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    For Amber
 



And for all the women who tend faithfully to the work set before them, whose names the world will never know, but who are thought of with love by those they serve and never forgotten by God.
 



Thanks to everyone who fell in love with Blenwyn in A Threat and a Promise and gave me confidence to write her story.
 



Special thanks to Katja and Kenzie, my wonderful alpha readers, and to Mom and Joy, who beta read and offered feedback on very short notice!
 



And thanks to my extremely patient design team, who didn’t give up on my cover even when the difference in shades of green between a computer and a phone screen nearly made me give up in despair!
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“Jae, you can’t!”

“I can! Father said so!”

I sighed and paused my struggle with the porridge stuck to the edges of the pot as the twins’ voices carried through the open window. It was the same battle they’d been fighting for the last week, but starting in before the breakfast dishes were finished was a new milestone. Then again, I’d waited breakfast longer than usual, unsure if the surgeon meant to join us as he often did, so perhaps it wasn’t such an accomplishment.

“No, he didn’t.”

“Yes, he did! He said both of us.”

“You’re a girl, Jaelyn.” Loegan’s voice was patient and calm in the patronizing way that always lit a fire in his sister’s chest. I waited for the explosion, but her reply sounded closer to tears than anger.

“I can still help, Loe! I want to. Please!”

Her brother’s sigh had the world-weary sound of a gray-bearded elder rather than an eleven-year-old boy.

“Fine. You can come along and cook supper and fix my clothes.”

“Loegan, I want to help!” Now the anger was rising, and I could almost hear the stamp of her foot on the soft ground. I left the pot and went to the window.

“Children, please. Your father had a bad night. Do you want to make it worse?”

Two dark heads immediately ducked to study their boots before they raised penitent faces to mine. Shame flickered in both pairs of green eyes, but the stubborn set to Loegan’s jaw and the tightness of Jaelyn’s lips told me the matter was far from settled. I sighed and shook my head.

“Do you think the two of you can work together long enough to pick some of the blackberries Mr. Buchner says he saw on the far side of the hill?”

“Oh, say you’ll make a pie, Blenwyn!” Loegan pleaded eagerly, and Jaelyn clasped her hands in rapture. I left the window to fish the pails from their peg, but a sudden inspiration seized me. Returning with a single pail, I held it up for them to study.

“That’s entirely dependent on how many you manage to bring back. You’re both to fill this, one time only, and you’re both to carry it. Squabble over it, there’ll be no chance of a pie, and I’ll save what berries are left for those of us who didn’t lose them.”

I waited until both sets of fingers had grasped the handle before letting it go, and the twins were off like a pair of startled deer, the pail jolting between them in a way that would have meant disaster for every last berry it held. I watched them out of sight, their lithe young figures covering the uneven ground much faster than mine ever could, then returned to scrubbing the pot, letting my shoulders slump a little.

“Miss Osheen?”

My head jerked up to find the surgeon standing in the kitchen doorway, his mouth curved in a tired half-smile. I hurriedly wiped my hands on my apron and bent to retrieve the bowl I’d left in the oven to keep warm.

“Blenwyn, please.” How he even remembered my last name after weeks of hearing nothing but my first from the Rolfe family was still a mystery to me. “I’m not a ‘miss’ to anyone.”

He raised an eyebrow just barely, but enough to let me know he must have heard me speaking to the twins and wouldn’t honor my preference of my own first name if I didn’t honor his. Couldn’t he see how different it was? I had relinquished all claim to any other life on the night I stood weeping over two tiny cradles and pledged to the Giver of Life and the sweetest mistress who had ever lived that her children would never suffer a lack that I could fill.

Not that I didn’t still consider myself respectable; my reputation was fully intact, and there was nothing degrading in the lot of a servant. But what equality could there be between a girl of my station—no, a woman, for I had passed the years of girlhood long ago—and a highly skilled surgeon, as his careful tending of Mr. Rolfe had proved him to be?

I set the bowl on the table without another word and returned to my scrubbing, and Mr. Buchner cast a glance out the window as he settled in a chair and lifted his spoon.

“What are our chances of a pie for supper, do you think?”

I smiled a little, but a sigh slipped out as my eyes followed his.

“I’m hopeful, but I can’t say I’m confident. Ever since—” I broke off and looked away, knowing I ought not to gossip about household affairs. It was so difficult to remember with him, when he had become nearly as much a part of the household in the last weeks as I was.

“Ever since their father has been talking to them.” His voice was low, grave, and gentle, and it brought the sting of tears to my eyes. I blinked hard and scrubbed harder. “Blenwyn.” The single word held a note of command, and I raised my eyes, waiting for instruction. He tipped his head toward the table. “Come sit a moment. Some problems are solved better with strategy than brute force.”

I couldn’t tell if he was referring to the pot or the twins, but after a moment’s hesitation, it occurred to me that he might be a source of help rather than idle gossip. I sank into the chair at his side and waited until he’d taken a few spoonfuls of his cooling breakfast before I spoke.

“It’s not the quarreling that worries me. They’ve squabbled before, and they’ll squabble again. It’s their obsession with this idea of villains and battles and dark plots that only they can overcome. I’ve seen them play at all sorts of things over the years. This is different. There’s a soberness to it—something more than a childish fancy. It can’t be good for them.”

He was quiet for a moment, looking out the window where the wind stirred the leaves that were just beginning to tint yellow and orange. I twisted my hands in my lap, and a deeper question rose in my heart.

“Do you think it will truly be as bad as he says?”

“I fear it may.” His voice remained low, and he didn’t move his gaze, but after a moment’s pause he continued. “I’ve never seen this machine at work, but from what Mattias describes, it could easily bring the entire country to its knees. And without a strong government to mount a defense, the people will be helpless before it.”

“But to destroy a town—to level an entire mountain—what could this Gerhard possibly gain from it?” I had heard the man’s name on the children’s lips far too frequently in recent days, and it felt bitter on my tongue. “What good is a ruined country?”

“He likely won’t ruin it all. Enough to prove his power and crush those who dare oppose him. Then rule the rest with fear and threats. It’ll still be ruin, but of a kind he can use.”

“But why the children?” The words left my lips on a whisper. His eyes met mine, and he gave me a sad smile.

“I would say there are very few people Mattias can trust just now. It’s natural he’d fear giving his secrets to a stranger, who might be bribed to tell tales or lured by the power once it was in his hands.” He shook his head slowly, and a storm began to rise in his gray eyes. “You didn’t see him as he was when I found him. What you’ve seen is bad enough, but it’s better than I dared hope. The man meant to kill him. Nearly did. If some divine mercy hadn’t kept him alive, you and the children would still be waiting in Mitterstadt, where you could easily have been found when Gerhard learned of you.”

“But surely he wouldn’t have...” Cold fingers of fear squeezed my stomach, even as the thought of the city with its constant bustle, comforting noises, and cheerful shops tugged at my heart. “Not the children. What harm could they have been to him?”

“If what Mattias predicts comes to pass, thousands of innocent children will suffer and die. Why should these be the exception? And if he were ever to learn that Loegan inherited his father’s talent...”

Feeling sick, I rose abruptly and crossed to the window, an icy crust of fear forming in my chest as I gazed toward the rise where the twins had disappeared. Gentle hands settled on my arms, warm and comforting in a world that had turned suddenly gray.

“Blenwyn, forgive me. I didn’t mean to frighten you. He believes Mattias dead. And we left no trail when I brought you here. The children are safe. It’s why Mattias wanted you here instead of the city.”

The quiet confidence and touch of remorse in his tone warmed the edges of my fear, but when he stepped away, a heavy rock seemed to settle in my spirit. I had clung to the hope that Mr. Rolfe’s fears were unfounded, the frantic imaginings of a fevered mind, but if this level-headed surgeon believed them, what did it mean for our future?

A strong longing swept over me to gather the children in my arms and flee back to Corwyck, beyond the reach of any tyrant Merissa could raise, but I knew I could not give way to it. The twins might be mine by heart, but they were their father’s by right and birth, and after carefully nurturing their love for him all these years, it would be a cruelty to suddenly sever the stalk.

Mr. Rolfe had been more than decent to me, going so far as to remove his sleeping quarters to his workshop when his wife’s death had left us alone in the house save for the babies, a step that had shielded my reputation even as it distanced him from his most
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