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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, England, 1937

      

      

      

      Lina’s dreams of a new life came to a halt the day her father was shot at Lydney Railway Station on his way to Blackwater manor, in Coleford. His death had been brutal, but here, lying in his coffin, Sir William Laroche looked at peace, his hands intertwined atop his black suit, his high-collared shirt neatly pressed. Lina unveiled her face and leaned forward. “I miss you.” She gave him a final kiss, the coolness of his skin lingering on her lips—proof that his comforting words and warm embrace were now but a memory. She then heard the heart-wrenching words whispered by someone in attendance, “Orphan children.”

      Seven years ago, a heart attack claimed Sofia Laroche’s life, leaving a bereaved family and Lina who, at thirteen years old, became a woman. Lina had promptly taken charge of caring for her baby brother, Mateo, as her mother had done. The task presented many challenges, but the boy, now eight, thrived academically and socially. Satisfied with Mateo’s place in society and inspired by her post at the local library, Lina had applied for and been accepted to Oxford. She loved the idea of a career in mathematics. There was no room for mistakes in math. It was reliable, constant, so unlike the world in general. And, at times, she felt ill-prepared to confront that world—a world where death played an integral part.

      Rumors of a world war circulated through the country, whispers and half-spoken thoughts gathering on the periphery like a far-off storm that had not yet overtaken the sunlight. Before her father’s untimely death, she’d feared that when the lightning struck, not only would her father be taken but so would life as every Briton knew it. As a diplomat, William had been aware of the rising menace. Even more so of late, his meetings and telephone calls had multiplied. Lina’s thoughts traveled back to the call that stood apart from the others.

      Her father had been restless all morning. When the phone rang in his study, he dashed to answer it, neglecting to close the door. The stress in his voice made his words loud and clear. Lina could see him through the dim light of the hallway. He stood near his desk, his back to her, his shoulders slumped as if carrying an invisible weight.

      “Nonsense. I refuse to believe that. The man is many things, but not that,” William refuted into the receiver. And after a brief pause, he assured, “All right, all right. I will go there and settle this at once.”

      Lina hadn’t thought much of the conversation. But now she wondered if that call was the first of death’s plotting. Her gaze returned to her father’s rigid body, and her fingers tightened on the edge of the silk-lined coffin. Was this the last time she would ever see him? Lina vaguely remembered the teachings of her youth about life beyond the grave—a topic she had never seriously considered. Moreover, she was convinced that paranormal accounts were fictitious, designed to instigate hope in an afterlife that didn’t exist. But now, bereft of both her parents, she felt despondent and would have dearly loved a confirmation that death was not the end. The rawness of daily living, the regrets and disheartenments, and the tremendous responsibility of caring for her brother all seemed too much to bear. And with the assassin still at large, her despair threatened to consume her, trampling any hope that might have been born.

      She took a stabilizing breath, repositioned the black veil over her face, and stepped away from the corpse to face the people awaiting the service. Dressed in respectful attire to pay homage to the solemnity of the event, they spoke in hushed voices while staring at the casket. Though many loved William, at least one person hated him enough to take him forever from his children. Lina scanned the chapel and found her brother huddled on a chair in the side aisle, twisting his hands. Her grief multiplied with each step she took toward him. How could she alleviate her own grief, let alone Mateo’s?

      “Lina, when are we going home?”

      “Soon, darling, soon.” She knelt in front of him, taking his hands into hers.

      “I don’t like it here. These people are scary.”

      “Oh, no, they are dressed in black to show their respect for Father, that’s all.”

      Mateo shook his head. “No, not them.”

      “Who, then?”

      “Him.” Mateo pointed to the window at the end of the hallway.

      Although the drapes swayed as if someone had brushed past them, Lina couldn’t see anyone.

      “I think he is very upset,” Mateo remarked, shrinking in the chair.

      “Well, don’t you worry about him,” she soothed, attributing his distress to their circumstances. As if losing their mother hadn’t been enough, the boy was now fatherless at an age when he needed fatherly support and guidance most.

      “I don’t want him to look at me anymore.”

      “It’s all right.” Lina glanced at the hallway again, but still couldn’t see anyone. “I’m right here with you.” She slipped onto the seat beside the boy and pulled him close.

      “I want to go home.” Mateo buried his face in her arm.

      “We will soon,” Lina said, aware that what they called home was about to change. Today they faced the funeral; tomorrow another trouble awaited.

      At William’s passing, his brother, Bartholomew Laroche, had become the children’s legal guardian and the manager of their estate. Of course, William hadn’t anticipated his own sudden death, or he would have taken measures to remove Bartholomew as executor of the family trust. Their relationship had deteriorated in recent years as Bartholomew’s alcohol addiction had morphed him into a violent, unreasonable man. Stating health issues, Bartholomew hadn’t bothered coming to the funeral. Instead, he’d busied himself with complicating the siblings’ lives by demanding they leave their flat in London and move to Blackwater, the primary residence of the Laroche family for generations.

      Preferring London, Lina’s father had granted Bartholomew and his wife, Eleonor, charge over the manor. Lina considered a summer or two plenty of time to enjoy the countryside. And since she had spent several there already, she couldn’t imagine it as a permanent home. It was too far removed from what she was accustomed to. Nonetheless, there would be no freedom until she turned twenty-one and the law permitted her to manage her inheritance and gain custody of her brother.

      The more she thought of it, the angrier she became. Her uncle was robbing them of their home, friends, and even trusted house staff, having made it clear that the personnel would not be relocating with them. He’d also stolen her dream to attend Oxford, at least for now. Though Bartholomew hadn’t brought up the subject, there was no way under heaven that Lina would let Mateo face Blackwater alone. They were all that was left of their little family, and she was determined to protect him.

      William’s agitated telephone call replayed in her mind. Had he been speaking of Bartholomew? If so, what had her uncle done? Did he have something to do with her father’s death? After all, William had been en-route to visit the man when he met death as he’d stepped off the train. True, Bartholomew was a scoundrel who took to the bottle to solve his problems, but a murderer? It seemed farfetched, yet possible.

      Now, more than ever, she felt vulnerable, powerless, and at the mercy of a man she hardly knew. He’d always been like a shadow lurking at the edge of her life, easy to ignore when her parents were alive. Now, the shadow would become the center of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Dark clouds hung low over King’s Cross Railway Station, threatening to unleash a downpour. The siblings hurried into the building, scurrying past the other travelers. Covertly, Lina searched their faces. Perhaps with a miracle, her father would appear among them, but from his last destination, no one returned.

      “Whoa!” Mateo exclaimed, staring at the train as they emerged from the train station onto the platform.

      Grand and impressive, the Admiral Sutherland locomotive sat on the tracks. No doubt it had traveled far and wide, its passengers enjoying many adventures. Yet Lina wished she and her brother would never set foot on it. An incoming train rolled in just on the other side of the Admiral, clouds of smoke billowing into the sky. Lina’s gaze was lost in the gray fumes, her thoughts returning to her father.

      Why had he made this very trip? William had spoken of removing Bartholomew from Blackwater for his bad management, but Lina didn’t think it would ever happen. In fact, she was almost certain it wasn’t the reason her father had traveled there. Why did you have to die? What’s to become of us?

      Along with the unanswered questions, the feeling that they should not go to Blackwater plagued her again. Ever since the family solicitor announced Bartholomew’s decision, Lina had wrestled with a sense of foreboding about living under her uncle’s purview. However, legally, she had no options. Running away was tempting, but she would not put Mateo in jeopardy. The small amount of money stashed in her pocket would run out within days, and they would be homeless. She could get a post somewhere, but she had no one to care for the boy. Besides, Bartholomew would soon find them, and their end might be worse than their beginning. At least, for now, she still had a chance to appeal to his sympathy.

      Mateo pulled on her sleeve, and her attention returned to the present. “What are you thinking about, Lina?”

      “The countryside,” she answered, concealing her low spirits. “Getting out of London’s gloom will be nice.”

      “Why do we have to go?”

      “Because Uncle Bartholomew is our only family.” She adjusted his hat on his black hair, and his brown eyes found her blue ones. His resemblance to their mother was a painful reminder of Sofia and how much Lina missed her. And now her own fair complexion would conjure memories of her father every time she looked in the mirror.

      “I don’t want to leave my friends,” Mateo complained.

      “I know. I know.” Lina understood him well. She would miss her friends, Irene and Sherley, and their discussions at the library about their latest reads during coffee breaks.

      “Will I ever see them again?”

      “Of course, you will. We’ll be back before you know it.” Although she feared they would be forced to stay at Blackwater a whole year, she couldn’t bring herself to tell him.

      “But I don’t like the manor. It’s scary.”

      “Scary? Nonsense.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s gigantic, and there are lots of strange noises.” Mateo had a remarkable memory. Even though it had been a while since their last visit, he still remembered. The manor’s towering walls and obscure passages did make it quite menacing.

      “Listen, there is nothing to fret.” Lina’s gaze found his. “I’ll be with you every second of the day.”

      “That might be a bit too much,” he said.

      Lina laughed at the sincerity in his remark.

      His attention jumped to a group of soldiers who’d stepped onto the platform, a common sight nowadays. Their loud voices and heavy boots drew notice. Mateo pointed “Look, Lina, look! Soldiers!”

      “I see, I see.” With a graceful move, she guided his hand back down to his side, wondering what kept the train attendant from inviting them aboard.

      “Good morning, miss,” a short, chubby soldier greeted her.

      She nodded in acknowledgment. Mateo waved, enthusiasm present in the motion.

      “Good morning, indeed!” another soldier emphasized, winking at her.

      Lina produced a faint smile, not wanting to encourage them, for it was apparent they’d be traveling on the same train. Nonetheless, she felt a surge of pity. Some of them looked younger than her twenty years. And if the rumors of war became reality, the country’s fate would rest on the shoulders of young lads like these. She looked down at her little brother. Thankfully he was years from military age, for she shuddered to think of him marching off to war.

      The siblings were among the first to turn in their tickets when the train attendant finally summoned the passengers aboard. Lina purposely chose one of the first compartments. Since people tended to move farther down the aisle, she hoped no one would intrude on their space. The events of the past few days had left her starving for solitude and too weary for polite conversation.

      “Give me your gloves,” Lina instructed Mateo, taking off her own. “And your hat. We don’t want to lose them.” He did as he was told, and she placed the items inside their small suitcase. At least Bartholomew had sent for most of their belongings ahead of time. She secured the case on the overhead shelf and settled in beside her brother. “There, now we can relax.”

      Relaxing didn’t seem to appeal to Mateo, who slid his body back and forth between his sister and the window. “What are we going to do at Blackwater? Will I go to school?”

      “That, or a teacher will come to the house.” Mateo’s questions intensified her awareness of their precarious circumstances and what might await them at Blackwater.

      The rhythmic chugging of the wheels grew louder as the train inched forward.

      Lina’s stomach churned with uncertainty, the distance between her and the world she had known increasing with each passing second.

      “And what else?” Mateo wondered. His inquisitive mind seemingly sought answers to appease his anxiety.

      “I think we shall ride horses, and if you are on your best behavior, you might get to have your own,” Lina responded, knowing of his love for animals.

      “My own horse?” Excitement filled him, but then a new thought occurred. “What if Uncle Bartholomew doesn’t let me have a horse?”

      Lina frowned. He must’ve heard more than he should have about their uncle from the house staff. Unhappy with Bartholomew’s determination to relocate the siblings, they had openly expressed their opinions on the matter. “In that case, we’ll find one in the stables we can call yours—it will be our secret.”

      Satisfied with her answer and probably musing about horses, Mateo leaned on her and finally sat still. Her blonde hair cascaded down her shoulder and brushed against his face. With a giggle, he tugged on a strand. Lina smiled and tucked him under her arm, feeling the tension in his body dissipate. It wasn’t long until he was fast asleep, and when the train rolled into the next station, he snored softly. Some passengers disembarked, and new ones boarded, Mateo oblivious to it all. Lina leaned her head back against the seat as the locomotive pushed on, its steel wheels shrieking on the tracks.

      “Come on, chap, come on! We haven’t got all day!” The attendant’s shouting startled Lina, and she peered through the window for an explanation.

      With one hand, the attendant held onto the sidebar while motioning with the other for a late passenger to make haste. Lina’s gaze drew to the color of the man’s military uniform—blue instead of the usual brown—as he ran along the platform. Hmm, a higher rank. Yet irresponsible not being on time. It was a sentiment she’d gotten from her father, who was punctual to a fault, always on schedule. Her free-spirited mother was more relaxed about her relationship with the clock, which Lina had never picked up despite sharing many of her other traits.

      As the train accelerated, Lina came to terms with the fact that sleep had escaped her. With a sigh, she dug into her handbag for the novel she had stashed before leaving their flat, and once she had it in hand, the title mocked her. I Will Remember You Until the Day I Die.

      “Oh, how cheerful,” she muttered. “I should have paid more attention.” That morning had been nothing but stress-filled as she made sure Mateo had all he needed. Consequently, she found a new appreciation for her parents and regretted some of the things she had so easily censured them for.

      “Excuse me, miss. Is this seat taken?” The soldier in the blue uniform pointed to the bench opposite her.

      “No, it’s not.” And I would like to keep it that way. And to Mateo, who had briefly awoken, she said, “Go back to sleep,” patting his arm.

      The boy leaned against the window, brought his legs up on the seat, and was soon comfortably back to dreaming. The soldier installed himself straight across from Lina, dropping his military bag beside him. She anticipated the conversation that surely would ensue. By sad experience, she had learned that some men were tediously dull when in the presence of women, as if their brains quit working. That morning’s brief interaction with the soldiers had reaffirmed her feelings on the matter.

      She detested flattering words and shallow conversations. Why could they not hold sincere, well-constructed discussions? At times, she dreamed of finding someone more interested in her as a human being than in her looks and of having a romance as special as her parents shared. But after some disappointment, she doubted she would. Besides, she could no longer afford to dream of it. For now, she had Mateo to look after.

      Her first move was to avoid eye contact, hoping that time would be merciful, and they’d soon reach Lydney. From there, Bartholomew’s chauffeur would take them to Coleford. She lowered her chin, pretending to be engrossed in the print in front of her. When the soldier drew a deep breath and stretched his long legs into her space, she responded by tucking hers closer to her seat.

      The train continued its trajectory with a mind-numbing slowness. Now and then, from the corner of her eye, Lina caught glimpses of rolling hills and small villages. Momentarily, her thoughts wandered back to her plight, her mind working diligently to find a solution that didn’t involve staying at Blackwater.

      When her focus returned to the book, she found it difficult to concentrate. Though her fellow traveler hadn’t said a word, she felt his presence. Perhaps speaking to him would have been easier to manage. With a few superficial exchanges, she could’ve started and promptly ended a conversation, thus mitigating the awkwardness in the compartment. Yes, she should’ve done just that, and when the soldier coughed, softly, as if calling for her attention, she seized the opportunity.

      She lowered the book to her lap but was stunned to find his head tilted, his eyes closed, his features showing no signs of awareness—he slept. Whatever interest she had anticipated from him was nothing more than a product of her imagination. She was chagrined at first, but then smiled inwardly at her foolishness.

      She let her gaze linger on him. Probably in his mid-twenties, he had fair skin with softly defined facial features and slightly wavy brown hair. The fit of his uniform indicated a well-shaped figure. Whether a sign of self-discipline or a strenuous life, Lina couldn’t say. Yet, despite his pleasant appearance, what captivated her most was the serenity he emanated, a serenity that seemed to come from deep within. He slept as if nothing in the world mattered, as if he were an angel instead of a soldier, devoid of grief and concern. A wave of nostalgia swept over Lina for days that were planned and orderly—balanced. When parenthood didn’t weigh upon her shoulders—when she had been the child who needed care.

      The soldier made a slight movement, and Lina glanced away, feeling guilty for her perusal. She had condemned the very conduct she now displayed. Nevertheless, her gaze found its way back to him.

      “What are you staring at?” Mateo’s voice cut through the stillness of the compartment.

      “Shh. Hush,” Lina whispered, fearing that her uninvited assessment would be exposed. “We mustn’t disturb him.”

      “But why were you staring at him?” Mateo sat up, rubbing his eyes.

      Lina wasn’t sure, but even though the soldier remained still, she thought she glimpsed an expression of amusement. “I wasn’t,” she lied, while the heat in her face confirmed that she was blushing.

      “Is he a good or bad soldier?” On the topic of the atrocities committed by soldiers in other countries, the house staff also hadn’t withheld their opinion. And Mateo hadn’t missed a chance to listen, but at his age, it could be challenging to arrange things properly.

      “Good. He is good.” Her gaze returned to the man, and this time she saw his lips curl softly, as if suppressing a smile. She was now positive he was awake.

      “Are you sure?” Mateo’s eyebrows knitted together.

      “Of course, I’m sure.”

      “Why isn’t he wearing a brown uniform?”

      “Sometimes they wear blue.” She placed her finger on her lips, signaling for him to be silent.

      “I’m bored.” Mateo had had enough of quiet. “How much longer do we have to sit for? It’s stuffy in here.”

      Lina didn’t know whether to cry or laugh. Once Mateo got into a questioning mood, no power under heaven could make him stop. “We are almost there. I believe Lydney is the next stop.”

      “But I’m bored, Lina.”

      “Where is your car? The one you were looking for before we left the flat.”

      “Oh, I forgot about it.” He fumbled in his pocket. “Got it.” He waved the red metal car in the air as if it were an airplane.

      “Oh, thank heaven,” Lina muttered.

      The toy entertained Mateo while his sister did her best not to look at the soldier again. He sat ever so still. Not long after, the final whistle shrieked like a banshee, and the locomotive slowed in preparation for its arrival. While Lina stowed the book in her handbag, she realized that even though she had wanted solitude, she was disappointed to have found herself ignored by the soldier.

      The train came to a stop, and, letting out a tired yawn, the soldier adjusted himself on the seat. Lina grabbed her bag and sprang to her feet faster than intended, pulling Mateo up by his hand.

      “Ouch, Lina!” Mateo wriggled his hand to loosen her grip. “You almost made me drop the car.”

      She seized the doorknob, the soldier stood, and the compartment suddenly became too crowded. He was more attractive than she had allowed herself to admit, which made her uncomfortable for a reason she didn’t fully understand.

      “Don’t forget this.” Reaching over Lina’s head, the soldier brought her suitcase down from the rack.

      “Thank you.” Lina let go of Mateo to retrieve the suitcase while her other hand lingered on the doorknob.

      Before she knew it, the soldier had wrapped his fingers around hers and finished sliding the door open. As she stepped into the aisle, he spoke again. “Have a wonderful rest of your day.”

      Lina turned, and his hazel eyes burned into hers, giving her the impression that they held an unsaid message. “The same to you, sir.”

      In response, he smiled and nodded.

      Ugh. I’m as daft as a brush. I should have said something more intelligent.

      Hand in hand, the siblings descended the train. And while they traversed the platform, the sorrow of the place overshadowed Lina with the unbidden image of her father collapsed on the station floor, his life slipping away. Her anguish was as tangible as the coward’s bullet that had taken their father from them. Anxious for the day they would return to London, she turned to glance at the Admiral Southerland locomotive one last time.

      “I don’t think he got off here,” observed Mateo, hurrying to keep up with her long strides.

      “Who?”

      “The soldier.”

      Lina said nothing. It didn’t matter what the soldier’s destination was. She would probably never see him again. And the long ride had given her time to solidify the purpose of her immediate future: to protect her brother and discover the truth about her father’s death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            BLACKWATER

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Walton, a middle-aged Irishman, fetched them from the railway station in Bartholomew’s blue Alvis Silver Eagle. As they rode to Coleford, Lina surmised the chauffeur was a quiet fellow who liked to perform his duties without much chatter, which suited her just fine. She shifted closer to the window. Through a gap in the trees, she spotted Blackwater, named after the several dark pools scattered across the region. The sprawling two-story country manor loomed in the distant reach of the woods.

      A kaleidoscope of memories flooded her mind. She remembered herself as a little girl being taught by her father to ride a pony, the sensation of butterflies in her stomach as the pony’s steps turned into a trot. She thought of sitting on the south lawn, enjoying the sunshine with her mother and baby brother. Then there was the sycamore tree. Tea was served beneath its shade every afternoon at five o’clock. Her heart yearned for the emotional and physical security of those days—for the inner strength her parents’ affection had given her. Now more than ever she needed to draw courage from their memory, for deep within, she feared her losses might break her.

      “I don’t like this place,” Mateo said, interrupting Lina’s reverie. Sliding closer, he concealed his face between the back of the seat and her arm.

      “As long as we are together, we’ll be all right,” she whispered, hoping to exclude the chauffeur from her words.

      Mateo’s insistence about his dislike for the place brought a vague memory to Lina of their past visits. There had been sleepless nights with Mateo pointing into the darkness as he cried out in terror. Lina had been quick to flip on the lights, only to find nothing out of the ordinary. The nightmares had continued until they returned to London.

      Just before the last stretch to their destination, Lina caught a movement at the edge of the woods. “Look, Mateo—horses.” She lifted him onto her lap so he could see better.

      “There are three of them,” Mateo noted. “A black one and two brown ones.”

      While the siblings admired the animals, the car entered the courtyard—a large circular driveway of red pavers.

      “Here we are.” The chauffeur stated the obvious. “Please, go ahead. I’ll park the car and bring in your luggage.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Walton.” Lina exited the Eagle and the first thing she noticed was the bitter cold and thick silence, a stark contrast to her warm memories of happier days. Though the sun was high, faint clouds obscured its radiance. She shivered, and, eager to get inside, she turned to Mateo, who still sat in the car. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      He slid a few inches closer to the edge of the seat but not any farther.

      “Mr. Walton has to put the car away. Come on.” She reached for Mateo’s hand and helped him out.

      They climbed the four steps to the entrance, and, out of habit, she reached for the door knocker, the heavy metal collapsing against the wood like a mallet against a gong. Realizing this was now their home and with the sound still reverberating through the soaring ceilings, the siblings slipped into the foyer—a square area with a monstrous staircase straight ahead and several passages shooting off in all directions.

      A housemaid with a childlike face, plump cheeks, and soft eyes popped into sight. “You must be Lady Catalina and little Master Mateo! Welcome. Welcome.”

      “Please, call me Lina.”

      “I’m Annie, Mrs. Lester’s right-hand maid and the go-to person should you need anything.” Lina’s father had hired Mrs. Lester, the housekeeper, not long ago. Other than that, Lina didn’t know much about the woman who was Annie’s boss. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      “The pleasure is mine.” Taking an immediate liking to Annie, Lina clasped her hand in a firm shake. Annie could most definitely be an ally and friend.

      Annie smiled at Mateo.

      His face lit up, and he said, “Hello, Annie.”

      Annie hung their coats on the rack and then led them down the corridor to their left. Though hours separated them from the night, the farther they went, the darker the house became. Mateo’s hesitancy was well-placed. Blackwater was dim and frigid—and indifferent to its inhabitants. Lina glanced at the boy, whose previous joviality was gone. His eyes were alert, his steps mechanical, as if his body had lost its fluidity.

      “I think we are going to the library,” Lina said, hoping to distract him from the gloominess. “Am I right, Annie?”

      “Yes, miss—the library, indeed.”

      “You’ll love how many books are there,” Lina told Mateo as she thought of her post at the library in London. Though she had meant to cheer her brother, sadness gripped her heart. She longed for her job, her friends, and their old life. She sighed. The list of people and things she loved and missed kept growing but were far from reach now.

      “Is that where,” Mateo’s voice dropped almost to a whisper, “Mama used to read to me?” Their father had kept their mother’s memory alive by frequently rehearsing his memories of Sofia.

      “Yes, she read to us there.”

      Almost at the end of the passage, Annie halted near the French doors, then stepped to the side to let the siblings in. The room was bright, courtesy of the west-facing windows, though the brick fireplace and the bookcases lining the walls retained a subtle darkness. The crystal chandelier drew Lina’s gaze. It hung from the ceiling like a gigantic tarantula, its legs extended above the floral armchairs, two sofas, and a gray settee. On the wall opposite the windows, Lina saw the Spanish credenza that had been one of her mother’s favorite pieces and, at the far end of the room, a mirror with a grotesque wooden frame.

      “What’s that smell?” Mateo scratched his nose and sneezed a few times.

      Lina recognized the musty smell from the older sections of Chetham’s Library. “It’s coming from the bookcases. I think some of the books need to be aired out.”

      “Is that why they smell so bad?” Mateo asked.

      “That, along with some other factors.” Lina thought of the effect of the humidity on the structure and furniture, but that was a discussion for another day.

      “Please, have a seat.” Annie pointed at the red sofa facing the fireplace.

      The siblings neared the sofa, and Lina felt as if the house had swallowed her into its depths. She’d forgotten how enormous everything was. Her heart ached for the simplicity and coziness of their London flat. One year—it felt like a life sentence.

      “I’m afraid Sir Bartholomew and the missus have taken the dogs for a stroll, but I’ll fetch Mrs. Lester,” Annie said. “She has been quite anxious for your arrival.”

      Lina found Annie’s remark a bit odd. Was Mrs. Lester worried about the extra work their presence could cause? Thankfully, the siblings were used to caring for themselves, and Lina did not intend to change that. “Thank you, Annie.”

      Mateo’s anxious gaze followed the maid as she disappeared into the hallway. Then he exclaimed, “Look, Lina! It’s Papa and Mama!” pointing to a large portrait of their parents semi-hidden in a niche between two bookshelves.

      “It’s still here…”

      Something else caught the boy’s curiosity, and he scampered about the library, but Lina remained captivated by the painting. Growing up, she’d never paid it much attention, but now it seemed to radiate magnetic energy, as if she gazed at her parents through a window they might fling open at any moment.

      Sofia’s Spanish complexion radiated light. Her long black hair and chocolate eyes contrasted with her blonde, blue-eyed husband’s features. Their eyes seemed to come alive as their daughter studied them. They looked much younger and joyous than she remembered. The pain of their absence welled up in her heart, and she moved on to the mirror in an attempt to distract herself. In its reflective surface she saw her image surrounded by walls and furniture, a frozen moment in time. And at that moment, even when it was obvious that it was just her and Mateo there, she had an inexplicable sensation that someone else watched her. She sensed other eyes, curious and malevolent. Eyes that drew a striking contrast to those of her parents.

      She then heard the click-clack of shoes coming from the corridor. Expecting to meet Mrs. Lester, she turned toward the entrance. The noise grew louder as someone walked past, yet her hearing painted a picture that wasn’t there. The corridor stood empty. The steps faded into the distance, and Lina glanced at Mateo. It was impossible for anyone to pass the library without being seen. But Mateo seemed unaware of the footsteps. Awestruck by the many volumes on the shelves, his little fingers traced the spines of those within reach.

      Another set of footsteps approached—lighter, softer. Determined to discover who they belonged to this time, Lina moved to the doorway. At the same time, a middle-aged woman with short gray hair, a stern face, and square shoulders rushed in, almost crashing into her.

      Coming to an abrupt halt, the woman took Lina’s hand and shook it. “Miss Laroche, welcome! I’m so relieved you are here. I’m Mrs. Lester.”

      Lina noticed Mrs. Lester’s attire. She sported a delicate brown tweed dress Lina was sure she had seen in the windows of Regent Street. An interesting choice for someone on the salary of a housekeeper. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, call me Lina.”

      Mrs. Lester nodded in acquiescence. “Sir Bartholomew and Eleonor should be back any moment now.”

      With a book in hand, Mateo joined them.

      “Oh, and you must be Mateo.” Mrs. Lester extended her hand to him.

      He stared at her with a frozen look. True, Mrs. Lester was pleasant enough, but not as jovial or youthful as Annie.

      “It’s all right,” Lina encouraged.

      Hesitantly, he grasped Mrs. Lester’s hand.

      “You will love it here,” Mrs. Lester assured him, as if willing it to be true. “There is plenty of room to play in the gardens.”

      Mateo produced no visible emotion as he broke their grip.

      “He is still adjusting,” Lina excused.

      “There is a great deal of adjusting in store for us all,” Mrs. Lester said. “And I imagine the changes must be taxing you, but don’t you worry about anything. Annie and I will take good care of you.”

      Lina wondered at Mrs. Lester’s failure to mention her aunt and uncle, but perhaps the housekeeper spoke only on behalf of the house staff. “We are much obliged to you and to Annie. She made us feel most welcome.”

      “Ah, Annie. She is a splendid girl and a hard worker—qualities not easily found nowadays. I stole her from my previous post.”

      “That was a good move,” Lina commended.

      “Can we please read this?” Mateo waved the book in front of his sister.

      “We shall a little later. All right?”

      “All right.” With disappointment in his eyes, Mateo strolled to the window just as loud barking came from the courtyard. He placed his hands on the casement to get a better look outside, and his shoulders tensed.

      The housekeeper joined him and informed, “Sir Bartholomew and Mrs. Eleonor have returned.”

      Lina’s heart lurched as the front door opened, then closed. She reminded herself not to conjecture falsehoods about Bartholomew without proof. True, she disliked him for uprooting them from their home in London, but that did not mean he was a murderer; in fact, he might mean well.

      All eyes fixed on the threshold when a petite woman with brown hair neatly arranged behind her ears ambled in.

      “Welcome home, Lina! You are even more beautiful than when I last saw you.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Eleonor. It’s good to see you again.”

      Eleonor embraced her niece with a natural, effortless familiarity. The woman’s sweet perfume permeated Lina’s nostrils, awakening fond childhood memories. For a fraction of a second, Lina felt truly welcomed and wanted, a fleeting sentiment she quickly stored in her heart for her times of need.

      “Oh!” exclaimed Eleonor, throwing her arms in the air with delight. “Mateo, you have grown so much. And what a handsome young man you are.”

      The boy remained by the window, silent.

      Eleonor seized his hands before he could hide them. “I see you have found a book.” She motioned to the volume sitting on the casement. “I love books, especially the ones about dragons and knights.” With those words and a bright smile, she’d captured his enthusiasm. “What is that one about?”

      Mateo retrieved the book and handed it to the small-framed woman. The golden letters on the green cover jumped out. One Thousand and One Nights.

      “Wonderful choice! There is a fascinating story in here about two brothers and forty thieves.”

      Mateo’s eyes lit up. “Ali Baba and Cassim,” he muttered, proud to know their names.

      “Wonderful, you know the story.” Eleonor lowered her voice a bit and added, “If Cassim hadn’t been easily persuaded by greed, they could have been a happy family.”

      “My friend Johnny told me all about it, but I haven’t read it,” Mateo clarified.

      “Is that so?” Eleonor exclaimed. “We must correct that. Let’s read it together after supper. Would you like that?”

      “Yes, madam.”

      “Oh, you are such a dear.” She laughed. “Call me Aunt Eleonor.”

      “Yes, Aunt Eleonor.”

      “Very well, then, we have a date.” She returned the book to him. “Until then, keep it with you.”

      Lina was relieved that Eleonor had so masterfully cut through Mateo’s shell. More than anything, she hoped he could enjoy his childhood. Facing their father’s death, the sudden separation from his friends, and the relocation to the countryside had pretty much completely overturned his life. Amid all the change, he had grown more attached to Lina, withdrawing from others as if afraid and distrustful. He needed time to work things out, to feel safe again, and people like Eleonor would help speed the process.

      “Your uncle will be in shortly. He’s gone to feed the dogs.” Eleonor guided Mateo to the sofa, where they sat next to each other.

      “What breed are they?” Lina asked. Ever since a Doberman Pinscher had attacked her in London, she had been terrified of large breeds. The dog had sunk its teeth into her arm, its owner having forced the beast to let go only before it cut into her bones. She escaped with a few stitches, permanent scars, and a dreadful terror of large dogs.

      “Rhodesian Ridgebacks, darling. They are marvelous beasts. You’ll love them.”

      Lina swallowed hard. Hunting dogs, the Ridgebacks were known for their strength and speed. She would not like them.

      “Oh my, there is rain on the horizon,” Mrs. Lester noted, peering through the window at the sky. “I must remind Annie of the laundry still hanging on the line. Do excuse me.” With a stiff nod, she was off.

      “Last it rained, Annie forgot about the laundry,” explained Eleonor, and just as she finished speaking, a thick, harsh voice roared from the foyer. “Here he comes now.”

      In a heartbeat, Mateo jumped up from the sofa and hid behind Lina, who stood still. Dressed in a black trench coat and high boots worn by hunters, Bartholomew appeared in the doorway, occupying almost all the space. His figure cast a long shadow into the library. Another little detail Lina had forgotten. Bartholomew was immense, his height and girth unnerving. His walrus mustache must take considerable time to maintain, and, unlike her father, Bartholomew bore a dark complexion with nut-brown hair and eyes. But that wasn’t all that separated the brothers. There was the intense, menacing look in Bartholomew’s eyes. Now, more than ever, his niece found it difficult to believe he was related to her father.

      “I see you found your way here.” This was Uncle Bartholomew. There would be no friendly greetings or the slightest commiseration for their misfortune.

      “Why wouldn’t we?” Lina muttered to herself.

      “Come, come, dear,” Eleonor encouraged her husband. “Have a seat.”

      The floor shook under his heavy footsteps as he walked across the library.

      “Don’t let him intimidate you. He’ll warm up soon enough,” Eleonor mumbled to her nephew.

      Observing Bartholomew’s harsh movements, Lina wondered if he had had an early encounter with the bottle. She remembered an incident where her father had pleaded with his younger brother to quit drinking. Though the memory was faint, Bartholomew’s reaction—cursing at William for counseling him—remained vivid in her mind. Mateo’s hand tightened on her skirt as he peeked out from behind her. Sensing the boy’s fear, Lina reminded herself of the promise she’d made when her uncle had ordered them to the manor—he could control her fortune and freedom, but he would not bully them. With that in mind, she figured it wouldn’t hurt to be cordial.

      “It’s nice to see you again.” Lina squared her shoulders and extended her hand to him. “How are you, sir?”

      Bartholomew bent over her, his foul breath confirming her suspicions about his drinking. He clasped her hand, which disappeared into his gigantic one, his grip seeming to test her pain tolerance. Forcing herself not to flinch, she yanked her hand away.

      “I’ll be better once the day is over,” he growled, then took hold of Lina’s arm in a flash. With a single tug, he pulled her aside, exposing Mateo. “Why are you hiding like a frightened creature?”

      “Now, dear, let’s not overwhelm the child.” The speed with which Eleonor moved from the sofa to Mateo’s side was remarkable. Safeguarding the boy, she tucked him under her arm.

      Yet Eleonor’s actions didn’t stop Bartholomew from scrutinizing his nephew for an uncomfortable moment, as if his thoughts had taken him to days long gone. A smile was about to warm his features, just before he frowned, and snapping from his trance, he asked, “Now, little fellow, do you like to hunt?”

      Eleonor and Lina looked at each other in surprise. Bartholomew’s question was unexpected, and in Lina’s case, unwelcome. Acid built in her stomach at the idea of Mateo killing animals. She had no intention of introducing her brother to such an activity. Her parents had never been fond of it, and neither was she. Mateo didn’t respond.

      “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” Bartholomew mocked.

      “No, I still have my tongue, see?” As if gaining courage from the women, Mateo backed his words by sticking out his tongue.

      “Ah, you are quick-witted, just like your old man was.” Bartholomew chuckled. “Well then, answer my question. Have you ever been hunting?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      Eleonor was swift to guide Mateo back to the sofa, removing him from Bartholomew’s scrutiny. Aunt and nephew sat down together with no space between them. Lina felt stronger staying on her feet.

      “Never been hunting, huh? That’s unacceptable. It’s an important skill for a man and a requirement in this household. I will take you.”

      Lina looked at her aunt in alarm. Lina might be prepared to deal with her uncle’s thoughtless, gruff manner, but she could not handle Mateo spending time with the man, especially considering the proposed activity.

      “Well, that’s a thought for another day. They must be exhausted after the long trip.” Reading the cry for help in her niece’s eyes, Eleonor ended the discussion.  “Lina, darling, would you ring for Mrs. Lester? She’ll help you settle in.”

      Lina pulled the service cord hanging alongside the fireplace, thinking she liked her aunt more with each passing second. Though Eleonor wasn’t a mother, her strong protective instincts were hard to miss.

      Bartholomew shed his overcoat, discarding it on an armchair, and stomped to the credenza, where he pulled out a matchbox and two cigar tins. He tapped his fingers on them, deciding which one to light.

      Not that one. Lina had never been able to stomach the Abdulla cigars.

      As if mocking her silent plea, he selected the very one. And almost instantly, he was puffing like a chimney. “Have you gone through the schedule with them?” he asked Eleonor.

      “No, as I said, we must not overwhelm them,” she reiterated, beginning to look strained. “They’ve only just arrived.”

      Disregarding his wife’s opinion, he informed, “Dinner is served at seven and breakfast at eight. I expect everyone to be in their seats on time.” Lowering himself onto a settee that barely accommodated his figure, he let out another plume of smoke. “Teatime is at five, but since I’m not fond of the habit, do as you please.”

      Teatime, one of Lina’s favorite memories of being here, was the tradition he disregarded. She was glad if that meant he would not be joining them.

      “We’ll do our best to be punctual, Uncle,” Lina said diplomatically, but there was an undercurrent of insubordination in her remark. He had done nothing to deserve her respect, and his stringent commands made her want to disobey them all.

      “Uncle!” He laughed hard, choking on the smoke.

      Lina was confused. Why was he so amused?

      No sooner had Bartholomew recovered from his self-inflicted discomfort than he growled, “You shall never call me Uncle, nor Bartholomew. Or, heaven forbid, both combined.”

      “Goodness gracious, Bartholomew!” sputtered Eleonor. “You can’t mean that.”

      “Goodness gracious, woman!” Bartholomew sputtered back with a deadly glance. “I set the rules in this house, not you.”

      Why the big fuss? What was she supposed to call him? Lina thought of a few names that would suit him just fine. However, since Eleonor seemed on the verge of tears, Lina subdued her emotions and spoke in an effort to de-escalate the situation. “I’m at a loss. What shall we call you, then?”

      “Sir. You shall call me sir.”

      Lina was relieved. After all, addressing him as Uncle bespoke a connection between them, one Lina wished to ignore.

      “And before I forget,” he added, “no one is allowed to leave their bedroom at night. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal.” Lina gave him a fake smile.
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      The siblings’ quarters were both equipped with four-poster Victorian beds, hefty wool rugs that Sofia had acquired during a trip to India, and fireplaces to tame the bitter winters. But best of all, the bedrooms were interconnected by a tunnel-like passage which brought the rooms together but maintained privacy.

      Lina ambled to the window, the click-clack of shoes outside the library still echoing in her head. The day had grown gray, with thick clouds and drizzling rain. Fog hovered over the damp land but revealed the edge of the pond tucked back in the trees. Unlike their airy flat, darkness plagued the manor both inside and out, making Lina feel as if a changeling had replaced the joyful spirit of her childhood home. If not for a few lingering memories of happier times, she would think she’d stumbled into a gothic tale complete with a gloomy, foreboding keep. Back then, she’d had her parents, her safe harbor, especially during the daunting hours of the night. Now, she was the parent, soothing Mateo’s fears—a task for which she felt inadequate.

      It’s just one year. We can survive it. Then, we’ll move back to London and regain control of our lives. In her mind, it sounded easy. In practice it would be anything but.

      Lina was startled from her worries when a disharmonious sound like clanging metal traveled the hallway just outside her bedroom. It came again, dancing at the edge of her discernment, elusive and haunting. It rang one more time, and at last, she recognized it.

      The bloody clock. The eighteenth-century longcase, heavily carved with mystical creatures, had been passed down through generations of Laroches. Lina’s mother had despised it, feeling the clock was better suited for a Transylvania castle than a country manor. Now that Lina thought about it, she was almost sure the clock had something to do with Mateo’s history of waking at night while at Blackwater manor.

      The pendulum within the clock struck again. With a sigh, Lina returned to gazing at the outside world, and a movement among the trees caught her eye. Drawing closer to the foggy pane, she watched a shape move to the water’s edge, blending so well with its surroundings that had it been still, she would have missed it entirely.

      The clock chimed a fifth time, and, at once, the shape headed toward the house. The mist swirled around the figure, seeming to pull it into its folds. Moving rapidly, it covered several yards, placing itself on higher ground where the fog was thinner. Lina took hold of the casement and leaned closer in curiosity. It now became obvious that it was a woman, but the way she moved…There was something peculiar about her, but Lina couldn’t tell what it was.

      Someone rapped on the door, distracting Lina from the window. When her gaze found the lawn again, the figure had vanished.

      Another knock was followed by Mrs. Lester entering the bedroom with a stack of towels. As her eyes connected with Lina’s, she said, “Excuse me, miss. I didn’t think you were here.”

      “It’s all right. Please, come in.”

      The housekeeper went straight to the armoire. “I’ll store these on the top shelf. The bedding is fresh. We changed it yesterday.”

      “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Lester arranged the towels neatly on the armoire’s top shelf and turned to examine the bedroom. “I presume Mateo is in his room?”

      “He was asleep last I checked.” Lina’s voice was colorless.

      A light of curiosity crossed Mrs. Lester’s semblance.  “Whatever is the matter? You look unsettled. Are you ill?”

      “I’m afraid the journey from London wore me out.” Her answer was partial. She omitted being unsettled by the unexpected chiming of the clock and the strange woman in the yard.

      The housekeeper touched Lina’s hand. “Oh my, you are dreadfully cold. Come, now. Sit by the fire.”

      Lina settled into the old leather chair, a relic handed down for generations. It creaked under her weight, but despite its complaining, it held.

      Adding a few logs to the fireplace and picking up the poker, Mrs. Lester prodded the pile, dislocating and relocating smaller pieces of burnt wood and ashes, fanning it with a newspaper, and repeating the process. “Ah, there you are,” she exclaimed when blazing tongues of flame shot up. “That will do.”

      “That feels very nice. Thank you.” Lina edged closer to the grate, extending her hands to warm them.

      “Your color has returned,” the housekeeper observed, pleased. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “You have done enough.”

      “Very well, then.”

      Lina closed her eyes, and the image of the woman hurrying through the fog flashed through her mind. Was she one of the staff? “Mrs. Lester, wait.”

      “Yes?” The housekeeper stepped back into the room.

      “Who else works in the house?”

      Mrs. Lester’s face contorted in a curious manner as if her question was out of place.

      Lina hurried to explain, “It’s been a while since I’ve been here, and I imagine things have changed.”

      “I don’t think they have changed that much,” Mrs. Lester responded. “As you may remember, apart from Annie and me, there are four others. The twin sisters—Dollie the cook, and her sister, Maggie—work in the kitchen. I understand they have worked here for quite some time.”

      “Yes, they have.” Lina had almost forgotten about them, and for good reason. Tall and slim as candlesticks with long, pale faces, the nearly identical pair kept to themselves. Their presence had frightened Lina as a child, and she’d avoided them and the kitchen altogether. They reminded her of the witches she read about, and her young imagination had gone as far as to convince her that someday the sisters would throw her into a cauldron of boiling water. Of course, she could laugh at the idea now, but their presence was still a bit unsettling.

      Mrs. Lester continued, “There is also the groundskeeper, Mr. Krammer. After his sons settled in London and his wife passed away, he permanently moved to Blackwater to avoid the daily journey from town.” Lina had a vague recollection of him—a sturdy man with dark hair and an aquiline nose, always moving about the yard with purpose. “He also oversees the stable, though Fred, a young man from the neighboring farm, comes twice daily to care for the horses. And last, but not least, the chauffeur, Mr. Walton. Since his services are required a few times a week, he lives in town.”

      “That’s all the help?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Before Lina could ask another question, the housekeeper withdrew, shutting the door behind her. The logs shifted as the flames spread, and as Lina watched the fire dancing in the grate, her thoughts returned to the mysterious woman. There was no reason to disbelieve Mrs. Lester. There was no other maid apart from Annie. And the cook and her sister never abandoned their domain. Even if they did, Lina would have recognized them.

      Who in the world had she seen? Was it the same woman who’d walked past the library? Was she hiding in the house? Not likely, but possible. The manor had plenty of rooms and corridors no one ever visited. No, she was not hiding—she moved about freely. But if that was the case, either Mrs. Lester had lied to her, or her imagination was overacting from all the stress.
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        * * *

      

      Lina located the monstrous clock in one of the passages near her dormitory. The carved figures stared at her with mocking eyes. One of the figures was a faun with spiral horns and a curly beard that she had always referred to as the devil. Her father had read bedtime stories about the fauns and how they played music and chased the goddess nymphs. Lina had never noticed it, but she now saw it clearly—a reed pipe in the faun’s hands. She could picture Mateo watching the clock in terror. Perhaps it was the mystical creature piping out the devilish tune of each hour that had given her brother nightmares whenever they visited Blackwater. The figure looked so real it was mesmerizing to watch. Lina stood there for the longest time, waiting for it to move. But she knew the faun was only wood and the clock lay dormant, the pendulum still, the device broken.

      But how? She had heard it. Bewildered, she headed back to her bedroom, recalling another oddity—the candelabrums. After supper, Lina watched Mrs. Lester carry out the tedious task of lighting candles throughout the main areas, including the hallway just outside the siblings’ quarters. Understandably, the electricity would be off to conserve energy, but why the need for any light source? To light whose way? After all, Bartholomew had prohibited them from roaming the house at night.

      Ugh, Bartholomew. Lina thanked Providence he had drunk himself to sleep before dinner, relieving her of the discomfort of his presence. She entered her bedroom, then traversed the short passage to Mateo’s. He sat on his bed reading “Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp.”

      “What took you so long?” he complained.

      “Long?” Lina dropped beside him. “It’s been only minutes.”

      “Did you find the clock?”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “It’s broken I think.”

      “Since you don’t like it, that’s good.” His innocent eyes found hers. “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes, I suppose it is.” She tickled his ribs, and, in between giggles, Mateo wrestled to return the gesture. As their laughs collided, the worries in Lina’s heart faded for a moment. Mateo was her only joy in this world. Without him, life would have no purpose, no light.

      Lina tickled him harder, and he snorted with laughter. He then rolled out of her reach and wheezed, “Stop it, Lina. It’s my turn.”

      “I’ll give you thirty seconds,” she conceded and lowered her arms.

      Mateo jumped on her and went straight for her ribs. She laughed, wriggled, and turned. When he was satisfied with his revenge, exhausted, he sat beside her and picked up the book. “Do you want to read?”

      “Yes.”

      They started where Mateo had left off, and he fell asleep muttering something about finding a magic lamp. His breathing turned soft but deep. All worries had left him for now. Lina tucked the blankets around his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

      She tiptoed to the door that led to the outside hallway and secured the lock before returning to her bedroom through the connecting passage. A flash of lightning illuminated the sky, spilling light through the window. Thunder followed in its wake, and soon, rain pelted the house. So much for a peaceful night. Yearning for rest, she slipped between the silk sheets, but the fabric was an instant reminder of death; her father’s coffin had been lined with the same material. She pushed the memory away and closed her eyes, trapping the tears inside. Don’t think of anything. Just go to sleep. Seconds turned into minutes and minutes into hours until she finally drifted into a restless slumber.

      Lina stood amid the blinding fog. “Lina, Lina,” her father called. She followed his voice, but he was so distant, so unreachable. She waited for him to call again, but instead of his familiar voice, she heard the wild screaming of a terrified woman.

      “Run, run, run!” Lina commanded herself, but her legs refused to obey. The mist grew thicker, heavier. A cold hand traveled down her arm, accompanied by the sound of a slamming door.

      Lina bolted upright. Was it the intensity of the dream that awoke her or something else? She listened. The storm had abated. The outside world was quiet, holding its breath, just as she was. She glanced at the fireplace, where the fire struggled to remain alive. What was left of the glowing embers only amplified the layers of shadow crossing the room.

      The floorboards creaked. The noise was too quick to determine if it was the natural contraction and expansion of the wood or some external force being applied to it. She squinted into the darkest patches in the corners for movement, but there was no motion of any kind. There. The creaking again. Then again. She had no doubts now, someone crept about, but whether in the corridor or somewhere closer she couldn’t tell. A clunking noise came next. The lock had turned, and the door groaned on its hinges as it parted just enough to let in a sliver of light from the candelabrum in the hallway.

      Fearing that whoever was about to enter had ill intentions, she slid out of bed, and took a defensive stance. Her instincts told her to find something to use as a weapon, but she couldn’t think of anything. With fisted hands, she watched the door swing inward, inch by inch. There was now sufficient clarity to see that it had not been unlocked from the outside, but from inside her room. No one was coming in, but someone was going out. In disbelief, Lina exclaimed, “Mateo! Where are you going?”

      Silent as the grave, the small figure exited the bedroom. He had never done this. She shouldn’t have let him take such a long nap, but it was too late for regrets. Guided by the glow of the candelabrums, she hurried after him. At the end of the corridor, she saw Mateo descending the staircase. Afraid to lose sight of him, she hit the light switch, but there was no response. Brilliant. The storm must have cut the power.

      “Mateo, stop. Stop.” Her voice chased him down the steps and echoed throughout the foyer below, but he was moving fast, undeterred by her pleas. “Mateo, stop right there. Right now!”

      Mateo neither flinched nor looked back.

      She took the steps two at a time to catch him, her nightgown tangling around her legs.

      He fast approached the front entrance.

      “Mateo!” her voice boomed, and then she remembered how her uncle had ordered them to stay in their rooms at night. If he caught them, heaven only knew how they might suffer. She threw a look over her shoulder as she landed at the bottom of the staircase. Hopefully no one had heard her yell. Her focus returned to the foyer. Mateo was nowhere in sight, but she noticed the candelabrum on the side table had been extinguished, though only recently, for smoke still rose from the blackened wicks. She examined the front door. Locked and bolted. He was still inside.






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logo-for-print-no-background.jpg
CITY OWL
PRESS





OEBPS/images/haunting-digital.jpg







