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      New town medic Dr. Pierce braves a Christmas Eve storm of howling wind and driving rain when called to Claredon House. A kind stranger in the woods gives him directions.

      When Pierce arrives, he meets—and immediately charmed by—the beautiful Miss Larissa Shaw.

      But when trapped for the night, eerie events make him question just how much he wants to believe…and just how much Miss Larissa Shaw means to him.

      Fans of gothic romance will love this atmospheric and heart-tugging story.
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      Frigid rain slashed down at me from every direction. The variable gusts of lashing wind made it impossible to predict from which direction the next onslaught of water would come: into my face, or down the back of my neck, no matter how many times I pulled my collar up and close. My brimmed hat was next to useless, just becoming something else I had to clutch on to with numbed fingers, along with my medical bag.

      England would not see a white Christmas tomorrow.

      No souls, hardy or not, should be out on a foul night like this, I thought dourly, my boots slipping in the mud of the wooded path I could barely make out in the darkness. But as the soon-to-be-installed doctor in the town, the duty fell to me—my elderly, soon-to-be predecessor was in no shape to make the journey to Claredon Hall on a howling, stormy night like this.

      I’d already heard tales of Claredon Hall and its inhabitants. In towns like this, information (gossip) is bestowed like gold from a benevolent king.

      One who desires your favor.

      Up ahead I could hear the crashing of Monkshead River. Even in clement weather, it was a fast-running current through dangerous outcroppings of rock. Now, swollen by rain, it sounded like an angry, howling monster.

      So intent was I on not slipping and falling in the mud nor missing the crossing that I neither saw nor heard the other man approaching until he was almost upon me. I skidded to a stop as he said, his voice raised to carry over the wind and water, “Well met on this ill night, sir. I hope I did not startle you.”

      Willing my pounding heart to slow, I peered through the rain at him. Dark hair plastered to his head and face, a face barely visible in the gloom. I couldn’t make out his clothing, although somehow, I sensed he was a soldier. Perhaps something in his bearing. Either way, he didn’t look or sound familiar, so someone I hadn’t encountered in town yet.

      “Only so far as I didn’t expect another foolhardy soul to be out in this abysmal storm,” I said.

      “Only foolhardy souls who fear disappointing a loved one on Christmas more than a cold dousing, I suspect,” he said.

      “Or foolhardy souls whose profession stops for no weather.” I touched my hat with my freezing hand. “Bertram Pierce, incoming town physician.”

      He nodded his sodden head. “Well met, sir.”

      “I’m headed to Claredon Hall,” I added. “I hope I haven’t missed the turnoff for the bridge.”

      “Indeed you haven’t,” he said. “Claredon Hall, hm? I…”

      He shook his head, but began walking with me as I started out again, for I had no desire to dilly-dally until I turned into ice and shattered.

      “You’re familiar with Claredon Hall?” I prompted, not pressing for information, but trying to start a conversation to take my mind away from the miserable night.

      “Oh yes,” he said. “Quite. What brings you there on this frightful night?”

      “An illness,” I said. “One of the older folks.”

      I didn’t elaborate, for that would be skirting too close to client privilege, even though I wouldn’t know what the illness was until I examined Lady Shaw.

      Claredon Hall, I’d been told more than once, had fallen on hard times over the past few years. Oh, the Shaws were still a generous and caring family, and they weren’t destitute, not really. But poor investments, and the war, had eaten into the family fortune. The sons had gone on to banking or law—respectable professions, although somewhat looked-down-upon ones for those of higher birth. The eldest daughter, married. The family had closed off some of the house, it had been explained to me in hushed voices, and kept only a bare staff now of butler, housekeeper, one or two maids, a groundskeeper….

      With the older sons and daughter away, the household consisted of the current Lord and Lady Shaw, a daughter, and a maiden aunt—the Lady Millicent Shaw I would be attending to if I made it there unscathed.

      I should have called on them earlier as a matter of propriety, but I simply hadn’t had the opportunity. Then the request for a doctor’s visit had reached our office.

      The roar of Monkshead River was louder now, and as I squinted through the rain, I thought I saw the path to take me to the bridge.

      “I believe this is the way I must go,” I said. I turned toward the direction of the sound. Over the bridge, and onto Claredon Hall land, with a direct route up the lawn to the manor.

      My step almost lightened at the thought of being nearly there.

      A hand seized upon my arm. “Wait!”

      I spun around. The other man’s eyes were wide beneath his water-soaked hair, the pupils dark as the night around us.

      Before I could respond, he gasped, “The bridge…the bridge is out. It always goes out when the river gets this high. You won’t be able to see until it’s too late.”

      I sagged at the thought of turning around, fighting my way back through the woods and the storm, failing at my mission.

      “There’s another bridge upstream,” he said. “Not terribly far. It’s safer.”

      I was trusting a stranger, but I didn’t see much choice, not if I was going to have a chance of examining Miss Shaw, which was my duty and responsibility.

      He was correct: it wasn’t terribly far until the next bridge, which I could see was intact, higher over the water than apparently the other was.

      “Cross here, head left around the lake, then up to the house,” he said. “Watch your footing; it’ll be slippery.”

      “You’re not headed this way as well?” I asked. As far as I knew, there were no other homes or villages in this direction for some way. Surely the Shaws would take him in for the night.

      “I have…” he hesitated “…an appointment I cannot miss.”

      At another time I might have pressed him further, but I had been requested by the Shaws for medical purposes, and they were my priority. Plus I needed to get inside before I caught my own death from the chill.

      As much as I owed him for his suggestion of a detour that might very well have saved my life.

      “My thanks to you, then,” I said. “I wish you nothing but the best.” I turned towards the river, but over the roar I heard him call, “One more thing, please.”

      And again I turned back, blinking against the deluge.

      “Might I beg a boon of you?” he asked. His voice shook. “Would you deliver a letter for me, to Miss Shaw? I’m not sure…I’m not sure I will make it there tonight.”

      “Of course,” I said. “It’s the least I can do.”

      He pressed an envelope into my hand, and I shoved it deep into my coat pocket, as far away from the rain as I could manage.

      When I looked up again, he was gone, dissolved into the driving rain and night-dark forest.

      On the wide wooden bridge, I looked down at the churning, frothing water, tumbling endlessly against the rocks, and could not help but suppress a shudder.
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      I rang the bell of Claredon House. I couldn’t see much of it in the storm, though I could tell that it was made of local pale yellow stone and had several wings spreading out from the solid front. Georgian modification, I guessed, from an earlier building.

      The door opened.

      The butler’s uniform was a bit shiny at the cuffs, and the butler himself was an older man, receding pale hair going white at the temples.  But his straight-backed, solid mien and the slightest of scowls showed he was a man who took his duties seriously indeed.

      “May I help you?” he asked, as if it were a common occurrence to find a drenched man on the doorstep on Christmas Eve.

      “Doctor Pierce, here at the behest of Lord Shaw,” I said. “I’m here to see Miss Shaw?”

      “Have I heard my name?” came a voice from within. A lilting female voice.

      The butler stepped aside and ushered me in with a small gesture. I entered, resisting the urge to shake my coat collar away from my sodden neck.

      Stepping inside was almost a shock, especially the relative silence when the butler closed the door again the drumming of the rain. The two-story foyer was lit and warm and quiet, its pale yellow wallpaper bringing a hint of light against the darkness outside. To my right, a grand staircase swept up, the mahogany balustrade adorned with sweetly scented pine boughs.

      The speaker with the melodious voice came into view.

      She had chestnut-brown hair pulled back in a popular style, although her evening dress was several years out of fashion. (I had a sister who spoke knowingly about such things; I had given up protesting that I had no interest.) She had a strong nose and kind, intelligent hazel eyes. A dimple in her left cheek—a cheek flushed from, no doubt, the fire in the parlor—flashed as she smiled and held out her hand.

      “I’m Miss Larissa Shaw.”

      I touched my fingertips to hers, nodded my head, and said, “I am pleased to make your acquaintance. But I fear I’m not here to see you, but one Miss Millicent Shaw.”

      “My great-aunt. Of course. You must be Doctor Pierce.”

      The butler cleared his throat. It had been his duty to introduce me. She smiled at him as well, and thanked him.

      “If you could find Doctor Pierce some clean clothes—something of my father’s should fit him, please,” she added. “Then go back to your festivities, and I’ll ring you if anything is needed.”

      He could tell by the struggle on his face that he wanted to protest, but he said, “Thank you, your ladyship,” and retreated.

      “Now,” she said, looking at me again. “You’re drenched. Granger will procure some of father’s clothes. Come to the fire to warm yourself—you must be chilled to the bone.”

      She kindly didn’t draw notice to my soiled trousers (I’d lost my footing on my way up the sloped, slippery lawn, scraping away the grass and landing with both knees in the mud).

      I tried to demur, to insist that my patient required priority, but she would have none of it.

      “Great-Aunt Millie is ill, yes, but she was down for supper a few hours ago. She can wait a few moments. If you fall ill, you’ll be no use to any of your patients.”

      So I allowed myself to be warmed by the parlor fire while we waited for Granger to return. I met Lord and Lady Shaw, Lady Larissa’s parents. He was a wide-shouldered man with a strong voice, and she was elegant and courteous. A crystal glass containing two fingers of whiskey was pressed into my hands, and I accepted it as a medicinal to assist me in warming up. My first priority was to stop shivering.

      Granger showed me to a cloakroom where I changed into the dry clothing (a bit snug in some places and loose in others), after which I insisted on seeing the patient.

      “Follow me,” Lady Larissa said, and of course I had no option but to do so.

      “Every year just before Christmas, my great-aunt insists on walking the grounds, no matter the weather,” she said as we headed up the grand staircase. The scent of pine filled my nose, bringing memories of Christmases past. “As you’ve seen, this year has been particularly bad, and she’s caught a chill.”

      “Why does she do this? Walk the grounds, I mean.”

      Lady Larissa sighed. I stopped and looked at her, and saw a sadness in her hazel eyes. “Great-Aunt Millie was engaged to a man who went to war. He swore he’d be home for Christmas—she’d had correspondence from him confirming that he was alive and well, out of danger, and on his way.”

      “But he didn’t arrive,” I guessed.

      “No. On Christmas Day, Wilifred, Earl of Spotswood, visited with the news that Great-Aunt Millie’s fiancé had perished, not in the war, but by losing his step and plunging into the Monkshead River. His body had been found downriver, battered by the rocks.”

      “Your poor great-aunt,” I said. “And the poor man, to have survived so much, only to…”

      “Quite tragic,” Lady Larissa agreed. “The curious thing was, he knew this land like the back of his hand, having grown up nearby. Even though there was a terrible storm that night—I suspect as wild a night as this one—one would think he would have known what to expect.”

      We walked along a dark-paneled corridor. There was a fine film of dust on the plate rail. The scent of pine receded, replaced by the subtle rosewater scent Lady Larissa carried.

      I cleared my throat. “Other than her holiday wanderings, how is your great-aunt’s health?”

      “Fit as a fiddle, really. She rarely falls ill.”

      In an effort to be delicate, I had made my question too vague. “I mean…her mental acuity.”

      “Oh, goodness!” Lady Larissa laughed shortly. “Even fitter than a fiddle. She has retained her sharp wit, and she can usually beat anyone at Whist or Dictionary.”

      Her sudden, unfettered laugh brought warmth to my limbs where the fire had not.

      We found Lady Millicent in her bed—one with walnut barley-twist posts—propped up by pillows, a lace nightcap on her head, an alcoholic nightcap on her table, and a book in her hand.

      I could tell that she was a hardy soul, but Lady Millicent’s cheeks were flushed like Lady Larissa’s, even though the room was cooler, despite the fire crackling sweetly in the hearth. And for Lady Millicent, it was because she had a fever. Her eyes, hazel like Larissa’s, were bright. But brighter than they ought to be.

      Beneath her cap, her hair was iron-gray, and the wrinkles around her mouth and eyes blossomed when she smiled at me.

      “You came all this way, in the storm, for me?” she asked, her voice husky but without quaver. “I am quite grateful, although I imagine there’s little you can do. I’ll be fine after a wee nip of whiskey and honey, and a good sleep.” She had to pause between phrases to draw in air.

      “I have no doubt that you will, Lady Millicent,” I said. It was a gentle lie, one I had been taught at medical college. “But your nephew requested me, and here I am.”

      I asked her a few questions regarding coughing, breathing, and chest pain, then listened to her lungs. Through my stethoscope I heard the distinctive crackle both I’d expected and feared.

      Pneumonia.

      I prescribed a dose of opium in her nightcap, and in her tea in the mornings; I’d brought enough with me for several days, thankfully. I counseled that she should take a daily hot bath—twice, if she could.

      There was little else I could do. Previous doctors might have suggested leeches or other methods of draining fluid from the body, but I held no stock with that nonsense.

      Despite my concerns, she seemed otherwise in fine constitution, and it was as likely as not that a few days of rest and my prescriptions would bring her back to full health.

      “I’ll leave you to your rest,” I said, and opened my bag to return my stethoscope.

      Then I saw the envelope, the one the man in the woods had entrusted to me. I had transferred it from the pocket of my sodden coat (now likely hung in the laundry belowstairs to dry) to my bag when I changed.

      “One more thing,” I said. “I met a man on my way here who asked me to deliver a letter to you.”

      Her sparse eyebrows rose. “To me?”

      “To Miss Millicent Shaw,” I said, just as was scripted on the envelope.

      The flush on her face deepened, and her blue-veined hand trembled as she took the envelope from my hand. The flap parted easily, no doubt because of the paper’s dampness. She drew out several small sheets of paper. The blue ink had bled a little, even inside.

      She held the letter out to Lady Larissa. “Please, dear, would you?”

      Given that she had been reading a book when we entered, I wondered how bad her eyesight was…until it occurred to me later that as the tale unfolded, perhaps she had known she needed witnesses—or companions—to help her bear the revelations within.

      “Of course,” Lady Larissa said, smoothing out the pages with slender fingers and lifting the first to the gas lamp on the wall so she could see more clearly.

      My dearest Millie,

      I can call you that, because we’re betrothed, and no one else has to see this letter. You are mine, and I am yours, forever and beyond, as we’ve always said.

      “Forever and beyond,” Lady Shaw repeated softly, nodding.

      I promised I would be home by Christmas, as by God, I nearly was. So close. I departed the train in town to a miserable storm on Christmas Eve, but I wouldn’t let a little rain and wind to keep me from my beloved girl, not when I’d promised.

      I could see you, dearest Millie, standing on the lawn, your lantern held high to guide me to you. So intent was I on the sight of that lantern—and you—that I failed to noticed the gap in the bridge.

      But it wasn’t your fault, my Millie girl, please don’t think that for a moment. No, just before I set foot on the bridge, I encountered…

      “Encountered whom?” Lady Millicent demanded when Lady Larissa fell silent.

      “I’m afraid the ink didn’t survive the rain, Great-Aunt. Let me continue and we’ll see if we can’t piece it together afterwards.”

      “Go on, then, child.”

      …who said that he’d just crossed the bridge and all was well.

      My dearest, you are mine and I am yours, forever and beyond. Know that I loved you in this life and still love you after. You are my light and my heart.

      
        
        Yours forever

        and with much fondness,

        Bertie

      

      

      Lady Millicent wordlessly held out her hand, and Lady Larissa handed back the pages. Lady Millicent pressed them to her bosom.

      “Thank you. Thank you.” Her eyes were bright now with brimming tears as she reached out with her other hand to grasp on of mine. “I can’t tell you much this means to me. He was coming home. I knew he was coming home to me.”

      As a man of science, despite all the evidence—the man I met who I guessed was a soldier, the story the ladies Millicent and Larissa told—it had not occurred to me until now (and even now doubt warred with what I was hearing) that the supernatural might be involved.

      Despite the room’s fire, despite the dry clothes I’d been given and the whisky that had warmed me from within, I shuddered.

      “He says he encountered someone on his way here,” Lady Larissa mused. “Were there any guests here that evening, Great-Aunt?”

      “We don’t usually entertain on Christmas Eve,” Lady Millicent said. “Only family.”

      “Yet here I am,” I said lightly.

      Suddenly she sat upright, which brought on a fit of coughing. She pressed a lace-edged handkerchief to her mouth, and Lady Larissa was quick to offer her some tea when the spate had ended.

      “There was someone here that evening,” Lady Millicent said after sipping. “Lord Spotswood.” Her mouth twisted in a moue of distaste. “He was once again trying to persuade me to accept his proposal of marriage.”

      “But you were engaged to Albert,” Lady Larissa said.

      “Oh, he knew that very well, but he felt Albert was beneath me.” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t have said yes to Lord Spotswood if he were the last man left in England. I once witnessed him kick one of his hunting dogs so hard, the poor thing had to be put down. He was a loathsome, vile man.”

      A thought occurred to me, and I asked to see the letter. When it was in my hands I held it up to the lamp, examining the spot where the ink had run and blurred.

      My profession had gifted me with an unlikely talent, that of deciphering poor handwriting and cryptic notations.

      “It’s possible,” I said slowly, “that the person your Albert encountered was Lord Spotswood.”

      Lady Larissa took the pages from me with a delicate, long-fingered hand, and perused the same spot. “I do believe you’re right, Dr. Pierce.” She raised her gaze to meet mine. Her eyes were a dusky hazel, not quite green, not quite brown. “Does that mean Lord Spotswood…?”

      Her quick mind had latched on to what I had been thinking. “That he led Albert to his demise.”

      Lady Millicent’s lips had paled as she pressed them together. “I am sorry to say, as much as the idea is repugnant, such a vile deed would not have been outside the realm of possibility for him.” She shook her head slowly. “It would explain why he had been so keen to press for my hand on Christmas Eve.”

      “And where is Lord Spotswood now?” I asked. Despite my exhaustion from my trek through the storm, I felt a surge of chivalry, as if it had become my duty to confront the man about his potential misdeed decades earlier.

      “Passed on, and no doubt damned straight to Hell’s fires,” Lady Millicent said. “Killed during a hunt when his horse threw him, then stepped on him.” There was a dark glint in her eye when she added, “I’ve always imagined that horse was expressing an opinion, shall we say.”

      Neither Lady Larissa nor I had a response to that.

      Lady Millicent sank back against her pillows, her complexion wan. The discussion had wearied her, when she was already battling illness. Lady Larissa said she would call for the nightcap, and I retreated downstairs with her to instruct the kitchen staff on the opium dosage.

      Lord and Lady Shaw of course insisted I stay the night, and given the way the storm continued to rage outside, I had no desire to demur. A plate of food—leftover roasted goose and potatoes from their evening meal—had already been prepared for me. I hadn’t realized how ravenous I was, but I ate as slowly as I could, for decorum’s sake.

      I thought I would have trouble falling asleep, my mind awhirl with the events of the evening. Had I indeed met a man in the woods? Had he indeed given me a letter from beyond the grave? I couldn’t fathom it. And yet, how could I deny it?

      The rain spattered like stones against the window at random intervals thanks to the changeable wind, causing me to jump at each rattle.

      But the food and whiskey and warm bed, after I’d tired myself struggling through the miserable storm, had their effect, and I had no memory of dropping into sleep.
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      A bright shaft of sunlight woke me the next morning, finding a gap in the long drapes and resting itself across my slumbering eyelids. I rose and drew the drapes back. The sky, clear and pale blue, pretended there had been no storm. Indeed, the entire experience felt like something from a dream.

      The grounds said otherwise. Slate shingles were shattered on the flagstone below me. The long gouges of my muddy footprints marred the once-manicured lawn, and the treeline was littered with fallen branches. A storm will always pass, but it will also always leave its mark behind.

      I hadn’t been awoken by a footman, not did I expect the family had one to spare, but when I turned from the window, I saw that my clothing hung on a valet stand. Even my hat was pressed, the brim sharp.

      In the light, I could see the shabbiness in the corners of the room: the faded upholstery on one chair, the dust that had settled on the baseboards. Indeed, the bed linens last night had held a faint musty smell, but I had been far too exhausted to care. I was still grateful for the hospitality.

      I dressed swiftly, as the fire was mere coals and the room had grown chill and I was shivering, and splashed my face in a basin of water before making my way downstairs.

      Following voices, I found the family was in the breakfast room, except for the elder Lady Shaw.

      Lord Shaw rose as I entered, holding his white linen napkin so it didn’t slip from his lap. “Dr. Pierce. We thought you might appreciate not being woken early, given the late night you’d had. Happy holidays. Goodness, that was the worst storm we’ve had on Christmas Eve in fifty years.”

      “Please, join us,” Lady Shaw said, indicating the polished oak buffet along one wall.

      There were kippers and toast and eggs, sliced tomatoes and grilled mushrooms, and piping hot tea. The fanciful said tea, not blood, ran through the veins of a proper Englishman. As a physician, I knew better, but I couldn’t deny how a bracing brew raised one’s spirits.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate a warm meal before I take the walk back to the village. Although the storm has passed, it looks to be a cold day. I’ll check on Lady Shaw before I depart, of course.”

      “Surely you can stay for luncheon,” the younger Lady Shaw said with a pretty smile, a dimple accentuating her cheek. Her day dress today was a muted green that warmed her eyes, and her chestnut-brown hair gleamed.
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