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Chapter One

The gentle hum of the air conditioning and the steady tick of the wall clock formed a soothing backdrop to the quiet Tuesday morning in my clinic. Outside, a light rain painted the windows with intricate patterns, blurring the view of Main Street. I sat hunched over my desk, the glow of my computer screen illuminating a stack of patient files as I updated Mrs. Johnson's chart with notes from her last visit.

The room was more crowded than usual, with a stack of white file boxes piled beside the door. It was the only wall space not covered by bookcases. My eclectic mix of medical textbooks and secondhand novels was a constant source of fascination for my young receptionist. I glanced away from the computer screen to scan the nearest shelf, raising my arms over my head and wincing at the loud crack from my spine.

Books had always been my weakness. Since I was a child, I read anything I could get my hands on. My grandfather’s westerns, my mother’s bodice rippers, and cozy mysteries lifted from bargain bins. If it had a story, I wanted to read it. I had considered being a writer in high school, but that had never been in the cards for me.

I came from a family of doctors. My parents had expected me to follow in my older brother’s footsteps, and become a doctor in the city. But that was not the kind of medicine I wanted to practice. Instead, I moved to the country to a town small enough to be called a village.

I reached up to massage my temples before I turned back to the computer. Weather and heavy workload aside, being the only doctor in a village of nearly two hundred was exactly what I imagined it to be. Everyone in each other’s pocket. The rumor mill working faster than the phone lines.

I smiled faintly. It had been five years and I had never regretted a single day. I finished my notes and pushed back from my desk. I crossed the room in three steps, and the moment I opened the door Sarah’s head popped into the hallway.

“Mornin’, Doc!” she said brightly. “More coffee?”

She was up out of her chair and heading toward me before I could answer.

“I got more of that cinnamon and toffee blend you liked last month. Me and Josh went to the city over the weekend. I totally forgot to bring it in yesterday.”

I retreated into my office to get out of her way, as she breezed in with a large thermos. A cartoon unicorn grinned from the glittery pink container as Sarah twisted off the lid and filled my mug.

“There you go, Doc! Much better than that mud water you used to drink. Did I tell you Joan Sherman is coming in at ten?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but Sarah was already retreating. She tossed a wide smile over her shoulder as she pulled my office door closed, and I raised my eyebrows.

The scent of coffee wafted from the mug on the corner of my desk. I had to admit, it was far better than ground coffee that had been sitting on a store shelf for months. It was more expensive, too. Sarah refused to let me pay her back, but that did not stop me from quietly adding a little extra to her holiday bonus every year.

I sat and lifted the mug to my lips. I took a cautious sip and had to bite back a moan at the taste. I would never buy it for myself, but the artisan coffee had become one of my small pleasures. As I slid Mrs. Johnson’s file to the side and started to open the next folder there was a sudden commotion from the waiting room.

Muffled voices grew louder, urgent. Then a sharp knock at my door. I was already half out of my chair when Sarah poked her head in. The worry in her blue eyes immediately put me on alert.

“Dr. Blackwood, there's a situation. It's Lisa Wilson. She's…”

“Bring her in,” I said, already reaching for the stethoscope draped over my lamp.

Sarah nodded and disappeared. A moment later, the door swung open and Lisa Wilson stumbled into my office, supported by her husband Mark. Sarah followed close behind, her hands fluttering nervously. I took in Lisa’s shaking body.

“Have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the sofa under the window. “What happened?”

Mark tore his eyes away from his wife to stare at me blankly as if his mind was elsewhere. Lisa let out a wretched sob that made my own chest hurt. Her dark hair was a tangled mess, her face ashen and tear-streaked, but I could see no visible wound. Her breathing came in short, sharp gasps.

“Lisa, I need you to take a deep breath for me,” I murmured, pressing my stethoscope to her heaving chest.

“Sarah, what happened?” I asked my assistant without looking away from my work. The couple did not seem to be in any state to tell me the situation.

Sarah opened her mouth, but Bill Whimer, the owner of the town’s only grocery store, appeared in the doorway. He had his hat in his hands, twisting it out of shape as he watched the proceedings with wide eyes.

Bill stepped into the room and spoke, his deep voice uncharacteristically shaky. “It's Aiden, Doc. He's missing. Been gone since last night. Lisa here, she's not doing so well with the stress.”

I nodded, turning my full attention to Lisa. Her pulse raced under my fingers as I checked her wrist, her skin clammy to the touch. “Lisa, I need you to try and take deeper breaths for me. Can you do that? Let's breathe together.”

As I worked to calm Lisa down, demonstrating slow, deep breaths for her to mimic, the pieces of the story emerged between her gasps and Bill's explanations. Aiden, Lisa and Mark’s ten-year-old son had not come home after playing with friends the day before. They had searched all night, but there was no sign of the boy.

“Mrs. Hendricks saw him on the north side of town,” Bill said, his voice dropping as if he were sharing a dark secret.

I frowned but did not reply. I had heard whispers over the years. The Ashcroft Estate lay just north of town, stretching for nearly ten square miles. Composed of a sprawling manor and numerous smaller homes and outbuildings, it was a large source of income for the village. While the inhabitants of the estate spent a sizable amount in the village, the owner had never been seen in town.

Most people in town simply referred to him as The Duke, because the first Ashcroft had brought his title with him from the old country. I was not sure if the current Ashcroft held that title or if it was something the locals made up to add to his mysterious persona.

Either way, those were not the more troubling rumors. According to locals, people went missing sometimes. Not many and never anyone from Ashton, but every so often over the years, someone passing through would head toward the north side of town and never be seen again.

Some of the more imaginative people in town liked to say the estate was dangerous. Cursed. The usual small-town silliness. Like how every town had a condemned house that was always called “The Witch’s House”. It was more likely the missing people had moved on without announcing their departure.

I was a woman of science. Curses were for fairy tales and Shakespearean plays. If anyone had truly gone missing, it was likely due to the dense forest surrounding the estate. The Duke was probably a lonely, old man simply wanting peace in his twilight years.

I pushed the thoughts aside, focusing on Lisa. Her breathing was steadier now, but her eyes were beginning to droop as panic gave way to exhaustion.

“Did she get any sleep last night?” I asked Mark.

“I couldn’t,” Lisa slurred, the adrenaline crash hitting her hard. “My baby is out there somewhere.”

“I know. Why don't you rest here for a bit?” I suggested, helping her lie back on the sofa. “I’m going to talk to Mark for a minute, okay?”

Lisa nodded weakly, her eyes already closed. “Thank you, Christina,” she murmured, using my first name in a rare moment of informality that spoke volumes about her state of mind.

I ushered everyone out of my office, quietly closing the door behind me.


Chapter Two

In the hallway, I leaned against the wall and scanned the worried faces around me. A missing child was serious in any circumstance, but the mention of the Ashcroft Estate held the potential for disaster. As much as I loved the tight-knit community, I knew how superstitious they could be. All it would take was a push to have them storming the gates of the estate.

I sighed. “Has there been any sign of Aiden, at all?”

Mark shook his head, his shoulders sagging. “Nothing. His friends said they were playing hide and seek near the Ashcroft woods. When they couldn’t find Aiden by sunset, they assumed he had headed home.”

“You already searched the woods?” I asked.

Bill and Mark shook their heads in unison.

“It’s private property beyond the fence,” Bill said. “We searched what we could, but someone is going to have to go to the estate.”

The men looked at each other.

“Is Jim going?” I asked.

“If the mayor goes he says he plans to take a police escort,” Mark said.

With how jumpy everyone was about the estate that was a disaster waiting to happen. I rubbed my forehead. Someone unmoved by the rumors should go. Someone who had not spent their whole life surrounded by the mystery of the estate.

“I’ll go.”

All three of them looked at me in surprise.

“Are you sure?” Bill asked at the same time Sarah said, “Really?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “If Jim takes a police escort, things could escalate.”

“But…” Sarah trailed off, glancing at the others.

“Doc, you can't go alone,” Bill said. “What if something happens to you, too?”

I gave him what I hoped was a patient smile. “We don’t know if the estate has anything to do with Aiden’s disappearance. I am only going to cover all of our bases.”

Bill and Sarah exchanged uneasy glances but finally nodded.

Mark cleared his throat. “Be careful,” he said, still looking a little pale.

“Of course,” I assured him.

I looked over the three of them. “Let Lisa rest a while and then take her home. I will call as soon as I find out anything.”

Sarah met my gaze. “I'll reschedule your appointments, Dr. Blackwood,” she said, worry in her eyes.

I nodded my thanks to Sarah and turned to head back into my office. I grabbed my coat from the hook by the door and shrugged it on, checking the pockets to make sure I had my keys and phone. With one last glance at Lisa's sleeping form on the sofa, I slipped out of the office.

The rain had lessened to a fine mist as I stepped outside, tiny droplets clinging to my hair. I reached my car parked in front of the clinic and slid behind the wheel. The engine sputtered to life and I pulled out onto a deserted Main Street.

The only sound was the steady thump of the windshield wipers and my quiet breathing. On the street, nothing moved. A chill went down my spine and I laughed at myself. The rain was keeping everyone inside. There was nothing ominous about it. Maybe, I was not as unmoved by the rumors as I thought.

I turned left, heading north out of town. The two-lane road was empty, passing through misty fields before the forest closed in on both sides. Just beyond the treeline on the left, I caught a glimpse of a wrought iron fence. The rain began to pick up again, and I turned on the wipers.

After ten minutes, the fence gave way to a high stone wall. A moment later, the wall paused long enough for a two-lane gate with a decorative letter A on each side. I slowed the car, squinting through the rain-streaked windshield. I inched the car forward, craning my neck to look through the gate.

As I pulled up parallel to the entrance, I got a good look. The driveway beyond the gate disappeared into the forest, giving away nothing of the house or grounds beyond. With the thick cloud cover, the forest looked dark and foreboding. I sat there long enough that I glanced in my rearview mirror to make sure no one was behind me.

Why was I hesitating? I did not believe the rumors. There was nothing frightening or otherworldly about the large estate on the edge of town. It was simply a large house owned by a man who wanted his privacy. I flipped on my turn signal and pulled into the driveway, pausing next to a short post holding a callbox.

“No soliciting!” a female voice barked.

I paused with my window only halfway down. “I’m from the village,” I shouted to be heard over the rain. “I’ve come to speak to the owner of the house.”

“Mr. Ashcroft is not taking social calls,” the voice said again.

I sighed and glanced around. A camera perched on the wall beside the gate. It was pointed directly at me. I tried a pleasant smile that was probably more of a grimace, as the rain splashed through my open window.

“This isn't a social call,” I said. “I'm Dr. Christina Blackwood. A child from the village has gone missing, and he was last seen near your property. I'm here to speak with Mr. Ashcroft about it.”

There was a long pause. Finally, the voice crackled through the speaker again. “Wait there.”

The call ended with an abrupt click. I rolled my window up, leaving just an inch to listen for the speaker. I sat back in my seat, tapping my fingers against the steering wheel as I waited. Minutes ticked by with no further response from the callbox. Just as I was considering pushing the call button, the gates shuddered and began to slowly swing inward.

I eased my foot off the brake and guided the car through the opening gates, following the winding driveway deeper into the estate grounds. The dense forest pressed in on both sides, the branches hanging over the road and nearly blocking out the sky.

After several minutes, the trees abruptly ended and the driveway curved to reveal manicured lawns dotted with flower beds and decorative shrubbery. Perched on a hill at the center of it all loomed Ashcroft Manor. Four stories of pale gray stone, the gothic architecture looked more suited to a French countryside than New England.

The house was austere and forbidding, every angle ornate and razor-sharp, but beautiful in its coldness. As I followed the driveway closer to the front of the house, the weak daylight glinted off two massive stained-glass windows on either side of the tall double doors. On the left, a sea of green, brown, and red glass created the image of a bleeding tree. On the right, a wolf-like creature howled at a sky full of stars. I parked at the base of the front stairs and stepped out to look up at the house.

Stone steps lead up to the imposing front doors. A gust of wind whipped through my short hair, sending a chill down my spine. The rain had turned into a steady mist, the droplets cool against my pale skin. I slipped my phone out of my pocket to check the time and noticed I had zero bars. No internet signal either.

I pulled my coat tighter around me and took a deep breath. I climbed the stairs and reached for the large iron knocker in the shape of a snarling wolf's head. Before my hand could make contact, the door swung inward with a groan. A tall, gaunt man in a black suit stood in the doorway, his expression unreadable. He wore his gray hair slicked back from his forehead making his hollow cheeks and wane complexion look even more severe.

“Dr. Blackwood, I presume?”


Chapter Three

The doors closed behind me with a heavy thud, leaving nothing but the oppressive silence of the house. I stood in the grand entryway with rain dripping from my coat onto the polished marble floor. I had no doubt the rain had darkened my hair to near black making me look even paler. Combined with my petite stature, I probably looked like a sickly Victorian child. The butler regarded me with a mixture of mild disdain and curiosity.

“If you'll follow me, Dr. Blackwood,” he said, turning without waiting for a response. “I'll announce you to Mr. Ashcroft.”

As we walked, I tried to take in my surroundings. The interior of Ashcroft Manor was a study in contrasts. Antique furniture and oil paintings shared space with subtle modern touches – a tablet discreetly placed on a side table, soft LED lighting illuminating centuries-old tapestries. But above it all was a hushed stillness.

“I'm afraid I didn't catch your name,” I said, attempting to break the silence.

“Holloway, madam,” the butler replied without turning. “I've served the Ashcroft family for many years.”

I had no doubt. Our footsteps echoed off the high ceilings, and I tipped my head back to squint up at the murals bracketed by crown molding. A painting of a herd of deer in a meadow bled into a forest of skeletal trees beneath a gray sky. I slowed to a stop.

“Who painted the ceilings?” I asked.

Holloway stopped and turned to face me, his back ramrod straight. “Alexander Ashcroft had the work commissioned by a local artist by the name of John Hinnings in 1884.” He glanced upward for a brief moment before his gaze returned to me. “Shall we continue?”

“Of course,” I said, offering a smile.

Holloway returned it with a purse of his lips and continued down the hallway to a grand staircase. We climbed to the second floor and passed several closed doors before stopping in front of a set of ornate double doors. Holloway rapped his knuckles twice against the dark wood and waited. After a beat, a muffled voice called out from the other side.

“Enter.”

Holloway pushed the doors open and stepped aside, gesturing for me to go in. I stepped past him into a spacious study. Though library might have been more appropriate given the sheer number of books lining the walls. Heavy dark wood shelves covered nearly every inch of wall space. All of the furniture was heavy and dark, giving the space a cave-like quality despite the large windows. A fire crackled in a massive stone fireplace. And there, silhouetted against the flames, stood who I assumed was Mr. Ashcroft.

He turned, and I felt my breath catch. He was younger than I had expected, in his late thirties or early forties. Tall and broad, he cut a striking figure in a tailored suit. I could not help staring as he crossed the room toward me. He held out his hand and I took it, feeling a flutter in my stomach as his hand swallowed my own. He towered over me, my head only reaching his collarbones.

He looked down at me with eyes the most unusual shade of brown. An amber so light they were almost gold. For the briefest of moments, I thought I felt his thumb stroke the back of my wrist. He let go before I could be sure.

“Dr. Blackwood.” Ashcroft’s deep voice sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

I straightened, reminding myself why I was here. “Mr. Ashcroft, I apologize for the intrusion. I'm here about a missing child, Aiden Wilson. He was last seen near your estate, and—”

“And naturally, the townspeople suspect me of some nefarious involvement,” Ashcroft interrupted, a note of bitterness in his voice. He moved to a nearby desk. “I assure you, Doctor, I have no interest in or knowledge of the town's children.”

I watched him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders, the way his large hands curled slightly as he spoke. “I understand, Mr. Ashcroft. However, given the circumstances, we were hoping you might allow a search of your grounds. Just to be thorough.”

My eyes wandered over his strong features as he looked down at his desk. With darkly tanned skin, black hair, and high, sharp cheekbones, he easily could have been a model. Women probably fell all over themselves trying to get his attention. I huffed quietly under my breath.

His amber eyes suddenly rose and locked onto mine. I froze in place. For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. There was something in his gaze that set off alarm bells in the primitive lizard part of my brain. Something reminiscent of a cat watching a bird. Then it was gone, replaced by a carefully neutral expression.

“Of course,” he said smoothly. “I have nothing to hide. Though I warn you, the estate is vast. It could take days to search thoroughly.”

I nodded, holding his gaze and trying to shake off my unease. “I appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Ashcroft. The sooner we start, the better chance we have of finding Aiden safe and sound.”

Ashcroft inclined his head slightly. “Very well. Holloway will provide you with anything you need for the search.” He pushed off from his desk and turned back to the fire, his posture a clear dismissal.

“Do I have your permission to bring a search party from town?” I asked.

He turned his head just enough for me to see his face in profile. “You have my permission to search, Dr. Blackwood. You alone. I will have no other strangers here.”

I hesitated but decided not to push it. With a murmured thanks, I exited the study, finding Holloway waiting in the hallway. He turned to look at me, clearly having heard everything that was said.

“If you'll follow me, Dr. Blackwood,” he said, leading me back down the hallway toward the stairs. “I'll show you to a room.”

I balked. “A room? It was my understanding I could begin the search immediately.”

“The weather has worsened,” Holloway said. “And it is already after noon.”

I frowned when we passed a large window that looked out onto the grounds behind the manor. In the near distance, what looked like it might be a hedge maze was just visible over the top of a large greenhouse. The pouring rain made the view an impressionist painting of blurry green and gray.

“I’ll need my overnight bag from my car,” I said.

“I will have someone retrieve it,” Holloway said. He turned and held out his hand expectantly.

I hesitated. “Thank you,” I finally said, handing over my car keys. “It’s in the trunk.”

“I see to it.” He pocketed my keys and began walking again.

“Here we are, Doctor,” Holloway said, opening a door to reveal a large guest room. “Dinner will be served at six,” Holloway informed me. “Mr. Ashcroft prefers punctuality.”

As Holloway left, I took in my surroundings. The room was beautiful, all rich fabrics and antique furniture. A large four-poster bed dominated the center of the room, while a writing desk sat beneath a window overlooking the grounds.  I crossed the room to look outside.

It was getting dark quickly, even for autumn. I glanced at my watch. Nearly one in the afternoon. The storm overhead made it look closer to dusk. I turned the desk chair to face the room and sat.

Despite the grandeur, there was something almost oppressive about the space. The same heaviness I had felt since I stepped inside the manor. I could not help but feel wrong-footed in such opulent surroundings. I had grown up firmly middle class, but the manor was old-world money. The kind passed down through the generations.

As my eyes wandered the room, I replayed my meeting with Mr. Ashcroft in my mind. His amber eyes, the fluid grace of his movements, the hint of something dangerous just beneath the surface. From the rumors, I had expected someone older. In ill health, even. But Ashcroft appeared to be neither.

I glanced at my watch again. Only ten minutes had passed. With the weather keeping me inside, there was nothing to do but wait until dinner time. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check my emails. There were none.

I tried refreshing my inbox, but nothing loaded. Frowning, my eyes wandered to the top of the screen to see I still had no signal. No internet or cell service. The manor was only a couple miles from town. There was no reason the estate should be in a dead zone.

I set my useless phone on the desk and stood to wander the room. I opened a large antique armoire to reveal over a dozen faded gowns. Most of them delicate lace with hints of moth damage. I closed the doors to move toward the ensuite.

Small and sparkling white, it contained a pedestal sink, a toilet, and a clawfoot tub with no room to spare. I closed the door and turned, my gaze returning to the writing desk. I crossed the room and began opening drawers.

I had no idea what I was looking for, but I could not help but feel like something was off. Maybe, I was reading too much into Ashcroft’s reluctance to allow a search party. Imagining that momentary flash of darkness in his expression. But my instincts had never led me astray. Something was off.

Rifling through the desk yielded nothing but blank stationary and several pens. I sighed and sat in the chair, staring out the window at the dreary landscape. The rain showed no signs of letting up. My mind drifted to Aiden Wilson, alone and frightened somewhere out there. And long ago, another missing boy who had never been found.

A soft knock at the door startled me from my thoughts. “Come in,” I called, rising from the desk.

The door opened to reveal a young woman in a maid's uniform, her dark hair pulled back in a neat bun. She had the strap of my bag over one shoulder and held a silver tray with a steaming teapot and a plate of finger food.

“Dr. Blackwood,” she said with a slight curtsy. “Mr. Ashcroft thought you might like some refreshments.”

“Thank you,” I said as the maid set the tray on the desk. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name.”

“Hailey, ma'am,” she replied with a small smile. She set my bag on the chest at the end of the bed. “Your keys are inside,” she supplied. “Please let me know if you need anything else.”

I returned her smile. “I will. Thank you, Hailey.”

As she slipped out, closing the door softly behind her, I turned my attention to the tea tray. The delicate floral pattern on the china looked hand-painted, the teapot a work of art itself. I poured myself a cup, the fragrant steam curling invitingly. Beside the teapot sat a small crystal jar of amber honey and a dish of lemon slices.

Ashcroft might be hiding something, but he was a good host.


Chapter Four

I passed the hours until dinner alternating between nibbling on the provided snacks, rereading the only book in my overnight bag, and watching the rain from the window. I had never been one to sit still for long periods of time. Sitting at a desk doing paperwork was always my least favorite part of the job, preferring the hands-on aspects.

By the time Hailey returned to collect me for dinner, I was going stir crazy. I followed her through the maze-like corridors to the main stairs, trying to memorize the route. On the ground floor, we walked down a long, dim hallway to a set of double doors.

“The dining room, Dr. Blackwood,” she said, pulling the doors open.

I stepped inside, my eyes widening at the opulence. Two candelabras lit the table, their light dancing across the gold-trimmed china and sparkling crystal. The room was dominated by a long mahogany table that could easily seat twenty. But only two place settings were laid out, one at the head of the table and the other to its immediate right. At the far end of the room, Ashcroft stood silhouetted against a roaring fireplace.

“Thank you, Hailey,” he said before turning.

The fire left one side of his face in shadow, and his amber eyes seemed to glow in the flickering light.

“Dr. Blackwood,” he greeted, his voice a low rumble. “I trust your accommodations are satisfactory?”

I forced a polite smile. “Yes, thank you. The room is lovely.” I paused. “Though I admit, I'm eager to begin the search for Aiden.”

Ashcroft's eyes scanned my face, unreadable. “Of course. We can discuss logistics over dinner.” He gestured to the table. “Shall we?”

Ashcroft crossed the room to pull out my chair. After a brief hesitation, I walked over to sit. The wall of heat behind me hovered for a moment before Ashcroft took his seat at the head of the table. I busied myself smoothing a starched white napkin over my lap.

As if by some silent signal, a door opened and Holloway walked in with a bottle of wine. As the butler had a murmured conversation with Ashcroft, my gaze strayed to my host. Up close, I could see the fine tailoring of his suit, the glint of gold cufflinks at his wrists. His gaze suddenly met mine and I looked away.

“An excellent vintage,” Ashcroft commented as the butler poured. “From my family's vineyard in Napa.”

I murmured my thanks as Holloway filled my glass before retreating from the room. Taking a sip, I had to admit the wine was delicious, rich and full-bodied with notes of dark fruit. But I set my glass down.

“About the search, Mr. Ashcroft,” I began, meeting his steady gaze. “I appreciate you allowing me access to your grounds. But why the insistence on me searching alone? Surely more people would cover the area faster. I could get out of your hair.”

“The grounds are quite extensive,” Ashcroft said, taking a sip of wine. “I'm afraid a thorough search could take days, even weeks.”

“All the more reason to invite a search party,” I said. “Every hour counts when looking for a missing person.” My mind drifted to a face on a milk carton, a neighbor who never returned. I shook off the memories.

Ashcroft slowly set his wine glass down. “I am allowing you to search for your own piece of mind, not because I truly believe there is a child on my property. Nothing happens on the estate without my knowledge.”

I blinked. Were his eyes darker than before? I cleared my throat to speak, but the door opened again and a middle-aged woman entered with a tray holding two shallow bowls. She set one in front of me and gave me a tight smile.

While she served Ashcroft, I looked down at the food. At first, I thought it was beef bourguignon. But the beef had an odd texture.

“Mushrooms,” Ashcroft suddenly said.

I glanced up to see him watching me. I raised an eyebrow.

“I prefer not to eat meat for the evening meal, so the cook uses portobello mushrooms for this dish.” He picked up his spoon. “I assure you, it is still quite delicious.”

Something about his tone made me fumble my silverware. I licked dry lips and took a bite of the hearty stew. I barely bit back a sound of appreciation.

“It’s very good,” I said after I swallowed.

As we ate, I wondered how or if I should bring up the search party again. Ashcroft seemed firmly against it. In the study, he said he did not want strangers on his property. Yet, he seemed fine with my presence.

“How long have lived in town, Dr. Blackwood?” Ashcroft asked.

The question caught me off guard. I paused with my spoon halfway to my mouth. “Five years,” I said, studying him. “I moved here right after finishing my residency.”

Ashcroft nodded, his amber gaze never leaving my face. “And what brought you to our quaint little village? It seems an odd choice for a young doctor.”

I set my spoon down, considering my answer. “I wanted to practice medicine in a place where I could get to know my patients. Make a difference in a community.” I shrugged. “Big cities have their appeal, but I prefer a slower pace.”

Something flickered in Ashcroft's eyes, gone too quickly for me to decipher. “Admirable,” he murmured. “The village is lucky to have you.”

I inclined my head in acknowledgment of the compliment, unsure how to respond. I took another bite.

“Tell me, Dr. Blackwood,” he said, refilling my wine glass. “What do the villagers say about me? About the estate?”

I nearly choked on my mouthful of stew. Swallowing hard, I met his steady gaze. “I don't put much stock in rumors, Mr. Ashcroft.”

“I see.” He leaned back in his chair, eyeing me over the rim of his wine glass. “But there are rumors.”

“Mr. Ashcroft—”

“Please,” he interrupted smoothly, “call me William.”

I blinked, thrown off balance by the sudden informality. “William, then. I have no interest in silly stories. My only concern is for Aiden.”

A clock chimed somewhere in the house, the sound echoing through the halls.

Ashcroft tensed almost imperceptibly. “My apologies, Dr. Blackwood, but I'm afraid I have some urgent business to attend to. Holloway will see to anything you need. We can discuss the search over breakfast.”

Before I could say anything, he was gone, leaving me alone in the large dining room. I listened to all seven chimes of the clock. When the last chime faded, the silence returned more oppressive than before. I nearly jumped out of my skin when Holloway appeared at my elbow.

“Would you care for dessert, madam?” he asked. “Or perhaps you'd like to retire to your room?”

I shook my head, still processing Ashcroft’s abrupt departure. “Actually, I think I'll take a short walk in the gardens if that's allowed. I could use some fresh air.”

Holloway stiffened. “The grounds can be...treacherous at night. Staff and visitors are requested to stay inside after sunset.”

I raised my eyebrows at Holloway's response. “Treacherous? In what way?”

The butler's face remained impassive. “The grounds are quite expansive, Dr. Blackwood. It is easy to become disoriented in the dark. For your own safety, it is best to remain indoors until morning.”

Something about his tone made me uneasy. I pushed back my chair and stood.

“Maybe, a walk through the halls then,” I said. “I need to stretch my legs after being cooped up all afternoon.”

Holloway pressed his lips into a thin line, clearly displeased with the idea. But after a long moment, he gave a curt nod. “Very well. But please stay inside and stick to the ground floor. Hailey will find you to escort you to your room in an hour.”

“Of course,” I nodded.

I waited until he vanished through the kitchen door before I got up and headed for the hallway. The manor seemed to take on a different character at night. The shadows felt deeper, the silence more profound. As I wandered the dimly lit corridors, my footsteps echoed off the high ceilings.

I paused to study a large oil painting depicting a forest scene. In a clearing, a wolf stood over a stag, its throat ripped out while blood dripped from the wolf’s jaws. The stag’s eyes were glassy, but its mouth was still open in a death cry. A shiver ran down my spine.

I tore my gaze away from the grisly painting and continued down the hallway. At the end of the corridor was a large stained-glass window and service stairs on the right. I stepped closer, my eyes tracing the intricate design - a large tree with skeletal branches, its trunk twisted and gnarled. The longer I looked, the more it seemed the branches were expanding. Looming.

I shook my head at myself. As I turned to head back the other way, I heard something outside. I cocked my head, listening. There it was again. Faint, but unmistakable. A long, lonely howl.


Chapter Five

I woke as the first light of dawn seeped through the heavy, velvet curtains. I lay there for a moment, staring at the ornate canopy above me as the events of the previous day came rushing back. The missing boy. The imposing manor. The enigmatic William Ashcroft with his piercing eyes.

Throwing back the covers, I stood and curled my toes into the plush area rug beside the bed. Morning light spilled across the writing desk and stretched across the floor. Golden with a tinge of red. I crossed the room to look out the window.

A heavy fog shrouded the grounds, just beginning to fade under the sun’s warmth. I could feel the morning’s chill through the glass. Cold or not, I had to begin my search today.

I went to the chest at the end of the bed to grab my overnight bag. I was thankful I always kept it in the trunk of my car. It held a single change of clothes, basic toiletries, and a tightly rolled jacket. It was enough for the day, but I would have to return to town tonight. The thought of going back empty-handed made my stomach twist.

I quickly showered in the ensuite, pinned my hair away from my face with a couple of barrettes, and dressed. I was making a rough plan in my mind when a soft knock interrupted my thoughts.

“Come in,” I called, fastening the last button on my shirt.

The door opened to reveal a young maid, her arms laden with fresh towels. “Good morning, Dr. Blackwood,” she said. “I hope you slept well?”

“I did, thank you,” I replied, watching her walk into the bathroom and return empty-handed. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name.”

“It's Kayla, Doctor,” she said, already retreating to the door. “Breakfast will be served in the small dining room in half an hour.”

I nodded, then asked, “Thank you, Kayla. Have you worked here long?”

She looked down at her feet. “Two years. My aunt got me the job when I graduated.”

I studied her, taking in the way she clutched her hands together in front of her. Looking at anything and everything but me. “I was wondering if you might have seen or heard anything unusual lately?”

Kayla froze, her face paling slightly. “I...I'm not sure I should say, ma'am. Mr. Ashcroft doesn't like us gossiping about estate business.”

“I understand,” I said gently, taking a step closer to catch her eye, “but I’m looking for a missing child. Anything you know could be helpful.”

She hesitated. Her gaze darted around the room before she spoke in a rush, her voice barely above a whisper. “There are noises at night. Strange ones. And sometimes, in the morning, we find... things.”

“Things?” I pressed.

“Torn up flowerbeds, scratches on the trees. Sometimes dead animals. But please, don't tell anyone I said anything!”

Before I could push for more, Kayla hurried from the room, leaving the door open in her hurry. I crossed the room to peek out into the hallway. Holloway had made it clear the night before that I was not free to wander on the upper floors.

With no sign of Kayla or anyone else in the hallway, I stepped out of my room and quietly pulled the door closed behind me. The corridor stretched in both directions, identical doors lining the hall. Somewhere a clock ticked, the sound magnified by the stillness.

I chose a direction at random and started walking, my footsteps muffled by the thick carpet runner. As I passed each door, I listened for any sound of movement or voices but heard nothing. The upper floor seemed deserted.

I reached the end of the hallway and turned a corner, only to nearly collide with Holloway emerging from a room. His eyes widened briefly in surprise before narrowing in suspicion.

“Dr. Blackwood. I trust you slept well?” His tone was polite but clipped.

“Yes, thank you, Holloway.” I kept my voice pleasant. “I was just on my way to breakfast when I got a bit turned around.”

The butler's gaze flicked past me down the empty hallway. “Allow me to escort you then. It wouldn't do for you to get lost and miss the meal.”

I sensed it would be unwise to refuse. With a tight smile, I fell into step behind Holloway as he led me back the way I had come. We descended the grand staircase in silence.

The small dining room, as it turned out, was a relative term. The space could easily have seated a dozen people, though it was dwarfed by the grand dining room I had seen last night. Holloway paused in the doorway and gestured for me to enter.

“I'm afraid Mr. Ashcroft won't be joining you this morning. He often works late into the night.”

I nodded, trying to ignore the twinge of disappointment. “In that case, Mr. Holloway, I'd like to begin the search of the grounds as soon as possible.”

Holloway hesitated before nodding stiffly. “Very well, Doctor. I shall arrange for a member of staff to accompany you. The grounds are quite vast and it would not do for you to become lost.”

It was the second time in as many days that someone had warned me about becoming lost on the property. Maybe it was nothing, but it felt rehearsed. I thanked him and took my seat at the table.

“Mr. Holloway,” I called when he was at the door, “has there been any news from town about Aiden? My phone isn’t working.”

A flicker of...something passed across Holloway's face. “I'm afraid not, Dr. Blackwood. The estate's communication systems can be...unreliable at times.”

I frowned as Holloway left. The estate was only a few miles from town, close enough that there should be no issues with signal or communication. Yet another oddity to add to the growing list.

After breakfast, I met Holloway in the foyer. He handed me a small pack with a large water bottle and what looked like two sandwiches wrapped in brown paper. I looked up from the sack lunch at the sound of quickly approaching footsteps.

A wiry, middle-aged man appeared out of the shadows, and Holloway introduced him as Alistair. He had a weather-beaten face, faded blue jeans, and worn boots that spoke of years of outdoor work. He greeted me with a grunt and an impatient nod.

As Alistair led me out the back of the manor, I blinked in the bright morning sunlight. The fog had burned away, revealing the expansive grounds in all their manicured glory. Sculpted hedges lined winding gravel paths, and a large greenhouse glinted in the near distance.

“Put those on,” Alistair grunted, gesturing to a set of rubber boots beside the door. Once I switched out my shoes, leaving my sensible loafers on the step, he set off down one of the paths at a brisk pace. “This way,” he called over his shoulder.

I hurried to keep up, the pack over my shoulder bouncing against my thigh. As we walked, I tried to engage Alistair in conversation.

“Have you worked on the estate long, Mr. Alistair?”

“Long enough,” he replied without elaboration or slowing his stride.

I tried again. “The grounds are beautiful. You must take great pride in your work.”

Alistair made a noncommittal noise in his throat. I got the distinct impression he was not a man of many words. We walked in silence for several minutes, the only sound the crunch of gravel beneath our feet.

As we rounded a bend in the path, the hedge maze came into view. From a distance, it had looked well-manicured but unremarkable. Up close, however, I could see that the hedges dwarfed us, at least ten feet tall. The entrance gaped like a dark mouth, the path disappearing into shadow.

Alistair grunted. “Best to stay out of there. Easy to get lost, even for those who know the way.”

I frowned at his wording, but before I could ask for clarification, Alistair set off again. With one last glance at the maze, I hurried after him. An ATV waited at the end of the flower-lined path, and I sighed in relief that we were not going to walk the whole way. The boots were a little big and already rubbing in a way that would be painful later.

We spent the next several hours combing the grounds, starting on the southern edge of the property that bordered town. We drove the ATV as much as possible, walking when the trees grew too dense. I trudged behind Alistair along the muddy banks of a small stream, searching for any sign someone had passed that way, but there was nothing but the usual animal tracks. We even checked a few outbuildings that looked like they had not been used in decades. Through it all, Alistair remained taciturn, only speaking to warn me when the footing was treacherous.

By midday, we had covered a significant portion of the southern grounds with no sign of Aiden. My feet ached and my shirt clung to my back with sweat beneath my jacket, but I pushed on, driven by a growing sense of urgency. Every minute that ticked by lessened the chances of finding the boy safe. Again, my mind went back to flashing lights and pale faces. An empty desk in a classroom.

As we paused to rest in the shade of an old oak tree, I turned to Alistair. “Has anything like this ever happened before? A missing person on the estate grounds?”

Alistair's weathered face remained impassive, but I caught a flicker of something in his eyes before he looked away. “Not that I recall,” he said gruffly. “Mr. Ashcroft values his privacy. Don't take kindly to trespassers.”

I considered pressing further, but something in Alistair's tone warned me off. Instead, I took a long drink from my water bottle and surveyed the grounds stretching before us. We had covered a lot of ground, but there was still so much left to search. The estate was massive.

“We should head back,” Alistair said abruptly, straightening from where he leaned against the tree trunk. “Mr. Ashcroft will be expecting you for lunch.”

“Holloway packed sandwiches,” I said, thinking of the knapsack waiting in the ATV.

Alistair scowled. “I have duties to attend to, ma’am.”

I fought to hide my annoyance. Why did it feel like I was the only one concerned about finding Aiden? I hated feeling wrong-footed, but it felt like I was missing something. Some secret everyone knew but me. Alistair’s reluctance to discuss any past incidents on the estate grounds, combined with Kayla's fearful whispers about strange occurrences, only deepened my unease.

I followed Alistair back to the ATV, nearly jogging to keep up with his quick strides. At the greenhouse, he stopped the ATV and wordlessly gestured toward the house. I climbed out, barely having time to grab the knapsack before he drove away. I stood for a moment, watching him go before turning toward the manor. I climbed the steps and entered through the back door.

When I found my way to the small dining room, Holloway was waiting, his hands clasped behind his back. He inclined his head in greeting.

“Dr. Blackwood. I did not expect you back so soon. I trust your search was... productive?” His tone implied he knew very well it had not been.

I shook my head, frustration bubbling up inside me. “No sign of Aiden. But there's still a lot of ground to cover. I'll need to go out again after lunch.”

Holloway paused in taking the pack from me, his brow furrowed slightly. “I'm afraid that won't be possible, Doctor. Mr. Ashcroft has requested your presence in the study.”

I glanced toward the table where there was only one place setting. “I thought he would join me for lunch?”

“Mr. Ashcroft had an urgent matter arise,” Holloway said smoothly. “He sends his apologies and looks forward to speaking with you after your meal.”

I bit back my frustration. Every delay felt like another minute Aiden could be out there, lost or hurt. One of the many missing kids who seemed to vanish into thin air. Like Charlie. But I knew arguing would get me nowhere.

“Very well,” I said, taking my seat at the table. “Please let Mr. Ashcroft know I'm eager to resume the search as soon as possible.”

Holloway inclined his head before retreating, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a lunch I had no appetite for. I picked at the food, some kind of quiche and fruit salad, as my mind wandered. I should have expected it, but it was still shocking how much searching for Aiden reminded me of my childhood friend. Another boy who went out to play and never came home. But that had been in the city, things like that were not supposed to happen in safe, little villages.

And the longer I stayed at the estate, the more questions I had. It had started as a simple missing person search, but I wondered if I had somehow stumbled into something completely different. The estate had secrets.

As soon as I set down my fork, Holloway appeared at my elbow making me jump.

“If you'll follow me, Dr. Blackwood,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

I stood and allowed him to lead me through the manor's twisting corridors. We stopped outside a familiar set of heavy double doors. Holloway knocked twice, the sound echoing off the walls and high ceiling.

After a moment, a familiar voice called. “Enter.”


Chapter Six

The study was brighter than before, several lamps lit along the wall of books to push back the shadows even the sunlight could not reach. Again, a fire burned in the large fireplace adding desperately needed warmth. Despite the sunshine outside, the manor seemed to be perpetually cold.

I scanned the room as Holloway retreated, closing the doors behind me. Off to my right, I heard the faint sound of rustling paper and turned. In the darkest corner of the room in a wingback chair, William sat watching me. He slowly set his book aside and stood.

“Dr. Blackwood,” he greeted.

“Christina,” I blurted. At his raised eyebrow, I cleared my throat. “I mean, you can call me Christina. William.”

A low rumbling sound came from his corner of the room and I frowned, searching for the source. My gaze met his again in confusion. William gave me a tight smile. He turned to walk along the wall of books, his pace slow and somewhat leonine.

“How was your morning, Christina?” he asked.

I shivered at the sound of my name. His voice was like rich dark chocolate turning my familiar name into something foreign and sensual. I mentally shook myself.

“Unsuccessful,” I answered, following his progress with my gaze.

William stopped in front of a particularly old-looking volume, his long fingers stroking the spine. “I'm sorry to hear that,” he said, though his tone lacked any real sympathy.

I frowned, taking a step forward. “Time is not a luxury we have, William. Every hour that passes decreases the chances of finding Aiden alive.” I could still remember the first two days searching for Charlie. The way the search parties shrank day by day. That would not be Aiden.

He turned to face me then, his amber eyes glinting in the firelight. “And you believe he's out there? On my property?”

I held his gaze, refusing to be cowed by his intensity. “It's a possibility we can't ignore. He was last seen near your estate. We have to be thorough.”

William studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Finally, he inclined his head slightly. “Of course. I understand your concern for the child's wellbeing.” He gestured toward two leather armchairs by the fireplace. “Please, have a seat.”

I hesitated for a moment before crossing the room and sinking into one of the chairs. The leather was buttery soft, molding to my body as I settled in. William took the other chair, his long legs stretched out before him and crossed at the ankle. His feet only inches from mine. I cleared my throat.

“Your groundskeeper, Alistair, mentioned that you don't take kindly to trespassers,” I said, watching his face closely for a reaction. “Has there been trouble with that in the past?”

William's lips twitched as if he found the question amusing. “The estate is private property, Christina. I merely wish to maintain that privacy. Surely you can understand that.”

I pursed my lips, unsatisfied with his vague answer. “Of course. But has anyone ever gone missing on your property before? Maybe, hunters?”

William's amber eyes flashed, but his expression remained calm. “Not to my knowledge. The estate is quite large, as you've seen. It's possible someone could get lost, but we've never had any reports.”

I leaned forward, holding his gaze. “What about the strange noises the staff hears at night?”

All emotion drained from William’s face. “I'm afraid I don't know what you're referring to, Christina. My staff has never brought such things to my attention.”

I studied William's face, searching for any hint of dishonesty or evasion. But his expression remained inscrutable, his amber eyes giving nothing away.

“Really?” I pressed, not willing to let the subject drop. “Because one of the maids mentioned hearing strange sounds at night. And finding dead animals in the morning. That seems like something you would be aware of.”

William's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Which one?” he asked. At my confused look, he clarified. “Which maid?”

I blinked. An image of Kayla’s alarmed expression rose in my mind, and I sat back in my chair. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember her name.”

One of William’s eyebrows twitched. “I see.” He leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers under his chin. “Dr. Blackwood, I assure you, if there were any...disturbances on my property, I would know about them. Perhaps the maid was mistaken, or letting her imagination run away with her.”

I held William's gaze, not believing a word. After a pregnant pause, his expression relaxed.

“I apologize, but I am sensitive to such rumors. Historically, my family has been plagued by them.”

I raised my eyebrows at that. “What kind of rumors?”

William waved a dismissive hand. “Old superstitions brought from the old country. Nothing important. The locals have always been wary of the estate and its inhabitants. I'm sure you've heard some of the more... colorful stories.”

I thought back to the whispers I had caught since moving to town. Rumors of strangers disappearing without a trace.

“What superstitions?” I asked.

William's lips curved into a humorless smile. “The Ashcroft curse. It is rumored my family left Europe to escape it, but I assure you that is not the case. Alexander Ashcroft left England for nothing more sinister than expanding the family’s fortune.”

I studied William's face, trying to read between the lines of what he was saying. “And what exactly were the rumors about your family in Europe?” I asked.

William's amber eyes held mine for a long moment before he looked away, gazing into the fire. “Ridiculous tales of dark rituals and unnatural creatures. The product of superstitious, uneducated minds in a bygone era. Nothing you need concern yourself with, Dr. Blackwood.”

His tone made it clear the subject was closed, but my curiosity was far from satisfied. I wanted to know more, everything, about the enigmatic man. But that was not my purpose at the estate. I needed to focus.

I stood from my chair. “I should get back to it then. There's still a lot of ground to cover before nightfall.”

William rose as well, his tall frame unfolding to loom over me. I leaned toward him before I caught myself. As he looked down at me, the fire light caught his eyes, and for a brief moment, they reflected white. Almost like night shine.

“Be careful, Christina,” he murmured. His eyes dropped to my mouth. “The grounds are dangerous after dark.”

I licked my lips. “Of course. Will you be joining me for dinner?”

“I think I will,” he said, finally looking away from my mouth. He smiled faintly. “I am suddenly ravenous.”

“I’ll see you at dinner then,” I said hurriedly, taking a step to the side. It felt like my face was on fire.

My heart pounded in my chest, as I cleared the chair and backed toward the door. William stayed in place, only his head slowly turning to follow me. There was something predatory about the unnatural stillness. It did nothing to dissuade the flurry of butterflies in my stomach.

I did not take a deep breath until I was in the hallway, the door closed between us. I closed my eyes. Why did he affect me like that? I had dated at university, but the past several years had been dedicated to my work. Was I just pent-up?

I rubbed my temples. I needed to finish my search and get back to town. The lack of contact with the outside world was getting to me. Why else would I be so drawn to a stranger I was becoming increasingly sure was lying to me?

I found Alistair waiting for me at the back of the manor, his weathered face set in a familiar scowl. Without a word, he turned and set off down the path, leaving me to hurry after him. I climbed into the ATV and he pulled away. I glanced at him as we headed away from the house. His jaw was clenched so hard I could see a muscle ticking.

The afternoon sun slanted through the trees as we made our way to the southern edge of the property to search a section we had not reached that morning. After several hours, we had driven and walked the entire southern edge of the property. There was still no sign of Aiden or anyone else.

As the sun began to dip toward the horizon, painting the sky in vivid oranges and pinks, we circled back toward the manor. My feet ached and my clothes were damp with sweat, but I could not stop feeling time slipping away. We emerged from the tree line and I paused, my gaze drawn to the hedge maze. In the fading light, the tall hedges cast long shadows across the meticulously manicured lawn. I could not put my finger on it, but something about the maze felt off.

Alistair stopped the ATV near the manor and cleared his throat, drawing my attention. His weathered face was set in hard lines, his eyes narrowed.

“The maze is off limits. Mr. Ashcroft's orders.” He looked away from me toward the setting sun. “It’ll be dark soon. Best to get inside.”

Without waiting for a response, he climbed out of the ATV and set off toward the manor at a brisk pace. I hesitated a moment longer, my gaze lingering on the maze entrance. The shadows seemed to deepen as I watched, the twisting path disappearing into darkness. With a shiver, I hurried after Alistair.

We entered through the kitchen, the warmth and bright light a stark contrast to the deepening gloom outside. The staff bustled around, preparing for dinner, but they all paused to watch me pass. I felt their gazes on my back as Alistair led me through the busy kitchen and out into the quiet hallway. He nodded curtly before disappearing back the way we had come, leaving me alone.

I looked down at myself. Despite my suspicion of the estate and everyone in it, it would be rude to go to dinner looking a mess. I made my way to the main staircase, my footsteps echoing in the stillness.

As I climbed the stairs, my mind drifted back to my conversation with William in the study. His evasiveness about the strange occurrences on the estate. The way he looked at me, and the way I liked it. I shook my head at myself.


Chapter Seven

I went to dinner wearing the clothes I had arrived in. Someone had washed and pressed them at some point during the day and left them on the end of my bed. The simple act of kindness from the unseen staff threw me off balance. It was hard to reconcile with the growing sense of unease I felt about the estate and its enigmatic owner.

Holloway met me at the base of the main stairs and escorted me to the dining room. The table was set for two, gleaming silver and crystal glinting in the candlelight. William stood when I entered, his amber eyes sweeping over me in a way that made my skin prickle with awareness.

“Good evening, Christina,” he greeted as he pulled out my chair. “I trust you had a productive afternoon?”

“We covered more ground,” I said as I took my seat. “But still no sign of Aiden.” I laid my napkin across my lap. “Has there been any news from town?”

William sat at the head of the table. “I'm afraid not,” he said, his expression giving nothing away. “But I have instructed my staff to let me know immediately if there are any developments.”

I studied William's face as Holloway poured the wine, searching for any hint of deception. But his features remained impassive, his amber eyes unreadable.

“Thank you for having my clothes washed,” I said as Holloway retreated. “That was very thoughtful.”

William inclined his head. “It was no trouble. I want you to be comfortable during your stay.”

I took a sip of wine, the rich flavor bursting on my tongue. “About that. I appreciate your hospitality, but I really should return to town tonight. I don’t think I’m doing much good here.”

Something flickered in William's eyes, there and gone too quickly for me to decipher. “I'm afraid that won't be possible,” William said smoothly, swirling the wine in his glass.

I frowned, setting down my glass with more force than intended. “Why is that?”

“The roads are quite treacherous after dark.” William’s gaze moved toward the window where the last of the daylight was fading from the sky. “For your safety, I must insist you stay.”

“With all due respect, Mr. Ashcroft, I have patients in town. And I am uncomfortable with being so cut off.”

William’s smile turned sharp. “Back to titles, Christina? I thought we had done away with formalities.”

I set my napkin on the table beside my plate. “Maybe, it’s best we don’t,” I said.

As I stood up from the table, William shot to his feet so fast that his chair nearly tipped over. In a matter of seconds, he had rounded the table and was standing right in front of me, his breath hot on my cheek as I turned to face him.

His eyes were nearly black, his pupils blown so wide only a sliver of amber showed around the edge. Alarm and something far less appropriate knotted my stomach. I stepped back instinctively, bumping into the table. William followed, not letting me put any distance between us.

He gently stroked from my elbow to my shoulder, the touch so light it was almost ticklish. When he reached my neck, he suddenly grabbed a fistful of my hair. An embarrassingly loud moan escaped me. I could not look away from his eyes. They were dark and hungry, as his gaze dropped to my lips, and his hips shifted.

An unmistakable bulge pressed to my thigh. Heat settled low in my belly, and I licked my lips. Was he going to kiss me? Was I going to let him? He stooped to put his face only inches from mine, so close I could feel his warm breath against my lips.

“Stay,” he said, voice deep and oddly raspy.

I swallowed hard, my heart racing in my chest. I could feel the heat radiating off of him, see the tension in every line of his body. He trembled with it. As if he were holding himself back from touching me.

After a long, tense moment, he took a step back, putting some much-needed space between us. I let out a shaky breath. As my chest fell, I realized my nipples were hard little peaks beneath my blouse. My cheeks flushed.

“Forgive me,” William said, his voice rougher than before. “I don't know what came over me.”

He took another step back that I followed with my gaze. The candlelight deepened the shadows on his face, making his features appear sharper. He balled his hands into fists at his sides, as his eyes flashed toward the window. I followed his stare to see the first few stars appearing in the sky.

“Please excuse me,” he muttered under his breath.

I watched him stalk toward the door with wide eyes. That’s it? Disappointment made me scoff. William faltered in the doorway. He gripped the doorjamb with one hand and looked back over his shoulder at me.

“Stay inside, Christina.” He coughed as if trying to clear the roughness from his voice. When he spoke again, his words were little more than a growl. “Please.”

I stood frozen as William disappeared into the hallway, his footsteps echoing off the hardwood until they faded into silence. The dining room suddenly felt too large, the air too thick. With a shaking hand, I grabbed my wine glass and drained it.

What was that? There had been something wild in William’s eyes. Something dangerous. And my reaction to it…? I pressed a hand to my flushed cheek, feeling the heat of my skin.

What was wrong with me? I needed to get out of here. There were too many secrets. Too many unknowns. William Ashcroft was hiding something, and I was not sure I wanted to know what it was.

I pushed away from the table and rushed out of the dining room. I hurried up the grand staircase, my footsteps muffled by the plush carpet runner. At the top of the stairs, I paused, looking left and right down the long corridor.

As I started to walk toward my room, I heard something. A faint tapping on the hardwood floor. Something about it made the tiny hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

I walked faster but strained to listen. The sound was not getting further away, and it was rhythmic. Like footsteps. But it sounded off somehow. The cadence not quite right for a person.

My door loomed just ahead. I sped up to take the last few steps. As my hand touched the door handle, I heard a low rumble. I paused to squint down the dim hallway.

In the shadows, something moved. I froze, my hand gripping the door handle. My heart pounded in my ears as I strained to make out what it was.

The shape moved again, and a pair of eyes caught the faint light. I sucked in a sharp breath. What…? It moved again, and I saw its outline.

It was massive, even creeping low to the ground. Another low rumble echoed down the hall, and I realized the thing was growling at me. The creature crept forward, its claws clicking on the hardwood floor.

That explained the strange cadence of the sound. It had more than four legs, but I could not tell how many more. I felt frozen, unable to do anything but watch it come closer. Already, the distance between us had been halved.

I could feel a scream rising in my throat, as my mind raced, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Some kind of enormous dog? No, the shape was wrong, the proportions off. It moved with a fluidity that was almost feline, but the size of it...

The creature paused, its head lowering as a deep growl rumbled from its chest. I saw a flash of white beneath the glowing eyes. Teeth, and lots of them. My heart hammered against my ribcage as I slowly, carefully, twisted the door handle.

My door opened with a soft click that seemed deafening in the tense silence. The creature went still. Every instinct screamed at me to run. Instead, I inched backward into my room, never taking my eyes off the beast. It watched me, its glowing eyes tracking my every move.

With trembling hands, I slammed the door shut and fumbled to lock it. Outside, the creature snarled. The door rattled as something heavy slammed against the other side. When the wood did not give, the furious scratching started. Claws dragging down the eight-foot door from top to bottom.

I stumbled backward. My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest as a chilling scream echoed down the hallway. The sound was unlike anything I had ever heard before - a primal, guttural noise. Something no human vocal cords could make.

My eyes darted around the room and landed on the heavy oak dresser. I rushed over to shove it toward the door. I winced at the screech of wood on wood, as it slowly moved into place.

With a final desperate shove, I wedged the dresser against the door, barricading myself inside. I stood there panting, hands braced on the smooth wood, listening to the creature pace and growl in the hallway. What on earth was it? And how did it get in the house?

I backed away from the door on shaking legs until my knees hit the chest at the end of the bed, and I sank down. I stared at the door, chewing on my thumbnail as I waited. The scratching and growling continued for what felt like hours.

Finally, the noises faded. Silence fell, broken only by the ticking of the clock by the bed and my shaky breathing. I strained my ears, listening for any hint of the creature, but there was nothing. I huffed a humorless laugh.

No wonder William did not want strangers on his property. He was letting some sort of animal run free on his estate. A horrifying thought entered my mind and I covered my mouth.

Is that what happened to Aiden? Was William covering it up? I walked to the window on wobbly legs. Outside, the light of a half moon drenched the gently rolling lawn. As I looked out at the estate, a large dark shape darted from the side of the manor to vanish into the hedge maze.


Chapter Eight

I barely slept that night, my mind racing with the implications of what I had seen. The creature's glowing eyes haunted me every time I closed my eyes. At some point, sheer exhaustion must have pulled me under because I startled awake to sunlight streaming through a gap in the heavy curtains.

I looked around, taking in the dresser still in front of the door. Several joints popped as I uncurled from my spot at the end of the bed. I dragged myself over to the bathroom to splash water on my face.

My reflection in the mirror was pale, dark circles under my eyes standing out like bruises. I ran a hand through my tangled hair and took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. I needed answers, and I was not going to get them by hiding in my room.

I quickly dressed and, with a great deal of effort, moved the heavy dresser back to its original position. I paused with my hand on the doorknob, listening for any sound from the hallway. Silence. Taking a deep breath, I opened the door.

The hallway was empty, sunlight filtering through the windows at the far end. I stepped out cautiously, my gaze darting left and right. No sign of the creature or anyone else. I turned to look at the door.

My stomach dropped as I took in the deep gouges marring the dark wood. Four parallel scratches ran from top to bottom, the edges ragged and splintered. I reached out with a shaking hand to trace one of the grooves, swallowing hard.

It had not been a nightmare. Part of me had truly hoped it was. But the creature had been real. Feeling light-headed, I hurried down the hallway and descended the grand staircase. The manor was oddly still, with none of the usual sounds of the staff going about their duties.

I reached the ground floor and headed for the dining room. I paused in the doorway, surprised to find the room empty. The table, usually set for breakfast, was bare. Muted voices drifted from the hallway and I followed the sound, my nerves stretched taut.

Pushing open the door to the kitchen, I stepped inside. I blinked in the sudden brightness of the kitchen, the morning sunlight streaming through large windows. The staff stood in a clump with Holloway at the forefront. He fell silent at the squeak of the door hinges, and everyone turned to look at me.

The staff watched me warily, as if unsure what to make of my presence. I cleared my throat.

“Has anyone seen Mr. Ashcroft this morning?” I asked, my voice sounding too loud in the hushed kitchen.

The staff exchanged uneasy glances, but no one spoke.

Finally, Holloway answered. “Mr. Ashcroft is...indisposed this morning, Dr. Blackwood. He asked not to be disturbed.”

I frowned. “Indisposed? Is he sick?”

Holloway's expression remained carefully neutral. “Mr. Ashcroft is simply resting after a long night. He will join you later.”

I studied the butler's face, searching for any hint of deception. But his features gave nothing away. I turned my attention to the rest of the staff, who all seemed to be very interested in the floor or the walls - anywhere but looking at me directly.

I forced a tight smile. “I see. Well, in that case, please tell him I returned to town.”

Holloway stiffened. “I'm afraid that won't be possible, Dr. Blackwood. Mr. Ashcroft insists you remain at the manor until the search for the missing boy is complete.”

I felt a flash of irritation, my exhaustion shortening my patience. “With all due respect, Mr. Holloway, I am not a prisoner here. I have patients in town who need me. And I need to update Aiden's parents on the progress of the search.”

The butler's expression remained impassive, but I caught a flicker of something in his eyes. Worry, perhaps. Or fear. “Dr. Blackwood, I must insist-”

“No,” I cut him off, my voice sharp. “I am leaving. Now. If Mr. Ashcroft wishes to discuss the matter further, he can find me in town.”

I turned on my heel and pushed through the kitchen door, running smack into an immovable body. Hands gripped my upper arms, steadying me as I stumbled back a step, and I slowly tipped my head back to meet William’s gaze. He looked pale, dark circles under his eyes mirroring my own. But there was an intensity in his eyes that made my pulse race.

“Christina,” he said, his voice low and rough. “We need to talk.”

I swallowed hard, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. “William, I was just coming to find you.”

His grip tightened, his touch burning through the thin fabric of my blouse. “Join me in my office,” he said.

I frowned, pulling back slightly. William's grip remained firm, not painful but immovable.

“Mr. Ashcroft, as I was just telling your staff, I need to return to town today. I have responsibilities.”

Something flickered in William's dark eyes, there and gone too quickly for me to decipher. After a long moment, he released my arms and took a step back.

“Of course, Dr. Blackwood.” His tone was carefully neutral, but I sensed an undercurrent of tension beneath the words. “But I must insist we speak privately before you leave.”

I hesitated, glancing over my shoulder at the silent staff still gathered in the kitchen. Turning back to William, I gave a curt nod. He looked into my eyes as if searching for something before he returned my nod. He held the door open with one hand, gesturing for me to proceed him with the other.

I walked past William into the hallway, my skin prickling at the bare inches between us. As I led the way, I felt the weight of his gaze on my back like a physical weight. His silence was heavy, the tension radiating off him.

When we reached his office, he reached past me to open the door, his arm brushing against mine. I shivered at the barely there touch. I saw his head turn toward me from the corner of my eye. He gestured for me to enter.

As I passed, William leaned forward and a warm breath caressed my cheek. Had he just smelled me? The door closed behind us with a soft click and I turned to him. He leaned against the door with his arms crossed, most of him in shadow.

“You’re scared,” he said.

I blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

He walked around me to stand behind his massive oak desk, putting a physical barrier between us. His dark gaze locked onto mine. “I wanted to apologize for my behavior last night at dinner. It was...inappropriate of me.”

I raised my eyebrows, not having expected an apology. “I appreciate that, William. But I think we both know there are larger issues at play here.”

His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Such as?”

“Something tried to get into my room last night,” I said bluntly.

William went very still, his expression unreadable. “Something tried to get into your room?” he repeated slowly.

I nodded, watching his face closely. “Yes. Some kind of...animal. It was massive, William. And it left claw marks on my door.” I swallowed hard, the memory of those glowing eyes sending a shiver down my spine.

William's gaze flicked away from mine, focusing on a point over my shoulder. “You must have been mistaken, Christina. There are no animals in the manor.” But his voice lacked conviction.

I took a step forward, my hands gripping the back of the chair in front of his desk. “There are claw marks,” I repeated.

“A dog, maybe. My groundskeeper owns a mastiff.”

I shook my head. “No dog made those marks, William. It was something much larger.”

William's jaw clenched and he looked away, staring out the window at the dreary morning. After a long moment, he spoke, his voice low and tense.

“What exactly did you see, Christina?”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “It was massive. Bigger than any dog I've ever seen.” I considered the strange way the creature had moved as it stalked me. Unnatural and wrong, somehow. “And it wasn't just scratching at the door. It was trying to break it down to get to me.”

William remained silent, his gaze fixed on the gloomy landscape outside the window. His shoulders were taut with tension beneath his tailored suit jacket.

“If you have a dangerous animal wandering your estate—”

His head snapped around, amber eyes flashing. “Dr. Blackwood,” he said flatly. “There is no such animal.”

I blinked at his use of my title. What happened to Christina? I could feel the wall going up between us, and it hurt far more than it should. I had only known the man for a few days. I should not care as much as I did.

I sighed, my shoulders sagging slightly. “What did you want to talk about, Mr. Ashcroft?”

He was silent for a long moment, the only sound the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner. His expression was unreadable as he finally turned away from the window to face me fully. He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the desktop.

“I wanted to offer my help with the search today.”

I stared at him, wondering if I had heard him correctly. “You want to help with the search?”

He nodded, his expression serious. “Yes. I know these grounds better than anyone.”

I frowned. Why now? I had spent all day yesterday wandering the grounds with Alistair. I studied William closely, trying to read between the lines of his offer. His sudden willingness to help with the search, after keeping me at arm's length, set off alarm bells in my head. But I could not afford to turn down any assistance, not with Aiden still missing.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “When can we start?”

William straightened, his hands sliding off the desk. “Immediately.”

He moved toward the door, then paused when he drew even with me. His gaze dropped to my mouth, lingering there for a long moment before he dragged his eyes back up to meet mine.

“Meet me at the back entrance in ten minutes,” he said, his deep voice sending a shiver down my spine.

With that, he swept out of the office, leaving me standing there. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. William Ashcroft was an enigma, one moment cold and distant, the next intense and magnetic. I could not get a read on him, and it unnerved me.


Chapter Nine

Walking with William was vastly different from searching the grounds with Alistair. William shortened his stride to walk at my side, so close our hands occasionally brushed. I sent him furtive glances from the corner of my eye, but his gaze was focused on the grounds ahead.

The sky was overcast as it always seemed to be at the estate. Clouds covered the land like a shroud making everything gray and faintly damp. We walked in silence for several minutes, following a narrow path that led deeper into the forest. The scent of wet earth and decaying leaves closed in around us. Despite the chill in the air, I could feel heat radiating off William's body.

I cleared my throat. “Where are we heading?” I asked, more to break the silence than anything else.

William glanced at me, his amber eyes unreadable. “There's an old hunting cabin on the northern edge of the property. It hasn't been used in years, but it's a logical place to check.”

I nodded, ducking under a low-hanging branch. As we walked deeper into the woods, the trees pressed closer, their gnarled branches reaching out like skeletal fingers. The only sound was our footsteps and the occasional rustle of some small creature in the underbrush.

After a few more minutes, the trees began to thin and we stepped into a small clearing. At the center stood a dilapidated cabin, its wood siding gray and weathered. The windows were dark, most of the glass broken or missing altogether.

William paused at the edge of the clearing, his head cocked as if listening for something. After a long moment, he started toward the cabin. Just as I began to follow, a piercing scream split the air. I froze, my heart pounding. The scream had come from the trees behind the cabin.

“What was that?” I whispered. It was a woman’s voice, but it sounded wrong somehow.

William scanned the surrounding trees. After a long moment, he turned to me.

“Stay here,” he ordered. Before I could protest, he was moving, striding toward the forest.

There was another scream, a man’s voice this time. William paused at the tree line and glanced back at me. I took a step forward and he shook his head. More screams rose from the forest. One, two, three, and then too many to count.

Men and women. Screams of horror and a smattering of hollow-sounding laughter. Suddenly, the cacophony was coming closer. William stalked into the clearing, his expression thunderous, just as a dark cloud of birds flew overhead.

The screams faded into the distance as the birds vanished over the treetops. I let out a shaky breath, my heart still pounding. William stopped a few feet away, his expression unreadable as he scanned the surrounding forest.

“What was that?” I asked.

William's jaw clenched. “Crows,” he said shortly. “They sometimes mimic human voices. It's unsettling if you've never heard it before.”

I frowned. Those screams had sounded far too real, the terror too visceral. And there had been so many distinct voices. Where would the crows have heard such sounds?

“I've never heard anything like that,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself.

William met my gaze, his eyes dark and intense. “Nature is full of strange things.”

I got the feeling we were discussing more than just the birds. I looked away, focusing on the dilapidated cabin.

“We should check inside,” I said, taking a step forward.

William's hand closed around my upper arm, stopping me in my tracks. I looked up at him in surprise. Even through my jacket, his hands felt fever-hot.

“Wait,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Let me go first.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he ducked his head to put our faces only inches apart. His breath fanned across my cheek and I shivered.

“Let me be sure it’s safe,” he said.

I nodded mutely, feeling dazed. He was halfway across the clearing before I snapped out of it. What on earth was that? I rubbed my forehead, as I watched William duck into the cabin’s dark interior. All he did was look at me and my knees still felt a little wobbly.

Between the creature I encountered the night before and my growing attraction to William, I was in very real danger at Ashcroft Estate. I waited nervously outside the cabin, straining my ears for any sound of trouble. After what felt like an eternity but was probably only a couple of minutes, William emerged. His expression was grim.

“Anything?” I asked anxiously.

He shook his head. “No sign anyone has been here in years.”

My shoulders sagged, disappointment and frustration warring within me. Another dead end. William must have seen something in my expression because he stepped closer, his hand coming up as if to touch my arm before he let it drop back to his side.

“We'll keep looking,” he said, his deep voice gentle. “There are still a few more places on the estate we haven't checked yet.”

I nodded, trying to muster some optimism. But with each passing hour, I knew the chances of finding Aiden alive were dwindling. William turned to head back the way we had come and I fell into step beside him, my mind churning.

As we walked, I couldn't shake the feeling that William knew more than he was letting on. His behavior had been erratic from the moment I arrived - the intense looks, the mercurial moods, the way he seemed to be holding himself back from...something.

And then there was the creature I had seen the night before. Despite William's denials, I knew what I had witnessed was no dog. Whatever it was, it was connected to the estate, to William, in some way. I was sure of it.

“How well do you know the missing boy?” William suddenly asked.

I glanced at him. “I know him as well as I know any of my patients.”

William hummed. He did not speak again until we reached the edge of the dense trees where we left the ATV. He opened the passenger side door and nodded for me to enter. I watched him walk around the front, wondering at the thoughtful look on his face.

“I only ask because it seems personal to you,” he said, climbing into the driver’s seat.

I looked straight ahead. “He’s one of my patients,” I hedged. I felt William staring at the side of my head.

“There’s more to it,” he stated. He started the ATV and drove along the tree line, clearly intending to wait me out.

I lasted about five minutes before I broke. I sighed heavily. “When I was ten, my next-door neighbor went missing. Charlie. We had grown up together. My older brothers were too old to want to play with me, so Charlie was like a sibling my age.”

I frowned down at my lap. My hands were visibly shaking. I balled them into fists and looked over at William. His eyes were fastened on my hands, his brow creased in concern.

“Was Charlie ever found?” he asked.

I shook my head. A familiar tightness in my throat made me swallow hard. It had been decades and I could still remember the looks on Charlie’s parents’ faces. The same look I saw on Lisa’s and Mark’s.

“I’m sorry,” Willaim said.

I glanced at him. His face was soft in a way I had not seen before. I forced a smile. “Thanks.”

We checked three outbuildings before we headed back for lunch. We emerged from the forest and started across the sprawling lawn toward the manor looming in the distance. The hedges of the maze rose up to our right, the entrance gaping like a dark mouth. I stared as we drove past. When we parked I was still frowning at it.

William climbed out of the ATV and walked around to my side, opening the door. When I did not move, he paused. “Christina? Is something wrong?”

I tore my gaze away from the maze to meet his amber eyes. “Have you searched in there? The maze?”

Something flickered across his face, gone too quickly for me to decipher before his expression smoothed into an unreadable mask. “It's easy to get lost in there,” he said carefully.

I frowned, a prickle of unease running down my spine at his evasive answer. “But it's a logical place to look, isn't it? If Aiden wandered onto the estate, he could have easily ended up in there.”

William's jaw clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. He stared at the maze entrance for a long moment before dragging his gaze back to me.

“It's old and poorly maintained. There are loose stones, overgrown roots. It would be easy to trip and injure yourself.”

I studied his face, sensing there was more he was not telling me. “I'm willing to take that risk. If there's even a chance Aiden is in there, I have to look.”

“The maze has been searched,” he said shortly. “He's not in there.”

I felt a spark of anger at William's brusque dismissal. “When? When did you search it?”

He looked away, his jaw working. “Last night, after dinner.”

I stared at him incredulously. “You searched the maze in the dark?”

William's eyes snapped back to mine, something dangerous flickering in their amber depths. “I'm quite familiar with the layout. I assure you, Christina, the boy is not in there.”

He was lying. I was sure of it. I just did not know why.

I studied William's face, trying to read between the lines of his evasive answers. He met my gaze steadily, his expression giving nothing away.

“I'd still like to see for myself,” I said, climbing out of the ATV and heading toward the maze entrance. “Just to be thorough.”

William's hand closed around my arm, stopping me in my tracks. “Christina, I must insist you stay out of the maze.”

I stared at William's hand on my arm, then slowly raised my gaze to meet his. His eyes burned into mine with an intensity that made my breath catch.

“Why?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “What are you hiding in there, William?”

His jaw clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. For a long moment, he said nothing, the silence stretching taut between us. Then, abruptly, he released my arm and took a step back.

“Nothing,” he said, his voice rough. “There's nothing in the maze, Christina. But it's not safe. The ground is uneven, the hedges are overgrown. It would be all too easy for you to get lost or injure yourself. I can’t allow it.”

I searched his face, trying to decide if I believed him. He met my gaze steadily.

“We've been out for hours,” he said. “You must be hungry.”

I wanted to argue, to insist on searching the maze, but my stomach chose that moment to growl loudly. William's lips twitched, the ghost of a smile softening his tense expression for a brief moment.

“Come,” he said, his voice gentling. “Let's head back to the house. We can discuss our next steps over lunch.”

Reluctantly, I fell into step beside him as we made our way down the path. The manor loomed ahead, its Gothic spires and gray stone facade looking even more foreboding in the gloomy afternoon light.

We entered through the back of the house, stepping into the large kitchen. The staff fell silent when we entered, their wary gazes flicking between William and me. Holloway stepped forward, his posture ramrod straight.

“Luncheon will be served in the small dining room, sir,” he said to William. “Shall I have a place set for Dr. Blackwood as well?”

William glanced at me, something unreadable in his amber eyes. “Yes, Holloway. Dr. Blackwood will be joining me.”


Chapter Ten

I waited until after dinner to sneak away. William excused himself early and retreated to his rooms on the third floor, leaving me alone to make my way to the second floor. But once I was out of Holloway’s sight, I ducked into a small sitting room with a balcony. I hurried across the room as quietly as I could.

The balcony overlooked the back lawn and hedge maze. I slipped through the French doors and gently closed them behind me. A light breeze ruffled my hair as I crept to the stone railing and peeked over. The drop from the balcony was less than five feet. I could do it if I lowered myself over the side first.

I glanced back at the French doors, but the sitting room remained dark and quiet. Taking a deep breath, I swung one leg over the stone railing, then the other, until I was perched on the edge.

Gripping the rough stone tightly, I slowly lowered myself down until I was hanging by my fingertips. For a heart-stopping moment, I dangled there, then let myself drop the remaining few feet. I landed with a soft thud on the damp grass, the impact jarring up my legs.

I froze, listening intently for any sound of alarm from within the manor. But the night remained still, the only sound the soft rustle of leaves in the breeze. Letting out a shaky breath, I turned toward the hedge maze looming in the darkness.

As I hurried across the lawn, the back of my neck prickled with the distinct sensation of being watched. I glanced over my shoulder, scanning the windows, but I did not see anyone. I reached the entrance of the maze and paused, peering into the dark passage between the towering hedges. The thick foliage seemed to swallow the faint moonlight, leaving only shadows. Steeling my nerves, I stepped inside.

The temperature dropped as soon as I crossed the threshold, the air heavy and still. The hedges muffled all sound, even the rustle of leaves, creating an eerie, oppressive silence. I held my hands out to either side, letting my fingertips brush against the cool leaves as I made my way deeper into the maze.

Left turn, right turn, dead end. I retraced my steps and tried again. The twisting pathways all looked the same in the darkness, and soon I had lost all sense of direction. I could not even be sure which way led back to the entrance anymore.

A trickle of fear ran down my spine as the hedges seemed to press in around me, their shadows deepening. I paused at a fork in the path, straining my ears for any sound that might guide me. But there was only silence, thick and heavy.

Leaves rustled somewhere behind me. I whirled around, my heart leaping into my throat. “Hello?” I called, my voice sounding small and thin in the oppressive stillness. “Is someone there?”

No response. I stared into the darkness, trying to penetrate the gloom. Just as I was about to turn back, I heard it again – the crunch of dry leaves crushed underfoot. It was closer this time. Fear prickled along my skin as I squinted into the shadows behind me.

Silence. Then, a low growl emanated from the darkness, so deep I felt it in my bones more than heard it. Every instinct screamed at me to run, but fear kept me rooted to the spot.

Slowly, a shape detached itself from the shadows. A horrifyingly familiar shape. Massive and moving with a disturbing, fluid grace. The weak moonlight glinted off large teeth and pure white eye shine. The creature prowled forward, emerging into the light.

I could not move, could not breathe, as the creature stalked toward me, its lithe muscles rippling beneath a coat of thick black fur. It looked like a wolf, but nothing like a wolf. It was far larger, its form twisted and unnatural. A lupine head with a short snout, a too-long neck, and a prominent spinal ridge. An extra set of legs jutted from the middle of its broad torso, and all six limbs ended in sharp claws. It was a nightmare come to life.

Those glowing eyes locked onto mine, and a snarl rumbled from deep within the creature's barrel chest. I stumbled backward, a scream lodged in my throat, as the beast crept closer, its razor-sharp claws sinking into the damp earth. My back hit the hedge wall and I realized with a sickening lurch that I was trapped.

The creature paused, its head lowering as it sniffed the air. Suddenly, the rumbling growl cut off. Its glowing white eyes remained locked on mine as it stood motionless.

Hardly daring to breathe, I pressed myself further back against the hedge, the branches digging painfully into my shoulders. Time seemed to stretch, each second an eternity as I waited for the beast to lunge. Slowly, it took a step back, then another, until it melted back into the shadows as silently as it had appeared.

I stared after it. What…? I stood there frozen, as I tried to make sense of it. The creature had violently raged when there was a door between us. Why back off when I was cornered and defenseless?

I hesitated, looking around. I was still as lost as I was before. But maybe… It was a ludicrous thought, but I found myself slowly walking in the direction the creature had gone. The rational part of my brain screamed that this was insanity, that I should turn and run as fast as I could in the opposite direction. But a deeper instinct urged me on, whispering that the creature was my best chance at finding a way out.

The hedges closed in around me as I followed the path the beast had taken, the shadows deepening until I could barely see my hand in front of my face. I strained my ears for any sound of movement ahead but heard only my ragged breathing and the frantic pounding of my pulse.

After several tense minutes, the path opened up into a small clearing. Weak moonlight filtered down, illuminating a crumbling stone fountain at the center. The basin was dry and choked with dead leaves. And just beyond it was a stone outbuilding the size of a one-car garage. I paused beside the fountain to listen for the creature, but there was no noise aside from the faint rustling of leaves.

I gave in to my curiosity and walked over to the old, wooden door of the building. I grabbed the rusty handle and tugged. The door swung open with a groan to reveal a set of dirt stairs leading downward. A faint light flickered in the darkness.

I almost shut the door and walked away. It was the smart thing to do. But since I arrived, everyone had warned me away from the maze. They were hiding something, and I hoped it was not what I feared it was.

If that creature was some sort of pet, how far would William go to protect it? Would he cover up a murder? My mind went back to the crows. Their horrific screams. Who were they mimicking?

I peered down into the dark stairwell, hesitating at the threshold. A damp, earthy smell wafted up, mingled with something else, something metallic and cloying. My heart pounded as I placed a tentative foot on the first step. Taking a deep breath, I pressed my hand to the rough stone wall and started down the stairs.

The air grew colder and damper as I descended, the stone turning to hard-packed dirt under my hand. The darkness pressed in around me even as I moved closer to the dim light. After a dozen steps, my foot hit packed earth. I paused, straining my eyes to see in the gloom. Up ahead, an old-fashioned lantern hung from a hook embedded in the dirt wall. The single candle inside did little to push back the darkness.

I crept toward the light, one hand trailing along the wall. When I reached the lantern, I caught sight of another further away. It was not an underground room. It was a passageway. But, why?

The tunnel stretched into the distance, dotted by a lantern every fifty yards. Just enough light to mark the path, but not enough to illuminate it. I moved forward cautiously, one hand trailing along the dirt wall, listening for any hint of the creature. Did William keep it down here?

The silence pressed down on me, broken only by my shallow breathing and the soft scuff of my shoes against the ground. I lost track of how long I walked, only focused on moving from lantern to lantern. Slowly, the passageway grew brighter ahead.

The dirt floor gave way to stone, and I stumbled into what looked like a basement room. A bare bulb hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room, casting everything in bright light and dark shadows. I scanned the room with a frown. Was I back at the manor?

I moved further into the room. A long, rough-hewn table sat along one wall. It held a small stack of books, a pair of reading glasses, and a pile of neatly folded clothes. Odd.

The opposite wall was bare aside from dark stains on the floor and… I moved closer, peering down at a heap of what looked like scrap metal. No, not scraps. I cocked my head. Were those shackles?

I stumbled backward, my eyes darting from the dark stains on the floor to the dark flakes on the metal cuffs. Blood. Was William keeping that thing chained down here?

I looked around frantically. It must have escaped before I arrived. That explained the staff’s odd behavior and William’s secrecy. My stomach sank. He had been trying to distract me from my search from the moment I arrived.

A cold sweat broke out across my skin as a horrifying thought occurred to me. What if Aiden had stumbled upon this place? What if he had encountered the creature? My breath hitched as I remembered the creature's massive claws, its razor-sharp teeth.

No, I refused to believe it. I needed to get out of here and back to town. Alert the authorities about what I had found. I spotted a door tucked into the corner near the table and headed for it.

Just as my hand grazed the door handle, I heard footsteps in the passageway. An odd cadence I was starting to recognize. I twisted the handle and pushed open the door. I caught a glimpse of the creature emerging from the dark tunnel a fraction of a second before I pushed the door closed behind me.

I pressed my back against the door, my heart pounding wildly as I heard the creature's claws clicking against the stone floor on the other side. It noisily sniffed on the other side of the door, but after several tense moments, the footsteps retreated. I exhaled shakily and took stock of my surroundings.

I was in a narrow stairwell, the stone walls rough and damp beneath my fingertips. A faint light filtered down from above, just enough to make out the steps leading upward. Seeing no other option, I began to climb.

The air gradually grew warmer and dryer. After what felt like an eternity but was probably only a few minutes, I reached the top, where a heavy wooden door blocked my path. I set both palms against the door and slowly, carefully, pushed it open.

Dim light spilled through the crack, and I found myself peering into what appeared to be a study. A very familiar study.


Chapter Eleven

I stood frozen in the doorway, staring out at William's study. The room was dimly lit, the only light coming from the dying embers in the massive fireplace. Shadows danced along the walls lined with bookshelves.

I scanned the room, half expecting William to be sitting in one of the high-backed chairs, waiting for me. But the room was empty, the silence broken only by the soft ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner.

I stepped fully into the study, easing the hidden door closed behind me. It blended seamlessly into the other bookshelves, invisible unless you knew where to look. My mind raced as I tried to process what I had just discovered.

The underground passageway, the shackles, the creature stalking the grounds. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I caught sight of something on William's desk. A large, leather-bound book lay open as if William had been interrupted during reading.

I crept closer to the desk, my eyes locked on the open book. The pages were yellowed with age, the ink faded but still legible. It appeared to be a journal or ledger of some kind, the entries dated from over a hundred years ago.

As I scanned the cramped, spidery handwriting, certain words leaped out at me. “Transformation.” “Curse.” “Bloodlust.” A chill ran down my spine. What was this?

I turned the page with a shaking hand. There, in the margin, was a detailed sketch of a creature that looked eerily similar to the beast I had encountered in the maze. My breath caught in my throat. Was the Ashcroft family breeding the creatures?

I flipped through the pages, noticing the handwriting changed every so often. Skimming through the aged journal, I quickly realized it was not just one person's account, but a record passed down through generations of Ashcrofts. The earlier entries spoke of a “family affliction” and experiments to find a cure.

There were entire pages devoted to drawings and descriptions of plants. Most of them poisonous. What exactly were the Ashcrofts trying to do? Were they experimenting on the creatures? Why?

One passage in particular caught my eye: “I fear I will not be able to control it much longer. The herbs provide temporary relief, but the effects are weakening. It requires more and more to contain the beast. I am losing hope.”

The ink was smudged in places as if the writer's hand had been shaking. I flipped forward in the journal, my heart pounding as I scanned the increasingly erratic entries. The most recent pages were written in what I recognized as William's elegant script.

“I can feel it growing stronger. The herbs barely take the edge off now. I fear it is only a matter of time before I am unable to control the change.”

The passage was dated one week before I arrived. With rising horror, I realized the full extent of what I had stumbled upon. William was not just harboring a dangerous creature on his estate. He was drugging it to keep it contained.

A floorboard creaked behind me. I whirled around, the journal falling from my hands to land on the desk with a thud. Holloway stood in the doorway, a look of shock on his face. Holloway recovered quickly, his expression smoothing into one of polite concern.

“Dr. Blackwood. I didn't expect to find you here.” His gaze flicked to the open journal on the desk before returning to my face. “Is everything alright?”

“I was just looking for Mr. Ashcroft,” I said quickly. “I had a question about the search.”

Holloway's eyes narrowed slightly, and I got the distinct impression he saw right through my lie. He took a step further into the room, his posture stiff and formal.

“This room is private, Dr. Blackwood. I would ask you to return to your room.”

“Of course,” I agreed, forcing a smile. “It can wait until morning. Good night, Holloway.”

His gaze followed me as I hurried past him to the hallway. I rushed down the corridor to my room and lurched to a stop. The door was pristine. No sign there had ever been deep scratches. I lightly ran my fingers over the wood grain.

They had to have swapped my door for another. It was the only explanation. I entered my room and locked the door behind me, my mind reeling with everything I had learned. William was knowingly harboring the creature, and his family had a long history of the same dangerous pastime.

I paced the room, trying to make sense of it all. They had to be doing some sort of genetic experimentation. It was the only logical explanation for the strange, six-limbed creature. But why the talk of curses and transformations? I could not make the puzzle pieces fit together.

I barely slept that night. I tossed and turned, drifting into fitful dreams filled with glowing eyes and snapping jaws. When the first rays of pale sunlight filtered through the curtains, I was already up and dressed, my bag packed with the few belongings I had brought. I needed to get out of this place, and back to the sanity and safety of town. But first, I had to confront William.

I made my way down to the small dining room where breakfast was usually served, steeling myself for the conversation ahead. But when I entered, the room was empty, the table bare. Frowning, I turned back to the hallway, nearly colliding with Holloway.

“Dr. Blackwood,” he greeted cooly. “Mr. Ashcroft is having breakfast in his study. He has requested your presence.” He turned away without waiting for an answer.

My stomach twisted with nerves as I followed Holloway through the winding corridors. I went over what I knew in my head, wondering how much I should reveal. The events of the previous night played on a loop in my mind - the hidden passageway, the shackles, the damning journal entries. William was clearly into some kind of illegal genetic experimentation.

Before I was ready, we reached the heavy doors of William’s study and Holloway knocked sharply. The sound echoed in the stillness. After a moment, William's deep voice called from within.

“Enter.”

Holloway opened the door and stepped aside, gesturing for me to go in. I took a deep breath and crossed the threshold. William stood by the window, his back to me as he gazed out at the misty grounds. He wore a dark suit as usual, but there was a tension in his broad shoulders that I had not noticed before.

“Leave us,” he said without turning around.

Holloway bowed and retreated, closing the door with a soft click. The silence stretched between us, thick with tension. I licked my dry lips, trying to find the words to begin.

“William—” I started, but he cut me off.

“You were in the maze last night.” It was not a question. He finally turned to face me, his expression unreadable. “I told you it was dangerous.”

I lifted my chin, refusing to be cowed. “Yes, I was. And I found your secret.”

William went very still, his amber eyes boring into mine. “And what secret is that, Christina?” His voice was low, almost a growl.

I gestured to the journal still lying open on his desk. “I know about your family's history. The experiments, the creature you're keeping on the grounds.”

A muscle ticked in William's jaw. He took a measured step toward me.

“You don't understand,” he said, his voice dangerously soft. “The creature isn't something we keep.”

I shook my head. “William, whatever is going on, I can help you. But you have to tell me the truth. Is Aiden Wilson alive?”

William's eyes flashed and he closed the remaining distance between us in two strides. “The boy was never here. I told you that.”

I stood my ground, tilting my head back to meet his intense gaze. I wanted to believe him. Even with everything I knew, there was still an irresistible draw between us. William’s gaze dropped to my lips.

“Christina…” He said my name like a caress, his deep voice sending a shiver down my spine despite the tension crackling between us. “I am trying to protect you.”

I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way my body reacted to his proximity. “From the truth?” I demanded.

William’s eyes narrowed. “From me.” Before I could react, his lips were on mine.


Chapter Twelve

William's kiss was hard and demanding, his lips moving against mine with an urgency that stole my breath. For a moment, I was too shocked to react. Then, as if my body had a will of its own, I found myself kissing him back, my hands fisting in the lapels of his suit jacket to pull him closer.

A low growl rumbled in William's chest as he deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping into my mouth to tangle with mine. His hands gripped my waist, his fingers digging into my flesh through the thin fabric of my blouse. I gasped into his mouth as he walked me backward until my back hit the bookshelf.

William broke the kiss to trail his lips down my throat, his teeth grazing my skin and sending shocks of pleasure-pain through my body. My head fell back against the books as I tried to catch my breath, my mind reeling. This was insane.

“We can’t do this,” I panted, making no move to push him away.

His hands gripped the back of my thighs, lifting me off the floor and pressing me between the shelf and his hard body. The solid line of his cock pressed against me through my pants. Searingly hot even through several layers of fabric.

“Why?” he growled, rolling his hips against mine.

I shook my head, trying to clear the fog of lust. “Because what you’re doing is dangerous.”

A particularly hard jerk of his hips made me moan. I could already feel my clit throbbing, my inner muscles beginning to ache. One of William’s hands fisted in my hair and I gasped.

“You’re right,” he murmured against my lips. “I am dangerous.”

His grip on my hair tightened, holding me in place as his other hand slipped into my pants. The first graze of his calloused fingers between my slick folds made my thighs tense. The friction was almost too much, rasping over my sensitive clit with unbearable intensity.

My hips jerked into and away from the sensation, but his hand followed. Never letting up. Forcing me to take it. I moaned into William’s mouth as the pleasure rose, my thighs beginning to tremble. He slipped a long finger inside me and I cried out, clenching hard.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” he murmured, pulling back enough to scan my face. “Let me have it.”

He slipped in a second thick finger and curled them, his thumb ruthlessly tormenting my throbbing clit. It was so intense I could barely breathe, every exhalation a sob as my body wound tighter and tighter. I clawed at his shoulders through his suit jacket, holding tight to keep from flying apart.

“Do you want to come?” William purred in my ear, nuzzling the side of my head.

“Please!” I gasped.

My back arched as his fingers thrust and curled inside my clenching heat, pushing me to the edge. I was so wet the fabric of my pants stuck to my thighs and ass. William's thumb circled my clit, faster and harder.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

My gaze met his just as the tension snapped. I arched hard as the orgasm ripped through me, my inner muscles clamping down on his fingers. I could see nothing but the darkness of his eyes, the pupil blown so wide it swallowed everything else. He looked ravenous.

Just as the last aftershocks faded, he pulled his hand away. I watched through heavy-lidded eyes as he brought his glistening fingers to his lips and sucked them clean, his gaze locked on mine. He hummed his pleasure.

“I knew you would be sweet,” he murmured.

I could not look away from his mouth, watching the way his tongue searched for every bit of my flavor. The sound of a zipper jerked me out of my daze.

“Tell me to stop,” he said.

I stared into William's dark eyes, my heart pounding. Part of me wanted to tell him to stop, that this was a mistake.

“Don't stop,” I whispered.

William's lips curved into a feral smile. I felt a sharp jerk and then cool air on my heated skin. He rolled his hips, his cock head nudging my oversensitive clit before settling at my entrance. I cried out as he thrust into me, stretching and filling me completely. He was big, almost too big.

He set a punishing pace, his hips snapping against mine as he drove into me over and over. Wet, filthy sounds filled the study. He buried himself completely on every stroke, his cock hitting that spot deep inside that made me sob.

I was not sure what I was feeling. His cock stretched me open, making a place for himself no one else could ever fill. I ached, but I never wanted it to stop. Already, I could feel the pleasure rising again. When his fingers stroked my clit, I tried to squirm away.

“Too much!” I gasped.

William's grip on my hip tightened, holding me in place as his fingers continued their merciless assault on my sensitive flesh.

“You can take it,” he growled. “Give me everything.”

His words pushed me over the edge. My back bowed as another orgasm ripped through me, even more intense than the first. I cried out, my nails clawing at his back as my inner muscles clenched and fluttered.

William's thrusts turned erratic, his breathing harsh against my neck. With a final snap of his hips, he buried himself deep and stilled, a low groan rumbling in his chest as he pulsed inside me.

For a long moment, we stayed like that, both of us panting as we came down from the high. Then William leaned in and gently nuzzled my throat. He whispered something under his breath, before he looked into my eyes, giving me a searching look. Whatever he was looking for, he seemed to find it.

William eased out of me and set me back on my feet, his hands steadying me as I wobbled. My legs felt like jelly, my mind still reeling from the intensity of what had just happened between us. I leaned back against the bookshelf, trying to catch my breath and gather my scattered thoughts.

William tucked himself back into his pants and zipped up, his dark eyes never leaving my face. He reached out and gently brushed a strand of hair off my flushed cheek.

“Christina...” he murmured, his deep voice sending a shiver down my spine despite my confusion and lingering unease.

I shook my head, pushing off the bookshelf and putting some distance between us. I reached down to feel the ripped seam of my pants. My body still hummed with aftershocks of pleasure, but reality was starting to creep back in.

“What you’re doing is dangerous,” I said, my voice shakier than I would have liked. “You know you can’t keep that thing.”

Something flickered in his dark eyes, an emotion I could not quite decipher. He took a step toward me but stopped when I held up a hand. His jaw clenched and he looked away, seeming to struggle with himself for a long moment. Finally, he spoke, his voice low and rough.

“It's not what you think, Christina. The creature, the experiments... It’s me.”

I frowned. “What’s you?”

He dragged his gaze back to mine, his eyes tormented. “I am the creature.”

I stared at William, sure I must have misheard him. “What do you mean, you are the creature? That's not possible.”

William sighed heavily, running a hand through his dark hair. He looked exhausted, the lines of strain around his eyes and mouth more pronounced than ever.

“It's a curse that has plagued my family for generations,” he said quietly. “Passed down from father to son. We don't know how it started, only that it can’t be broken.”

I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around what he was saying. “A curse? William, that's—”

“Insane?” he finished for me, a humorless smile twisting his lips. “Believe me, I am well aware. But it is the truth, Christina. Every night, I change into that...thing you saw in the maze.”

Of course, the first man who made me feel this way would be delusional. I sighed.

“Have you spoken to anyone about this?” I asked gently.

He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t believe me,” he said flatly.

I hesitated, searching for the right words. “William, what you're saying...”

A knock interrupted me. William and I stared at each other until someone knocked again. His jaw clenched.

“Enter,” he snapped.

Holloway entered the study, his expression carefully neutral as he took in my disheveled state and William's tense posture.

“Forgive the intrusion, sir,” he said to William, “but there is an urgent matter that requires your attention.”

William's eyes flashed with annoyance. “Can it wait, Holloway? Dr. Blackwood and I are in the middle of an important discussion.”

Holloway hesitated, his gaze flicking to me briefly before returning to William. “I'm afraid not, sir. It concerns the...situation we discussed earlier.”

Something shifted in William's expression. “The phones are working.”

Holloway nodded. “Dr. Blackwood’s receptionist called with a message for Dr. Blackwood.”

I stared at Holloway, my heart leaping into my throat. “What message?” I demanded, taking a step toward the butler. “Is it about Aiden?”

Holloway glanced at William, who gave a curt nod. The butler turned back to me. “According to your assistant, they have been trying to reach you for days. The child was found safe in a treehouse across town from his home.”

I stared at Holloway uncomprehending. Aiden was fine? The message I had been waiting for, praying for, had finally come and instead of elation, I felt only confusion. My gaze darted to William, who was watching me with an inscrutable expression.

“When?” I asked, my voice sounding distant to my own ears. “When was he found?”

“The same night you arrived at the estate, Dr. Blackwood,” Holloway replied. “Your receptionist said they left several messages but were unable to reach you.”

I shook my head slowly, trying to process this new information. All this time, Aiden had been safe. While I had been traipsing around the estate, growing more entangled with William and his secrets.

“Why am I just hearing about this now?” I demanded, anger starting to cut through my shock.

I turned to William, my eyes narrowing. “You knew, didn't you?” I accused. “You knew Aiden had been found and you didn't tell me. You let me believe he was still missing, that he could be in danger!”

William's jaw clenched. “I never said the boy was on my property. In fact, I told you repeatedly he was not here.”

His words rang hollow in my ears. The pieces were starting to fall into place - the evasiveness of the staff, the way William had kept me occupied and away from town. Had it all been a ruse to keep me here, isolated and in the dark?

I shook my head in disbelief, anger and hurt warring inside me. “But you knew how worried I was. And you said nothing!”

“Would you have believed me if I had?” William asked quietly. “You were determined to search every inch of the estate, no matter what I said.”

I opened my mouth to argue, then snapped it shut. As much as I hated to admit it, William had a point. From the moment I arrived, I had been single-minded in my determination to find Aiden, convinced the estate held the answers. Would I have believed him if he told me the boy was found safe? Or would I have thought it was another attempt to dissuade me from searching?

My anger deflated, replaced by a bone-deep weariness. I suddenly felt foolish, standing there in William's study with my clothes in disarray, the evidence of our tryst still wet on my thighs. What had I been thinking, letting myself get swept up in the moment like that? In him?

I straightened my spine, trying to gather the tattered shreds of my dignity. “I should go,” I said stiffly. “I need to get back to town. I’ve been gone too long already.”

William took a step toward me, his expression pained. “Christina, please. Let me explain—”

I held up a hand, stopping him. I turned to Holloway who still stood stiffly by the door. “I need my things brought down, please.”

“Of course, Dr. Blackwood,” Holloway murmured with a slight bow. He slipped out of the room, leaving William and me alone once more.

The silence stretched between us, heavy with things unsaid. I could feel William's gaze on me but I refused to meet his eyes, afraid of what I might see there. Or what he might see in mine.

“How hard did you try to fix the phones?” I whispered.

“Christina...” William began, his deep voice soft, almost pleading.

I shook my head. This was a mistake. I had let my emotions muddle my thinking. At the end of the day, William was a rich eccentric who believed he could transform into a beast. Nothing more, nothing less.

“I’m going to wait in the foyer,” I muttered. I walked out of the study and did not look back.


Chapter Thirteen

It was strange being back in town. Even though I had only been gone a matter of days, everything felt different. My office was too cramped, my small house too empty, and the familiar streets felt alien somehow, like a place I used to know but could no longer quite fit into.

I threw myself into work, determined to put the events at Ashcroft Estate behind me. But even as I went through the motions of seeing patients and catching up on paperwork, my mind kept drifting back to William and all that had transpired between us.

The intense connection, the searing passion, the dark secrets that hung over everything like a shroud. As much as I tried to convince myself that walking away had been the right thing, the only sane thing to do, I could not shake the feeling that I had left something unfinished.

I had started to call the sheriff dozens of times but always hung up after the first ring. I knew I could not keep the creature a secret. Its existence so near the town put hundreds of people in danger. But I could not shake the look on William’s face when he told me he was the creature. As impossible as it was, he truly believed it.

It was three days later that the manor came to me. I was at the farmer’s market on the edge of town, picking up ingredients for a simple dinner. I turned away from the produce stand and nearly ran into Hailey.

Hailey's dark eyes widened in surprise before she schooled her features into a polite smile. “Dr. Blackwood. It's good to see you.”

“Hailey,” I greeted, trying to hide my shock at seeing her here, so far from the estate. “What brings you to town?”

She glanced around. A short distance away a man and woman I recognized as members of the kitchen staff were loading crates into the back of a truck. Hailey moved closer to me.

“I need to speak with you,” she whispered. “It's about Mr. Ashcroft.”

My heart skipped a beat at the mention of his name. I had been doing my best to put William and everything that had happened at the estate out of my mind, but hearing his name sent a rush of conflicting emotions through me - longing, fear, confusion.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “What about him?” I asked, keeping my voice carefully neutral.

Hailey glanced around again before leaning in closer. “He's not well, Dr. Blackwood. Not since you left.”

I frowned, a prickle of unease running down my spine. “What do you mean, not well? Is he sick?”

Hailey shook her head, her expression troubled. “Not ill, exactly. But he's...changed. He's hardly left his study. He won't eat, won't see anyone. And at night...” She trailed off, her eyes haunted. “The sounds coming from his room...it's not natural.”

A chill ran down my spine as I remembered the creature in the maze. The hidden passageway. William's tormented confession. Could it be true?

My logical mind rebelled, but what if there was a genetic abnormality that caused a transformation? Was there any way to know for sure? I inhaled shakily as the answer came to me. I would have to return to Ashcroft Manor. And I would have to witness the transformation.

Hailey must have seen the conflict on my face because she reached out and grasped my hand, her eyes pleading.

“Please, Dr. Blackwood. I know things ended badly between you and Mr. Ashcroft, but I’m scared for him. For all of us. We need your help.”

I closed my eyes briefly, warring with myself. The smart thing, the safe thing, would be to walk away. To put Ashcroft Manor and its dark secrets behind me for good. But even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew I could not do it.

I opened my eyes and met Hailey's worried gaze. “Alright,” I said quietly. “I'll come back to the manor. Tonight.”

Hailey's shoulders sagged with relief. She squeezed my hand gratefully before releasing it. “Thank you, Dr. Blackwood. I'll make sure you can get through the gate.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the other staff members who were finishing loading the truck. “I have to go. But I'll make sure the back door by the kitchen is unlocked for you after dark.”

With a final nod, she hurried away, leaving me standing there with my mind reeling. What was I getting myself into? The rest of the day passed in a blur. I stayed late at the office, distracting myself with paperwork. By the time I headed for Ashcroft Estate, it was already dusk.

No one answered at the main gate. I pressed the button twice, frowning at the dark driveway beyond. After nearly ten minutes, the gate swung open without a word from the call box.

I drove through, my heart beginning to pound as the manor loomed ahead, its dark silhouette stark against the darkening sky. I parked off to the side, out of sight of the main entrance, and made my way to the kitchen door Hailey had mentioned.

True to her word, it was unlocked and I slipped inside, closing the door silently behind me. The kitchen was dark and empty, the staff having long since retired for the night. I crept through the silent halls of the manor, my footsteps muffled on the thick carpet runners. The house felt different at night, the shadows deeper, the air heavy.

As I reached the main staircase, faint noises drifted down from the second floor - a thump, a muffled crash, and then silence. I froze, my heart pounding in my ears as I strained to listen. After a long moment, another sound reached me - a low, pained groan that sent a chill down my spine. It was coming from the direction of William's study.

I hurried up the stairs as quietly as I could, dread and anticipation twisting in my gut. As I approached the heavy oak doors, I heard more thumps and crashes from within, like furniture being overturned. Then a guttural, inhuman snarl.

My hand shook as I grasped the door handle, my mind screaming at me to turn and run. But I had to know. I had to see for myself. I took a deep breath and twisted the handle, pushing the door open wide.

The study was empty. I frowned as I scanned the room. Most of the furniture was overturned or broken. Several books had been shredded, their pages all over the floor. And across from the door, the entrance to the underground room lay open.

I did not give myself time to second guess. I hurried to the door and looked down the dim staircase. A scream echoed up from the room below, part man and part something else.


Chapter Fourteen

I descended the stairs on shaky legs, my heart pounding so loudly I was sure it could be heard over the pained cries emanating from below. The damp, earthy smell of the passageway enveloped me as I moved deeper underground, the darkness pressing in from all sides.

As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I paused, straining my eyes to see in the gloom. The lantern sitting on the table did little to penetrate the shadows, but movement off to my right caught my eye. At the edge of the room, a large shape writhed on the ground, the sound of chains rattling accompanying its movements.

I edged closer, my breath catching in my throat. It was William, and yet not William. His body was twisted and contorted, halfway between man and beast. Coarse black fur covered his elongated limbs, his hands curled into claws. His face was a grotesque mixture of human and animal features.

When his amber eyes snapped to me they were wild and full of agony. William let out another anguished howl, his body convulsing. The chains binding him to the wall rattled as he thrashed. I stood frozen, horrified, yet transfixed by the impossible sight before me.

“Christina...” William ground out between clenched teeth, his voice guttural and strained. “You...shouldn't...be here.”

“My God, William,” I whispered, taking a tentative step forward.

He shook his head violently, a snarl ripping from his throat as another spasm wracked his body. “Stay back!”

It was true. Not a delusion or metaphor. William was truly a beast. Even as my mind struggled to accept the situation, I drifted closer.

“Please, Christina,” William panted, his amber eyes pleading as they met mine. “You need to go. It's not safe.”

“I can't leave you like this,” I said, my voice trembling. I took another step forward and William snarled, straining against the chains that held him.

“You don't understand,” he growled, his words slurred around elongated canines. “You still smell like mine.”

I froze at William's words, my heart pounding. “What do you mean, I still smell like yours?”

William's eyes glowed in the dim light as he stared at me, his chest heaving with pained breaths. “My scent...it's all over you. From before.”

Memories of our heated encounter in the study flashed through my mind. The way he had touched me, claimed me. My cheeks flushed even as a shiver of fear ran down my spine.

William let out a deep groan, his body convulsing as another wave of the transformation overtook him. More fur sprouted along his skin, his bones cracking and reforming. He squeezed his eyes shut, panting harshly.

“It wants you,” he ground out. “The beast...it remembers your scent, your taste. It’s wanted you from the beginning.”

I took an involuntary step back. A shudder ran through me, part fear and part something else I did not want to examine too closely. William's eyes snapped open, pinning me in place with their intense amber glow.

“I can smell your arousal,” he growled. “You want it.”

I wanted to deny it, but could not. Even now, with William half-transformed into a creature, some dark part of me thrilled at his words. At the idea that even in this state, he wanted me, craved me.

“You need to run,” he groaned. “I can’t fight it. I want you too much.

I drifted forward, even as the transformation seemed to speed up. William’s words had turned to guttural snarls. A low, continuous growl rumbled from his chest as he yanked at his chains, the metal creaking under the strain.

With a pop, one of his chains snapped. He lunged forward, reaching for me with one clawed hand. The remaining chain stopped him just inches from me and he snarled.

William's eyes were pure molten amber now, feral and hungry as he strained against his remaining bonds. He was more beast than man, his humanity slipping away with each passing second.

With a final, wrenching snap, the last chain gave way. The creature surged forward. I turned and ran blindly down the dim underground passage. Behind me, I could hear the scrape of claws against hard-packed dirt and the heavy thud of the creature's footfalls as it pursued me.

Up ahead, I saw the base of the staircase leading to the maze. I put on an extra burst of speed. My only warning was a snarl when just steps from the stairs, a heavy weight landed on my back.

I fell forward, hitting the ground hard, the impact knocking the wind out of me. The creature's weight settled over me, pinning me down. Hot, damp breath gusted against the back of my neck as he lowered his head, sniffing along my skin.

“William!” I gasped out.

A low rumble vibrated through the creature's chest, almost like a purr. He nuzzled into my hair, inhaling deeply. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for the feel of teeth sinking into my flesh.

But the pain never came. Instead, I felt the rasp of a rough tongue licking a stripe up the side of my neck. I shuddered, my body responding instinctively to the sensation despite the terror coursing through my veins.

The creature's tongue laved at my skin, tracing the racing pulse in my neck. His large, clawed hands gripped my waist, holding me immobile beneath his bulk. I could feel the heat of his body, the coiled strength in his powerful limbs.

Part of me was screaming to fight, to try to escape. But another part, the part that had been drawn to William from the start, wanted to submit, to let the beast claim me. As if sensing my conflicted desires, the creature let out a low, rumbling growl that sounded almost smug. He nipped at my earlobe, sharp teeth grazing sensitive skin and sending a jolt of sensation straight to my pussy.

His clawed hands slid down to the waistband of my pants, curling into the fabric. With a quick jerk, he ripped the sturdy material, baring my bottom. I gasped, curling my fingers against the dirt floor. The creature nuzzled against the small of my back, dragging his rough tongue across my skin as he worked his way lower.

I trembled beneath the beast, torn between fear and dark, forbidden arousal. When his snout pressed between my thighs, inhaling deeply, I could not suppress a moan. The creature growled his approval.

Clawed hands gripped my thighs and jerked them apart. His long tongue swiped between my folds, the slightly abrasive texture making me moan helplessly. I raised my ass, seeking more of that intense sensation. The creature obliged, lapping at me hungrily, his thick saliva coating my folds.

“William, please...” I whimpered, unsure what I was begging for.

The creature's tongue swirled around my clit, the rough surface sending shockwaves of pleasure through my body. I writhed beneath him, my fingers scrabbling uselessly against the hard-packed earth as I tried to find purchase. His grip on my hips tightened, claws pricking my skin as he held me firmly in place.

Relentlessly, the beast lapped at my slick pussy. The obscene wet sounds of his feasting filled the underground passageway, mingling with my choked moans and whimpers. I could feel myself teetering on the edge, my body wound tight and desperate for release.

Just as I was about to come, the creature pulled back. I had only a moment to catch my breath before I felt his large, furred body cover my back. Something hard and hot pressed against my entrance, and my eyes flew open in realization.

“Wait!” I gasped out, trying to twist beneath the creature to face him. “William, don't—”

But my protest dissolved into a strangled cry as the beast surged forward, impaling me on his thick length in one brutal thrust. I arched against the ground, my inner muscles fluttering in alarm. The creature’s second pair of hands gripped my knees, raising my ass and spreading my thighs wide. He licked the back of my neck and began to thrust.

The large bulbous head of his cock stretched my pussy wide with every jerk of his hips. Pinned as I was, I could do nothing but take it. The wet, filthy sounds of my stuffed pussy filled the narrow corridor, even louder than the creature’s satisfied growls.

I moaned helplessly into the dirt floor as the creature pounded into me, his thrusts rough and relentless. His thick, inhuman cock stretched me to my limits, pain and pleasure blurring together until I could no longer tell them apart. Despite the roughness, or maybe because of it, my body felt lit up from the inside.

The creature's hands slid up my thighs, cradling my hips as he rutted into me savagely, pulling me back onto his cock. He was so thick. I sobbed at a particularly deep thrust, my pussy clenching in pleasure. It was too much. My inner walls fluttered around his cock, trying to keep him inside.

I could feel my orgasm building, my muscles winding tighter and tighter.

“Please,” I gasped, unsure what exactly I was begging for. More, harder, to stop, to never stop.

The beast snarled in response, his thrusts becoming even more frantic. He lowered his head to nuzzle my neck, his hot breath puffing against my skin. Sharp teeth grazed the back of my neck and I moaned. All I could focus on was the intense sensations - the aching stretch in my pussy, the heavy slide of his thick cock, the hot panting breath against my skin.

His thrusts grew erratic and I felt him swell even larger inside me. I gasped. A knot began to form at the base of his cock, and the pleasure edged closer to pain. I clawed at the ground, fruitlessly trying to crawl away. The beast’s claws dug into my hips to drag me back, forcing the growing bulge inside me over and over. Sweat covered my skin, as I struggled.

There was no escape, but I had never been so wet. My thighs were drenched in our combined arousal. Even as my mind screamed in alarm, my body craved more. I sobbed as the knot pushed hard against my entrance, spreading my pussy far beyond anything I had ever experienced before. With a final brutal thrust, his knot squeezed inside me, locking us together. The creature’s guttural roar echoed off the dirt walls, as he started to come. Heat flooded my stuffed pussy, pushing me over the edge despite the pain, and I came with a wordless scream.


Chapter Fifteen

I woke slowly, my entire body aching. For a moment, I was disoriented, blinking up at the rough dirt ceiling above me. Then the memories came rushing back - descending into the underground passageway, finding William mid-transformation, the chase, and then...

I sat up with a gasp, clutching the tattered remains of my blouse around me. I was still in the passageway, but a heavy blanket had been draped over my lower half. My ruined pants were gone.

“Easy,” a deep, familiar voice murmured from nearby. “You're safe now.”

I whipped my head around to see William sitting a few feet away, his back against the wall and a lantern at his side. He was fully human again, dressed in a loose shirt and pants, watching me with concern in his amber eyes. I stared at him.

“You…” I broke off, unsure what I wanted to say.

William's expression turned pained. “I'm so sorry, Christina. I never meant for you to see me like that. To...to hurt you.”

He looked away, his hands clenching into fists on his bent knees. I could see the self-loathing and guilt etched into every line of his face.

Slowly, I stood up on shaky legs, keeping the blanket wrapped tightly around my waist. My body ached in places I had never felt before, a reminder of the beast's--of William's--rough claiming. I took a tentative step toward him.

“You didn't hurt me,” I said softly.

William's head snapped up, his amber eyes searching mine intently. I licked my dry lips, trying to find the right words.

“I mean, yes, it was intense. Overwhelming. But I...I wanted it. I liked it,” I said.

Heat flared in William’s eyes. “You liked it,” he echoed.

I nodded, moving closer. William's eyes darkened, his nostrils flaring slightly as if he could scent my arousal even now. Slowly, he stood up, his large frame unfolding until he towered over me.

William reached out and gently cupped my face in his hands, his calloused thumb brushing over my cheekbone. He leaned down until our foreheads touched, his eyes slipping shut.

“I don't deserve you,” he murmured. “After what I did, what I am...”

“Shh,” I whispered, pressing my fingers to his lips. “You didn't hurt me.” I was beginning to think he was incapable in either form.

His eyes opened, amber depths swirling with emotion. “How can you be so sure? That monster...it's a part of me. A dangerous, uncontrollable part.”

I shook my head, sliding my hand around to cup the back of his neck. “But it is a part of you. And I...I care for all of you, William.”

His breath hitched, his hands tightening on my waist. “You do?”

I smiled. “I do.”

William's eyes searched mine, a mix of hope and disbelief shining in their amber depths. Slowly, so slowly, he lowered his head until his lips hovered just above mine. I could feel his breath fanning across my face, the heat of his body seeping into mine.

“Tell me to stop,” he whispered, his voice rough with restrained desire.

“Never.” I surged up on my toes and pressed my lips to his.


Epilogue

The soft hum of the furnace and the rhythmic ticking of the wall clock created a peaceful backdrop to my paperwork. It had been a quiet Tuesday. Nothing more concerning than a twisted ankle. Outside my window, snow was gently falling.

The ground was too warm for it to stick, but I could imagine it accumulating during the night. It would be bright tonight, the full moon glinting off a thin layer of snow. I glanced at the clock and closed out of my patient records.

I had already sent Sarah home for the evening, so there was only my coat on the hooks by the door. I went through the office turning off the remaining lights, before shrugging on my coat and stepping outside. Downtown was mostly deserted, only a few businesses with their lights still on. With Christmas just three days away, many people had left to visit family.

I locked the office door and walked to my car. It had been nearly three months since I first visited Ashcroft Estate. What had once felt cold and forbidding was beginning to feel more like home than my own small house in town. I unlocked my car and climbed behind the wheel. The drive to Ashcroft Estate was peaceful, the winding road quiet and empty. I reached up to push the button on the gate opener clipped to my visor and turned into the driveway. The full moon hung bright and heavy in the clear night sky, bathing everything in an ethereal silvery glow.

Anticipation made me too jittery to appreciate the beauty of the property. My only thought was of our plans for the evening. A romantic dinner and then…

It had taken me weeks to convince William to change inside the manor. He tried to argue that the beast was still dangerous, but his objections were weak. His beast had not been feral since our mating in the underground tunnel.

Neither one of us was sure why, but something about our relationship stabilized the creature. The frequent sex in both forms did not hurt. I smiled to myself as I parked in front of the manor. Holloway was already waiting by the time I climbed out of the car.

“Dr. Blackwell,” he said, smiling faintly. “You are late for dinner.”

My smile widened. “Is William still in the dining room?” I asked, climbing the front steps.

“He is,” Holloway confirmed. “The rest of the staff have already retired for the evening.” He gestured for me to step inside.

“Will you or Mr. Ashcroft be needing anything else tonight?”

I let him take my coat and satchel. “No, thank you. Go ahead and go to bed, Holloway.”

He nodded. “Very good. Have a pleasant evening.”

I paused and glanced back over my shoulder at him, raising an eyebrow at the almost teasing tone.

“We will,” I assured him.

I walked down the dim hallway toward the small dining room. My gaze found William the moment I stepped into the room. He stood by the fireplace, already shirtless. I looked him over appreciatively.

"You're late," he said, his deep voice already growing rough.

I drifted toward him. “Have you eaten?” I glanced down at the table where a single bowl of stew waited.

“Yes,” he said, moving closer.

I paused by my chair to reach down and grab a slice of crusty bread. I could feel the weight of William’s eyes on me as I dipped it in the stew and took a bite.

“Are you still hungry?” I asked coyly.

William cocked his head, eyeing me. “Ravenous.”

I hummed thoughtfully and lifted my bowl. I slowly ate, watching him watch me. His hands flexed at his sides, as his shoulders began to rise and fall faster.

“Are you still sure about this?” he growled.

I licked my spoon before setting it and my bowl back on the table. “Yes.”

“The staff wing is on the other side of the house. They will not be able to hear you.”

I licked my lips. “I’m sure, William.”

He gave me a decisive nod. “Stand back.”

I only had time to take a couple steps before he clutched his ribs and an agonized scream ripped its way out of his throat. The change happened quickly. Dark fur sprouted all over his body, his torso lengthened, and a pair of limbs erupted from his sides.

He fell to his knees and writhed as his arms and legs broke and reformed into a new shape, and his spine rose into a ridge down his back. In less than thirty seconds, the change was complete.

The creature opened and closed his jaws and gave a full body shake. Then his eyes fastened on me. The deep growl that rumbled in his chest sounded more like a purr, as he prowled toward me.

Even with as many discussions as we had about it, seeing the creature free in the manor was jarring. I backed up slowly as the creature stalked toward me, his glowing amber eyes locked on mine. My heart pounded in anticipation, a shiver running down my spine that had nothing to do with fear. I kept moving until my back hit the dining room wall.

The creature bared his teeth in a playful snarl as he hunched close to the ground. He closed the remaining distance between us in a single bound. His large, furred body caged me in, his clawed hands braced on either side of my head. He lowered his muzzle to my neck and inhaled deeply, a rumbling growl of satisfaction vibrating through his chest.

“Yes,” I sighed, tilting my head to give him better access.

The creature's rough tongue laved at my throat. I shivered at the sensation, my hands coming up to fist the thick fur on his chest. He was so large, his muscular body radiating heat that seeped through my clothes and into my skin. His sharp teeth grazed my throat, not hard enough to break the surface but enough to send a thrill of mixed fear and arousal through me.

His second pair of clawed hands slid down the wall to grip my waist, his touch surprisingly gentle despite the deadly claws pressed against me. I could feel the barely leashed power thrumming through his massive body as he pressed me into the wall with his bulk.

With a quick jerk, he ripped my blouse open, sending buttons flying. The creature's amber eyes glowed with hunger as he took in my lace-covered breasts heaving with each breath. He let out a deep, approving rumble and nuzzled into my cleavage, taking a deep breath of my scent.

“More,” I gasped.

The creature wasted no time in tearing away my bra. He cupped my small breasts, the rough pads of his thumbs brushing over my nipples. I arched into his touch with a moan, my head falling back against the wall. A hot, wet tongue lapped at first one breast and then the other, saliva slowly dripping down my chest.

I immediately wanted more of his mouth. I reached down to unbutton my pants, but the creature growled and gently batted my hands away. He hooked his claws into the fabric and ripped, shredding the material like tissue paper. Cool air hit my heated flesh as he tossed the ruined clothes aside.

In nothing but soaked panties, I squirmed against the wall as the creature's glowing amber eyes raked over my nearly bare body. He bared his teeth and took a step back. I blinked in confusion.

“William?”

He turned his head to look at the door and then back at me.

“Oh,” I breathed.

I pushed away from the wall and took a wobbly step toward the doorway. The beast matched it. I grew steadier with each step until I paused in the doorway and looked back over my shoulder.

The beast stood with his shoulders hunched, watching my every move. Ready to pounce. My lips twitched into a smile. I tore off down the hallway.

The creature's heavy footfalls echoed behind me as I raced down the dimly lit corridor. I could hear his excited panting growing closer with each passing second. I swung around the end of the staircase railing and bolted up the steps.

I took the stairs two at a time, my heart pounding with adrenaline and anticipation. Halfway up the staircase, a large hand gripped my ankle and I dropped to one knee, catching myself with my hands. I kicked back with my other foot and felt a jolt at the ferocious growl from behind me.

The creature's grip tightened and he yanked me down a few steps. I gasped as he flipped me onto my back and loomed over me, his hot breath fanning across my bare belly. He slowly curled a hand over the waistband of my panties and jerked.

My entire body jolted as the thin fabric ripped. I pulled my knees up and kicked with both feet. The beast did not move an inch. He bared his teeth at me before snatching my ankles with his upper arms and spreading my legs wide.

I bucked my hips, but all it did was put my pussy closer to his face. His second pair of hands stroked up my thighs, his claws almost ticklish. I gasped when two thick thumbs spread my pussy and he ducked his head to taste.

My hands flew to his head, fingers curling into his fur as I frantically jerked my hips. His long, hot tongue wasted no time licking into me. Flicking and curling inside my tight heat.

I arched as he pulled back to lap at every inch of flesh between my thighs. From my throbbing clit to my twitching back entrance. I cried out, gripping him so tightly it was probably painful, but it only made him rumble louder.

His grip on my thighs tightened, holding me open as he feasted. I writhed on the stairs, moaning and begging. Reaching for the peak I could feel coming.

“Please,” I whined, thighs trembling in his unbreakable grip.

The creature growled, the vibrations making me choke on a cry. His textured tongue lapped at my clit over and over. My thighs shook as the pleasure built until every breath left me as an overwhelmed sob. My body wound tighter until the tension finally snapped.

I gasped his name, squeezing my eyes closed as my vision went white behind my eyelids. I was still coming when his tongue was suddenly gone and I sensed him over me. His cock thrust into my clenching pussy and I screamed.

Hands gripped my knees and wrists and I could do nothing but scream in pleasure, as one orgasm rolled into another. He pinned me in place as he jerked his hips wildly, chasing his pleasure with animalistic passion.

I gasped for breath, unable to think. When the creature’s mating knot began to swell, he continued thrusting. The bulge popping in and out of me with wet, filthy sounds. Leaving my thighs and ass soaked with our combined arousal.

The creature's knot continued to swell, stretching me wider with each thrust until it finally locked us together. He let out a guttural roar as he started to come, hot pulses flooding my already overstimulated pussy. The sensation pushed me over the edge, my inner muscles clamping down so hard they ached.

The beast partially collapsed on top of me, his massive body pinning me to the stairs. I panted for breath, my body still trembling with aftershocks. He nuzzled into my neck, his rough tongue lapping at my sweat-slicked skin. I stroked my fingers through the fur on the back of his neck a handful of times before my arm flopped down to my side in exhaustion.

For several minutes, I was too overwhelmed to feel anything but lingering pleasure. But eventually, I became aware of the stair that was digging into my back. I shifted. The movement made my inner muscles clench, and I felt more liquid heat spill into me as the creature rumbled in pleasure.

A muscular arm settled around my waist and another cradled my head close to his body before he rose and started up the stairs. Even with his secure grip, every step gently rocked his knot inside me. By the time we reached the top of the stairs, I was moaning and wiggling my hips. A full body shiver went through him and his cock jerked again.

“William,” I gasped, burying my face in his dense fur.

He suddenly rose onto his back legs and pressed me between his body and the wall. He held me tightly as he chased his pleasure, carrying me along with him. I came two more times before his knot finally shrank enough to slip out. A mess of saliva and our combined come flooded out of me to splash on the floor. I shuddered and went limp.

…

I woke slowly the next morning, my body pleasantly sore. Warm sunlight streamed through a gap in the heavy curtains, falling across the bed. I blinked drowsily, taking in my surroundings. We were in William's bedroom, tangled together in the massive four-poster bed.

I stretched languidly, feeling William's arm tighten around my waist. He nuzzled into my hair, inhaling deeply.

"Good morning," he rumbled, his voice still rough with sleep.

I turned in his arms to face him, smiling as I took in his sleep-softened face. He returned my smile.

"Good morning," I said, reaching up to trace my fingers along his stubbled jaw.

William caught my hand and pressed a kiss to my palm. His amber eyes were warm as they roamed over my face.

"I love you," he said softly.

I blinked in surprise. “What?”

His eyes crinkled in amusement. “I love you, Christina Blackwood,” he said before sobering. “I think I have since the moment we met.”

I stared at him.

“You don’t have to say it back,” he said gently. “I just wanted you to know—”

“Me, too,” I interrupted.

William's eyes widened, his lips parting in surprise. "You do?”

I nodded, smiling softly. "I do. I love all of you. The man and the beast."

William's eyes glittered as he cupped my face in his large hands. He leaned in and kissed me softly.

“And the beast loves you, too.”
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