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  DEATH. THIS CARRIAGE was taking me straight to my death.




  “Rose,” I said, turning to my younger sister. “In your esteemed medical opinion, is it possible to die of ennui?”




  “I . . . can’t recall a documented case.”




  “What about exhaustion? Monotony?”




  “That could lead to madness,” Rose offered.




  “And drowning in a sea of suitors? After being pushed in by your mother?”




  “It would have to be a lot of suitors.”




  “Evelyn, this is no time to be so morbid,” my mother interrupted, simultaneously poking my father awake. “And it is certainly not suitable conversation for dancing. You must

  enjoy yourself tonight.”




  “You’re ordering me to enjoy myself?”




  “Yes, it’s a ball, not a funeral.”




  A funeral might have been preferable. In fact, there was a long list of things I would rather do than attend tonight’s monotonous event: thoroughly clean the stables, travel the Continent,

  have tea with my mother’s ten closest friends, travel the Continent, eat my hat, and—oh, yes, of course—travel the Continent. At this moment, my best friend, Catherine Harding,

  was undoubtedly watching some fabulous new opera in Vienna with an empty seat by her side, meant for me. But when I had modestly, logically suggested to my mother the importance—no, the

  necessity—of a young woman seeing the world, expanding her mind, and finding her passion, she remained utterly unconvinced.




  “Catherine tells me Vienna has grand balls,” I put in.




  “This isn’t the time to discuss that, either,” Mother replied.




  “But what if tonight, in my sheltered naïveté, I accept a proposal from a pitiless rogue who takes all my money and confines me to an attic?”




  “Then better it happens here than on the Continent.”




  I bit my tongue, for it was quite useless to argue further. Mother would not be swayed to let me leave the country. Instead, she was determined to see me to every ball in England. But what

  was the point of all this? Was anyone truly satisfied with seeing the same people over and over again, mouthing the same false words, feeling nothing, and saying less? Even my London

  season felt like I was in a prison, trapped in the same routine of balls, dinners, theaters, and concerts that all seemed to blend together, just like the shallow people in attendance. They were so

  eager to confine themselves to a role and make the correct impression that they’d forget to have any actual thoughts of their own. How would I ever figure out what exactly it was that I

  wished to do, stuck here in sleepy Bramhurst?




  Gazing out the window, I wondered if I should try very hard to have a horrible time tonight to spite my mother, or if we were still close enough to home that I could just throw myself out the

  door and roll back down the hill. But since we had left, the light pattering of rain had become an angry barrage, while the lightning flashed and the thunder raised its voice in warning. Hopes for

  an impassable flood took root within me as our carriage swerved and slowed along the slick, muddy road. Suddenly, it jerked to a dead stop, and I believed my prayers answered until the driver

  shouted down to my father.




  “Sir! There’s a carriage stopped up ahead! Reckon they’re stuck! It’ll be just a moment!”




  We lurched forward until we saw the outline of a carriage crookedly tilted halfway off the road. Our driver’s voice carried: “Hello there! Can we be of assistance?”




  Rose and I crowded to her tiny window and found three drenched men—a driver, a passenger, and a near giant—all attempting to push the vehicle back out of a muddy ditch. They paused

  upon hearing us, and the large man tipped his hat toward our window, the carriage light illuminating his tanned skin and pale lips.




  Their driver wiped his brow with a handkerchief as he approached. “Thank you, sir!” he yelled, panting as he waved us along. “It’s quite all right! Get your passengers to

  their destination! We shall manage—” The rest of his words were sucked up by another growl and crackle of thunder.




  Whether it was the man’s words or the storm that was convincing, our driver decided not to argue and sent the horses forward. As I turned back, watching the three men fade into the

  blackness, a flash of lightning unveiled them for one last glimpse, their shapes stark against the bright white rip across the sky. But it wasn’t any figure that caught my eye. It was their

  carriage, which seemed to be lifted entirely off the ground by the giant man and heaved onto the road before they were swallowed by the darkness again.




  “Did you see that?” I asked Rose.




  Her raised brow answered the question, but then it furrowed as she considered the matter. “Is the fair in town? Perhaps he’s one of those strong men we always see

  advertised.”




  “But . . . still, to lift an entire carriage by himself?”




  “Evelyn,” Mother interrupted. “I don’t wish to hear another story about hallucinations rendering you too ill to attend—”




  “Rose saw it, as well!”




  “Oh. Excellent. Then we need not risk the health of any of our footmen to fix that driver’s foolish mistake,” my mother said, in her infinite kindness.




  Our conversation died in the din of the storm, but the unnatural image of those four wheels suspended in the air stayed with me as we rolled up the narrow dirt path to the congested entrance of

  Feydon Hall. Though there was surely a rational explanation, my nerves were now on edge, making Feydon’s familiar details seem sinister. At the crest of the hill, the mansion loomed over the

  rest of the country, and thick clouds roiled menacingly over the magnificent estate. Cracked stone statues of Hades and Charon welcomed visitors in, while gnarled trees reached out to capture all

  who dared to veer off the path. Towering gargoyles stretched upward as if to attract an ominous flash of lightning. This was ridiculous. Was my mind so tired of Bramhurst that it was conjuring up

  these gothic images? This must be how girls go mad: It’s the only alternative to boredom.




  Shaking the absurd thoughts away, I followed Rose and my parents out of the carriage. Umbrella-wielding footmen led us to the front door and into the bright, breathtaking vestibule that set the

  tone for the rest of the mansion. Though our home was rather large and well kept, Sir Winston’s home of Feydon was still awe-inspiring. Vivid paintings glowed in the gaslight against the dark

  wood paneling. Lush oriental rugs covered the floor, and the ceiling reached toward the sky, providing room for the second-floor balcony—a place where guests wanting for conversation topics

  had a steady supply of people below to scrutinize.




  Still, in spite of the main hall’s enormous size, the waves of fashionable men and women rendered it impossible to navigate. This looked to be by far the biggest ball our small town of

  Bramhurst had seen in years, which unfortunately meant I didn’t have to worry about a sea of suitors, but an ocean. We had not gone three steps when my mother fixed her eyes on a boy frozen

  in perfect imitation of the bronze statue beside him.




  She leaned in confidentially. “Evelyn, see there. The eldest from the Ralstons. I hear they have a lovely collection of stained-glass windows.” Ah, yes, just my type: a stiff,

  prideful lord-to-be with impeccable, cold deportment to prove his perfect breeding.




  “Set a date,” I declared solemnly with a wave of my hand. “I shall marry him immediately.”




  Rose choked back her giggle, but Mother was far less amused. “Not this childish behavior again,” she said through her teeth, which were still arranged in a polite smile for the

  guests. “You will give these men more than a second’s thought or deeply regret this attitude in a few years’ time.”




  “Yes, when I’m crying next to, God forbid, a plain window,” I said with a sigh.




  As we slowly made our way inside, my sister caught my arm and flashed me a commiserative smile. Only Rose seemed to understand how unbearable these evenings were for me. If I could just make

  Mother see that, or annoy her enough, perhaps she would pack me off in frustration. I reaffirmed my plan to show her how joyless a ball could be. For everyone.




  She, however, seemed to have her own plan and reinforcements, leading us to Sir Winston at the foot of the grand stairs. With his round face, sizable nose, and wide smile, our host’s

  jovial nature was easily apparent as he greeted his guests. But lurking beneath the surface was a slyness that most people missed; he was a Machiavelli who plotted marriages. Mine, mostly.




  “My dear Wyndhams,” he greeted, giving me a quick wink. “I’m so glad you could come! I am the picture of health, thanks to you, Miss Rosamund, and of course your sister,

  Miss Wyndham! You are so very welcome tonight. What a pleasure!”




  “The pleasure is ours,” I said carefully, wondering what he could be planning—for the man was always planning something.




  “Sir, I am simply glad to see you so well recovered. The ball is beautiful.” Rose, of course, was all sincerity.




  “A wonderful evening, indeed. I am sure you have many new friends gathered here tonight,” my mother said, stealthily shifting the subject. “Is there anyone of special

  acquaintance we should be sure to meet tonight?” They shared a mischievous look.




  “Why indeed, Lady Wyndham, I must confess that tonight’s ball is a particularly special one. For we are celebrating the arrival of my nephew, Mr. Sebastian Braddock. Sebastian! Come

  meet the prettiest girls I know, Miss Evelyn Wyndham and Miss Rosamund Wyndham!”




  With another wink at me, Sir Winston stepped aside to reveal his nephew behind him. Good Lord. His appearance was nearly a caricature of the dark and brooding hero from every gothic novel. He

  stood very tall, even more so than my gawky frame, arrogance oozing from every inch of his broad-shouldered form. Alert, hooded eyes scrutinized me fiercely, as if trying to turn my blood cooler.

  His lips were drawn into a slight frown, presumably a permanent state, while the crease in his brow gave the absurd impression of perpetual deep thought. With a gloved hand he brushed away a strand

  of mussed, straight black hair to afford us a better view of his captivating face. I felt sure he knew exactly the effect this would have on most young women.




  Most.




  Standing as far from us as was possibly acceptable, he shifted awkwardly, eyes held on Rose, and murmured, “Good evening.”




  “Welcome to Bramhurst, Mr. Braddock,” my mother said, taking charge. “I hope you are finding the country agreeable.”




  “It is . . . yes,” he said, still looking keenly at Rose. My sister is quite pretty indeed, but this felt like something else. “I have heard much about you. I—I hope to

  see Miss Rosamund’s . . . miracles myself.” His eyes burned bright as he put on a strange sort of grimace that I could only assume was an attempt at a smile. Was he mocking her

  nursing expertise?




  Eager for us to be further acquainted, Sir Winston stepped in to hurry the process along. “Sebastian, why don’t you accompany Miss Wyndham and Miss Rosamund into the ballroom, and

  Miss Rosamund can tell you all about how she saved your dear old unc—What? Don’t be shy, boy, give her your arm.” Sir Winston gestured to Rose, who was closer to his nephew.




  Mr. Braddock took a step back, his eyes flickering between all of us. “My apologies. . . . Perhaps they—you—uh—can find your own way in?”




  He gave Rose a stilted bow and whirled away with nary a goodbye. We watched in stunned silence as he attempted to escape the main entrance hall, his initial route into the dining room too

  slow-moving and his alternative into the obstructed ballroom even worse. On his third try, he crossed back to the other side without meeting our eyes and finally disappeared into the game room.




  “Ah, my nephew,” Sir Winston said. “You will have to accept my apologies—”




  Rose jumped in to save the floundering man. “Sir Winston, do not trouble yourself. He must keenly feel the pressure of meeting your many friends. I assure you, we are not

  offended.”




  Sir Winston relaxed at her kind words. “As usual, Miss Rosamund, you see straight to the heart of the matter. He is quite overwhelmed. I hope Miss Wyndham will also give him the benefit of

  the doubt!” Sir Winston beamed hopefully at me, and Mother’s gaze cast a hot warning.




  “Of course, I understand,” I said. I believe it even came out sounding somewhat sincere.




  With yet another wink, Sir Winston bade us a good evening and steered my father toward the smoking room. I let out a quiet snort that only Rose could hear.




  “My, my, what an attractive, eligible young man,” my mother proudly declared, ignoring my dropped jaw. “A bit odd and mysterious, yes? I know that’s very popular these

  days. Mr. Sebastian Braddock—I shall have to ask about his parents.”




  “Mother, are you really trying to marry me off to the man who just snubbed your youngest and ran off in order to appeal to fashion?”




  “It was not on purpose, Ev,” Rose said. “He must have been anxious. And even you must admit he is extremely handsome. And tall.”




  “As handsome as he may or may not be, he couldn’t simply walk you in like a gentleman?”




  Mother glowered at me in an unwitting imitation of Mr. Braddock. “Perhaps he was running from my daughter, who could not make the slightest effort at politeness.”




  “There is a troubling Byronic trend you will see next year, Rose, where these men try to appear mysterious and brooding without one true emotion among the lot of them. It will be nothing

  but exasperating,” I explained.




  “Surely it cannot be as exasperating as your complaints about them,” my mother snapped, turning on her heels and all but dragging us into the crush.




  The night already felt like an eternity. Yet deeper in we ventured. My mother’s punishment meant deliberately passing the dining room, where the waft of fresh breads and pastries could

  tickle and taunt my nose before we closed in on a bright waltz tune. If there were a tenth circle of hell, it would most definitely be a country ballroom.




  The crowd bulged to the edge of the white marble dance floor, and a flurry of twirling dresses revolved around the center. All eyes fell on Rose when she floated in: The orchestra struggled to

  concentrate on their unremarkable tune, and a man accidentally stepped on his partner’s foot, while she withheld the yelp for propriety’s sake. Sometimes I wondered if I simply imagined

  the effect my sister had on a room, but here it was undeniable. It isn’t just her fair curls and bright blue eyes that draw attention; Rose has something indefinably wonderful about

  her—a coat of goodness she is unable to shed.




  As a result, a mass of charmed suitors seemed to slink across the room to Rose. Mother, meanwhile, greeted several friends and fell deep into such giddy conversations about bachelors, one would

  think they were just out of finishing school. I could see her starting to arrange dances for us, but fortunately, a welcome sight intervened. He bowed before us, dropping his head full of silken

  brown hair and rising up with his face wreathed in an ever-present smile. Our dearest, oldest friend, Robert Elliot.




  “Evelyn, Rose, good evening to you. You’re looking quite lovely tonight.” His brown eyes never left Rose as he spoke.




  In fact, his eyes had not left Rose much in his eighteen years. Living on a neighboring estate, Robert had been our constant companion since childhood, suffering through many a doll’s tea

  party and game of hide-and-seek. He grew into a kind, affable man, if slightly earnest. Not the man for me, but . . .




  “Thank you, Robert,” Rose replied. “A lovely evening indeed.”




  My sister never mentioned her feelings for Robert, but the attachment between them had always been obvious. Even when we were children, I often felt as if I were sneaking into their secret

  society without an invitation. I wondered whether tonight would be the night he finally made his intentions clear.




  “It really is a lovely evening, isn’t it?” Robert continued with far more passion than the topic called for.




  I glanced at Robert, who looked at Rose, who looked back at Robert. Well, odd one out, then. Maybe he would propose if I disappeared.




  “Oh look! Upholstery,” I declared, feigning fascination with a side chair in the corner of the room. “I will be right back.”




  Creeping toward the chair, I looked around to be sure no one was paying me any mind. Then, ever so subtly, I slid behind a large green plant. Good. A place safe from dancing, where I could make

  sure Rose and Robert’s romance flourished. The two were a good match, even if Robert was a little wanting in confidence. They were never at a loss for conversation, and when they got into the

  thick of things, Robert would actually relax, looking as if he were at home by a soothing fire instead of standing right in the center of a blazing one.




  I gave a small, quiet cheer as he worked up the momentum to ask her for a dance, and her eyes lit as she nodded yes. Or at the least, I supposed she did. A large leaf was currently obscuring a

  quarter of the scene. She took his hand, while many disappointed faces watched her glide into the center of the room for the next song.




  I sighed and patted the plant. Healthy, green, and stout as it might be, it was not the best company. If only Catherine weren’t galloping across Moroccan plains or attending a

  risqué Parisian salon. My only other choice was to rejoin my mother and listen to fascinating facts about every eligible man passing by. (Apparently, Mr. Egbert collects gentleman’s

  bootlaces! The wonder of it all.)




  I peered glumly through the foliage at Rose and Robert, twirling on the dance floor. They seemed marvelously happy, and I had to question my own dissatisfaction. Was I simply too disagreeable,

  as Mother claimed? Would I grow just as bored of the Continent? And why was there a giant man staring through the window?




  Him. The one who had lifted the carriage. I hastened toward the wall, maneuvering around conversations to afford myself a better angle, but when I reached the next window, he was nowhere to be

  seen. Nothing outside but night falling over Sir Winston’s estate. I didn’t know whether I wanted it to be him or my boredom manifesting itself as madness again. Hoping for any sort of

  answer, I spun back around for the first window and collided directly with a sleek black suit, and the gentleman in it.




  “Dear me. I had no idea my absence would cause such distress.”




  Pulling back, I could see he also carried a surprisingly unspilled wineglass, despite the collision. He was just my height, but the confident way he held his square chin made him seem taller.

  Yes, it was certainly him. Mr. Nicholas Kent.




  “What on earth are you doing here?” The question left my lips before I could decide if it was too blunt.




  “I wanted to see the reaction my arrival would get, and I must say, it did not disappoint,” he said with a smile.




  I couldn’t suppress the jolt of pleasure. Mr. Kent was one of the few people who managed to make these social functions tolerable. I hadn’t expected him to make the trip all the way

  to Bramhurst. My plan to find no enjoyment in the evening was suddenly in danger of failing. “You’ve come all the way from London just for a joke, then?” I asked. “I guess I

  shouldn’t be surprised.”




  “No, no, my reason is of much greater importance. The entire city is in chaos. Buildings collapsing, streets flooding, the population plague-stricken, the Thames ablaze. But it was when an

  orphan boy I rescued from the rubble asked me, with his dying breath, ‘Why did this all have to happen, sir? Why did Miss Wyndham leave?’ that I solemnly promised to bring you back and

  restore peace.”




  “You must have spent quite some time on your long train ride thinking that up.”




  “Not exactly. The greater part was spent forming and rehearsing a plan of convincing you to dance with me.”




  “Oh, I cannot wait for this. Let’s have it.”




  He turned around, drained his drink, took an exaggerated breath, and then whirled back, eyes filled with false surprise to find me still here. “Ah, Miss Wyndham, hello, would you like to

  dance?”




  “No, not really.”




  “Hmm. Then let me ask you this: If someone went through the trouble to compose you a letter and you were to receive it in front of them, would you callously toss it out without

  reading?”




  I shook my head, playing along. “No, of course not, that would be shockingly rude.”




  He set his empty glass on a passing footman’s tray. “Then is that not the same impolite behavior as refusing to dance to this beautiful music that was composed and is now being

  performed expressly for your waltzing pleasure?”




  “There are plenty of dancers. I can’t possibly be offending anyone.”




  “What about my coming all this way?”




  “So you’re offended?”




  “Incredibly. If you refuse, I’ll be forced to dance alone,” he said, holding up his arms as if he were leading an invisible partner. “It will be dreadfully embarrassing,

  and it will be your fault.”




  I snorted. “Threats are only going to make me refuse you more.”




  His hands dropped to his side, and he let out a sigh. “Very well. What would you do if you could do anything at this ball?”




  “I’d eat cake.”




  “Unless you eat upwards of two hundred cakes, that particular activity will not occupy your entire night.”




  My mind shuffled through all the possibilities—cards, suitors, copious amounts of wine—but nothing appealed. This was exactly why I avoided every ball I could.




  “I don’t know,” I admitted.




  “Then I present you with two choices. We stand here, observing our dull surroundings, racking our minds for ideas. Or,” he said, putting his hand out, “we do our thinking while

  spinning in circles and forgetting where we are.”




  “As persuasive an argument as any,” I said, surrendering my hand. He clasped it for an inordinate length of time before putting it on his arm, and I didn’t mind where he led

  me. As we moved toward the dance floor, a new song hummed to life, and Mr. Kent, unable to restrain his smile, pulled me into a waltz.




  With gentle pressure on my waist, he guided me in slow circles, weaving us through the dizzying stream of couples, our every step and turn on point with the beat. My head felt light, almost

  giddy with the rush of motion. His light brown eyes met mine, and they seemed to dance along with us.




  “You were right, this is absolutely dismal,” he said.




  “Don’t be so quick to judge,” I replied. “Here comes the exciting part, where we continue to twirl in the exact same manner as before.”




  Mr. Kent scoffed. “Would you like to reverse our direction? Knock a few couples down?”




  “But then there’ll be nowhere to dance, with bodies all over the floor.”




  “My God, you are impossible to please.”




  As we bounced to the swells and dips, the room and its crowd revolved with us. Poor Rose whirled by in a flash of silks as another infatuated dance partner tried desperately to win her approval

  with his footwork. Robert stood idly on the side, eagerly awaiting his next turn with her. Mother, breaking away from her group of matchmakers, made her way along the outskirts of the room. And Mr.

  Braddock stood determinedly by himself, a slight space between him and a gaggle of giggling schoolgirls. He seemed to be directly in my mother’s path. Or even worse, her destination.




  “I’ve changed my mind,” I told Mr. Kent. “We’re dancing forever now.”




  “Ah, that’ll be a difficult life, but very well, I will let no other claim you.”




  “Good, for I can see my mother getting ready to arrange a dance with Mr. Braddock.”




  “I see.” Something lit behind his eyes as they landed on Mr. Braddock, and I couldn’t tell if it was amusement or jealousy. “Would that be the fellow over there? He

  certainly seems to have gathered a following.”




  “Indeed, it is.” And Mr. Kent was right. It wasn’t just my mother and a few young women. Every mother in the county was eyeing him, fans fluttering and bosoms quivering.

  Simpering misses subtly pinched their cheeks and smoothed down their hair. How absurd.




  A tall, plain girl bravely stepped from the pack and marched toward him. She turned and stared daggers at her companions, who had renewed their giggles. Mr. Braddock scanned the crowd closely,

  as though looking for someone, but his stiff posture suggested that he knew what a stir his presence had created and wanted to leave immediately.




  Mr. Kent and I watched with some delight as the brave girl came up behind him and very impolitely grabbed his arm. By reflex, he wrenched his arm away, but the girl held on as she fell into a

  paroxysm of coughing. And though Mr. Braddock tried to step away, she managed to climax her performance with a none-too-graceful faint directly onto his person with some well-practiced gasps for

  breath in his arms.




  For his part, Mr. Braddock seemed unequal to the task of dealing with the creature and unceremoniously let her drop to the ground, where it seemed her false swoon became a true one. He hovered

  above her, shock and guilt lacing his features. The ballroom lay deathly still for a brief moment until he wordlessly whirled and dashed straight out of the room, guests hopping out of his path. I

  looked at Mr. Kent and saw my own puzzlement mirrored on his angular face. Then a small, gloved hand grabbed my own, and Rose pulled me toward the fallen girl.
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  THE GIRL SHOT up from the divan.




  “Whe—what’s happened?” she asked. “Why—”




  “Slowly, slowly,” Rose said, easing her to a comfortable position. “You had quite a fall.”




  Rose held her fingers on the girl’s wrist, taking her pulse. A slight wrinkle appeared between her brows. “Your pulse is still quite fast, Miss—”




  “Reid.” The girl looked around the drawing room dizzily.




  Rose held up her hand. “How many fingers do you count?”




  “Three.”




  “Good. Are you in any pain?”




  Miss Reid looked quite distraught still, though that was likely embarrassment. Many guests had trickled into the room to stare. “No, miss.”




  Rose nodded. “Then there’s no reason to be alarmed. You just have a mild fever, and I suspect a day of rest is all you need. I will call on you tomorrow morning to be sure your

  condition has improved.”




  Behind us, the crowd murmured their approval. Some even began to clap, which our mother seemed to take as a personal affront to our family. Bursting through the spectators, she called with

  operatic tones, “Evelyn, Rose, come along. I am sure her family will help her to the carriage.”




  Rose and I exchanged looks but quietly obeyed. We followed Mother out of the drawing room and into a long, empty corridor, where she stopped and turned her full height upon us like a wrathful

  Hera.




  “Rose, I am ashamed of you. While I expect this stubborn disregard for decorum from your sister, it is an extremely unpleasant shock to see you display yourself in such a way!




  “I have allowed you to nurse our friends and neighbors so long as it was modestly, humbly performed as an act of ladylike charity. But to commandeer the room in front of all those eyes,

  actually ordering men about! I daresay you were excited, and your innate good sense took leave for a moment. It will not happen again. Do I make myself clear?”




  “Yes, Mama.”




  “Thank you, Rose. Evelyn, I expect you to set a better example.”




  “I’ll insist Rose lets her die next ti—”




  She interrupted me with her deadliest glare and snapped, “We will return to the ball, and there will be no such spectacle again.”




  With that, she drew herself up, pasted on a sickening smile, and took our arms. After hauling us back to the bright lights of the ballroom, she immediately called over a nearsighted young lord,

  who eagerly asked Rose for the next dance. With Mother’s attention on them, I escaped unnoticed to the dining room.




  I was just filling my plate with far too many desserts when a voice spoke directly into my ear. “Ah! The hero has returned. And found her cake.”




  I jumped slightly, nearly dropping my precious food on Mr. Kent’s shoes. Beside him stood Robert, glancing around as though Rose might suddenly appear out of a tapestry.




  “Yes, I am extremely heroic and wonderful,” I declared. “It certainly wasn’t my little sister who handled the whole thing beautifully and was then set down by my angry

  mother.”




  “Ah,” Mr. Kent said lightly, “she was not thrilled that your sister’s talents were on display?”




  “No,” I said, taking a bite of cake, “she was not.”




  “If it’s at all reassuring,” said Mr. Kent, “the ballroom is far more preoccupied with Mr. Braddock’s sudden departure.”




  Robert frowned. “Yes. It was rather odd. Perhaps he went to find a doctor?”




  “Or he was simply being dramatic,” I countered. “Hoping that we would fall all over ourselves, wondering what could have possibly been the matter.”




  A particularly loud babble of conversation rose, and I turned to see Mr. Braddock entering the dining room as though summoned by our talk. Indeed, a swarm of eager guests converged to speak to

  him, and he hurried back out of the room in a matter of seconds.




  “This entire ball has gone mad,” I muttered.




  “Why, Evelyn, he seems like the perfect man for you!” Robert teased gently.




  “Ha! That mysterious act is a mockery of men who have suffered any real grief or pain.”




  The slightest gleam appeared in Mr. Kent’s eye. “And yet your mother wanted you to dance with him—what is she thinking?”




  “Oh, she thinks him highly eligible. Though she thinks nearly everyone is suitable as long as they propose soon. But because Mr. Braddock is now in Bramhurst, she’s going to pester

  me about him this whole winter. It’s already unbearable.”




  “I see.” Mr. Kent met my gaze before I looked down at my pudding. “Is there anything I might do to help?” All the usual lightness had left his voice.




  “No, thank you, Mr. Kent, I simply must wait and hope she’ll learn patience,” I replied.




  He gulped down the last of his wine. “What would make her more patient?”




  “If Rose were to finally promise herself to Robert,” I blurted out.




  I paused for a moment to contemplate. Dear God, did I really just speak those words aloud? No, no, I’d never. But Robert’s slack jaw and wide-eyed expression confirmed the truth.




  “Miss Wyndham, I’m—I’m sorry. I did not mean to—” Mr. Kent said, looking rather distraught.




  “Excuse me,” I muttered, thrusting my desserts into his hand and rushing away, deeper into the crowd.




  Blast. Blast. Blast! What an idiotic mistake. I didn’t even know why I said it. I’d had only one glass of wine! Possibly two. And a half. But it was foolish! Exceedingly! It

  was the truth, but it was not my business at all. Rose. I needed to find Rose and warn her before Robert tried to surprise her with a sudden proposal. This was not the way it should have

  happened.




  Distressed, I wove through bodies, squeezed past fences of guests, and searched for my sister. She wasn’t among those finishing the remains of dinner in the dining room. She wasn’t

  dancing in the center of the ballroom, nor was she resting on the side. And she wasn’t playing or laughing at the whist tables in the crowded game room. This was ridiculous. A ball with

  hordes of guests everywhere—half of them in love with her—and she somehow vanishes. Rose should have been in one of these rooms. She was the responsible one. She wouldn’t have run

  off, unchaperoned, to some part of the house that was open to family only.




  Twisting down another corridor, I calmed at the sight of her blue satin dress and blond head. But my heart quickly regained its rapid pace when I saw the two men who blocked the path to her, for

  it was not only the unwelcome Mr. Braddock but also the carriage lifter who had been slinking about outside the house. Fear knotted in my stomach as I gained on the trio.




  “Rose!” I called. “What in heaven’s—”




  My words were drowned out by Mr. Braddock’s: “Again, sir, as you were not invited, I must ask you to leave.”




  The giant studied Mr. Braddock, saying nothing. Behind them, Rose looked pale and uncomfortable, but unharmed.




  “Now, sir.” Mr. Braddock took a step forward, still not acknowledging my presence behind him. Rage lined his voice with a jagged edge. “I would hate to remove you

  myself.”




  It felt dangerous standing in the middle of the hall, directly between him and the giant’s potential exit. Nervously, I shuffled to the side. A tense silence followed, and something

  indecipherable seemed to pass between the two until at last the giant conceded. His expression softened as he turned to Rose. “Thank you for your assistance, Miss Rosamund,” he said

  with a light French accent. “It appears I must be leaving.”




  “But how might I help further?” she asked, glancing cautiously between the two men.




  “I will send a message with my information,” he said, giving her a quick bow. As he passed Mr. Braddock, he gave a final nod. “I’m sorry for the intrusion.”




  Mr. Braddock did not let up. “Leave the way you came in, and do not disturb our guests.”




  The giant passed me with a great whoosh of air and padded down the hallway, the wood floor crackling as he disappeared around the corner. The corridor went silent. No drone of the orchestra, no

  pattering of raindrops, no explanation from Mr. Braddock. He simply glared past me, making sure the uninvited guest departed for good. What on earth happened? Whatever it was, I was getting my

  sister away from it.




  “Rose, we must be going,” I said, slipping by Mr. Braddock. “The ball is almost over, and Mother will be searching for us.” I pulled my sister by two fingers back toward

  the ballroom, passing Mr. Braddock and the roiling energy emanating off him. I avoided all eye contact and any reflective wall hangings that might lead to it.




  “Miss Rosamund, a word, please. My apologies for that man,” he said, following close. “I don’t want to bother you, but about your healing, your special power,

  really—”




  My head snapped up. Her special power? “Mr. Braddock, that was much more than a single word,” I said. “And it is much too late. Good night.”




  I pulled Rose along, but still the man stalked her, ignoring me entirely. “Please, this is important. Miss Rosamund, you have a rare gift—a miraculous power to heal—and I would

  be grateful for your assistance. I have a friend in London who is very sick—”




  In a fury, I stopped and swung Rose behind me, putting myself between the two. “Rose, go find Mother. I will meet you in a moment.”




  She pressed my shoulder with concern but made no protest. She headed down the hallway, and Mr. Braddock began to follow until I blocked his path, glaring at him.




  “Mr. Braddock. My sister is a talented nurse. I don’t know whether you’re trying to mock or deceive her with this miraculous power nonsense, but I suggest you take

  your brooding act and odd fixations elsewhere. You and that man have obviously upset her—now leave Rose in peace.”




  His eyes flashed fire, and I found myself thinking for the briefest moment that Mr. Braddock’s behavior might not be an act. He strained a smile. “Your . . . interest is most

  appreciated, but this matter doesn’t concern you.”




  He attempted to brush by me, but I sidestepped with him and drew myself up, annoyed to see that he was one of the few men my height had little effect on.




  “Unfortunately, you don’t get to decide that.”




  “Miss Wyndham, I will speak to her, with or without your leave.”




  “Of all the outrageous, presumptuous things to say—” But this time I was the one cut off as he gave a curt bow and turned, striding down the corridor toward the gardens and, I

  hoped, off a nearby cliff. Good riddance.




  Exhausted from the whole horrible evening, I hurried back to find Rose before Robert could. Somehow, I managed to grab her, then hurried Mother and Father along to the carriage with no more than

  a hasty good-bye to a poor, perspiring Robert, who no doubt desired a tête-à-tête with his newly confirmed love.




  During the ride home, I clutched Rose’s hand, considering the feasibility of never letting go, to keep her from danger, particularly the odious Mr. Braddock. I tried to put him out of my

  mind. He didn’t even deserve the thought. He will speak to her, he says! The nerve. I shouldn’t have even responded to him. A man that eager for attention needs to be avoided,

  ignored. He was sorely mistaken if he thought I would let my sister near his pretense and folly. While I contemplated murder, Mother listed off the evening’s many eligible men,

  “especially Mr. Braddock,” she fluted, eyes digging into me.




  A hand squeeze and an inquisitive look from Rose brought my mistake with Robert back to mind. What a mess this evening had turned out to be. I gave her a halfhearted smile, and she nodded. We

  both knew there was much to discuss. After bidding good night to our parents, I changed into my nightgown and sneaked back downstairs like a recalcitrant child.




  Rose entered the musty library moments after me, but before I could ask what the large man and Mr. Braddock had been about, she spoke with a melancholy sigh. “Oh, Evelyn! The poor man,

  Felix Cheval, just wanted my help!”




  “The giant?”




  “He was looking for me! Apparently, talk of my nursing reached him all the way in London,” she said, blushing and pacing about the room. I couldn’t help but feel a rush of

  pride for my talented sister. “He has a sick sister in town. He has spoken to many doctors and is quite desperate.”




  “Enough to sneak into a ball, it seems. But how did Mr. Braddock get involved? They certainly seemed to know each other.”




  Rose nodded. “Indeed. Mr. Cheval found me as I paused from dancing, and asked to speak to me somewhere quieter. We were having a perfectly comfortable conversation until Mr. Braddock

  stormed in and ordered him out of the house, as you heard. They must have some kind of acquaintance.”




  Given that they seemed to be at odds with each other, I briefly found myself trying to choose a side. Mr. Cheval was simply an exceptionally large man with a sick sister, while Mr. Braddock, on

  the other hand, was rude, overbearing, and maddening. But they’d both been doing strange things throughout the evening. I shook away the thoughts. What mattered was Rose’s peace of

  mind.




  “You aren’t responsible for anything,” I assured her, settling into the nearby window seat. “There are plenty of other doctors out there for the case. It’s not as

  if you’re actively hurting his sister.”




  “But what if I am the only one who can help? And someone has to tell this girl, as she lies there dying, that the person who might have saved her could not make it because she has a

  family’s reputation to uphold?”




  “Rose, that’s highly unlikely. And your reputation won’t even be an issue soon—future matters shall be a bit easier.”




  She tilted her head and squinted her eyes.




  “Robert would be rather understanding. . . .” I added.




  Her lips pursed. She still had no idea what I was talking about.




  “And I may have told him tonight that I assumed you would marry him, which is actually an ideal—”




  “Evelyn! You didn’t!” she exclaimed, stiffening.




  “I’m afraid I did. I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking and it just came out that I hoped you and Robert would be married shortly.”




  “But he’s like a brother to me—to us. Where—how did you even get the idea I have feelings for him?”




  It was my turn to be confused. I didn’t even know where to begin that list. “The endless hours you two spend together. The glances you give each other. Whenever we have a dinner

  party, you prefer his company over anyone else’s,” I insisted.




  “You sound like Mother now,” she said, slightly impatient. “None of that means I want to marry him. I don’t wish to marry him—or any man, for that

  matter!”




  I was the worst sister. I considered self-defenestration.




  “I always assumed you were teasing when you spoke about Robert in that way,” she continued.




  I sank back against the window’s drapes miserably. “And I always assumed there was an understanding.”




  She frowned and paced before finally settling down on one spot on the rug. “Well, I will simply have to tell him you were mistaken.”




  “The man has been in love with you ever since I can remember,” I pointed out lightly. “It’s not like declining an invitation to a picnic. You have to be careful how you

  say it.”




  She glanced over at Father’s desk and sighed. “Yes, I’ll have to prepare something so I don’t say the wrong thing—”




  “I’m so sorry to have to put you in this position. I can help you—”




  “No, don’t be, it’s quite all right. If he really is in love with me, we would have had the discussion at some point,” she insisted. “I’m glad you brought up

  the matter. I simply don’t want to hurt him.”




  Poor Robert. He’ll be devastated. I tried not to think of the horrid poems that would spill from his fevered brain.




  “But I cannot allow marriage to impede my work,” Rose said, standing up with new resolve. “I must become a doctor. I must study in London so I can help people like Mr.

  Cheval.




  “If I settle this with Robert tomorrow morning, I should also speak to Mother. I cannot allow her to interfere with my nursing as she did this evening. I didn’t protest her

  restrictions when she made them—I was happy to be treating any patients. But lately, I’ve been reading Mr. Darwin’s journals, and, well, he was only able to learn by traveling and

  venturing to a new place. That was how he formulated his brilliant ideas.”




  Rose spun Father’s globe with a great push as if she wanted to leave at that very moment. Her words came out with a speed to match it as she explained all the difficulties that female

  doctors encountered in trying to get an education, take the certification test, and find a place to practice. “Oh, I wish I could do the same!” she said. “There are too many sick

  and poor all over the world and not nearly enough doctors to help. If only Mother would allow me.”




  “You have a better chance of persuading her than anyone else,” I said. “Besides, what is one more mad daughter to her?”




  “I should thank you for going mad first, for it makes me look rather sane,” Rose replied with a laugh.




  I unfolded my legs to let them dangle, but my feet kept hitting the floor. It took everything within me to refrain from complaining about my own situation. At least Rose had her passion. She

  knew her precise goals and the obstacles standing in her way. It was a difficult path, no doubt, but it was still a path, and that was enviable. I could not be a doctor like her, and I had no

  desire to run a household like my mother. What else was there to do? And how would I ever find out if Mother refused to let me see more of the world?




  “Ev, you’ll figure it out,” Rose said, sitting down by my side. She saw through me with her piercing eyes, guessing exactly what bothered me. “There’s still plenty

  of time. And Mr. Kent is quite understanding.”




  “What do you mean?”




  Rose giggled. “That man is in love with you. And he would certainly be a wonderful companion in your world travels!” Something hot ran through me, starting at the crown of my

  head.




  “I can’t imagine Mr. Kent ever marrying. That’s why I thought we got along so well.”




  “Well, if anyone can convince him, it’s you.”




  Mother had always argued that there was more freedom during marriage than before. But I had never considered that an actual possibility until this moment.




  Rose smiled mischievously. “It looks like we both have a lot of thinking to do, men to turn down . . . or not turn down.”




  “Indeed, it is exhausting being so in demand, is it not?” I asked archly.




  “Speaking of which, I think it’s bedtime. I can barely stand after all that dancing.”




  A yawn took over my mouth. “And all that hiding from dancing has exhausted me.”




  We clambered upstairs by the faint light of a nearly melted candle. Outside her bedroom, Rose came to an abrupt stop and enveloped me in a hug. “Thank you. Just talking about this makes me

  already feel better—freer even.”




  “I shall declare your love to men at every ball, then.”




  She snorted. “I look forward to it.”




  “Good night,” I said, muffling the words into a kiss on her forehead. “Wake me up before you do anything tomorrow.”




  “Of course.”




  I started down the dim hall, and Rose’s voice followed me, soothing like a summer breeze.




  “Ev, whatever you decide, I’ll help, too. Mother will be unable to refuse us both.”




  Those simple words reassured me more than anything else could have. An involuntary smile crossed my face, and I felt a bit lighter myself. “Thank you, Rose.”




  With a wave, she slipped into her room and closed the door behind her. For a moment, I stood in the dark, cozily silent hall—the candle flickering, my toes sinking into the soft

  rug—and I appreciated the present. No restlessness about the future bubbling up inside to keep me awake all night—just simple contentment.




  The only lingering question in my mind was whether there had been some sort of mix-up with our births. Rose was far better at playing the older sister than I could ever hope to be. As I climbed

  into bed and drifted off, I promised myself that tomorrow I would be the best sister the world had ever seen.
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  I WAS FLOATING on the Nile River under madly swirling clouds obscuring the pale pink sky, when a familiar, female voice

  sputtered through my dream.




  “Mis . . . Wyn . . . am!”




  I turned in the bath-warm water, struggling to see who it was. No sign of life on the riverbank, besides the prowling lions.




  “Miss Wyndham!” it shouted, and a wave of realization shuddered through me. That voice. That stern reprimand. I’d heard it countless times from my former teacher and governess,

  Miss Grey.




  “Ca—yo—hear m—?” her voice called out. My head absently nodded to my disembodied teacher’s question. I stared around the dreamscape wildly, wondering why I

  was still asleep and not jolting awake with fear.




  I endeavored to speak, but no matter how I tried, all that came out was a strangled moan. How—where, no—what was she?




  “Yo—mus—list—” A pale face framed with wild hair formed in the clouds high above the river, her words sparking with urgency. Bewildered, I struggled to make sense

  of her mashed-together sentences, rearranging and testing out the sputtered half words. But even when the same sounds seemed to repeat in her desperate warnings, they remained impossible to fit

  together. Only one intelligible sentence stood out from the mess.




  “Do not trust him—protect Rose.”




  “Who? Who can’t I trust?” I tried to ask. But nothing came out. The river lapped against my shoulders as I shut my eyes and desperately tried to wake up, wake up, wake up!




  But all I could do was lie rigid and paralyzed in the water, staring up at the rapidly changing clouds with her words resounding in my head.




  “Do not trust him—protect Rose.”




  “Do not trust him—protect Rose.”




  I lay for ages in a horrible half-state, knowing I was dreaming but unable to wake from the horrid nightmare.




  Until a scream, one not in my head, pierced the air.
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  I FLEW UP and awakened, senses adjusting to the diffused sunlight, the smell of burned tallow, the sounds echoing across

  the house. The cries had not stopped.




  When I scrambled out of bed and stepped into the hallway, a folded sheet of paper rustled under my foot. I snatched it up, but another loud yell sent me running into Rose’s room, where

  Mother and two maids stood, hands clasped to their mouths in shock. Chills crawled down my back.




  “What happened?” I asked.




  No reply.




  Rose was nowhere to be seen, and her room had the strange appearance of a hasty departure. Her bedsheets had spilled onto the floor, her dresser drawers were left open, and her wardrobe was half

  empty. A sizable number of her dresses were gone, but the selection made little sense. Her favorite green silk and other well-loved dresses were left behind, but some of the older, unfashionable

  ones were missing. Kneeling by her trunk, I flung open the lid. Her familiar medicine bag, meticulously packed away, stared up at me.




  “Where is she?” No response again. My pulse jumped forward. Something was horribly, horribly wrong. “What is all of this?”




  “I don’t know, Evelyn!” my mother finally erupted, pacing the room with her hand at her breast, as though trying to keep her heart in place. Her wide eyes scanned the floor.

  She bit her lip and cleared her throat. “No one has seen her this morning.”




  “And in the night?”




  “Please. I must think.”




  My fists clenched, and the forgotten paper crinkled in my hand. A letter. The writing looked haphazard and rushed, but it was undoubtedly Rose’s hand:
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