn’t even have the good graces to RSVP.

I tip-toed down the stairs, keeping my back to the wall as I rounded not one or two, but three bends in the massive staircase.

It was a freaking castle, after all.

And in that massive space, this lunatic had made a point to come all the way up to my room, walk by, then go make a sandwich? 

The nerve! 

Had my waking up startled him away? Was he now searching for some god-awful torture device in the kitchen cupboards?

Of course, this is how my life ends. Of course, it is.

I leaned over the railing, fixing my eyes on the kitchen door. The room was dark with no sound coming from within.

I tightened my grip and stepped down onto the hardwood floor, knees bent in a ready stance.

A voice crooned from a side door, and a figure appeared in the dark, coming toward me. ”And loooove, love will tear us apart, aga – Fuck me!”

I swung out blindly toward the voice with everything I had. The vibration rocked up the length of my arms, a metal twang echoing off the high walls as the poker made contact with something solid in the dark. Every muscle in me spasmed and revolted, my elbows jamming with the impact. I hissed in pain as something massive clattered to the ground with a hard thud.

“Christ! What are ye doin!?”

I turned toward the voice again, but the poker wouldn’t budge. It was lodged in the now split banister head, its sharp edge shivved between grains of wood.

“Get out! I’ve called 911!” I screamed.

“Ye know that bloody thing is almost five hundred years old, ye mad cow?!”

“The police are on their way!”

The figure shifted in the dark, moving toward me before I could pry the poker free. His hand loomed over my head a moment and I braced for impact, closing my eyes.

This is it. It was nice knowing you, scalp.

The loud clang of the poker being pried free from the banister shattered my brave stance. I stumbled back, my backside hitting the bottom step hard as I fell.

“It doesn’t matter what you do to me! The police will be here soon, and you’ll go to jail and some bigger dude will find you in the shower and do it to you -”

“Will ye shut up?” He said.

The man still remained half in the dark, but as he moved closer, I could see a half-unbuttoned flannel shirt and dusty jeans. He seemed rather laid back for a hardened criminal on the prowl for murder and mayhem. 

“No, I won’t! Get out before the -”

“The polis come?”

His tone was so blasé, it was almost infuriating. “Yes! Before the police come!”

“Rang up 911? Bringin the full fury of the law down upon me?”

I glared into the dark at the man, my whole body shaking with fear and now a rising rage. “I did!”

“Bloody good that’ll do ye!” He hollered. “This is Scotland! It’s 999, here!”

The man marched across the large hallway and an instant later, the chandelier burst with light overhead. 

He was lean and dark-haired, a thick mane growing past his ears in wild curls. His sleeves were folded up his forearms, and the flannel was open enough to betray a band t-shirt beneath. The Cure, I thought.

He shot me a glare, his nostrils flaring.

Dear God, those eyes. Blue and piercing.

This was a surprisingly good-looking murderer.

Before I could move, he was surging across the room toward the stairway banister, mumbling, ‘for fuck’s sake’ under his breath.

“Ye’ve practically destroyed it, ye have.”

I swallowed, turning my attention to the half chunk of a unicorn head that now lay on the hardwood floor. I frowned, watching him turn it over and inspect it. Before I could make sense of what I was seeing, I found him glaring at me.

“Christ, I’m home one night, and already the place is worse than I found it. And there’s a fuckin American destroying it! How appropriate! What the hell are ye doing here, anyway!? Ye bloody squatter!” I opened my mouth to return the assault, but he continued. “I’ve half a mind to call the polis myself!”

“I’m not a squatter!” I screamed, and my hands began to tremble violently. If I wasn’t careful, I’d start crying.

Because that’s just how I roll. 

And there was nothing more unpredictable than adrenaline. 

“Well, I certainly didn’t invite ye. Explain yourself!”

I flailed for words, trying to still my panicked mind long enough to explain my – and his - presence. I found my courage and glared right back at him. 

“I don’t have to explain myself to you! You’ve no right to be here, either! At least I’m hired to be here!”

“Hired? Oh, well. That changes everything. I wonder how your employer will react when they hear ye've destroyed a five-hundred-year-old, hand-carved banister! Who hired ye?”

I stifled. I couldn’t begin to imagine what it would cost to replace. 

Wait – how does one replace something priceless and one of a kind?

They don’t. They probably go to prison.

“It’s not my fault! I was defending myself!”

“I said who hired ye?!”

“Jocelyn Read!” I screamed, trying to drown the realization of his words. 

I could see the rage in his face waver to confusion. 

“Executor of Cavendish House and Estate! I work for the Douglas family! What claim do you have to be here?!”

The man leaned down to me, bringing his nose so close to mine that we almost touched. The proximity forced me back into the hard ledge of the steps. “I’m Bran Douglas. I’m the bloody owner,” he whispered. Then, he tossed the fireplace poker onto the floor at my feet with a clang and marched toward the kitchen, the smell of something burning drifting out from the dark room within.
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Housesitter Needed for Palatial Estate in Highland Scotland. 

That’s what the ad said when Christopher sent it to me.

I’d done this before – traveled to exotic locales to take care of people’s houses, cats, horses – whatever - while they were away. I’d lived in Ireland, Southern France, even the tropical land of Wisconsin, all in exchange for simply making sure someone’s house didn’t burn down and their animals didn’t starve. It’d been an amazing experience thus far, so when the opportunity to be the caretaker of a fourteenth-century Scottish castle came across my path, I jumped at it. 

Not just because it would bring me closer to Christopher.

No one told me it would come with a pompous Scot storming around the place.

“It’s in need of some tending,” Jocelyn said in her first email. “We’re looking for someone who might have some handyman skills. If you were married and had a husband who might know his way around -”

I stopped her there. Little did Ms. Jocelyn Read know I was not only raised by a contractor, but I was one, myself. ‘If there is anyone better suited to the job, I’ll eat my hat,’ I’d said.

It looked like my hat might be all I was eating. The Housesitters’ site rules normally stated Ms. Jocelyn would need to provide my first night’s meal, but this wasn’t through the site. This was through Christopher, and he wasn’t responding to messages. 

And I was trapped here with pompous ass extraordinaire. 

I didn’t dare slip down to the kitchen and start raiding the place for fear Mr. Snooty would tear me a new asshole. 

That and the last I’d checked the pantry, all there was to speak of was dusty cans of Oxtail soup. I could take a cab to visit the shop closer to the village, but I didn’t exactly have the petty cash to be hiring another cab.

I’d have to find the car.

Or grow a hankering for Oxtail.

If I couldn’t find the car, I was sure I’d be chewing on the wallpaper soon enough.

The house was brighter in the daylight. There were skylights in the floors of the third story I’d completely missed the night before, and they let light in from the third floor into the lower levels. I stopped halfway down the hallway to adjust a couple of the bedroom doors that had fallen off their hinges. Then, I marched through the house with feigned confidence, bringing little Mr. Darcy down to the kitchen for some water and another round of that canned chicken from the night before. 

He growled and grumbled to himself as he ate, splaying his paws on either side like a convict fresh out of prison.

“You must have friends, somewhere, hm? Maybe a Mr. Knightley hiding somewhere?” I said, turning my attention to the stove. Despite the massive fireplace in the kitchen, there was a modern Aga stove toward the outer wall, a dusty red kettle set atop it. I made quick work to clean it off and fill it with fresh water before plopping it atop the hot burner and waiting to hear it hiss.

Mr. Darcy was done with his chicken breakfast before I had even dropped my tea bag in the cup.

I took the first couple of sips, cringing at the unfortunate taste of the tea, then pulled my phone from my pocket and brought up Ms. Read’s contact - again.

“Hello?”

I stiffened. Jocelyn Read was finally answering her phone after a frantic morning of missed calls.

Finally, I thought.

“Oh, thank god you’re there! Hey, uh – so I need to square a couple of things up with you.”

“Hey, Corinne. Now isn’t the best time, actually.”

I ignored the brush-off. I wasn’t about to go the rest of the day – or any length of days for that matter, without getting answers from this woman.

“This can’t wait, is someone - else supposed to be here. Because there was an incident last night, and I think the banister is busted. I didn’t mean to, but I thought there was an intruder -”

“You broke a banister?”

I paused, swallowing as I searched for words. “It was an accident. You didn’t tell me there was going to be -”

“Look, I really can’t talk right now, Corinne.”

I straightened, panic creeping into my voice. “Wait! Before you go, I need to know what I’m supposed to do -”

“Oh, sorry, Corinne. It’s getting a bit too loud here. I’ll ring you when it calms down in the office. Ta ta.”

And the line went dead, leaving me standing in the middle of the kitchen feeling like an ass with a cooling cup of rancid tea in my hand.

I sighed, slumping back into the kitchen counter with such defeat, I nearly spilled my tea down my front. Mr. Darcy sat at my ankle, licking his paws with the satisfied look of a well-fed cat. 

My stomach responded by growling, angrily.

A subtle movement in the kitchen doorway caught my eye. The man from the night before was standing there, leaning into the doorjamb and wiping his dusty hands on a rag. “You’re still here?” He said.

I took a breath, the steam of my tea drifting up into my face. I straightened, newly empowered despite the helplessness I felt in my conversation with Jocelyn. “I am, yeah.”

He sighed, sauntering into the kitchen before tossing the rag into the fireplace as though some roaring fire waited to catch it and burn it to ash.

“Is the kettle fresh?”

I startled, stepping aside as he barreled up to the counter beside me. “Yeah. It’s still hot.”

“Lovely,” he said under his breath. “Ye didn’t drink that, did ye?”

I turned just as he gestured to the box of tea on the counter. I frowned. “Yes. Why?”

“Christ, woman. It’s probably older than me. Here.”

He pulled a fresh box of tea from a shopping bag on the counter, still wrapped in plastic. 

I frowned down at my foul-tasting tea and cringed, pouring it out in the sink.

Despite the animosity he threw my way, he took the cup and poured new water into it, then set the steaming cup on the counter before me.

A second later, he dropped a new tea bag in the cup.

Surprisingly civil for a man who thinks I’m squatting in his house.

How British.

The man who claimed to be Branson Douglas, heir to Cavendish House, was taller than me by several inches. He had sideburns framing the sides of his face, a perfectly straight nose, and the sternest brow I’d ever seen.

It made for some exaggerated eyebrow-raising, I soon noticed. 

He shot me a sideways glance. “Can I help ye?”

I shook my head, turning away. I’d been staring at him like an idiot. I couldn’t help it. Some part of me wanted to decipher whether this man was likely to murder me in my sleep. I was sizing him up.

Can you blame me? What proof did I have that he really was the owner? Because if he was, why on earth would I be hired to live here for two months?

I was also – maybe, sort of checking him out. Whatever, don’t judge me.

He was handsome, and I’d noticed.

I wondered how Jocelyn would feel knowing I was in the middle of sharing tea with this blue-eyed charlatan.

I slipped back along the counter to give him space as he poured milk and sugar into his tea.

“And where did this little vermin come from?” He said, jutting his chin toward Mr. Darcy.

I glanced down at my doting little friend, who was now curled up in a ball with his back end firmly planted against my foot. “Vermin? He’s not vermin!”

“He might as well be. There’s got to be at least half a dozen of the bloody things out in the stables.”

“There are stables?” My tone startled me. Despite the panic of his arrival the night before and the discomfort of my resulting circumstances, (I’d locked and relocked my bedroom door three times the night before) I’d forgotten the very thing I’d most looked forward to when I arrived – exploring.

“There are, aye. No horses, of course. Right, what the hell are ye doin here?”

My mouth fell open. In the light of day, and in a far calmer mood, Bran Douglas carried himself with an air of regal propriety I’d only experienced in early Nineteenth Century romance novels. His stern brow was set as he watched me, waiting for a response, and his accent gave every word he said an air of importance. 

The night before, I’d been armed with a sense of entitlement. I belonged there. That phone call had deflated me, severely.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I said.

He glared, impatiently.

“What proof do I have that you are who you say you are?”

He stared at me for a long moment, a look of bored irritation on his handsome face. Finally, he reached for his back pocket. I jumped back at the sudden movement.

He laughed, pulling out a wallet. A moment later, he handed me his license. 

Branson T. Douglas.

He wasn’t lying.

“Well, so what? How do I know you’re related to The Douglas family? You could be anyone off the street.”

He made a sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a groan, setting his tea on the counter before marching out of the kitchen. 

I took a deep breath, the room feeling much larger with him gone.

“Are ye waiting for a written invitation?”

I startled, finding him waiting in the kitchen doorway, still glaring. 

I hustled to follow, leaving my own tea on the island. He was several steps ahead of me, and I doubled pace to keep up. 

He disappeared through the grand doorway beneath the stairs, and I found myself standing in a room like nothing else I’d ever seen.

The hall was clearly of another time, medieval in architecture and décor. This room was a full three stories tall, and its open-beamed ceiling was clearly original to the house.

“There ye have it,” he said and gestured toward the fireplace, or the massive object hanging over it.

Only then did I realize I’d been standing there, gobsmacked.

I looked up to find an antique genealogy chart, calligraphy listing Douglas names all the way back to the year the home was built – 1393.

Holy shit, I thought. 

He crossed his arms over his chest, the lapels of his shirt pulling open just so, baring a small hint of dark chest hair beneath. “Satisfied?” He said.

I shook my head, confused. 

Branson pointed a finger to the names at the near bottom of the chart.

There was a black squiggle over one of the two names, but the unmarked line was in perfect calligraphy – Branson T. Douglas.

He was the heir.

That fact alone took the wind clean out of any sails I may have been packing beforehand. I was dead on the water.

And I was unpacked in one of his many bedrooms, and one of the few that wasn’t fallen into disrepair to boot.

I swallowed. “Then who is Jocelyn Read?”

He sighed. “Executor to my father’s estate.”

I shot him a sideways look, confused, but fighting to find my footing. “Well, she hired me to be here. I’m housesitting -”

“Squatting.”

“House. Sitting,” I said, taking on a firm, obstinate tone.

“What does that even mean?”

I gave an exasperated sigh. “It means the estate paid me to live here and keep an eye on the place. So, I’m here, keeping an eye on the place.”

“Right, because I can’t do that myself?”

I shook my head. “Apparently not! I don’t get the impression she knew you were going to be here.”

“Well, I am. So, you can go.”

We both stood there in silence for a long moment. I was searching for the courage to fight him. I had nowhere else to go in the whole of Scotland; Christopher certainly wasn’t inviting me to his place, and I’d spent the first installment of my wages on necessities and the train ticket to get there.

“What kind of person travels across the world to stay in some dilapidated castle, anyway?”

I glared at him. “A brave one.”

His eyebrows shot up, and he gave me an appraising look. He didn’t disagree. “Yes, well. I suppose vagrants can be brave.”

I inhaled through my nose. “You’re a dick.”

The words were out before I even knew they wanted to be said. My stomach shot into my throat.

Surprisingly, he chuckled. “Ye’re not the first to say so. How long are ye meant to be here?”

“The end of next month.”

He snorted. “Bloody hell. Course ye are. And ye’re supposed to interfere with my working on the house, then?”

“What?”

“I see ye’re learnin what an abhorrent cow our Ms. Read is.”

I couldn’t deny it was the exact way to describe the woman I was dealing with. “She is making my life a bit difficult, yes. I haven’t been paid since I arrived.”

“How much does she owe ye?”

I stifled but thought better of being secretive. Perhaps knowing my salary, he’d take my claim more seriously. “Forty-five hundred – for the two months.”

“And has she paid ye already?”

“I got the first installment before I arrived. The second installment is supposed to come now that I’m here, and the last when I’m done.”

“Well, I wouldn’t hold your breath. Ye’re not getting any of it, now.”

I scoffed, but his words swept the rug from under me. “What?! That’s nonsense. She is going to pay me, or I’m going ballistic on that woman.”

Bran laughed. “If ye were hopin to get paid, ye probably shouldn’t have broken the banister.”

I froze. “Oh god. She wouldn’t -”

“She absolutely would. That woman is a fuckin gorgon. And the banister ye broke is easily worth seventeen thousand pound. Easily.”

My mouth fell open. I was both devastated at the notion of having harmed such a magnificent treasure and horrified to think that I was stranded in east bum Scotland without a dime to my name – and now possibly seventeen thousand pounds in debt.

Fuck a duck.

“And let me guess, ye’ve no other accommodations for two months, aye?”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t supposed to need any.”

“How the hell were ye gonna feed yourself? Get around? There’s literally nothing for miles. The nearest pub is a two-hour walk.”

“She said I’d have everything I’d need. Wi-fi, cell service - there was even an estate car that I would have access to.”

Bran doubled over, his eyes wide in an astonished smile. “Ye’re joking?”

“No, I’m not!”

Bran tugged at the sleeve of my shirt as he headed toward the door. His voice rose in volume, the sound of it echoing off the high walls. “Come on, then. I’ll show ye to your car.”

I exhaled in a relieved sigh. If only one thing went right, I could survive. I had a few pounds left. Enough to get a few things at the shop to eat. Enough to survive and maybe feed and get a litter box for little Mr. Darcy, whom I snatched up in my arms before following Bran out into the front hall.

“Ye’re bringing that little pest with ye?”

“Mr. Darcy is not a pest,” I said as the kitten rubbed his jowl along my cheek.

Bran stopped in the open doorway, the cool air breezing in from outside. “Ye named the cat Mr. Darcy?”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, does everyone have to have an opinion about the name of my cat? It’s a good name!”

“Aye, of course, it is. Alright, follow me.”

Bran stopped by a bench in the hallway, throwing something on over his shirt. Then, he headed out the door.

I took a moment as I laid eyes on the gray sky outside. Then, I stepped out into the cool morning air and hurried down the steps to keep up with Bran’s long stride. He was wearing jeans and a cable knit, cream-colored sweater with a high collar around his jawline. The flannel button-down peeked out at the sleeves, making Bran Douglas look as quintessentially British as any man I'd ever seen. 

That man could fill out a sweater, folks.

Mr. Darcy burrowed under my chin, seemingly content to go for a walk in the cool air.

Bran marched down the gravel drive past the corner of the south wing. I glanced up at my bedroom windows, and for the first time since my arrival, took in the estate with clear eyes.

It was as beautiful as it was neglected, and its sad, dingy state made it all the more heartbreaking. There was history and craftsmanship hidden beneath every crack and broken piece. There were even stone gargoyles on the corners of the roof, all with gaping mouths that would vomit rainwater away from the house with suitable looks of displeasure on their faces.

Bran’s pace was quicker than mine, and I hustled to keep up, still excited at the prospect of a car and a means to get around – to be self-sustaining. He turned the corner to head toward one of the several outbuildings toward the back of the house. I saw the stables, but also other buildings for purposes I couldn’t imagine. 

What do rich people build extra houses for?

“Should be right back here,” he said, sauntering around the corner of the stables and out of sight. 

I doubled my pace, jogging around the corner after him with Mr. Darcy purring in my arms. I rounded the overgrown corner, taking high steps to make it through the rising brush and brambles. Mr. Darcy squirmed and I held him tight as he tensed in my arms. Clearly, he was a little nervous to be heading into the wilds. 

“Aye, indeed. Here she is,” Bran said, waving his arm out in a grand gesture toward something still out of sight. He flashed me a wide grin betraying a startlingly beautiful and infuriating smile, then he moved out of sight.

I followed, rounding the second corner, and found Bran standing by a massive pile of junk, rusted fragments of old scaffolding and cross beams having crumbled atop it over time. Beneath the chaos, an old battered tarp was strewn over what looked to be the hood of an ancient vehicle. 

“Keys are right here,” he said, grabbing a small bundle hanging from the outside wall and tossing it in my direction. I caught them, startling Mr. Darcy enough to dig his claws into my collarbone. “Good luck getting it started. Though, if ye’re capable of such a thing, I’d wager your skills would be better suited healing the sick, or turning water into wine.”

Bran shot me another grin, just as beautiful and just as infuriating as the last. Then, he turned back toward the corner of the stables, striding through the tall grass like a gazelle. 

“Wait!” I called, fuming as the keys ground together in my tightened fist. “Do you think this is funny?”

“Aye. I do, actually.”

“Well, it’s not! How am I supposed to get around?”

Bran stopped at the edge of the driveway and spun on me, flailing his arms up in exasperation. “That isn’t my bloody problem!”

I faltered a moment. 

He wasn’t wrong.

He turned down the drive and walked away. 

I scurried to follow after him. “Is that really the only car?”

“It is, aye. My father didn’t leave the house in the last two years he was alive.”

I frowned. I was frustrated and panicked, but this notion gave me pause. It was a sad thought to think of a man burrowed away in such a place, even if by choice.

“That car doesn’t look like it’s moved in far longer than that! There has to be another car.”

Bran’s determined stride caused a harsh grinding sound as the gravel moved beneath his boot heels. “Or your employer played ye for a fool. Believe me, it wouldn’t be the first time she’s done that to someone.”

I stopped at the bottom of the steps leading back up to the house. Bran strode through the front door with an air of entitlement I no longer felt. If the house was his, what right did I have to come and go as I pleased? Even if Jocelyn Read claimed to be the executor of the estate, I couldn’t help but feel like my presence was an imposition.

Still, no matter how uncomfortable I might feel, I’d taken the first payment and I didn’t have the money to return it if I left early. Hell, I didn’t have enough for a fucking cab ride out of here!

I was fucked.

I stood there for a long moment, the ancient car keys growing damp in my hand.

“Wait, Mr. Douglas?” I said, following him inside. He was back in the kitchen now, checking the kettle for another cup of tea.

“Call me Bran, please.”

I paused, startled by the request. “Bran. I know this isn’t your problem, but -”

“Are ye quite sure? Do ye really know that?”

“Yes! But I don’t have anywhere else to go, and I don’t have any way to go there if I did! The only money I have while I’m here I’ll have to pay back if I leave -”

“So, she has already paid ye?” He said after swallowing his first sip of tea.

“No. Yes. I said that! She is - did. I haven’t gotten my second payment yet, but she’s paying me in installments. Was supposed to come through upon arrival.”

“What about the first installment?”

“I spent the first. If I leave, I don’t have anything to give her.”

Bran leaned back on the counter. “Is that why ye ate canned chicken for dinner last night? Because ye’re strapped?”

I glanced toward the recycling bin in the corner. “I actually didn’t eat that. That was for Mr. Darcy.”

Bran stifled a laugh. “Of course. Then, what did ye eat?”

“Nothing.”

And my insides would be eating themselves if it wasn’t for this constant thrum of anxiety.

Bran stopped, staring at my feet with his free hand firmly planted on the edge of the counter behind him. He stood quite still for a long moment, then took another sip of his tea. “Do ye have any money, at all?”

Mr. Darcy began to squirm, so I crouched down to let him loose on the kitchen floor, taking the opportunity to hide from my answer. His tone was softening, despite the righteous indignation he’d shown before. 

“I have a little left.”

“Enough to eat, but not enough to stay somewhere else, aye? Christ,” he said, under his breath. He drank down the last of his tea and turned for the sink, rinsing the cup as he spoke. “And how long are ye meant to stay?”

“I already said, until the end of next month.”

Bran set the cup down beside the sink with a little more force than was needed. I was surprised it didn’t break.

“Fine,” he said, then went quiet for a long moment. “Fine. If ye stay out of my way, I’ll take ye to the shops tomorrow to grab a few things, aye?”

I swallowed. “Really? Ok -” 

“I’m not doin it today. I’ve plans, and I don’t like changin my plans.”

I nodded. “No, that’s fine -”

“I just need ye to stay out of my way.”

“Yes, of course – I mean, I was hired to work on it myself -”

“And don’t pester me,” he said, swinging open the door to the fridge as he snatched up a pair of work gloves sitting on the kitchen island. The contents of the fridge clattered and sang with the sudden jostling. “There’s eggs. And you'll find rashers are in the fridge. A loaf of bread in the freezer. I’m sure ye can find the toaster.”

“Oh, I don’t want to take your food.”

He exhaled out his nose, barely glancing my way. “Fine. Then starve. I’ll be upstairs. Don’t need me.”

Bran marched by me into the hallway, then disappeared up the stairs, half muttering under his breath as he went. 

“Wait, does that mean I’m staying?”

Bran stopped at the foot of the stairs, shot me a sideways glance, but didn’t speak.

The answer was a begrudging ‘yes.’

“Feel free to explore the house. Just don’t set fire to anything,” he called from upstairs. 

I stood in the front hall, staring up at the high ceiling and grand staircase above, the light teeming in through the skylights and high windows. 

I still had a place to stay. One source of anxiety was gone.

And I would have access to a shop. A second source of anxiety was gone.

Now if I could just make Jocelyn pay me, and if Christopher would stop ignoring my god damn messages, I might not feel this awful knot in my – 

"Oh – and the wi-fi password is Falstaff,” Bran said, calling down from the upper landing. “Capital F. You know, in case you wondered. We’re not entirely uncivilized in Cavendish.”

I stood there a long moment, my stomach in my throat as Bran glared down at me from above. He’d given me permission to exist, but I still felt so out of place and unwanted. I almost preferred the idea of being stuck there alone with no wi-fi. Stuck there with a landlord who didn’t want me felt worse.

Much worse.

A landlord who would be sneaking about the house at night while I slept, I thought. I remembered the figure that passed my bedroom door the night before, ignoring the fact that I was sure I’d seen the sway of skirts as they passed. I made a mental note to lock my bedroom door again that night.

Bran held my gaze a moment longer, then he disappeared down the hall into the east wing, leaving me to wallow in my thoughts.

Despite the anxiety I felt, my thoughts were eggs and bacon.

I took a deep breath, watching little Mr. Darcy curl figure eights around my ankles before returning to a small piece of hay we’d brought in from our trek into the brush. I watched him for a long minute, then I set my jaw and marched back into the kitchen to procure a couple of eggs for breakfast. 
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