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Members of the Gentlemen’s Guild









	Malcolm Drury: The owner of Birchwald and president of the Guild


	Rodney Paulson: Cursed with a copious amount of sores


	Pablo Reyes: Cursed with asking every woman to marry him repeatedly


	Hector Freeman: Slowly turning to stone


	Farley Hunt: Cursed to injure himself every day and feed the blood to his letter opener


	Marvin Ivey: Sees visions of death and destruction which never come true


	Ambrose Lyster: Cursed to speak his mind, as well as the minds of others


	Peter Withers: Cursed with catatonia


	Karanja: The caretaker of Mr. Withers


	Fred Jamison: Cursed with night terrors


	Herbert Norris: A chicken
















  
  
To anyone who has lived with a curse, 

and especially to those of you who have found the courage to break it.







  
  

Chapter one

Friday, January 22nd, 1915





Malcolm


Perhaps ten in the morning was too early to start drinking. 

Regardless, Malcolm Drury’s hand itched to grab the decanter from its tray on the sideboard, the cut crystal of the glass twinkling cheekily at him. 

Instead, he flopped into his worn office chair, turning his back on the whiskey tray. He desperately needed to pull his thoughts together into some semblance of coherence. And alcohol would most decidedly not serve that purpose.

He sighed and rubbed a hand down his mouth, hearing the rasp of day-old stubble as much as feeling its bite on his palm. The chair squeaked as he shifted his weight backward to stare at the ceiling for a moment.

It was only twenty-two days into this new year, but already it was shaping up to be much the same as the last five years—hopelessly chaotic, if the events of yesterday and today were any indication. All that time ago, Malcolm had thought that assuming the mantle of president for the Gentlemen’s Guild for Cursed Adventurers would introduce something much needed into his life, allowing other damaged souls to reside in his home for camaraderie. And while the role did fulfill some of his expectations, the emptiness within him overshadowed even the best aspects of the job.

Not to mention the utter turmoil it had introduced, which had profound effects upon other aspects of his home and life. Such as the current problem at hand.

Another maid had quit this morning. She had only lasted two months, despite her apparent desperation for work at the time of hiring. As if that weren’t bad enough, her quitting meant the staff had been whittled down to just one maid, when the household could have used at least four. Malcolm doubted the final maid standing would last much longer unless more could be hired, and fast.

It wasn’t as if he didn’t give his staff ample warning about the lunacy of his household when he hired them. It could not be his fault if they refused to believe him until they were thrust into their roles. These young women simply weren’t made of strong enough cloth.

He heaved a sigh. Women. Fickle, unreliable creatures. The only one he would ever trust was Mrs. Bixby, his loyal housekeeper.

He straightened and looked at the typewriter in the corner of the room. He hated the contraption with a passion. He couldn’t pinpoint the source of his enmity, although the loud clack of the keys often gave him a headache, and it annoyed him to no end to hunt for each letter, given the lack of alphabetical order. Writing by hand was so much easier, but the newspaper preferred typed ads to be submitted. 

I must make another advertisement to fill these positions. Otherwise Bixby and Mathers will have my head.

As if summoned by his errant thoughts, his butler, Mathers, rapped his knuckles on the teak door frame. The older man cleared his throat as he stood at the threshold, waiting for Malcolm’s invitation.

Malcolm gestured for the man to enter with a flippant wave of his fingers. “Yes, Mathers?”

The butler approached, revealing two letters tucked in his hand. “Pardon the intrusion, sir. I have received the post. Two new letters for you.” He held them out across the desk.

Malcolm eyed them but did not move to receive them. “You hear the news?”

A slight upturn of Mathers’ mouth marred his otherwise stoic expression. “Mrs. Bixby is in fine form over it. Her language this morning was uncharacteristically colorful. It would be difficult not to hear the news, I’m afraid.”

Malcolm grunted and finally plucked the letters from his butler’s hand. Still, he made no move to further inspect them. “I suppose I’ll have to calm her down, hm?”

Mathers gave his head a slow shake. “I wouldn’t worry too much over it, sir. Mary Kelly was a rather flighty thing, and not the best worker. She apparently left in the middle of wound care, leaving our housekeeper in a bit of a predicament this morning. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s been unreliable. There wasn’t a day went by that Mrs. Bixby didn’t complain about her. If you ask me, she’ll most likely be happier without her.” He paused before adding, “Still, perhaps a kind gesture to your devoted housekeeper would be appreciated in these trying times.”

Malcolm valued the fact that Mathers felt comfortable enough to speak his mind to him. Mathers had also buttled for his father, the late Gordan Drury, and Malcolm vaguely remembered that such informal conversations were very much not allowed between employer and butler. However, seeing as how Mathers had done more to raise Malcolm than his father ever did, advice would always be welcome, in his opinion.

Malcolm smirked at the older man’s words. “Yes, you are probably right. Will you be going to town today? I’ll be sure to type another advertisement for you to bring to the newspapers. That will be a first step, at any rate.”

“Yes, sir,” Mathers replied with a small head tilt. The question of whether or not anyone would apply was left unsaid. Word must have gotten out about the … unusual circumstances of the job, and despite trying to hire more staff in recent months, no one had come forward.

“Say, Mathers,” Malcolm began before pausing to formulate his question. “What do you mean by wound care? Which man are we talking about?”

A small mien of disgust flowed over the other man’s mouth. “It was Mr. Paulson, sir.”

“Of course.” Malcolm knew full well about Rodney Paulson’s condition; after all, he had personally attended to him many times over the years.

Mathers nodded knowingly. “He’s developed a rather nasty sore on his right buttock, which makes it difficult for him to sit for any given length. I would have summoned you for the task, but Mrs. Bixby told me not to, as you were asleep.”

Malcolm shifted in his seat, a passing embarrassment flitting through him. Both his butler and his housekeeper knew how poorly his sleep tended to be. He tried to downplay it. “So, it fell to Mary Kelly?”

“Indeed. The sore burst, and Mary Kelly was tasked with cleaning the wound after it had opened. It was entirely too much for her, though.”

“Good god,” Malcolm hissed. “I can hardly blame the girl, then. Wouldn’t you agree?” Rodney, as much as he was a kind soul, was one of the more disgusting cases among his men. His condition was not for the faint of heart.

Mathers gave his silver head another small shake. “I must agree with you on that. I should mention though, Mrs. Bixby confided in me that this assigned task was more of a retribution after the girl had carelessly allowed Mr. Hunt to be injured without following up with protocol. It led to further injuries of a more grievous nature, as is expected with Mr. Hunt.”

Malcolm squinted his eyes shut. “Oh yes. That was the hullabaloo I heard about two days ago, wasn’t it?”

“It was. Your grandfather’s prized polar bear toppled over upon poor Mr. Hunt, gouging a good chunk out of his scalp with the teeth and breaking the taxidermy in the process. You well know how much head wounds bleed, as superficial as they usually are. Most unfortunate, all the way around.”

Malcolm sighed. He didn’t care much about the stupid stuffed bear, but he hated to hear that Farley Hunt had been further injured over something so reckless. Perhaps it was best the girl was gone if this was the extent of her carelessness.

Mathers straightened once they made eye contact again. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”

Malcolm waved his hand in dismissal. “No, go on. I’ll take a look at these letters. Thank you, Mathers.”

“Very good, sir.”

As the butler closed the door behind him, Malcolm took another moment of peace before picking up his letter opener and swiping it under the first envelope’s flap. He removed the paper and scanned the lines.

Ah. Another candidate for membership was on his way. All the way from Kenya—a British territory in Africa, from the looks of it—and the letter, written by a colonel in the British army stationed there, claimed the man was arriving within the month with a native African caregiver in tow.

It was unusual for a new member to arrive with help, unless they were completely incapacitated. The colonel had not gone into much detail, but Malcolm surmised this might be the case. Heaven knew he could use the help right about now. He only hoped the African man spoke English, to make communication easier.

Very well. On to the next letter.

This one hailed from London. The envelope was curiously addressed to his predecessor, Arnold Thompson, and forwarded on to Malcolm. The sender must not have been aware of Arnold’s retirement and Malcolm’s taking over as president of the Guild. He mentally shrugged and opened this second letter, unfolding the paper and perusing it as a whole before reading it. The writing was crisp and meticulous. Malcolm’s slight sleep deprivation made it difficult to decipher at first glance. He read it over carefully.

Dear Sir,

My brother, Leighton Abernathy, has an unfortunate affliction brought about by a cursed relic. He has had to retreat from polite society as a result, and he has come to a point at which he is having difficulty caring for himself. Therefore, I am entreating you for membership into your Guild for Cursed Adventurers. I understand there is a membership fee due, but our family is of high standing, and I do not believe the cost will be an obstacle. As a matter of fact, I, too, would appreciate admittance into your fine establishment. I do believe membership would be advantageous not only for my brother, but for me as well.

I am currently enrolled in Oxford and had plans to stay for another semester, but with Great Britain at war, I have made the decision to travel home to New York post haste. I will be leaving London as soon as I am able to book passage. I shall be in touch once I am back in the States to further the procuring of our enrollment into your guild.

Sincerely,

N.J. Abernathy

He stared at the page for a few seconds longer, the name signed at the bottom tickling some long-lost memory. Abernathy. He’d heard it before, he was sure.

Malcolm stood, the rollers on his chair spinning it away from his body with the force of his departure. He strode to the bookcase on his left, his gray eyes skimming over the various scrapbooks it contained.

The scrapbooks were started by Arnold when he was president. Each book contained newspaper clippings or eyewitness accounts of various adventurers: their lives, and their downfalls in many cases. Some of the adventurers within the scrapbooks had gone on to join the Guild, while others simply remained curious stories. Now that he was running the establishment, any time an explorer was mentioned in the press, Malcolm would meticulously add the indication into the scrapbook, just in case things began to go very badly for said person. And, as he knew firsthand, the penchant for things to go badly was relatively high.

There. He finally set eyes on the spine that indeed read “Abernathy.” He carefully pulled it from the shelf and opened it with reverence. His eyes widened as he read the contents.

Arnold had documented extensively on this name, and it wasn’t just one individual listed within. There was no mention of Leighton, but the latest clipping was from 1892 when one Robert Abernathy died of mysterious conditions while on an expedition to Africa. His wife died less than a year later, at home. Malcolm flipped further back. In 1866, George Abernathy passed away following a long trip to Australia. In 1824, another Robert Abernathy died of a wasting disease, once he was back home from exploring the wilds of Brazil. Even more documented deaths were present, going all the way back to the early 1700s.

Clearly, this was not a case of a single adventurer, but a whole damn lineage. Despite its rarity, Malcolm could easily comprehend such a thing. Given the frequency of family news articles, it was no wonder the name had stuck out to him.

The Abernathys continued back at least five generations. When this N.J. said that money wouldn’t be an issue, he wasn’t lying. Transplants from England, the Abernathys had lived in New York since before it was a state. And all the while, their wealth had increased. This might be a good thing.

He shook his head. He already had a full house, with eight members currently residing within these walls. And with the anticipated arrival of the man from Africa, that would be nine. Given his lack of help, could he truly maintain ten at once?

He looked at the letter again. It was postmarked two weeks ago. It was possible that this mysterious Abernathy was already on his way, although the foolish war in Europe might have slowed things down. He could only hope the passenger ships were too full of fleeing immigrants for the time being. Perhaps this person would choose to wait for the war to blow over instead. It was bound to, sooner than later. Malcolm didn’t think it would take long for Germany to be defeated.

In the meantime, he’d try to find more about this person asking for his help. Surely there had to be some news source he had overlooked, if the brother was already cursed.

A shortage of help, an angry housekeeper, a broken polar bear, one—possibly two—new members en route, and royals fighting in Europe. Malcolm let out a gusty sigh.

Perhaps ten in the morning wasn’t too soon to start drinking.








  
  

Chapter two

Tuesday, February 2nd, 1915





Norah


The Atlantic Ocean sprawled in every direction as far as Norah could see, a gray blanket of water both dull in appearance and breathtaking in its vastness. 

She hated it.

It didn’t help that the waves were small but choppy, causing a continuous nausea to bunker in the pit of her stomach, making her as miserable as possible. Only twice on this journey, when the rolling gait of the ocean became a gallop, did she finally purge, which only eased the motion sickness for a brief period of time.

Crossing the Atlantic in June nearly two and a half years ago had been much easier. The weather was certainly warmer, and the water was less sullen. This winter ocean was a vicious bitch.

The February wind whipped about her, making her forget why she had come up on deck in the first place and wishing to immediately surrender and go below. But no, the fresh air did help to quell the worst of the queasiness, and besides, her great-aunt was smelling particularly ripe this evening. Sharing a tiny cabin with a chaperone who sometimes reeked of rot did not make for a pleasant voyage, even when the weather behaved.

She took a deep breath through her nostrils as she gazed at the unforgiving ocean. In the distance she could see the peaked backs of icebergs, abundant in this part of the sea and deadly if hit. Less than three years earlier, the RMS Titanic had learned that lesson at a heavy cost. If memory served, the tragedy had struck not too far from here.

Norah shivered. Not for the first time, she wondered which passenger had carried a curse so heavy as to doom the ship. Or perhaps one of the workers had unknowingly laced a jinx upon the craft itself, somebody spurned to a degree as to imbue the hull with a malevolent power. Alas, Titanic’s secret was forever lost in the depths of this watery grave. She would never know the answer.

She sighed at her circumstances. It would have been wonderful to make the return trip in the late spring, or even summer. Such timing would have afforded her the opportunity to enroll for one more semester at Oxford. She was incredibly close to taking all the classes she deemed necessary for her education. Completing her studies would not have granted her the degree she so longed for—women were not allowed the privilege of graduation. But it would have given her a sense of accomplishment, an inner feeling of completion, and she could have at least pretended that she had gotten her doctorate alongside her male classmates.

Two things made this trip a necessity, however. The war had confounded her plans for fake graduation. As it were, many students had already abandoned their studies during the last term to join the swelling ranks of soldiers. These young men marched off with smiles on their faces and a mock bravery in their hearts, certain that they were the heroes in their own stories, and secure in the misguided notion that nothing bad ever happened to heroes.

Idiots. War did not care about heroes.

Norah did not wish to be swept up in the European war alongside the British patriotism. While people still talked as if it could end any minute, she’d already heard too many rumors and stories to make her believe such optimism. As it was, the United Kingdom had already blockaded the North Sea about two months ago, cutting off Germany from imports. The Brits knew Germany would retaliate any day, and when that day arrived, travel would become truly dangerous. Norah, not wanting to add any further peril to her existence, jumped on the first ship that had passage to New York for two women and a dog.

Even if the war hadn’t happened, the last missive she received about her brother painted a wretched picture. She had tried to stave off asking for assistance until her imagined doctorate, but from the sounds of it, she could no longer put off returning home.

She hoped her letter had made it into Mr. Thompson’s hands. She hadn’t heard back from him, but that did not surprise her. Postal times, especially transatlantic, could be slow at best. It was possible his reply was en route at the same time she had departed. She would show up at the New York address all the same and plead her case for her brother’s sake.

Her reverie was broken by footsteps behind her. She straightened, pulling her shawl tighter about her in a flimsy shield and turning to see who approached.

It was only the porter. He held a leash in one hand, the other end attached to her small dog. “Excuse me, miss,” he said with a drawling English accent as he held out the leash to her. “Your dog has done his duties and is ready to head back to your cabin. I’d take him myself, but supper will be served soon, and it would be prudent of you to go below. It’s getting dark up here, and it’s not suitable for a lady to be out alone, if I may be so bold to say.”

Norah sighed. She hated being a “lady” and needing a chaperone. She wished this long-time outdated notion would die a quick death. She was more than capable of taking care of herself, unmarried status or not.

Still, it was not the porter’s fault for keeping up with society’s rules. She nodded as she accepted the leash. Her dog, Eddie, planted his front feet on her skirt, happy to be back with his mistress.

“Begging your pardon, but what kind of dog is he? I thought him to be a King Charles, but the face isn’t quite right,” the porter asked.

Norah glanced at Eddie. He was a small thing, barely twelve pounds, with drooping ears made even longer by the copious trailing red locks upon them. He had fur in droves, cascading from his body in straight and shiny waves of red and white, the longest of which was on his voluminous white tail.

“You were correct with your guess, but Eddie here is not quite up to standard,” she told the porter as she continued to gaze at her dog. “If you look at old paintings of the breed, the King Charles spaniel used to have a muzzle, but over the last hundred years or so, it was bred to be flattened. Every once in a while, though, a litter will produce one of these ‘throwbacks.’ They aren’t desirable to breeders, but I personally think it makes him more handsome.”

It wasn’t much of a muzzle, only two inches at most, but what she said was her truth—this small protrusion was much more appealing to her than the flat faces she commonly saw. It was one of the reasons she chose to adopt the little scamp. He was unique.

The porter looked at the small dog dubiously. “If you say so, miss. He’s a friendly one, at least.”

She smiled wryly. “That he is.”

The porter held out an arm to guide her away from the churning gray waters of the ocean. “This way, if you please.”

Norah allowed herself to be corralled down into the belly of the steamer. She paused at her cabin door, steeling herself for the sweet smell of corruption she was sure to walk into, before opening it.

She needn’t have worried. Aunt Nell had opened the hatch for some fresh air, and the smell was no longer quite so cloying. Norah breathed in relief.

The woman in question sat on her lower berth, her eyes downcast as she worked on a needlepoint under the low light of the electric lamp. Her long, black hair had not been pinned up, but trailed down her back in one long braid. She wore a simple travel gown of a gray color, nearly matching the Atlantic.

Aunt Nell looked up from her busywork, silently watching Norah as she unclipped Eddie, removed her hat and brushed down her blouse with her hands. Norah gazed at her aunt in turn. Nell was very beautiful, if one ignored the odd texture of her pale skin—almost papery in places—or the unsettling yellowing in the corners of her slightly cloudy eyes. Although she appeared to be a maiden on the cusp of adulthood, Norah knew that Nell was much, much older.

She was also technically not alive.

It was a sordid affair spoken only as rumors passed down through the generations, but from what Norah could piece together, Eleanora Montmorency had been a girl of eighteen when she started an affair with her stepfather, Ernest Abernathy. Her dying mother discovered the betrayal and cursed her own daughter, turning her into a mostly dead creature with an appetite for carnal pleasures.

She was in truth Norah’s blood-aunt, but with more than a few “greats” added to the official title, since Norah’s line descended from Nell’s half-brother. Curiosity always getting the best of her, Norah once looked up her family tree to get an idea of just how old her aunt actually was. Considering that the half-brother was born in 1717, and Nell was supposedly eleven years older, that put her at nearly 210 years of age.

All things considered, she looked great for being two centuries old.

Aunt Nell was very private about her eccentricities, so Norah was not privy to everything the curse entailed. All she knew was despite her non-living status, men were drawn to her aunt, and Nell married often, although she never changed her maiden name. It was just as well, because her husbands never lasted more than five years before dying. Nell would wear her customary mourning black for the uncustomary time of three months before reverting back to her normal clothing. She’d be single for a span of six months to two years, and then the next mister would appear to sweep her off her feet in matrimony.

Nell’s latest husband, a lovely English merchant, had succumbed just three and a half months prior, an early casualty of the war. Nell had changed out of her black dresses just a week prior to this trip.

The aspect that Norah did not understand was why Aunt Nell married. Norah had stayed with her aunt and her late husband Christopher—she’d been loath to call him “uncle” since he’d been only two years older than she, even though the term was technically accurate—at his townhouse in Oxford while she studied at the university. Christopher had been a nice chap, a bit simple in Norah’s mind, and decent to look at. He clearly worshiped her aunt’s feet. But Aunt Nell paid his love back with an air of indifference, as if she merely tolerated his presence. And upon receiving the news of his death after not even three years of wedded bliss, she simply shrugged off the news and unpacked her mourning clothes.

Aunt Nell made it clear that she was not fond of anybody, really, with one exception: she got along fabulously with Norah. Norah always chalked it up to the fact that they shared a name, an ironic fact given that one of her only memories of her parents was of them bitterly complaining about the undead black sheep of the family.

Then again, Norah was the first girl born to the family in two hundred years. Perhaps in that time the Abernathy clan had forgotten all other female names other than Eleanora and its derivatives existed.

Whatever the case was, Norah was glad in some small way for her strange aunt, which was why she normally didn’t mind the smell that sometimes followed her about.

Aunt Nell narrowed her eyes at Norah, assessing her. “That was longer than a trip to the privy. Where were you off at, gel?”

Her aunt may have looked young, but she certainly did not sound young. Her voice should have been girlish and sweet, but instead her vocal cords made a rasping, dry voice, like that of a seventy-year-old who had smoked cigarettes her whole life.

Norah sat next to her aunt on the berth. Eddie also jumped up, settling his small frame neatly into Norah’s lap. She stroked his fur and said, “I needed some air. It was getting—” she stopped herself before she could say smelly, “stuffy in here. Besides, fresh air does wonders to stimulate the appetite.”

Aunt Nell sniffed disdainfully. “I wouldn’t know.” 

Norah cringed inwardly. She knew her aunt didn’t need to eat, but she joined others at mealtimes to keep up appearances.

Nell was not fooled by Norah’s choice of words, either. “It was me, wasn’t it? The smell?”

Norah hated to point out her aunt’s flaws, but she hated lying even more. “It was a contributing factor,” she admitted diplomatically.

Aunt Nell let out a small grunt of acknowledgement. “I may have lost the ability to smell, but I have eyes, gel. I took care of the problem while you were away. Is it better now?”

Norah nodded. It was true that her aunt’s odor of decay had different strengths depending on the day and time. While she was with a husband, she seemed to smell less often. Norah did not wish to dwell on any implications of why that might be, nor did she wish to expand on what “taking care of it” might mean.

All she said in reply was, “Thank you.”

Nell patted her knee. “Shall I watch your dog while you prepare for supper?”

“Won’t you be joining me?”

Nell shook her head. “I don’t enjoy the company. I intend to sit this one out.”

Another quirk of Aunt Nell’s. She much preferred solitude to interacting with the public. She also enjoyed staying away from the outdoors, if given the choice. Between spouses, she contentedly lived alone in the basement of the Abernathy townhouse in New York.

“Very well, Aunt Nell.” Norah stood and stretched. Eddie, having jumped to the floor, gave his body a brisk shake. “We should be arriving in three days' time. It will be good to be home.”

Aunt Nell tutted to herself. “I’m not sure I see it the same way. You’ll have your hands full once we arrive.”

Norah closed her eyes as if to block out her aunt’s pessimism. “True. I’ll have to assess LJ and take him to Mr. Thompson. I’m sure Mr. Thompson will appreciate my insight as well. It might help some other folks in his care.”

Nell snorted in a rather unladylike fashion.

Norah scowled but kept her back to her aunt. She had a plan, at least. She’d get the help LJ needed, because he depended on it.

And so did she.








  
  

Chapter three

Sunday, February 7th, 1915





Norah


The steamer had arrived in the New York harbor without incident—a great relief to Norah. She and Aunt Nell once again established themselves into the family brownstone. Getting used to the familiar surroundings took Norah a small amount of time, especially in the company of LJ once more. 

Upon seeing her brother for the first time in close to three years, Norah once again felt resolute in her decision. And so, less than thirty-six hours after arriving home, Norah left her warm townhome and headed out on foot to seek Mr. Thompson.

It took little time to walk the distance, despite the treacherous underfoot conditions slowing her down. All too soon, Norah found herself on the corner of 75th and Madison, staring at a brownstone much like her own. This was it. Her destination. She paused.

She’d had the address memorized ever since she’d first found the advertisement seven years ago. The words still burned brightly in her memory.

Attention, Adventurers!

Have you fallen into bad luck? Do you have a condition that requires some extra care? Join The Gentlemen’s Guild for Cursed Adventurers!

Yearly dues are required for membership. Room and board included.

Please inquire within with A. Thompson, President

207 E 75th St

New York, NY

She had wanted to contact this A. Thompson from the moment she spotted the ad, knowing it was only a matter of time before her brother would fall to a curse, just like all the men in her family did. But seven years ago, LJ was fine, foolhardy, and eager for adventure, not to mention in perfect health. He left for Belize shortly after her discovery of the Guild, and Norah let him, albeit with a heavy heart. Almost three years ago, when he returned with an unspoken pallor and jilted stride, she had again planned to reach out, but LJ swore to her that he was hale, that it was only the stress of his trip that fatigued him so.

Norah was not convinced, but she respected her brother’s wishes and she once again held off, instead deciding to go on her own adventure to the other side of the Atlantic. It was the first time Norah had put her wishes ahead of LJ’s, and her greatest wish of all was to attend Oxford, even in the limited capacity her gender set for her. She had not regretted this selfish act for a moment.

There was no denying the curse this time, however. The moment she laid eyes on LJ, she could see the pain he was in, as much as he tried to hide it. LJ finally admitted his downfall. Getting proper help for him was at the forefront of Norah’s mind. She only wished she had disregarded his denial years ago, but hindsight was always perfect.

And now, here she was, standing out in the dirty snow and staring at the modest townhouse before her. With a quickening of her heart and a clutching of her fur-lined winter coat, she took the steps, stomped the clinging snow from her boots, and rang the bell.

A moment later, a tall, aging woman with her graying hair pulled into a matronly chignon opened the door. “Can I help you?”

Norah took a breath, gathering her courage. “Good afternoon. I am here to inquire about membership into the Guild.”

The woman stared at Norah for a beat more before blinking, her expression remaining neutral. “I’m afraid you are confused, miss.”

The bottom dropped out of Norah’s stomach. The roar of an imaginary ocean began to fill her ears. “Is this the residence of Mr. Thompson?”

The woman nodded with a guarded tempo. “Yes, but—”

Norah pressed on. “He is the president of the Guild, is he not?”

The other woman shook her head. “I don’t know of this guild, miss. Perhaps you have the wrong address.”

Norah opened and closed her mouth, at a loss. She could actively feel the blood draining from her face. “This can’t be! I don’t understand.”

“Mrs. White? Who is it?” an elderly man’s voice spoke from the interior of the hallway.

The woman, Mrs. White, turned to address the speaker. “It’s a lady, sir. She seems to think there is a guild at this address. Shall I send her away?”

No, there must be some mistake, Norah thought miserably. Please don’t send me away. I won’t know what else to do.

But the speaker thankfully seemed to understand. “Ah, no, please bring her in. Here—” Mrs. White was shuffled out of the way of the open door, replaced by a man with sparse, ill-managed white hair, spectacles, and a kind smile. “Hello, my dear,” he said, his tone matching the kindness of his smile. “I believe your information is a bit outdated. Won’t you come in?”

Norah stayed on the stoop. “You are Mr. Thompson, correct?”

He held out a hand. “Arnold Thompson, present and in the flesh, yes. And who might you be?”

She took his proffered hand shakily, her manners failing her in her agitated state. “Norah Abernathy.”

“Abernathy! I was wondering if I’d ever be graced with the presence of your lineage.” He winked at her as he held the door open for her. “Please, come in. You look as if you need a stiff coffee.”

Norah’s feet finally came unglued, and she allowed herself to be led into the front room of the townhouse, a cozy sitting room with comfortable furniture. She sank into one of the sofas at Mr. Thompson’s insistence while Mrs. White disappeared to gather the offered coffee. 

“You’ll have to forgive my housekeeper,” Mr. Thompson said breezily as he sat across from her. “She’s only been in my employ for a year, after I lost my longtime housekeeper to influenza. I hadn’t bothered to fill in Mrs. White about my past responsibilities, as I did not think they would be significant.”

Norah only nodded, still feeling faint with the shock of her plan possibly failing.

Mrs. White returned promptly with two steaming cups, heavily laced with cream, sugar, and a dash of stronger stuff. Norah gratefully took one with trembling fingers.

“Now then,” Mr. Thompson began, picking up the other cup, “You’ve come here because someone in your family is cursed. Is that right?”

“Yes!” Norah blurted with perhaps too much force to be considered ladylike. It did not seem like the gentleman minded. “I’ve kept your advertisement handy for the last seven years, knowing I’d have use for it one day.”

He tutted. “Seven years, you say? Well, I was indeed the president of the Guild that long ago. Would have been … eh, in 1910 that I gave it up.”

Norah felt faint. Even the strong coffee couldn’t help the sinking sensation she felt. “So there isn’t a guild anymore?” she asked in a small voice.

“Oh, don’t fret, my dear. I never said such a thing. It’s merely been transferred.”

“Transferred.” The repeated word hung heavy in the air.

Mr. Thompson nodded. “That’s right. This was the headquarters for the Guild, and I was the president for many years. But as word got out, more and more adventurers began to show up. It was a lot of work. My house became too small for the cause, and, as you can plainly see, I’m old.”

“And what happened?” Norah asked breathlessly.

“An old friend of mine’s son showed interest. He was also a cursed adventurer, but he had a rather large estate to run after his father passed and couldn’t make it to the city. Birchwald, that’s the name of the place. He offered to host the Guild there instead and to take over as president. I was ready to retire and agreed to the change.”

The wings of hope lifted once more. “So, the Guild, it’s … elsewhere?”

“Croton Falls, New York, to be exact. About two hundred miles north of here, if I had to guess. I made the trip once to help young Drury get set up with the lads. It’s a bit secluded, out in nature and all. Nothing like our home here.” He paused assessing her. “How presumptuous of me. Do you call New York City your home?”

She nodded, her head whirring. “Yes, although I’ve been abroad for a number of years. I actually live close by.”

“Not Fifth Street, I garner?” he said with a chuckle.

Norah smiled back, her mind beginning to ease. Fifth Street was also known as “Millionaire’s Row.” It was a favorite place for Norah to walk, with the grandiose architecture on one side of the street and Central Park on the other. “No, nothing so illustrious. I’m only three blocks north of you and farther east. A brownstone, like yours.”

Mr. Thompson took a deep, clarifying breath with a smile. “There’s nothing finer than this great city of ours. I’ve lived here my whole life, and I intend to die here. Peacefully, I hope.”

Norah frowned. “Then you weren’t an adventurer yourself?”

He shook his head, the wispy hairs flitting in the breeze and a faraway look fogging his eyes. “No, none of that for me. It was my son who got me involved in the running of the Guild. His curse, specifically. A rather nasty one that left him unable to function on his own. It was his idea to take in other unfortunate men like him and make it a guild. God rest his soul.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He waved a hand in the air. “It was a long time ago. And you, my dear? For whom are you seeking help? A husband? Surely not a son in this situation.”

“My brother. I sent a letter to you explaining this. Did you not receive it?”

Now it was Mr. Thompson’s turn to look confused. “A letter? No, I have not.”

“I sent it about three weeks ago. It should have arrived by now.” Norah’s voice rose in pitch.

Mr. Thompson thought. “Was it addressed to me? Or to the Guild?”

“The Guild, I suppose.”

He slapped his thigh. “There you have it. It was forwarded on to the new address, I’ll wager. My guess is that Mr. Drury already knows you will be seeking membership for your brother.”

“Are you certain?”

He nodded. “Quite so, quite so.”

His affirmation settled her rapid pulse ever so slightly. She sipped her coffee to gain a moment. “Thank you. Would you please tell me the best route to attempt to get there?”

Mr. Thompson, as insular in New York City as he seemed, was very eloquent when he described the train route from Grand Central Station to Mahopac, and how she could most likely catch a horse cab for the rest of the commute, a mere mile or two for the last leg. Luckily, the cabs were typically prepared for foul weather with sleigh-style carriages in the winter months, although the bulk of Croton Falls’ visitors vacationed in the summer. In all, the journey would take close to five hours.

It would be more than worth it, Norah decided. “Thank you for your time, and for the beverage, Mr. Thompson,” she said with diplomacy as she set her mostly empty cup down on the low table and stood. 

The old man led her back to the front door. “Any time, my dear. I do hope you and your brother find what you need there.”

“So do I,” Norah agreed with a sigh.

Malcolm


The phone rang with a disconcerting clang next to Malcolm’s ear.

With a start, he sat up, momentarily discombobulated before realizing he had fallen asleep at his desk.

No, he wasn’t being very honest with himself. He scowled at the half-empty decanter at the edge of the desk. Sleep was not the proper term. Passing out was.

The phone rang again, shaking Malcolm from his alcohol-induced torpor. 

He picked up the receiver in one hand with more force than necessary and jerked the transmitter to his mouth with the other. “Yes?”

The voice on the other end was tinny and faint, but understandable and familiar. “Hello, Malcolm? Is that you? It’s Arnold.”

Malcolm relaxed his grip on the body of the device. He had a soft spot for the old man, which was part of the reason he’d agreed to take over the Guild in the first place. “Hello, yes it’s me. How are you, Arnold?”

“Quite well, quite well. Listen my boy, did you receive a letter from a prospective member recently?”

It took a moment for his whiskey-soaked brain to puzzle through the question, to remember the mysterious letter from N.J. Abernathy. “Yes, I did. Abernathy. Is that to what you are referring?”

“The very same! Most excellent, that. I wanted to let you know that she stopped by my house just half an hour ago, unaware that the Guild had been relocated. I let her know where you were and how to get there. I imagine she’ll be on her way within a day or so. She seemed to be in a bit of a rush.”

Arnold’s words weren’t quite making sense. Malcolm took a moment to muddle through the speech. “She?”

“Yes. Her brother too, of course.”

“She?” Malcolm repeated the word. “Who is ‘she?’”

Arnold paused on his end. “Why, Miss Abernathy of course. What was her Christian name? Nellie? Nona? Oh yes, Norah. Norah Abernathy. That was it.”

Malcolm set the transmitter down to free his hand, which he now used to push through a stack of papers on his desk until the letter popped into view. He snatched it up, scanning the contents again.

“As a matter of fact, I, too, would appreciate admittance into your fine establishment. I do believe our combined efforts would be advantageous not only for my brother, but for me as well.”

He stared at the signature. N.J. Abernathy. N for Norah.

“Hello? Malcolm, are you still there?”

He picked up the neck again and brought it to his mouth. “Yes, I’m still here. Thank you, Arnold, for letting me know. Goodbye.” He set the receiver back in its cradle, sure that he had cut Arnold off mid-sentence.

He found that he didn’t much care. He had bigger issues to think of.








  
  

Chapter four

Tuesday, February 9th, 1915





Norah


Norah was entirely fed up with traveling. 

She had managed to drag her brother out of their shared townhouse at the ungodly hour of six that morning, stuffing him and two small trunks into a taxicab before squishing herself in as well. The dirty and slushy snow had slowed the vehicle down, a fact that Norah had not accounted for when she originally made her timetable. Consequently, by the time the tickets were purchased and the luggage stowed at Grand Central Station, they had mere minutes to catch their desired train before it pulled out. Running was not easy for LJ with his condition, and Norah’s boots made the sprint an unpleasant one. They made it—barely. She waited to chastise herself until they found an empty car and sat, giving herself a moment to breathe.

Once the train began to move, Norah relaxed slightly. Across from her, LJ slumped, still winded from the unanticipated exercise.

That simple act worried Norah; LJ used to run circles around her when they were younger, and he had always been the more athletic of the two.

She studied him. Ever since she’d arrived home, her brother had been trying to keep his distance, physically, but—more importantly—also emotionally. When she had left two and a half years ago, LJ had joked that she was escaping him. Now that they were back together, it was clear he was the one trying to evade her.

She had asked about his condition multiple times, and other than finally acknowledging his curse existed, LJ refused to talk of it, only downplaying the severity to her. But she knew. She had eyes. She saw the winces of pain, the stilted gait, the pallor brought about by bouts of agony.

LJ was not to be dissuaded from hiding facts, however many times she asked him to be truthful. He’d always been stoic. He was, after all, the male child. The heir to the family’s generational wealth, as threadbare as it was these days. He was the golden son, both metaphorically and physically. He’d always been an Adonis compared to her, with his dark blonde hair and good looks. It was a wonder he was still single. The Abernathy formula to life was to marry and produce an heir first, and then go exploring. LJ, having adventured first, had spit in the face of that tradition.

“All I can say is this had better be worth it.”

Norah snapped out of her reverie. “Come again?”

LJ fixed her with a narrow-eyed stare. He’d not been happy about waking so early. “I said, I hope this quest of yours is worth it. I don’t enjoy being about when the sun is still vacant.”

Norah couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “LJ, I didn’t travel halfway around the world, missing my chance to finish my classes, to be with you if I thought you were well. You clearly aren’t. You may have fooled one of us, but it wasn’t me. It was yourself.”

LJ huffed. “I’m managing.”

“And you can also manage at the Guild, where there will be people to help you and fellow adventurers to commiserate with.”

“And become a shut-in.”

She frowned. “I do apologize. I must have missed the letter in which you clearly outlined all of the soirées you’ve been attending lately. I’m sure with your gammy gait you have the ladies swooning on the dance floor.”

“And you wouldn’t know what a soirée was unless it poked you in the backside,” he countered with a twin frown. “I want to live on my terms.”

“As do I. Sometimes we don’t always get what we want, hm?”

He pursed his lips. “Fair enough. Fine. We’ll do things your way. For now.”

They spent much of the remaining time on the train in silence.

Mr. Thompson had been accurate about the availability of carriages for the remainder of the journey, although they had to wait for one to return before they could venture out. The station master told them it was a walkable distance of less than two miles to the estate, but given the eighteen inches of snow on the ground, it was a foolhardy task. Norah agreed, opting to wait the hour instead. She knew there was no way LJ would be able to walk it, snow or no.

At last, the siblings were loaded into a sleigh-style carriage, with a fresh horse eager to ferry them to their destination. Norah settled in for the last leg of their journey, envisioning the meeting that was soon to take place, an occurrence she was sure would change her and LJ’s lives for the better.

It was well past 1:30 by the time Norah caught her first sight of Birchwald as they rounded a bend in the road. She was struck mute by the sight.

She’d half-expected a small but charming summer house: perhaps ten rooms with a garden that would be cheerful in the warmer months. This first look shattered those expectations. Birchwald, while still technically classified as a summer house, would not be considered charming in the slightest by anyone, and certainly not by Norah. The word she wanted to use instead was imposing.

Norah had plenty of time to take it in—the driveway was long and lined with skeletal trees frosted with snow. From her limited vantage, she counted three stories, each bedecked in a dazzling limestone façade. A rounded atrium jutted out from the right side, creating a small amount of asymmetry that was pleasing to the eye. Closer to the domicile, the driveway curved like the eye of a needle, with the apex at a covered carriage porch adorning the front and center of the mansion.

In the city, Norah enjoyed the unique architecture along Fifth Street. One of her favorite houses to admire for its eccentricity was the Vanderbilts’ Petit Chateau. It was a monstrous, gaudy Gothic thing full of turrets and frivolity at every window. Norah now studied Birchwald with the same eye. While she would not consider the two mansions to be similar—there were no turrets in sight on this summer home, at least—there was a clear connection between the two properties. Birchwald had a slate blue roof that caught the eye, just like the Chateau, and both estates screamed money.

A lot of money.

Norah suddenly felt very over her head.

There was to be no turning back now, at any rate. The sled had stopped under the entrance roof and the cabbie was opening the door to help Norah down. She thanked him, and turned toward the heavy wooden double doors, feeling faint at the prospect of walking through them.

Up the steps, one of the grand double doors opened, admitting a solitary older man in coattails into view. Norah smoothed her coat down to quell her nervousness.

“Greetings, madam,” the butler said to her with a stiff bow.

“Hello. I am here to speak with Mr. Drury,” Norah said, hating how stilted and awkward she sounded even as the words left her mouth.

The butler did not seem to mind. He gave a small head nod. “Of course. Won’t you please come this way?” He motioned to the door.

LJ had by this time gotten out and tipped the driver, before hobbling over to her side. He looked at her.

“No time like the present, Nor,” he said with his usual swagger and a hint of acerbity. 

Norah nodded and placed a hand on his back, urging him to walk ahead of her. As the cab was whisked away by the fleet hooves of the horse, she took a breath and stopped wishing to be back inside the interior, instead focusing on why she was here in the first place.

At the doorway, the butler motioned for them to follow him to the left into a small room off the vestibule, which was stuffed with lavish sofas and chairs. In an ordinary home, Norah would have labeled this a parlor, but clearly—given the tiny glimpse into the interior she had so far been afforded—Birchwald was far from ordinary. “Reception room” would be a more fitting term. 

The butler busied himself with the fireplace, and within minutes the flames licked upward, quickly filling the space with heat. He turned back to them. “I shall take your outerwear for you, if you’d like.”

“Thank you,” Norah said, peeling the gloves from her fingers and unbuttoning her heavy coat.

LJ needed help with his buttons. With the patience of a mother, Norah undid each and helped him shuck the coat down his arms. 

“Whom shall I say is calling?” the butler asked next, once his arms were laden with their coats.

“The Abernathys, please. I was told Mr. Drury would be expecting me. I believe Mr. Thompson—”

“Mr. Thompson did indeed ring us. I will let the master know. Wait here, please,” the butler interrupted her rambling. 

She nodded.

As the butler left to announce them, Norah flopped into the chair closest to the fire, heaving a sigh. The journey was over and they had made it unscathed. She figured that had been the hardest part of this enterprise. It would be easy from here.

Malcolm


They were here, in his house. Just across the vestibule and in the reception room, in fact.

Malcolm practically buzzed with contained energy.

Ever since Arnold’s phone call, Malcolm had been on high alert, waiting for this moment. It had affected his already tenuous sleep schedule, and made him snappish and brittle with the help. He avoided the guild members altogether for the last day, knowing it was unfair to take his mood out on them.

Consequently, Malcolm had been overly attentive to the goings on at his front door, more so than usual. He was aware of the strangers’ presence from practically the moment they entered the door, so he did not have much use for Mathers’ announcement. 

His need for pettiness won out over politeness. Instead of seeing them right away, he pretended to be busy in his office for much of the next hour. Let them stew a bit in the reception room. Malcolm knew they'd be fine in there, probably sipping some of his expensive coffee while they waited.

In the meantime, the extended wait continued to jangle at Malcolm’s nerves.

He finally sent Mathers to fetch them at a quarter to three. Even then, he cautioned the butler to take his time bringing them into the office.

He needed a drink.

But no, He’d meet them sober. Somehow, he felt it was important.

A soft knock on the door readied him for its opening. Mathers stood ramrod straight. “The Abernathys, sir.”

The butler moved to the side, and there they were. Two people, his age or younger, a man who limped forward with the rash energy of confidence, and a skinny woman, her dark coif messy from travel, who pretended to have that same confidence but failed miserably.

He hated awkward silences, but his surly mood did not allow him to show the proper manners. Instead, he simply barked his name. “Malcolm Drury.”

The woman flinched at the introduction. A smug warmth lit up Malcolm’s chest. He expected the man to introduce himself next, but the woman caught a second wind.

“Mr. Drury, thank you for allowing us into your home. My name is Norah Abernathy, and this is my brother, Leighton. LJ for short.”

He watched her shrewdly, the smugness turning into an angry fire. “What does the ‘J’ stand for?”

She seemed perplexed. Good. “In LJ? It stands for James.”

“No,” Malcolm barked, startling her anew. “Not his name. Yours. What does the ‘J’ in Norah J. Abernathy stand for?”

Her confusion was paramount, which gave him ample glee. She stuttered before speaking, “I don’t quite understand what that has to do with anything—”

“Because, madam, I am just a tad irritated by the fact that you held your sex incognito within the contents of your letter.” His voice grew in volume with this statement, and he brandished said letter in the air, having found it in the stacks while he made them wait.

There. He’d announced it out loud. How dare a woman of all things try to pull one over him? The anger he had felt ever since Arnold’s call seemed vindicated.

Her face flushed. “Perhaps, Mr. Drury, given how you react to perfect strangers, I would not even have gotten in the door had you known. Perhaps, Mister Drury, my full name does not get me places like my initials do. And just perhaps, in a perfect world, it should not matter what the ‘J’ stands for.”

He had to admit, she had gumption. He felt a begrudging respect grow. “Very well, Miss Norah J. Abernathy. What brings you to my home?”

She was still riled up, he could tell by her flashing eyes and firm mouth, but she was trying to rein it in like a proper lady. “You clearly received my letter, so I believe you already know why I am here. My brother and I are seeking membership.”

Malcolm knew, all right. Her confirmation only served to aggravate him. He needed a moment away from talking with this confounding creature. He glanced at Leighton Abernathy, who had carried an air of amusement about him the moment the conversation turned heated. It spoke of someone who took pleasure in others’ misfortune. It was interesting, to say the least. “Cursed?”

Leighton flashed a roguish sideways smile as he brought his full attention to Malcolm. “Belize. 1909. I discovered a cave. Clearly, it had been used as a burial site. But everything within the cave was covered in crystals. Quite the sight.” He pulled out a small object from his vest pocket, the surface twinkling in the light of the office. 

Malcolm peered at it from across the desk. “Is that a bone?” He tried to hide his grimace.

Leighton smirked, his expression unsettling. “Good eye. A finger bone, to be precise. The cave was littered with native skeletons. It was just a souvenir, but now my bones are crystallizing too. Have been since 1912, when I left the country.”

Malcolm suppressed a shudder. He would never understand why some people thought human remains made good souvenirs. 

Miss Abernathy cut in, “Our family has a penchant for curses. LJ’s mobility and general health are diminishing rapidly. That is why we’ve come to you.”

“I wouldn’t say they are diminishing rapidly, Nor,” Mr. Abernathy interjected. “It’s my body, and I feel well enough.”

The woman shot her brother a look, her brows drawn together. He in turn shrugged his shoulders and focused back on Malcolm.

Malcolm sat back in his chair. “Of course. Mr. Abernathy, you are most certainly welcome to join, provided you can pay the entrance fee.”

“And me?” the woman asked with audacity.

Malcolm gave her a challenging stare. “Absolutely not.”

Norah


Her face heated at Mr. Drury’s words, matching the inferno in her chest. This man had not given her two seconds of civility before antagonizing her. How dare he—how dare he!

“I beg your pardon?” she said, trying to quell the anger that licked at her brain. She took a steadying breath. She must remain the civil one. She must. “I believe, Mr. Drury, that I have made my intentions clear from the start—”

He laughed. It would have been a nice sound to hear from his rich, deep voice if not for the fact it was aimed at her. “Have you, Miss Abernathy? Once again I ask you, is purposefully hiding your femininity from me a clear intention?”

“That should have nothing to do with the subject at hand!” Norah tried not to shout, but her volume did increase along with her ire.

Mr. Drury looked at her. He softened his voice into a more conversational tone. “Tell me. What is the name of my guild, of which I am in charge?”

Norah opened her mouth without a sound before snapping it shut to think on the question. “The Guild for Cursed Adventurers, is it not?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You forgot the most important part. It’s the Gentlemen’s Guild for Cursed Adventurers. Unless I am thoroughly mistaken, there is no way you can be a gentleman, am I correct?”

She clenched the fingers of one hand. This was an avenue she had trod down many times before. As a woman, she could not vote. As a woman, she was dependent on her family’s fortunes, with no hope to control her own wealth. She could attend classes at Oxford, but she could not actually obtain a degree in doing so. And now this.

“There is a growing number of people who believe such gender separation to be archaic and are starting to eschew the traditional segregation,” she pointed out rationally.

“Ah, but not all of us agree with that, miss, and as I pointed out, this is my guild. My rules. But let us bypass that for now and examine the other criteria for membership expressly mentioned in the name, shall we? Are you an adventurer?”

She shifted in her seat. “No, I suppose not.”

“Are you cursed?”

Her temper snapped. “How is it possible for you to turn down free money? The fact remains, I’d be an asset to you, to my brother. He is the most important thing to me, and for you to so callously deny me, is a true mark of your unfeeling character, sir.”

LJ put a hand on her arm to calm her as Drury’s eyes flashed. “Madam, you have no idea what it is like to run this guild. To have a company of men depending on me. These are broken men, Miss Abernathy, men who come here to live as comfortably as they can in the presence of other souls who understand the daily torment they must live with. It is a brotherhood. I am not turning down free money. I am turning down your money. I have enough to pay the few servants who stick around. Your contribution is not necessary, nor is your company.”

His tone brooked no argument. Norah knew when she was beaten, at least in this round.

“Now,” he paused his rant to peek at his pocket watch. “Regrettably, it is too late in the day to call back a cab for you. I will allow you guest quarters for tonight, and then first thing in the morning I will call for transportation.” He glanced at LJ. “Mr. Abernathy, it is your decision whether you wish to stay or leave with your sister in the morning.”

“Thank you, Mr. Drury,” LJ said. “I’ll give it some thought. Truthfully, this was Norah’s idea from the start, so I’m not sure I’m inclined to stay.”

Norah clenched her teeth.

“If you do choose to join, the membership rate is $600. Yearly. Can you afford that?”

It was a princely sum to give all at once, but they had some familial wealth to fall back on. Norah spoke for her brother, “We can surely afford double that.”

Mr. Drury looked down his nose at her, trying to put her in her place, she was sure. “Duly noted. I’ll put you both up on the second floor tonight—Mr. Abernathy, Birchwald does have an elevator if stairs are difficult. Did you bring luggage?”

Norah noticed the change in his tone every time he switched from speaking to her to speaking to LJ: a softening, a compassion. If only she had not seen the hardened, cynical side first, she might have liked this man.

LJ answered his question, “Yes, indeed. Two small trunks. Just enough for a night or two. Norah figured we could send for the rest of our things later.”

“Hm, I imagine.” Drury almost sneered at her as he looked over at her again. 

She scowled, forgetting her manners.

Her expression did not seemingly faze the man. He gazed thoughtfully at her for a moment before leaning over and pulling on a cord behind him. When the butler popped in within a matter of seconds (probably lurking in the hallway, Norah surmised), Mr. Drury addressed him next. “Mathers, the Abernathys are to stay overnight. I’ll have you assist Mr. Abernathy into the Iris bedroom—no, Poppy would be better since it’s closer to the elevator. Will you please inform Mrs. Bixby that I request her assistance for Miss Abernathy? She can take the Aster Room.”

The butler, Mathers, hesitated. “The Aster Room? Are you quite certain, sir?”

Drury waved a hand. “Yes, yes. Just for one night. If Mr. Abernathy decides to stay, we’ll get him moved to the third floor tomorrow.” He faced Norah and LJ once more. “Dinner will be served in your rooms at eight. I’d appreciate it if you did not go exploring. The privacy of my members is very important.”

Mathers left to fetch Mrs. Bixby, leaving the brother and sister duo in the clutches of Mr. Drury once more.

Norah decided one last time to plead her case. “Mr. Drury, if I could just—”

“No, madam,” he said with a swipe of his hand. He rubbed a palm down his face in exasperation, belying an exhaustion he had hidden from her earlier. “Mathers and Mrs. Bixby will be here to attend to your needs. I bid you both a good day.” He stood, not waiting for any other conversation, and walked out of the room with a massive sigh and a harder closing of the door than was necessary.

Norah soaked in the newfound silence for a moment, temporarily paralyzed by the overwhelming sensation of failure. 

As usual, LJ was her savior. “You tried, Nor. He makes some excellent points. There are certain criteria one must meet to join.”

His tone was kind, but a lifetime with LJ had attuned Norah’s ears to every subtlety, and she easily pinpointed the hint of glee hidden deep within the words. He wouldn’t stay, not without her by his side. “I can do so much for this place, I just know it,” she responded, feeling the tears welling in her eyes. She blinked furiously to keep them at bay. Tears were weakness. Tears meant the dastardly man had accomplished getting under her skin. She would not give him the satisfaction, even if he wasn’t here to witness them.

Mathers returned, followed by a much shorter, plumper woman with pure white hair and dimpled smile.

“Madam, if you would please follow our housekeeper, Mrs. Bixby, to your room,” he said with the same starched tone he used with his master. “Sir, let me assist you to your quarters.”

Norah and LJ exchanged glances. He fumbled for her hand, giving it a small squeeze. “Be good, sis,” he said as he stood slowly, wincing with the regaining of his feet.

Norah stood as well with a much more fluid motion, despite the daze she found herself in. She allowed LJ to hobble out first before turning her attention to the woman.

“Hello there, dearie,” the woman greeted her, her dimple twinkling in her real smile. 

Norah couldn’t help but smile back. “You must be Mrs. Bixby.”

“I am. Housekeeper of this insane asylum, but don’t let the master know I said such a thing. It’s just between us women,” she said, leaning in conspiratorially.

Norah liked her immediately. “I do believe you have been sent to escort me to my prison cell,” she joked.

Mrs. Bixby tutted. “Indeed I am. Will you be needing the elevator or shall we take the stairs?”

Norah shivered. Elevators gave her the willies. There was something chilling about being hoisted in a box between floors. She always imagined the cables snapping. “The stairs, if you please.”

Mrs. Bixby led Norah out of the office, down a shallow set of stairs and into the grand entrance hall. Norah had glimpsed it earlier, and now that she was standing in the hall, she had to take a moment to center herself, dazzled by the opulence as she was. 

The hall was massive, with solid marble archways surrounding it. Heavy velvet curtains flanked the arches in rich red tones. High above, two stories up, the ceiling was painted with a fresco of a cloudy sky, with gilded ceiling tiles framing the artwork, and massive chandeliers dotting the surface. Everywhere she turned, carvings and gilt caught her eye.

To her right, just beyond the arches, loomed a fireplace so massive she could easily stand within it. To her left, a grand staircase replete with red carpet runners beckoned between the arches.

The archways directly in front of her contained enormous glass windows which afforded a view of a covered area—a loggia, if she remembered correctly. Beyond the loggia and its own arches, she spied a sprawling terrace covered in snow.

“This way, please,” Mrs. Bixby said, drawing Norah back to earth. Finding she could move again, Norah followed her to the grand staircase. 

At the first landing, the staircase bifurcated. Mrs. Bixby took the left path, following the curve up to the second-floor landing. A generous walkway flanked the large opening of the hall below on three sides, with marble columns rising to the ceiling between spans of ornate iron balustrade. Norah could see an upper loggia through the windows where the walkway terminated.

Norah had little time to gawk before the housekeeper was once more on the move, taking the walkway to the right and turning the first corner of the gallery. “We have three bedrooms on this floor, along with master and mistress rooms,” Mrs. Bixby said as they walked. They passed the elevator, and Mrs. Bixby motioned to the next door. “That’s the Poppy Room, where your brother will stay tonight,” she mentioned.

They passed a flight of stairs leading up to the third floor directly on the other side of the Poppy Room, and then turned the next corner of the gallery. Halfway down the walkway on this stretch, Mrs. Bixby stopped at an ornately carved door.

“Here we are,” she proclaimed with her usual cheer. “The Aster Room.”

“Are all the bedrooms named after flowers?” Norah asked as she looked around. Her eye caught on a similarly ornate door in the corner of the gallery, next to the third-floor stairs.

“Indeed, they are,” Mrs. Bixby confirmed as she unlocked the room. “Lily and Iris in the north, Poppy in the south. Plus Aster and Rose.”

The way she kept Aster and Rose separate from the others piqued Norah’s inquisitiveness. She studied the other door again. “Is that the Rose Room?” she asked, drawing the older woman’s attention to the other door.

“Yes, it is.”

“Is the Rose Room also the master bedroom?”

Mrs. Bixby paused with the key in the hole. “A keen mind you’ve got, dearie.”

“Then, that would make this the mistress bedroom,” Norah deduced. 

The housekeeper nodded, her lips tight.

“Is there not a Mrs. Drury?” Norah asked with natural curiosity. It was unusual for a guest to stay in the most important bedroom of the estate.

Mrs. Bixby’s mouth became a fine line, further inciting Norah’s curiosity. “There is not,” was the simple reply as the housekeeper flung the door open and ushered Norah inside.

It was cold and dark, the windows heavily draped. Mrs. Bixby flicked a switch near the door, and the wall sconces flickered to life, illuminating the spacious room. Norah was impressed that the mansion had electric lights.

“My apologies for the chill; let me get a fire started for you,” the housekeeper said as she bustled over to the fireplace.

“It’s not a bother, really,” Norah said, even though she rubbed her hands together surreptitiously for warmth. “I’m sure a servant could do the same if you have more important duties to attend to.”

Mrs. Bixby let out a snort as she turned a knob on the side of the fireplace. A hissing sound filled the room. “Won’t be but a minute, thanks to the miracle of gas. It’s a bit of a skeleton crew around here, I’m afraid. Just me and Mathers, plus Cook and her scullery maid, bless them. Lost our last servant a week ago. The maids don’t seem too keen on staying for very long.”

“Why is that?”

The housekeeper took a long match from a container built into the surround and expertly struck it. “Well, it’s a bit of an unusual household, you see. Mr. Malcolm has got his hands full with his guests, and requires some unusual care for them at times. Most girls aren’t made of strong enough stuff to withstand the pressure.” She touched the match to the ceramic logs. The fire roared to life, the flames already driving away the chill. “There we are. See this knob? Just turn it counterclockwise if you get overheated. I’ll be back before bedtime to make sure you don’t burn the place down in our sleep.”

“You’re too kind,” Norah said with only a hint of sarcasm.

“Is there anything else you’ll be needing before supper, miss?”

Norah tapped her lips in thought. “Do you have any magazines? Newspapers?”

Mrs. Bixby seemed taken aback for a brief moment. “Why, yes, as a matter of fact. The old missus enjoyed the Ladies’ Home Journal, and Mr. Malcolm never stopped the subscription after her death. I also have the latest McCall’s I can lend you for tonight. And as for newspapers, I’ll gather a couple of Tribunes for you. Will that do?”

“Yes, thank you.”

The housekeeper bustled out to gather the reading material. Norah was grateful. If she was to be stuck in this room for the next few hours and the night, she’d at least have something to do besides stew in her defeat.

That was the hope, anyway.
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