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  Chapter One


Darkness, broken by the familiar image of a glowing white gown that hugs the figure of an unknown woman. Her face is never betrayed, though something in her form strikes a particular chord. 
The woman glides toward a large awning adorned with white roses. Waiting for her beneath the roses is a tall male figure also dressed in white. The man’s face is always empty, save for a faint smile. As the woman approaches him, he reaches for her hands. Suddenly, he yanks her toward him, and though the woman wriggles to free herself, the two figures blend into one. A voice from the darkness says, “‘Til death do us part.” Blood drips over the roses, and the woman’s gown turns red. A scream echoes through the void as the figures shrink into the blackness, a pale-blue door locking them away.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hestia Rosewood sat up in bed, gasping for air. The same dream again. As her breathing returned to its natural rhythm and her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could just make out the shadows of her bedchamber. The aroma of an English summer night blew in through the open window, and she could hear the subtle sound of crickets chirping. Pulling back the bedsheets, Hestia flung her legs over the side of the bed and tossed her blonde locks behind her shoulders. She sighed as her feet sought the grounding comfort of the cool wooden floor. Even in her short fifteen years, Hestia was no stranger to the occasional nightmare. However, in recent months, this dream had recurred several times, each time taking on a new aspect. This night had her especially perplexed as this was the first time she had heard a voice. 
Shaking her head, Hestia noticed a dryness in her throat. She tiptoed toward her bedchamber door and slowly pulled it open, taking care to ensure it did not creak. Though unaccustomed to fetching her own water, Hestia was confident that she could do so without waking the entire manor. 
Hestia crossed the threshold into the expansive hallway of Deston Manor. One of the most impressive spectacles in all of Deston, England, the manor had been the birthplace of at least four generations of Rosewood nobility. While, in the light of day, it boasted stunning sconces, the finest artwork, and grand, yet comfortable amenities, Hestia could never shake the foreboding and claustrophobic nature it took on at night. And this night was no different. 
As Hestia peered around her, she could scarcely see beyond her nose. Her uncle, August Rosewood, was the present earl of the Rosewood family and had a proclivity for privacy. Despite ongoing warnings around the dangers of stale manor air, August never once allowed the servants to so much as crack an exterior window. In fact, nearly every one was covered by a set of ugly, heavy brown curtains. They blocked out all light, all air, and, in Hestia’s opinion, all happiness. 
As Hestia shuffled toward the kitchen, she wondered if this was what it felt like to be entombed; you see nothing in front of or behind you, yet you can only move so far. The feeling of being trapped always struck Hestia on the nights she had that dream. It was one of the reasons she enjoyed time in the manor’s garden and had begun sleeping with her window open when the weather would permit. She refused to allow her uncle’s paranoia to prevent her from tasting the freedom she desperately craved. Even now, her attempt to fetch a glass of water felt as freeing as if she ran toward the manor doors and flung them open, running out into the night. 
Just before Hestia reached the threshold of the kitchen, she heard an indistinct noise and turned to find the soft light of a candle floating toward her from the foyer. 
“Lady Rosewood?” a soft voice inquired through the candlelight. 
As Hestia’s eyes adjusted, she finally made out a slim figure and two shining eyes set in a fair, worn face. “Adella?” Hestia said. 
“Yes, ma’am,” Adella responded nervously, placing a lock of her unkempt black hair behind her ear. “W-what are you doing out of bed?”
“I was just grabbing a glass of water. What are you doing out of bed? Did Uncle send you to fetch something?”
August employed an unusually lean staff to manage Deston Manor. There was Jessamine, Hestia’s handmaiden and head housemaid, Hiram, the cook, and Adella. Adella was, to Hestia’s understanding, hired as a housemaid but one that August kept an intensely watchful eye over. Instead of allowing her to sleep with Jessamine in the servants’ quarters that was just off of the kitchen, he made her sleep in a chamber directly across from his. She was barely permitted to even breathe in Hestia’s presence, so it was surprising to see her on this night freely wandering about the manor.
“Oh, well, I, uh . . . I was having some trouble sleeping,” Adella replied. “We should probably get you back to your room before Lord Rosewood finds you.”
Hestia opened her mouth to protest, but as soon as the two turned back around toward the chamber hallway, Hestia’s eyes caught a dim glow emanating from August’s study at the end of the hall. “Uncle is awake. I could swear those lamps were not lit before.” 
Adella gripped Hestia’s shoulder tightly. “All the more reason for us to get you back to bed. Come along now.” Adella rushed the girl back down the hall and into her chamber. 
“My water, Adella?” Hestia inquired once she was settled between her sheets.
“Ah, yes, ma’am,” Adella said shakily. She crept toward Hestia’s door and disappeared behind it. 
Moments later, the housemaid returned with a glass of water as Hestia settled herself back in for the night. “There you are,” Adella said, handing her the glass. “I should really take my leave now, Lady Rosewood. Good night.”
“Adella, have you ever had a recurring dream?” Hestia asked, using this unique opportunity to speak to someone other than her handmaiden about what was troubling her.
“Pardon?”
“What do you think it means when a dream comes to you again and again, revealing more of itself each time but also always leaving you with more questions than answers?” 
Adella was silent for a moment, looking Hestia up and down with a face full of curiosity and a hint of concern. “Well, I really don’t know,” she finally replied. “Perhaps your mind is trying to tell you something that you need to know, but it can’t tell you all at once.”
“Why not?”
“Our minds have many tremendous abilities, one of which is the ability to protect us. Perhaps your mind cannot tell you everything at once because the pain of the truth may hurt you. Or worse.” 
The air of Hestia’s bedchamber hung thick as Adella’s last words rattled inside Hestia’s mind. 
As if recognizing Hestia’s internal strife, Adella suddenly reached out and clutched the young woman’s hand. “Lady Rosewood, you should know that—” The words caught in her throat. Shaking her head, she pivoted. “Your uncle intends to hire a new governess for you.” 
“Oh?” Hestia had not had a governess for nearly five years. Her long-running governess, Ms. Turner, resigned upon the girl’s tenth birthday. She assumed, as most would, that Hestia would now either prepare to enter society and become a wife or further her education with August. However, August did not possess the time or patience to provide Hestia with any lessons himself, nor did he appear keen on introducing her to anything or anyone beyond the walls of Deston Manor. It was surprising that he would be willing to pay for a governess now and could find one willing to teach a girl as old as Hestia. 
“I know that your history with governesses has been a bit . . . rocky,” Adella said. 
Hestia snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.” Despite Hestia’s interest in education, she never possessed the proper spirit for the gentler subjects a lady was meant to be taught. She often desired to push beyond those boundaries, much to her governess’ chagrin. Hestia could still recall Ms. Turner’s parting words to her uncle: “That girl shall never make a proper bride until that wild spirit of hers is tempered.” It was a statement that filled Hestia with a secret pride to this day. 
“But I would suggest you listen to this new one,” Adella said. “She may teach you more than you expect.” Adella tightly gripped the girl’s hands. 
Hestia, in shock at this sudden act of intimacy, silently nodded. 
“Good,” Adella said, loosening her hands. “Well, I suppose we all should be back to bed now.” With that, the housemaid turned and headed for the door. 
As Hestia turned over, she heard Adella’s voice once more. “Lady Rosewood?”
“Yes, Adella?”
“I am sorry if your recurring dream brings you distress.”
“It’s quite alright, Adella. I will be fine.”
Adella flashed Hestia a small smile and closed the door to her chamber behind her, leaving Hestia in the darkness once again. 
“I know you will,” the housemaid whispered as she leaned against the door. No more than a few seconds after she moved to return to her quarters, a cold hand fell upon her shoulder.
“Adella,” a deep voice said. “Please come to my study.”






  
  Chapter Two


The next morning, Hestia stood in her bedchamber wearing nothing but a shift and rubbed a washcloth along her forearms, divulging Adella’s report about the new governess to her handmaiden. Jessamine was a short, plump older woman who had raised Hestia from her toddler years. Ever efficient, she had already fixed Hestia’s bedsheets, pulled out her dress, and changed her water once before the young woman had even finished cleaning the left half of her body. 
“And you said you heard this from Adella?” Jessamine questioned, standing by as Hestia hiked up her shift to wash her legs. 
“Yes.” 
“I just hope Lord Rosewood doesn’t catch wind of you two speaking.” Jessamine spent much time with Adella during the day and knew of August’s reluctance to allow her to be near Hestia. The reason for this was lost even on her; but ever the faithful servant, she made every effort to ensure this was upheld when and where she was present.
“He’ll never find out if nobody tells him.” Hestia shot Jessamine a knowing look. As much as she loved Jessamine, she could never quite understand the handmaiden’s staunch loyalty to her uncle. She was always the first one to defend him, reminding Hestia that he is the one “caring for her” and “ensuring her success in life.” Never mind the fact that he kept her confined to the manor twenty-four seven, with little outside influence, save for her daily trips to the garden.
“Hestia!” Jessamine exclaimed. “Now, I know you are not telling me to lie to Lord Rosewood.” 
“Of course not, Jessamine,” Hestia replied. “I am only asking you to pretend as if you did not hear my story.” The girl interlaced both hands and tucked them under her chin, batting her lashes at the handmaiden. 
Jessamine looked at the girl for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Oh, alright.” As much as Jessamine valued August’s employment, she valued her relationship with Hestia just a little bit more. 
“Thank you, Jessamine!” 
The handmaiden set Hestia’s washbowl aside and handed her a dry towel. 
“Well, that wasn’t all that happened last night, Jessamine. I also had that dream again. And this time, there was a woman’s voice. She sounded so . . . scared. It was horrible.”
“I’ve told you those books you read are putting fantastic things into your head,” Jessamine replied as she grabbed Hestia’s petticoats. “A lady your age really should be reading gentler things.”
Books were one of Hestia’s few reprieves from the isolated life August had cultivated for her. Her uncle possessed a large wooden bookcase in his study that was half covered by a thick damask sheet. He permitted her to sample any uncovered works as she wished, which, over the years, she eagerly devoured. “Jessamine, I read those stories because they are so fantastic. They excite me far more than all of this.” Hestia waved her hand about the chamber, dropping her towel.
“Now, you best not let Lord Rosewood hear you speaking in such a way,” Jessamine said, leaning down to grab the towel. “He’s done a—”
“Great sacrifice raising you for all of these years,” both women spoke the line verbatim. 
“I know, Jessamine,” Hestia said. “I just wish that his sacrifice did not limit me so much.”  
As Jessamine gathered the first layer of Hestia’s clothing, they heard a light rapping at the door.
“Oh, I wonder who that could—” 
Before Jessamine finished her thought, Hestia had pulled on one of her morning robes and raced to the door. “Yes?” she said as she swung the door open.
A young man, not much older than she, looked up at Hestia with gray eyes. He was dressed in slacks and an undershirt, both covered in what appeared to be dirt. His dark blond locks lay a bit disheveled on his head. His freckled cheeks turned pink as he noticed Hestia’s presence. “My apologies, my lady. I was l-looking for Lord Rosewood, and she p-pointed at this door.” The boy gestured behind him. 
Hestia saw Adella mutely standing by. She nodded in the girl’s direction before disappearing down the hall. Hestia’s eyes followed her until she was out of sight, brows furrowed.
“I apologize, ma’am,” the young man repeated. “I certainly did not expect to address the lady of the house.”
Hestia beamed at being referred to in such a way. “That’s quite alright, Mr.—” 
“Miller, ma’am. Ezekiel Miller.” Ezekiel bowed.
“We have a gardener by the name of Miller. Are you a relation?”
“Yes, ma’am. He is my father.” 
Ambrose Miller had worked as the Rosewood’s gardener since before Hestia was born. He was a kind man but a noted recluse, never venturing far beyond the garden or his own cottage. Hestia had eavesdropped on enough of her uncle’s conversations to hear rumors that he’d once been married, until he discovered that his wife had an affair and threw her out. The last Hestia heard was that she had passed away, but the girl never would have thought that mess had bore a child.
“Oh, I did not know that Mr. Miller had a son,” Hestia said.
“Yes, well, before my mother, before she passed, she sent me back to live with my father. So, I am here now and ready to help him. That’s actually why I came inside the manor. I was waiting outside while my father speaks with Lord Rosewood, but I remembered that we have to go into town to pick up supplies from a merchant who’s closing soon. I came in to fetch him, but I seem to have gotten lost.”
“Well, why don’t I help you out then,” Jessamine intervened, pushing past Hestia at the chamber doorway. “I suspect they’re in the study just down the hall.” Jessamine wrapped an arm around Ezekiel’s shoulder and turned him around.
“I take many walks through the garden, so I do look forward to seeing you again, Ezekiel,” Hestia said just as Jessamine began ushering him away. 
Ezekiel paused mid-step, causing Jessamine to falter in her stride, and faced Hestia once more. “It would be an honor, ma’am,” Ezekiel noted with another quick bow.
“You may call me—” The words caught in Hestia’s throat as she noticed a large figure approaching Jessamine and Ezekiel from behind. 
“What is the meaning of this?” August’s booming voice caused both Jessamine and Ezekiel to jump. They spun to face the lord of the manor. August was a tall, lean man. He dressed in all black, and his graying hair, while well-groomed, always appeared a bit greasy. The dull, pallid skin of his face held a few wrinkles to betray his age. A striking feature of his, however, were his eyes. Such piercing eyes, the color of rolling smog. They could nearly burn a hole straight through one’s soul. And at this moment, those two daggers settled directly on Hestia.
“Lord,” Jessamine said with a bow. “My apologies. I thought you would be in your study.” 
“I was,” August stated matter-of-factly before breaking eye contact with Hestia and looking Ezekiel up and down. “You must be Ambrose’s son. He has told me all about you. Seems your mother never shared that she was with child during her unfortunate separation from your father.” 
“Yes, sir,” Ezekiel said, cheeks turning red again. 
Hestia saw the corner of August’s mouth twitch, as if fighting the urge to grin at Ezekiel’s discomfort. 
“I am here now because my mother is not with us anymore. It was either this or the workhouse.” 
“Well, I have given your father permission to allow you on the grounds. But mark me, boy . . .” August leaned closer to Ezekiel. “You take one step out of line, and the workhouse will be calling for you and your father both.” 
“Yes, sir,” Ezekiel said, a slight shiver in his voice. 
August continued to dig his eyes into Ezekiel’s for several seconds before looking back to Jessamine. “Jessamine, take the boy to fetch his father from my study. Then, return and ensure that my niece finishes dressing.” August glanced at Hestia with obvious annoyance. 
“Yes, Lord Rosewood,” Jessamine said, hurrying Ezekiel down the hall. 
“Uncle,” Hestia began. “I—”
“Hestia, you live under my roof, do you not?”
“Yes, Uncle.”
“And while under my roof, you are to behave in the manner befitting a noble lady.”
“Uncle, Ezekiel was just—”
“Hestia, your conduct reflects the very essence of Deston Manor. For you to be conversing so casually with a young member of the opposite sex in no more than a dressing gown . . . If I had been entertaining a guest, an act such as that would have besmirched our name.”
“With all due respect, Uncle,” Hestia retorted. “I hardly think it is more becoming of a lady of the house to ignore a knock at her door.”
August’s gaze softened. He reached out and cradled Hestia’s chin with his thumb and forefinger. “So much of your mother I see in you.” 
Hestia froze as she felt his icy fingers caress her delicate skin. 
August’s eyes darkened before blinking back to their natural state, his hand dropping from Hestia’s face to his side. “You still have far to go before you are fit to bear the moniker of a lady of the house, my dear niece. A first step in that process will be to learn how to follow directions. When Jessamine returns, she will finish getting you dressed. Have her bring you to my study once you are decent. We have something to discuss.”
Twenty minutes later, powdered, hair brushed, and tied into her corset and petticoats, Hestia exited her chamber and made her way down the hall. The walls of Deston Manor bore portraits of all descendants of the noble Rosewood family. As she passed the stern visage of her grandfather, Thaddeus Rosewood, Hestia imagined what the man had been like. He, like her mother and father, had died before her memory could serve her, leaving only August and herself to carry on the Rosewood bloodline. She rarely dared to gaze at his portrait for fear that those eyes would draw her into an inescapable madness. 
The final portrait before her uncle’s study depicted the softer visages of a man and a woman. The
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