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      “How could you ask this of me?”

      “Tessa, please…” Priscilla begged, clasping Tessa’s hand, her eyes pleading.

      Tessa looked to their mother, though she would be of no help. “Am I to spend my life as her companion? What about…”

      Her mother drew herself up, lips pinched, her cherry red curls tightly tamed into a difficult knot on the top of her head. Not a strand out of place. That was her mother’s pride, her mantra. The reason Tessa would never succeed on the marriage mart. Because Tessa was nothing if not out of place in their perfect world.

      Tessa swallowed. “Am I to have no future of my own, then?”

      “This is the best option for you,” her mother said. “I have two other girls with debuts. You’re six and twenty. Too old to continue to waste effort on, not when there are so many other obstacles to conquer with your person.”

      It stung. It always did. The constant critiques about her body, her speech, her hair, the fit of her dresses.

      Priscilla touched her cheek and turned Tessa’s focus back to her.

      Priscilla was perfect in every way. Slender, her hair closer to blonde than red like their father’s, her eyes a lovely crystalline blue, her nose small, her lips soft pink, and not a single freckle. She could dance and sing like an angel. She had timely regular courses foretelling a bountiful future as a mother.

      “You wouldn’t be my companion. You are my sister, and you’ve taught me everything I know,” Priscilla pleaded. “This is your chance to get away and live your own life.” She cut a quick glance toward their mother. “Be free of her,” she whispered.

      Tessa swallowed. “But…”

      “Please. I need you more now than ever. Star Frost is so far away. I will miss you too much.”

      “You’ll be married with your own husband.”

      “But I won’t have you. You’re my sister. You’re my best friend.”

      Tears pricked her eyes. Tessa didn’t want them to fall, not when her cheeks, nose, and eyes would turn red. Over Priscilla’s shoulder, their father stood looking out the window, his back to them. He never intervened. He never took Tessa’s side. She was alone if not for Priscilla.

      Did she really want to stay? She would never have to face a season again. She’d never have to face her mother again, but nor did she want to be a spinster, destined to watch Priscilla claim all her dreams for herself.

      “It will be an adventure,” Priscilla pushed. “We’ll leave directly after the wedding. We’ll finally get to go on a ship!”

      Tessa closed her eyes. Her sister’s excitement about her upcoming nuptials was a nauseating tune that never ceased. Her dewy-faced fiancé was as sweet as sherry and richer than Croesus, which made up for his lack of title. Mother had derided her daughter marrying a merchant’s son up until the plentiful gifts began to arrive. Gold, silver, diamond-encrusted combs.

      Only then was he good enough for the gem of their family. Never mind they’d yet to meet any of his, and he was going to remove Priscilla to a remote island off the coast of Cornwall.

      Tessa didn’t want to let her only ally go, but was she willing to give up everything she knew to join her?

      It appeared so.

      Tessa nodded. One tight dip of her chin. Priscilla enveloped her in a perfumed hug. The delicate scent of jasmine filling her nose. Through Tessa’s blurred vision, Priscilla smiled at her, gripping Tessa’s shoulders, though her voice seemed so far away.

      “We’ll have so much fun. If you’re not happy, I’m not happy. I promise we shall both be happy.”

      Tessa pinched her eyes closed. She wanted her own happiness, her own adventure, her own life. But she was made wrong. A girl, for starters, and not an heir. A woman whose courses were untimely and too light. The family doctor deemed her not likely to conceive. She was not the ideal shape or the perfect coloring. Her red hair was too bright—garish, her mother said—, her eyes too pale, grayer than the vibrant blue like Priscilla and their father. An utter failure of a child.

      At least on Star Frost, she’d never disappoint her mother again. She may as well be dead.

      

      One month later…

      It was already mid-day, and the wedding feast was hardly complete, but already their trunks were being loaded onto the carriage.

      Tessa clenched her fists, her heart pounding, her palms sweaty. She was leaving, too, not that anyone around her knew or cared. They showered Priscilla with rice and flowers as she was led by her gallant new husband down the front steps. Everyone cheered. Tessa tried to push to the front in her heavy brocade dress. She was crushed against a side table, tipping a vase of flowers and water spilling down the back of her gown. She stopped fighting the mob of people and fought tears. Priscilla’s wedding day had been a glorious success. At least there was that, but for Tessa, it had been a day of utter madness. Fetch this, get that, stay out of the way. Don’t look so solemn, Tessa.

      She couldn’t help it. Her joy for her sister’s nuptials had turned to ash in her stomach when Priscilla had begged her to go with her. While she may have been a mite jealous to see her younger sister marry, she’d never begrudge sweet Priscilla her joy, but today felt more like an execution for Tessa. Leaving her whole world behind to watch Priscilla live a life Tessa never could.

      A whip cracked, the cheers rising. Tessa hopped to see over the guests’ heads as the open carriage, beribboned and draped in flowers, rolled away with young Mr. De Alejandro tossing coins into the air.

      All her breath left her. The vice around her heart eased and her head grew light.

      They were leaving without her?

      She should be miffed. She was once again forgotten. A cast-off thought.

      But all Tessa felt was relief. Though half her clothing was stored on the following carriage.

      Tessa smiled as she leaned back against the table, the crowd easing as they meandered back to the food tables.

      Her lady’s maid stepped before her. “Miss? You’ve not yet changed?”

      “Was I supposed to?”

      “You can’t go in that gown.”

      Tessa pushed away from the table. The vase rolled off the ledge and shattered on the floor, bringing everyone’s attention to her. Her mother glared.

      Tessa shrugged and turned away from the onlookers. The maid hastily followed, gasping at the drenched back of Tessa’s dress.

      “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.”

      “Miss, we must hurry. You have to follow your sister.”

      “Do I? She didn’t appear to miss me. After all, she forgot me.”

      “No, no, you’re to go separately. Your mother didn’t want you to—”

      Tessa stopped on the landing. Familiar anger filling her chest. “Let me guess, ruin Priscilla’s departure?”

      “Well, she thought it odd if you joined the bridal couple on their farewell.”

      Tessa trudged on to her room, her soaked gown dragging on the carpet. “So, I’m still going?”

      “Of course, did you change your mind?”

      Tessa rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t aware my feelings mattered. Why should my choice?”

      Clair struggled for a reply, making odd noises. “But we must go!”

      Her throat tightened, but Tessa bit her cheek and carried on. Honestly, she didn’t know what to do or say. She’d gone unheard most of her life. Why bother? She was adrift in the current of her sister’s life.

      Clair tugged at the back of her dress, sliding the dress down her body and motioning for Tessa to step into a plain brown traveling gown. Tessa clenched her fists as Clair buttoned the back and then bent to help her out of her slippers and into traveling boots.

      “Aren’t you afraid?” Tessa asked. “To leave everything you know? Your home?”

      Clair stood and sighed. “This is the way life is. A lady’s maid follows her mistress.”

      Tessa swallowed, guilt turning her stomach. “You don’t have to come. Your whole life shouldn’t have to change because of me…”

      Clair jerked in response. “But… I’ll lose my position.”

      “There are more positions, aren’t there? Right here in London.”

      “It isn’t that easy.”

      “I’ll write you a reference. You’re lovely with hair, sweet, and so smart. Anyone would be lucky to have you.”

      “But you don’t want me?”

      “I don’t want you to have to come with me to a strange place just because I am. I don’t even want to go.”

      Clair took her hand, buttoning the two buttons at her wrist. “It is rather terrifying, isn’t it? I’ve heard so many things.”

      “You don’t have to go. I’ll write a letter for you right now.”

      Clair shook her head. “Who will take care of you? Who will make sure you find a measure of happiness if not me?”

      Tears pooled in Tessa’s eyes. “Think of yourself, not me.”

      Clair met her gaze and held it. “Someone has to think of you. You don’t speak for yourself. You don’t challenge them.”

      Tessa let out a sob. “Please, Clair. If you come, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      Clair stiffened. “If I don’t go, you’ll be completely alone, and I will never forgive myself.”

      “I’ll have my sister.”

      “Pfft, she’s sweet but entirely selfish. She will be too busy with her new husband. Smitten they are. They will have a baby in no time at all. We’ll be two wicked spinsters and we’ll make that island our own kingdom. I’ve heard it’s different there. The rules are different, the class lines softer.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we’ll be able to have a bit of fun. I promise. Things are going to be different for you and I.”

      Tessa was still chilled to the bone, frightened of leaving the only life she knew, but Clair marched her out to the waiting coach and soon they were away from the house. No goodbyes. Her parents hadn’t even noticed. But something odd did occur. The weight in her chest eased, as if every turn of the wheel peeled away the dark cloud that had followed her all day.

      Tessa had never been to the docks. The smell hit her square in the face as the groom opened the door.

      “Come, my lady.” Clair tugged her by the hand. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone.” With her dark-brown hair coiled tightly in a bun and her fierce, brown-eyed glare, Clair was more like a strict school mistress than a lady’s maid at the moment.

      But Tessa couldn’t look away. The smell of rotting fish swam in the air. The calls of gulls filled her ears, along with shouts, swearing, and the bustle of people working. A dog barked in the distance, and atop a post, a large bird sat with a fish tail hanging out of its large beak. Tessa had never seen anything like it. With a pull of its throat, it swallowed the fish, a large pouch under its beak stretching.

      “My word,” Tessa whispered.

      A small blur ran out from between two crates and Tessa, and the bird saw it at the same time. Tessa blinked, focusing on the small creature, stunned to see a cat so tiny and fluffy, as dark as a shadow, confidently stalking toward the massive bird.

      “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Clair asked.

      “Do birds eat kittens?”

      “I… I beg your pardon?”

      Tessa rushed toward the kitten at the same time the bird spread its wings, then swooped down.

      Tessa closed her eyes, her hand scooping up weightless fluff. There was a loud snap and a rush of air near her hand. She was afraid to look. Did she still have a hand? Clair screamed behind her.

      Tessa opened one eye. In her hand, the kitten glared at her. The bird squawked in indignation, hopping toward her. The kitten turned its attention to the bird and hissed.

      “Enough of that,” Tessa scolded. “That thing will swallow you whole. You’re not more than fur and bone as it is!” Tessa tucked the kitten close to her chest.

      “Put it down, Miss. These dock cats have vermin, surely.”

      Tessa and the kitten locked eyes. Her throat tightened. He was hungry, so hungry he’d take on a beast many times his size. He must be alone, without a mother who cared.

      “I’ll feed you. Come with me.”

      “What are you doing?” Clair said in alarm as Tessa tucked the kitten inside her jacket. The little creature began to purr. “You can’t take it on the ship. They will never let you.”

      “They won’t know. We won’t tell them, won’t we?”

      Clair blinked and chewed her lip. “Very well.”

      Somehow, the little body against her breast, helpless and in need of care, made Tessa feel better about this journey, about the unknown she was about to face.
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      In their cabin, Clair unpacked their belongings into a narrow chest of drawers. Beside her bed was a cot for Clair. The cabin was rather nice, though she didn’t know what to expect given she’d never before set foot on a ship.

      A steward brought a tray of tea and informed them that they would be setting sail at dusk.

      “I wonder what Priscilla is doing?” Tessa asked.

      Clair blushed. “Shall I see if she is available to guests?”

      “Is that all I am now?” Tessa poured a little saucer of cream for the kitten.

      “She’s newly married. She’s likely distracted by her husband.”

      “And none too concerned about the sister she all but forced into companionship.”

      Clair sat beside her. “What shall we name the little lad?”

      “Is it a boy?” Tessa wondered.

      Clair picked up the kitten and turned it over. It hissed and growled, cream clinging to its whiskers.

      “He is a he, for certain.” Clair set him back down, and he went back to lapping hungrily. “He needs a bath. I see insects crawling in his fur.

      “Then a bath he shall have, and we must think of a name.”

      “How about Colin?” Clair asked.

      Tessa wrinkled her nose. “Too plain. He’s brave. He needs a brave name.”

      “Shadow?”

      “Too obvious.”

      Tessa ran her fingers over his back, and he arched and purred. “He’s so brave, to the point of recklessness. I think I’ll call him… Knight.”

      “Hmm. Fitting, and he is as dark as a moonless night.”

      Tessa smiled. “What are your thoughts, Mr. Knight?”

      He looked up at her and licked his lips.

      “My little Knight.”

      He purred as she rubbed his little domed head between the ears. With him to care for, Tessa didn’t feel so desperately alone. At a knock, Tessa tucked him against her chest as Clair opened the door.

      The steward returned. “Mrs. De Alejandro is resting,” he said. Tessa blinked in confusion, then it snapped into place. Priscilla was no longer Miss Priscilla George. She was a wife to a man Tessa scarcely knew.

      “And her husband?”

      “He is on deck.”

      “Thank you,” Tessa said as the steward withdrew. Tessa tugged on her pelisse.

      “What are you doing?” Clair asked.

      “I’m going to speak to my new relative.”

      “Is that wise?”

      Tessa looked back at Clair. “Stay here with Knight.”

      “You cannot walk around this ship unescorted. I’ve made him a nice bed in your bonnet case and look, he’s sleepy. What trouble could he find alone in here?”

      “Very well, come if you insist.”

      “I do,” Clair pressed. “We’re not in familiar territory here. You must be careful as an unwed woman.”

      Tessa scoffed. “Why? I’m officially a spinster. No one has any use for me. And soon I’ll be the awkward maiden aunt.”

      “You won’t be awkward.”

      “I’m always awkward, just as my mother says.”

      “Thankfully, she isn’t here.”

      Tessa looked at Clair with surprise. They both broke out in giggles.

      The steward showed them to the stairs leading toward the deck, where fresh sea breeze called invitingly, and a gust of moist salty air caressed her cheeks with vigor as Tessa reached the deck. They were moving. When had that begun? The deck bustled with life, calls back and forth, the groan of rigging and snap of sails. Tessa took it all in with awe and at last it did start to feel like she was embarking on an adventure. She imagined herself terrified to leave her comfortable surroundings, her routines, her safeguards, but here she was, thrust into a new world, perhaps a better one?

      “There,” Clair pointed.

      Yes, there he was, her new brother. Not a bad-looking fellow. He was charming, but not obnoxiously or falsely so. He had plain brown hair, fine blue eyes, and nose and ears that fit his head nicely.

      He turned toward them as they approached, his face blanking with surprise before he covered it with a smile. The man he was speaking to turned away and disappeared into the chaotic current of people moving about the ship.

      “Miss George, I hope your accommodations are to your liking?”

      “Yes, Mr. De Alejandro.”

      “Please, call me Jean Luc. We are officially family. Is there anything you need?”

      “No, I inquired after my sister, and she is resting?”

      He nodded, his cheeks flagging with color. “The excitement of the morning left her exhausted.”

      “I see. How long will the voyage take?”

      “We’re not meant to dock until midday after tomorrow. We could go faster, but I don’t want you both to get seasick, so we’ll take our time getting to the island.”

      “Does Star Frost have a large harbor?” Tessa asked out of curiosity. She wondered if the island was as truly as elusive as legend said or if there was much more to discover there, perhaps a thriving coastal city like Bath?

      “Yes, but we anchor outside our own private cove. We’ll take the dinghy to the beach and a cart to the house.”

      Tessa tried to picture it. She simply couldn’t. “A private cove, what does that mean?”

      He blinked, quick as lightning, but Tessa saw it.

      How odd.

      “It’s private and safe.”

      Safe… was there danger?

      “What is your home like?” Tessa asked, studying him carefully now.

      “The usual, I suppose. A manor house, not terribly fancy, but efficient. We have a full staff who’ve traveled with us. We only came to Star Frost six years ago.”

      “Where did you live before then?”

      “Well, I was away at school mostly, but my mother and father lived in France.”

      “Oh,” Tessa bit her lip, recalling that Priscilla had mentioned his mother had died. That must be why his father moved. But why Star Frost? “And what brought your household to Star Frost?” Tessa asked.

      “As you’ll soon see, we are a rather unconventional lot. Sea-faring folk. France was my mother’s home, but never my father’s. He never had a home. Star Frost suits most of us because it is a collection of ideals and locations all in one spot. No one can feel out of place on Star Frost. It is familiar and yet different.”

      “Different how?”

      “It is freer.”

      “Oh.” Tessa didn’t know what to make of that. She supposed she’d have to see for herself. But there was something mystifying about the way her new brother-in-law spoke of his home.

      Tessa grew aware of the sensation of being watched. She glanced over her shoulder, but no one stared. Every person was busy doing something, and yet the feeling remained.

      “I beg your pardon, Tessa. May I call you Tessa?”

      “Of course,” Tessa said absently. A cheer went up, and then from a crowd of men, a man flew up, hanging by a single rope from his hand. He had long, light-brown hair that whipped behind him as he confidently, and rather arrogantly, swung his legs up onto the high beam of the mast.

      “Bloody showman,” Jean Luc said. “I’ll see you at dinner, Tessa.”

      Tessa nodded, still watching the man strut across the rigging, tugging on ropes, making knots in others, as if he hadn’t a fear in the world, as if he could fly just as easily as he could fall. Her stomach fluttered with excitement.

      “Miss George, I beg your leave—” Clair turned and sprinted back down the stairs to their cabin. Tessa barely registered her departure, her gaze riveted.

      He was… daringly handsome. Unlike any man she’d seen before. Wild. A man who would never fit into her stodgy world of tight laces, tighter hair, and small meals that wouldn’t satisfy a kitten.

      “Who is that?” she wondered aloud. He called down to someone, and his hair blew free of his face. He had a teasing smile, a fine straight nose, and facial hair outside the norm of polite society. His mustache was trimmed with a small patch under full lips and a short beard that emphasized the squareness of his jawline. And in that moment, his eyes lifted toward her. She wanted to know the color of his eyes, but he was too far away. Green? Brown? Blue? Not blue, she hoped. She’d begun to disdain the color since her mother prized blue eyes and never failed to remind Tessa that her own were so lacking. She was too far away to really tell. He was not looking directly at her. She was probably invisible to him, like she was to most men. Tessa tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The wind pulled at her, cutting through her pelisse. She was not cold. She wished she could remove her heavy layers and feel the breeze tug at her, pull her into this new life, this new adventure, as Clair claimed.

      There it was again, that feeling. She was being watched. Tessa didn’t try to look this time, instead she kept her gaze on the ocean. Slate blue water carried on endlessly. Tessa reached her fingers into her hair and pulled free pins. Her hair collapsed around her shoulders, then the wind took it, swirling it everywhere at once. Tessa giggled to herself. Someone watched her. Dare she hope it was the wild man?
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      Cristian de Alejandro, a bastard through and through, raised by the unforgiving nuns of the Convent of Saint Dorothea, stared down and marveled at the beautiful and luscious nymph that had boarded his ship. Well, not his ship, but his father’s ship. Not really his father, just a man with a heart bigger than all the oceans. But one day it would be his. He was Captain. He was going to have a fleet of ships at his fingertips.

      The day Marco de Alejandro plucked him from the ham-fisted clutches of those mercenary nuns was the day Cristian was truly born. He rarely thought of those days, but this woman, the sister of his brother’s new wife, brought back memories, vivid pictures in his mind’s eye of the statue that graced the foyer of Mother Maria’s private office. A statue of the holy Mother Mary. With her full lips, round face, and the red scarf over her head that fell like hair.

      That woman made him feel like a boy. Not repentant as he’d scrubbed every crease and crevice of that statue, but mischievous and intent not only to sin again, but more creatively. In this woman’s face, he saw the same sadness that Mother Mary carried, and Cristian wanted to wipe it away. Why was she sad? Her face had transformed when she looked out into the open water, lifting her face into the breeze. He knew that look. He often wore it himself. It was bliss. Was she like him? Did land and its flat-packed roads make her feel trapped? Was she escaping something? Jean Luc had called her a spinster. His new wife was very attached to her elder sister and begged her to come along. Had she nothing to tie her to life in London?

      He would find out.

      And he would put an end to whatever made this woman sad. She was scrumptious. Her skin was white as marble, her hair red and vibrant as fire. Her lips pink, like she’d been kissed thoroughly.

      “Not yet, but soon,” Cristian promised. He would know the taste of those lips, the softness of her hair, and the curves of her body. He’d banish the sadness from her eyes forever. There was very little else to do on Star Frost. Seducing a spinster would be quite enjoyable for both of them and a pleasant way to pass the time until the next cargo needed to be moved. He stroked his beard. What would she think of a man like him?

      Jean Luc easily fit among the upper class, but Cristian looked exactly as he was, an outlier, a man who had no family name. Most of the time, it didn’t bother him. In fact, it worked to his advantage when dealing with his crew. He spoke well enough, but he didn’t fit in any precise box. That’s why he was the captain of the ship and Jean Luc was the son who went to school, the son who went to parties and spoke with confidence and culture in a French accent women fawned over. Jean Luc was the show piece and Cristian, the draft horse.

      Cristian wiped his sweaty hands on his pants.

      “Captain!” his first mate called from the deck.

      “Aye, Caspian.”

      “You’ve a message.”

      Cristian frowned down at his first mate. “Now you tell me?”

      He took hold of a rope and swung down, briefly glancing toward his fiery-headed woman, but she had not seen. She was no longer on the deck.

      Caspian came to his side and pressed a folded note to his chest. “It bears his seal. No doubt a warning.”

      Cristian sighed heavily. He knew it’d be a risk, venturing into a crowded London harbor, but he was hoping he could hide in plain sight.

      “We’ll have to take a longer way home in case we’re followed. Court the coast until Cornwall. It will add two extra days, but Jean Luc won’t mind. We’ve enough supplies.”

      “Captain Marco won’t be pleased.”

      “I’ll deal with my father. He doesn’t need to know. Fabian is my enemy, not his.”

      Caspian nodded and returned to his duties. Cristian opened the note.

      Thief.

      How dramatically succinct of Fabian—or one of his men. If Fabian had been in the same port, he’d be on Cristian’s tail now. It must have been someone else, someone who would have to send word to Fabian before acting.

      Fabian’s need to control every aspect of his business dealings is what made him so slow. But slow could be deadly. Cristian wouldn’t take risks with his brother’s wife and her sister on board. Cristian knocked on Jean Luc’s cabin door. The second-best cabin on the ship.

      “Jean Luc, a word,” he said, giving his brother fair warning.

      After a moment of rustling clothing, Jean Luc cracked the door.

      Cristian smiled, “My deepest apologies. I’ve got a good wind and thought I might take the longer way to Star Frost to avoid a storm. We’ll be on the water for two extra days.”

      Jean Luc frowned. “What kind of storm?”

      “A possibly sticky storm.”

      Jean Luc sighed. “You’re certain it’s under control?”

      “Always. That’s why I’m captain of the fleet, and you went to school like a good little boy.”

      Jean Luc curled his lip and closed the door.

      Cristian chuckled as he turned away. Jean Luc returned from his collegiate efforts with useless knowledge about fine art and an ego large enough to move cargo across the oceans. Cristian liked to remind him just who was the older brother. Brothers not by birth, but by blood spilt.

      That’s what Marco always said.

      He looked up just in time to see the frothy cream skirts of a woman descending the stairs and he froze. He was standing at the foot of the steps, a very narrow place to be, but he didn’t move. This was the encounter he’d been waiting for.

      She bounced down each stair with a light step that revealed her joyous mood, but then she caught sight of him, her cheeks flaming, her whispered gasp.

      Cristian smiled. He knew his own attractiveness. But he never took for granted the look of want on a woman’s face at first meeting. She stared at him, her stunning silver eyes wide, lips slightly parted. He wanted to cup her cheek and kiss those sweet plump lips.

      “I beg your pardon, mademoiselle.”

      “Please excuse me…” she said, breathless.

      “I am Captain Cristian.”

      “We’re not properly introduced, Captain.”

      “On this ship, I am king, and those rules do not apply.”

      She raised one brow. “I suppose that is true.”

      “What is your name?” He knew it, but he wanted to hear it in her own voice.

      “Miss George.”

      “What is your full name?”

      She bit her bottom lip, and his groin tightened. Those lips would undo him. Did she know how delicious she was? He doubted it. He doubted any man had ever given her proper due. Not when she was so unique. If what Jean Luc said about the upper classes was true, it was a sin to be odd. Her eyes still held him entranced when he met them, such an unusual color, a blue so pale they were grayer. The color of pewter.

      “Miss Theresa
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