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      London, August 24, 1812

      Emma circled the room once before taking a chair under the overarching branches of a giant fern. The room buzzed with sophisticated talk. If she had her way, she'd disappear entirely. But Michael and Antonia always knew when she tried to escape. They had an extra sense. Skittish, Michael would say, with a smile to boot, as if it pleased him to know how miserable their elite company made her. As if being reminded of her lower status was some sort of badge of honor or cross, she ought to bear for their amusement.

      She was a lowly companion. Emma could never forget that.

      “You ought to marry.”

      Antonia's voice cut through the murmur. Emma stiffened and then leaned back under the leaves, praying for invisibility.

      “Aristocratic ladies are boring,” Michael replied. “I hate boredom. My tastes are too specific, and my intellect too daunting for most individuals. I don't need anyone's money, either.” He sighed. “Father spoiled you. I'm not his heir, thank God. Geoffrey can keep the title and the responsibility, as long as he pays generously.”

      “What is it you want, brother?”

      “I think you know.”

      A chill slithered down Emma's spine.

      “They won't allow it.”

      Michael didn't reply. Emma imagined him shrugging in his usual apathetic way.

      “I don't care. I can do what I want with her.”

      Antonia snickered. “She isn't a pet.”

      “Isn't she? She's your pet.”

      Antonia sighed. “Mother thought she'd teach me humility.”

      Michael scoffed. “How?”

      “Emma's a charity case. They gave Emma a spot at finishing school because her father is the parish vicar. She is amusing and quite pretty. The other girls were so jealous, which made me like her all the more. I became her protector, and she… she did my math lessons. Mother thinks Emma improves me.”

      “In a way she does,” Michael retorted. “You are far more tolerable when Emma is present.”

      “I think the same of you, brother.”

      They both laughed.

      Emma gripped the arms of her wicker chair so tightly her fingernail snapped. She let go. Curling her fingers into fists and waiting. An acquaintance joined them, blocking their view should they have looked in her direction. Emma slipped out of her chair, slumping her shoulders to shrink into the crowd as she headed for the doorway. She slipped past, dodging curious stares and quiet judgment.

      Everyone knew who she was.

      Antonia's companion.

      Some suspected what she was.

      Michael’s rumored mistress.

      Michael liked to tease at such things, but Emma knew if he had his way, he'd make it so. And Emma… she had nothing with which to protect herself. No family, not since her father died. Her distant relatives were far too poor to help her. Emma had only become a burden. She had no prospects for a husband. Emma was a prisoner here.

      A pet.

      Just as Michael said.

      And if she didn't escape, she'd become something worse. Trapped as… a mistress or a wife? Two equal hells in Emma's mind. They refused Michael nothing, and he took a perverse pleasure in flaunting Emma's humble beginnings to his acquaintances. Why? Emma didn't understand. His friends looked just as baffled as she often felt. But Emma suspected it had to do with their ability to control her. Antonia and Michael spoke of themselves as if they had somehow rescued Emma from peril. How distasteful to be a vicar's daughter. To be poor.

      And since the moment Emma had met Antonia, Antonia had made sure Emma never forgot her circumstances. Her father had died and left her with no legal guardian. Mrs. Galveston, the headmistress of their finishing school, had agreed with Antonia's idea that Emma should go home with her.

      No one bothered to ask Emma what she wanted. They just assumed they knew better as her superiors.

      Emma had been too distraught to argue. At first, she'd been grateful to have a place to go. A fancy house in Mayfair, no less. But she soon learned what it meant to be indebted to Miss Antonia Fitzpatrick.

      For four years, Emma had lived this way. A strange half-life. She was not her own person. She lived in a perpetual state of anxiety about what the future would hold. And then, Michael returned from his trip. For the last year, he'd preyed upon her. At first teasing and cajoling, but now his attention held new meaning. He caught her alone. To touch her arm or caress her cheek. Moving closer, little by little. And watching her.

      Always watching.

      She could hardly undress in her room without feeling spied upon.

      Emma went to the servant stair to make her way to her room. Before she could reach the first landing, someone caught her elbow.

      “Sneaking away again?”

      Emma whirled around, her heart in her throat.

      He held a finger to his lips and climbed the stairs, urging her up to the next landing.

      “There now. Much more private.”

      “We don't need privacy.”

      He smiled. “Why do you pretend you don't know of my interest?”

      Her heart dropped to her stomach. “I—I don't know what you mean.”

      He shook his head with a pleased smile. “Are you truly so innocent? Would you like me to show you?”

      “You must return to your guests,” Emma said, hating the way her voice shook. She'd never been this frightened of him before. But it was like she could feel a noose around her neck, and every day it got tighter and tighter.

      “They won't miss me. Antonia can entertain them.”

      “I'm only fetching my fan. The conservatory is dreadfully warm with all those…”

      He continued to stalk her as she took each stair, gripping the railing to keep herself from tripping.

      “Bodies. Yes. Too crowded for my tastes.” He reached out and caught her hand. Pinning it to the banister.

      “Why do you always run away from me?”

      “I—I'm not.”

      “Don't lie to me.”

      “I… I don't know what you want of me.”

      “More lies.”

      Fear crept into her heart. “I'm beneath you. You should have nothing to do with me.”

      “I conceded we exist on different tiers of society, but that is precisely what fascinates me. I'm everything you're not.”

      Emma bit her lip.

      “Our inequality adds a certain flavor to our relationship, doesn't it? You need me and I… I like being needed. I enjoy the position you are in. The power I have over you.”

      Emma swallowed.

      He reached for her, and Emma jumped backward up a stair, yanking her hand from his hold so forcefully, the buttons at the wrist popped off and clattered down the stairs.

      He frowned. “You are frightened of me.”

      She shook her head.

      “Don't be. I care for you. I know I've said things—I… alluded to things, but in my heart, I know that you as my mistress would never be enough. As my wife… I'd own you completely. You could never leave me.”

      Emma shivered. “No.”

      “You see? Nothing to fear. I'll take care of you, and in return, you'll be mine forever.”

      His pet.

      Forever.

      No!

      But he'd never accept rejection. She had to get away. She had to run so far he would never find her. Michael always got what he wanted.

      But not this time.
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        * * *

      

      That night Emma packed a small bag. When all the house was asleep, she slipped out the back door and into the alley. She only had a few coins to her name. She wasn't a paid companion. The house keeper slipped her pin money out of pity. She wore Antonia's leftover clothing. Emma altered them herself to fit. She'd hardly gained a stone since Antonia had taken her from her home. But her bust had grown, and her hips had spread. She didn't have Antonia's slender frame, but she made due. Emma walked, spine stiff, hands curled around the handles of her bag in fear as she headed toward the darker parts of London. She prayed for safety, for courage, for invisibility until she found a lively posting inn and claimed a table near the fire. Emma bought a piece of bread and an ale and kept her gaze on her table.

      She nibbled the bread and pretended to sip the ale as the hours wore on. Perhaps it was divine protection, or perhaps she appeared too strange to approach, trembling with fear, but no one bothered her. Only the barmaid dare approach to see if she needed anything. In the early morning, the barkeeper told her she had to leave.

      “Please. I just need to wait until morning,” Emma begged.

      He frowned at her with thick bushy brows. “I don't want no trouble.”

      “Nor do I. My father, a vicar, died and I must travel to family. But I can't leave until tomorrow.”

      He pursed his wrinkled lips. He didn't believe her. Emma was a terrible liar. The effects of being a vicar's daughter. She called to mind an image of her father. Stout like a barrel, dirt caked under his fingers from working in his precious garden. Her eyes stung and tears pooled in her lashes.

      “I'll go.”

      “Now don't go out like that. You'll get into heaps of trouble. Ye can stay.”

      Emma sniffed. “Thank you.”

      Emma slowly sat, her bottom sore from the firm wood chair and hours of sitting. But she kept her vigil on the hot coals in the hearth until the sun rose and left. Her next stop was the employment office. She'd only known of its whereabouts because of the upstairs maid.

      It wasn't open yet, but she sat on the stoop, her hopes rising with the sun as light transformed the bleak streets into something softer. Less threatening. Antonia would not yet know she was missing. Michael would sleep into the late morning.

      For the moment, she was free. Utterly in control of her life. Frightening as it was to have nothing and no one, she had herself; she had her wits.

      A woman and a man approached. Emma bolted to her feet and stepped aside as they opened the door. The woman eyed her warily. Emma smiled, and the woman sniffed, putting her nose in the air. She marched inside ahead of the man. The man appeared far kinder, holding the door for Emma.

      “Welcome. Are ye looking for employment?”

      “Yes, sir.” Emma stepped inside the narrow office. Flyers lined one wall.

      “Have you any references?” the woman asked.

      “No, ma’am. My father recently died, and I have no family to care for me.”

      The woman’s stern gaze softened. “Have you any skill?”

      “I… I went to finishing school. I received a gentlewoman's education.”

      “But you've no references. ’Tis hard to find employment without references to speak of your character.”

      “There's always something for an eager worker,” the man said.

      “Please. I'll take anything, as long as its…”

      The woman shrewdly stared. “As long as what?”

      “I want to be far from London. As far as possible.”

      The woman and man shared a glance.

      Emma panicked. Was there nothing? She didn't anticipate difficulty in finding work.

      “There is one,” the man said.

      “’Tis very far,” the woman added.

      “That's perfect.”

      “Very far.”

      Her heart raced. “Lovely.”

      “This may be your only hope. No one else dared travel so far for such a position.”

      Emma swallowed. That sounded ominous. “What sort of position?”

      “A governess, miss. For two young girls.”

      Emma exhaled with relief. “That sounds splendid.”

      “It's on the Isle of Star Frost, off the coast of Cornwall.”

      Emma blinked. “Is that still in England?”

      The man snorted, and the woman elbowed him.

      “It is,” she replied. “But it may as well not be. No one else has been willing to take the position because of its locale.”

      “I'll take it.” Emma's heart tripled in beat as she said the words, and her head grew light.

      “You don't know who it's for.”

      “I don't care.”

      The woman and man raised their brows.

      “Please. I'll leave today. How—do you know how much it would cost to get there?” That might be her only problem. She had no money to get to the edge of Cornwall and beyond.

      “The fare is paid. You'll have to travel by ship.”

      Emma swallowed. She'd never set foot off solid ground. She couldn’t swim. Her father deemed it a useless and provocative venture for a young woman. “Very well.”

      The woman turned and opened a drawer, pulling out a bag of coin and a paper. Emma took the coin and weighed it in her hand. “This seems wrong.”

      “I'll escort you to the ship,” the man replied.

      “When is it leaving?”

      “As soon as you board. The duke has held it on retainer in hopes of luring”—his wife elbowed him again—“of obtaining a governess,” he finished.

      Emma stared. She didn't know what to do. However, the heavy purse in her palm convinced her not to think too hard about it. This was more money than she'd ever seen in her life. “Let's go.”

      The man smiled. “Very well. Mr. Trout is my name.”

      “Miss Mc—Grace, Miss Grace.” Her middle name would have to do. She couldn’t risk anyone knowing her first name anymore or her surname. Emma Grace McKinnon had to disappear. It wouldn’t be difficult. Her father had long taken to calling her Grace in lieu of Emma. Her mother was Emma, and her maternal grandmother. He said two Emmas in one house were too difficult, even after her mother had passed when Emma was four.

      “Come along, Miss Grace. Do you have any belongings you need to fetch?”

      “No sir.”

      “Good. Let's be going.”
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      Calvin had sat down for his morning coffee when the note arrived. He opened with surprise. A governess had arrived? Mr. Trout had earned his reward and more, if his employment office had convinced a daring soul to depart from English soil for Star Frost. Not that anyone should be afraid to come here. Calvin adored the quaint and peaceful island. There was a feeling of acceptance here. No one whispered. No one stared.

      But governesses were scarce.

      Especially when his daughters strived to prove someone’s mettle. Very few came up to scratch.

      “Bartle!” Calvin called out.

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Bartle materialized at his side.

      “A governess awaits you at the docks. Fetch her. Make sure she came of her own free will.”

      Bartle nodded, ever unfazed.

      Calvin had turned the whole household upside down with this move. Some dutiful servants had departed, but the most loyal had stayed and traveled to Star Frost with him. Calvin wasn’t yet sure if leaving their lives in London behind had been good for any of them, but there was a measure of peace here that would never be found again on those familiar shores.

      Not since… that fateful day.

      He heard their steps before they arrived and smiled. Clara sailed through the doorway first, hair plated to keep her wild pale gold curls at bay. “They’re in the way,” she often complained.

      “In the way of what?”

      “Everything. I can’t kill spies with blasted hair in my face. I can’t climb mountains if I’m forever pushing it aside. I’ll fall to my death.”

      “I wouldn’t want that,” he replied, biting back a chuckle.

      “Nor I.”

      He scarcely scolded her for her cursing anymore. They were all becoming heathens. But after all she’d been through, for the tight, scarred skin that marred her gorgeous face, she deserved a bit of foul language. He’d rather her curse the rafters down than bury her pain.

      Sophie followed, an exact copy of her vivacious sister in all ways, but a handful. Sophie was reserved, calculating. Her blue eyes shimmered with intelligence. His throat tightened. She, more than Clara, made him think of Lenore. Lenore and Sophie were two peas in a pod. Perfect replicas inside and out. Clara matched them in looks, but not in spirit.

      Calvin knew not where Clara’s personality came from. Perhaps she was inhabited by the ghost of a Barbary pirate. That was her own theory.

      “Eggs, again?” Clara sighed.

      “Eggs are a fundamental part of breakfast,” Sophie said as she took the chair on Calvin’s right. He bent close so she could kiss his cheek.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Good morning, Father,” Sophie replied.

      “It’s morning. I don’t know if it’s good,” Clara said as she plopped into the chair on his left and took a bite of his toast.

      Nightmares again? “Did you not sleep well?”

      “It’s too cold to sleep without a fire, but I hate the popping and hissing. It’s—” She stopped and held her breath.

      His own lungs ceased to inflate. His gut tightened. He hated this; he hated knowing that his daughter relived the most terrifying moments of her life so frequently. And he hated how he was utterly helpless to stop it. Her mind continued to torture her long after the fire had been put out, their wounds healed, and they’d left everything that resembled that time behind.

      Even he was caught off guard by the smell of smoke or the sudden snap of an ember from time to time.

      But most of all, he hated the scars that would never leave her. Tight, uneven, pink skin that would forever remind them both of that night, of everything that was taken from them, and what she would still lose. He didn’t care about his scars. But hers would hinder her chances of a normal life in society.

      That’s why he took her away from it all. He couldn’t trust his own family not to stare and not treat her like a normal little girl.

      He cleared the thickness from his throat. “I have some good news.”

      Sophie raised a brow while Clara stared at him with boredom.

      “Your new governess will arrive shortly.”

      Please, God, let this one stay.

      “I thought you would have given up on such nonsense,” Clara replied.

      “You need an education.”

      “So educate me.”

      “I’m not qualified.”

      “You’re a duke.”

      “But I’m not a little girl, and little girls learn different things than dukes.”

      “Why not a tutor?” Sophie asked.

      “Tutors only provide academic help. As young ladies, you need polish and poise.”

      “For the debuts we will never have—well, at least not me,” Clara said.

      Sophie watched her sister with concern. Calvin prayed for patience. Clara was right. She would likely never have a traditional come out like her sister. He cursed the world that could be so cruel. As if she hadn’t suffered enough, she’d be ostracized because of her scars. He once enjoyed the delights of aristocratic society, but if they could not accept her as she was, scars and all, he’d damn them to hell.

      Being the daughter of a duke should have afforded her every privilege in the world, but one night took almost everything from her. His title could do nothing to protect her from the snickers of other children, the whispering and stares from adults who should know better.

      He unclenched his fists and forced himself to take a relaxing breath. “You both need a governess to see to your education and polishing. Star Frost is far removed from civilization, but that doesn’t mean we need to be. My cousin will soon visit. We don’t want to frighten him away.”

      “Maybe I do,” Clara retorted.

      “He’ll play games with you.”

      “Well, I suppose I can tolerate him.”

      “You’ll do well to be tolerable for your new governess. She was difficult to come by.”

      “What is her name?” Sophie asked.

      Calvin grimaced. “I don’t know. I didn’t know she was coming. A letter would have arrived on the same ship as the lady herself.”

      Sophie sighed and then grinned. “This is exciting! We have met no one new in some time.”

      A pang of guilt struck him. Was taking them away a mistake? A year had come and gone since the night of the fire, and he could scarcely recall the six months they’d been here on Star Frost.

      “It’s a governess. They are never exciting. They are old, embittered women,” Clara declared.

      “Clara,” Calvin warned.

      Clara sank into her chair. “Do young governesses even exist? Someone who would play with us, run, climb trees?”

      “Ladies shouldn’t climb trees,” Calvin repeated for the thousandth time this month.

      “Being a lady is awful,” Clara retorted.

      Calvin had no reply. He’d come to the same conclusion as a boy.

      His heart actually skipped as he heard the rattle of the cart wheels on the crushed shell drive.

      Cart? Bartle should have taken the carriage. They must make a good impression—even he had to be presentable.

      Calvin brushed a strand of hair from his face. His hair brushed his shoulders, and he hadn’t tied it back. He never tied it back. Calvin hated his own scars. He hated to look in the mirror. Just thinking of them made the tight skin that lashed the left side of his body up to his jaw and around his ear itch.

      Calvin had a moment of panic and insecurity as he calculated the time it would take Bartle and their guest to walk around the side of the house to enter through the kitchens.

      Would he show her to her room or present her here? Did he have time to hide? To change his coat to the high-collar blue suede and brush his hair back?

      The door to the kitchens swung open, and his heart stopped.
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      “Mrs. Tanner will show you to your new quarters, and then after you’ve remedied your appearance, you will be shown to the duke at his request.”

      Emma swallowed, her eyes unblinking as she stared at the imposing Mr. Bartle. “Yes, sir.”

      He left her standing near a barrel of root vegetables. After he floated through the swinging door, a plump woman with feathery white hair and deep crow’s feet entered and smiled at her with such warmth, Emma expected to be engulfed in a motherly hug. To her disappointment, she was not.

      “Heavens, what a relief you are to my heart, dear. It’s been so long since we’ve had a new addition.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Come, I’ll show you to your rooms and bring you a kettle of tea.”

      “Please don’t go out of your way on my account. I’m sure I could find my way.”

      “Oh no, this manor is a behemoth with halls like tangled roots.” Mrs. Tanner pivoted and led the way. “I’ll take you the easy way.”

      They climbed several flights of stairs that changed direction so many times, Emma wasn’t sure what direction they faced. Reaching what was sure to be the highest floor before the eves, Mrs. Tanner opened a door to a brightly lit hall with row upon row of circular windows.

      “Not a traditional English home, but it has its charm.” Mrs. Tanner said, panting.

      Emma wasn’t any kind of expert on English architecture, but she looked around the halls with their arched ceilings and carved bracing struts with awe. She hadn’t taken much notice of the outside, too dizzy from the bouncing and swaying of the cart to look up.

      She’d nearly fallen on her face when the cart had stopped, and those first steps through the muddy kitchen courtyard had been perilous with animal waste. Mr. Bartle had stopped her before entering and asked if she was drunk.

      She ought to be. She’d never been farther from her home than she was right now. But the light here in the hall was pleasant, soothing in its cheerful brightness. As her eyes adjusted, she noticed the faded paintings of animals dressed in people's clothing on the walls.

      Mrs. Tanner halted before a pair of double doors painted bright blue with brass knobs.

      “The girls are downstairs breaking their fast. They eat with the duke for most meals, strange as that sounds. I’ll let you know more once inside. I don’t want to seem… to speak ill of the family, but there is much you must know. I must prepare you.”

      A chill slithered down Emma’s spine as she held Mrs. Tanner’s gaze.

      “Very well.”

      Mrs. Tanner opened the door, and Emma followed her into the nursery. One half of the room was as tidy as a folded napkin. The other half appeared as if a storm had blown through it. A pile of leaves sat on the nightstand, and the bedclothes were thrown every which way.

      Emma blinked in surprise and then returned her focus to Mrs. Tanner. She had opened a second door. Emma waited at the entry. Inside was a room of moderate size with a single bed and other necessities.

      “They don’t need a nursemaid being the age of ten and quite… mature in some aspects. As twins they appear remarkably similar, but in personality, no two girls have ever been so different. You’ll find Lady Sophie to be a charming headache. And Lady Clara… well, as wild as a boar, but with a temperament for fun mischief. Not an evil bone in her body, but she has such… ideas. You will see shortly, and what you must never, ever, ever bring attention to is… her scars.”

      Emma had been reviewing the quaint room, but at this her gaze clashed with Mrs. Tanner’s.

      “Scars? From what?”

      “A fire. It occurred in London over two years ago now. They lost half of their ancestral London residence. The duchess, god rest her soul, was trapped. Both the duke and his daughter bear scars from trying to save her.”

      Emma gasped. “They tried to save their mother?”

      “Lady Clara. She has the spirit of a fierce warrior trapped in a child’s body. It quite frustrates her. You will see.”

      Emma blinked. She couldn’t imagine such a ridiculous thing. She supposed she really would have to see. Since the moment she stepped off the ship, things were only growing more peculiar. The weight of all Mrs. Tanner had said settled over her like a thick wool blanket. Emma absorbed the words slowly, unable to follow most of what Mrs. Tanner continued to say, but each word hit like a blow.

      Tragic.

      Such a terrible experience for those girls, and it sounded like the duke loved his wife. She didn’t know what to say now. Mrs. Tanner finished her lecture with a big swoosh as she opened the curtains to Emma’s new room. Not the height of luxury, but it was roomy enough and yet cozy at the same time.

      “Have you broken your fast?” Mrs. Tanner asked.

      In answer, her stomach rumbled.

      Mrs. Tanner half smiled. “I’ll have a tray sent up. The duke and his children are in the breakfast parlor now. He will send for you. Until then… make yourself at ease. It is quite a journey to Star Frost.”

      Emma nodded. It was rather a fast trip by boat, but once she’d stepped off the familiar soil of England, everything had changed. Mr. Trout had left her with the first mate of the Quick Slip, a little ship not very large but boasting of one guest cabin. The captain had been absent, and it had taken the crew most of the day to find him. He’d lumbered on board in the afternoon, and they’d gotten underway as the sun set. Emma had gone to sleep, and when she woke, they had arrived at Star Frost.

      Would she change as well?

      Alone now, Emma peered around the room slowly. Aged yellow walls whispered of the passage of time. A circular rug of knitted fabric covered the wood floors with a pattern of yellow flowers. Emma cocked her head as she studied it. Daffodils, maybe.

      She’d been in many fine houses while traveling with Antonia. But this house was so unusual. Plucked from the imagination of some lord who fancied himself an architect, but clearly wasn’t. Instead of traditional walls and halls with straight lines, wainscotting, molding, paneling or papered walls, this house curved and stretched. Odd alcoves, highly arched and meticulously carved woodwork that she would have to take a much closer look at . A fantastical manor of mystery or… nightmares. Only time would tell if this abrupt change of circumstances would help or hurt her.

      She jumped at the sudden tap on her door. A footman entered, followed by a petite maid carrying a tray of tea, hot porridge, and toast. The footman set about building a fire, and the maid set the tray down on the table by her window, pulling out the chair.

      “How do you do, miss? I am Miss Ginny. Ring for me if you have need of anything.”

      The slight girl, or woman, Emma couldn’t tell, had pale red hair, green eyes, and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose. She had a sweet lilt to her words that revealed her Irish blood.

      “I’m well, thank you. I’m Miss Grace, the new governess.” She hated that her voice was shaky. Getting on well with the other staff was paramount to making this brash flight work. She tried to banish her nervousness with a swallow.

      “This is Toby, my brother.” Miss Ginny waved toward the lanky boy who built up the fire.

      As he stood and turned, Emma could see the resemblance.

      Emma immediately wanted to ask how they came to be here but bit her tongue.

      “Good morning, Toby.”

      “Glad you’re here, miss. Lady Clara and Lady Sophie need someone new to torture.”

      “Toby!” Ginny hissed at her brother. She pivoted to Emma. “Truly, they are fine girls. Bored likely, not having any children to play with.”

      Emma smiled. She was getting the sense that they were afraid she’d run away. Should she? She already had once. Could two little girls be worse than Michael?

      Could anything be worse than marriage to Michael?

      Likely not. She’d take her chances as a governess.

      “I came from London, where I was a companion. I’m prepared for torture.”

      Toby snickered. “Lady Clara will like you.”

      “They both will. It’s been so long since we’ve had a new friend in the house.”

      At the mere utterance of the word friend, an unbidden warmth sparked inside her. She desperately needed a friend. A real friend. Not whatever it was she had with Antonia that felt more like living with a wolf.

      “I look forward to getting to know everyone,” Emma answered.

      “We’ll leave you to your food.”

      Ginny and Toby left, and Emma attacked her food in solitude. Once full, she changed her clothing and redid her hair. Emma had an oval mirror on the wall, barely larger than her head, with which to view herself. She wasn’t vain, but she’d like to be sure she looked her best before meeting the duke and his children.

      Emma hummed to herself while she waited. Her nerves stretched; her palms were damp. On her night table, a little clock ticked the passing seconds, and with each one, she felt like she should flee. But she held on.

      She had nowhere else to run.
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        * * *

      

      Toby cleared the dishes, and Calvin ushered his now antsy prodigy into the drawing room for a formal introduction to their new governess. The hearth blazed with a roaring fire that put him on edge, but the warmth was essential on this late summer morning. This house had cold bones, Mrs. Tanner liked to say. There was always a chill to the rooms, no matter how sunny the day.

      “His Grace, the Duke of Renvere. I present Miss Grace.”

      Calvin held Sophie's hand on the sofa as they both turned toward the door. Clara was off by the bookshelves.

      From behind Bartle, Miss Grace stepped out, and Calvin’s heart skipped. He heard Sophie gasp.
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