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  Chapter 1

  
  




Winston’s mouth dropped open in horror. Bianca ignored him, scooting further into the hollow beneath the fallen trees that had fit them so much better when they were younger. She settled across from him, her knees in her lightweight cotton riding habit pressing against his. Her friend had shot up like a weed a few years ago, and now his tall, lanky frame was the main reason they were outgrowing their childhood hideout.

Still ignoring Winston’s scowl, only somewhat hidden by the dark blond curls that tumbled over his forehead and blue eyes, she pulled a napkin of stolen honey almond biscuits from her pocket and unwrapped them, offering him one.

“Bribes won’t work,” he grumbled. “It’s gone too far.”

Bianca glared at him, daring him to say another word, to say that her clandestine pugilism lessons needed to end. He’d said it enough times over the past six years that she knew exactly what was coming.

Rather than squirming under her glare like he used to, Winston leaned forward, his frown both earnest and regretful. “This one’s worse than the last,” he said, his eyes perusing her face where a puffy, purplish bruise graced her cheekbone and partially obscured her right eye.

“It was an accident.” Bianca shrugged. “Any fighter has to be prepared to take a few hits. I’m not hurt, nor am I frightened to be hurt in the future.”

“But you’re not a fighter,” Winston protested. “You’re a young lady, and if I’m to have any hope of being a man of honor, I can’t raise a fist against you anymore. I—”

“Should have stopped years ago, I know,” Bianca sighed. “You’ve told me. A hundred times.”

After a brief silence, Winston said, “What tale did you spin this time?”

“No need. Papa is still in town, and the servants all generously pretend not to know what I get up to. Nurse tutted over me a bit, but she looks the other way even better than everyone else.” Bianca’s smile was a little crooked because of her puffy eye, but it was genuine. She loved Nurse, who had been the nearest thing she’d had to a mother for most of her life.

Relaxing slightly, she took a bite of one biscuit and offered the other to Winston again. He sighed and took it, studying it broodingly for a moment before swallowing the whole thing in two bites. 

Bianca couldn’t help remembering the first time they’d had this same conversation. She’d been nine; Winston had been just starting his proper lessons with his new tutor at age twelve. One of his lessons had been pugilism, and he’d promised to teach her everything he learned, but he’d accidentally given her a black eye during their first practice and refused to teach her more. She had needed to lie to Papa about that one. She’d claimed that her horse Diamond had spooked and run, and she’d hit her face on a branch. To her dismay, Papa had insisted a groom accompany her on her rides.

She glanced out of the tree cave toward where Harry stood with the horses. Who knew that the groom her father had assigned to her was a former bare-knuckle boxer and prizefighter? He’d agreed to give them both lessons in the interest of saving their friendship after he overheard Bianca threatening to never speak to Winston again if he went back on his promise. It had been six years, and Bianca secretly thought that they were probably both good enough to go a round with any prizefighter in England. And Harry had become more a friend and teacher than a servant by now.

“Has your father written to say when he’ll arrive home?”

“Three weeks. They hoped to hold the wedding before the end of the Season and all their potential guests left town.”

“Late May is cutting it close. Mother and I weren’t the only ones who left at the end of April.”

Bianca shrugged. “I guess that was the soonest she could be ready. My new stepmother.” She said the word with trepidation, testing it, tasting it to see if it would be bitter or sweet. When she was younger, she often wished for a mother, a warm, loving figure to fill the void left by the one she could barely remember. She had wished for siblings, too—younger brothers and sisters to fill Eston Hall and provide playmates for those rainy days when she couldn’t ride out to meet Winston in the woods. Now, though, she was fifteen, and she no longer needed a playmate. She would be grown and married and moved away before any child born to her stepmother would even be old enough for the schoolroom. And she had a houseful—two houses, if she counted Winston’s family at Pinehurst—of people willing to love her. She didn’t much see the need for a stepmother anymore. Of course, Papa was not terribly old—nearing fifty wasn’t nearing death—and he was well within his rights to want a wife and a male heir for the Viscount of Eston title.

Bianca could feel Winston’s gaze on her, but he remained silent. They’d discussed all of this when she’d received her father’s first letter informing her that he was courting. In all the years he’d gone to town for the sitting of Parliament, this was the first he’d participated in all the social events of the London Season. It had taken a full week of conversations with eminently rational Winston for Bianca to come to terms with it. Thankfully, Papa’s first letter had arrived on the heels of Winston’s own return from town after spending a fortnight there with his parents. She might have combusted from the confusion of feelings without her friend to talk them through. It had been such a shock that she had barely complained about being left behind and missing out on the sights of London—again.

“Did he tell you any more about her?” Winston asked finally.

Bianca shrugged. “Her name is Malorie Franklin. She’s seven-and-twenty and remarkably pretty.”

“Then why hasn’t she married yet? If she’s pretty, you would think someone would have taken her off the market after her first Season or two.”

“He didn’t say, but it’s probably something about her fortune, isn’t it? Papa would never care about that, but others might.”

Winston nodded. He studied her for a minute, his brow furrowing. “Bee? What else did he say?”

Bianca sighed, wishing her friend couldn’t read her so easily. “Nothing, really, only that he thinks she’ll be just what we need to prepare me for my entrance into society.” A tremor of nerves rippled through her stomach. With her coming out not expected for another three years, she had planned to go on as she was and only start worrying about pleasing the ton when the time got closer. Her father and her new stepmother, however, might have other ideas. Somehow she knew that even if she adored this Malorie Franklin—she’d be Malorie Snow by then—her life was about to change in uncomfortable ways.

Winston made a noncommittal but supportive noise. Before he could comment, however, Harry appeared at the entrance of their little hideout.

“Time to be riding back, Miss Snow. You promised to devote some of the afternoon to history, remember.”

Bee sighed and dragged herself out of the cave with Winston on her heels. Nurse wasn’t a strict schoolmistress by any means, but Bianca would much rather spend her days riding and boxing than studying. She liked reading well enough on rainy days, but the May weather was too beautiful to waste.

“I’ll bring you a new spell tomorrow,” Winston offered.

“A good one?”

“Naturally.”

She rewarded him with a bright smile. He grinned. She joined Harry and Diamond at the stump that served as a mounting block. Once she was in the saddle, the other two mounted. She and Harry turned toward home with a final wave to Winston, who rode off in the other direction toward Pinehurst.

Eston Hall was a large, whimsical stone house that had begun existence over a century ago at half the size and had been expanded over the years by throwing out a wing here and a garret there. It sat in the middle of a large park with fields, forest, and a large pond perfect for boating. The Viscounts of Eston had lived there for the last three generations. Their neighbors, the Earls of Rowland, had built Pinehurst even earlier, and while the current earl—Winston’s father—jovially teased Bianca’s father about settling a little close for comfort, nobody actually minded the proximity. The forest that stretched between the houses gave plenty of privacy, and it had provided endless hours of exploration and amusement for Bianca and Winston, who had been inseparable from the moment they’d been allowed to run loose on the estates. Despite the approach of adulthood, no one had tried to curtail their adventures, as long as Harry rode along to ensure Bee’s safety.




***




Fortunately, Bianca’s black eye had returned to normal by the time her father returned home with his new bride. She didn’t ride out to meet Winston on the day they were due to arrive, wanting to stay close to home so that she’d be ready and waiting as soon as the carriage rolled up the drive. She was always eager to see Papa after he’d been gone for three months to London, but there was an extra anticipation and apprehension that had her fidgeting in her seat while a maid pinned up her hair. What would her stepmother see when she looked at her? Bee studied herself in the mirror. Hair so dark it was nearly black and so straight it would barely hold a curl, and dark brown eyes to match. Pale skin that refused to gain a golden glow no matter how much she was out in the sun, but at least it didn’t freckle. Pink cheeks and rosy lips completed the picture. Her day dress was dark blue and simple, not the latest style but tidy and neatly pressed. At a glance, no one would guess that she’d sported a purplish-green trophy from a sparring match only a week ago, or that she shirked her lessons as often as she could get away with it, or that she made a game of stealing sweets from the kitchen. Bee smiled at her reflection. This was exactly the first impression she was aiming for.

It was another two hours before the carriage rolled up in front of the house, and Bianca spent the time pacing the drawing room. The book she was supposed to be reading—a tedious biography of Charlemagne—lay untouched on the side table alongside a tepid cup of tea. At the sight of the familiar carriage, she hurried to the entrance hall, where she was joined by Nurse and Mrs. Portman, the housekeeper, and a lineup of servants. Nerves fluttered through Bee’s chest as Hawke, the butler, opened the door, and two figures entered the hall. The woman clinging to Papa’s arm was tallish and lovely: glossy chestnut curls, primrose cheeks, amber eyes. Her lips were red and full, and she was smiling nervously. Her dress was the color of fresh peaches, and it made her glow in the light from the windows. Bee tried to reconcile this fine lady with her long-held daydream of a mother and couldn’t. Somehow the knowledge that her new stepmother was only twelve years her senior hadn’t quite settled in until they stood face to face. They were practically of an age to be sisters. So she gaped, speechless, as the last lingering hope she’d unknowingly held of having a real mother and a mother’s love winked out of existence.

Then Papa stepped forward and said Bee’s name, breaking her from her thoughts, and she ran to him, flinging herself into his arms. He swept her up and spun her around, laughing.

“I missed you, Papa,” she said softly, so that only he could hear.

“I missed you, too, my little snowflake.” His dark eyes sparkled, and he kissed her cheek. Setting her feet on the floor, he turned to the woman who waited hesitantly a few steps behind. “Bianca, I want you to meet Malorie Snow, Lady Eston.”

Bianca swept her best curtsy and met Malorie’s shy smile with one of her own. “Welcome, my lady. We’re so glad you’re here.” It might not be the complete truth, but Bee would try to make it so, for her father’s sake. The new viscountess might not be the mother she’d subconsciously hoped for, but she decided she could make do with a sister. She’d never had one of those either, and perhaps she’d like that just as well.

Malorie’s smile widened slightly, and she curtsied as well. “I’m delighted to meet you, Bianca. Your father talks about you a great deal.”

Bee shot Papa a sidelong glance, hoping he hadn’t described all her childhood scrapes. She’d gotten into countless, but those were best not spoken of.

“Only the good things, love,” Papa murmured with a wink.

Bee relaxed, until she caught the slight lift of Malorie’s eyebrows. She stifled a sigh. Papa’s comment would only serve to suggest that there were not so good things to tell as well. There went her positive first impression.

Bianca stepped back as Papa introduced Malorie to Mrs. Portman and the rest of the staff then led her up the stairs to the room adjoining his that had been prepared for her. Once they had left the entrance hall, Bee’s shoulders slumped, and she hurried up the back stairs to her own room to change into a riding habit. Winston wouldn’t be waiting for her, but she needed a good gallop across the park to clear her head.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Malorie stood by the window in her room and took a deep breath. Her trunk had just been delivered, and Lord Eston had left her to freshen up after the long drive. But instead of finding a gown for dinner, Malorie gazed out at the green countryside. So this was her new home. It fully satisfied her expectations—in many ways, exceeded them. It was a large, comfortable house in a fine park. There were enough servants that she wouldn’t have to lift a finger if she didn’t want to, and those that she’d met so far had seemed eager to please.

It was just strange, this drastic life change. Did every new bride go through feelings like these? Yesterday she’d been merely Miss Franklin, on the frightening verge of becoming a spinster, living in a modest townhouse near Mayfair. Today she was Lady Eston, a viscountess.

The changes in her life weren’t bad in any respect. She’d always dreamed of finding a wealthy husband, ideally a titled one, and she’d succeeded. And despite Lord Eston being nearly twice her age—he’d admitted to turning eight-and-forty last fall—he was still a very handsome man. The sprinkling of silver in his dark hair lent an air of distinction to his rather dashing good looks. In truth, she’d felt light enough to float away when he’d first asked her for a dance. He’d been kind and courteous and alluringly interested in her.

Being married to this man would be no hardship.

Suddenly having a daughter, on the other hand, would take getting used to, particularly one who wasn’t so very much younger than herself. The girl had looked at her with wide, dark eyes so like her father’s, and her gaze had been bright and curious. She would be no insipid miss. Lord Eston had assured his daughter that he’d only told the good things, and she wondered now what stories he hadn’t shared.

Motion out the window caught her eye, and Malorie saw the young woman on a gray mare, cantering along a path through the fields, trailed by a groom on a dark bay. Her hair had come loose from its earlier pins and flew out behind her, and she raised her hatless head to the sun. It was a charmingly rustic picture, but it cemented Malorie’s guess that the girl was a hoyden. Lord Eston surely knew this; he had been careful not to frighten his new bride away.

Well. Malorie didn’t know how to rein in the wild girl, but she’d find a way. And she’d have to do it soon, if they were to have any hope of presenting the young lady in town in a few years. Bianca’s behavior reflected on Malorie, now that she was Lady Eston, as well as her father.




***




Bianca was dressed, breakfasted, and doing her lessons in the schoolroom by the time the new Lady Eston emerged from her rooms the next morning. Bee knew that town hours were different than country hours—Winston had told her when he’d first gone to London with his parents several years ago that all the adults stayed up half the night and slept in sometimes until noon—but Papa had never struggled to adjust back to rising early. Perhaps it was harder when it was one’s first time. Malorie seemed like the type of person who had lived in cities for most of her life.

A short while later, her stepmother stopped by the schoolroom with Mrs. Portman. The housekeeper had been showing her around the house, reintroducing her to the staff and getting her acquainted with the running of Eston Hall. Bianca and Nurse had both been introduced yesterday, but Bee watched Nurse’s reintroduction curiously over the treatise on mathematics she was supposed to be studying. Of course, Bee had known that Nurse had a name, but she’d been calling her Nurse for so long that it felt strange to hear the dear woman introduced as Sylvia Smith.

“You’re the nurse?” Malorie was saying with a frown, as if she’d missed that fact on their first introduction. After the long drive from town and the overwhelm of a whirlwind wedding and move to the country, she could probably be pardoned for not catching every detail upon her arrival at her new home.

“Been with the family since Miss Snow was born, milady.” Nurse bobbed another small curtsy.

“Where is her governess?”

“No governess, milady. I’ve been overseeing Miss Snow’s education.” Bee noticed a hint of pink in Nurse’s cheeks.

A crease formed between Malorie’s brows. “I see. And what has she learned?”

“She has a solid grasp of mathematics and literature, milady, as well as history, and she excels at geography.”

“What about accomplishments?”

“Milady?”

“Have you taught her music?”

“No, milady. Nor dancing. I never learned those myself.”

“Hmm. Magic?”

Nurse shook her head.

“The modern languages?”

“No, milady.”

“Drawing?”

“We tried that, milady, without much success.”

Bianca, listening, cringed. Their experiment with drawing had gone abysmally. She could admit to herself that she had absolutely no aptitude for art, but that didn’t mean she liked her deficiencies listed out so comprehensively.

“Has she been taught anything about running a household?”

“Yes, milady,” Mrs. Portman spoke up. “She’s been learning everything I could teach her for years.”

“Good. But what about planning and hosting a ball or a house party?”

“No, milady.”

Bee blinked from behind her book. Were those things expected? Her father often invited neighboring families over for dinner while he was home, but their table never sat more than eight, though it could fit more. Bee had no experience even attending larger events, let alone hosting them, and she barely had a wide enough acquaintance for the few social engagements they had.

Malorie pursed her lips and tutted. “This situation won’t do. I must engage a proper governess at once. My lord ought to have engaged one years ago. Bianca will have to work extra hard, or she’ll be behind all the other young ladies in accomplishments when she comes out.”

Bianca stared at her, aghast. Even Mrs. Portman looked surprised.

“That seems drastic, milady. Surely no harm has been done by the delay.”

“Lady Petersham’s daughters are only eight, and they’ve been taking lessons in magic and music for the past six months.” Malorie cast her gaze over Bianca, who quickly lowered her eyes to her book. “Hiring a governess will be my first priority. When she comes, Miss Smith, your services will no longer be required until our family increases.”

Bee scowled at the pages in front of her, barely seeing the words. Nurse would be dismissed as soon as the new governess took up residence, unless Malorie was expecting a baby. While Bianca had given up on wishing for younger siblings, she suddenly hoped for a baby so that Nurse could stay. She didn’t need a nurse any longer, and she liked the idea of having proper magic lessons from a governess rather than second-hand instruction from Winston. But while Malorie might see Nurse as staff, to Bianca, she was family.




***




“She’s sending Nurse away and hiring a governess.”

Winston looked up as Bianca swung herself down from her saddle. He could see at a glance how upset she was. Bee had always been one for big emotions that showed in every line of her body.

He finished feeding Grayling the last chunk of carrot then wiped his hands on his breeches, crossing to Bee as Harry took Diamond’s reins from her. She looked about ready to start swinging her fists if only a suitable target presented itself, but Winston could see the deeper hurt, so he risked injury by pulling her into a hug. They used to comfort each other like this after many a childhood scrape, but they hadn’t so much in recent years. Bee had decided, once she’d learned to take out her feelings through boxing, that she had no further need of cuddles or comfort. She probably had no idea that Winston had stopped for an entirely different reason. He liked the feel of his best friend in his arms far too much to risk the delightful torment often.

But she needed a hug now, and he felt justified in his choice as she leaned into him and laid her head against his collarbone with a soft sigh. He rested his cheek against her hair, smelling soap and summer sun on the raven-dark strands.

“I know Nurse gave you the only mothering you’ve ever known, but she’s not the only person who loves you, Bee.”

She straightened and pulled back, leaving Winston wishing he hadn’t broken the moment. Bee was blinking hard as if fending off tears, and he wanted to pull her back into his arms. But she shook her head and said lightly, teasing, “Of course not. I’m the most popular person in the parish and the darling of two estates. Even your parents like me best.”

Winston chuckled, loving her bravado as much as her vulnerability. “Naturally, they do.” 

She sighed heavily, the lightness falling. “I’m going to miss her.”

“Of course you will. If it helps, you got to keep her longer than I did. Remember, Nanny was replaced by Mr. Turbot when I was twelve.”

“The reprieve only means that now I’ll have to catch up on years of the most awful lessons.” Bee stormed away from him across the clearing, all her agitation returning. “It’s just not fair that Malorie can come in and take over and immediately wreck my life.”

“That’s maybe a bit dramatic.” Though it wasn’t surprising that Bee felt that way. Her stepmother had been with them for less than a full day, and she was already making changes. Winston shoved his hands into his pockets. “She is your father’s wife, and we expected her to prepare you for your introduction to society.”

She rounded on him, pointing a finger for emphasis. “You should have heard her, Winston. She expects me to learn music and drawing and dancing and languages and hostessing and… and…” She threw her hands up. “I am apparently less accomplished than an eight-year-old.” She crossed her arms and glowered. 

One corner of Winston’s mouth twitched up. Even her petulance was adorable. “I highly doubt that.” He leaned against the trunk of a nearby tree. “You’re well-read, you can do magic nearly as well as I can, and you know more about geography than anyone I’ve ever met.”

Bee rolled her eyes, obviously in no mood to be mollified.

Winston tried again. “The rest is mostly frippery, to impress the ton. All the young ladies learn these things and show them off during their Seasons.”

“If you think for one moment, Winston Elliot Graham, that I care a jot for dancing at balls or drinking tea in stuffy drawing rooms with self-important strangers, then you’re an idiot.”

The grin he’d been suppressing stretched wide across his face. He used to hate when she was annoyed enough at him to bring out his full name, but now he just loved her fierceness. “But you do want to go to London.”

Bee sighed. “I do.”

It had been a sore point for years that her father left her behind when he went to town for Parliament. She’d been told that she’d be miserably bored in town and that she was much better off in the country with Diamond and the woods and gardens. This may have been true, but it didn’t stop Winston from feeling guilty every year when his mother took him along for a few weeks.

“I just want to see it all. Westminster and St. Paul’s, the Tower, the Exchange, Elgin’s Marbles…”

“And the only way they’ll take you for a Season when you’re eighteen is if they think you’re ready for the Marriage Mart.” He cringed at the final two words, but controlled his expression quickly. There was nothing he hated more than the idea of Bianca being on the market. But this conversation wasn’t about what he wanted. “So the best way to get what you want is…” He gestured for her to finish the sentence.

Bee scowled and said nothing.

“To study hard and learn whatever your governess teaches you,” he finished for her.

“But I don’t want to get married. From what I can see, a husband would want me to stay at home and raise children, and I’d never get to see anything of the world. My life would be just as limited, only in a different house.”

I wouldn’t. Winston gulped back the words that would give away his true feelings. She wasn’t ready to hear them. He said, carefully, “The right husband would do everything in his power to make your dreams come true, Bee. But I’m not suggesting you have to accept any suitors. I’m simply saying that to get your wish of seeing London, you need to—”

“Do what Malorie wants me to,” she sighed.

He gave her a sympathetic smile. “Some of your lessons might be fun—you might find you enjoy music or dancing, and you already like magic. And learning French and Italian would set you up well for a Grand Tour someday.”

Bee’s expression softened. He knew he’d scored a point. She didn’t just want to see London; she wanted to see everything, everywhere.

“And,” Winston added, stepping toward her and reaching out to touch her crossed arms, gently coaxing them out of their knot so that he could take her hands, “when you have your Season, I’ll come to town and show you all my favorite places.”

“But you’ll be at Oxford still, won’t you?”

“If I am, I’ll ride to London every weekend for the entire term.”

“Promise?”

To claim her time for himself to the exclusion of other men? “With all my heart.” He squeezed her hands gently before letting go.

Bianca dropped her gaze from his, a small frown still creasing her brow. He could see her coming to terms with the situation, accepting that she’d have to learn what she could from whatever governess her new stepmother hired because, for now, their goals aligned. The tension hadn’t left her shoulders, however.

Winston reached out and tapped a finger against the back of her wrist. “Want to hit something?”

“So badly.”

He grinned. This was why he kept sparring with her even when he knew he shouldn’t. He’d do anything to ease her irritation and bring her smile back. “For my personal safety, it’s probably best if you work out your frustration on a target that isn’t my face. What do you think, Harry?” He raised his voice to call the last question over his shoulder.

“Right you are, Master Graham.” Harry grinned as he pulled an old shawl from his saddlebag and wrapped it around his hand to serve as Bianca’s target. He’d been doing this since her very first boxing lessons so she could learn the skills without either of the two friends injuring each other.

Winston looked on as they took their places.

“Hands up, Miss Snow,” Harry coached. “Always protect yourself.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Malorie was as good as her word. Within a month, Nurse was packing to leave, and the new governess was expected to arrive any day. Malorie welcomed the new governess in the drawing room alone. If Bee had still been a child of ten, she would have hung over the banister in hopes of glimpsing the woman. Instead, she walked the gardens behind the house, trying to be patient through her growing apprehension. She couldn’t help wondering what dreadful things Malorie was saying as the conference seemed to stretch on for hours.

Not that her stepmother disliked her, or at least, she didn’t think so. But the new viscountess definitely disapproved. Each night at dinner, she corrected Bee’s posture, how she held her spoon, the size of the bites she took, how long to chew and swallow before speaking, whether to speak at the table at all. Suddenly the time Bee had loved most—the time she’d always shared with her father—was turning into the activity she most wished to avoid.

Dinner wasn’t the only time Malorie was critical. Bee was allowed to go riding, but never alone, and only at a sedate walk, a trot at most. She was used to having Harry along, of course, and they relaxed the rules as soon as they were out of sight of the house. She loved cantering across the back fields. Malorie insisted that Bee not leave the house without a bonnet—protection from the sun in good weather, protection from rain in wet. Bee only fought the command once. Lady Eston declared that if Bianca would not wear a bonnet, she would not set foot out of doors, and wearing the dratted hat was better than being cooped up inside.

Now Bee tugged on the bonnet strings tied snuggly under her chin but not hard enough to release the bow. She needed to look like a presentable young lady when she met the new governess if she was to make any sort of decent first impression.

“Bianca, dear,” Malorie’s musical voice said from behind her. “Come and meet Miss Hilton.”

Bianca slowly turned, her heart seeming to beat in her throat. Her stepmother and the governess glided toward her along the garden path, barely seeming to notice the flame-colored rose bushes they passed. She curtsied. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Hilton.” She risked a glance at the woman who came to a halt beside Malorie.

Miss Hilton was older than Papa but younger than Nurse. She was trim and small, with a stiff spine and a prim expression. Her gray hair was in a simple knot at the nape of her neck, and her gray eyes evaluated Bee with cool intelligence.

“She’s not the worst case I’ve handled.” Miss Hilton addressed Malorie as if Bee weren’t standing there. “We’ll find her potential, I’m certain.”

“Good.” Malorie looked ready to dust her hands of the situation. “Lessons will begin tomorrow morning after breakfast. Bianca, please show Miss Hilton to her room.”

Bee gave Malorie a pleading look. Her stepmother raised an eyebrow. Bee pasted on a gracious smile and led the governess into the house and up the stairs to the schoolroom. She paused just inside the doorway. A table stood along one wall, set with two chairs, and the spinet from the back parlor had been moved to rest against another wall. Two bedrooms opened off of the former nursery: Bee’s on one side and Nurse’s—now Miss Hilton’s—on the other. Bee’s door was closed, but the other bedroom stood open and empty. There was a bed, a desk, a washstand, and a wardrobe, of course, but the hand-stitched quilt that usually lay over Nurse’s bed was gone, and the miniatures of Nurse’s parents that had sat on the desk were gone as well. It was just a room. It bore no sign that a grandmotherly woman had lived there for fifteen years.

The next morning, Miss Hilton met Bianca in the schoolroom just as a maid brought up a breakfast tray with enough food for the two of them to share.

“I thought we could begin over breakfast by discussing what you’ve learned.”

“Didn’t my stepmother tell you?” Bee had not intended to be rude, but in her surprise at the unexpected question, the words blurted out.

“She did,” Miss Hilton said in her prim manner, taking a seat at the table and pouring tea, “but I would like to hear from your perspective as well.”

They had soon settled that Bee knew nothing about music or dancing or any language other than English.

“And what about drawing? Painting?”

“Horrendous,” Bee admitted bluntly. “I have no aptitude for art at all.”

“Hmm,” considered Miss Hilton. “We’ll try a few beginner lessons and see how we do.”

Miss Hilton seemed to approve of Bianca’s grasp of history and literature. “I was afraid I’d find a young lady who read nothing but gothic novels.”

Bee shrugged. “I only have access to what’s in the shop in town or what Papa brings home for me from London. I prefer reading travels and journals, anyway.”

This led to a discussion of geography, which was by far Bianca’s favorite subject. She was slightly behind in mathematics, and she had learned no natural science at all. 

“And what of magic?”

Bee brightened. Here was another area in which she excelled. “I’ve learned quite a lot of the basics, plus a few advanced spells.”

“Could you demonstrate, please?”

Bee obliged by lighting and snuffing the nearest candle with a murmured spell-word. Then she froze the dregs of tepid tea in her cup and melted it again. Finally, she levitated the book she’d been reading—the recently published narrative of the exploration across America by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, which Papa had bought for her in town—so that it floated a few inches off the table before lowering back down with a soft thud.

Miss Hilton studied her for a moment. “Surprising. And very well done. Am I to assume you have learned no illusions?”

Bee frowned. “No. Should I have?”

A slight smile curved up the governess’s lips. “Ladies are taught primarily illusions, Miss Snow, once they progress beyond candle lighting and the like. Who have you been learning from?”

“Winston,” she said. At Miss Hilton’s raised brows, she blushed. “Winston Graham, the son of Lord Rowland of Pinehurst. He’s been teaching me magic ever since he began his own lessons.”

“And how long has that been?”

“Six years.”

“I see.” She shook her head. “Well, a child teaching a child is not how I would have wished to begin your education in such a finicky subject, but I cannot deny that you have excellent control. We will skip over the basics, then, and proceed with illusions.”

After several dozen more questions, Miss Hilton glanced at the clock. “It looks like we have our work cut out for us. The morning is half gone, but we will work on mathematics until lunch. Afterward, we will have your first music lesson.”

The thought of mathematics until lunch was enough to make Bee’s heart sink in horror, and the actual practice of it did not improve her opinion. She’d hoped that the music lesson would involve the spinet, but instead
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