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Prologue

St. Petersburg, Russia

1870



 

“They say you're a witch.” The guard entered the shadowed cell and closed the door. “They say you can read minds.” A coarse laugh erupted from his throat. “What am I thinking now? Can you tell me?”

Tasia kept her head down, while her muscles went rigid. It was the worst part of her confinement, having to endure the frequent encounters with Rostya Bludov. He was a disgusting lout, swaggering around the prison as if the guard's uniform buttoned over his fat girth could fool anyone into thinking he was someone of consequence. He hadn't dared to touch her—yet—but every day his insolence grew worse.

She felt him staring at her as she sat curled in a straw-stuffed pallet in the corner. She knew the past three months of imprisonment had taken their toll on her. Always naturally slender, she was now painfully thin. Her ivory skin had faded to a stark white that contrasted sharply with her heavy sable hair.

The guard's footsteps came closer. “We'll be alone tonight,” he muttered. “Look at me. See  what you've got coming. I'll make your last night something to remember.”

Slowly she turned her head and gazed at him without expression.

There was a grin on Bludov's pitted face. He was fondling the crotch of his ill-made trousers, arousing himself as he stared at her.

Tasia focused on his face. Her unblinking eyes were deep-set and slanted at the corners, the legacy of a Tartar ancestor. They were the cold, pale shade between gray and blue, like the water of the Neva in winter. Some people feared she could steal their souls with her gaze. Russians were superstitious. Everyone from the lowest peasant to the tsar himself treated anything that was out of the ordinary with deep unease.

The guard was no different from the rest of them. His smile died away, and his erection collapsed abruptly. Tasia stared at him until a clammy sweat broke out on his face. Stepping back, Bludov looked at her in horror and crossed himself. “Witch! What they say is true. They should burn you instead of hanging, burn you to ashes.”

“Get out,” she said in a low voice.

Just as he moved to comply, a knock came on the cell door. Tasia heard the voice of her old nursemaid, Varka, asking to be let inside. Tasia's composure nearly cracked. Varka had aged visibly during the ordeal of the past months, and Tasia found it difficult to look into her grief-stricken face without crying.

Pulling his lips back in a sneer, Bludov admitted the servant and left. “Filthy, black-souled witch,” he muttered, closing the door behind him.

Varka's bulky form was swathed in gray, and  her head was covered with a cross-patterned scarf that would ward away evil spirits. Crossing the threshold of the dank cell, Varka rushed forward.

“Oh, my Tasia,” the old woman said brokenly, staring at the girl's shackled legs. “To see you like this—”

“I'm all right,” Tasia murmured, reaching out and clasping her hands comfortingly. “Nothing's real to me. I feel as if I'm in the middle of some terrible dream.” A bleak smile curved her lips. “I keep waiting for it to end, but it goes on and on. Here, come sit by me.”

Varka used a corner of her scarf to blot her dripping tears. “Why has God allowed it?”

Tasia shook her head. “I don't know why any of this has happened. But it's His will, and we must accept it.”

“I have endured many things in my life. But this…I cannot!”

Gently Tasia shushed her. “Varka, we have little time. Tell me—did you deliver the letter to Uncle Kirill?”

“I placed it in his hands, just as you told me to do. I stood there while he read it, and held it to a candle flame afterward, until it was nothing but ashes. He began to cry, and said, ‘Tell my niece that I will not fail her. I swear it on the memory of her father, my beloved brother Ivan.’”

“I knew Kirill would help me. Varka…what about the other thing I asked of you?”

Slowly the servant reached inside the square woven pouch hanging across her sagging bosom and withdrew a tiny glass vial.

Tasia took the object in her hand, turning it so that the black liquid slid back and forth with an oily shimmer. She wondered if she could really  make herself drink it. “Don't let them bury me,” she said in a detached tone. “If I do wake up again, I don't want it to be in a coffin.”

“My poor child. What if it is too strong a dose? What if it kills you?”

Tasia continued to stare at the vial. “Then justice would be served,” she said bitterly. If she weren't such a coward, if she had faith in God's mercy, she would meet her death with dignity. She had prayed for hours in front of the holy icon in the cell's corner, begging silently for the strength to accept her fate. It had not come. She had thrown herself against an invisible wall of terror, again and again, battered and desperate for escape. All of St. Petersburg wanted her dead. A life for a life. Even her great fortune couldn't silence the howl of the mob.

She deserved their hatred. She had killed a man—at least, she supposed she had. Motive, opportunity, evidence…everything at the murder trial had pointed to her. There had been no other suspects. During the long months of her imprisonment in this cell, where prayer had been her only link to sanity, no new information could be found to throw doubt on her guilt. Her execution would take place tomorrow morning.

But a ridiculous plan had come into Tasia's head, inspired by the passage in Job: “that thou wouldest hide me in the grave, that thou wouldest keep me secret…” Hide in the grave…If she could somehow find a way to assume the appearance of death, and escape…

Tasia jiggled the contents of the vial, a mixture of poisons secretly obtained from a chemist in St. Petersburg. A feeling of unreality came over her.  “You remember everything we planned?” she asked.

Varka nodded unsteadily.

“All right.” Tasia broke the wax seal in a decisive motion. Lifting the poison in the air, she feigned a toast. “To justice,” she said, and downed the entire draught. She shuddered at the unbearable taste. Holding the palm of her hand to her mouth, she closed her eyes and waited until a tremendous wave of nausea subsided. “It is in God's hands now,” she said, giving back the vial.

Varka bent her head and sobbed. “Oh, my lady—”

“Take care of my mother. Try to give her comfort.” Tasia smoothed the servant's rough gray hair. “Go,” she whispered. “Quickly, Varka.” She leaned back on the pallet and tried to focus on the icon while Varka left. Suddenly she was very cold, and her ears were ringing. Frightened, she concentrated on breathing in and out. Her heart pounded in her chest with the force of a mallet. “My lovers and my friends stand aloof…my kinsmen stand afar off…” The Madonna's sorrowful face began to dissolve “…that thou wouldest hide me in the grave…keep me secret, until thy wrath be past…” The words of a prayer froze on her lips. Dear God, what is happening to me? Papa, help me…

So this was what it was like to die, all feeling draining away, her body turning to stone. Life ebbed from her like the receding tide, and her memories drifted away, leaving her to sink into the gray world between death and life. “On my eyelids is the shadow of death…” “Hide me in the grave…”

 

For a long time she was aware of nothing until the dreams began. There was a parade of images: knives, pools of blood, crucifixes, and holy relics. She recognized the saints in her beloved icons, Nikita, John, Lazarus half-wrapped in his burial shroud, his solemn eyes staring into hers. The images floated away, and she was a child again. It was summer at the Kapterev dacha in the country. Sitting with her plump legs dangling from the edge of a gilt chair, she ate ice cream from a golden plate. “Papa, may I give the rest to Ghost?” she asked, while a fluffy white puppy waited expectantly nearby.

“Yes, if you're finished.” A smile broke across her father's bearded face. “Tasia, your mother thinks that perhaps we should name the dog something more cheerful…Snowdrop, or Sunshine—”

“But when she sleeps in the corner of my room at night she looks like a ghost, Papa.”


Her father laughed gently. “Then we'll call her whatever you wish, my clever one.”


The scene changed, and Tasia found herself in the library of the Angelovsky Palace, filled with books and gold-embossed leather. There was a sound behind her, and she whirled to face her cousin Mikhail. He staggered toward her, his face twisted in a grimace. A knife protruded from his throat, and a scarlet stream welled over his gold brocade coat. Blood was spattered on Tasia's hands and the front of her gown. Screaming in horror, she turned and ran. She came to a church and pounded on the massive wooden doors until they opened. The church blazed with the light of a thousand tapers, illuminating the smoke-darkened icons on the walls. The faces of the saints were drawn with sorrow as they looked down at her. The Trinity, the Blessed Virgin, St. John the Divine…Falling to her knees, she  touched her forehead to the stone floor and began to pray for deliverance.

“Anastasia.”


She looked up and beheld a darkly beautiful man standing before her. His hair was as black as coal, his eyes like blue fire. She shrank from him. He was the devil, coming to claim her life as forfeit for her sins. “I didn't mean to do it,” she whimpered. “I didn't want to hurt anyone. Please, have mercy—”


He ignored her pleas and reached down for her. “No,” she cried, but he lifted her in his arms and carried her away in the darkness. Then the hurtful arms vanished from around her, and he was gone. She reeled in a world of noise and brilliant color, her nerves shattering. A powerful force drew her through currents of ice and pain. Resisting, she tried to pull back, but she was dragged inexorably to the surface.

 

When Tasia opened her eyes, she recoiled from the light of a nearby lantern. She groaned in pain, and immediately the flame was turned low.

Kirill Kapterev's blurry face was above her, his voice a quiet rumble. “I thought the sleeping princess was just a folk table. Instead I found her right here on my ship. Somewhere in the world there must be a handsome prince asking the moon where he may find his beloved.”

“Uncle,” she tried to say, but a shuddering sound came from her lips.

He smiled at her, though his broad forehead was webbed with lines of worry. “You're with the world again, little niece.”

Tasia was comforted by his voice, so similar to her father's. He had the look of all the Kapterev men; a strong face with thick brows, high cheekbones, and a beard clipped to a precise point. But  unlike her father, Kirill had a passionate love for the sea. In his youth he had served in the Russian fleet, and eventually established his own trading company. He owned vast shipyards and a string of commercial frigates. Several times a year he captained one of his ships from Russia to England and back again, transporting textiles and machinery. As a little girl, Tasia had thrilled to Kirill's occasional visits, for he always told her exciting tales, brought her gifts from foreign lands, and carried with him the salt-and-brine scent of the sea.

“I didn't believe in this resurrection of yours,” Kirill said, “but I've seen it with my own eyes. I pried the lid off your coffin myself. You were as stiff and cold as a corpse. Now you're alive again.” He paused and added dryly, “But perhaps I speak too soon. Come, let me help you sit up.”

Tasia protested with a moan as he raised her shoulders and stuffed a pillow behind her. They were in a ship's stateroom, the walls paneled in mahogany, the portholes covered by embroidered velvet curtains. After pouring water from an enameled pitcher into a crystal glass, Kirill held it to her lips. Tasia tried to take a sip, but a spasm of nausea overcame her. Her face whitened, and she shook her head in refusal.

“All St. Petersburg was talking about your mysterious death in prison,” Kirill said, trying to distract her. “Many officials wanted to examine your body—including the governor of the city and the minister of the interior, no less—but by that time the family had already collected it. Your servant Varka delivered you into my care and arranged the funeral before anyone realized what was happening. Little did the mourners know that the coffin being lowered into the ground was filled with bags of sand.” He frowned regretfully. “Your poor mother is grieving, but we can never let her know you are still alive. The truth is, she wouldn't be able to keep herself from telling someone. It's a pity. I wish there were some other way, but…” He lifted his burly shoulders in a resigned shrug.

Tasia ached at the thought of her mother's sorrow. Everyone believed she was dead. It was a strange feeling, knowing that for those she had known and loved all her life, she had ceased to exist.

“You must try to walk a few steps,” Kirill said.

She struggled to slide her legs to the side of the bed. Letting Kirill take most of her weight, she rose to her feet. Her joints ached, causing her eyes to flood with tears of pain. Kirill urged her to take a step. “We'll move around for a bit to waken your blood.”

“Yes,” she gasped, forcing herself to obey. It hurt to breathe, to be touched, to bear her own weight. She was cold—she had never been so cold in her life.

Kirill spoke quietly as he coaxed her to shuffle across the floor. His long arm was locked across her trembling body, lending her balance. “Your father must be scowling at me from heaven for allowing his only child to come to this. When I think of the last time I saw you…” Kirill shook his head. “You were dancing the mazurka at the Winter Palace. The tsar himself stopped to watch you. Such fire and beauty. Your feet touched the floor so lightly. Every man there wished to be your partner. It wasn't much more than a year ago…A lifetime, it seems.”

She was hardly so agile now. Every step was agony, every breath a burst of cold fire in her lungs.

“A tricky enterprise, crossing the Baltic in spring,” Kirill said. “Drift ice all around. We'll stop at Stockholm to load up with iron, and then it's off to London. You have someone there who'll provide refuge?” He had to repeat the question before she was able to answer.

“Ashbourne,” Tasia gasped.

“Your mother's cousin? Hmm. I can't say I'm pleased to hear that. I don't think much of your mother's family. And I think even less of the English.”

“Wh-why?”

“Imperialist snobs, not to mention hypocrites. Englishmen consider themselves the most civilized race on earth, when their true nature is coarse and quite cruel. Innocence doesn't last long there—remember that. Don't trust any of them.” Kirill paused, as if realizing his assessment might not prove comforting to a young woman who was about to make a new life there. He struggled to think of something nice to say about the English. “On the other hand, they build very fine ships.”

A wry smile pulled at Tasia's lips. She stopped walking and tightened her hand on his heavy arm. “Spaséeba,” she whispered in thanks.

His face turned grim as he heard the heartfelt note in her voice. “Nyet, I don't deserve your gratitude, little niece. I should have done more for you. I should have killed Angelovsky myself, before he ever put his filthy hands on you. To think your foolish mother would betroth her daughter to such a man. Oh, I heard all the rumors about him…his appearances in public dressed as a woman, and smoking opium for days at a time,  and all his perversities—” He stopped at the sound of protest from Tasia. “Well, no need to speak of it now.” He urged her forward again. “After our walk, I'll have the cabin boy bring a glass of tea. You must drink every drop.”

Tasia made a croaking sound and nodded. She longed to rest, but the tortuous walk continued until Kirill was satisfied that it had been enough. Carefully he helped her ease into a chair. She sat like an arthritic old woman, folded in a miserable heap. Kirill covered her with a blanket. “Little firebird,” he said in a kindly way, holding her hand for a moment.

“Papa…” she said in a muffled voice.

“Dah, I remember that he used to call you that. To Ivan you were all the light and beauty in the world. The firebird is the symbol of happiness.” He smiled thoughtfully. “As the story goes, the firebird falls into deathlike sleep at sunset, and later awakens to new life.” He brought a handful of objects to her, setting them on a nearby shelf where she could view them. “Your mother wanted these to be buried with you,” he said gruffly. “You can keep them with you in England. They are little bits of your past, to help you remember.”

“No.”

“Take them,” he insisted. “Someday you'll be glad to have them.”

Tasia glanced at the keepsakes. Her throat tightened as she saw the filigree cross on a gold chain. Her grandmother, Galina Vasilievna, had worn it every day of her life. A small diamond was set in the center of the cross, surrounded by a mass of blood-colored rubies.

Next to the necklace was a fist-sized icon of the Madonna and Christ Child, their halos painted  with gold. Tasia's eyes stung with tears as she saw the last object, a carved gold ring that had belonged to her father. Reaching for the ring, she closed her thin fingers around it.

Kirill smiled at her compassionately, reading the hopelessness in her eyes. “You're safe now,” he murmured. “You're alive. Keep thinking of that—it might help.”

Tasia stared after him as he left. Experimentally she ran her tongue across her cracked lips. She concentrated on bringing some moisture to her dry mouth. Oh, she was alive, but not safe. For the rest of her life she would be like a hunted animal, always wondering when the end would come. What kind of existence was that? I'm alive, she thought numbly, waiting for a spark of joy, relief, anything except the shadows that filled her entire being.










One





Alicia, Lady Ashbourne wrung her hands nervously. “Luke, I have wonderful news. We have found a governess for Emma. She's splendid young woman; intelligent, beautifully mannered...perfect in every way. You must meet her at once and see for yourself.”

Lucas, Lord Stokehurst looked up with an ironic smile. “So that's why you invited me here this afternoon. And I thought it was for my charming company.”

For half an hour he had been plied with tea and small talk in the drawing room of the Ashbournes' Queen's Square estate. He had been close friends with Charles Ashbourne since their days at Eton. Charles was a sociable man who had the rare gift of always seeing the best in people—a gift that Luke did not share. Discovering that Luke would be in London for the day, Charles had invited him to take tea when his business was concluded. As soon as Luke entered the drawing room, he had known from the Ashbournes' expressions that they were going to ask a favor.

“She's perfect,” Alicia repeated. “Isn't she, Charles?”

Charles agreed with enthusiasm. “I would say so, m'dear.”

“Since you had such poor luck with the previous governess,” Alicia continued, “I've kept an eye out for a suitable replacement. You know how fond I've always been of your daughter, and since she has no mother of her own...” She hesitated. “Oh, dear. I didn't mean to remind you of Mary.”

Luke's dark face was expressionless. Several years had passed since the death of his wife, but it still hurt to hear her name. It would hurt until the day he died. “Go on,” he said evenly. “Tell me about this paragon.”

“Her name is Karen Billings. Although she has lived most of her life abroad, she recently decided to make her home in England. She's staying with us until we can find her suitable employment. In my opinion, she's mature enough to provide the discipline Emma needs, but also young enough to befriend the child. I'm certain that once you meet her, you'll see how right she is for the position.”

“Fine.” Luke finished his tea and shifted on the brocade settee, stretching his long legs. “Send her references to me. I'll look through them when I have time.”

“I would, but...there's a little problem.”

“Little problem,” Luke repeated, lifting one dark brow.

“She has no references.”

“None?”

A touch of color rose from the lace collar at Alicia's throat. “She prefers not to answer questions about her past. I'm afraid I can't tell you the reason. It's a very good reason, though. You must trust me on that point.”

After a short silence, Luke began to laugh. He  was a handsome man in his mid-thirties, with black hair and vivid blue eyes. His face was more notable for its masculinity than its beauty, with a stern mouth and a nose that was well-shaped but a little too long. The smile he wore most often was that of a man who mocked his own importance. He had an air of cynical charm that others strove to copy. When he laughed, as he was doing now, the laughter never quite reached his eyes.

“Enough said, Alicia. I'm sure she's a fine governess. A treasure. We'll let some other family have the good fortune of employing her.”

“Before you refuse, you must at least talk to her—”

“No,” he said flatly. “Emma is all I have. I want the best for my daughter.”

“Miss Billings is the best.”

“She's your latest charity project,” Luke countered sardonically.

“Charles,” Alicia pleaded, and her husband joined in the debate.

“Stokehurst,” he said mildly, “what harm would it do to meet the girl?”

“It would be a waste of time.” There was no mistaking the finality in Luke's tone.

The Ashbournes exchanged a glance of dismay. Gathering her courage, Alicia approached him in a few halting footsteps. “Luke, for the sake of your daughter, won't you meet this woman? Emma is twelve years old…on the verge of some rather wonderful and terrifying changes. She needs someone to help her understand herself and the world around her. You know I would never suggest someone who was unsuited for the position. And Miss Billings is such a special person. Let me  run upstairs and fetch her. I promise it won't take long. Please.”

Luke scowled, pulling his arm away from her hand. In light of her insistence, he couldn't very well refuse. “Bring her down before I change my mind.”

“You darling man.” Alicia hurried out of the room, the elaborate draperies of her skirts swishing behind her.

Charles went to pour him a brandy. “Thank you. It's kind of you to indulge my wife in this matter. I don't think you'll regret meeting Miss Billings.”

“I'll meet her, but I won't hire her.”

“You might change your mind.”

“Not a chance in hell.” Luke stood and made his way past a multitude of tables cluttered with handmade ornaments and posy vases. He joined his friend at the carved mahogany sideboard and accepted the brandy snifter. Gently he swirled the amber liquid and gave Charles a wry sideways smile. “What's going on, Charles?”

“I don't really know,” came the uncomfortable reply. “Miss Billings is a complete stranger to me. She appeared on our doorstep a week ago. No belongings, no baggage, not a shilling as far as I can tell. Alicia welcomed her with open arms, and won't tell me a deuced thing about the girl. My guess is that she's a poor relation of Alicia's who encountered some sort of trouble. I wouldn't be surprised if her last employer forced his attentions on her. She's young and quite easy on the eye.” Charles paused and added, “Prays a lot.”

“Wonderful. Exactly what I had in mind when I said I wanted a governess for Emma.”

Charles ignored the sarcasm. “There's something about her…” he said thoughtfully. “I can't quite explain it. I'm convinced that she has lived through something extraordinary.”

Luke's eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

Alicia reappeared before Charles could reply. She was followed by a wraithlike figure dressed in gray. “Lord Stokehurst, may I present Miss Karen Billings?”

Luke acknowledged her curtsy with a short nod. He wasn't going to make it easy for her. She might as well learn right now that no one would hire a woman with her lack of credentials. “Miss Billings, I'd like to make something clear—”

A pair of catlike eyes lifted to his. They were pale grayish-blue, like light shining through frosted glass. Her lashes were unusually heavy, framing her eyes with inky blackness. Suddenly Luke lost his train of thought. She waited patiently while he stared at her, as if this reaction was a common occurrence.

“Easy on the eye,” as Charles had put it, was a massive understatement. Her beauty was riveting. The severity of her hairstyle, pulled back and pinned tightly at the nape of her neck, would have been unflattering to any other woman on earth. But it became her, revealing a face as delicate as porcelain sculpture. Her eyebrows were straight, dark slashes across her white skin. Her mouth, shaped in passionate, sad curves, was a wonder to behold. No man could look at that face and remain unaffected.

“My lord,” she said, finally breaking the silence. “Thank you for taking the time to meet me,”

Recovering himself, Luke gestured casually with his half-empty glass. “I never leave without finishing my brandy.” Out of the corner of his eye he  saw Alicia frown at his rudeness. Miss Billings watched him calmly. Her posture was perfect: reedlike body held straight, chin lowered a respectful notch. Nevertheless, there was a spinetingling tension in the room, like the wariness of two cats circling each other.

Luke took another swallow of brandy. “How old are you?” he asked bluntly.

“Two and twenty, sir.”

“Really.” Luke gave her a skeptical glance, but let the answer pass unchallenged. “And you claim to be competent to teach my daughter?”

“I am well-versed in literature, history, mathematics, and all the social aspects of a young lady's education.”

“What about music?”

“I play the pianoforte.”

“And languages?”

“French…and some German.”

Luke let the silence draw out while he pondered the hint of strangeness in her accent. “And Russian,” he finally said.

There was a flicker of surprise in her gaze. “Also Russian,” she admitted. “How did you guess that, my lord?”

“You've lived there for some part of your life. Your accent isn't quite perfect.”

She inclined her head like a princess acknowledging an impudent subject. Luke couldn't help but be impressed with her bearing. His rapid volley of questions hadn't disconcerted her. Reluctantly he acknowledged that his daughter, with her wild red hair and the manner of a cheerful savage, could use a lesson or two in this steely decorum. “Have you been employed as a governess before?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then you have little experience with children.”

“That is correct,” she admitted. “But your daughter isn't precisely a child. Thirteen, as I understand it?”

“Twelve.”

“A difficult age,” she commented. “Not a child, not quite a woman.”

“It's especially difficult for Emma. Her mother passed away a long time ago. There's been no one to show Emma how a proper young lady should behave. Over the past year she's been developing what the doctors call a nervous condition. She needs a mature, motherly figure to help her overcome it.” Luke gave the words “mature” and “motherly” special emphasis. They were the last two words anyone would use to describe the fine-boned woman in front of him.

“Nervous condition?” she repeated softly.

Luke didn't want to talk to her any longer. He hadn't intended to discuss Emma's problems with a stranger. But as he met her clear gaze, he was compelled to go on, as if the words were being squeezed from his chest. “She cries easily. There are occasional tantrums. She's nearly a head taller than you, and she despairs at the fact that she hasn't finished growing yet. Lately it's been impossible to talk to her. She claims I wouldn't understand if she tried to explain her feelings, and God knows—” He broke off, realizing how much he had told her. It wasn't at all like him.

She filled the silence immediately. “My lord, I think that to call this a nervous condition is nonsense.”

“Why do you say that?”

“When I was younger, I experienced something  similar to what you've described, as did my female cousins. It is normal behavior for a girl Emma's age.”

Her quiet conviction almost convinced him she was right. Luke wanted desperately to believe it. He had gone through months of dire and mysterious warnings from physicians who had prescribed tonics that Emma refused to take, special diets she wouldn't follow. Worse, he had suffered the end-less hand-wringing of his elderly mother and her gray-haired cronies, and the pangs of his own guilt for not having remarried. “You've failed her,” his mother had said. “Every girl needs a mother. She'll grow up to be so impossible that no one will want her. She'll be a spinster, all because you never desired anyone but Mary.”

“Miss Billings,” he said brusquely, “I'm glad to hear your opinion that Emma's problems are not serious. However—”

“I didn't say they weren't serious, my lord. I said that they were normal.”

She had breached the uncrossable line between employer and servant, talking to him as if they were equals. Luke scowled as he wondered if her insolence had been unconscious or deliberate.

The room was smothered in silence. Luke realized he had forgotten the Ashbournes were there until he saw Alicia fidgeting with the needlepoint pillows on the settee. Charles, meanwhile, appeared to have found something extraordinarily interesting to watch through the window. Luke looked back at Miss Billings. Having excelled for years at the art of staring people down, he waited for her to blush, stammer, erupt into tears. Instead she returned his stare, her eyes pale and piercing.

Finally her gaze dropped, traveling down the  length of his arm. Luke was accustomed to such glances from people…some startled, some repelled. There was a gleaming silver hook in place of his left hand. The hand had been injured nine years ago, and amputated to save him from a life-threatening infection. Only his stubborn nature had been able to keep him from wallowing in fury and self-pity. If this was the lot that life had given him, he would do his best with it. He had become accustomed to it, made the thousands of adjustments in his life that it required. Many people found the hook threatening, a fact he didn't mind using to his advantage. He watched for Miss Billings's reaction, hoping he made her uncomfortable. She showed nothing except a detached interest that stunned him. No one looked at him that way. No one.

“My lord,” she said gravely. “I have decided to accept the position. I will collect my belongings now.”

She turned and walked away from him with a crisp rustle of gray muslin skirts. Alicia beamed at Luke before hurrying after her protegée.

Luke stared at the empty doorway with his mouth half-open. He slid a disbelieving glance to Charles. “She's decided to accept the position.”

“Congratulations,” Charles said tentatively.

A dark smile crossed Luke's face. “Call her back.”

Charles looked at him in alarm. “Wait a moment, Stokehurst! I know what you're planning to do. You'll tear Miss Billings to shreds and have my wife in tears, and leave me to deal with the aftermath! But you must take Miss Billings for a few weeks until I can find another situation for her. As a friend, I ask you—”

“I'm no fool, Charles. Tell me the truth. Who is she, and why must I take her off your hands?”

Charles folded and unfolded his arms and paced around the room. It was rare to see him in such a state of agitation. “She's in…well, let's call it a difficult situation. The longer she stays with us, the more danger there is for her. I'd hoped you would take her this afternoon and keep her safely in the country for a while.”

“She's hiding from someone, then. Why?”

“That's all I can tell you.”

“What is her real name?”

“It's not important. Please don't ask.”

“Don't ask? And you expect me to allow her around my daughter?”

“There'll be no danger for Emma,” Charles said hastily. “Not one damned bit. Good Lord, knowing the way Alicia and I feel about your daughter, how could you think we would expose her to any harm?”

“At the moment I don't know what to think.”

“Just for a few weeks,” Charles begged. “Until I can find something else for her. Miss Billings really is qualified to be a governess. She won't harm Emma. She may even do her some good. Luke, I've always been able to count on you. I'm asking for your help.”

Luke was about to refuse when he remembered the strange, searching look Miss Billings had given him. She was in trouble, yet she had decided to trust him. Why? And who was she? A runaway wife? A political refugee? He couldn't stand mysteries, couldn't leave them alone. He had the typical Englishman's passion for organizing and making sense of things. The urge ran too deep to be denied. There was no temptation greater than  an unanswered question. “Damn,” he said under his breath, and gave Charles a brief nod. “A month, no more. After that, you'll take her off my hands.”

“Thank you.”

“I'm doing you a favor, Charles,” he said darkly. “Don't forget this.”

Ashbourne's face creased in a grateful smile. “You wouldn't let me.”

 

Tasia kept her gaze glued to the window as the carriage passed through the tidily plotted landscape. She thought of her native country, the endless miles of uncultivated land, the sky of smoky blue and gray. How different this was. For all its economic and military might, England was surprisingly small. Outside the crowded city, it was a land of fences and hedges and green meadows. The common people they passed on the road seemed more prosperous than the peasants in Russia. Their clothing was modern, no smocks or robes in sight. Their sturdy carts and animals were well-kept. The rural towns, with their wooden farm buildings and thatched cottages, were small and neat. But there were no wooden bathhouses here, as there were in every village in Russia. How in the world did these people stay clean?

There were no birch forests. The earth was brown instead of black. The air lacked the cool tang of the Baltic. Tasia searched for church spires, but there was a surprising lack of them. In Russia there were churches everywhere, even in the most remote areas. Gold onion domes poised on white towers would gleam on the horizon like lit candles, signaling the way for lost souls on their journeys. And the Russians loved bells, their musical  peals signaling the time for worship and the beginning and ending of festivals. She would miss the sound of bells pealing in joyful cacophony. The English did not seem like a bell-ringing sort of people.

Thoughts of home began to make Tasia's chest ache. It seemed much longer than a week since she had arrived on her cousin Alicia's doorstep. Exhausted, drained of color, Tasia had managed only a wan smile and a brief greeting of “Zdráhstvuyti” before half-fainting in her arms. Although stunned by her unexpected appearance, Alicia had taken Tasia inside immediately. There was no question that she would help her in every way possible. Loyalty ran strong in their family, bred through generations of Slavs whose violent history had made them fiercely tribal. Although Alicia had been brought to England while still a child, she was full-blooded Russian.

“No one knows I'm alive,” Tasia had told her. “But if somehow they discover what has happened, they'll suspect I've taken refuge with relatives somewhere. I can't stay with you. I must disappear.”

Alicia hadn't needed to ask who “they” were. The government authorities wouldn't go that far in the pursuit of justice, being too busy with constant riots and political intrigue. But if Mikhail's family suspected she had escaped, they wouldn't rest until she was found. The Angelovskys were powerful, and Mikhail's older brother Nikolas was known to have a taste for revenge. “We must find you a position as a governess,” Alicia had said. “No one takes notice of a governess, not even the other servants. It's a singularly lonely position, but quite anonymous. As a matter of fact, we have a  friend who might agree to hire you. A widower with one daughter.”

Now that she had met Lord Stokehurst, Tasia wasn't certain what she thought of him. Usually it was easy for her to read a person's character, but Stokehurst was difficult. There had been no one like him in St. Petersburg. None of the long-bearded court officials, the self-important military officers, or the languid young aristocrats she had met had been so worldly, so Western. Tasia sensed a tremendous force of will beneath his cool exterior. He was a man who would turn ruthless to get what he wanted. She would rather have nothing to do with such a man, but she didn't have the luxury of choice.

She recalled the way he had tensed when she had seen the silver hook. She had not been repelled by it. Without that flaw he wouldn't have seemed quite human to her. But the air had turned crisp with challenge, and Tasia had known that Stokehurst would rather inspire fear than pity. How much effort it must take for him to camouflage all hint of vulnerability from others. And how much pride he had. It surrounded him like an invisible mantle.

During the ride to his country estate, Stokehurst kept the gleaming hook in full view, resting it casually on his thigh. Tasia suspected the ploy was deliberate, to see if she was unnerved by it. She doubted she was the first to be tested this way. And she was nervous, though it had nothing at all to do with the hook. She had never been alone with a man in her life.

But she was no longer a sheltered heiress destined to marry a prince and preside over palaces filled with servants. Now she was a servant, and  the man sitting opposite was her master. She had always ridden in the family carriages, upholstered in mink, with gold trappings and rock-crystal doors, and interiors painted by French artists. This vehicle, luxurious though it was, could not compare. Grimly Tasia reflected that she had never drawn her own bath, or washed her own stockings. Her one useful skill was needlework. From the time she was a child she had possessed a little basket filled with needles, scissors, and colored silk thread, for her mother had believed that a girl should never be allowed to sit idly.

Tasia forced the thoughts from her mind, reminding herself that she must never look back. It did not matter that she had lost her life of privilege. Riches were nothing. All the Kapterev wealth had not been able to keep her father from dying, nor had it brought her comfort in times of loneliness. She wasn't afraid of poverty, or work, or hunger. She would accept whatever the future held. All went according to God's plan.

 

Wondering just what sort of woman he was taking back with him, Luke watched her with keen blue eyes. Every fold of her dress was perfectly arranged, every muscle still. She sat against the velvet upholstery as if she were posing for a portrait.

“Would you like to know how much I'll be paying you?” he asked abruptly.

She stared at her folded hands. “I trust you will provide an adequate salary, my lord.”

“Five pounds a month should be acceptable.” Luke was annoyed by her slight nod. The amount was well above the usual rate. Some sign of gratitude, or praise for his generosity, wouldn't be unwarranted. But there was nothing.

He didn't think Emma would like her. How could this fey creature find any common ground with his scapegrace daughter? She seemed to be lost in some inner world that held far more appeal than reality. “Miss Billings,” he said tersely, “if you aren't able to fulfill the position to my satisfaction, I'll give you adequate time to find a new situation.”

“That won't be necessary.”

He snorted at her confidence. “You're very young. Someday you'll learn that life holds many surprises.”

An odd smile flitted across her lips. “I have already made that discovery, my lord. ‘Twist of fate’ is how the English put it, yes?”

“I suppose it was a twist of fate that brought you to the Ashbournes?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“How long have you been acquainted with them?”

The hint of a smile vanished. “Is it necessary that you ask questions, sir?”

Luke settled back in his seat and folded his arms comfortably. “I think I'm entitled to a few. Regardless of your dislike of questions, Miss Billings, the fact is that I've agreed to entrust you with my daughter's welfare.”

Her forehead puckered as if she were trying to solve a riddle. “What would you like to know, my lord?”

“Are you a relative of Alicia's?”

“A distant cousin.”

“Are you Russian by birth?”

She didn't move, her lashes lowered. It seemed as if she hadn't heard him. Then she nodded slightly.

“Married?”

Her gaze remained on her folded hands. “Why must you ask that?”

“I want to know if I should expect an enraged husband to appear on my doorstep someday.”

“There is no husband,” she said quietly.

“Why not? Even without money, your face is attraction enough to land a few decent offers.”

“I prefer to remain alone.”

He smiled wryly. “I prefer that myself. But you're far too young to resign yourself to a lifetime of solitude.”

“I am twenty-two, sir.”

“Like hell,” he said softly. “You're barely older than Emma.”

She glanced up at him then, her face lovely and severe. “Years don't really matter, do they? Some people never know more at sixty than they did at sixteen. Some children are aged by experience, and they know far more than the adults around them. Maturity isn't easy to measure.”

Luke looked away, the glint of challenge fading. What had happened to her, and why was she alone? There must be someone—a father, a brother, a guardian—who had taken care of her. Why was there no one to protect her now?

He rubbed his fingertips over his left sleeve, feeling for the outline of the leather strap that bound the hook to his arm. Miss Karen Billings—whoever she was—made him restless. Silently he damned Charles. A month. A whole bloody month.

She was absorbed by the scenery outside the window as they neared the outskirts of Southgate. Originally an estate village, it had broadened into a bustling town with the largest marketplace in  the county. It was bordered with lush meadows and creeks, and a forest of beech and oak. The handsome brick buildings that housed the corn exchange, the mill, and the grammar school had been designed by Luke's grandfather. He had also lent his talents to the church in the town center, an austere structure faceted with large stained-glass windows.

The outline of an impressive manor house rose on a broad hill that overlooked the land for miles around. Miss Billings glanced at Luke questioningly.

“That's Southgate Hall,” he said. “Emma and I are the only Stokehursts in residence. My parents prefer to stay on our property in Shropshire. My sister married a Scotsman, and they live in Selkirk.”

The carriage traveled up a winding road, through the gate of a massive wall that had originally protected a Norman fortress. Southgate Hall had been built on the remains of the original castle. The central section dated from the sixteenth century, while the rest had been added in modern times. With its romantic profusion of turrets and gables, and its soaring height, it was known as one of the most picturesque homes in England. Art students often visited to paint their own renditions of the distinctive house and the interplay of brick and glass across its east-facing front.

They stopped at the entrance, surmounted by trefoil moldings and a medallion bearing the family crest. After being helped from the carriage by footmen dressed in black livery, Tasia stared at the carved image over the door. It was a hawk, clutching a single rose in its talons.

She started as she felt a touch at her elbow, and  turned toward Lord Stokehurst. The sun was at his back, casting his lean face in shadow. “Come inside,” he said, gesturing for her to precede him. An elderly butler with a long chin and balding head held the door open. Lord Stokehurst introduced them. “Seymour, this is Miss Billings, the new governess.”

Tasia was surprised at being presented to the butler, instead of the other way around. Then she remembered that she was no longer a lady, but a servant of lower rank. Inferior was always presented to superior. A rueful smile crossed her lips, and she dropped a quick curtsy to Seymour. They entered a magnificent hall two stories high, with an octagonal stone table in the center. A flood of natural light shone through the solar windows up above. Tasia's appreciation of the hall was interrupted by a shout that echoed off the walls.

“PaPa!” A tall girl with gangly limbs and a mass of wild red hair flew into the room.

Luke frowned as he saw his daughter rounding the corner in pursuit of a large dog. Not quite fullgrown, the dog was a mixed breed with a liberal dose of wolfhound. A few months ago Emma had bought him from a peddler in the village. No one at Southgate Hall, even those with a professed love of animals, shared her appreciation for the mutt. His coat was shaggy and coarse, a mixture of brown and gray. He had small eyes, a huge muzzle, and ridiculously long, flapping ears that had inspired Emma to name him Samson. His huge appetite was equaled only by his resistance to any kind of training.

Catching sight of Luke, Samson rushed forward with happy, deep-throated barks. But as he noticed the presence of a stranger, he bared his teeth and  began to snarl. Drops of saliva splattered the floor. Emma clutched his collar and commanded him to be quiet, while he lunged to break free. “Stop it, Samson, you blasted beast! Behave yourself—”

Luke's deep voice undercut the din. “Emma, I told you not to bring him in the house.” As he spoke, he automatically pulled Miss Billings's frail form behind him. The dog seemed intent on tearing her to bits.

“He won't hurt anyone,” Emma shouted, struggling to keep hold of the dog. “He just makes a lot of noise!”

Luke was about to drag the dog away when he realized Miss Billings had slipped around him. Staring at the snarling animal with narrowed eyes, she began to speak in Russian. Her voice was soft and guttural, crackling like flame. Luke didn't understand a word of it, but the hair on the back of his neck stood straight. Her voice had a similar effect on Samson, who quieted and stared at the newcomer with wide eyes.

Suddenly the dog dropped to his stomach and crawled toward her. A whimpering appeal came from his throat, while his tail swept across the floor with violent wags. Miss Billings bent and patted his rough head gently. Rolling onto his back, Samson wriggled in ecstasy. Even after Miss Billings stood up, the slobbering giant remained at her feet.

Responding to a curt order from Luke, a footman rushed to take the dog outside. Samson lumbered away with great reluctance, his head held so low that his tongue and ears nearly dragged the ground.

Emma was the first to speak. “What did you say to him?”

Miss Billings's blue-gray eyes swept over the girl, and she smiled faintly. “I reminded him of his manners.”

Warily Emma addressed the next question to her father. “Who is she?”

“Your governess.”

Emma's jaw dropped. “My what? But Papa, you didn't tell me—”

“I didn't know myself,” he said dryly.

Tasia's gaze swept over Stokehurst's daughter. Emma was a skinny, awkward girl just crossing the threshold of adolescence. Her curly hair was a carroty-red that would draw attention wherever she went. Tasia guessed that Emma was the victim of merciless teasing from other children. The hair would have been temptation enough, but she was also very tall—it was possible she would eventually reach six feet. Her shoulders slumped forward in an effort to conceal her height. The skirts of her frock were too short, and her nails were dirty. She had her father's beautiful sapphire eyes, but her lashes were auburn instead of black, and her face was spattered with golden freckles.

A tall, gray-haired woman approached them, her angular face wearing a no-nonsense expression. There was a huge ring of keys at her belt, the symbol of authority worn by every housekeeper.

“Mrs. Knaggs,” Stokehurst said, “this is the new governess, Miss Billings.”

The housekeeper's brows pinched together in a frown. “Indeed. A room must be prepared. I suppose the same as before?” Her tone implied that this latest governess would probably last no longer than the previous one.

“Whatever you think best, Mrs. Knaggs.” Stokehurst strode to his daughter and kissed the  top of her head. “I have work to do,” he murmured. “We'll talk at supper.”

Emma nodded, her gaze fastened on Tasia while Stokehurst left them without another word.

“Miss Billings,” the housekeeper said briskly, “I shall direct someone to prepare a room for you. In the meantime you might like to sit with a cup of tea.”

A cup of tea had never sounded so inviting. It had been a long day, and Tasia hadn't yet recovered her strength since leaving Russia. She was exhausted. But she shook her head. At the moment it was more important to give her attention to Emma. “Actually I would rather tour the house. Would you take me around, Emma?”

“Yes, Miss Billings,” the girl said dutifully. “What would you like to see? There are forty bedrooms, and nearly as many sitting rooms. There are galleries, courtyards, the chapel…It would take a full day to show you everything.”

“For now, just show me what you think is important.”

“Yes, Miss Billings.”

As they wandered through the ground floor of the mansion, Tasia admired the beauty of the place. It was very different from the Ashbournes” fashionably cluttered Victiorian home with its heavy furniture. Southgate Hall was filled with clean white plasterwork and pale marble. Large glass windows and high ceilings made the rooms airy and bright. Most of the furniture was French, similar to what Tasia had been accustomed to in St. Petersburg.

At first Emma said very little, stealing frequent glances at Tasia. However, after they toured the music room and strolled through a long gallery  filled with artwork, Emma's curiosity asserted itself. “How did Papa find you?” she asked. “He said nothing about bringing a governess for me today.”

Tasia paused to examine a pastoral scene by Boucher. It was one of many modern French works in the gallery, all of them chosen with a good eye for light and color. She dragged her attention from the painting as she replied. “I was staying with your friends, the Ashbournes. They kindly recommended me to your father.”

“I didn't like the last governess. She was very strict. She never wanted to talk about interesting things. Only books, books, books.”

“But books are very interesting.”

“I don't think so.” They continued to walk along the gallery at a slow pace. Emma stared at her openly now, her blue eyes quizzical. “None of my friends has a governess like you.”

“Oh?”

“You're young, and you have a strange way of talking. And you're very pretty.”

“So are you,” Tasia said softly.

Emma made a comical face. “Me? I'm a big, carrot-topped girl.”

Tasia smiled. “I always wished to be tall, so that when I walked into a room, everyone would think I was a queen. Only women with your height can be truly elegant.”

The girl blushed. “I've never heard that before.”

“And your hair is lovely,” Tasia continued. “Did you know that Cleopatra and the ladies of her court used to dye their hair with henna to make it red? It's quite a fortunate thing to have it naturally.”

Emma made a skeptical sound as they turned a  corner. The next hallway was lined with glass windows that provided views of the gold and white ballroom. “Are you going to teach me how to behave like a lady?” she asked suddenly.

Tasia smiled, thinking that Emma had inherited her father's habit of springing blunt questions right in one's face. “It was mentioned to me that you required some advice on the subject,” she admitted.

“I don't see why anyone should have to be a lady. All those blasted rules and manners…I shan't be any good at it.” She screwed up her face comically.

Sternly Tasia willed herself not to laugh. It was the first time in months that something had tickled her sense of humor. “It's not difficult. It's almost like a game. I think you'll do very well at it.”

“I can't do anything well if I don't see a reason for it. Why does it matter if I eat with the wrong fork, as long as I am fed?”

“Do you want the philosophical reason, or the practical one?”

“Both.”

“Most people believe that without proper etiquette, all civilization would crumble. First go the manners, then morality, and then we should come to an end just as the decadent Romans did. More importantly, if you make an obvious faux pas after you've come out in society, it will embarrass you and your father, and make it very difficult for you to attract the attentions of honorable young men.”

“Oh.” Emma stared at her with increasing interest. “Were the Romans really decadent? I thought all they did was have wars and build roads and make long speeches about government.”

“Horrifyingly decadent,” Tasia assured her. “We'll read about them tomorrow, if you like.”

“All right.” Emma flashed her a smile. “Let's go to the kitchen. I want you to meet Mrs. Plunkett, the cook. She's my favorite person in the house, after Papa.”

They went through a narrow pantry with shelves of dry goods, and a pastry room outfitted with a marble table and every conceivable size of rolling pin. Emma took Tasia's arm and pulled her past several kitchen maids who regarded them curiously. “This is my new governess, and her name is Miss Billings,” Emma announced without stopping.

The kitchen was very large and filled with servants busily preparing supper. There was a long wooden table at the center of the room, overshadowed by low-hanging pots, pans, and copper molds. A stout woman stood there wielding a large knife, showing one of the cook maids how to chop carrots properly. “Mind you don't cut them too thick—” She stopped and smiled broadly as she caught sight of Emma. “Ah, here's my Emma, and she's brought one of her little friends to visit.”

“Mrs. Plunkett, this is Miss Billings,” Emma said, propping a leg on the seat of a wooden chair. “She's my new governess.”

“Bless my eyes,” the cook exclaimed. “It's time we had a new face around here, and such a pretty one at that. But look at you—no wider than a broomstick.” She reached for a platter heaped with pastries and pulled back the cloth that covered them. “Try one of these apple tarts, lamb, and tell me if the crust is too thick.”

As she looked at her, Tasia understood Emma's affection for the cook. Mrs. Plunkett had applecolored cheeks, merry brown eyes, and a warm, motherly presence. “Try it,” the cook encouraged, and Tasia reached for a tart.

Emma followed suit, choosing the largest one on the platter. She bit deeply into the pastry. “Splendid,” she said with her mouth full. She grinned at Tasia's reproving glance. “Oh, I know. It's not polite to talk while I'm eating. But I can do it so none of the food shows.” She shoved it to the side of her cheek. “See?”

Tasia was about to explain why it still wasn't proper when she saw Emma wink at Mrs. Plunkett. She couldn't help laughing, in
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