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      In the misted hills of the Pacific Northwest, tucked where most maps forget to look, stands Wildstone, a village both new and ancient, where stories cling to the stonework like ivy. At its heart rises a castle, brought across the sea long ago, dismantled piece by piece in Ireland and reassembled here by hands long turned to dust.

      Once a private estate, the Savage Citadel passed through many caretakers until, not so long ago, the family who now bears its name inherited it quite by surprise. Rather than sell it off or let it crumble, they chose a different path: one of restoration, remembrance, and quiet revival. Today, the Citadel is a living tapestry, home to gardens and gatherings, a historical park, and a hotel where memory and romance are never far from the surface.

      The walls remember. So do the stones beneath your feet. And, if you linger long enough beneath the clematis vines, beside the hearths, or in the hush between rooms, you may stumble across a story still waiting to be told.

      These are the Ballads of Wildstone. Some are whispered in letters. Some bloom in candlelight. Some are written between footsteps and smiles. Even the softest stories leave a mark.

      If you know where to look.
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          A QUESTION OF LIGHT

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Even though Lanie Danvers had already seen this view a dozen times, stepping into the castle gardens still gave her a rush. She paused to inhale the scent of old stone and flowers that lingered from the quickly fading afternoon warmth. The moment reminded her of the stately gardens behind her childhood home in Wiltshire, where her parents had been stationed, and she'd attended the local school.

      Ahead, the shine from the antique lantern she had restored earlier poured a soft, golden glow on the cobbled path. It brought an almost ethereal feel to the area and made Lanie’s heart ache with the beauty of it.

      Then the light flickered.

      Frowning, Lanie stepped closer. She reached up inside the delicate wrought iron and glass fixture to make a small adjustment. The glimmer settled, casting enough illumination to not detract from the ambiance.

      Straightening, she pushed her braid over her shoulder and took a step back to admire her work. Lanie had salvaged the lanterns, coated in a century of grime and neglect, from a rarely used room in the Family Wing.

      A whisper of something else tugged at the back of her mind, reminding Lanie of an item in one of the Citadel’s old inventory lists. The writing, barely legible, had included a single reference to a ceremonial lantern. But there had been no description, no location, and the item hadn’t appeared in any current records. A fluke, probably. Or a mislabeled sconce. Still, she reminded herself to follow up on it.

      Now, after she had polished and rewired them, the lanterns would light the way for guests. Her antique-loving granny would be proud.

      “There,” she said, pleased with the effect.

      “You have it mounted too low.”

      The familiar male voice, dry and unappreciative, almost made her groan.

      Grayson Wynn. Tall and broad-shouldered, his storm-gray eyes and rigid bearing matched his attitude of having every duck in precise rows, regardless of historical accuracy. Evidently, the owners of the Savage Citadel had hired a site security consultant.

      Lanie turned to face him and crossed her arms. “What?”

      He didn’t flinch. “If the lighting is lower than seven feet, it’s a safety hazard because someone could hit their head.”

      “Only if they’re eight feet tall and jogging with a ladder,” she said with saccharine sweetness.

      He arched a brow. “It happens more often than you might think.”

      Lanie shifted her hip to the side and shot him a flat look. “Oh, really?”

      “Yes, really.” He gave a disapproving huff. “So, you’re who they hired as the lighting designer?”

      “Excuse me, but that’s historical ambiance consultant, thank you very much.” She narrowed her eyes. “And let me guess… you’re still just muscle with a clipboard?”

      “Preservation consultant,” he said flatly. “Evidently, you’ve never bothered to inform yourself of what I actually do when we’ve worked together before.”

      Who knew? Lanie hadn’t, and it made her feel a little guilty. They had worked on a couple of other jobs, and his all-rules approach had made him seem like a checklist in human form. Attractive? Absolutely. But he could make her nuts.

      And her not knowing didn’t excuse his attitude, but it did explain why he always seemed to know which stone not to step on. “So you understand my job is to keep this place from looking like a shopping centre car park.”

      “And I’m here to make sure no one gets hurt while admiring the ambiance.” His mouth twitched in a very Mr. Malfoy way. If he was trying to be polite, nothing kind reached his eyes.

      They stood in silence, the lantern’s soft glow between them. Lanie understood the concern about safety, but guests and employees needed to use their brains too.

      “Excuse me,” she said with a sigh, gesturing toward the fixture. “This is an antique, commissioned in 1887 by a copper artisan in Seattle to look just like the originals in Ireland. The drop of the bracket is intentional and meant to create intimacy along the garden path. A whisper of light. If it’s too high, the brightness will feel like a floodlight.”

      “It also creates a blind spot on Camera Seven,” Grayson noted, consulting his tablet.

      Lanie blinked. “There’s a Camera Seven?”

      “There are twelve, actually.” He pointed to a nearby archway. “Including one inside that trellis. Infrared and motion-triggered. We’ve had three sensor breaches in the last two weeks.”

      She tilted her head. “So you think someone’s been out here messing with the lights?”

      He didn’t answer right away. “I believe something’s triggering the motion sensors. And I don’t ignore patterns.”

      The lantern flickered again, almost as if it had perfect timing.

      Since her irritation at both it and the man had nowhere productive to go, Lanie vented sideways.

      “Well,” she muttered, “maybe the ghosts are restless.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, but he answered with all seriousness, “I don’t do ghosts.”

      “Obviously you don’t do romantic ambiance, either.”

      Grayson didn’t reply, but his eyes had a twinkle to them. Did the robot have a sense of humor after all?

      She turned back to the lantern, suddenly aware of the quietness of the grounds. Its soft glow lit the path in delicate patches, casting uneven shadows across the rose trellises and flagstones.

      Then the bulb flickered again, brief and sharp. Not the sputter of a loose connection. It almost looked like… a signal.

      Lanie frowned at the bit of whimsy.

      “Did you see that?” Grayson asked, his voice low behind her.

      “Yeah.” She stepped closer, instinctively checking the bracket carefully.

      They stared at the light. It was steady now, soft and golden, as it should be. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

      Grayson moved beside her but scanned the area. “There’s no one else on the path.”

      He didn’t seem spooked, only watchful. The kind of person who logged details and filed them for later.

      A low breeze stirred, rustling the nearby clematis. Lanie pulled her jumper tighter around herself.

      “I know this will sound crazy,” she said, “but I just fixed it. I don’t think the flicker came from a loose wire.”

      Grayson didn’t laugh, but he did study her face for a moment, as though unsure of her sincerity. Then he nodded. “Okay.”

      It startled Lanie, and her expression must have shown it.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” he added. “But I do know there can be problems that don’t show up on blueprints. I also don’t like being surprised on an assignment I’m responsible for.”

      She tilted her head, curious. “You’re different from what I thought.”

      “I get that a lot,” Grayson said dryly. He turned back toward the entrance.

      Lanie pulled her tablet from her bag and made a quick note beneath her sketch of the fixture’s bracket.

      Lantern 7: Intermittent flickers at dusk. Possible draft… or something else?

      She hesitated before adding:

      Grayson Wynn: Not as dull as advertised.
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