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  Prologue


Winter 1810 
Almost three years earlier
Darkness lay over the city as Miss Emma Glass trudged through the deep snow covering the ground, obscuring the step from the pavement down onto the street proper. The wind howled around her, tugging on her cloak and blowing the hood off her head again and again.
Hours ago, a painful chill had begun to settle in her bones, slowly spreading throughout her body, robbing it of every bit of warmth. Her fingers felt stiff, and her body trembled, still fighting against the cold.
But Emma knew it could not win.
Not out here.
Not in this icy wind.
Gritting her teeth, Emma glanced down at her little girl, sleeping in her arms, her young body exhausted from the freezing cold as well as the burning fever that had held her in its clutches for the past two days. Her skin was frighteningly pale, and her brown eyes were closed. Still, Emma could feel Susan’s little heart beat frantically against her chest.
But for how much longer?
Forcing her attention from her daughter’s sleeping face, Emma swept her gaze up and down the street, her eyes lingering upon a townhouse here and there. Everything looked so different under the thick layer of snow that Emma was not quite certain if she had taken a right turn at the last corner.
Then her gaze fell on a familiar iron gate that led around a large, imposing townhouse to the servants’ entrance, and everything within Emma stilled.
For a long moment, she simply stood there, barely noticing the snow dancing in the air around her, settling in her hair, on her shoulders, even sliding down the bridge of her nose. Her heartbeat quickened as dark memories resurfaced, tensing her muscles and sending a sickening sensation through her stomach. Every fiber of her being urged her to turn around and flee from this place while she still could.
Emma remained where she was though.
Trying her best to swallow the lump that had settled in her throat, she looked down at her sleeping child, her skin now even more frighteningly pale than before. “I don’t have a choice,” Emma whispered to the wind as her arms hugged her two-year-old daughter tighter against her chest. “We need help.”
A desperate longing settled in her heart as her gaze traveled over Susan’s soft face, and she remembered the beautiful smile she hoped to see again. “Don’t worry, Darling. All will be well.” Then she lifted her chin, her gaze hardening as it settled upon the looming structure across the street, and took a determined step toward it.
Snow clung to her shoes and skirts, soaking through and chilling her even more, as Emma slowly made her way across the deserted street. More even than her body, her mind felt frozen, afraid to touch upon the painful memories that hovered nearby. 
Especially here.
In this place.
Darkness lingered wherever her gaze moved; a darkness that had nothing to do with the absence of the sun. Still, Emma continued on, pushing open the iron gate and moving around to the back of the house.
The sturdy door of the servants’ entrance looked as it always had. Countless times, Emma had ventured through it, always relieved to leave the house behind and always tense to return to it. 
Tonight, she felt both, but also neither. A spark of hope rested in her chest as she walked closer, her gaze drawn down to her child again and again. But there was also fear; fear of something Emma could not quite name.
It did not matter, though. Susan needed help, and Emma would walk through hell and back to ensure her daughter’s survival.
With her last bit of strength, Emma lifted her hand and knocked on the door. 
All remained quiet. It seemed the house lay sleeping under the cover of darkness as well as the thick blanket of snow, growing ever thicker with each moment that passed. 
Inhaling a lungful of the chilled night air, Emma knocked yet again, the movement of her hand a bit more forceful, a bit more desperate. Again and again, she knocked, her fist soon pounding on the door, as silent tears snaked their way down her frozen cheeks.
Despair slowly settled in her heart when she realized that the door would not open. That despite finding the courage to face the evil she thought she had left behind for good, there would be no help here.
Exhausted, Emma took a step back, her gaze moving down the child now stirring in her arms. Susan’s lids drifted open a little, but then quickly fell closed again, her body too weak for even such a small effort. “What am I to do?” Emma whispered to herself, to the wind, to no one in particular as she slowly made her way back out onto the pavement. “What am I to do?”
Her gaze drifted up and down the street, but found nothing but snow and emptiness. There was no place for her to go. Of course, if there had been, she would never have come here in the first place. Emma was alone in the world, Susan the only one who was family.
Never before had Emma felt this utterly and completely alone than in this very moment when she desperately needed someone, anyone to help her.
To help her precious child.
Tears collected in her eyes as she hugged her daughter ever closer, wishing that it were enough to heal her, to see her safe. But the world was a harsh place, unfair and frightening, and it did not seem to care about the life of a child.
“Are you all right?”
Blinking, Emma looked up and found herself staring at a cloaked rider upon a tall, black horse. Man and animal stood no more than a few paces in front of her, their presence overwhelming and utterly intimidating, and yet, Emma had not even noticed their approach. It was as though they had risen out of the ground or materialized out of thin air.
Terrified, Emma clutched Susan more tightly, her feet slowly backing away as she watched the rider dismount, his face hidden in the dark. She was about to whirl around and rush back the way she had come when a hand settled upon her arm, keeping her from slipping away.
Not even a shriek of panic escaped Emma’s slips for all the strength that remained in her body was needed to keep her on her feet. She had nothing left and could thus only stand and stare, incapable of anything beyond that.
The dark rider pushed his hood off his head, his face almost white in the moonlight. “Are you all right?” he asked yet again, doubt in his voice as his pale eyes drifted from her down to touch upon Susan, lingering there for a moment. “She needs a doctor,” he said then, the hand that still rested upon her shoulder tensing slightly as though he felt honest concern for her child.
Emma swallowed hard. Her heart thundered wildly in her chest, urging her to turn and run. She did not know this man, and the past had taught her that men could not be trusted. Still, Susan needed help, and even before the dark rider had appeared, Emma had been willing to risk returning to the devil himself in order to protect her child. Could this man truly be worse?
“C-Can you help us?” she stammered, looking up into his dark face, hoping that perhaps there was some good left in the world.
The dark rider nodded, then he turned toward his dark steed and whistled softly. Immediately, the tall beast trotted over, now standing patiently by his side. “Let me take the girl,” he said, stepping closer and holding out his arms to receive Susan.
Emma tensed and took an instinctive step backward, her eyes still wide as she stared at the stranger.
The man remained where he was, his gaze softening. “I promise I shall hand her back to you as soon as you are in the saddle.”
For a long moment, they simply stood in the cold night, looking at one another, neither one of them speaking or moving beyond the occasional breath that left their lips.
Then Emma nodded, forcing herself to loosen her hold on her precious girl. Everything within her screamed out against it, but she knew that if she did not take this risk, Susan would not make it through the night.
A reassuring smile flitted across the stranger’s face as he gently settled Susan into his arms. Then he led her to his steed, instructing her on how to mount it for Emma had never been atop a horse. It took some effort, especially in her weakened state, but after seemingly endless minutes, she finally managed to pull herself up and into the saddle.
Settled on top of the hulking beast, Emma watched as the cloaked stranger moved closer, then carefully lifted up her daughter. Gently, she settled Susan back into her arms, breathing out a sigh of utter relief.
It was a small thing, entrusting her precious girl to a stranger for a brief moment. But the risk she had taken had not ended in disaster. Her faith had been rewarded, and Susan was safely back in her arms.
If only the rest of the night would follow suit.
“Where are we going?” Emma asked into the stillness of the night as they slowly made their way down the street. She kept her legs locked around the horse, trying to remain upright and moving with its swaying gait.
Leading the large mount to the other side of the street, the dark stranger looked at her over his shoulder, another reassuring smile touching upon his face. “Do not worry,” he told her gently. “I do not live far from here. We shall be there soon, and I will send for a doctor immediately.”
Emma inhaled a shaking breath as relief and apprehension swirled through her heart. Still, no matter what would follow once they reached the man’s home, Susan’s survival was worth anything he might demand of Emma in return for his help.
Endless moments ticked by before they finally came upon another looming townhouse, not unlike the one she had fled more than two years ago. Emma knew what it meant, had known what it meant ever since first laying eyes on him. 
He was a peer.
A lord.
The thought sent a shiver down Emma’s back, and her arms around her precious daughter tensed once more.
“Let me take her so you can dismount,” the stranger said after leading the black steed into the mews to the back of the townhouse and securing it in a hay-filled stall. 
Emma nodded and then relinquished Susan for the second time that night. Holding on to the horse’s mane, she swung one leg over and then slowly dropped to the ground, her arms weak and unable to hold her.
Her heart beat fast. But the moment she turned around, the stranger settled Susan back into her arms. “Come,” he said gently, one arm outstretched as though wanting to drape it across her shoulders. However, he never touched her.
Walking as swiftly as possible, they crossed to the back door of the large townhouse and entered soundlessly. All was quiet as they slipped down the corridor, then stopped outside a door. The tall stranger banged his fist on it, then immediately opened it and took one step across the threshold. “Albert? Are you wake?”
Muffled sounds drifted to Emma’s ears as someone moved in the dark of the room. “My lord?” the voice of an elderly man asked, thick with sleep. “Is something wrong?”
“Please, send for the doctor immediately,” the stranger instructed in an urgent voice. “Have a guest chamber readied, and food and a bath prepared.” Then he stepped back out of the room and gestured to her to follow him down the corridor. Behind them, Emma could hear the elderly man mumble, “Of course, my lord. Immediately.”
Emma followed the stranger out into the large entrance hall, walking a few steps behind him before he turned toward a large staircase leading to the upper floor. He did not pause, but began climbing the stairs without delay.
To Emma, however, the winding staircase, leading higher and higher, promised a climb she knew not how to master. Her knees were already trembling, threatening to buckle at any moment. Her arms felt heavy, and she kept them wrapped around Susan by sheer willpower alone.
Noting her absence, the stranger paused halfway up the stairs, then turned to look at her. His pale eyes swept over her face—she could feel his gaze lingering—before he hurried back down to her side.
“I-I’m sorry,” Emma stammered, her gaze still fixed on the many stairs leading upward. “Perhaps if you took Susan—”
A warm smile came to his face. “Simply hold her tightly,” the stranger said before, only a moment later, he snatched Emma up in his arms.
The breath lodged in Emma’s throat but, once again, she did not have the strength to scream. Ignoring the strong arms that held her, Emma kept her gaze fixed on her daughter’s exhausted face as the stranger began climbing the stairs, holding them both.
Seemingly without effort, he carried them to a cozy room not far down the corridor and set them down on the large bed. “See to her as best as you can. I shall be back momentarily.” He politely inclined his head to her and then vanished.
For a long moment, Emma simply sat there, unable to move, shock and fear and confusion freezing her limbs. Silence lingered as it had before. A silence Emma had never been able to bear for it whispered of secrets and dark corners, of pain and monsters.
Then noise suddenly erupted from somewhere down the corridor. Emma could hear hurried footsteps and voices drifting to and fro. A moment later, the door to the room burst open and in bustled a rotund woman with a round, friendly face. The moment her eyes fell on them, she clasped her hands together, shaking her head. “Oh, you poor dears. You must be freezing to be out on a night like this. Come, let me help you. I’m Mrs. Gibson, the housekeeper.”
Overwhelmed, Emma did not resist as the woman took Susan from her arms and settled her gently among the pillows. More people burst into the room, these women younger, reminding Emma of herself once. They brought water and food, linens and a bowl for washing. A cool cloth was placed upon Susan’s feverish head as Mrs. Gibson helped Emma out of her soaked dress and into a soft, warm nightgown.
Settled in the large bed with Susan by her side, Emma cherished the steaming cup of tea Mrs. Gibson had thrust into her chilled hands. She sat and watched and sipped, her eyes drifting over the many people coming and going until the tall stranger stepped into the room, another well-dressed, older man by his side.
This man turned out to be Dr. Hastings, and he quickly went about examining Susan, giving equally quick instructions to the women hovering nearby.
“Will she be all right?” Emma asked fearfully.
The gray-haired doctor smiled at her. “Don’t worry, my dear. She will be fine.” Then he turned and spoke to the tall stranger, his face more serious-looking now.
The stranger nodded, tension marking his features before he escorted the doctor out the door.
Finally resting her head on the soft pillow, Emma pulled Susan into her arms, relieved to see that her child was breathing more easily. She still felt feverish, but her skin was no longer deathly pale. Perhaps all she needed was warmth and sleep. Emma prayed it would be so.
Emma had almost drifted off to sleep, exhaustion weighing heavy upon her limbs, when the door opened once more and the tall stranger stepped back inside. 
Only now did Emma realize that Mrs. Gibson and the other young women had left. Darkness had fallen over the room, a single candle burning on the nightstand, casting eerie shadows. 
The stranger stood at the foot of the bed. “Is there anything else you require?” His dark eyes drifted to Susan, and Emma saw his shoulders tense and deepest regret flash over his face.
“Your name, my lord,” Emma forced herself to say, knowing that she needed to remain alert in order to protect Susan. She needed to know who she was facing in order to ascertain the danger he might pose.
“I’m Pierce Byrne,” he told her without hesitation, slowly inclining his head to her as though they were meeting at a ball, “Baron Markham.”
Emma felt the breath lodge in her throat for she had heard of Lord Markham. Whispers abounded about him, telling tales of scandalous activities. Behind his back, the ton called him the Black Baron.
An amused chuckle drifted from his lips. “You need not be afraid,” he told her lightly, shaking his head as though the notion that he might pose any danger at all was ludicrous. “Only half of what people whisper behind my back is true.” His eyes held hers as his face sobered once more, all amusement drifting away. “You and your daughter are safe here,” he told her earnestly. “No one will harm you. You have my word.”
Emma wished she could believe him. More than anything, she wished she could simply believe him. But she had believed false promises before. She would not make that mistake again.
Silence fell over the room once more as the two of them looked at one another, each contemplating the other’s position. Then the Black Baron asked, “Do you have anywhere to go?”
Emma shook her head, feeling utterly vulnerable.
Lord Markham nodded. “I have a young ward,” he told her without preamble, a warm smile coming to his face as he spoke. “She is perhaps a little older than your daughter and in need of a governess.”
Emma frowned, trying to make sense of his words. Had he just offered her the position? Why would he? After all, she was far from well educated. Once, she had been a maid in a lord’s household, but now? She had nothing to offer, nothing an employer might value. “You cannot mean what you say,” Emma replied sternly, wanting him to know that she was not a weak-willed ninny. “A governess must be educated in order to—”
“Education can be acquired at any time,” Lord Markham interrupted her, “but a good heart is priceless.” That warm smile returned to his face as his gaze drifted down to Susan before returning to her. “You are a devoted mother. Who better to see to little Daphne?” He nodded to her, then took a step back. “Sleep on it.” Then he slipped from the room quietly and closed the door.
Emma feared she would lie awake all night, contemplating what to do. Nevertheless, sleep claimed her swiftly for, in truth, there was no question. For Susan’s sake, Emma was willing to take any risk so long as her darling daughter would be safe.
No matter what it might cost Emma.






  
  Chapter one
Let the Investigation Begin


London, Summer 1813 (or a variation thereof) 
Almost three years later
Stepping inside, Hugh Lawrence, Duke of Ashhaven, calmly closed the door to his office behind him, ignoring the anger and disgust that simmered in his veins. Long ago, he had learned that emotions—especially those that were prone to leap out of control—would not serve him. It had taken years, but now Ash—as he had been dubbed by a friend in their early years at school—knew well how to quell unwanted passions. After all, in his line of work, it was a necessity.
More than once, his life had depended upon him remaining calm and not giving in to overwhelming emotions.
“The man does not possess a shred of compassion,” Mason Baxter, Baron Blackbourne, growled as he raked his hands through his chestnut brown hair. “If only we could execute him here and now for I do not doubt for a moment that he is guilty.”
Sighing, Ash sat down behind his large desk, steepling his fingers in thought. He understood well his colleague’s desire to see justice done. Still, he could not shake the feeling that they were overlooking something. “Did you notice,” Ash asked as he recalled his questioning of Lord Coleridge, “how he seemed completely in control? His denial was flawless—prideful, certainly!—but flawless.”
Blackbourne’s fist descended upon the top of Ash’s oak desk, the shockwave reverberating up his arms. “He sees no wrong in what he did!” Ash’s colleague snarled before he shot to his feet. “As a peer, he believes himself above the law.” Blackbourne’s jaw shifted from side to side as his teeth ground together.
Determined not to give in to the sensation he, too, felt simmering in his own blood, Ash breathed in slowly. Once. Twice. Then he leaned back in his chair, his gaze rising to meet Blackbourne’s. “The man never once tripped over his words, did he?” Ash said calmly, his brows rising as he waited for his colleague to respond.
The young man across from him stilled, his gaze becoming thoughtful as he thought back to the interrogation they had conducted earlier that day. “He certainly did not try to hide his displeasure that his three companions turned on him,” Blackbourne pointed out, “and he certainly did his best to even the score.” A dark chuckle rumbled in his throat.
Indeed, Viscount Coleridge had done his utmost to accuse his acquaintances of equally heinous crimes. Unfortunately, according to the law, peers could not be convicted of a crime other than murder or treason. Therefore, Coleridge’s accusations, which did not include either of the two crimes, failed to make the necessary impact, enraging the young lord even farther.
“What I meant,” Ash said as calmly as before, “is that Lord Coleridge always had an answer at the ready, did he not?” Once again, he met Blackbourne’s gaze, his brows rising in question.
His young colleague nodded. “He certainly did.” Again, the man’s teeth ground together, and he shook his head in frustrated disbelief. “Despite his denial, I know that in his mind, Coleridge felt in the right to murder that poor girl’s parents.”
A few weeks past, Ash had received a message from an old friend, asking him to return to England with the utmost haste. Since that friend had been Pierce Byrne, Baron Markham, a man he thought of as a brother, Ash had done so without question.
Upon his return, Pierce had informed him of a most heinous crime for which he had finally been able to discover the necessary witnesses.
Roughly three years ago, Lord Coleridge, as well as three acquaintances of his, had left a house party late at night. Upon a deserted country road, they had come across a carriage carrying a young doctor, his wife as well as their little daughter. For reasons still unknown, the young gentlemen had taken to chasing down the carriage, attacking the young couple and ultimately shooting the doctor in the head and wounding his wife mortally. Only the little girl had managed to get away, sneaking out of the carriage through the side door and hiding in the surrounding forest for hours.
By sheer happenstance, Pierce had come upon the gruesome scene soon after, his arrival sending the young gentlemen fleeing down the road. The doctor’s wife had barely been alive at that point, but had managed to whisper of her little girl hiding out somewhere in the woods. It had taken Pierce hours but, in the end, he had found her.
For the longest time, his friend had not known the identity of the attackers. But recently, that had changed when the young girl, now living as Pierce’s ward, had identified Coleridge’s voice.
“Whether we do approve of his answers or not is not my concern at present,” Ash stressed, his gaze fixed on his colleague, urging the young man to calm his nerves and think rationally. “Remember the way he spoke, the way he managed to explain and justify everything.”
Blackbourne scoffed. “At least in his mind.”
“Mason!” A warning rang in Ash’s voice. “Focus!”
Momentarily caught off guard, the young man nodded before once more settling in the chair on the opposite side of Ash’s desk. His mouth closed, and Ash could see his gaze drifting back, the look in his eyes finally calm and collected. “He spoke without needing an incentive,” Blackbourne observed, walking them through the interrogation once more. “Our accusations angered him, and he defended himself in a most self-righteous manner. His sense of right and wrong is far removed and did not allow him to see his actions as anything else but justified. Not even once did he pause to consider our questions more thorou—” Suddenly, Blackbourne’s voice broke off and his head snapped up, his brown eyes wide as they stared at Ash.
A satisfied smile came to Ash’s face, relieved that his trust in his young colleague did not prove disappointing. “Precisely.”
Running his hands over his face, Blackbourne pinched the bridge of his nose as his gaze darted from side to side before it once more settled on Ash. “He could not explain why they had gone after the family,” Blackbourne said, disbelief reverberating in his voice. “He paused and, for a moment, I thought he would not answer. It was no more than a few seconds, but I remember it clearly now. He was confused. He did not have an answer. He simply…thought one up quickly.” Blackbourne shook his head. “What do you think that means?”
Ash shrugged. “That, I do not know. However, I do find his reaction inconsistent with his character, and that generally means that there is something eluding us.” He leaned forward, resting his lower arms upon his desk. “And I want to know what that is.”
Blackbourne nodded. “Do you think there was another reason for going after the family? A reason aside from…sport?” His lips twisted into a snarl and, for a second, Ash feared that Blackbourne’s emotions would run away with him again. Then, however, he fought to rein them back in and managed to remain in control.
“If there was,” Ash replied, reaching for a sheet of parchment, “we need to discover it. I will question his acquaintances once more and—”
“Allow me to help!” Blackbourne exclaimed, surging to his feet. “I promise I will not—”
Ash held up a hand to silence him. “I am not excluding you from this because I doubt your abilities,” he told his young colleague, “but because I believe it wise to keep your involvement hidden. I was the one to openly arrest Coleridge at a society ball. People know who I am. They know my face, my appearance. They’ll recognize me. So will Coleridge’s acquaintances.” Absentmindedly, he ran a hand through his short crop of hair, aware that the silver color often made people frown and look upon him for a second longer than they otherwise would. Although he was no older than Pierce, Ash’s raven black hair had lost its dark color long before he had turned thirty. Why, he did not know. However, his own father had experienced a similar change. Perhaps it simply ran in his family. Whatever the reason, the result was that Ash drew more attention than was acceptable in his line of work.
Blackbourne frowned. “What do you want me to do?”
Ash exhaled a slow breath, allowing his thoughts to consider the matter from all sides before he spoke. “Not even Coleridge knows your name,” he thought out loud, “and you only sat in on one interrogation. I doubt that Coleridge noticed you beyond a mere glance as he kept his attention mainly focused on me. He was too riled to pay much attention to anything beyond the attack on his person he deemed so unjustified.”
Blackbourne’s head bobbed up and down along to Ash’s words. “You want me to keep my distance from this,” his young colleague correctly deduced. “You want me to get closer to his acquaintances and find out more about that night, about why they set out and why they went after the family.”
Ash nodded, once again satisfied that Blackbourne was a true asset in this investigation. The man was still young and a bit hot-tempered, but his heart was in the right place and he possessed a deep sense of loyalty. “I shall question them openly as an agent of the Crown whereas you approach them in a more covert manner. They must not know who you are and that you are connected to me in this investigation, is that understood?”
For a moment, Blackbourne held Ash’s gaze before he nodded, a solemn expression upon his face. “Of course. I shall do what I can and report back to you.”
Leaning back in his chair, Ash nodded as Blackbourne took his leave, eager to rid the world of yet another unscrupulous peer. Although Ash had been in this line of work for more than a decade, he was still appalled by what some people were capable of. He had seen many dark characters, but this case was truly horrifying. He could only hope that they would not let yet another guilty noble slip through their fingers.
Once more running his hand through his hair, Ash sighed as a memory of his parents drifted into his mind. He had been young when they had passed on, but he still remembered the glowing pride in their eyes whenever they had looked upon him. If they could see him today, would they still feel proud? Ash could not help but wonder, and he knew that his actions were fueled by one burning desire—one he could not seem to quell: the desire to make his parents proud.
It was the one thing that had stayed with him throughout his life.






  
  Chapter two
Whispers of the Past


The sun shone brightly upon Markham Hall, giving the green of the surrounding fields and lawns a vibrant color. Flowers bloomed everywhere, and fresh floral scents drifted through the warm summer air. Emma stood by the tall windows in the drawing room, her gaze sweeping over the beautiful world before her before coming to linger upon her precious daughter. 
At five years of age, Susan was life itself. Every day, her cheeks shone a rosy-red and eagerness lingered in her brown eyes. She loved being outdoors, always seeking adventures, and yet, in quiet moments, she would drift off in her thoughts, which carried her farther away than she ever had been. She had found a wonderful friend in Lord Markham’s ward, Daphne. The girl was only a year older than Susan, and the two of them had taken to each other from the start.
“They’ll be fine,” Lord Markham spoke out from the door behind her. His voice was warm and kind, and she could hear the smile that lingered upon his face. Still, even after three years, his presence still caused a hint of unease to trail down her arms.
Inhaling a deep breath, Emma turned from the window. “I know,” she said quietly, her hands tensing as she pinched the hem of her left sleeve between her fingers.
Watching her for a moment, Lord Markham stepped into the room toward her. His eyes were watchful as always and, for the hundredth time, Emma worried that he might be able to read her thoughts. “You are not only Daphne’s governess,” he told her gently, “but you are also a member of this family. It is not wrong for you to want a moment to yourself every once in a while. It will not make anyone look at you in a different light.” He stopped in front of her, a sigh leaving his lips as though he was becoming fed up with her insistence to prove herself day in and out. Still, not a harsh word passed his lips.
Emma nodded, not certain what else to do. 
Ever since she had accepted his offer of making her Daphne’s governess, Emma had lived in a world resting upon trembling legs. Long ago, she had learned that the aristocracy was not who they appeared to be. It had been a most painful lesson; one she could not unlearn. She had tried these past three years, but although Lord Markham had always been kind and just, she had never been able to shake that nagging fear in the back of her head, whispering that one day things might change.
Lifting his eyes to the window and glancing over her head, Lord Markham smiled. “I see the girls are well taken care of,” he said before his gaze returned to her. “Leave them in Charlaine’s and Nathaniel’s care, and enjoy this unexpected moment of peace and quiet.” He grinned at her rather wickedly. “I know they can be a handful, especially Daphne, and you are a saint for putting up with all her wild ideas.” He sighed. “But don’t forget yourself.” His dark eyes held hers as he waited.
Again, Emma nodded. “I won’t,” she all but whispered in a most quiet voice.
“Read a book,” he suggested, clearly doubting that she meant what she said. Of course, he was right to do so. “Play the piano. I know you love music, and you play beautifully.”
As his words to her that first day had indicated, Lord Markham had provided Emma with the necessary education she had lacked thus far in order to fulfill her role as Daphne’s governess. Among others, Emma had received music lessons and taken to playing the pianoforte like a fish took to water. Never before had Emma felt such an instant connection to anything she had ever found herself doing.
With the exception of being a mother, of course!
Only when Lord Markham had once more left the room was Emma able to breathe again. She no longer feared him or his intentions for he had proved himself time and time again to be a most honorable man, but she could not help but feel tense around a peer.
Any peer.
Turning back to the window, Emma watched as Susan and Daphne chased each other through the tall grass toward the lake nearby. She could hear them laughing as they turned to look over their shoulders, urging Charlaine and Mr. Caswell to hurry along.
Charlaine, a young Jamaican woman, had come to England only a few months ago after she had lost her family and needed a new beginning. Lord Markham had known her ever since she had been a little girl, once more proving the good heart that beat in his chest by taking her into his home. Mr. Caswell was a good friend of Charlaine’s and a bit of a distant relative of Lord Markham’s by way of marriage. His twin brother was married to a cousin of Lady Markham, Lord Markham’s new wife of only a few weeks.
Where once there had only been Lord Markham and Daphne, there now was a house full of people. The family was growing in most unexpected ways, and Emma knew that Lord Markham counted her and Susan among them. It brought her joy and filled her heart with warmth, but it still made her dread the day that all this would be snatched away once again. Would it ever happen? She hoped not, but she could not be certain.
If Emma had learned one thing, it was that life held no certainties whatsoever.
Glancing over her shoulder, she allowed her eyes to glide over the beautiful piano. The keys seemed to call to her, and Emma felt her feet moving toward it without further thought. The smooth black and white keys felt cool to the touch, and her fingers began to move as though they existed separately from her body. 
A mournful melody drifted through the room as she continued to look out the window, her gaze caught by this beautiful summer’s day. It reminded her of another such day many years ago. Then, she had been employed in another peer’s household, not as a governess, but as a maid.
Emma had considered herself fortunate to have gained such a position as it brought her shelter and food and safety. She had been most eager to prove herself, to go beyond what was asked of her in order to ensure that she would never again know hunger and fear and despair. She had been young and foolish thinking that she could have any kind of control over her own future. Now, she knew that she was no more than a piece of driftwood, tossed about by the rolling sea, completely at its mercy.
Horace.
The name still sent cold shivers down her back and no doubt would continue to do so for the rest of her life. It was he who had made her wary and cautious and fearful. He who had taught her that men, peers in particular, could not be trusted. That they always had a hidden agenda. That they smiled, but then lied through their teeth. That she ought to look at each and every one of them with caution and not offer up her trust lightly.
Lest she be burned again.
Lord Markham was nothing like the man she had known. Neither was Mr. Caswell. Indeed, Emma was surprised to realize that there were at least a few men in her life, now, whom she would dare consider decent and truthful and honest.
Unbidden, the image of a silver-haired gentleman drifted before her eyes, and Emma felt it like a jolt surging through her heart and stilling her fingers. The music vanished as quickly as it had appeared, a fitting comparison to the way Emma saw the world.
A slight tremble shook her hands, and Emma pushed to her feet, walking back over to the window. Only now, there was nothing but green to be seen. 
Wide open lawns. 
Luscious fields in the distance. 
Tall trees whispering of the lake they guarded.
Emma’s heart stilled and she wished she could look upon her daughter’s face for nothing and no one else held her attention so completely that she almost forgot the rest of the world existed.
But Susan was not here. She was down by the lake with Daphne and Charlaine and Mr. Caswell. They were hunting for frogs for the girls had gotten it into their minds to conjure themselves a prince each.
A wistful smile came to Emma’s lips, and she prayed that life would not disappoint Susan as it had disappointed her.
Without anything to distract her, Emma found her thoughts drifting back to the day of Lord Markham’s wedding. An old friend had been in attendance, and Emma had found herself caught off guard by the way her gaze had seemed continually drawn to him. Why, she did not know. 
His features had been rather stoic, carefully trained so as not to reveal the thoughts within. That alone should have frightened Emma endlessly, but instead of experiencing utter shock, she had found herself intrigued.
Perhaps it had been the fact that he was Lord Markham’s oldest friend that had reassured her. Perhaps it had been the way he treated everyone with the utmost respect no matter their station. Perhaps it had been the deep sense of decency she had seen in his deep green eyes.
Whatever it had been, Emma had found herself unable to forget him ever since. Sometimes she would merely relive that moment in her dreams. Sometimes she would find herself drift off in thought, her eyes trailing over his face in great detail. 
It was unwise. Emma knew that. It was what frightened her most whenever she did think of him. However, she could not seem to stop, and she did not have an inkling what to do about it.
With any luck, he would once again leave the country once his investigation had come to an end. With any luck, she would not see him again.
Emma knew that it would be for the best. Still, the feeling that gripped her heart at the thought was not one of relief, but one of regret.






  
  Chapter three
A Witness Speaks


Following Lord Kearsley’s butler toward the man’s study, Ash tried to recall his peer’s appearance. Since he had been gone from England in recent years, Ash had been far removed from everything, the gossip, the whispers, the everyday observations. 
As far as he could remember, Lord Kearsley was of medium height with pale brown hair and wide, rather unblinking eyes as though he was continually looking upon something frightening. He had never been one to stand tall, and yet, he had always born a rather haughty expression, his chin raised and his gaze focused down at those around him. He, too, had thought himself superior of others, not unlike Coleridge. Had that been the reason they had become more closely acquainted?
After a short knock, the butler opened the smooth oak door and granted Ash entrance into his master’s study, then quickly took his leave. “Good day, Lord Kearsley,” Ash greeted the man behind the desk. “I hope I am not here at an inconvenient moment.”
“Not at all,” Kearsley quickly assured him as he rose to his feet, the tips of his fingers still resting upon the smooth wooden surface of his desk. “Please, be seated.” He gestured to a chair across from him, his movements tense and his smile strained. “May I offer you a drink?”
Ash shook his head. “No, thank you.” He preferred to keep a clear mind, noting the way Kearsley glanced almost longingly toward a bottle of amber liquid upon a side table.
Nodding, Kearsley sat back down, his hands revealing a slight tremble as he placed them on top of one another on the desktop. “What can I do for you?” he asked then, forcing a nonchalant smile onto his face and failing to make it convincing. “I believe I’ve already answered all your questions.” Indeed, it seemed simply because Lord Kearsley could not be held accountable for his crimes, he believed himself innocent in all matters.
Leaning back in his chair, Ash took his time to answer, keeping his gaze fixed upon the other man, watching him shift rather uncomfortably in his seat. “Yes, I do appreciate your honest recount of the events of that night.” He willed gratitude into his voice, his head giving an appreciative nod.
As expected, Kearsley relaxed, the smile upon his own face easing slightly. “Of course. It’s the least I could do.” Of course, he could have stopped Coleridge that night but, apparently, that option had never entered the man’s mind.
“Unfortunately,” Ash began, placing an expression of deepest regret upon his face, “Lord Coleridge is telling quite a different story.” He watched as Lord Kearsley’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “Of course, we do not believe a word he is saying. However, we are bound to deepen our investigation. I hope you can understand that we are duty-bound in this matter.”
Kearsley’s head bobbed up and down. “Of course. Of course.” Still, his gaze remained wide, and Ash was certain that the man was wondering what Coleridge had possibly said.
“If you would tell me once more,” Ash asked with a rather dismissive sweep of the hand, “what happened that night.”
“Well, I must admit my memory is not as clear as it once was,” Kearsley offered with a weak smile, once more squirming uncomfortably in his chair. “What I do remember is the house party, but not much beyond.” His gaze drifted to Ash as though hoping that he would declare himself satisfied with that answer.
Ash, however, had no such intention. “I quite understand,” he said nonetheless. “Simply tell me what you do remember. I suppose that will suffice.”
Again, Kearsley seemed to relax a bit, reassured by Ash’s conversational tone. “I remember the ladies’ extravagant costumes that night.” He chuckled as though they were simply discussing a masquerade. “Some were quite scandalous and rather shocking.” Again, he chuckled.
Ash fought hard to remain calm and not lash out at the man, who so obviously did not possess a conscience of any kind. “Did you wear a mask as well?”
Kearsley nodded. “A black one, as men are wont to do. I suppose, it is rather the ladies who dress more creatively for these kinds of occasions.”
“Did you stay long?”
Kearsley shrugged. “Perhaps an hour or two. I admit, I am far from certain.”
“What made you decide to leave?” Ash asked as innocently as he possibly could. “I understand, the weather that night was far from pleasant.”
Chuckling, Kearsley shook his head. “That is rather an understatement. It had been raining all day, and the ground was damp even when night fell. A harsh wind blew that night, and I admit I would have preferred to stay.”
Ash clung to the inexpressive look upon his face, knowing how important it was to make Kearsley feel comfortable. It would certainly loosen the man’s tongue and help him reveal more than he intended to. “Then why didn’t you?”
Kearsley shrugged, no longer looking concerned, but rather at ease discussing a simple masquerade. “Amhurst had been deep in the cups,” he remarked with a bit of a snide expression upon his face as though he had never found himself in such a position. “He behaved…let’s say, less than gentlemanly toward our hostess, upon which we were asked to take our leave.”
“I see,” Ash mumbled, watching Kearsley carefully. “And you left with him? Did any of the others object? Coleridge? His cousin, Ruthledge?”
Kearsley sighed. “To be honest, I think all of us would rather have stayed. However, Amhurst was leaning rather heavily upon me and Coleridge, barely able to put one foot in front of the other at the time.”
A sense of accomplishment surged through Ash’s veins, and yet, his face portrayed merely mild interest. “And yet, he was able to ride? In such an inebriated state?” He laughed. “I wish I were that steady on my feet!”
Letting out a short laugh, Kearsley nodded. “What can I say? He said the fresh night air had cleared his head.” He shrugged again. “What else were we supposed to do? Since heading back inside was out of the question, we turned down the road, hoping to find an inn that would put us up for the night.”
Ash nodded. “That makes sense,” he replied, offering up an understanding smile. “I certainly wouldn’t want to be out on a night like that.” He sat up a little, resting his elbows upon the armrests and steepling his fingers, his brows drawing down thoughtfully. “Did you know there was an inn only a few miles up the road? You could’ve reached it quickly if only you had traveled in the other direction.”
Kearsley nodded, rolling his eyes heavenward. “That’s what I told Amhurst,” he replied with a huff. “He, though, wouldn’t hear of it, mumbling something about a place he knew not far down the road.”
“I see,” Ash replied noncommittally. “And did you come across that place later on? Did he give a name?”
Kearsley shook his head. “He never said.” His hands once more tensed as they drew closer to the moment that lay at the core of this investigation. “And then…” His gaze dropped from Ash’s and did not return. “We simply took off.” He swallowed hard. “I admit, everything is a bit of a blur,” he hastened to add, guilt rushing to his words. “Since my horse could not travel as fast as those of the others, I hung a little back and came upon the scene when Coleridge had already…” He broke off, his jaw clenched and his face pale.
Still, Ash knew from experience that it was not regret that made Kearsley drop his gaze and bring such unease to his heart. It was fear instead. Fear to be found out. Fear to be held accountable.
Oh, how Ash wished he could hold the man accountable! He deserved nothing less but the hangman’s noose!
And yet, Ash now knew that there was another amongst them who in all likelihood deserved it even more.
“I truly appreciate your honest answers to my questions,” he told Kearsley in an appreciative voice that made him feel sick to the stomach. “It shall certainly aid us in our investigation.” He rose to his feet. “Thank you.”
Utter relief painted a wide smile upon Kearsley’s face as he surged to his feet. “Of course. Of course. It was my pleasure.”
Ash felt an overwhelming need to plant his fist in the man’s face at hearing such a nonsensical reply for it proved to him more than anything else that Kearsley and his acquaintances were incapable of even the slightest smidgen of empathy. They felt nothing at the sight of utter misery, of injustice and pain. They only ever saw themselves, and the crime they had committed meant nothing to them beyond the way it might affect their own lives. It was truly sickening!
The moment Ash returned to his office, he called for Blackbourne, then shrugged out of his coat and sank into his chair. For a brief moment, he closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath, releasing the tension that lingered in his body. He clenched and unclenched his hands, rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck from side to side until he felt the disgust over the interview with Kearsley slowly evaporating.
“You look like hell,” Blackbourne remarked with a dark chuckle, closing the door behind him. “That bad?”
Ash merely nodded. “They all deserve to hang for what they did,” was all he said in answer, not wishing to set a bad example for his young colleague.
Seating himself in a rather casual and quite comfortable-looking fashion, Blackbourne eyed him curiously. “So?”
In a few short words, Ash relayed Kearsley’s reply, what he had said and what he had not said. He voiced his suspicions and recounted the conclusions he had drawn.
“Amhurst then,” Blackbourne remarked with a nod. “What do you want me to do?”
Ash leaned back in his chair, collecting his thoughts, knowing that if Amhurst was the kind of man he suspected him to be, there was no room for error. “Have him watched and learn about his preferences before you try and seek a closer acquaintance,” he told Blackbourne with a warning look in his eyes. “Do not rush this. Be patient. If he suspects anything, if he should learn of your connection to this investigation, all of this will be for nothing.”
Blackbourne nodded, the slight furrow between his brows speaking to the seriousness of the situation. “Very well.” He rose to his feet, a thoughtful expression upon his face as he no doubt contemplated how best to proceed.
“And have Kearsley watched also,” Ash instructed as he quickly took down notes on the interview he had just conducted, laying down their next steps. “I shall speak to Ruthledge again.” However, since Ruthledge was the witness his friend, Pierce, had unearthed, it was unlikely that the man had held anything back. Unlike the others, Ruthledge had indeed seemed like a broken man, unable to live with what he had done or what he had allowed to happen. He had become a drunk, a recluse, tormented by all that had happened, unable to move past it.
And rightly so.
Only too vividly did Ash remember the little girl, Daphne, who had survived that night against all odds. He remembered her wide brown eyes full of curiosity and vivaciousness. He remembered that impish and daring smile he had seen upon her face at Pierce’s wedding. Indeed, she seemed like a normal little girl without such a dark past attached to her. No doubt, it was only due to the loving and devoted care of Pierce and his new wife that Daphne had been able to find any joy in this world after losing her parents in such a gruesome way.
“Perhaps I should also speak to Pierce once more,” Ash thought out loud as he rose from his chair and walked over to the window. His hands linked behind his back, and his eyes swept over the street below. “Perhaps there’s more he can tell me. Perhaps the girl remembers something else.”
Ash knew it was unlikely. After all, she had only been three years old at the time. Still, the thought of traveling out to Markham Hall was a most pleasant one indeed. 
And not only because he longed to see his childhood friend again.






  
  Chapter four
Dangerous Places


Panic swept through Emma’s body like a tidal wave. Her limbs began to tremble, and her breath came fast. She was already beginning to feel dizzy. Her constitution had never been one to handle these moments well. 
“Calm down,” Charlaine counseled, her hands grasping Emma’s and urging her to sit in one of the armchairs in the drawing room. “Take a deep breath. One. Two.” She nodded along as she continued to speak. “They’re not missing. We simply do not know where they are at the moment.”
Emma felt her pulse hitch higher. “But that is the definition of missing,” she exclaimed as her hands tightened on Charlaine’s. “I’m their governess. They are my responsibility. How could I have let this happen?” Her gaze frantically drifted over her surroundings as though the girls might simply reappear if she only looked hard enough.
In the next moment, the door flew open and Lord Markham strode in. “What is the matter? I was told—”
Emma surged to her feet. “I’m so very sorry,” she all but sobbed, hastening toward him, her hands clasped in front of her. “I but turned my back for a moment and then…” Tears began to collect in her eyes. “Where could they be? What if they—?”
Lord Markham stepped forward, a kind look upon his face as he reached out and gently placed his hands upon her shoulders. “Take a deep breath,” he counseled gently, his instruction an echo of Charlaine’s words only a few moments earlier. “I’m certain they are somewhere nearby. You know how they love to sneak off.” He held her gaze for a moment longer until she managed to get her breathing back under control. Then he straightened and looked over to Charlaine. “Will you go and check the stables and the barn?”
Charlaine nodded, hastening toward the door. Still, a bit of an indulgent smile lingered upon her face. “We shall find them,” she told Emma. “I promise.”
“And ask Nathaniel to help you,” Lord Markham called after her. Then he once more met her gaze. “We shall look in the house, all right?”
Emma nodded like a fool, unable to rid herself of the panic that lingered. It had been thus ever since Susan had been born. She was Emma’s precious little girl, her life, her heart, her everything. Always had she been afraid to lose her, to see her come to harm. After everything that had happened in Emma’s life, fear was now her constant companion, and there was nothing she feared more than losing her daughter.
On top of everything, Emma worried daily about disappointing her kind employer. What if she made a mistake and he would send her from his house? Where would she go? What would happen to Susan? Of course, her rational mind whispered that Lord Markham was not the kind of man to hold a mistake against her. In her heart, however, something irrational and utterly fearful lived and grew day by day, painting images of horror and doom. What if something had happened to Daphne? Oh, poor Daphne! After everything that had happened to her, the poor child deserved to be kept safe. How could Emma have failed her?
“What’s going on?” Lady Markham asked as she swept into the room, her pale blue eyes turning to her husband. “Is something wrong?”
Lord Markham reached for her hand. “The girls seem to have disappeared,” he said with a chuckle, casting a careful glance in Emma’s direction.
Lady Markham smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time,” she remarked, turning to Emma with a kind look upon her face. “We shall find them.” She reached out and squeezed Emma’s hand. “Do not worry.”
Emma did not know what to do or say or think. She was utterly overwhelmed and could do little else but simply sit in the drawing room and be completely useless while the others searched the house and the grounds for her daughter as well as Daphne. Moments ticked by, and Emma fought hard to will her hands to stop trembling, her heart to stop pounding, and her breath to stop tripping over itself. Indeed, in dire situations, she was so useless it was sickening. It made her angry at herself, and she wished she could simply rise above and be the woman she had always wanted to be.
Strong and capable and trustworthy.
Instead, she was only a shaking leaf, blown about by even the smallest breeze, unable to set its own path.
Would it ever stop?
When Emma could no longer bear sitting still, she finally joined the others, hastening from room to room, checking behind curtains and under furniture. Slowly, the sky began to grow red as the sun set upon the horizon, and Emma felt ready to faint.
Hours had passed, and yet, the girls were still missing. What if they had fallen into the lake? Of course, Emma knew how much they loved the water, how very dedicated they were about catching a frog. What if they had gone back there? They knew not to go on their own, but they were still young children, driven by curiosity and a sense of adventure.
Emma dimly remembered what that had been like.
“Emma!”
At the sound of her name being called, Emma spun around and hastened back out into the corridor. Lady Markham was striding toward her, a wide smile upon her face. “They’re fine,” she exclaimed quickly, and Emma almost sagged to the floor. “They were in the stables, sleeping in the hay.” Lady Markham chuckled as she gently reached for Emma’s hands, her kind blue eyes looking deeply into hers. “They are fine. Perfectly fine.”
Emma felt tears run down her face as her head bobbed up and down. “Thank you,” she whispered on a sob. “Thank you so much.” Her jaw trembled, and she bit down hard until it calmed. “I’m so sorry. So very sorry. I would completely understand it if you—”
Lady Markham shook her head. “Nonsense!” the young woman exclaimed, her brows drawing down into a frown, and then said she had not for a second contemplated the thought. Her hands closed tighter over Emma’s, and her gaze became more insistent. “You belong here, with us. You and Susan are part of this family, and we will never let you go.” A warm smile came to her lips. “Believe it, for it is the truth.” Then she pulled Emma into her arms and held her tightly.
Once again, Emma knew not what to do or say. Lord and Lady Markham where the kindest people she had ever met. She loved them dearly and cherished their friendship above all else. Still, fear continued to live in her heart. She did not wish to doubt them or accuse them of unkindness, but whenever something good had happened in Emma’s life, something bad, something devastating had swiftly followed.
Always.
It had been a harsh lesson, one impossible to unlearn.
Rushing upstairs to the girls’ bedchamber, Emma found them laughing, their little faces aglow with excitement. Her eyes closed briefly, and she willed a lungful of air into her body, her feet rooted to the spot in the doorway.
“Where else did you look?” Daphne demanded, her eyes wide and a sense of adventure shining on her face.
Charlaine chuckled. “Everywhere,” she told the girls with a disapproving
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