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Chapter One

Surrey, England, late January 1812

Becoming a
governess was harder than fighting off Napoleon.

Jane Kimball sat with her hands folded in her
lap as the rickety hired carriage rolled through the countryside
away from London and toward her new life. Every inch of her felt
tight, as if her black mourning gown was suddenly several sizes too
small. But then, some state of nervousness was to be expected. She
hadn’t tried to pretend she was a proper lady for a long time.

“You are exactly what His Grace needs,” Miss
Thorn said from across the carriage.

Jane still wasn’t sure how the owner of the
employment agency could be so certain. She’d thought when she’d
answered the ad in the Times from the Fortune Employment
Agency, seeking a governess, she might meet with a stiff-backed
gentleman who would frown down his nose at her and inform her she
was fit for nothing. After all, she had little experience and no
references.

Spending the last ten years following the
drum didn’t count.

“I’ll do all I can to make you proud, ma’am,”
Jane said.

Miss Thorn inclined her head. Now, there was
a lady. Jane didn’t know the employment agency owner’s background
or why she seemed determined to help gentlewomen fallen on hard
times, but she knew quality when she saw it. Everything from Miss
Thorn’s sleek black hair under the feathered hat to her elegant
frame draped in a lavender quilted-satin redingote said she should
be respected, admired. In comparison, Jane’s thick brown hair
seemed positively unruly, even wrapped in a bun and confined inside
her plain straw bonnet. Her figure was solid; ample her husband
Jimmy had called it. Her eyes were too dark a brown to invite
confidences, and her navy wool cloak more practical than
fashionable. Then again, Miss Thorn’s pretty coat hadn’t seen duty
in Portugal.

“You’re nervous,” Miss Thorn said, gloved
hand stroking the short-haired cat in her lap. Fortune, she’d named
the creature, and apparently the employment agency as well. At
times, Jane wondered whether the cat was in charge. Miss Thorn
certainly went nowhere without her pet. She was a handsome animal.
The dove-grey fur was tailored like a morning coat, wrapping around
her back and head to leave a white blaze down her throat like a
cravat. Great copper-colored eyes gazed at Jane unblinkingly.

“Very nervous,” Jane admitted. “I’m glad I
didn’t eat breakfast this morning.”

Miss Thorn raised a brow, and Jane sighed.
She never had understood why everything she thought popped out of
her mouth. It had been a terrible failing in the daughter of a
country vicar, where diplomacy was key. Even Jimmy’s colonel had
been taken aback a time or two. She was only glad her late husband
and his friends had found the trait amusing, endearing.

“Sorry,” she muttered to Miss Thorn.
“Habit.”

Miss Thorn glanced down at Fortune. As if
she’d received a command from her mistress, the cat leaped across
the space to Jane’s side and rubbed her head against Jane’s
arm.

Something inside her uncurled. “She is so
sweet.”

“Only with those of whom she approves,” Miss
Thorn said.

“I’ve known a few horses like that,” Jane
said, stroking a hand down the cat’s thick grey fur. “I’m
honored.”

Fortune blinked her copper eyes, and her
small mouth turned up. It was as if she’d seen something grand
inside Jane, something worthy of approval. Perhaps Jane could do
this after all.

“I’m going to miss her,” she said, returning
the cat’s smile. “I’m going to miss you both. I don’t know what I
would have done if you hadn’t agreed to represent me.”

Miss Thorn’s gaze, eyes the color of blue
lilacs, rested on her cat. “I cannot abide bullies. Being born to
or otherwise acquiring power should not make a gentleman determined
to wield it over others. It is my privilege to be of service to
you, Jane.”

Another employment agent might have said the
same, but Jane had never heard of any that worked so tirelessly.
Miss Thorn had listened to Jane’s story without judging and
promised to find her a position where she would be safe, valued.
When Miss Thorn had learned the constrained circumstances under
which Jane was living, she’d opened her own comfortable town house
on Clarendon Square. After that time, Jane had never felt alone
again. Fortune had been ever at her side and Miss Thorn at her
back. Jane refused to retreat now.

Even if she knew next to nothing about being
a governess for a duke’s children.

“Ah, here it comes,” Miss Thorn said,
gathering up her reticule.

Jane peered out the window. They had been
running past trees and fields above the south bank of the River
Thames, the water glassy against a grey sky that threatened more of
the snow they had seen earlier in the month. They appeared to have
reached a side branch of the river, for the water was lower and
murkier, ice crusting its surface. Ahead, twin gatehouses of a
golden stone flanked the entrance to a gracefully arching
bridge.

“Wey Castle,” Miss Thorn said as the horse’s
hooves clattered against the stone span.

Jane stared at the looming walls, rising
easily thirty feet above the crest overlooking the side stream.
Rough stone blocks at one corner told of an older building on the
site, while the smooth stone and gabled roof of the rest of the
building gave testimony of a more recent age. Narrow windows
reflected the heavy sky.

“That’s not a castle,” Jane said, sitting
back and glad for Fortune’s presence beside her.

Miss Thorn raised delicately arched brows.
“No? The guide book describes it as such. I believe the tower at
the southwest corner dates from 1360. But then, I suspect you have
seen a few castles.”

She had. Egyptian palaces dating back to the
time of Christ, Flemish fortresses from when knights on chargers
roamed the land, and Portuguese marvels that had survived
earthquakes. Jimmy and his regiment had fought below, behind, and
inside them. She’d seen the massive stones pink in the light of
dawn and red with the fire of defeat. The Duke of Wey’s home didn’t
seem nearly so grand.

The drive led up the crest and into a
courtyard paved with cobbles, the house enclosing it on three
sides. She felt as if a dozen eyes must be watching from all those
windows. Funny how the windows looking in toward the courtyard were
larger. Jimmy would have said the outer windows were narrow for
protection, but it seemed a waste to be forever looking inward when
a serene island and river lay just beyond.

A footman with an old-fashioned powdered wig
hurried to lower the step. Fortune leaped back to Miss Thorn, who
scooped her up into her arms.

The butler, a regal fellow with thick white
hair that was surely no wig, came forward and glanced between them.
“Mrs. Kimball?”

Jane could understand his confusion. Miss
Thorn certainly looked more like a polished, proper governess.

Miss Thorn inclined her head, the feather in
her hat dipping just as respectfully. “I am Miss Thorn, owner of
the Fortune Employment Agency. This is Mrs. Kimball. His Grace is
expecting us.”

The butler took a step back. “You are indeed
expected. Her Grace will see you in her chambers.”

Miss Thorn’s smile was firm. “After we see
the duke.”

The butler’s look was equally unforgiving.
“His Grace is very busy. He leaves all matters regarding the staff
to me and all matters regarding his daughters to his mother.”

Interesting. She’d heard of wives taking such
a role, but of course His Grace was a widower.

Miss Thorn regarded him. “And that, I fear,
is why you have gone through three governesses in the last
year.”

“Three governesses?” Jane glanced to her
benefactress. Why hadn’t she been told? If three likely
more-experienced governesses couldn’t handle the post, what made
Miss Thorn think Jane could? Even the supremely confident glow in
Fortune’s eyes couldn’t stop the sinking feeling in her
stomach.

The butler answered before Miss Thorn could,
his voice dripping ice. “Be that as it may, His Grace has not
instructed me to bring you to him.”

“Then I suggest,” Miss Thorn said, tones
clipped, “that you consult with His Grace, or I will have no choice
but to take my eminently suitable candidate back to London, where I
assure you other noble houses are clamoring for her services.”

Doing it a bit brown. Jane clamped her lips
shut to keep from stating the opinion aloud. She wasn’t all that
suited, having only cared for Colonel Travers’s daughter for the
last year, and she sincerely doubted dukes and duchesses were
coming to blows as to who had the opportunity to hire her next. But
the butler glanced between them, and Jane tried to look as
qualified as Miss Thorn had described her. It didn’t help that she
came no taller than the butler’s rather impressive nose.

Either she succeeded in looking proper, or
the situation was more dire than she’d thought, for the man
promised to return with an answer and left them in the
courtyard.

“Is the duke so cruel a master that he’d
refuse to speak with us?” she murmured to Miss Thorn as they
waited.

“Not at all,” Miss Thorn assured her. “I have
it on good authority that he is even-tempered and fair.”

Some could have said the same of Colonel
Travers. They hadn’t seen him after he’d overindulged.

Miss Thorn strolled back and forth across the
cobbles, black boots tapping, as their hired coachman climbed down
to see to his horses. The footman was eyeing Jane’s meager trunk
and worn saddle on the back of the coach as if wondering whether to
port them into the house or heave them into the river with her
alongside.

“His Grace can be remote,” her benefactress
continued, “but he is not the chief problem here. The previous
governesses were weak-natured, timid creatures, unable to stand
under the demands of the position.”

Jane didn’t question how she knew. Miss Thorn
had been amazingly informed about Jane when she’d strolled into the
coffee shop where they had agreed to meet the first time. She’d
commiserated on Jimmy’s death thirteen months ago and sniffed
disparagingly at the way the colonel’s wife had turned Jane out
without a reference. Perhaps Miss Thorn knew the family here better
than Jane had thought.

Or Fortune had met the previous governesses
and disapproved of them.

The cat certainly wasn’t sure of her
surroundings now. Her head snapped left, right, eyes narrowing and
tail lashing back and forth, as if she suspected each of the
servants of some nefarious purpose. A ladylike growl came from her
throat as the butler returned, head up as if he wanted no one to
notice how quickly he walked.

“His Grace will see you now.” He eyed Fortune
as if expecting to be given charge of her. Neither looked amused by
the prospect. Miss Thorn swept past him for the massive
double-doors of the house, and Jane could only follow.

The entryway made her rethink her opinion of
Wey Castle. The flagstone floor felt firm, determined beneath her
boots. Dotted with bronze scones that had once likely held flaming
torches and hung with tapestries in rich reds and vibrant blues,
the walls soared three stories to a ceiling painted with the hosts
of heaven riding into battle. The air hinted of beeswax polish and
lavender sachet. It was all commanding with a touch of elegance.
Her father would have been delighted to see her in such
surroundings. He’d never understood why she’d run away to marry a
cavalry officer. But then, for her and Jimmy, it had been love at
first sight. They would have done anything to be together. She
wasn’t likely to find a match like that again.

The butler ushered them through another set
of double doors on their left and into a large room that somehow
managed to feel cramped. Jane stopped to glance around and up, hand
clasped to her bonnet to keep it from sliding back on her hair.
Every wall save the rear was lined with floor-to-ceiling bookcases,
with more jetting out at right angles, giving the library the look
of a maze. So many books! Someone could spend a lifetime and never
read them all, but what a wonderful challenge in trying. Books had
been hard to come by in the field, closely guarded and shared only
with trustworthy friends. This was true wealth.

A mew from Fortune recalled her to her
purpose. Jane lowered her head and made herself follow Miss Thorn
and the cat deeper into the room. In the center of the space,
surrounded by padded Moroccan leather chairs, stood an elegant teak
desk with curved legs. She couldn’t recall ever seeing the surface
of the desks in the officer’s quarters; they’d always been eclipsed
by the sweep of maps, dispatches, and scrawlings of the battle to
come. This one was so clean she could see the inlaid pattern of
ivory in the shape of a unicorn, one leg extended and horn down, as
if bowing to someone.

Very likely the man standing behind the
desk.

The light from the slim, north-facing windows
made him seem no more than a tall shadow. Her first thought was
that he didn’t look like a duke. Dukes should be hard, ruthless.
Like some of Jimmy’s commanders, they would bark orders, issue
demands. This one had broad enough shoulders, but there was a
stillness about him in his navy coat and tan breeches, like a lion
about to leap. His warm brown hair was swept back from a
heart-shaped face, and his eyes, like jade, narrowed.

Oh, right. Wasn’t wise to stare at dukes.
Jane dropped her gaze respectfully.

“Miss Thorn, Mrs. Kimball,” he said. His
voice was precise, polished, like the shiny top of his desk. “How
might I be of assistance?”

“It was my understanding you wished to engage
Mrs. Kimball as governess for your three daughters,” Miss Thorn
said, one hand resting on Fortune’s grey head as the cat draped
along her other arm. “Surely you wish to speak to her first.”

“It was my understanding that Her Grace would
interview Mrs. Kimball,” he said. Jane glanced up to find him
smiling pleasantly. “She’s waiting upstairs.”

Very likely that was all it took. A gentle
hint, a whiff of the power behind it, and everyone must do his
bidding. Clearly, he expected the same from Miss Thorn.

Miss Thorn did not seem inclined to oblige.
“So we were informed,” she said with a tight-eyed look to the
butler, who was gazing impassively at the nearest bookcases.
“However, there must be some mistake. A gentleman will want to
ensure that the woman hired to care for his heirs is suitable.”

Something flickered across his face.
Frustration? Regret? Dukes could not like being scolded, however
veiled in polished prose.

He spread his hands, the movement controlled,
effortless. “I have complete faith in my mother. She chose your
agency, Miss Thorn. I accept Mrs. Kimball on your
recommendation.”

“A shame I cannot say the same for you,” Miss
Thorn said.

And Jane had thought she spoke her mind too
often. Was Miss Thorn intent on making an enemy?

The duke drew himself up. “Do you doubt my
word, madam?”

Said in that steely voice, the question
begged heresy. The butler’s nose was distinctly out of joint as
well at the slight to his master.

Miss Thorn merely seated herself in one of
the leather chairs, as if she were the hostess. “Do sit down, Your
Grace. We have much to discuss.”

Clearly bemused, he sat. Jane took the chair
closest to Miss Thorn. Fortune was wiggling, and she held out her
hands to the cat. Miss Thorn released her hold, and Fortune arched
up.

Right onto the duke’s desk.

Jane tensed. This was it. He’d order them
from his castle, or worse, confine them in the dungeons. All good
castles must have dungeons. She edged forward on the seat, ready to
bolt and take Miss Thorn and Fortune with her, if needed.

Fortune stalked up to the duke and paused,
tail lashing. The duke stared back, unmoving. Jane counted off the
seconds. Fortune rolled over on her back and offered him her belly.
Her purr echoed against the bookshelves.

“Yes,” Miss Thorn said, “I believe you will
do nicely for Mrs. Kimball. Shall we begin negotiations?”

 


~~~

 


Negotiations, the woman said, as if she would
settle for nothing less than unconditional surrender. Alaric, Duke
of Wey, had never met anyone like her, but he began to hope Mrs.
Kimball had similar confidence.

She was certainly sturdier looking than the
last three governesses. He’d only glimpsed them on occasion. They
had been willowy, elegant things, not unlike Miss Thorn, but with
decidedly more submissive demeanors. The only thing remotely
submissive about Mrs. Jane Kimball were her large brown eyes,
reminding him of the little does that wandered the island on which
the castle was built.

She’d have to have more cunning than a doe if
she was to deal with his mother. Despite his admonitions, Her Grace
persisted on ruling over the nursery and schoolroom, as if no one
could care for her granddaughters as well as she could. As she had
not been a particularly doting mother, he found her sudden interest
in the girls difficult to credit.

“I was informed my mother already agreed on
salary and half day off,” he told the formidable Miss Thorn,
fighting the impulse to rub the belly the cat had offered him. “We
have a suitable room prepared, as you requested. What more do you
require?” That purr was infectious. He wanted to smile along with
it.

Miss Thorn leaned forward. Mrs. Kimball was
watching her as if she wasn’t sure what the woman would do next.
Alaric shared her concerns.

“Mrs. Kimball will be caring for your
daughters,” Miss Thorn said. “She will assess the situation and
bring you a plan for their curriculum.”

Mrs. Kimball started. Had she never devised a
curriculum before? She seemed young for a widow, perhaps a few
years his junior. Had her husband been a great deal older or died
in some accident? Not that it was any of his business.

“Furthermore,” Miss Thorn continued as if his
silence meant acquiescence, “she will report your daughter’s
progress each evening before retiring.”

A logical suggestion. His daughters seemed to
change each time he saw them. He was kept apprised of every other
area of his responsibility, by his steward, land agents, solicitor
in London, the directors of the charities he supported, the prime
minister. Why not his children? His mother could relay anything of
import.

“I’m certain Her Grace would agree with
that,” he said.

Miss Thorn’s purple-blue eyes pinned him in
place. “She will report directly to you. She will take her
direction from you. Anything else leads to anarchy.”

Mrs. Kimball blinked as if surprised by this
revelation as well. Had the two women even discussed this
situation? He had assumed an employment agency screened its clients
closely. Perhaps he should be the one asking the questions.

He returned Miss Thorn’s forthright gaze.
There was something vaguely familiar about the woman, yet he did
not recall dealing with the Fortune Employment Agency before. Most
of the castle’s staff came from the island, and his mother or
Parsons, their butler, saw to the hiring. He wasn’t entirely sure
why his mother had placed her trust in Miss Thorn.

“And what about Mrs. Kimball’s qualifications
or experience makes it important that she deal directly with me?”
he asked.

“I’d as soon deal with your master of horse,”
Mrs. Kimball put in helpfully. “But I doubt he’d know much about
your daughters.”

He sat back. He was used to determining the
course of action, issuing orders, and seeing his will carried out.
What was it about these women that so disarmed him? The cat slipped
down into his lap and cuddled against his chest.

Of course, Mrs. Kimball might well have
reported to his master of horse. Very likely Mr. Quayle learned a
great deal about the workings inside the great house from other
members of the staff. Alaric did not like thinking how little he
knew about his daughters. Each birth had seemed a miracle; the baby
a fragile, precious life entrusted to his care. Evangeline had been
adamant about his role.

“Fathers groom sons,” his late wife had said,
pretty mouth drawn up. “Mothers mold daughters. The nursery is my
domain, just as the estates are yours. I’m sure you wouldn’t
appreciate me interfering with the tenants, dealing with the
flooding.”

That he had not been able to argue. His
father had been preparing him for this role since the day Alaric
had been born. But when Evangeline had died attempting to bear him
a son and heir, taking the baby with her, he had had no idea how to
deal with the daughters she’d left behind.

Did Mrs. Kimball?

He was petting the cat. He wasn’t sure when
that had started, but the movement of his hand and the purr
rumbling out of her made his shoulders come down.

Mrs. Kimball smiled at him, the look bringing
out her cheekbones, the light in her eyes. “Hard to resist, isn’t
she?”

He pulled back his hand and leveled his gaze
on Miss Thorn. “If you tell me the only way Mrs. Kimball will
accept the position is if she deals directly with me, then I must
question the role you see her playing in this household.”

Mrs. Kimball’s smile faded, and he almost
called back his words.

“You are entrusting her with the lives of the
three people who must be most precious to you in all the world,”
Miss Thorn pointed out. “Inquisitive young ladies who have somehow
managed to drive away every governess since their dear mother
passed on. I know what I am asking may seem unusual, Your Grace,
but if you continue doing what you have been doing, you will
continue to see the same results.”

She had him there. This constant upheaval
wasn’t good for the girls, his mother, or the orderly household
Parsons demanded. Why not try something different?

“Very well,” he said. “I agree to your
terms.”

Mrs. Kimball brightened, until he added, “So
long as you win over Her Grace.”



Chapter Two

Meredith Thorn
watched from the entry hall as the Duke of Wey and Jane made their
way up the graceful curving stairs at the center of the house. Her
hand stroked the cat draped along her other arm.

“You like him, it seems,” she murmured.
“Despite his father.”

Fortune rubbed her head against Meredith’s
wrist.

“Yes, well, you always were a better judge of
character. Though I still don’t understand why you chose me of all
people. There must have been others more suitable on Bond Street
the day you followed me back to that wretched little room I lived
in while we waited for the will to be settled.”

Fortune twisted to regard her with her warm
eyes.

“Do not look at me like that. I’ve been given
a number of reasons to doubt my own worth over the years, and
coming back here hasn’t helped.”

Fortune lay her head down with a sigh.

“I’m sure I’m a sad trial to you,” Meredith
commiserated. “But then, that is what Lady Winhaven always claimed.
Sometimes I feel wicked for being glad she’s gone. She gave me a
place to live when I had none, but it was never home. I want
something better for Jane.”

The butler was returning. She swirled and
focused her attention on the porcelain figurine of a shepherd with
his sheep, resting on the half-moon table against the tapestry-hung
wall. The peaceful scene hadn’t been there the last time she’d
visited, but then neither had the butler. Perhaps things had
changed at the castle in the last dozen years. Certainly no one had
recognized her yet.

“Would you care to wait in the sitting room,
madam?” the butler asked.

Such condescension. It was one thing to have
spent half her life as a companion to an elderly lady. She had
still been considered a poor relation, a duty, an obligation. She
was painfully aware that she had gone into trade now, and, by doing
so, forfeited any right to the courtesies due a lady. But then,
those rights had been stripped from her ages ago.

“The entry hall is sufficient, thank you,”
she said. At least that way, she could escape out the door if
anyone in the household remembered her and questioned her reasons
for returning now.

 


~~~

 


His Grace, the Duke of Wey, strolled along
beside Jane, face as pleasant as the butler’s had been shocked when
the duke had agreed to Miss Thorn’s outrageous demands. Reporting
only to the duke? Developing a curriculum? The closest she’d come
had been helping her father lay out a course for study for Bible
lessons at the little village church where he’d served as vicar.
But then again, her time with the regiment had taught her that the
key to survival was initiative and improvisation. She had never
lacked for either.

Though she was no doubt expected to be silent
and submissive in the duke’s presence, she was far less skilled at
either of those traits. Might as well do a bit of
reconnaissance.

“Miss Thorn said your daughters are ten,
eight, and five,” Jane said.

He inclined his head. “I believe that is
correct.”

He believed? Didn’t he know?

“And what are their favorite courses of
study?” she asked as he led them up to the landing. On the wide
gallery, his ancestors stared balefully from their gilt-edged
picture frames as if not a little dismayed to find her here. Well,
she felt the same way.

The duke clasped his hands behind his back.
One of the colonels Jimmy had served under had done that. Biding
his time, Jimmy had said, until he could figure out an answer.
Military strategy ought to take a little thought. But his
daughter’s preferences?

“Lady Larissa, the oldest,” he said at last,
“is following the typical course of study for a young lady making
her debut.”

At ten? That seemed a bit young, but Jane
nodded to encourage him as he turned the corner onto another
corridor, this one with walls paneled in yellow silk. Already she
wasn’t sure north from south. It seemed the house was as much a
maze as the library.

“Lady Calantha has demonstrated some
proficiency for oration, I have been told,” he continued.

Did that mean she liked to talk?
“Commendable,” Jane managed.

“And Lady Abelona is just learning her
letters, if memory serves.”

Once more she bit her lip to keep from
speaking her first thoughts aloud. Larissa, Calantha, and Abelona?
Who’d saddled the girls with such appellations? Little Abelona
would likely have to learn the entire alphabet just to spell her
full name.

He paused before a paneled door, hand on the
gilded latch. “I have been told my daughters require gentle
handling since the death of their mother. I have observed a certain
reticence on their parts. I would council patience, Mrs.
Kimball.”

Jane raised her brows, but he swung open the
door and motioned for her to proceed him through it.

This could not be the schoolroom. Sky-blue
walls held alcoves with Chinese vases and crystal decanters.
Curved-leg side tables displayed porcelain figurines and tiny
chinoiseries boxes. The three little girls in their high-waisted
muslin gowns—white of all things!—looked like waxen dolls seated on
a sofa patterned with blue and yellow irises.

“Mother,” the duke said to the silver-haired
woman seated opposite them in regal splendor on a tall-backed chair
of cerulean blue. “Girls. This is Mrs. Kimball, the new
governess.”

My, but he sounded confident, even though he
had said she must win over his mother. Perhaps it was all show,
that noble bearing, that distant smile. Inside, was he quaking as
much as she was?

For a moment, no one spoke, and she dared
glance around at them. His daughters must have taken after their
mother, for all had varying shades of blond hair. The biggest, very
likely Lady Larissa, had the darkest blond hair and eyes somewhere
between brown and green. The ringlets on either side of her long
face were already losing their spring. She inclined her head just
as slightly as her grandmother did to acknowledge Jane’s
presence.

The next biggest, Calantha, had far paler
hair, thin enough that any curl had faded. She blinked big blue
eyes and fidgeted. A look from Her Grace brought her eyes forward
and her spine ramrod straight. Jimmy would have been impressed, if
she’d been a cavalry officer.

The littlest, with golden hair curling all on
its own and eyes the jade of her father’s, stared at Jane, full
lower lip starting to tremble.

Her Grace’s lips weren’t trembling. They were
set in an unforgiving line as she eyed Jane.

“I’ll leave you to it,” His Grace said with a
bow to no one in particular as he backed toward the door.

Coward.

Jane put on her best smile. “Your Grace,
ladies, did you have some questions before I settle in?”

It was by far the bravest thing she could
have said. But if the duke could brazen it out for a moment, so
could she. Only Calantha looked impressed.

Her Grace curled her fingers to beckon. “Come
here, where I can see you better.”

Jane moved around the side of the chair, half
expecting to spot rheuminess in the woman’s gaze. But no, by the
way the duchess’s head came up, she saw all too well. She raised a
gold-edged quizzing glass to her right eye, squinting at Jane
through it. Her look moved from Jane’s feet to her head, as if
studying every inch of her.

“Shall I turn in a circle?” Jane asked. “Or
would you like to count my teeth?”

The duchess dropped the eyepiece.
“Impertinent girl! Is that how you address your betters?”

“It’s how I address anyone who behaves
rudely, Your Grace,” Jane told her. “I assumed you’d want me to
serve as a model for your granddaughters. No one should look them
over as if they were an overripe cabbage.”

“Certainly not,” the duchess agreed. Then she
frowned. “Where was I?”

“About to ask my qualifications for the
post,” Jane assured her. “I worked for Colonel Travers, the hero of
the Siege of Ciudad Rodrigo, looking after his only daughter. I was
raised a vicar’s daughter with the usual studies in Scripture,
history, Latin, and Greek. I speak French and Portuguese as
well.”

By the way Her Grace’s face worked, she was
trying not to look impressed. “And you are a widow.”

“Yes, Your Grace. My husband was an officer
in the Twelfth Dragoons. He was killed on duty thirteen months
ago.”

At last her look softened. “I am sorry for
your loss. My husband has been gone nearly eight years now, and I
still miss him terribly.”

Jane’s throat tightened. “My condolences as
well, Your Grace.”

The woman rallied. “These are my
granddaughters,” she said with a sweeping wave that took in the
three statues on the sofa, legs not reaching the carpet. “Lady
Larissa.”

Larissa inclined her head again. “Mrs.
Kimball.” She had a pleasant voice at odds with her narrow
look.

“She will need work in deportment and dance,”
her grandmother said as if the girl was deficient in those
areas.

“Reading, arithmetic, science, and history as
well,” Jane said. “After all, she’ll have to lead a great house one
day.”

Larissa frowned. So did her grandmother, but
she nodded to the girl’s sister. “And this is Lady Calantha.”

The towhead continued to stare.

“Sometimes I fear she hasn’t an original
thought or much else in her head,” the duchess confided. “You’ll
need to work on that.”

By the color climbing in the girl’s cheeks,
she knew exactly what was happening and had her own opinion on the
matter. Jane offered her a commiserating smile.

“Then there’s Lady Abelona,” Her Grace
continued.

The little beauty raised her chin. “I want a
unicorn.”

Jane blinked.

Her Grace sighed. “I expect you to quell
those fancies.” She aimed her frown at her youngest grandchild.
“Ladies don’t ride unicorns, Abelona. There’s no such thing.”

The girl’s lip was trembling again. “There
is! I’ve seen them.”

Larissa snorted, then covered her mouth with
her hand as if she had merely coughed.

“That is quite enough,” the duchess said,
glancing at the three of them. “What will Mrs. Kimball think of
you?”

Calantha finally spoke up. “The last
governess said we were willful and spoiled. The one before that
called us monsters.”

Her Grace drew herself up, but Jane had heard
enough. She took a step forward, met their gazes in turn. “I don’t
hold with name calling. My father always said you know a person by
their deeds. You decide what those deeds should be, not anyone
else.”

“By your fruit you shall be known,” the
duchess mused. “Well said, Mrs. Kimball. Larissa, show your new
governess the schoolroom and her quarters.”

Larissa slid dutifully from the sofa, but
Jane’s heart soared. It seemed she’d won her place in the duke’s
household. She could hardly wait to tell him.

She pulled in a breath and knew it wasn’t
relief that fueled it. Jimmy was the one she’d shared confidences
with. She shouldn’t expect things to be that way with the duke. She
was a governess, nothing more. She needed to remember that.

 


~~~

 


Alaric strode down the corridor for the
stairs, feeling as if a band of French cuirassiers rode screaming
behind him, cutlasses drawn. He could stand before his peers in
Parliament, make his case for or against a bill. He had seen to the
release of men from debtors’ prison. He had rescued tenants from
the rising floodwaters of the Thames. He’d assisted friends serving
under Lord Hastings to identify and stop aristocrats spying for
France. He had helped nurse Evangeline through several illnesses.
Why was it one moment with his daughters, and he wanted to
bolt?

Miss Thorn met him as he came down the
stairs. Her cat regarded Alaric from her arm. Those copper eyes
seemed to see inside him. The twitch of her tail said she was
disappointed in him. The look in Parsons’ eyes as he excused
himself said the same.

As if she had noticed, Miss Thorn offered him
a smile. “If you need additional assistance with staff, I’d be
delighted to help.”

The footman standing by the door raised his
chin defiantly. Most of the staff he’d inherited from his father.
He’d known them since he was a boy. Parsons was one of the more
recent additions. Evangeline had hired him when Alaric had ascended
to the title, claiming they needed someone more sophisticated and
polished, as their butler. Only the nursery footman, Simmons, was
truly new, having been introduced to the castle in the last
year.

“Thank you,” he told Miss Thorn, “but we’re
well staffed at present. Most of our people have served for years,
even to multiple generations.”

“That is a credit to your house.” She
gathered the cat closer. “I’ll take my leave for the moment,
then.”

Alaric frowned. “Don’t you wish to be certain
Her Grace approves of Mrs. Kimball?”

She adjusted the cat against her chest. “Her
Grace will approve. Like knows like.”

The cat smiled as if to prove it. For some
reason, he found it difficult to doubt either of them. It seemed he
had a new governess, for now.

“I will, of course, return in a few days to
ensure that everything is satisfactory,” she said.

“A wise precaution,” Alaric acknowledged.
“Not every governess is suited to the role.”

Her smile resembled the cat’s. “It is not
your satisfaction that concerns me, Your Grace, but Jane’s. I
expect a full report on my return. Good day.”

She sailed for the door, cat peering around
her elbow at him. The footman hurried to open the door and ran down
the stairs to help her into the coach as well. She might have been
the queen of England for the deference shown her.

Curious woman. What did his mother know about
the redoubtable Miss Thorn that had made her reach out to a new
agency? Or had the agency that had provided the previous
governesses run out of suitable staff, and patience?

He retreated to the library and stayed there
for the next while, waiting. The crowded space ever seemed cozy to
him. The library had been a source of escape when he was a lad.
Whenever his father was in London, he’d crawl into a corner and
read—history, philosophy, even adventure novels, his father’s only
weakness. Now he used the room to oversee his holdings, a place to
plan, to concentrate.

Not today. There would be an interruption any
moment; he was sure of it.

But no stiff-backed duchess came sweeping
down the stairs demanding a footman to throw the interloper out,
and no dark-haired governess with speaking eyes went fleeing out
the door in horror. Perhaps Miss Thorn was right, and Mrs. Kimball
would last. Unfortunately, the previous three governesses had
survived a week before giving up.

He rose and headed to the windows, which
looked out onto the island. Beyond the buff-colored walls of the
castle, fifty acres of Dryden land stretched out to the grey waters
of the Thames. Across the bridge, several more hundred acres lay
waiting for the spring planting. More than two hundred people
depended on that land for income, sustenance. For most of his life,
they had been threatened with spring floods, some years worse than
others. Many of the worst years had been since he’d taken over the
title from his father. If the new solution he’d fixed upon didn’t
work properly, he very much feared this year would see tragedy.

He knew what some of his tenants whispered.
The House of Wey was cursed. Floods every spring, famines in the
winter, fires ravaging the island last summer, his wife dying too
young.

And no heir.

He glanced at the sky, but he couldn’t doubt
a merciful God. He had three bright, beautiful daughters. He was
solvent; his tenants were getting by. He should not feel as if
something was lacking.

Especially as he feared the lack was within
himself. Everything had seemed to run so much more smoothly when
his father had been alive. When Father spoke, people jumped to do
his bidding. His father’s fierce intellect and commanding presence
had assured as much. He had never understood Alaric’s more quiet
nature. And now Alaric had to fight against that nature every day
so that his staff, his tenants, and England’s finest only saw the
next formidable Duke of Wey.

And none of them would have guessed the
formidable Duke of Wey held his breath much of the afternoon. He
could only be relieved when his mother joined him in the dining
room, looking rather pleased with herself.

“Tolerable,” she pronounced, and he knew she
wasn’t talking about the veal set on the long table. “This one has
promise.”

He wasn’t sure whether that meant Mrs.
Kimball would make a good governess or merely that his mother felt
she could control the woman. He began to get a glimmer of an answer
when Mrs. Kimball came to give him her first report that
evening.

He had retired to the library to review the
latest bill the prime minister had sent him. Parliament had started
sessions earlier this month, but Alaric had remained home to make
sure everything was ready for the spring rains. He was frowning
over the almost accusatory language of the bill, which sought to
remedy the cost of corn for the poor, when Parsons announced her,
nose up and decidedly out of joint. The butler had served in London
too long to ever be completely happy with his position in the
country, no matter that he served a duke in a castle. He had
expectations, requirements. Mrs. Kimball’s access to the duke
threatened the exalted position he strived to maintain.

If the new governess met Alaric’s mother’s
and daughters’ needs, Parsons would have to adjust.

Mrs. Kimball approached the desk and stopped
a few feet from it, head high and gaze direct, as if she were a
soldier reporting to her commanding officer. He refused to salute.
She’d taken off the bonnet to reveal hair the color and thickness
of melted chocolate, pressed close to her round face and wound in a
bun behind her. She looked a little pale, but perhaps it was the
lamplight barely reaching beyond the first set of shelves.

“Yes?” he encouraged her.

“I have had an opportunity to interact with
your daughters this afternoon,” she reported, gaze past him out to
the night beyond the windows. “I expect their current curriculum to
be acceptable except for four additions.” She paused as if
expecting an argument.

“Oh?” he asked.

“Yes.” She took a step forward as if
determined to make her case. He’d thought her eyes warm and sweet.
Now they snapped fire.

“Exercise,” she said. “It seems they never
leave the house. A daily constitutional is required for good
health.”

He hadn’t realized his daughters were under
such constraints. Small wonder Calantha in particular always looked
so wan in his presence. “I concur.”

She drew a breath as if she’d fought her way
through the first battle. “And I would like them to learn to ride,
provided we can find a unicorn.”

He shook his head, sure he’d heard her
incorrectly. “A what?”

“A unicorn. Lady Abelona insists she will
ride nothing less.”

He leaned back in the chair. “Then perhaps
Lady Abelona is too young to ride.”

She frowned. “When did your father put you in
the saddle?”

“When I was five, but that’s hardly the same
thing.”

“I see no difference. Both ladies and
gentlemen are expected to ride well.”

That he could not argue. “Very well. Assuming
you can find her a unicorn, you have my permission to teach her to
ride. I believe Larissa and Calantha have had rudimentary lessons
in the past. Speak to my master of horse, Mr. Quayle, about
suitable mounts. What else?”

“Art,” she said. “They have no outlet for
creativity. I thought we’d start with watercolors and move on to
oils.”

A bit ambitious, but he could see the value.
“I approve.”

She took another step closer, until her black
skirts brushed the teak of the desk.

“Science and mathematics,” she said, voice
ringing with conviction. “Her Grace doesn’t seem to see the value,
but I assure you a lady who can tell the difference between
nightshade and blueberries and can balance her household accounts
is much more likely to find success in life.”

What an innovative thinker. He had never
heard the case made so clearly. A voice inside insisted that
Evangeline would have disapproved. Surely the daughters of a duke
had no need to determine whether a dark-colored berry was
nightshade or blueberry. But he closed off the thought. His
position required that he evaluate the recommendations of others.
Mrs. Kimball had had sound reasons for each suggestion.

Aside from the unicorn, of course.

“Your plan seems wise,” he said. “I will
inform my mother that I approve.”

She cracked a grin. “Better you than me.”

Minx. He felt his own smile forming. “I’m
glad you understand the workings of our household, Mrs.
Kimball.”

“I’m a cavalry officer’s widow, Your Grace. I
understand the value of scouting ahead, and currying favor with the
general. I’ll let you know tomorrow night how the search for the
unicorn goes.” With a nod to Parsons, she saw herself out.

For the first time in a long time, he found
himself looking forward to tomorrow night.



Chapter Three

The duke wasn’t a
bad sort. Jane smiled to herself as she walked back to her quarters
near the schoolroom. Perhaps it was that cool green look, or the
way he sat so still, like a catamount willing the deer closer. But
she’d thought he might argue on the proper way to educate
girls.

The duchess certainly had firm ideas, and not
just on education.

“We cannot have boisterous behavior in the
corridors,” she had told Jane as she had led her and the girls to
the schoolroom earlier that afternoon. “You will see that my
granddaughters are cared for in their proper place.”

The proper place had been up a narrow, dimly
lit set of stairs at the end of the corridor. Jane had been a
little afraid the girls had been confined to cells in the attics,
but the top floor opened into a long, wide, room with sunny yellow
walls and windows looking out over the courtyard and onto the
island. Bookcases, miniature versions of the ones in His Grace’s
library, lined one wall, while the center of the room held a
worktable surrounded by spindle-backed chairs. Crouched in one
corner was a wooden rocking horse, color fading.

Smaller rooms opening along one wall held
bedchambers for her and each of the girls. She didn’t mind in the
least that hers was smallest. The bed with its carved headboard and
matching washstand was finer than what she’d made do with many
times on campaign, and the walnut wardrobe along one wall would
hold her meager belongings nicely.

“And these are your staff,” the duchess had
said with a regal wave at the three people who stood near the
windows. She made no effort to introduce them, as if the two older
women and younger man in the olive livery of the house were nothing
more than additional pieces of furniture.

Jane broke away from the duchess to approach
them. “Jane Kimball. And you are?”

The shorter of the two women, her light-brown
hair neatly drawn back below a lace-edged cap, curtsied. “Betsy,
ma’am. I’ve been nursery maid since Lady Larissa was born. Maud
here came along when Lady Abelona arrived.”

The larger of the two, in height and figure,
Maud nodded her greying head. “And glad I was to join the
household.”

“That’s Simmons,” Betsy said with a look to
the strapping footman. “He does for the nursery.”

Simmons nodded, clean-shaven chin jutting
out. He had hair the color of ripened wheat and eyes a steely grey.
“Mrs. Kimball. I know the routine. You needn’t worry about me.”

Jane smiled. “Routines can change.”

Larissa, who with her sisters had been avidly
watching the exchange, shook her head.

The duchess drew herself up. “You will find,
Mrs. Kimball, that we are traditionalists here at the castle. I
have expectations, you know, for you and my granddaughters. See
that you live up to them.”

Jane knew what was expected of a
gentlewoman—the ability to smile and nod while life tumbled around
her, a good seat on a horse, accomplishments in piano, watercolor,
and embroidery. Jimmy’s stepmother would have argued that Jane had
had all that, and it had availed her nothing. She’d been a
disobedient daughter, an impossible daughter-in-law.

Now she knew what was truly needed in a
lady—pluck and grit and determination. A willingness to see to the
needs of others, no matter their ancestry or position. And the
ability to protect herself. She would have loved to add drills with
knife and pistol to the curriculum, but she fervently hoped the
three little ladies in her care would never need those skills.
After all, life at Wey Castle seemed rather predictable.

The scream as she started up the stairs now
belied that thought.

It rent the air, terror lending it strength.
Jane picked up her skirts and ran, barreling into the schoolroom
and narrowing in on Calantha’s bedchamber.

The little girl had squeezed herself between
the double-doored wardrobe and pink, silk-draped wall. Hunched down
and arms covering her head, she trembled violently. Jane squatted
beside her, drew her close.

“What happened?”

Calantha shook her head, then buried it in
Jane’s shoulder while one hand pointed toward the massive box bed
with pink and white chintz hangings that graced the center of the
room.

“Did something frighten you?” Jane asked. “A
nightmare?”

The little head on her shoulder shook a
decided no.

Where were the others? The child had screamed
loud enough to wake the dead. Larissa and Abelona should be crying
out at the sound. One of the two nursery maids, Betsy or Maud,
should have poked in a head. They shared a room just down the
corridor, they had told Jane. And where was Simmons, the nursery
footman? Shouldn’t he be on duty?

With a shake of her head, Jane scooped
Calantha up and rose, a bit unsteadily. The eight-year-old might
look like a piece of eiderdown, but she weighed considerably
more.

“Well, there’s nothing to fear, now,” Jane
assured her. “I won’t let it harm you.”

The girl gave a shaky sigh and cuddled
closer.

A tall shadow appeared in the doorway.
“Spider again?” Simmons asked. Earlier he’d been wearing the proper
olive coat and breeches. Now his shirt was untucked, his feet in
stockings, as if he’d thrown on his clothes or hadn’t bothered to
take them off.

Calantha shuddered at his voice.

“Ah,” Jane said. “So that’s it. Nasty things,
spiders. I don’t like them much myself.”

Calantha pulled back to show a face puckered
by fear. “Miss Carruthers said they’d bite me in my sleep if I
didn’t do my sums right.”

Anger bubbled up inside her. “Miss Carruthers
is mistaken. Spiders are more likely to go after governesses who
treat little girls badly.”

Calantha sighed again as she lowered her
head. “Oh, good. That means you’re safe too.”

Jane nodded to the footman. “Check the bed,
Simmons.”

He straightened. “There’s no spider. She’s
just scared.” He nodded to Calantha. “Go back to bed, now, like a
good girl.”

Calantha sucked in a breath.

Jane held out the girl. “Very well, you hold
her, and I’ll check the bed. I probably know more about catching
spiders anyway.”

Calantha suffered herself to be transferred
to Simmons’s much stronger arms. “You do?” the little girl
asked.

“Certainly I do,” Jane said, shoving up her
sleeves. “I’ve captured or killed spiders in Egypt, Flanders, and
Portugal.”

The footman scowled in obvious disbelief as
Jane advanced on the flowing bed hangings. “Oy there! This is Lady
Calantha’s room, and you’ve no business skulking about.” She
grabbed the right bed hanging and shook the pink and white fabric.
“Out! Out, I say.” Not so much as dust drifted down. She turned to
Calantha with a frown. “No one there. Ah! I have it! The other
one!”

She pirouetted in a circle and grabbed the
other hanging, shaking it mercilessly. Simmons stared at her as if
she’d gone mad, but Calantha giggled.

Now, that was better. Jane threw up her
hands. “Not there either. How am I to catch a spider if it won’t be
found?”

Calantha wiggled, and Simmons set her on her
feet. “It’s gone,” she told Jane with conviction. “You scared it
away.”

Jane cocked her head. “You sure? There are
still two more hangings to check.” She held out her hand. “Let’s
look together.”

Calantha accepted her hand, little fingers
cool in hers. Together, they shook and shouted, but nothing fell
out of the material or scurried away from sight.

“What do you think?” Jane asked as Calantha
crawled back onto the bed.

“I can sleep now,” she promised, settling
against the pillow and reminding Jane once more of a doll. “Thank
you, Mrs. Kimball.”

“It was my pleasure,” Jane said. “Sleep
tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

Calantha sat bolt upright. “There are bugs in
the bed too?”

A quarter hour later, Jane followed Simmons
out of the door and shut it behind her.

“Does this happen often?” she asked.

The fellow shrugged, muscles rippling. “Only
once or twice a week. You’ll get used to it.”

Jane caught his arm as he turned to go. “No,
I won’t, and you mustn’t either. What if it had been something
serious?”

He laughed. “It’s never something
serious.”

“It might be,” Jane insisted. “If she
screams, you move. I expect to see you there before the first
shriek fades.”

His face turned mulish. “Her Grace says we
shouldn’t encourage her. Let her cry it out alone. Why do you think
none of the others came? She needs to learn to deal with her fears
on her own. That’s how my da raised me. No one came running when I
was scared.”

Jane put her hands on her hips. “The way to
stop a child from being afraid isn’t to make her more
afraid. You leave the duchess to me. Those little girls are your
future. Who do you think will hire butlers when they grow up?”

His eyes widened.

Jane reached up and patted his shoulder.
“Good man. Now, get some sleep before the next scream sounds.”

With a nod, he hurried off.

Jane made it to her quarters at last. Thank
goodness Mr. Parsons had ordered her trunk brought up. She could
only hope her saddle was safely in the stables below the castle.
Right now, all she wanted to do was slip into bed and think. The
duke had accepted her recommendations on the curriculum, but she
still had to contend with the duchess and deal with Calantha’s
fears. She also had to find a unicorn.

A unicorn.

She smiled as she knelt beside the trunk,
working the latch. She hadn’t bothered to lock the thing when they
had left London. No one at a great house was likely to paw through
a governess’s things. Now all she could picture was the duke’s face
when she’d mentioned Abelona’s preferred mount. For a moment, he’d
looked almost approachable. It was as if she’d found a friend.

Or perhaps not. Gooseflesh pimpled her arms
as she saw her clothes tumbled together. Someone had searched her
trunk. Looking for what? She had only one thing she truly
valued.

Panic pushed up inside her. Out went
nightgown, her spare chemise, the one dress that wasn’t black.
Where was it? Please, Lord, don’t let them have stolen
it.

The bit of gold braid lay shining on the
bottom of the trunk. Jane snatched it up, hugged it close. Jimmy
had been so proud the day the general had awarded it. She could
still see his smile, the way the sunlight had caught the gold, as
if reflecting the blond of his hair. Would he forgive her, when
they met in heaven one day, for tearing it off his uniform before
they buried him?

Something hot and wet dripped on her hands.
Tears? Not now. Now she had a chance for a future, a home again.
She might never find a love like she and Jimmy had shared, but she
could still make a difference for someone.

The scoundrel who had dared to search her
trunk would learn that it took more than that to scare Jane
Kimball.

 


~~~

 


“A word, Your Grace?”

In the library, Alaric looked up the next
morning from his pressed copy of the Times into his butler’s
implacable face. “Yes, Parsons?”

His butler allowed a sigh to escape. “It’s
about Mrs. Kimball, Your Grace. I’m not certain she should
stay.”

Alaric leaned back, foreboding dropping like
a raincloud. “What’s happened? Salt in her tea? Snake in her
bed?”

Parsons went so far as to shudder. “Ladies
Larissa, Calantha, and Abelona are far too refined to ever touch a
creature like a snake. No, I fear she has countermanded Her Grace’s
instructions.”

Interesting. He had only known one person who
could get around his mother’s edicts easily, and that had been his
father. “Which instructions, precisely?” he asked, folding the
paper and setting it aside.

Parsons drew himself up. “She comforted Lady
Calantha over a spider.”

“A spider.” Alaric rubbed the bridge of his
nose. “Forgive me, Parsons, but I seem to require another cup of
tea this morning. Why is comforting a child over a spider a heinous
crime?”

Parsons hurried to refill the china cup on
the desk. “Lady Calantha is perhaps a bit unreasonable in her
fears. Her Grace advised us all to ignore her. Naturally, when
Simmons heard her scream, he waited some time before responding.
Mrs. Kimball had the effrontery to scold him for it.”

Alaric set down his cup and rose. “Let me
make sure I understand you. My daughter, the image of my dear,
departed wife, screamed for help, and none of you responded?”

Parsons wilted. “Her Grace said…”

“Hang what my mother said.” Alaric leaned
closer. “If one of my daughters screams, I want every able-bodied
man and woman who hears it to run to her aid. Run, do you hear
me?”

“Yes, Your Grace. Of course, Your Grace.”
Parsons’s hand was shaking, and he hurried to mop up the tea he’d
dripped on the wood of the desk. “Then, Mrs. Kimball…”

“Was entirely right in scolding Simmons. You
can tell him that if I had been there, he would have received more
than a scold. Are the girls up yet?”

Parsons had recovered some of his usual
dignity, for he straightened and looked down his nose. “They were
up, dressed, and breakfasted before eight. She then took them for a
walk.”

By the sound of it, he considered that a
heinous crime as well.

“Excellent,” Alaric said, coming around the
desk. “I feel the need to stroll as well. Send for me when Willard
arrives.”

He bowed. “Of course, Your Grace.”

Alaric found Mrs. Kimball and the girls in
his mother’s garden behind the house. Sheltered on all sides by a
stone wall, the space featured crossing paths among precisely
sculptured shrubs. Now it was barren from winter’s chill, but soon
red and purple tulips would poke up their heads here and there, and
the entire back wall would be braced by a bed of golden
daffodils.

Mrs. Kimball had her navy cloak about her
again, bonnet hiding the shine of her dark hair. Each of the girls
wore a blue redingote, quilted and tucked. Funny—he had never
noticed their outfits matching before. He knew a lack of funds
wasn’t to blame. Lack of imagination, perhaps?

Abelona sighted him first. “Father!” Breath
puffing white in the cold air, she ran down the graveled path.
Afraid she might trip, he scooped her up and held her close a
moment. She smelled like warm, buttered toast.

“Your Grace,” Mrs. Kimball greeted as he drew
abreast of them. Calantha was staring at him, and Larissa was
frowning. He set Abelona down.

“Your first constitutional, I see,” he
ventured.

Larissa sniffed. “Mrs. Kimball thinks it’s
good for us.” She seemed to share Parsons’s opinion of the
matter.

“I quite agree,” he told her. “I never
realized you were shut up indoors so often. You should see the
sunshine.”

Calantha glanced up at the overcast sky.
“Grandmother says sunshine ruins a lady’s complexion.”

Larissa nodded. “We’ll get spots, like Mrs.
Kimball.”

Mrs. Kimball’s fingers flew to her nose, but
not before Alaric saw that Larissa was right. Delicate freckles
arched over her nose, like cinnamon sprinkled on cream.

Another lady might have berated Larissa for
her comment, but Mrs. Kimball laughed as she lowered her hand.
“Just remember to wear your bonnet. That was my failing. Too eager
to ride to fetch a hat.”

He knew that feeling. There was nothing like
being in the saddle, flying down the lane. A shame he had no time
for such luxuries anymore.

“Mrs. Kimball says we’re to go riding,”
Calantha informed him.

“As soon as we find a unicorn,” Abelona
reminded her.

“Ah, yes, the unicorn.” He shared a smile
with Mrs. Kimball, savoring the sparkle in her dark eyes. “How goes
the search?”

“I found three,” Abelona bragged.

“Three?” He couldn’t help his frown.

“On the carriage, over the garden gate, and
on the pavement in the center of the garden.”

“Our crest,” he realized. “Very good,
Abelona.”

She raised her chin and twisted from side to
side as if thoroughly pleased with herself.

“But you can’t ride those unicorns,” Larissa
protested. “They’re just pictures.”

“Which is why we must continue our quest,”
Mrs. Kimball said. “The knights of old considered it noble to seek
a unicorn.”

“A magical beast,” he agreed. “Just the sort
to prance among the daffodils. Perhaps Mr. Reynolds, our head
gardener, noticed a suitable mount hereabouts. I see him through
the bushes. Would you ask, Larissa?”

Larissa stood taller, as if pleased he’d
singled her out. “Of course, Father.” She started away, and
Calantha trailed behind her.

“I better go too,” Abelona said. “She might
not ask the right questions.” She toddled after her sisters.

Alaric took a step closer. He hadn’t realized
Mrs. Kimball was so short. She came just under his chin. A neat
handful, his friend Julian Mayes would have said.

What was he thinking?

He focused on his purpose. “Thank you for
seeing to Calantha’s needs last night,” he murmured. “I had no idea
my mother had given the order to stand down, but I have made it
clear my daughters’ needs come first.”

“Thank you.” Her gaze remained on the girls
as they approached the elderly gardener, who stopped his work to
listen intently. “I wouldn’t be harsh with the staff. They were
only doing what was requested of them. As for Her Grace, I’m sure
it takes a little practice to deal with a child in situations like
that.”

“I wouldn’t know. I was never a child.”

He’d meant it as a joke, but she shot him
such as assessing look that he was forced to take a step back.

“I should go,” she said. “We still have to
find that unicorn. Until this evening, Your Grace.”

He inclined his head, and she strode off to
catch up with the girls.

Hands clasped behind his back, he returned to
the house. Of course he’d been a child, raised in this very house
until his mother had convinced his father he should spend a few
years at Eton in the company of boys his own age. He remembered his
time at the school fondly. Rowing competitions, fencing matches,
races across the fields, the air damp against his cheeks. But over
it all lay his duty. Never was he to forget he was the heir to
lands that supported his family, his relatives, his staff, dozens
of tenants, and their families. They were his responsibility. Every
decision, every action, must reflect their best interests, not
his.

Perhaps he truly had never been a child.

But that didn’t mean his children were bound
to the same fate. As daughters, unable by patent to take on the
title, they could follow their hearts. He would make sure of
it.

His steward, Michael Willard, had just
arrived when he returned to the library. The sight of the big,
fuzzy-headed man, tweed cap turning in his capable hands, brought
Alaric’s responsibilities crashing down upon his shoulders once
more.

“Status?” he asked, taking his place at the
desk.

Willard remained standing. “The lock has been
installed on the western end of the canal, Your Grace, but the
mechanism to open the gates is still sticking. We’ll keep working
on it.”

“We must.” Willard knew as well as he did
what was at stake. His steward’s house lay well below the rise of
the castle. It would be one of the first to flood.

Alaric opened the center drawer of the desk
and pulled out the plans, spreading them with his hands. “Show me
the problem.”

Shoving his cap into the pocket of his plaid
trousers, Willard bent over the diagrams, thick finger pointing.
“We think it’s in this area here. The chain may not be long enough
to wind around the capstan and completely open the gates to the
river. We may get overtopping, which could bend down the gates and
make them useless.”

Alaric nodded. “Unwind the chain completely.
See if the blacksmith in the village can add another link or two.
I’ll pay double for quick work.”

Willard nodded as he straightened. “Yes, Your
Grace. And I have lads stationed upstream. If the river starts to
rise, we’ll have a little notice to open the gates.”

A little notice. It was more than they’d had
before. But if they couldn’t get the new lock system working in the
next few weeks, he very much feared even a great deal of notice
would not be enough.



Chapter Four

Jane felt rather
pleased with herself as she approached the library door that
evening. An entire day in the girls’ company, and she was still
standing. The duchess had made two surprise inspections but left
each time with an elegant nod and a “carry on.” They hadn’t found a
unicorn to ride among the horses kept close to the castle, but she
still had hope. The one fly in the ointment was that she hadn’t
been able to identify who had searched her trunk and why.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t have suspects. Mr.
Parsons glowered at her every time he saw her, as if expecting her
to slide down the bannisters or howl at the crystal chandelier.
Betsy and Maud cast her covert glances as they bustled about the
schoolroom cleaning and tidying after the girls, as if wondering
how much attention to pay her when she might not be in the position
long. Simmons’ lip had a decided curl. It seemed he remembered
their talk last night with rancor. And one of her charges might
have slipped in and looked through her things out of nothing more
than curiosity.

Still, she could not be disheartened. She’d
faced far worse along the way. Her mother and father might have
thought Jimmy had hung the moon until he’d run off to join the
cavalry, and Jimmy’s father had considered Jane rousing good fun,
but her husband’s stepmother had made it clear how little she
admired Jane. She had complained to Jane’s parents about her lack
of discipline. When she’d lost her earbob at the assembly, she’d
intimated that Jane had taken it. She’d been certain the gate to
the pasture had been left open by Jane in the middle of a ride,
allowing their cows to escape. Simply put, in Mrs. Kimball’s eyes,
Jane was a disobedient, willful girl who would never be good enough
for her Jimmy.

“And look at me now,” Jane murmured to
herself as she passed the Wey ancestors. She thought at least one
looked impressed.

Mr. Parsons, however, gave her the evil eye
as he let her into the library. She put on her best smile. Everyone
knew that though you obeyed the colonel’s orders, you’d better keep
on speaking terms with his aide-de-camp, however snippy and full of
himself he might be. She moved into the room, refusing to heed the
beckoning call of the books, and came to a stop a respectful
distance from the desk.

Which had become much more crowded since last
evening. She raised her chin just the slightest, tried to make out
the plans spread across the surface. Some sort of building,
perhaps? Where was he intending to put it? The castle filled up
every inch of the knob on which it was built, and the steep sides
prohibited siting anything nearby.

Whatever his plans, he didn’t seem too
pleased with them. His muscular form was stiffer than usual, and
that frown made him look rather forbidding. But he glanced up and
nodded in recognition of her. “Mrs. Kimball. How did things go
today?”

“Well, Your Grace,” she reported, mindful of
Mr. Parsons standing among the bookcases and glaring at her as if
daring her to misbehave. “We are settling on a routine. Their
ladyships are becoming accustomed to me.”

“Excellent,” he said. “And how did they take
to the introduction of new subjects?”

Jane grimaced. “The constitutional met with
consternation. I haven’t broached the more difficult changes yet.
One thing at a time.”

He nodded again as if he thought that wise.
“Did you have to do this sort of thing in your previous
position?”

She tried not to flinch at the memory. “Not
really, Your Grace. Colonel and Mrs. Travers had an established
routine that made sense for their situation. I merely followed it.”
And she could only hope he’d leave it at that. “But I also worked
with children at my father’s church in Berkshire. We were always
rearranging things to ensure everyone had a chance.”

He leaned away from the desk. “Your father
must be pleased to have you closer to home than the Peninsula.”

“He passed on five years ago. My mother a
year later.” Her throat was tight again, and she swallowed.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I lost my father
some years ago as well. His absence is still felt.”

So, Her Grace wasn’t the only one in
mourning. “I like to think we keep a little of them with us.”

His smile was tight. He glanced down at his
plans again. Was he dismissing her? Why was that thought so
depressing?

Jane took a step forward. “Have I offended
you, Your Grace? Is that why you have so many questions for me
tonight?”

He raised his brows as he straightened. “Not
at all. I simply thought I should know more about the woman caring
for my daughters.”

“Probably should have asked before you hired
me then,” Jane said. “I could have made off with the silver and
half the plate by now.”

Mr. Parsons coughed, gaze on her in warning,
but Jane couldn’t regret her words. Now the duke thought to
question her? Had he no more thought to his daughters? From what
she’d gathered talking with the girls and the nursery staff, he
hadn’t ventured into the schoolroom very often.

“Parsons,” the duke said, “inventory the
plate. I could stand to lose some of the silver, but Her Grace is
inordinately fond of the Crown Derby. Word of warning, Mrs.
Kimball.”

Her frustration faded at the gleam in those
green eyes. “What about the little fat porcelain pug dogs in the
corridor?” Jane asked, fighting a grin. “I could get a quid or two
for each.”

A smile hovered around his mouth. “Well, you
could safely take them. Never could stand the ugly things as a
child. Parsons, kindly see that they are delivered to the
schoolroom. I’m sure Mrs. Kimball could send them via the mail
coach to London for sale. It stops at Walton-on-Thames.”

Parsons glanced between the two of them as if
he didn’t understand what was happening. Jane had pity on the poor
fellow.

“That’s very kind of you, Your Grace, but I
wouldn’t want to deprive the rest of the household. Will there be
anything else?”

He waved a hand, reminding her of his mother.
“Not this evening, Mrs. Kimball. Good night.”

Mr. Parsons showed her to the door, face
settling into a scowl that was no doubt meant to put her in her
place.

“I would cultivate a more professional
demeanor, if I were you,” he advised as she passed him for the
stairs.

Jane glanced back at him. “I’d try, but I
fear I haven’t your experience or polished presence.”

He thawed slightly. “Few do. Just mind your
tone when addressing the duke and duchess. They aren’t used to
originality.”

Neither was he, and she was beginning to
think that was entirely the problem.

Lady Larissa certainly found it difficult.
She continued to protest their constitutional the next morning.

“We have carriages if we need to leave the
house,” she complained as Jane led them down the stairs for the
garden. “Besides, walking on gravel hurts my slippers.” She stopped
and raised a dainty foot for Jane’s inspection.

“I see,” Jane said, noting the scuffs on the
kid leather. “Well, we can’t have that. I’ll ask your father for
sturdy boots. You’ll need them for riding in any event.”

“I can ride a unicorn in slippers,” Abelona
insisted. “Unicorns don’t mind.”

Larissa merely rolled her eyes, but her
laments resumed when they returned to the schoolroom.

“Why must we practice arithmetic? We have a
steward to keep all the books.”

“How will you know he’s honest?” Jane
countered, laying a slate before each of them at the worktable
while the maids began cleaning the girls’ rooms and Simmons went
for more coal for the fire. “For that matter, how will you
calculate the price of yardage for a new dress?”

Larissa wrinkled her nose. “I don’t have to
calculate yardage. I pick the dress, and Father pays for it.”

Jane shook her head. “Someday you’ll have pin
money of your own. You’ll want to know how far it can go. Lady
Abelona, you can start by writing your numbers. Lady Calantha, show
me the largest addition problem you can solve. Lady Larissa,
perhaps you’re ready for multiplication.”

“Did your governess make you learn
multiplication?” Larissa demanded as Calantha and Abelona bent to
their tasks.

“I didn’t have a governess,” Jane told her,
writing a problem on the slate for Larissa to solve. “My father was
a vicar. I learned from him.”

Abelona sighed, chalk squeaking on the number
three. “I wish Father would teach us.”

“He can’t,” Calantha said, rubbing out a
problem and starting over. “He’s very busy.”

“That’s the way with fathers sometimes,” Jane
said. “Mothers too. That’s why you have me.”

Larissa frowned down at the numbers on the
slate. “How much arithmetic did you know when you came out?”

“I never came out officially,” Jane said,
pointing at the slate. “I fell in love, married, and went off to
adventures with my husband.”

Calantha grinned.

Larissa looked appalled. “You never came
out?”

“No,” Jane told her. “Very good, Abelona. All
the way to ten.”

Abelona beamed.

Larissa pushed back her slate and rose. “I
won’t learn arithmetic from someone who never came out. I’m going
to tell Grandmother.”

Jane straightened. “Lady Larissa, sit
down.”

Calantha and Abelona exchanged glances. Betsy
and Maud shut the door between the schoolroom and Abelona’s
bedchamber as if distancing themselves from the coming storm.

“No,” Larissa said, backing for the door as
if afraid to take her eyes off Jane. “I won’t. You can’t make me.
You’re a servant. You have to do what I say. I’m going to see
Grandmother.”

“No need,” the duchess said, sweeping through
the door. “I’m here.”

Larissa ran to her. “Oh, Grandmother, you
must stop her. She’s forcing us to study things we don’t need to
know. Make her go away like you did the others!”

 


~~~

 


“But why must it go on my land?”

Alaric bit back a sigh. Every Tuesday
morning, he made himself available to hear the concerns of his
tenants. He knew other landowners delegated the task to their
stewards or land agents, but the House of Wey had been treating the
act as a sacred duty since before the Conquest. Still, he thought
his ancestors might have had a more important litany of concerns to
deal with—invaders from the north, perhaps, river pirates. His
tenants had less to worry about.

Sometimes it was cows straying from one side
of the island to the other. Sometimes it was a suggestion of a
needed improvement, a new well to be dug, hedges to be planted. At
least once a month, Mr. Harden brought him a complaint. A
middle-aged man with a craggy face and attitude to match, he always
sidled in, hat in hand, and whined. Someone was fishing in his
accustomed spot along the shore. Could His Grace forbid them? His
roof looked thin—shouldn’t it be replaced before the next rains?
Why had his annual gift box been smaller than his neighbor’s?

Today it had been the lock.

“A good quarter acre of my land,” Harden
insisted, yellowed teeth biting off the words. “Seems like I should
be compensated.”

“Preventing your fields from flooding isn’t
compensation enough?” Alaric asked.

Anyone else might have heard the danger in
the tone. Harden merely worried his hands around the brim of his
battered hat. “My fields always flood. Your father never minded. I
was still fed.”

Because Alaric’s family saw to it. That had
been the way of things. The spring floods were nearly as
predictable as the river flowing along. The only question was who
would be harmed and who passed over each year. His grandfather, his
father had weathered each storm, rebuilt afterward, donated a
plaque to the church in honor of those who had died.

He didn’t want anyone to die. He’d been
asking questions, reading engineering treatises for years, seeking
a solution. Now Mr. Harden didn’t want to be inconvenienced.

His father had dealt with such petty
complaints with a gruff rejoinder, a stern command. Alaric had
never quite mastered the art. At the moment, he was very tempted to
tell Harden to find another duke to pester. But the last time a
tenant had been evicted from the island, there had been months of
unrest. He still remembered the fearful faces of the remaining
tenants, the recriminations leveled against his father. A man, no
matter his place in Society, should have confidence in his own
home, his ability to contribute. He refused to evict anyone else
without good cause.

“Pardon me, Your Grace.”

He breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of
his butler in the doorway. “Yes, Parsons?”

The fellow’s back was straighter than usual.
“It’s Mrs. Kimball, Your Grace. She and the duchess are having
words.”

Another problem to solve. It was almost
welcome. “Excuse me, Mr. Harden. I will think about how to resolve
your complaint.”

“All I ask is a fair accounting,” his tenant
said, though his worn look said he didn’t expect one.

With a nod of dismissal, Alaric rose and
followed Parsons up the stairs.

“What set it in motion?” he asked his butler
as they headed down the corridor for the schoolroom stairs.

Parson’s nose was particularly high, as if
even the memory smelled distasteful. “A matter of curriculum, I
believe, Your Grace. You should also know that Cook found the
cellar plug open this morning when she went to select some cheese.
We managed to close it before much damage was done to the other
food stored there.”

He almost made it sound as if that was
somehow Mrs. Kimball’s fault as well, but Alaric couldn’t see how
the governess could reach the old dungeon-turned-storeroom below
the castle without being noticed or how she could have known that
opening the heavy wooden plug would allow groundwater to seep in.
She certainly didn’t look like the sort to wish harm on her
employer.

She was, however, the only person in the
schoolroom as he and Parsons entered. She was standing by the
worktable, wiping a slate with a cloth.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

As if Parsons expected a confrontation, he
faded into the background.

Mrs. Kimball glanced up at Alaric. “Lessons
have been cancelled by a fit of pique. I had the effrontery to
introduce arithmetic. Her Grace is consoling them with tea and
cakes.”

She didn’t seem angry, though she certainly
had a right to be. In fact, she seemed a bit downcast. Her dark
eyes were shadowed, and her usually upright frame slumped. He moved
farther into the room.

“I approved of the introduction of that
subject,” he reminded her.

“You did. And I said I’d deal with Her Grace.
I failed, at least for now.” A smile crept into view. “Don’t worry,
Your Grace. This is no more than a skirmish. I refuse to surrender
so soon in the engagement.”

She could not know the armament arrayed
against her. No one bested his mother. His father had chosen his
bride well. His mother wore the dignity and grace of a duchess like
a coronation robe and exerted her power as a scepter.

“Focus on the girls,” he advised. “They are
your calling.”

She stacked the slate with two others. “If
only I could convince Lady Larissa that there is more to life than
her come out.”

He pressed a hand to his chest in mock
dismay. “No! How can you possibly say so?”

Her mouth twitched. “Perhaps because I’ve
lived so much longer than she has.”

“Yes, I can see that you are ancient.”

She gave it up and grinned. “Takes one to
know one, Your Grace.”

No one talked to him the way she did. He
liked it. But as he grinned back, she sobered.

“Truly, if she has the idea that the only
thing of any importance in her life is her come out, what has she
to look forward to beyond it? If that is the best she has to
experience, I feel very sad for her future.”

Put that way, so did he. “A come out is an
important event, but I wouldn’t want her to focus on it to the
exclusion of all else.”

“Too late,” she said. “But we may be able to
get through to her.”

We? How surprising to meet someone who
assumed he had a part in his daughters’ lives. Evangeline had held
them close, convinced him it was in their best interests. His
mother had stepped smoothly into the void his wife had left. With
his father held up as the very essence of a duke, he had attempted
to fill the same role. He had never questioned his duty.

Perhaps I should.

Dangerous thought. The House of Wey was built
on centuries of tradition. Every role, every action was codified in
the hearts and minds of his family, his staff, his tenants. He had
been proud to step into his father’s shoes, for all he wondered
about his ability to fill them. Perhaps that’s why he hadn’t argued
against his arranged marriage to Evangeline. A duke’s daughter
herself, she’d known exactly how to fit into his world. At times,
her rigid adherence to tradition had eclipsed his own.

But she was gone now. And nothing he’d tried
so far has helped his daughters.

He offered Mrs. Kimball his arm. “What say we
make the first attempt at persuasion now?”

She stared at him. “It was fairly clear I
wasn’t invited to tea.”

“Neither was I,” he said. “But they are my
daughters, and they are your responsibility. It’s time we made that
clear.”

She regarded him a moment more, then came to
lay her hand on his arm. “Right beside you, Your Grace.”

 Why did he have
the feeling that was right where she belonged?



Chapter Five

They found the
girls, sitting once more like little dolls, with the duchess. Only
Larissa seemed to be in her element, smiling beatifically and
commenting on the weather. Calantha was frozen, as if fearing to
make the least mistake in word or deed, and Abelona’s fingers
trembled on the cup that dwarfed her tiny hands.

“Wey,” Her Grace greeted her son with a
welcoming smile. “What an unexpected pleasure. We have no need of
you at present, Mrs. Kimball. You may go.”

Jane looked to the duke. He detached his arm
from hers, and her heart sank. He was going to run away again,
despite his brave words. She couldn’t blame him. Anyone should fear
a tyrant.

“I asked Mrs. Kimball to join us, Mother,” he
said. “I understand there’s some confusion about the girls’ course
of study.”

Her Grace sniffed. “There certainly is. I see
no need to force them to do complicated calculations. They aren’t
studying to become accountants.”

Larissa’s smile was venomous. Calantha and
Abelona shifted on their seats as if they wanted to escape.

“Perhaps I have a different definition of
complicated, Your Grace,” Jane said. “And a higher estimation of
your granddaughters’ abilities.”

The duchess drew herself up, to deliver a
scold, no doubt, but the duke stepped between them. “Mrs. Kimball
recommended a course of study, and I approved it. If you have an
issue with the matter, address it to me.”

My, but he was magnificent. His head was
high, his carriage erect, and she half expected to see a flaming
sword appear in his hand.

His mother regarded him with a frown. “Very
well. I believe your daughters would be better served preparing for
the most important day of their lives.”

Larissa nodded emphatically. Calantha and
Abelona fixed their gazes on their tea.

He cocked his head. “And what day would that
be?”

“Why the day they come out, of course.” Her
Grace shook her head as if astonished he would have to ask. “You
can have no idea of the pressure. The need to do every little thing
with perfection, from appearing before the queen to executing the
first dance at your ball. Everything depends on it.”

Larissa drew in a breath, as if ready to take
on the task now. Calantha had hunched in on herself as if fearing
she would never measure up. Abelona had shut them out entirely, her
gaze going to the window and the grey sky beyond. Jane wanted to
reach out and gather them all close. Life was so much more!

“Everything,” the duke drawled. “So,
in all your…years, Mother, you have never done anything more
important than your come out.”

She smoothed her rose-colored skirts.
“Nonsense. The come out was merely the beginning.”

“Precisely. There are many more days of equal
or greater importance.”

“The day you wed,” Jane suggested.

He shot her a glance and a nod. “The days
your children are born.”

All three of his daughters were watching him
now.

“The day you learn you’ll be alone,” his
mother murmured.

Jane’s heart cracked. She moved to the
duchess’ side and lay a hand on her arm. “We are only alone if we
choose to be, Your Grace.”

The duke joined her, setting his hand on his
mother’s shoulder. “You are not alone, Mother. But I’d rather Mrs.
Kimball prepare the girls for all those days. I hope you can
respect that.”

She sniffed again, and this time the gesture
held none of its usual disdain. “Certainly. When you explain it
like that, it makes perfect sense.”

Calantha nudged Abelona, smile popping into
place.

Larissa’s lower lip stuck out. “Then we have
to learn arithmetic?”

“Arithmetic, science, history,” the duke
said. “Art and riding as well.”

“I’m going to ride a unicorn,” Abelona piped
up.

Her Grace frowned, but the duke grinned at
Jane. “So I heard.”

Something fluttered in her stomach, as if
Abelona’s unicorn was prancing inside her. She had felt that way
only once before.

The day she’d met Jimmy.

She stomped the feeling down. She was a
widow. Jimmy had only been gone thirteen months. And His Grace was
a duke. She was the governess of his children. Any feelings she had
would only end badly.

“Very well,” the duchess said. “The girls may
return to their lessons. But I expect you to take an active role,
Wey. No one sits a horse better than you do.”

And a horseman too? One of the reasons she’d
fallen in love with Jimmy, she was sure, was the way he rode neck
for leather. She found it hard to imagine her controlled,
purposeful duke pounding across the fields.
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