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Chapter 1
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Marianna stood at the top of the elegantly curved staircase. The crowded ballroom below was a gaping mouth of gossipy busybodies ready to swallow her whole. She didn’t think she could do this. Two years. It had been two whole years since she’d learned the ship Will had been on disappeared. Time was such a funny thing. It felt so much shorter and so much longer than two years.

She clutched the gold painted railing, the ridges and planes of the expertly carved wood underneath soothing her and forced herself not to look over at the corner of the ballroom where she’d first realized she loved Will. Why did tonight’s ball have to be at Lord Rotari’s manor, on the anniversary of Will’s disappearance?

The announcer called her name, and in a haze, she lifted her heavy muslin skirts and mechanically started down the stairs. Hundreds of eyes turned to face her. She sucked in a breath, focusing on the scents of the food, trying to identify each dish’s ingredients. Spiced chicken, garlic and basil, and fire-roasted potatoes smothered in the cook’s secret sweet sauce. 

She reached the end of the stairs and panic flooded through her as so many pairs of eyes met her own. Susan darted forward and grabbed her arm pulling her effortlessly through the people into a quiet corner.

“Mari, are you okay?” her friend squeezed her arm.

“Yes, just..” Marianna blew out a breath.

“They’re like vultures, right? But you are going to dance tonight, right? Accepting a dance with somebody, doesn’t mean you’re being unfaithful to Will.”

“No.” Marianna sighed. “Until he comes back, I can’t enjoy things like dancing.” She pushed her palms against the wall as if bracing herself to face another night of stares and whispers. She was an oddity in Anderian society, pining over a sailor who had been missing for so long.

Dancers swirled past them, a rustle of colorful skirts and swinging coattails. The orchestra played louder, building to a crescendo. Susan started to speak, but Marianna shook her head. It was impossible to hear anything over the music. 

Susan pulled Marianna away from the crowd and into an isolated alcove. Her voice was gentle as she whispered, “Don’t you think it’s about time you start to consider that Will might not be coming back?”

Marianna stared at the tiled floor as she twisted the wooden ring on her finger. She didn’t answer.

“It’s been two years. Do you know what people are saying? That you’re crazy. Soon no one will consider marrying you.” Susan sank down onto the plush rose-colored cushioned bench, tugging Marianna to sit down next to her.

Susan meant well. She knew as well as anyone how cruel high society could be, and status could only protect one for so long, before they’d be on the receiving end of said cruelty. Marianna had to be pretty close to the end of that mercy, but that didn’t matter. She wouldn’t give up on Will.

“I don’t care what they say. I must believe Will is alive. If I don’t keep believing my heart will break.” A sob broke loose, and tears streamed down her face. 

Susan pulled her into a hug. “Shh, don’t cry. I won’t talk about Will anymore.” 

Marianna sucked in a deep breath and let it out. Susan handed her a handkerchief, and she dried her face. 

“I am crazy. Look at me. I’m a mess. Why do you stick around?”

“Because you’re my best friend. Besides, I like being the friend of the crazy girl.”

Marianna laughed. “You’re a good friend.” 

Susan snorted and waved her hand dismissively. 

“Seriously, I don’t know how I would have made it this far without you.” Marianna smoothed out the handkerchief.

Susan reached over and squeezed her hand. “You ready to go back?”

“I guess I have to.” Marianna smiled weakly as they rose. She clutched the cameo that hung around her neck, wishing for her mother, before they headed back into the ballroom.

Marianna’s sister, Annette, swirled around the room in the arms of a handsome soldier. His blue uniform was freshly pressed, the gold epaulettes and buttons glistening in the soft candelabra light of the ballroom. Anderian dress uniforms were so elaborate, people from other countries often mistook high-ranking soldiers for royalty.

“I am happy for Annette.” Marianna watched her sister dancing with her suitor. “She loves Matthew. I hope this disturbance everyone keeps talking about doesn’t escalate into a war. It would be horrible if he had to go to war.” 

Susan’s husband, Daniel, walked over to them. “Good evening, Marianna.” He took her hand and bowed. 

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I overheard your concerns. I don’t think you need to worry. The king’s soldiers have everything under control.”

He released Marianna’s hand and tilted his head toward the strangest looking man in attendance, his bright blue hair and beard making him hard to miss. “Lord Bludington has a definite interest in you, Marianna. He’s wealthy too.”

Susan nudged her husband and shook her head.

Marianna rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m not interested in him, and money would be the last reason in the world I would marry.” She turned and strode away, but not fast enough to miss Daniel and Susan’s next words.

“She’s still pining for your brother?” Daniel asked. “Is she ever going to get over him?” 

“She loved him deeply, and you’re not helping things by suggesting the oddest man in the county as a suitor for her,” Susan hissed. 

Marianna walked faster. Did everyone have to keep talking about how tragic she was? She knew she was pathetic, pining over a boy who was probably dead, but she didn’t need everyone constantly reminding her of that fact. Her thoughts were interrupted as she plowed into something solid.

“Watch out there. Are you okay?” The low, gravelly voice was accompanied by a strong hand grabbing her arm and steadying her.

She sucked in a breath as an icy shiver raced down her spine. “Uh, yes. I’m fine.” Marianna extracted her arm from Lord Bludington’s grasp and took a step back. He had never approached her before, and up close, the shocking blue of his hair and beard made her eyes sting.

“I was coming to see you, but you beat me to it. May I please have this dance, Lady Marianna?”

Goosebumps raised the tiny hairs of her arms, and she resisted the urge to rub them. Why was she so scared? The man was strange, but it wasn’t like he could hurt her here in a ballroom full of people.

“Milady?”

Still perturbed by the comments Daniel made and the odd reaction this man had caused her, she snapped out her answer. “No, I don’t think so. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She pushed past Lord Bludington, walked through the ballroom door, down the hallway, and into the ladies’ lounge.

Mrs. Garbedeau, a tiny gray-haired woman who also always wore some shade of gray, stood in the center of the room. Today she wore a gown of silvery satin so pale it nearly looked white. A dark gray shawl knitted from fine silk thread draped over her shoulders. Dozens of women of various ages were huddled around her.

Marianna hovered near the wall, walking as quickly as her voluptuous skirts would let her, praying the old woman wouldn't see her. The last time she’d gotten stopped, the old woman had held hostage for three hours telling wild tales. Mrs. Garbedeau was the biggest gossip in town and never missed an opportunity to let everyone in on what she knew.

“I hear he's in the market for a wife again.”

A chorus of twitters came from the group as Mrs. Garbedeau continued. “And he's the richest man on this side of the Obsidian River.” 

A woman at the fringe of the crowd broke in, “But isn’t it strange that something tragic has befallen every one of his previous wives, though.” 

Mrs. Garbedeau leaned into the group and lowered her voice. “That hardly matters when he's nearly as rich as the king.”

This brought an audible gasp from several of the women. 

Marianna reached the other side of the room and was ready to push through the door into the inner chamber when the old lady's next words stopped her.

“I hear he's quite interested in the Locklear girls. Especially the older one.”

“What? The merchant's daughters?” Tarlie scoffed, tossing her mane of perfect golden curls, and crossing her arms. “But they’re not truly nobility, not by blood. Their father just managed to do well selling his wares.” 

Of course she would be the first one to protest. Her father was one of the highest-ranking nobles in their town.

Tarlie's mother laid a hand on her daughter's shoulder, the gigantic rings she wore on every finger shimmering as the light hit them. “Don't worry, sweetcakes,” she crooned. “He won't be able to ignore your beauty. You have as much of a chance as any other girl, if not more.”

Marianna didn't wait to hear anything else. She pushed through the door into the luxurious inner room. White circular chairs formed of intricate iron twists filled the room. Plush red cushions lined their seats. The soft scent of roses filled the room. Strings of rose petals crisscrossed the ceiling around three large chandeliers.  Teardrop crystals hung from the golden chandeliers casting a soft golden glow around the room.

Marianna dropped into the nearest chair with a sigh. She was seriously getting tired of all these parties. She should be grateful, because whether she liked it or not, Tarlie was right. Her family wasn't noble by birth. Father had made such a fortune that the upper class had welcomed him with open arms, especially after he’d purchased a manor worthy of nobility. Money could buy a lot, but it was never the important things like happiness or true friendship.

As Marianna leaned back in her seat, another woman spoke from behind the wall.

“He's so strange. And his hair! I know of no one else who's ever had blue hair; it doesn't seem natural.”

Marianna didn't recognize the voice, but she agreed with this woman.

“Oh nonsense!” Mrs. Garbedeau exclaimed. “Some people look for gossip and slander where there is none. I don't care if he is a little bit strange. With his fortune he can be as strange as he wants to.”

Tarlie laughed boisterously. She was welcome to him. Unfortunately, it didn't seem that Lord Bludington was interested in her. Marianna hadn't seen him go near her once all night. And that was saying something considering how desperate Tarlie was for his attention.

“Where did he come from? How did he obtain such a vast fortune?” the same cautious woman from before asked.

“Well, that's easy enough to answer.” Mrs. Garbedeau’s voice grew quieter, and Marianna found herself leaning closer to the wall, straining to hear her next words.

“It's his mother's fortune. She died many years ago. I don't remember when. He had a sister too, but she died not long after their mother. Fragile women in their family. I don't know anything about his father. By the time they moved here, he'd been out of the picture for years. It could have been one of those situations where he worked for the king, if you know what I mean.”

Marianna could imagine Mrs. Garbedeau wiggling her eyebrows as she said it, like it was a secret. But everyone knew the king occasionally employed men, assassins essentially, to protect the kingdom from those deemed threats. When they didn't return home from an assignment, the king would provide a bounty for the families including a manor and a higher title.

It made sense. Bludington's family showed up with no father in the picture to claim the biggest manor around, armed with an unseemly amount of wealth. If that was the case, Bludington had certainly had his fair share of hardships. Guilt pricked at her. She had been judging Bludington so harshly. But still, guilt and pity couldn't erase the sense of unease she felt whenever she was around the man.

She sighed and rose. She’d heard enough. It was time to go home. Slipping out the back door and down the servant’s hallway, Marianna avoided the room where all the women were still gathered around Mrs. Garbedeau. Because she’d played here as a child, she knew all the best ways to sneak out.

The sweet scent of roses greeted her as she stepped into the gardens, releasing some of the tension from her neck. The stables stood outside the garden, and she picked up her pace as the evening chill sent shivers down her spine. Out of sight of all the nosy women, she gave in to the urge to rub her arms.

Lord Bludington... ugh. It wasn’t just the blue color of his hair and beard. He’d had at least three wives already. Their deaths were shrouded in mystery. No one knew what had happened to any of them, and the stories only grew stranger and stranger with the passing of time.

And he lived in that gothic castle up on Friar’s Hill, miles away from anyone. So dark and melancholy. Marianna wrapped her arms tighter around herself as she entered the stable and found her family’s groom.

She was ready to go home. Her brothers, James and Henry, wouldn’t care, but Annette wouldn’t be pleased, which is why she hadn’t told her. Annette didn’t understand how difficult these things were for Marianna. Annette was the life of the party, easily making friends wherever she went. Everybody loved her, and she still had her love to dance with.

“Brent, I’m very tired, but I’m sure my brothers and sister will be here all night. I’d like to go home. You can bring the carriage back to get them.”

Brent gave a little nod. “Yes, ma’am. The carriage will be ready shortly if you want to wait outside.”

Marianna nodded and stepped back out into the cool night air. Within minutes, the carriage appeared. Brent offered his arm, helping her into the carriage before climbing to the top and signaling the horses forward.

~
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When Marianna got home, she went to the parlor to say goodnight to her father. As she entered, he was overtaken by a fit of coughing. Worry flooded inside of her, and she clutched her heavy ballgown skirt, lifting it as she hurried over to him. He was getting worse with each passing day. She should have stayed home with him, but Annette had thrown a fit when she suggested it.

“Father, are you okay?”

He motioned to the little table sitting next to his chair where a pitcher of water sat. Marianna quickly poured a glass for him.

“We should call a doctor. You’ve had that cold a long time.”

He shook his head. “I’m fine, dear. It comes with old age, I’m sure.”

“You’re not old.”

“I’m getting there. Did you have fun tonight? Dance with any handsome men?”

Marianna turned away. “All balls are fun.”

Her father took her arm and pulled her back toward him. “I’m so sorry about Will, my dear. If I could do it over, I would never have sent him away. Will you please forgive me?” He stood up and gathered Marianna into his arms.

She rested her head against his shoulder, and her voice came out muffled. “It’s okay, Father. I still believe Will is coming back. He promised me he would, and I have to hold on to that.”

Her father sighed, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Good night, my dear. I love you very much.”

Marianna turned and went to her bedroom. Despite all her insistence Will was coming back, she was losing hope. He might really be dead, and that thought was shredding her heart to pieces.

~
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Marianna’s eyes flew open. Her room was dark. What time was it? She sighed, punched up her pillow, and rolled onto her side. She stared into the dark and tried to fall back asleep, but she no longer felt tired.

After several more minutes, she heaved herself up. She barely held back a yelp as her feet struck the cold floor. She rummaged around in her nightstand drawer until she found a match. After lighting her bedside candle, she headed for the stairs.

The library was the one place she could count on being lit. Because her father often suffered from insomnia, the servants kept the fire and lanterns going all night. Marianna reached the ground floor and inched along the hallway that led to her favorite room in their house.

Something thumped against the wall out of the view of her candlelight. She held her breath and stopped. Who was creeping about at this hour? She inhaled deeply. Probably the servant who kept the fire lit.

“Wilson?” Marianna called out in a shaky voice. There was no answer, just another thump as a long shape rolled toward her, stopping right before it knocked into her. The shape unrolled itself into a boy.

“Thomas? Whatever are you doing up this time of night?” She had a pretty good idea why Thomas was up. His father was a notorious drunk, and likely Thomas had made himself scarce to avoid a beating.

Thomas’s father worked for the next-door neighbors, and one day Marianna had discovered Thomas huddled behind a bush in their garden, crying and trying to hide a black eye. Marianna finally managed to get Thomas to tell her what happened, and she had been furious, going to her father and insisting that they must do something to help.

But her father had said it was out of their hands. Their neighbors knew what kind of man Thomas’s father was but refused to press charges against him. The best they could do was offer Thomas a place to escape from his father when he went into one of his drunken rages. Marianna had a special key made for Thomas. She’d threaded it through some yarn, making a necklace the boy could wear under his shirt.

Thomas had only taken them up on the offer of escape a few times, and Marianna hadn’t seen him in weeks.

“Aww, I needed to get away for awhile, Miss Marianna.” Thomas ducked his head, but not before Marianna saw the glisten in his eyes.

“And I know the perfect place to escape.” Marianna held out her hand to Thomas. “Come with me?”

Thomas lifted his head, and a grin covered his face. “The library? There’re still more stories we haven’t read, right?”

Marianna nodded, and Thomas grabbed her hand. She squeezed it and led him to the library. At the door, Thomas dropped her hand and raced inside to find the book. It was a book of fairytales from Marianna’s mother. Her mother had been a huge supporter of the arts, making sure the girls were well-read and knew about all the famous painters and musicians. Out of all of them, though, Marianna knew her mother’s favorite artist had been Stincosa, the writer of the fairytales.

Marianna used to keep the book in her room, but once she had started reading the stories to Thomas, she put it in the hidden shelf in the library. Thomas loved retrieving it from there, and it was as safe as it had been in her room.

Thomas handed the book to Marianna and plopped onto the fluffy pillow by the crackling fire. Wood smoke mingled with the scent of old books as Marianna took her seat in the velvet armchair. 

She ran her hands lovingly across the cover of the fairytale book. Made of fine mahogany leather with golden lettering, it evoked a thousand memories of her mother. Marianna could have easily lost herself in them, but the eager-eyed boy wasn’t so patient.

“Find the one about the donkey and the pig!”

“Okay,” Marianna laughed. She had read that fairytale to Thomas at least half a dozen times, but it was his favorite, so she found it and began reading. Soon Thomas was asleep, and Marianna’s eyes were starting to feel heavy as well. She closed the book and pulled the knitted blanket from the back of her chair to cover Thomas.

“Good night, sweet boy,” she whispered as she covered him. She found Wilson in the kitchen and let him know about the guest they had in the library before returning to bed.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


“Is Marianna still asleep?” James asked. He stood at the bottom of the stairs with Annette and Henry.  Marianna paused on the staircase to listen. 

“Last I checked she was,” Annette said. “Father said she was upset last night, and I wanted her to get as much sleep as she needed.”

“Will she ever get over Will? It’s been two years, but you’d think it’d happened last month.” Henry shook his head.

Marianna covered her mouth to keep herself from protesting aloud. Even her family thought she was pathetic.

“She loved Will. Things like that can’t be healed like a physical injury. It takes much more time. We need to be there for her,” Annette reprimanded.

Everyone was quiet after that, so Marianna slipped up the stairs. At the top, she coughed loudly and stomped down. Her siblings stepped out of the parlor and met her at the bottom of the stairs.

“Hello, sleepyhead.” James said. He’d always held a special place in her heart, even more so after Will’s disappearance. He was always making her smile. He and Henry may have been twins, but they were as different as night and day.

“I guess I was more tired than I thought.” Marianna offered a weak smile.

Her smile disappeared when she noticed the army bag strung over James’ shoulder. Henry held a similar bag. A knot formed in her stomach. Ever since they had turned sixteen, she’d known this was a possibility. That they could get called to the army.

She swallowed hard, pushing the words out past the lump lodged in her throat. “What’s this? Are you going somewhere?”

“Sorry, Sis. We’ve been called to the border,” James said.

“Where is the fighting taking place?” Marianna bit the inside of her cheek. She couldn’t bear to think about them leaving. Especially when there was a chance they wouldn’t come back.

“There shouldn’t be much trouble, but the king decided he wants as many reinforcements as possible to let the rebels know we mean business.  We were waiting for you to wake up, but we’ve got to leave. Couldn’t go without saying goodbye to our favorite big sister.” James pulled Marianna into a bear hug. He was trying to hide it for her sake, but he was clearly thrilled about this new adventure.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you, too.” Marianna choked on the last word.  She pulled away from James and turned to Henry.

He squeezed her shoulder and said, “I love you too, you know.”

She threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “I know you do. Be careful, you hear me? And take care of one another.” She cleared her throat trying to get rid of the frog that had claimed residence there.

“We will, don’t worry. I promise to keep an eye on James. I won’t let him do anything stupid,” Henry said, shooting a glance at his brother. 

James shook his head, not taking the bait. “We’ll be back soon,” he called over his shoulder before they walked out the door.

But there was no guarantee they would be back. Experience had taught her that much. Tears pooled in her eyes, and she blinked rapidly, trying to hide them from Annette.

She needed to think happy thoughts. They would be back, and it would all be fine. A seed of doubt lingered in the back of her mind, but she ignored it. Taking a deep breath, she put her arm around Annette’s shoulder as they followed their brothers outside. The boys hopped into the carriage, waving as it rolled down the street and out of sight.

As they turned to go in, Marianna asked, “Where’s Father?”

“He wasn’t feeling well this morning. After he said goodbye to the boys, he went back to bed. I’m worried about him. He’s had this cold for a while now. He should see a doctor, but you know how he is about that.” Annette wrapped her arms around herself, a distressed look on her face.

“He was coughing last night, but he insisted he was okay. If he doesn’t get better soon, I’ll call the doctor,” Marianna reassured her sister.

~
[image: ]


Later that night, Annette helped Marianna pin up her long, dark hair. They were preparing for another party.

“I don’t know how we can keep having parties every night when war is looming over us.” Marianna sighed.

“I think people need it to take their minds off of all the bad in the world,” Annette replied.

Marianna’s mind swirled. Her sister could be so naïve sometimes. Avoiding the problems in Anderi would probably guarantee war would come. Not that Marianna could deal with thinking about it tonight. Not when her brothers had been sent to the front lines.

“Do you think Matthew will get sent to the border?” she blurted out. Anything to keep her from thinking about Henry and James on the war front.

Annette paused, looking at Marianna’s reflection.

“I don’t know. If he does go, I hope he asks me to marry him first. If something happens, and he hasn’t asked me...” Annette’s voice trembled as she continued. “Well, there would always be a piece of me wondering if he wanted to marry me.”

Marianna gasped. “Annette, how can you say that? He will ask you. If you could see the way he looks at you, you wouldn’t have any doubts.” She reached back and squeezed Annette’s hand.

“Thanks, Mari.  It means a lot to hear you say that.” Annette went back to her sister’s hair.

It didn’t take her long to finish, then Kendra came in to help them get into their dresses. Marianna’s dress was a royal blue silk, with cream lacings on the bodice. Ivory lace trimmed the quarter length bell sleeves. It was a bit old-fashioned, but it had been her mother’s dress, and she loved wearing it.

“Thank you, Kendra.” She pulled up her heavy skirt and headed for the door. “Ready, Annette?”

Annette’s dress was a vivid pink, with the more modern puffy cap sleeves and a high waistline. She pulled on long white silk gloves before picking up her skirt and joining Marianna at the door.

“Yes, of course.” She smiled at Kendra, and soon they were in the carriage headed to the party. 

Within minutes, the carriage pulled to a stop in front of a grand mansion. Matthew opened their door. He helped Marianna out first, before taking Annette’s hand.

“You look beautiful, Annette,” he whispered, a little smile on his face as he helped her out. He weaved her arm through his and escorted her into the house.

Marianna took her time climbing the steps, giving them their space. It sometimes seemed awkward when it was the three of them, but Matthew was a sweet young man, his calm sensibility a perfect match for Annette’s flighty impulsiveness, and he was always willing to include her in their activities.

How different things would have been if Will had been here. Tears formed behind her eyes, a lump growing in her throat. She swallowed hard and forced the tears back before finding her way to the ballroom. She hadn’t enjoyed balls and parties since Will had disappeared, but according to proper society she was required to attend them.

Before she had even reached the threshold of the ballroom, a hand stopped her.

“May I please have this dance? I promise I don’t bite, and you wouldn’t refuse a man twice.” Lord Bludington’s garish blue hair and beard assaulted her eyes. His eyes matched his hair perfectly. Though there was a smile on his face, his eyes bored into hers. Like he was staring straight into her soul. Cold chills scampered down her back, and a jolt of fear surged through her.

She was reacting foolishly. He was an ordinary man. Sure, his reputation with his wives was a bit murky, but not enough to warrant an official investigation. And people respected him, always trying to get his attention, get an invite to his strange manor. So there was nothing to worry about, right?

She gulped in air, then let it out. She needed to dance with him, to prove to herself she was behaving foolishly. Before she could clear away the thoughts, she heard herself say, “Yes.” Lord Bludington smiled at her answer and led her onto the dance floor.

The murmurs increased as they entered the ballroom. Everyone was talking about her. The sight of her on the dance floor again after being absent from it for two years was sure to fodder gossip for days, maybe even weeks, but she could hardly think about that. Her heart pounded so hard she was sure it would race right out of her chest. She breathed deeply.

Lord Bludington chattered away about the war and the weather and other inane things. Things went flying by with dizzying speed, but at least she hadn’t forgotten the steps. Her palms were clammy with sweat, and she hoped Lord Bludington hadn’t noticed.

She wished to be in the lounge room with all the women who considered themselves too old to dance. Every house had one filled with books and games. Typically, she would be deep into a book by now, but not today.

Today had to be the day she gave in and danced with someone. She thought she’d feel more guilty, like she was betraying Will. But it was hard to feel guilty when her heart was pounding like a racehorse. She had to concentrate to keep breathing normally.

When the music finally ended, Marianna pulled away from Lord Bludington and muttered, “Thank you. Please excuse me.”

She hurried away so fast that she didn’t realize she had walked straight into a web of nosy old ladies.

“Do you fancy him?” Lady Portense grabbed her arm.

“Tired of sitting on the sidelines, eh? About time you got back out there.” A lady she didn’t recognize patted her on the shoulder as if she'd fought a giant and come back victorious.

“He is quite a catch!” Mrs. Garbedeau snickered as she scooted closer, her shoulder bumping into Marianna’s.

“But no one knows what happened to all those girls he married. I wouldn’t go anywhere with him, not even for a million cullers.” Lady Harrington crossed her arms while pushing in closer.

Marianna waded through, pulling away from the grasping hands, until she was out of the ballroom. She hurried down the brightly lit hallway to the powder room. With a quick glance around to ensure no one was there, she headed for a private corner and sank down onto a padded red velvet bench.

The Harringtons had one of the nicest manors, and their powder room was far bigger than anyone else’s. Gilded mirrors of various sizes and shapes hung on all four walls, making it seem even larger than it was. Plush grape carpet covered the floors, so soft that Marianna immediately removed her shoes and let her feet sink into it. She leaned back against the cushiony chair, resting her head, closing her eyes against the multiple reflections staring at her.

Her heart beat erratically, and her mind was muddled. Emotions swirled through her like a tornado. This was ridiculous. Why was she so frightened? It was one dance, but it was her first time back on the dance floor in so long. And it hadn’t been with Will. Her heart clenched, and her hands shook.

The door opened, and Susan’s head appeared around the corner. “Are you okay? Why did you hurry away like that? Did Lord Bludington say something to you?”

Marianna shook her head and shoved her hands under her skirt. She stared down at the blue velvet of her dress and took a deep breath. “I don’t know. He didn’t say anything to me, but whenever I see him, I feel scared, and I get chills. There’s something very strange about him, besides his blue hair. I mean, why is his hair even blue?” She lifted her head and stared at her friend.

“You’re being silly. He’s an ordinary man who happens to have a strange hair color. Maybe he dyes it that color, who knows?” Susan sat down and put an arm around Marianna’s shoulder.

“I know it sounds silly. It is silly, but he really scares me.”

“It’s going to be okay. You danced with him once. You don’t ever have to dance with him again. Come on, let’s go back to the party.”

Susan pulled Marianna to her feet and led her back out to the ballroom and watched her like a hawk, never giving her a chance to escape to the lounge. Although Susan tried all night to get Marianna to dance with many different gentlemen, Marianna managed to find excuses to be alone. After the turbulent emotions one dance had given her, she couldn’t imagine trying another.

After putting up with the party for a few hours, Marianna found her sister and pulled her aside. Her head was pounding from the stress of the night, and the ballroom atmosphere was only making it worse.

“What’s the matter?” Annette asked.

“I have a headache. I’m going to leave, and I’ll send the carriage back for you.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? You did the same thing last night and the night before. You should try to enjoy these parties. I’m really worried about you.”

“I’m fine. I have a headache, and I’m leaving now,” Marianna snapped. “All these people care about is their stupid parties. They don’t care about the war looming. They don’t care about the soldiers’ lives at stake. They don’t care about the poor people barely getting by, which is the whole reason people want to fight.” Marianna hadn’t meant to get so angry or loud.

A couple of nearby people stared as Annette grabbed her arm and ushered her outside. “Calm down. I was just expressing my concern.” She squeezed Marianna’s hand. 

A flash of guilt shot through Marianna for taking her issues out on her sister and causing a scene.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you. But I’m okay. I just need to go home and rest.” She squeezed back five times, the special signal she had made up after their mother had died and Annette was inconsolable. It meant ‘I’m always here for you.’

Annette stared at her for a moment before squeezing the code back and then nodded. “Okay, but you don’t have to worry about sending the carriage back. Matthew will take me home.”

Annette pulled Marianna into a quick hug before walking away. Marianna watched her go, then turned to the cloak closet to retrieve her wrap. 

Once inside the carriage, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Maybe she’d wake up to find this was all a horrible dream. Will wasn’t missing, and she didn’t even know who Lord Bludington was. If only...
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


The next few weeks were not easy for Marianna. They heard nothing from her brothers, and the rumors circulating the ballrooms claimed the rebellion on the border was becoming worse each day.

Marianna worked hard to avoid Lord Bludington. He sought her out at every ball even though she’d made it clear she was not interested in him. How could he still be interested in her? If she were any colder to him, she’d be downright mean.

She was sure Lord Bludington viewed his chasing after her as a game, one many young men of Anderi indulged in, though he was old to be partaking in such nonsense, as he was at least nine or ten years older than Marianna. If she continued to ignore him, he would get tired and move on to someone who would be easier to catch.

Marianna’s father was getting weaker, although he insisted he was fine. He was coughing more, horrible deep-throated coughs. He spent most of his time wrapped in a blanket, sitting in the chair next to the fire in his office.

One morning, Marianna came downstairs and found her father this way. He held a letter, a tear rolling down his cheek.

She rushed to his side. “Father, what is it? Are Henry and James okay?”

Her father looked up, swiped at his eyes, and hurriedly folded up the letter. He tried to straighten up but started coughing.

“Here, drink some water.” Marianna reached for the glass on the side table and handed it to her father. He took it and swallowed a few sips. Finally, his coughing subsided.

“The boys are fine as far as I know, Marianna. I’m getting melancholy in my old age. I’d better get busy with my work.”

He set the glass down and stood up, but coughing racked his body and he nearly fell over. Marianna stepped forward and grabbed his arm, trying to support him. Her father clutched his chest and fell against Marianna. She staggered under the weight.

“Wilson, Wilson, come quick!” Marianna called for the butler who had worked for her family for as long as she could remember. The tall, sturdy man rushed into the room. He grasped her father by both shoulders and eased him back into the chair.

“Give him some water,” Wilson said.

Marianna picked up the glass and held it to her father’s lips. He took a few sips and nodded.

“Wilson, can you take him upstairs? I’ll send for the doctor.”

Her father started to shake his head and opened his mouth to speak.

“I don’t want to hear your excuses, Father. This has gone on long enough. You are quite sick. Your face is flushed, and you can’t even speak without being overtaken by a coughing spell. Wilson, help him upstairs.”

Her father didn’t protest this time, showing how sick he really was. It scared Marianna to see him so weak. Her father, who had always seemed strong enough to do anything, now becoming feeble.

Marianna sent Brent for the doctor, then turned back to the study to see what she could do to help her father with his business. He had taught her how to keep track of the accounts and manage stock, but it had been a while since she had helped him, and she wasn’t sure where to begin. Once again she wished she’d had the opportunity to go to a higher learning institute, but such a dream cost an exorbitant amount.

She sighed as she walked farther into the room. The letter her father had been reading caught her eye. It was lying on the floor. She picked it up and read it.

Merchant’s Bank

352 Elm Lane

Dear Sir Henry Locklear,

According to our records, we still have not received your payment for the loan against your manor. You have until the 3rd May to repay this loan, or we will be forced to foreclose on the property. As this payment is already late, there will be a penalty fee of three hundred cullers added to the total payment you owe Merchant’s Bank.

Total payment – 35,000 cullers

Sincerely,

Charles Dudley

President

Marianna gasped. “Thirty-five thousand cullers? That’s more than Father makes in a year. How could it be this bad?”

She ran over to where her father kept the account books, pulling out the last one and flipping it open. Her eyes ran over the pages. The bank was correct. Father was terribly behind on the bills.

As she continued to flip through the pages, she saw her father had lost two other merchant ships besides the one Will had been on. And half of the merchandise on the last incoming ship had been damaged by a storm. The ship had also been severely impaired by the storm. No longer sea-worthy, it was waiting in port to be repaired.

There was no money for the bills or the repairs. The bank wouldn’t lend them anymore money, and there was only one ship left to bring in merchandise.

Marianna looked to see when it had last left port. March 3rd, less than a month ago.  There was no way it would be back with the goods to pay the bank bill before the bank would foreclose.

Marianna slammed the book shut and sank down into the chair behind the desk, putting her head in her hands. No wonder Father was sick.

This was why he’d refused a doctor. They couldn’t pay for a visit, but he needed to see one or he was going to die. She sighed heavily. There must be something she could do.

The door opened, interrupting her thoughts. Annette stepped into the room, stopping inside the doorway. “Are you okay? The doctor is here. He’ll help Father, and he’ll get better.”

“Come in and close the door.”

Annette came in and sat down in the chair across from the desk.

Marianna cleared her throat, struggling to come up with a way to break the news of their encroaching poverty to her sister gently. Nothing came to mind, so she blurted it out.

“There’s no money. None, and in a little over a month, the bank will take our house. I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

“What do you mean, no money?” Annette’s eyes went round in disbelief.

“Just what I said, Annette. I don’t know how we were unaware of it, but it’s the truth.” Marianna shoved the account book and letter at her sister. “Look for yourself.”

Annette took her time reading the letter and looking through the account book. “What are we going to do? What about the doctor?” Panic filled Annette’s eyes and her breath hitched as she spoke.

Marianna laid a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I don’t know, but we’ll think of something,” she assured her sister even as her own mind filled with doubt.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm herself. “For now, go find out what the diagnosis is and how much the visit will be. Come back and tell me.”

Annette slipped out of the room and returned several minutes later.

“The doctor says he’s not sure what’s wrong with Father, but he has some medicine for the cough. He’ll be back next week to check on him again. It’s going to cost us fifty cullers. Where are we going to get it from?” Annette barely managed to get the words out as her eyes filled with tears.

“Come with me.” Marianna led her sister upstairs and into her room. She reached in her top dresser drawer and dug around until she found a little golden key. Walking over to the ornately carved chest that sat in the corner, she fit the key in the lock. Coins jingled inside of the sapphire blue silken bag she pulled from the trunk.

“That’s your dowry. You can’t use that.” Annette laid her hand on Marianna’s arm as if to stop her.

“Well, it’s not like I’m going to need it anytime soon, and where else are we going to get the money?”

“But your dowry? Marianna, are you sure?”

“At least it’s not yours,” Marianna said as she counted out the appropriate amount of money. She handed it to Annette. “Go give it to the doctor and tell him we’ll see him next week.”

When Annette hesitated, Marianna pushed her toward the door. “Just do it.”

“Okay,” Annette whispered before leaving the room.

Marianna put the rest of her money away, then rested her head against the box. She didn’t know what to do. If only her beloved fairytales were true, then she would have a fairy godmother to help her out of this mess.
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The next two days, Marianna’s father stayed in bed. By the third day he insisted he was well enough to move down to the parlor to sit. Marianna busied herself washing and putting away the linens. They went through so many of them. 

Ellen and Kendra insisted it was no problem for them to do the linens, but Ellen already did so much work, and washing linens wasn’t really in Kendra’s job description. No other lady’s maid position would require the maid to wash the linens. And besides, she liked doing the washing. It gave her some alone time, time to get lost in her thoughts and not have to worry about anyone else.

She’d just shut the closet door when an unfamiliar voice greeted her father in the parlor. Hadn’t he been alone in there when she’d brought him breakfast? She took a step closer to the parlor door.

Goosebumps scattered across her skin. What was Lord Bludington doing at their house?

“It has been a pleasure talking with you, sir. I do hope we can reach an agreement soon, for your sake as well as mine.” Bludington’s voice echoed down the hallway.

In another minute, he’d be in the hallway. Marianna rushed the other way, desperate to get away before the man came out into the hall, but she was too late. The door opened and Lord Bludington stepped out.

“Ah, Miss Marianna,” he called after her. “How are you this fine day? I nearly missed you. I’m so glad I didn’t.”

With dread, Marianna slowed and turned around. She forced a tight smile onto her face. “Fine, thank you. If you’ll excuse me, I have things to attend to.”

She whirled around, but before she could take a step, he reached out and grasped her arm.

“If I didn’t know any better, Miss Marianna, I would say you’re scared of me.” Despite the teasing lilt of his voice, the smile on his face was cold, and his eyes were steely. Marianna lifted her chin.

“What utter nonsense. I do, however, have things that need my attention. I don’t have time for silly games.” She jerked her arm from his grip and stepped away from him.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to keep you from your tasks, but I hope you speak the truth about not being afraid of me, as I anticipate that we will see much of each other in the near future.”

Before Marianna could semblance a reply, Lord Bludington turned and walked out the front door. Marianna shivered. What could he mean? She’d managed to avoid him so far. Rubbing her arms, she shivered again.

“What did he want?” Annette asked as she came down the stairs.

“I’m not sure. He was talking to Father.”

“Girls,” their father called to them. They entered the parlor and found him sitting in his favorite spot in front of the fire, wrapped in a thick wool blanket. He coughed as he shifted into a more comfortable position.

“Since you were out in the hallway, I assume you heard Lord Bludington leave?”

“Yes. What did he want?” Marianna asked.

“Girls, sit down. I’m afraid I have some bad news.” He motioned to the plush, royal blue love seat that sat across from his chair.

Marianna sank into it, the fuzzy velvet caressing her palms as she braced herself for more bad news. Her eyes glazed over as she stared past her father at the curtains that matched the love seat perfectly. They framed the window, pulled back with ties. Sunshine shimmered through the glass, belying the thick tension filling the room. How much more bad news could she take?

Their father explained about the misfortune that had struck his ships and how they now had no money. Annette started to interrupt him, to tell him that they already knew all this, which pulled Marianna from her stupor. She stopped her sister with a swift kick to her shins. Annette glared at Marianna, but let their father go on.

“...and this is what it comes down to, girls. I never wanted things to end this way, and I’m not going to force either of you to agree, but if one of you don’t accept this offer, we will lose our house, our ships, everything.”

Apprehension swirled through Marianna’s stomach. Before her father even voiced the offer, she knew what it was. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. There must be another way. It couldn’t come down to this. 

Annette’s voice sounded far away as she asked, “What offer, Father?”

“Lord Bludington has asked for one of you girls to accept his marriage proposal. He is interested in Marianna, but if she won’t accept, he is willing for you, Annette, to take her place. He says he’s tired of being alone in his big house and longs for companionship. I didn’t even know you girls were that well acquainted with him, but he seems to think very highly of you both.”

Their father’s speech ended when he fell into a coughing fit. He reached inside his blanket, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped his mouth with it.

“Shh, Father. Rest a moment. Don’t upset yourself over this. We’ll be okay,” Marianna said as she handed her father a glass of water. A sad smile spread across his face as he took a drink.

“You girls are so good to me, so like your mother.” He handed the glass back to Marianna, reaching for her other hand as he did so. He pressed a kiss to it, then clasped her small hand in both of his large work-worn ones.

“I didn’t want things to work out this way, but our situation is dire. Bludington agreed to pay all our debts in addition to giving a generous annual allowance to our
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