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    Call of Cthulhu


    There are realities other than the mundane one we perceive. Its places, people and occurrences are inexplicable to rational scientific thinking and antithetical to our existence. Ancient lore, monsters, forbidden tomes, and diabolical cults are just the forerunners of the unimaginable entities who dwell in the cosmic void. They are coming for us: our world and our very minds. 


    Exposure to such horrors can lead to madness, but some bold souls must make a stand against these seemingly insurmountable odds. Defeating them will save the world as we know it; failure will usher in the end times. Can you hear the Call of Cthulhu?
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    Dedicated to everyone who, like me, is thrilled by the intersection of monsters and manners. Here’s to you, my friend.


  




  

    Prologue


    Blensworth Manor, Corsham, Five Years Prior


    It all had the air of the most delicious lark, right up until it didn’t.


    The theatre of these evenings was what Byron Wright enjoyed most – after the philological aspects, of course. Few things compared to the gratification he received from translating what had long been considered untranslatable. He was still humming with pride over the last sigil he’d deciphered, the one that would be necessary when the time came to… well, to perform the aspect of this “followers of Shub-Niggurath” bit that he wasn’t looking forward to.


    However, those dark times were far in the future, the distant, unknowable future. Byron never thought too deeply about the future, not when the past was infinitely more interesting. The revelations he’d learned about the Talliri, the sorcerers from whom he now could claim to be an ideological descendent, all in the name of protecting the nation; it was a heady affair, made even more so by the three glasses of brandy that he’d consumed earlier that evening.


    “What is it to be tonight?” he’d asked his dear friend James over their second glass. “Another bird? A lamb, perhaps? You got excellent results with the lamb.” The sacrifice of that poor, puling creature had been enough to win James his familiar.


    Byron didn’t care for the thing, personally, with its wrinkled face and shining pate, and the way it couldn’t quite decide whether it wanted to be a rodent or a very small, evil-eyed mannikin. He had already decided he would decline if James offered to entice one out of the portals they opened for him. After all, he had the children to think of, and he wasn’t quite ready to share his… revelations with them. He would have no hope at all of concealing such a creature within the manor, even if it was minded to obey him.


    “I have a more… elaborate plan in place,” James had replied, an easy, satisfied smile on his face. “I think it will win us a creature of significant power.”


    “A calf, then?” Byron hazarded. “Lord, that will be a mess to clean off the marble.” As it was just the two of them in their little cabal so far, Byron knew the bulk of the work would fall to him, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. They were friends, good friends, but rank was rank.


    Then again, a calf was better than the other option. “Not a maid, surely,” he murmured, laying a hand on James’s arm. “We are not – the time is not yet right, is it? It cannot be, I cannot–”


    “Byron.” James gave his hand a quelling pat. “I would tell you if it were time for that, never fear. I worry over this recalcitrance of yours, though. You know what the ultimate goal of our experiments is.”


    “Yes, but–”


    “And you know I am determined to do my part for king and country, no matter how distasteful the path to victory might be.”


    Byron found himself sweating beneath his layers of wool and silk. The thought of watching a young woman die, of being a party to her death… surely it wasn’t time for that. Animals were one thing, but the prospect of killing an actual person made all of this feel so much more real. “Yes, but, James, surely there are more things for us to do before that? We need more allies, we need to grow the Brotherhood before we can make use of such a… being.”


    “You’re right, of course,” James said, and Byron relaxed. He relaxed even further when James filled his glass yet again. “It is important for us to take measured steps, explore the different permutations of sacrifice and sigil. When the time comes, it would not do to be underprepared.”


    “Exactly,” Byron said, his nerves settling. No, tonight would not be the night when he would have to watch what he feared he could not. Tonight would be black robes and chanting, sacred knives and blood rituals, dark portals and darker power… but it would not be an act he would find unbearable.


    The altar was prepared in the far corner of the library when Byron came with the robes, the sacrifice lying under a thick layer of blankets. In the dim light, the shape of it was obscured, but Byron was satisfied that it could be a calf. Perhaps a yearling, it looked a bit big for–


    James coughed lightly. “Brother Wright, if you would begin.”


    “Ah, yes.” He picked up his chalk and began to draw the complex sigil on the wall that would open the portal to the other world. It was meticulous work and, after three brandies, rather harder than he had expected, but his many hours of practice had paid off. He was able to chalk and chant at the same time, and finally turned to James with a smile of triumph. “I am ready at your convenience, Brother Fraser.”


    “Excellent,” his friend said. He raised his obsidian knife, pulled back the blanket, and stabbed the coachman through the chest, the knife slicing straight through his livery. “Damn these infernal ribs,” James muttered, pulling the knife out with a hiss. “Look, it’s chipped the bloody edge.”


    “James…” Byron said faintly, still not entirely sure what was happening. Surely this was not… it could not be… “James, stop!” he shrieked when his friend struck again, this time angling the knife differently. There was a pop sound as the blade broke through the thick muscle. No no no… Byron stared in frozen disbelief, while the coachman, unconscious though he was, grunted in agony as the blade penetrated his heart. Blood poured from the wound and down the altar, and as the poor fellow drew one last, shuddering breath, James laid his hand in the still-flowing blood, then pressed his handprint into the centre of Byron’s carefully made sigil.


    The symbol began to darken, the kind of darkness that came with a subtle glow of its own. Byron watched helplessly as the portal sigil did its work, faster and easier than it ever had before. A doorway to the other realm opened before his eyes, fed by unprecedented sacrifice, and within its darkness…


    Death came to meet them.


    “Good God, man!” Byron turned to James, his eyes as wide as saucers and his lips trembling. “You cannot – you – it isn’t–” Those trembling lips were unequal to the task of describing the scene before him, but description was not what he desired. His heart desired explanation, reason, or better yet – rebuttal. Tell me I am not seeing what I think I’m seeing. Tell me this is not real.


    James, who always seemed to know Byron’s innermost thoughts, simply smiled as the creature within the portal drew closer. His smile seemed to say: It is real. All of it is. Now, what will you make of it, my friend?


    In the seconds it took the spreading pool of blood to reach the tips of Byron’s polished Hessian boots, his mind managed to turn itself over in such a frenzy that it was small wonder his sanity couldn’t remain intact in the moment. He exploded away from the altar, dropping the chalk from his numb and nerveless fingers as he staggered back from the corpse and over towards the library door.


    “Byron,” James’s warning voice called out from behind him. “This is not the time to let your tender sensibilities get the better of you. You knew this moment was coming.”


    “Not this moment!” he shrieked, risking a look back. A long, black limb was emerging from the portal. It was bare and sinewy and had a five-fingered hand sporting truly horrific claws on each demonic digit. “One girl, that is all you said was required for Shub-Niggurath!”


    “And what about my own requirements?” James snapped. “What about the power I require in order to make our world a safer place, a better place, for us and for our children? Surely you did not think this march would end with a solitary sacrifice. The needs of the future necessitate–”


    “You murdered a man for that!” Byron pointed his trembling finger at the creature still making its way out of the portal. It seemed to be wrapped in shadows, obscuring the finer details, but when it lifted its eyes, they glowed with a vile internal light. “For a beast you don’t even need! Send it back, James, send it back!” The more of it that emerged from the portal, the more intense was Byron’s need, selfish and atavistic though it was, to run.


    “There is no turning back now, Byron.” James’s voice gentled as he set down the knife and stepped away from the portal. “My dear friend, you know how much trust I have in you, how much faith. Our paths were fated to cross, and I truly believe that God himself saw what wonders you and I would create together in our quest to glorify his name and save our nation from invasion.”


    He reached for Byron’s hands. “This is the greatest trial of your life, my friend. All of our hopes for the future, all our aspirations, the joining of our houses… it is all contingent on this moment. If you stay, our glorious futures are assured. But if you leave now, there will be nothing more I can do for you.”


    If he had been capable of rational thought, Byron might have been tempted to stay. It was not only himself he had to concern himself with, after all; his children were not all grown, and his eldest daughter Cassandra was newly engaged but not yet married to James’s son. He was all they had, and he had been luckier than he deserved. If he ran, he was as good as throwing away their future prospects.


    But those were the thoughts of a man in command of his wits, and Byron was many things – clever, devoted, and gullible beyond belief to name a few – but he was not accustomed to violence. The pop of the knife and the coachman’s dying groan still echoed in his ears, drowning out every logical argument with pure fear. He quivered like a cornered fox as he met James’s eyes for the last time. There was something there, something that might be construed as regret in a lesser man; in James, Byron only knew that it meant he had to run.


    And run he did.


    He burst through the doors and into the hallway. It was empty, free of servants who might trouble him or, worse yet, James’s own family. His legs felt like they were encased in lead; every step was a massive effort, and his stride was as short as his breath, but he was moving in the right direction.


    The door, the door… his carriage was waiting for him in the stable yard. He needed to get to his carriage, needed to get away from here, back to the safety of his own home. Safe, safe… he needed to be safe, away from this madness, this utter insanity. He’d never wanted it to go this far, never, never…


    “Ahh!” A sharp pain pierced his left heel, causing him to stumble into a rosewood side table, knocking the crystal vase of fresh flowers onto the parquet floor. Water spread like a wound, but worse than that was the shock to his system when Byron saw that the heel of his sturdy boot had somehow been penetrated right down to the flesh beneath it. He touched the ragged leather with trembling fingertips.


    Were those… teeth marks? When he pulled his hand away, his fingers were painted with his own pulsing blood. Byron glanced from his hand back down to his foot, and that was when he caught the glint of tiny red eyes in the dark hallway, staring malevolently at him as their owner scuttled towards the open door of the library, where its master waited.


    God save me!


    Run!


    Byron ran once more. He ran through the pain, through the slosh in his boot that meant his own blood was leaking out with every step, through the terror gripping his mind with teeth as sharp and biting as the creature that had attacked him. He ran out of Blensworth Manor into the cool air of a late spring evening, where finally the heat of his madness began to cool.


    He was out. He was not yet gone but he was outside; out of that damned room, away from James’s secretive company and this awful betrayal of their friendship and everything they were trying to accomplish together. He was free.


    Byron limped towards the stables. He wondered that there were no servants about, no one to perceive his exit and fetch his carriage for him. Had they been warned off by their master? No matter, he could handle this well enough on his own. A dozen more yards and he would reach the gate, and–


    A shadow peeled away from the manor wall ahead of him and placed itself directly in front of the entrance to the stables. Byron stuttered to another halt, staring in uncomprehending horror at the… the thing before him. Its shape was hard to make out on a night like tonight, when the moon was clouded over and there was only a single, feeble lantern by the stables to illuminate the way. If he had not been so closely focused on the door, he might have missed its movement entirely.


    But he did not miss this ghastly thing’s appearance – he had, after all, seen it emerge into the world mere minutes ago. He knew its presence like he knew his own name, and for the first time that night, Byron’s terror gave way to despair.


    “I be-beg of you,” he breathed, voice squeaking through vocal cords so tightly wound every syllable threatened to snap them completely. “Let me pass. Let me go. I will say nothing to anyone, I want no part in any of this. L-let me go, for the love of God.”


    For a long moment, the shadow didn’t move. Byron began to shift his weight to move away, but then the shadow straightened, reaching a height both towering and terrifying. Byron searched its features in the dim light, looking for any sign of humanity, of compassion.


    All he saw reflected back at him were lantern-like amber eyes, and a gleam that could have been saliva dripping from bared fangs.


    “Run,” the creature hissed.


    Oh God, God Almighty, no, no, no!


    The threads of Byron’s hastily stitched-together sanity immediately frayed once more. He had no weapon, no stalwart companionship, no hope.


    No hope. He knew it just as well as he knew it would be impossible not to run. Running wouldn’t save him – nothing could save him now, and yet…


    Byron turned with a strangled cry and fled towards the woods that abutted the manor. Losing the hint of moonlight reflecting from the opaque clouds was frightening, yet oddly comforting in a way. In absolute darkness, he and this beast were equal to one another. When no one could see what came next, then who could say what might happen? Byron had already looked upon what was to befall him, and no longer being tormented by the sight of the beast was a blessing.


    Perhaps God would save him after all; if he ran all the way through the trees and out the other side he would come to a well-travelled road where he might cross paths with a coach pulled by fine, fast horses that could take him away from here, back to his dear children, where he would devote all his efforts to removing them from harm before–


    A feeling like fire plunged through his wounded leg, and Byron screamed as he fell to the cold, loamy earth. He knocked his head against a tree root and lay there, dazed and confused, until he was rolled over onto his back.


    The darkness above him stank of decay, and those hellfire eyes consumed his gaze. Something wet pattered against his face, dripping into his mouth, and it took a moment for Byron to realise that it was blood.


    His blood…


    “A poor hunt,” the creature said with a sneer, but Byron didn’t hear it. He didn’t hear anything except the sound of his own soul shrieking in horror, so hideous and painful that he was fortunate enough to barely feel what came next as one long, sharp claw began to dig its way from beneath his jaw straight up through his mouth, puncturing palate and tongue as it sought a path to his brain.


    By the time it scratched through his skull to the soft tissue within, Byron had already utterly lost his mind.


  




  

    Chapter One


    The old wagon creaked and rattled with every bump in the road as it made its way to Tarryford. Cassandra Wright, settled in the back atop her trunk beside sacks of winter onions and turnips, swayed right along with her conveyance. A proper young lady would be fighting to maintain her posture, but after nearly a week of travel by post Cassandra’s fatigue had resoundingly won the argument it was having with her sense of propriety, and she let herself sway accordingly.


    Truly, if she let herself do what her body longed to, she would be bent over with her head against her knees, sleeping instead of fretting about what was to come next. But her thoughts were not as exhausted as the rest of her, and try as she might to put her worries out of her mind, they tormented her ceaselessly.


    A week on the road, plus lodging and food… she was already down more than half of what she’d saved. And she was only just arriving in Tarryford. She had yet to make her way to the manor, yet to find a way onto the staff. How long would it take her to do so? How long would it be before the other servants trusted her enough not to dog her footsteps? And how long could she possibly avoid the notice of the master of the house or his son?


    Cassandra had more questions than answers and little patience for any of it at this point. Her legs and back ached, and her feet were practically numb from holding the same position for so long. She stirred herself and looked towards the owner of this vehicle, a farmer with a face like a wizened apple who had, gruffly but sincerely, offered her a ride into Tarryford that morning “since the post don’t go that far out of the way, miss.”


    “I beg your pardon, sir,” she called out, and the old man craned his neck back to look at her.


    “Aye?”


    “How much longer until we reach town?”


    “Mmm.” He thought about it for a moment. “Not been this way for some time, y’know, but we’re near enough now.”


    Cassandra took hold of her impatience with both hands and shoved it away from her lips where it threatened to do the most damage. In a carefully calm voice, she said, “That is good to know. Is it possible, do you think, that I might walk the rest of the way and reclaim my trunk from you once I arrive?”


    “Walk?” The man’s thick, greying eyebrows rose so high they melded with his bushy hair, tamped down firmly by the broad straw hat he wore. “A lady like you, walkin’ all by herself?”


    She gave him a pleasant smile. “Indeed. The weather is mild, and the route seems safe enough.” It was idyllic, even, if one disregarded the enormous burnt-out husk of a building on a hill to the west. Curious. She wondered how long it had been there…


    Walking for a while would also give her a chance to gather her courage for the task ahead without worrying that she was being observed. The farmer had been nothing but kind to her, but she felt the weight of his eyes cast her way every few minutes. She knew what he saw, and she had undoubtedly heard every question he’d thought about asking her.


    Seeing herself through his eyes, she knew that he saw her as a lady of some sort, if the dress was anything to go by. Simple white muslin, but good stuff; not overly worn and patched. A green silk bonnet, plain but finely made, with a matching pelisse and a silver hatpin. Dark gloves for the hands, and she must have decent enough boots if she was willing to walk.


    But then there were the other things, less obvious but far more scandalous, to consider.


    A woman her age out on her own with no husband, no children, no family at all. She had the look of a gentlewoman, but a single trunk – one trunk? What gentlewoman travelled anywhere with a single trunk? Was she running from someone? Was she traveling to seek employment, or catch up with a lover?


    What was she?


    This man, fortunately, was kind enough not to voice any of the thoughts that were doubtless crowding his mind. He simply brought the cart horse to a stop with a low, “Whoa there,” then dismounted and came around the back to offer her his hand.


    Cassandra didn’t need it – she had let herself out of more coaches and carriages than she could count now – but she accepted the offer in the spirit of friendly gallantry that had prompted it. Her knees nearly buckled when she hit the ground, but she held them firm with gritted teeth.


    “Got business wi’ the publican’s widow, so ye’ll find me at The Four Feathers,” he told her. “I’ll have your trunk there, safe and sound.”


    Cassandra smiled. “Thank you very much, sir.”


    “Ah, well.” The old man’s cheeks had turned a bit rosy – was he blushing? “Not a hardship, miss, not a hardship. Enjoy your walk.” He briskly reseated himself and got the cart moving again, leaving Cassandra to stew in blessed solitude.


    Cassandra waited until he was out of sight around the next bend to start her own walk. Her hips and knees informed her in no uncertain terms that she was twenty-five now, quite a distance from the lissom young woman she had been when she was last in the county of Wiltshire five years ago. It seemed like an age had passed since then; now she was in an entirely new county, heading for a town she’d never visited before. But today, in the sunlight, surrounded by thick, verdant hedgerows and familiar birdsong, she finally let herself indulge in a few cherished remembrances as she walked along.


    From her birth until just after her twentieth birthday, Cassandra had lived the privileged life of a gentlewoman. Her father had been a wealthy solicitor, not quite of the social class he aspired to, but married to a gentlewoman who gave him access to the people he so admired. Her father Byron had been clever, affable, and capable, all while politely maintaining the distance of rank so many in the gentry deemed necessary for their very existence. It had made him quite popular with that set, and in time he had mingled among them as a friend.


    With the benefit of hindsight, Cassandra could now look back and see that her father had been more of a loyal hound than a true friend to these people. Blinded by her own good fortune and youthful ignorance, she hadn’t realised that so much of the care and condescension she had taken for granted was nothing but a courtesy that she wasn’t entitled to, one that could be rescinded as easily as it was granted.


    But what did that matter? She might be educated, better than most young women her age, but she would never have to put it to the test. Cassandra was to have been married – hopefully to a man of equal or greater social status as herself – and live a quiet, coddled life as a wife and mother. She had even gotten as far as securing a match when everything came crashing down around them, all thanks to that loathsome man…


    “Mr James Fraser,” she murmured, speaking the name aloud for the first time in years. Oh, she’d thought it often enough when she lay awake at night, exhausted from a full day of looking after the five young children in her charge, yet unable to embrace sleep.


    James Fraser, the architect of her father’s rise and fall; the man who had taken Byron Wright into his closest confidence, who had made much of their friendship and aided him at every turn, who had even approved of a marriage between his son and heir, Gilbert, and Cassandra herself… he had been the snake in the grass the whole time. And her father, her loving, clever, and occasionally stupidly trusting father, had offered himself up to be bitten.


    The official explanation for his death had never made sense. “Self-inflicted wounds” did not describe the state of her father’s corpse. Not that Cassandra had been allowed to see his ruined body, but she’d heard the servants mutter about it amongst themselves as everything in their home was broken apart and sold to cover debts to Mr Fraser that her father had never spoken of to her – if they even truly existed.


    “Cored right out, he was, right up into the brain,” she’d heard one of the stable boys say. “Nah, not a gunshot – that woulda taken off the top of his head, too, yeah? And how could a man knife himself like that? Why not slit his own throat and be done with it easy?”


    On top of that, to think that her father’s death was the direct result of him murdering one of Mr Fraser’s servants… impossible! He would never! Her father couldn’t even bear to watch a chicken be prepared for the dinner table, much less find it in himself to stab a man to death. The years hadn’t resigned Cassandra to her father’s supposed crimes, they’d only made her surer than ever that he had been greatly wronged.


    Devil-worshipper. Occultist. A fellow better off dead. Rumours had abounded, all of them helped along by Mr Fraser himself. He had been “so troubled by it all, I can’t believe Byron took me in so thoroughly.” He had been “so sorry for how this affects you poor children, and yet I must have recompense for the wrongs your father has done me.” He had been “so sad to see you go, my dear,” and yet he had been the first to suggest ending the engagement between their families once her father was dead. And Gilbert, bless his silly head, hadn’t uttered a word against it.


    Ah, well. You wouldn’t have enjoyed being married to Gilbert anyway.


    “Marriage is not about enjoyment,” Cassandra said quietly, indulging in a proper argument with herself now that there was no one else around to hear it. “It’s about duty. Marrying him would have greatly elevated our family fortunes.”


    He was a pillock, as easily led as a calf with a rope around its neck. You would have been bored beyond imagining.


    “Boredom is more easily alleviated by money than by the lack of it, and we would not have wanted for funds.”


    And would you have begged Mr Fraser for an allowance beyond what Gilbert was allotted? You know your father always said he was as tight as a drum.


    “I would never have begged that man for anything.”


    Even when she’d been inclined to like Mr Fraser, Cassandra had always been faintly wary of him. There was something about him – a keenness in his gaze and a sharpness in his manner that left her on edge, feeling as though she were standing on a precipice that might fall out from under her at any moment. She had avoided him as best she could, never letting herself be alone with him. No, she would have sent Gilbert to beseech his father for funds had it become necessary.


    Not that such an eventuality had ever come to pass; this was all pure fanciful thinking that would get her nowhere. She ought to be focusing on what was to happen next.


    But she had thought it and thought it in circles! It was time to give herself a reprieve, for pity’s sake. She needed to try to remember the good times she had back then, not just the bad. When her family was whole, when she had friends and entertainments and recitals to attend… and oh, the balls! She had loved the balls.


    Dancing was one of the few outlets a woman could have for physical activity, and she had dedicated herself to the art of it. The music had called to her, a siren song impossible to resist, and not even the most oafish partner could diminish her pleasure at dancing. Next to spending time with her father, it had been her favourite thing to do.


    And sometimes you were fortunate enough to land a most excellent dance partner as well.


    While Gilbert was as good at dancing as he was at riding or hunting (which was to say, not very, despite his enthusiasm), his closest friend, Thomas Griffith, had been the most sought-after partner at every event. How could he not be, with a fine figure and innate grace coupled with the elegance of his movements and his stern but kind demeanour? Thomas had been besieged by young ladies – and occasionally by older ladies as well – requesting his time at every ball but he had always saved the last dance for Cassandra.


    “What silliness,” she whispered, pressing one hand against her cheek in an effort to dispel the heat rising in it.


    Is it silly to seek enjoyment where you can get it?


    “It is silly to do so at the expense of my own honour.”


    You never did a single dishonourable thing with Mr Griffith.


    “No…” But that didn’t mean that she had never wistfully considered it in the privacy of her own mind. Thomas had not been as objectively good a match as Gilbert; he was the second son of his household, not the heir, and more interested in the military than in frittering his time away on balls and the like. But if circumstances had allowed for him to ask her before she had been betrothed to Gilbert, and irrelevant of whether she considered him the best option, Cassandra would have said the most resounding “yes” in existence.


    Ah, well. There was no use in thinking about him now; as far as Cassandra knew, Thomas had been busy with his family estate ever since his late brother’s death recalled him from his military career. If he still happened to be within Gilbert’s sphere, it was the season in London, and Mr Fraser’s eldest daughter was due to be presented this year; the family would certainly be there right now, not out at their country manor, and where the Frasers went their friends followed.


    Cassandra had very vague memories of the young Miss Frasers; they had been shy girls, neither as outgoing nor as oafish as their brother, and not inclined to make a fuss. Her sister, Elizabeth, had declared them – with all the wisdom and authority of an eleven year-old – to be “extremely tedious, and they are obsessed with ribbons! I will not play with them. I’d rather ride horses with Samuel.”


    Samuel, six years older than Beth and two younger than Cassandra, had been uncommonly generous towards his little sister, and indulged her often in riding and “swordplay” with two carved pieces of oak. He hadn’t been part of Gilbert’s set, and Cassandra had been glad of it when she saw how quickly she herself was ejected from the Frasers’ society. At least Samuel was spared that pain, if not many others.


    Stop being so pessimistic. He is doing quite well in the navy. She had not always been sure that he would. He’d entered the profession just a month after their father’s death, and when he left his sisters behind on the rocky quay at Portsmouth, one of a dozen young men being rowed out to where his ship was anchored, he had looked so miserable it took everything Cassandra had not to break down in tears like Beth. The first few letters he sent were very carefully worded so as not to make her worry, which of course made her worry all the more. In time, though, it became clear he was finding his place on the ship, and even beginning to enjoy himself.


    Indeed, it was Samuel’s placement as a midshipman that had provided Cassandra with a path to employment, his captain being solicitous of their family’s plight – as well as the plight of his own poor wife, with many children to tend and little help. As their mother’s relatives were only willing to take in Elizabeth – and reluctantly at that – accepting a position as a governess in a rural Northumberland community was the best deal Cassandra was going to get, and she’d known it. Truly, it had been a stroke of good fortune, for she had been given honourable if tiring work, earned a small income on top of her room and board, and had the space to consider what to do next.


    “Hold your luck close to your heart,” she murmured. “It has carried you this far.”


    God willing, it would carry her further – to the truth about her father, a man who for all his faults had been as devout as any other and would never have allowed himself to be drawn into devil worship or the occult. Oh, he loved a good puzzle – his method of notetaking proved that – but he simply would never have–


    A sudden rustle beyond the hedgerows drew Cassandra out of her musings. It wasn’t a subtle noise, not like the birdsong and occasional skitter of a small animal in the underbrush was. This was a raucous sound, like something large bounding about. It came closer, making the hedges shake under the weight of whatever was drawing near.


    Cassandra fought down her nerves as she reached up slowly and gripped the wave-like silver tip of the hatpin, ready to withdraw it and use its full eight-inch length to best effect should she need to. Perhaps I should have invested in that dagger after all. Hatpins were all well and good for deterring the wandering hands of overly drunk and indulged men, but this…


    There was another rustle, then a growl and a straining crash in the bushes straight in front of her, and a moment later–


    A massive hunting hound flipped itself head over heels as it tumbled to the road, panting from exertion. It was buff-coloured, with a white belly and a curling tail, and it had wide brown eyes. Cassandra kept a firm grip on her hatpin; this was no simple foxhound. This was a hunting hound whose head, she noted with an edge of fear, came up past her waist once it regained its feet. The animal shook itself off, looked straight at her, lunged forwards, and pressed its big, muddy face against her dress in an effort to make her acquaintance.


    “Oh no,” Cassandra lamented ruefully as she replaced her hatpin and attempted to push the dog back. “No, you great beast, I’ll not look presentable at all now!” Another fruitless push resulted in her white gloves becoming as stained as her dress, and she finally sighed and gave in to the dog’s attempt to solicit her affection.


    “You overgrown puppy,” she chided the animal as she scratched behind his ears. “What kind of brute are you, hmm?” He must be very young, or very poorly trained; no proper hunting animal would be so cosy with a stranger. “Not a brute at all. Just a baby, I think.”


    The baby proceeded to nudge her in the hip so hard Cassandra nearly fell over. She laughed for what felt like the first time since leaving her placement in the north, and briskly rubbed the dog’s ears until his tongue lolled. “Shall we walk on to town toge–”


    A horn sounding in the distance got the hound’s attention immediately. “I believe you are being called home,” Cassandra said. The horn sounded again, and the hound quivered but stayed by her side. “Go on then,” she said, withdrawing her hands. The hound looked at her, its wide eyes almost human as it seemed to ask, “Are you sure?”


    “Run along,” she said just as the horn sounded for a third time. This time the hound gave in to the call and dashed off down the road so quickly clods of dirt flew from its heavy paws – Cassandra barely managed to dodge one of them. She watched the animal go with a smile on her face, then lost that smile as she glanced down at her dress. “Some lady you look.” Still, it could be worse. Tarryford was a small place, a farming village really; surely they would not judge her badly for a few stains.


    She’d find out soon enough. Cassandra set off once more, following the rutted tracks towards her destination – and, she hoped, her destiny as well.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    The spire of the church was the first thing to come into view, paired with a few gothic-style arches that soared above the rest of the town. Cassandra used that as her lodestone, for surely the church was located in the centre of Tarryford. Where the church was, The Four Feathers had to be close by.


    She admired the sturdy cottages she passed by along the way, all with thick stone walls and slate roofs. Several of the inhabitants stuck their heads out as she passed, clearly unused to seeing a young lady escorting herself into town. At the intersection of her street with another, a man holding a measuring tape in one hand poked his head out of what looked like a dress shop and called out, “Miss! Pardon me, miss, but are you in need of assistance?”


    She wasn’t really, but it didn’t hurt to be sure about things, so she asked, “Could you tell me whether or not I am close to The Four Feathers, sir?”


    “Quite close, miss. Proceed another hundred feet along this main road and the inn will be the first thing you see once you reach the town square.” He looked slightly askance at her outfit. “Have you… walked a very long way?”


    “Not long at all, sir,” Cassandra assured him, doing her best not to take offence at the slightly impudent question. It was far from the first she’d received on her journey south. “Thank you for your assistance.”


    “I, ah – yes, quite, miss. Thank you!”


    Cassandra held her head high and pointedly ignored all other expressions of interest in her person, verbal and otherwise, until she reached the intersection of that road and two others. It was the first busy place she’d seen in Tarryford, with a coach, numerous horses, and several carts either moved aside or vying for a place to disperse their wares. And there, she noted with satisfaction, was her cart, right outside a large building with a wooden sign in elegant script that proclaimed it The Four Feathers, with four rough feathers carved beneath the words for emphasis. A heavyset man with a florid face and a drink-pocked nose was slowly unloading the cargo, including her chest. Good.


    Cassandra crossed the busy road and made her way inside the inn. It was dark and cool, and the air smelled like freshly baked bread and something savoury roasting nearby. She smiled with relief. Having worked up a surprisingly intense thirst on her walk, she headed towards the restaurant, which was set back a bit from the front door. It was a small room crammed with half a dozen wooden tables and several benches, as well as a bar where a young man with wild brown hair and a wide mouth was filling a glass with ale.


    There was her farmer in the corner, drinking with several other men of similar dress and demeanour. He nodded to her as she made her way across the room but otherwise dedicated his attention to drinking. His companions were less sanguine, and rather unable to keep their thoughts to themselves; she heard them pelt her driver with all sorts of questions as she stepped up to the bar.


    Once she got to it, she was surprised to realise that the young man pouring the drinks was a very young man – a boy, actually, he couldn’t be older than twelve. When he saw her coming his way, he beamed at her. “Good day, miss! Welcome to The Four Feathers! Are you looking for a room, or perhaps a meal, miss? There’s none finer to be had in town, I promise you that, better than anything you’d get from Salsmith or Banham’s. My mum’s been workin’ in the kitchen before sunup, got a few chickens baked and plated, or a game stew if you want something heavier. Fresh baked bread, too, and there’s a few jars of Mrs Pepperdine’s strawberry jam left. Or she can do shirred eggs with chicken liver, or pigeon pie, or–”


    “Thank you, that all sounds delicious.” It truly did, as her stomach was now insistently reminding her, but first things first. “I’d like a room for the evening as well. Possibly for longer. I would like to dine here, but I’d prefer to eat alone in my room.” The fewer people who knew about her presence here the better, although the way the men in the corner were jabbering about her right now, word was certain to get around. “If you can–”


    “A moment there, miss.” One of the other men in the room stood up and ambled over, his demeanour cool. He was better dressed than the rest of the patrons, with a waistcoat that might be genuine silk – a tradesman of some kind? Someone older and established in the community, judging from the fineness of his clothes and the haughtiness of his expression. “Are you traveling in advance of your party?”


    “There is no party,” Cassandra said firmly. “There is only me.”


    “No party?” The man looked dumbstruck. “You are travelling by yourself?”


    “I am.”


    “A lady, on her own?”


    “Indeed, sir.”


    The man straightened imperiously. “I’m afraid that is highly improper.”


    The storm of impatience inside her whipped up again, pressing against her throat so hard that for a moment Cassandra could barely breathe. She swallowed forcefully, folded her hands, and said, “And yet, sir, that is my situation. I assure you that I have no intention of causing any sort of trouble for the duration of my stay.”


    “Indeed, you shall not, for you shall not be staying in this place. It would be scandalous in the extreme!”


    “But Dr Parsons,” the boy behind the counter protested. “She needs a room, an’ we need a customer!”


    “Young Garrett,” the doctor said firmly, “I am not unmindful of the needs of yourself and your dear mother, but it is not proper to host young, single, and unaccompanied women in an inn, no matter how reputable.”


    Oh, this rot again. “Sir, I assure you, there is nothing improper about me,” she said with a tight smile. The muttering in the corner got louder, with a few incredulous statements of “Ha!” standing out amongst the palaver, but she did her best to ignore it. “I am a wholly respectable woman and I only wish to employ this inn to house me for a few days, nothing more.”


    “Taking the word of an unconnected and unknown woman such as yourself would be the height of foolhardiness,” the doctor replied, his nose in the air as he looked at her. Looked down on her, rather. “What sort of tales might a ‘lady’ like yourself concoct in order to gain a foothold in a place like this?”


    A lady like yourself. A poor workaround for what he really wanted to say. So, it was to be like this, was it? He thought her the sort of independent woman who wished to set up “shop” in this tiny, ridiculous town, did he?


    Fine. It wouldn’t be the first time Cassandra found a person – usually a widow – to put her up who could use the funds, but she would be damned if she would ask this man for any assistance in finding one. Her impatience begged to be given free rein to tell him as much, but she was prevented by a raucous barking, punctuated by a man’s shouts, filtered in through the windows at the front of the inn. Young Garrett took the chance to extricate himself from the argument and hopped over the top of the bar. “One moment, miss, if you please,” he said as he headed for the door. “Just have to deal with this…”


    Cassandra, ire still rattling around inside her, followed the lad outside. She wasn’t going to make a scene, but if she couldn’t stay here then she would need to make new arrangements for her luggage, and find someone to ask about another place to stay, and–


    Oh, Lord in Heaven help her. She gasped as she took in the scene, one hand rising to her mouth as her jaw quite literally dropped.


    There was the hound she had met on the road, barking at the florid-faced man who had been unloading the cart. From this distance she could smell the alcohol on him, as though he carried his own personal distillery in his pocket. He was shouting at the hound, poking at it with a walking stick he’d grabbed. And there, not ten feet away, dismounting from a fine chestnut horse and striding over to take control of the situation, was a vision so fair that Cassandra might have conjured him straight out of her mind.


    He seemed taller than she remembered, long limbs made stark by his riding clothes, but his hair was as dark and curling as ever, and the look on his handsome face was one of indulgent exasperation that felt a bit too close to the caring expression she had held close in her dreams for the past five years.


    Cassandra’s traitorous heart skipped a beat, and she pressed a hand to her chest in an attempt to quell it. She should leave. If she turned around now…


    “Merlin, stop that at once,” Thomas Griffith said, and the hound immediately turned towards him and sat down, a perfect picture of obedience. The scene was too charming; she couldn’t pull herself away. “Oh, you’re not getting away with your bad behaviour so easily,” he muttered. “You–”


    “Yah!” The man with the stick poked the hound – Merlin – hard in the back, making him yelp, then turn with a growl, prepared to defend himself.


    “Drop your weapon,” Thomas said very firmly to the drunkard.


    “I’ll not!” he slurred, although a moment later he as good as dropped it when he had to lean on it in order to stay upright. “Tha’ dog of yours’s been… been… been hounding me all day, ha! Runnin’ where it shouldn’t, making a mess of the– the barrel where I likes to sit in th’ shade, bein’… loud.” He scratched his head. “A man can’t sleep wi’ all tha’ noise, sir!”


    “You shouldn’t be sleeping at all, Old John!” Young Garrett snapped. “Ma hired you to assist our guests, not catch yourself a catnap whenever you like.” He turned to Thomas. “Terribly sorry for the mistake regarding your dog here, sir.”


    “If he were my dog,” Thomas said with a hint of a smile, “he’d be much better behaved, I assure you. Still, I–” As his eyes were idly tracking the front of the inn, they finally lit on Cassandra.


    You silly thing! You had your chance to escape his notice and you bungled it!


    But perhaps it wasn’t too late. There was always a chance he wouldn’t recognise her, and–


    “Miss Wright,” he said in a voice more breath than sound. “You’re… you’re here.”


    Well, damn it.


    Cassandra put on a pleasant expression and dropped into a curtsy. “Mr Griffith,” she said, heartened to find that her composure didn’t wobble at all. She’d been half convinced she wouldn’t even be able to speak to him. As Plato wrote, necessity was the mother of invention.


    “Miss Wright,” he said again, looking at her in a daze. Old John, taking his opportunity to exit with far more alacrity than Cassandra had, lurched off towards the aforementioned barrel where, fouled or not, he was more than happy to collapse in a heap on it.


    “Ah!” The boy looked between Cassandra and Thomas with a growing smile on his face. “Do you know the lady then, sir?”


    “Oh, he–” Cassandra began, but then faltered, unsure of how to go on. What was he to her? Nothing, anymore, and never better than an admired acquaintance even at the height of their association. And now…


    “Indeed I do.”


    Cassandra dropped her gaze in the hope that no one was looking at her right now, for she was not at all sure of the expression she was making. She ought to explain, to defend herself against those who might think she was here to “ply a trade,” and yet she couldn’t tell him the real reason she had come to Tarryford.


    “I’ve been expecting her,” Thomas said after a moment. “For I engaged Miss Wright as a companion for my sister, who will be arriving within another week or so. Unfortunately, Harston Hall does not have the space in which to house her–” which was certainly a blatant lie given the scale that these places tended to be built upon, but it was a lie which was acceptable to all parties for reasons of their own “–so I asked her to seek lodging here. Which I will, of course, be paying for,” he added, and Cassandra finally found the strength to lift her head.


    Indignancy filled her chest – she had saved for this very purpose! She did not need some overbearing gentleman with a pretty mouth full of lies to come to her rescue at this very late hour. This was not, however, the place to argue about it. And at least it would quash any objection from Dr Parsons. If a gentleman like Thomas Griffith himself was paying for the room, then it couldn’t be improper for her to stay here. “You are too kind, sir,” she said, a trifle coldly. Thomas narrowed his eyes at her, but Young Garrett seemed immune to the tension between the two of them, too eager for a sale or too inexperienced with the world to care.


    “Right, then! I guess this is one of your trunks, miss?” he asked, pointing to her well-worn but sturdy luggage. Thomas looked between it and her a few times, and his eyes narrowed even further. Was he assessing her dismal state of affairs? Was he perhaps wondering whether his act of unasked-for gallantry had found an undeserving recipient?


    “It is,” she said. “And there is but the one.”


    “Ah. Right, I’ll get Old John to–” He stared over at his snoring employee with a look of mild dismay. “Oh. Never mind. Me an’ one of the lads in the stables will get this to your room, miss. Won’t be a moment.” He walked away, leaving Cassandra and Thomas standing next to each other on the side of the busy street with the eyes of dozens of people upon them, some discreetly, some blatantly.


    Cassandra opened her mouth to say something – what, she hadn’t quite put together yet, but she hoped it was suitably ladylike yet cutting at the same time – when the dog, Merlin, decided he was done with being good. Much like he had in the road, he lunged towards her enthusiastically, forcing her to spread her hands in an effort to keep her balance.


    “Merlin!” Thomas went to grab the massive dog by the scruff of his neck, but Cassandra got there first.


    “Merlin,” she said in as serious a tone as she could muster, “stop that at once.” To her delight, the dog immediately obeyed. She rewarded him with some very generous attentions behind his ears. “Naughty puppy.”


    “I see you’ve already made Merlin’s acquaintance,” Thomas said.


    “Did the dirty nose prints on my dress give it away?” she asked, belatedly recognising her reply as too forward. He didn’t seem to mind, however.


    “A bit, yes.” It was only his third address directly to her, but he had mastered his surprise admirably. He sounded cool and composed, the perfect picture of a young gentleman. He must be… twenty-nine, now? Thirty? He had aged quite well; the years seemed to have hardly touched him. He had the same dark, curling hair she remembered, held back by the black top hat on his head. His white linen shirt was contained by a dark green waistcoat beneath a rather severely cut black coat that should not look so well as it did, and complemented his silver-grey cravat quite nicely. His fitted riding breeches reached the very tops of his leather boots, which stopped just below his knees. Utterly fashionable, perfectly handsome.


    She wondered what he saw when he looked at her, and whether he was assessing if her looks had withstood the test of five years. Cassandra was suddenly quite glad for her gloves, however stained, since they hid the callouses and little scars that years of hard work had created. Her figure was thinner, less rounded than it had been before, and the dress which she had deemed perfectly adequate for travel seemed woefully unsuitable for facing Thomas.
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