
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Copyright 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Abby Ayles  
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    Copyright 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    A Guiding Light for the Lost Earl 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The Extended Epilogue 
 
    A Message from Abby 
 
    Get Abby’s Exclusive Material 
 
    About Abby Ayles 
 
    Melting a Duke’s Winter Heart - Preview 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Also by Abby Ayles 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Guiding Light for the Lost Earl 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Emma scrambled through the mess of paperwork atop her worn, faded desk.  
 
      
 
    She knew that her eyes must be deceiving her, and she searched frantically for something, a single document or receipt that would prove it so. 
 
      
 
    “Would that I had not let everything become so haphazard and disheveled,” she muttered to herself.  
 
      
 
    She looked up at the ceiling, staring intently at one of the spots where the paint had chipped and cracked and took a deep, deliberate breath. She knew that she was not entirely to blame for the state of the small study, but she had been neglectful of the rapidly increasing paperwork.  
 
      
 
    She paused a moment longer to rub vainly at her temple before resuming her hopeless search for the piece of paper that would be her salvation. 
 
      
 
    One by one, she scoured every document in front of her. After the careful examination of each one, she laid them in as neat a stack as possible on the least cluttered corner of her desk.  
 
      
 
    Her heart rose further into her throat with each page she placed in the discard pile. If she did not find something like salvation, and soon, her bad situation would worsen threefold. 
 
      
 
    She had known that the household’s finances had been strained for some time. Her family had never been wealthy, but her family had never been destitute and begging in the streets for their supper, for which Emma has always been grateful.  
 
      
 
    Since her parents’ deaths, however, the household’s already tight and struggling budget had become almost nonexistent. And, despite her best efforts, expenses continued to rise, and money continued to dwindle. 
 
      
 
    Along with her regular household costs, she also had debts associated with her brother, and she had spent months struggling to scrape by.  
 
      
 
    However, now that her father’s business was failing, the money was diminishing more quickly than ever. And with the meager pittance from the business now barely trickling in, the investments on which she had so heavily relied previously were becoming more of a risk than an asset.  
 
      
 
    She could no longer sit back and hope that they might happen to bring in enough money to get through the month or even the week.  
 
      
 
    As she reached the final piece of paper, she felt the air rush out of her lungs. The dreaded possibility of being unable to scrape together enough income to survive had become a cruel reality.  
 
      
 
    To her dismay, she realized that there was nothing left to do but for her to find some form of work. 
 
      
 
    If only Marcus were here, she thought.  
 
      
 
    She shook her head, trying to stop the unwelcome thought from entering her mind, but it crept in to spite her and clung tightly. 
 
      
 
    She flinched as the image of her brother’s face came to her mind. Marcus would, under normal circumstances, be the one handling all of this. If not for his current situation, it would be his responsibility to tend to this household and keep their father’s business alive.  
 
      
 
    Emma felt a strong wave of anger and sadness threaten to overwhelm her, and she willed the thoughts of her brother and the circumstances that rendered him unfit to take his place as the remaining man of their family.  
 
      
 
    She could not let herself think of the abandonment she felt. No matter how much she wished it otherwise, she was alone in this, and she must focus on finding some way to do this on her own. 
 
      
 
    Emma gave an exasperated, emotion-thickened sigh and buried her face in her hands. She could feel the tears stinging her eyes, and although she was alone, she did not wish to succumb to a fit of hysteria.  
 
      
 
    It would serve no purpose but to distract her from the solving of her financial predicament. She knew that it would take drastic action to set her money situation right, but she feared for her future. 
 
      
 
    Just then, she heard a loud knocking at her front door. She rose quickly, annoyed at the disruption, but also grateful for the unexpected need to suppress her pending emotional outburst.  
 
      
 
    She waited for the sound of the door opening and her butler welcoming the unknown guest inside. Then, with a pang of guilt and fresh sadness, she remembered that she had been forced to fire him just the week before.  
 
      
 
    Over the past several months, she had let go of much of her family’s staff. The only servants she had thus far been able to keep were her cook and one of her maids, Lydia, who also happened to be her dear friend.  
 
      
 
    Emma willed herself to not think about what this terrible financial situation likely meant for Lydia’s employment tenure. She wanted to believe that she could pull together to at least keep Lydia on, but she was quickly losing hope.  
 
      
 
    Wiping furiously at her eyes and pressing her teeth together to prevent her chin from trembling, she hastened to answer the door. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” a familiar voice said. The man removed his hat and bowed slightly in greeting. 
 
      
 
    Emma choked back a relieved sob. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Mr. Rowley,” she said, giving the gentleman a brief curtsey, which in turn gave her cause to avoid making eye contact with him for the moment.  
 
      
 
    She hoped that the quaking of her voice had not given away her emotional state, and she kept her eyes lowered for as long as possible. When she did at last look at the man, he was studying her carefully, and she knew that her voice had betrayed her. 
 
      
 
    “I do hope I’ve not arrived too early for you, but I have something I wish to discuss with you,” the gentleman said, peering thoughtfully over the rim of his spectacles. 
 
      
 
    Emma winced, hoping it was not more bad news. She donned her best forced smile. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Mr. Rowley,” she said. “Please, do come in.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius Rowley had been her family’s solicitor for some time now. With luck, perhaps he could offer her a suggestion she had not yet considered. He had, after all, offered such advice and suggestions in the recent past.  
 
      
 
    In fact, he has saved her from a great deal of embarrassment on more than one occasion. He had also been the only source of assistance she had had in sorting out all of her family’s money problems.  
 
      
 
    As grateful as she was to him for that, there was still a sense of wrongness about it to her. It all felt against the natural order of things because, especially now with the finances so dire, she knew she would be unable to keep Mr. Rowley in her family’s employ for much longer.  
 
      
 
    Guilt began to creep into her stomach, and she briefly reconsidered asking for still more help from the man.  
 
      
 
    In the end, however, she realized that he was likely her last hope. Especially if she were to have any hope of keeping Lydia. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the study, Emma gestured for Mr. Rowley to take a seat. He helped himself to a tumbler of the brandy that her father used to drink before seating himself and placing his hat in his lap.  
 
      
 
    As Emma took her own seat, the man took a long indulgent sip from his glass. 
 
      
 
    “Your father certainly had good taste when it came to spirits,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma, wishing to learn the reason for Mr. Rowley's unexpected visit, smiled wanly. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, he did,” she said. “What was it that you wanted to discuss?” 
 
      
 
    The man took another sip, again searching Emma’s face. He placed the tumbler on the desk and sat back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “First and foremost, I wanted to see how you are faring,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip to cease its trembling. 
 
      
 
    “In truth, not very well,” she admitted. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rowley nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I suspected as much by your crestfallen expression when I arrived,” he said. “That is, I should hope that a visit from me would not elicit such heartbreak.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked up, aghast that the man could think such a thing. Then, she saw the twinkle in his eye, and she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I should think not,” she said. “In fact, I’m rather grateful that you came just now.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he asked. “And why might that be, my dear?” 
 
      
 
    Emma sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I have been going over the accounts from this month, and I discovered something very disquieting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Mr. Rowley asked again, his expression quickly tensing.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s guilt returned. She felt that he must know that she would soon need to forfeit his services, and she almost abandoned the idea of asking for further assistance.  
 
      
 
    However, since he had been with her family for so long, she felt she owed him the complete truth, no matter how difficult it was for her. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rowley seemed to notice her hesitation. His eyebrows crinkled with worry. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, my dear,” he said, his voice tight but warm. 
 
      
 
    At his encouraging words, tears began to stream down Emma’s face. 
 
      
 
    “The financial paperwork shows that money is almost twice as low as it was last month,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The solicitor nodded, thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “And we determined that, with Marcus’s… affairs, expenses would double,” he said, turning his hat over in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Struggling once more against the wave of hysteria threatening to engulf her. Unable to speak, she nodded again. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rowley finished off the last of his brandy. Then, he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “My dear, you do understand how imperative it is that you eradicate unnecessary expenses,” he said. “And I do mean all unnecessary expenses.” 
 
      
 
    Emma swallowed the lump that was forming in her throat. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And I am also aware that that includes your services.” And Lydia’s, as well, she added silently. 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, Mr. Rowley smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You needn’t concern yourself with that just now,” he said. “We can discuss my position and pay at a later time.” 
 
      
 
    Emma exhaled sharply. While she was grateful for his words, her pride could not allow her to accept charity in any form. 
 
      
 
    As if he had read her thoughts, Mr. Rowley waved his hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “My dear, I do not wish to insult your pride. I just mean that payment can always be negotiated,” he said. 
 
      
 
    At this, Emma relaxed. She still was not fond of being indebted to her solicitor, but she did need as much help as he could offer, and paying late was better than never paying. 
 
      
 
    “However, I do believe that your remaining servants are costing you very critically needed money,” he continued. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s breath caught in her throat. She had anticipated this news, but she had still dared to hope that he would not deliver it.  
 
      
 
    Again, as if she had spoken aloud, Mr. Rowley nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I know that is the last thing you wished to hear,” he said. “But you simply cannot afford anything more than the bare essentials. Especially with the whole Marcus situation.” 
 
      
 
    Emma withdrew her handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. Again, she suppressed the anger and sense of abandonment she was beginning to feel more often lately.  
 
      
 
    She nodded once more, barely holding back a sob. 
 
      
 
    “That, however, brings me to the primary reason for my visit,” the solicitor said. 
 
      
 
    Emma put away her handkerchief and looked at him, waiting for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “As it happens, I know a man who is searching for a governess for his two children,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Mr. Rowley dumbly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I know nothing about schooling children,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not, but you are a very intelligent young woman,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed. Because of her family’s poverty, she had had few friends as a child. She had found her companionship amongst the pages of hundreds of books throughout her life, and it was true that she was very well learned.  
 
      
 
    However, she very much doubted that she had the ability to teach someone else what she knew, especially young children. Besides, she knew nothing about this man.  
 
      
 
    What if he was an unreputable type? She was sure that Mr. Rowley would not make the suggestion if that were the case, but what if there was something about this man that her solicitor did not yet know? 
 
      
 
    She was preparing to speak up and express her concerns when Mr. Rowley looked at his pocket watch and spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “My dear, I do hate to leave you so suddenly,” he said, tucking his watch back into his pocket, “but I am running late for a meeting.”  
 
      
 
    He rose from his seat, leaving his empty tumbler teetering on the edge of the desk. Emma barely noticed. She nodded and followed the solicitor to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Promise me that you will at least consider it,” he said as they reached the door. 
 
      
 
    Emma furrowed her brow. She could make no such promise because she had already made up her mind. She could not go to work for a man she had never even met. 
 
      
 
    “You have nothing to fear, Miss Baker,” Mr. Rowley said. “Another young woman I know now works for him as a nanny. He is a good, if rather intense, man, and he is quite wealthy. I am sure that the pay would go a long way toward seeing you out of this debt.” 
 
      
 
    Emma remained silent. Knowing that there was at least one other woman in his employ that Mr. Rowley knew, eased her mind marginally, and she knew she desperately needed the money. However, she could not commit to a response without giving it a great deal of thought. 
 
      
 
    “I promise, I will consider it,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Mr. Rowley said. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper. 
 
      
 
    “Here is his address. If you decide to apply for the position, simply pen him a letter,” he said.  
 
      
 
    She reached out tentatively and took the paper.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Rowley,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, Miss Baker,” he said. He put back on his hat and bowed. “Good day, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emma dismissed Lydia early that evening. She would normally have Lydia help her dress for bed, but she knew that she could not look at her friend’s face without crying.  
 
      
 
    She knew that Mr. Rowley was right and that she must let Lydia and her cook go, but she was emotionally exhausted, and she was not prepared to break the news to her staff just yet. Especially, not poor Lydia. 
 
      
 
    As she brushed her hair, she thought about the governess position. Although she still felt some trepidation about the idea, she knew that she must find work, and quickly.  
 
      
 
    Until something could be done about Marcus, money would only keep bleeding out of the household and, before she knew it, she would be begging in the streets. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Emma made up her mind. She retrieved the paper with the man’s name and address. She studied it for a moment. Francis Blackburn, the name read. Emma thought for a moment, trying to recall whether she knew the name, but she gave up when it did not ring any bells.  
 
      
 
    At last, she sat down on her bed and pulled some stationary from her bedside table. Using her favorite book as a desk, she penned a letter to this Francis Blackburn, inquiring after the position.  
 
      
 
    Even as she wrote, part of her hoped that the position would already be filled by the time he received her letter. However, a much bigger, more sensible part of her prayed that she would get a reply soon and that the job would be hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Francis read the letter for the fourth time. He understood well the contents of it. It was disbelief that had him repeatedly reading the words.  
 
      
 
    After yet another read-through, Francis at last set aside the letter with a heavy sigh.  
 
      
 
    That anyone could expect him to consider remarrying was unimaginable to him, especially since his beloved Caroline had only passed on a year ago. That the person insisting on Francis’s remarriage was his late wife's own father was incomprehensible.  
 
      
 
    Yet, here it was, in front of his eyes. His father-in-law was pushing him to get remarried. Moreover, he already had a bride in mind, his very own niece.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline Brentwood was, by all accounts, a good match for any man. She was beautiful, with blond hair just a couple of shades lighter than his beloved Caroline’s, as well as her cousin’s green eyes. She was slender and pale, a most attractive quality, indeed.  
 
      
 
    She also tended to be quiet and reserved, though she was charming and elegant when amongst friends and family. She was from a very wealthy family, as well.  
 
      
 
    Francis knew that any man would do well to wed Rosaline. Every man, that is, except for himself. 
 
      
 
    He did not dislike Rosaline. In fact, they had often laughed and bantered like siblings when he and Caroline had visited with her. But her beauty was so akin to her cousin’s that each time he looked at Rosaline now, he could not help but see his dearly missed wife.  
 
      
 
    He knew that a marriage to her would be a miserable one as a result. It would likely be miserable for Rosaline, as well.  
 
      
 
    She was youthful and vibrant, and she deserved a good life with a man who loved her and could make her happy. With his darkened mood and life outlook since Caroline’s death, he feared that he would, as a husband, only serve to darken Rosaline, as well.  
 
      
 
    However, if he were to refuse his father-in-law’s offer to marry his niece, Francis would be risking offending the family, which was something he could ill afford to do.  
 
      
 
    The Brentwood family owned half of the merchant ships in the area, and Francis depended a great deal on those ships. Without their assistance, doing business with America and India and shipping his goods to those places would be next to impossible.  
 
      
 
    As such, he knew he had little choice but to agree to marry Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    Francis sighed again. He knew that he would have to give Grant Brentwood his answer soon and that putting it off would likely only serve to upset him. He had more pressing matters at the moment, however, so he would just have to put it off just a little longer.  
 
      
 
    He started to return to the business ledgers on his desk that needed tending, but the sound of small, hurried footsteps interrupted him. He looked up just in time to see his two children come to a sudden halt just outside of his open study door.  
 
      
 
    When they saw him looking at them, they ducked in unison just out of sight. He was just about to call for the nanny when he saw his son’s face peeking in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you two supposed to be in bed?” Francis asked his son. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” the boy said, taking a couple of steps into the study. “But we were hoping that maybe you could read us a bedtime story tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “And tuck us in,” came a voice from the hall, just out of view. A moment later, his daughter was standing in the doorway, clutching a doll.  
 
      
 
    The children were, indeed, dressed in their nightclothes, and Francis mentally cursed the nanny for not already having them in bed. He would have to speak with her again about the importance of a prompt bedtime, especially since they would soon have lessons every day.  
 
      
 
    Francis stared at his children in silence, fumbling for an answer. He cursed himself for not closing and locking his study door.  
 
      
 
    “Margaret reads your bedtime stories, does she not?” Francis asked, looking away from his children and back to the open ledger before him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Winston said. “It’s just that—”  
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t do voices like you used to…” Rowena interrupted, trailing off at the end of her sentence.  
 
      
 
    Francis knew what she had been about to say. Before your mother died, Francis finished silently. 
 
      
 
    He felt a tug at his heart, but his daughter’s unfinished statement also irritated him.  
 
      
 
    He knew that the children missed their mother as much as he did, so how could they wish for him to carry on as if nothing had happened, as if everything were normal? How could he? 
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “I am not yet finished working,” he said, not looking up from the book. 
 
      
 
    “I have already picked out a story,” Winston said. “A short one that will only take a few moments to read.” 
 
      
 
    “And we will be as quiet as church mice and let you read the whole thing,” Rowena said. “We will not interrupt you by adding imaginary scenes throughout, like we sometimes do with Margaret.” 
 
      
 
    Francis spared his children a glance without lifting his head. Winston was watching his father hopefully. Rowena clutched her doll more tightly to her chest, her unspoken plea quite apparent in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    A pang of guilt struck Francis, but he could not bring himself to comply with his children’s request. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps another night,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He tried to return his thoughts to the ledger before him and ignore the disappointment he sensed from his son and daughter. In truth, he was disappointed in himself, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Papa?” Rowena asked softly.  
 
      
 
    Francis’s heart twisted. She only called him Papa when she was ill or sad. However, his agitation won. 
 
      
 
    “I said no, and that is final,” he said, rising from his seat but not meeting his daughter’s eyes. “It is far enough past your bedtime already.” 
 
      
 
    Without another word, Francis gruffly took his children’s hands. He forced himself to pay no mind to the way they both dropped their heads in defeat in unison. He led them to their bedroom, where the nanny was turning down their beds. 
 
      
 
    “Margaret, please put Rowena and Winston to bed now. It is past their bedtime,” he said coolly. 
 
      
 
    The nanny looked up from her task, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, milord,” she said. “I did not realize that the children had slipped away while I was making the beds.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, be more attentive in the future,” he said. “They will soon have a governess, and they must be in bed at 8 p.m. sharp to wake early for their lessons, as you are well aware.” 
 
      
 
    The nanny blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milord,” she said. “Come, children. Let us read your story so that you can get to bed.” 
 
      
 
    The children reluctantly released their father’s hands and climbed into their respective beds. 
 
      
 
    “Good night, Papa,” Rowena murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Good night, Father,” Winston echoed, his voice flat and sounding near tears. Francis turned and silently exited the room.  
 
      
 
    He loved his children, of course, but they reminded him so much of his beloved Caroline. Winston possessed many of his mother’s mannerisms, like her wit and her gentle nature. Rowena behaved more like Francis, but she was almost physically identical to Caroline. She even had her mother’s laugh, and the same narrowing of her eyes when she was angry.  
 
      
 
    It was not their fault, but that fact did not make it any easier. He simply could not look at them without seeing her, and it was too painful for him. 
 
      
 
    Every day, Francis was finding it more difficult to be around his children. He was even struggling to be in the same room with them at mealtimes. In fact, he often had his meals brought to him in his study or had the children served in their bedrooms.  
 
      
 
    He had given the nanny strict instructions to keep them occupied in another part of the house when he was in his study, which is where he usually stayed whenever he was home. 
 
      
 
    Inside his study once again, he firmly closed and locked the door, not without feeling another stab of guilt. Then, he set about looking through the papers on his desk.  
 
      
 
    While admonishing the nanny, he had remembered that someone had, in fact, written to him about the governess position. He had not yet had many inquiries, and he was anxious to hire someone as soon as possible. He realized the necessity of having someone to care for the children and interact with them, especially with his ever-growing aloofness. 
 
      
 
    Spotting the letter at last, he sat in his chair and retrieved a fresh piece of paper from his desk drawer. He reread the letter from the woman, who had introduced herself as Miss Emma Baker.  
 
      
 
    He noticed that the penmanship was clear, legible, and quite lovely, at that. The letter itself was very well written. He thought that the woman who had penned it must be very well educated, which was exactly what the children needed.  
 
      
 
    With any luck, he would be able to stop his search for a governess with her, and he would not find it necessary to sit in on the children’s lessons to ensure that she was teaching them properly. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied that he was making the right decision, he wrote back to Miss Emma Baker, requesting that she arrive at his home on Monday morning to discuss the position. He also stressed the importance of beginning the children’s lessons immediately.  
 
      
 
    The sooner they were better occupied, the better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    As suppertime neared, the dread in Emma’s heart grew more intense.  
 
      
 
    Lydia would be serving the meal soon, and Emma knew that she must be ready to give Lydia the bad news. As ready as I could ever be, she thought, a single tear slipping almost unnoticed down her cheek.  
 
      
 
    She thought again about how she would begin the conversation, and she silently prayed for her dear friend’s forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    Right on schedule, Lydia appeared in the doorway of Emma’s bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner is ready,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes filled rapidly with tears, and she stared intently at a stray thread on her dress, willing the tears to vanish. Lydia walked into the room, and from the corner of her eye, Emma could see the concern on her friend’s face. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Miss Baker?” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a deep, ragged breath. 
 
      
 
    “We must talk,” she said, patting the bed beside her. 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, Lydia sat down beside Emma. Emma instinctively reached out and took Lydia’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid that I must let you go,” Emma blurted, flinching at the bluntness of her words. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the shock and betrayal Emma had expected to see on her face, Lydia pressed her lips together thoughtfully and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I was actually hoping to speak with you about that,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Surprised, Emma could only nod. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that money has been scarce of late, and only getting scarcer,” Lydia said. “But I would ask that you keep me on here.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stifled a sob. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lydia. Would that I could,” Emma said. “It’s just that—” 
 
      
 
    “I do not ask for money,” Lydia interrupted. “You are my dear friend, and I need nothing more than room and board to stay.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked in shock. She was not sure she had heard correctly what Lydia had said. 
 
      
 
    “You do not mean that you should work for no monetary payment,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That is precisely what I mean,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “I could not accept such charity,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “It would not at all be charity,” Lydia assured her. “If you fired me, I would have no place to go. At least not until I could find another position, and who would want to hire a homeless maid?” 
 
      
 
    Emma thought for a moment. It was true that Lydia had no living family with whom she could live, and she had too little money for a boarding house.  
 
      
 
    Emma realized it would be far crueler to sever Lydia’s tenure in her service than to keep her on for no compensation other than room and board. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you may stay,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lydia said, her own voice sounding emotional. “This way, we will be helping each other. No shame in that. Now, come. Dinner is getting cold.” 
 
      
 
    Emma hugged her friend once more, then let Lydia lead her to the dining room for supper. 
 
      
 
    The following day, Emma looked anxiously through the mail over her untouched breakfast. It had been a few days since she had inquired about the governess position, and she grew more nervous with each passing day.  
 
      
 
    She feared that, if a reply did not come soon, it would come too late. As she reached the bottom of the stack of letters, however, she saw that which she was seeking. 
 
      
 
    Now that the letter was in her hands, she found that she was terrified to open it. Whatever it said, it would drastically change her life. She wished, now more than ever, that Marcus was there to support her and be there for her, no matter what the letter said.  
 
      
 
    With a bitter smile, she reminded herself that if Marcus were there, she would not be opening the letter in the first place. 
 
      
 
    After muttering a silent, quick prayer, she forced her fingers to pry open the envelope. With a deep breath, she read the words written on the page: 
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Baker, 
 
      
 
    Thank you for inquiring about the governess position for which I am hiring. I am interested in further discussing your possible employment for me in this capacity. Please, come to my home on Monday next at 9 a.m., so we can discuss your duties and the terms of employment. 
 
      
 
    I cannot stress enough how imperative it is that you be punctual. I have business matters to which I must attend, and tardiness will not be rewarded with the job you seek.  
 
      
 
    It is also important that the children begin lessons immediately, so please be prepared to start teaching right away, should you be hired. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Francis Blackburn, Earl of Ashfield 
 
      
 
    Emma exhaled a breath she had not been aware she was holding.  
 
      
 
    She felt a mixture of relief and discomfort. She had understood that the man for whom she would be working would be wealthy, and likely held some kind of a title, but Mr. Rowley did not mention that it would be an earl.  
 
      
 
    She was grateful that this Lord Ashfield seemed to want, to need, to hire her, but the news had elicited a fresh well of fear into her heart. Monday was just two days away, and she had hoped to have a bit more time to prepare.  
 
      
 
    She looked down at her worn, plain dress, and feared that he might laugh and turn her away at the door. She felt sure that he had someone who was not so poor in mind for his children’s governess.  
 
      
 
    She took her plate of cold, uneaten grits and stale bread and disposed of it. Then, she rushed upstairs to begin packing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Monday morning came, Emma was beside herself. She had not been able to sleep the night before, which, she supposed, was all the better. She would have hated to have overslept and broken the only rule her employer has issued her thus far by being late. 
 
      
 
    At first light, Lydia rushed into the bedroom to help her dress. Lydia helped her select the nicest dress she had, which was only slightly less worn and outdated than the rest of her wardrobe. While Emma fussed over her hair, Lydia packed the rest of the clothing that Emma had decided to take.  
 
      
 
    When she at last felt that she was presentable, the two women carried Emma’s luggage to the waiting carriage. The driver, thankfully, jumped down from his seat and helped them load it into the coach. 
 
      
 
    With that done, Emma turned to Lydia. She felt a sudden wave of love and gratitude for her friend, and she enveloped her in a fierce embrace. 
 
      
 
    “I will miss you so,” Emma said tearfully. 
 
      
 
    Lydia returned the hug with equal firmness. 
 
      
 
    “And I, you,” she whispered. When they pulled from the embrace, Emma saw that Lydia was crying, as well. 
 
      
 
    “I promise to write every day,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “You certainly better,” Lydia said. “And do not worry about a thing here. I will take care good care of everything.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you again, for everything,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Lydia waved her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” she said. She pulled out a fresh handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress. “Now, take this and get going. You do not want to be late, and you certainly do not want to look as though you have been crying.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Lydia, and the two women laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Farewell, Lydia,” Emma said, dabbing at her eyes with the handkerchief. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, Miss Baker,” Lydia said. “I wish you a safe trip.” 
 
      
 
    With one last embrace, Emma boarded the coach and waved a final farewell to her friend. 
 
      
 
    As the carriage departed, the weariness began to weigh on her. She thought perhaps she might close her eyes and take a brief nap as the carriage trudged along.  
 
      
 
    However, as the carriage pulled away from her home and headed down the country roads toward the earl’s homestead, the beauty of the scenery in the soft early morning light was breathtaking.  
 
      
 
    It looked to Emma as though she could see the entire world waking. Small animals were coming from their previous nights’ nests and safe spaces. The first of the sun’s rays seemed to be stretching, as if leisurely rousing from its slumber. Even the air had a crisp cleanness to it, swirled around softly by a gentle breeze. 
 
      
 
    Upon arriving at the estate, Emma’s mouth fell open. She had anticipated a grand estate, but nothing she could have pictured could have prepared her for this.  
 
      
 
    The main house—mansion—seemed to stretch on for miles. In the still early morning sunlight, the roof of the house appeared so tall that it disappeared out of sight into the clouds. The well-kept grounds were covered in bright green grass, elegantly trimmed shrubs and beautiful flowers.  
 
      
 
    From the carriage, Emma could see a stable in the distance, as well as part of what she was sure was a large, impressive garden. She could also see the corner of a smaller building, which was almost certainly a supply shed.  
 
      
 
    In truth, the earl’s estate was probably no more grandiose than that of many of London’s wealthy society, but she had never been to the home of one of the socially elite. To her, it looked like a palace straight out of a fairy tale. 
 
      
 
    The carriage coming to a halt shook Emma from her trance. She looked at her watch and realized she was almost a full hour early. She hoped that that would be alright with the earl. He had, after all, made such a point about her not being late.  
 
      
 
    As she exited the carriage and approached the intimidating front door, she began rehearsing her introduction and, should she need it for being so early, her apology speech.  
 
      
 
    Taking a deep, shaky breath, she raised her hand and grabbed the heavy brass door knocker. The weight of it caught her by surprise, and it slipped from her hand and landed with a loud thud against the thick door.  
 
      
 
    Startled, and more than a little embarrassed, she reached to grasp the knocker and knock properly this time. However, before her fingers touched the cool brass once more, the door opened.  
 
      
 
    Completely flustered, she stared at the sharply dressed butler who now stood in the doorway, fumbling for something to say. 
 
      
 
    The butler looked her over for a moment. Then, he smiled warmly at her. 
 
      
 
    “You must be Miss Baker,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said, grateful for his kindness. “I am afraid I am rather early for my appointment with the Earl. I hope that is not a problem.” 
 
      
 
    The butler laughed gently. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Miss. Better early than late, especially when it comes to my lord,” he said.  
 
      
 
    For the briefest moment, Emma saw a different, unreadable expression on the butler’s face. Then, it was gone, and his smile had returned. 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Baker. I am William Johns, Lord Ashfield’s butler. Please, come in. I will have the footmen see to your luggage shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Emma followed the butler inside, and her eyes widened. Had she been required to speak at that moment, she would have been unable.  
 
      
 
    The entryway of the mansion was even more impressive than the exterior had been. The wooden furnishings looked brand new and freshly polished. The carpet and tapestries were crisp shades of deep purple and dark green, and the portraits on the wall looked incredibly lifelike. 
 
      
 
    The butler led her to the drawing room, and she gave an audible gasp. All the furniture in the room looked newer still than the adornments in the entry and hallway.  
 
      
 
    The pianoforte was very large, and the shine on its rich, black surface was almost blinding. More purple and green tapestries hung pulled back from the windows to let in the beautiful early morning sun. The light pouring in gave the beauty of the room a surreal feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I will go tell my lord that you have arrived,” the butler said, but Emma barely heard him. She took a seat in the nearest chair, which was lush and soft as it appeared. 
 
      
 
    Realizing that she would be meeting her employer any moment, she pulled her gaze from the lavish room and stared at her lap, trying to compose herself. Again, she prayed that her evident poverty would not cost her the position she so desperately needed. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Emma heard the door to the drawing room swing open. She rose quickly and turned around just as a man with sandy blond hair entered the room, flanked by two children. Emma’s heart leaped into her throat. 
 
      
 
    The Earl of Ashfield was very handsome, his piercing blue eyes studying her carefully. She thought how tragic it was that a man so young had suffered such a tragedy as becoming a widower. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” the Earl said, bowing politely. 
 
      
 
    Emma responded to the greeting with a deep curtsey. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lord Ashfield,” she said. “Please, forgive me for being a bit too punctual.” 
 
      
 
    “I rather appreciate you arriving early,” he said. His voice was not unkind, but it was as cool as his letter, and his gaze was firm. 
 
      
 
    Wasting no time, the Earl nudged his children forward. 
 
      
 
    “I would like you to meet Winston, my seven-year-old son, and Rowena, my daughter. She is five,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at the children, glad for a distraction from the Earl’s handsome features. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Winston and Rowena,” she said warmly. “My name is Miss Baker.” 
 
      
 
    “We know,” Winston proclaimed proudly. “Father told us before you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled and looked at Rowena, who stood close to her brother, watching Emma silently. Emma was not put off by the children’s lack of enthusiasm. She could not begin to imagine what they had been through since their mother’s passing, and she expected that it might take some time for them to warm up to her. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for my haste,” the Earl spoke up. “But I do have a meeting shortly, so I must be going.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena suddenly became very animated. 
 
      
 
    “Father, can you not stay and play a game of hide-and-seek with us?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Rowena, we talked about this,” the Earl said. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Papa?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Children, go to your room and wait for Margaret. Now,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Emma flinched at the abrupt coldness in the Earl’s voice, and some of her earlier sympathy for him faded. How could he be so harsh with his own children? 
 
      
 
    With sad expressions, the children trudged silently from the room. Neither of them spared Emma a glance. Her heart broke, and she bit her lip to keep from speaking her mind. 
 
      
 
    “If you will excuse me, I must take my leave,” the Earl said in that same tone. “Johns will have one of the maids show you to your room. Lessons will begin tomorrow, to give you time to get settled in.” With that, he turned and exited the room. 
 
      
 
    Stunned into silence, Emma followed the maid to the room that was to be hers. Her belongings were, indeed, waiting for her. After ensuring that Emma had what she needed, and informing Emma of the meal schedule, the maid left her to get settled in. 
 
      
 
    With little to do until the following morning, Emma began unpacking. As she did so, she thought back to the harsh way the Earl had spoken to his daughter.  
 
      
 
    She had thought him quite the ogre for it, but she thought it might have been born from the stresses and grief over losing his wife.  
 
      
 
    She silently resolved to do anything she possibly could to help the family, beyond her official capacity as a governess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Francis considered his brief encounter with the new governess as he rushed from the drawing room.  
 
      
 
    The meeting he had claimed to have was fictional. He had simply wished to test Emma and see how well she would follow his instructions which, as it turned out, she followed better than he had expected.  
 
      
 
    At first, Francis had thought she was being sarcastic when she had mentioned arriving so early. One look at her face, however, had discerned her sincerity and, he believed, slight embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    Francis thought that she must have feared to seem desperate by showing up so early, but he was in no position to judge her for her desperation. He himself was quite desperate to hire a governess and, in truth, he likely would have hired her had she been late.  
 
      
 
    Since he needed to make himself scarce around the house for the next couple of hours, he called for a carriage and took a trip to the spot at the nearby park which was his and Caroline’s favorite place to picnic.  
 
      
 
    Upon his arrival at the park pond, Caroline’s memory quickly overtook his thoughts about the new governess.  
 
      
 
    Having had to leave the house without a picnic cloth to spread out onto the ground, Francis took a seat on a large rock at the water’s edge. He stared out over the pond’s surface, images of him and Caroline picnicking by the water, holding hands and watching the children play nearby flooding his mind.  
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes and allowed himself to get lost in the memories for a moment. He could almost hear Caroline’s soft, sweet laugh and her sigh as she admired the beauty of the park pond at sunset. 
 
      
 
    When Francis opened his eyes, there were tears in them. He silently said a grateful prayer that he was completely alone in this corner of the park.  
 
      
 
    His thoughts drifted again to the governess. She certainly was not what he had expected when he began his search for a governess. He had envisioned a tall, wiry spinster type, not a young, curvy young woman.  
 
      
 
    Francis had noticed Emma’s plain, worn dress, but that had been of no consequence. He had hardly expected his new governess to be wealthy.  
 
      
 
    Briefly, Francis wondered if Caroline would have approved of her. Then, of course, the idea occurred to him that, if Caroline were still alive, there likely would have been no need for a governess so soon.  
 
      
 
    He had to resist a bout of resentment toward the governess. It was not her fault that he did have the need for her. At that moment, however, her being mandatory did not make the situation any less agitating for him.  
 
      
 
    Francis allowed his thoughts to continue in this fashion for about another hour. At last, he withdrew his watch from his coat pocket and checked the time. He had been at the park for about an hour and a half.  
 
      
 
    He remembered that he needed to tell the governess that he expected lessons to begin at 8 a.m. sharp every morning. He also figured that he should ensure that Miss Baker was settling in alright.  
 
      
 
    With a sigh, he walked back to where the carriage had parked, and headed home. 
 
      
 
    Francis was relieved to see that everyone seemed to be occupied when he arrived back at the mansion. For a moment, he considered simply asking the butler or a maid to check in on Miss Baker. Yet deep down, he knew how inhospitable that would be.  
 
      
 
    He trudged up the stairs and headed for the room he had designated for the governess. It was still well before noon, so she would not yet be having lunch. 
 
      
 
    The door to the room was open and, as he expected, the governess was inside, putting away her things.  
 
      
 
    Francis rapped on the open door. He had to bite his lip to stifle a chuckle when the governess jumped and dropped a book that she was holding. She whirled around to face him, her hands covering her reddening cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Lord Ashfield,” she said, bending down to pick up the book. “You gave me a start.” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled, again resisting the urge to laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize,” he said. “That was not my intention, I assure you.” 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” she said. She placed the book on one of the bookshelves and then turned her attention back to Francis. After a few moments, the governess cleared her throat. 
 
      
 
    “Was there something you require of me?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    Only then did Francis realize that he had been looking her over, studying her carefully. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I merely wanted to make sure that the room was to your liking, and that you had everything you needed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Her face brightened so quickly that it caught Francis by surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, thank you,” she said, her voice warm and enthusiastic. “It is wonderful.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked again at the governess’s dress and realized that she had likely never seen such a comfortable, well-furnished house, or room, for that matter.  
 
      
 
    He felt a twinge of sympathy for the woman. It was clear that she was in need of money, and he was glad that he was able to hire her and help her in that regard. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said. “I trust that the staff informed you about mealtimes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Francis said. “Will you be prepared to begin lessons at 8 a.m. tomorrow morning?” 
 
      
 
    The governess’s eyes widened, but she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord, I shall be ready,” she said, sounding anything but. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said, bowing. “Then I shall take my leave.” He turned and withdrew to his study. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed in a hectic blur, and for that, Francis was grateful. Business kept him away from home much of the time, and when he was there, more work kept him occupied in his study.  
 
      
 
    However, as he passed by the room in which she was giving the children their lessons one day, he noticed that, when she asked the children a question about the topic she was discussing, they remained silent.  
 
      
 
    It seemed to him that the children were not taking to her as he had hoped. He considered staying and listening a moment but decided instead to speak to the governess about it later. 
 
      
 
    That evening, he took dinner in his study. The door was open a crack, and he could hear the sound of giggling, and a voice he did not quite recognize. Startled, Francis rushed out of the door to see what was happening. 
 
      
 
    He had only taken a couple of steps down the hallway when he realized that the sounds were coming from the children’s bedroom. Another bout of giggling, louder this time, came drifting from the open door. He tiptoed to the door and listened. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, silly fox,” the strange-sounding voice said. “Whatever are you doing now?” 
 
      
 
    Francis peeked his head inside the room to find Rowena sitting on the floor at the feet of the chair in which the new governess sat. Winston was sitting in a chair a few feet away, silent but seemingly enthralled. 
 
      
 
    Rowena was the first to spot him. 
 
      
 
    “Father!” she said, hopping up from her spot on the floor to hug her father. 
 
      
 
    Francis stood stiffly as his daughter wrapped her arms around his waist. 
 
      
 
    Winston also rose, but he did not approach his father. 
 
      
 
    “Did you come to read with us, too, Father?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “I just came to remind Miss Baker that your bedtime is promptly in ten minutes,” Francis said, feeling a little guilty about his little lie. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you will not join us?” the governess said. “I am sure the children would love it if you did.” 
 
      
 
    Francis glared at the governess for speaking so boldly out of turn and attempting to undermine him, especially in front of the children. Not wishing to make a scene in front of them either, however, he said nothing about it. 
 
      
 
    “I have work,” he said, walking away from the room before any of them could argue, but not before seeing the indignation on the governess’s face. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, the governess made no attempts to mask her attempts to get Francis involved in Winston’s and Rowena’s activities.  
 
      
 
    Each night, she would approach him and ask him to join her in her nightly bedtime story reading. And each time, he declined.  
 
      
 
    He began to recognize the expression that came over her face whenever she was about to drop another hint about him spending more time with the children. He ignored every single one and began doing his best to avoid her.  
 
      
 
    As time progressed, she began attempting to corner him about it during the day, to the point where he had to make himself scarce at all times. He would stay in town much longer than business required, and he spent even more time in his study until he was sure she had retired for the evening.  
 
      
 
    At last, he decided to address this matter by speaking to the governess directly and privately.  
 
      
 
    One morning, after a brief trip into town, he pulled aside the governess and asked her to join him for lunch. Typically, none of his house staff would be invited to dine with him, but he felt that the situation warranted a break in tradition. 
 
      
 
    “Should I bring the children?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis bit his lip to keep his agitation from showing. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said tensely. “Get them settled in doing assignments, and then come to the dining hall.” 
 
      
 
    The governess looked at him speculatively but merely nodded. 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, the governess was waiting in the dining room when he walked in. The meal was served as soon as he took his seat, and he waited until the servants had departed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for joining me,” he began. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she said. “I have been wanting to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he said, realizing then the mistake he had made. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said. “The children have expressed to me, many times, that they so wish that you—” 
 
      
 
    “I am well aware of what the children are requesting,” Francis said sharply, interrupting her. “And, as I have explained countless times, work keeps me far too busy.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you are quite busy, my lord,” the governess said. “But surely you understand that your children need you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Francis stared blankly at the governess. He could not believe that she would step so far out of her boundaries as his employee. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect,” Francis said, feeling anything but respect for the brazen woman. “My family is none of your concern, aside from your duties as a governess.” 
 
      
 
    “I am speaking as the children’s governess,” she said harshly. Again, Francis was taken aback by her audacity. “As a governess, the children’s development is very much my concern, and I believe that it would help them a great deal if you spent a bit more time with them.” 
 
      
 
    Francis slammed down his fork and stared at his half-eaten lunch. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate that you are so invested in the children’s well-being, Miss Baker, but perhaps your attentions should be more directed toward their education.” 
 
      
 
    The governess slammed her utensil, as well, and Francis felt heated anger boil in his stomach at her blatant disregard for her station. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that the children’s education is being directly affected by your lack of interaction with them,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis grew angrier, and he was not sure whether it was because of her complete lack of respect for him as her employer, or because she was very likely right. 
 
      
 
    “I will say this once, and once only, since you still seem to be unclear on the boundaries of your duties,” he said, his gaze now fixed on the governess’s face with a heated warning in his eyes. “Your job begins and ends with the children’s education. Nothing else is of your concern.” 
 
      
 
    The governess opened her mouth to speak again, but Francis rose from his seat and stormed out of the dining room before she was able.  
 
      
 
    Satisfied that the matter was resolved, Francis finished his work for the day early and did not bother secluding himself in his study.  
 
      
 
    However, his next encounters with the governess later that day told him at once that the matter was not, in fact, closed, at least as far as she was concerned.  
 
      
 
    Although she said nothing to him, the curious, contemplative looks she was giving him prior to their conversation turned into expressions of disapproval and disappointment. He took extreme care to not make eye contact with her, and he felt sure that she believed he did not see the looks she was giving him.  
 
      
 
    He did see them, however, and they were far more agitating than her hints to join the children at story time. 
 
      
 
    Francis was infuriated by the governess’s presumption. Now, more than ever, he thought of officially reprimanding her for her blatant disregard for his authority, and even considered firing her.  
 
      
 
    However, he knew that he could not afford to lose her, at least not yet. It would take him weeks to find another governess, and now that the children’s lessons had begun, it was even more imperative that they continue on a proper schedule.  
 
      
 
    A deep, secret part of himself also could not deny the fact that he found the bold, insubordinate woman quite attractive, which only served to anger him further. With her impertinent manner, dark-blond hair and piercing, inquisitive eyes, she looked and behaved nothing like his fair-haired, soft and shy Caroline.  
 
      
 
    Whether that was good or bad, he was uncertain, but he was furious with himself for even taking note of these things, let alone feeling an attraction to them. 
 
      
 
    Anticipating another confrontation with the governess that night, he attempted to slip away to his study a full hour before the children’s bedtime.  
 
      
 
    He had assumed that she would be finishing her dinner and that he could safely lock himself away in there before she spotted him. But when he reached his study door, there stood the governess, her arms crossed and her eyes accusing. 
 
      
 
    “Was something I said earlier unclear, Miss Baker?” he asked, avoiding her gaze. His anger was mixing with the strange attraction he felt for her, and he did not wish for her to see. 
 
      
 
    “Quite clear to me, my lord,” she said coldly. “However, the children do not understand why you avoid them so.” 
 
      
 
    “The children know very well that my work keeps me busy,” he said.  
 
      
 
    He understood how weak those words were beginning to sound, but his reasons should be irrelevant, regardless of what they were. She should be doing what was asked of her, not questioning him about anything. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it seems that to get your attention, the children must become a part of your work,” she said. 
 
      
 
    His rage boiled over at last, and he stepped toward the governess, stopping about two feet away from her. His eyes burned into hers. 
 
      
 
    “They are my children, and I decide how much or how little I interact with them,” he said. “I will remind you that that is none of your business.” 
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, the governess did not cower from his burning gaze. 
 
      
 
    “When their disappointment reflects in their lessons, it becomes my business to do what I can to help them,” she said defiantly. 
 
      
 
    He stared at her in silence for a few moments, angrier than ever.  
 
      
 
    He would not allow himself to overhear the thought that she was right once again. Regardless of her reasons, she was once again deliberately going against his orders, and he was beyond fed up. 
 
      
 
    “I am retiring for the evening,” he said. “And as of this moment, this matter had better remain closed, if you value your job here.” 
 
      
 
    At last, he saw a wavering in her defiant expression. Her eyes widened and her tense jaw relaxed. Only her eyes retained their piercing interrogation. 
 
      
 
    Having satisfactorily silenced the disobedient woman, Francis turned and made his way to his quarters. Once there, he slammed the door and collapsed onto his bed.  
 
      
 
    With each passing day, the governess tested more of his patience. He wanted to believe that she was simply being meddlesome, that the children’s lessons were not being disturbed by his absence in their lives.  
 
      
 
    If she were instructing them properly, they would have no time to notice my lack of interaction, he thought. 
 
      
 
    The thought gave him an idea.  
 
      
 
    On the grounds of her complete lack of professionalism, he would begin sitting in on her lessons. Once he could prove that she was not, in fact, an adequate governess, he could be rid of her and replace her with someone who could follow her employer’s commands, without meddling in his affairs.  
 
      
 
    Satisfied with his solution, Francis fell into a restless sleep, ignoring that part of him that whispered that sitting in on her lessons had little to do with evaluating her work and much to do with seeing her more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Emma tossed and turned for much of the night.  
 
      
 
    She could not believe her unabashed confrontation with Francis Blackburn. He was frustrating and cold, to be sure, but he was also her employer, and she would do well to remember that.  
 
      
 
    She could hardly afford to lose her job, especially almost as soon as she had gotten it. She doubted she would be lucky enough to find another position, and she was beginning to grow quite fond of the children. 
 
      
 
    However, she also could not bring herself to entirely regret her conversations with her employer. He might be an earl, but he was also a father, and she felt that he should do more to spend time with his children.  
 
      
 
    Her heart broke for the poor little dears. She knew that, with their mother dead, they needed their father more than ever, and Francis Blackburn was being incredibly selfish and cruel by not doing more with his precious children. 
 
      
 
    After hearing Rowena crying softly to herself one night after bedtime, Emma had decided that she needed to do her best to get the Earl to interact more with his children. His persistent refusal to do so angered Emma more every day and made her more determined to wear him down until he relented.  
 
      
 
    However, as she thought again about the Earl’s warning, it occurred to her that she would be able to do nothing for the children at all if she lost her job. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Emma was greeted by the sight of the Earl standing outside the closed door of children’s quarters. When he heard Emma approaching, he looked at her, meeting her surprised, confused gaze with a bitter one. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” he said dryly. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart began to race, but she fought to stay calm. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” she said, giving the Earl a brief curtsey. “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    The Earl smiled again, and the look in his eyes terrified her. She felt sure at that moment that he had come to relieve her of her duties and send her home right then. 
 
      
 
    “You have been petitioning for me to spend more time with the children, have you not?” he asked, nonchalantly examining his fingertips. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, consider your wish granted,” the Earl said. “Until further notice, I will be watching over your lessons.” 
 
      
 
    Emma felt the color drain from her face. She had, indeed, felt that the Earl should spend time with the children, but this was nothing close to what she had in mind.  
 
      
 
    She was still acclimating to her role as a governess and she still lacked a great deal of confidence. She could not handle the added pressure of being under close, constant scrutiny. 
 
      
 
    Afraid that her voice would betray her fear, Emma merely nodded and proceeded into the children’s room, with the Earl following right behind her.  
 
      
 
    When the children saw their father, their faces lit up. Emma’s heart ached because she knew that he was only there to observe her, not to interact with them. He made this clear when both children ran up to hug him and he stiffened, making no move to return the affectionate gesture. 
 
      
 
    “Come, children, take your seats so we can begin,” she said, some of her nervousness giving way to familiar anger at seeing the Earl behave in such a manner with his children. 
 
      
 
    “What is Father doing here?” Winston asked. Emma thought she detected a note of resentment in his voice, and she did not blame him. 
 
      
 
    “He wishes to sit in on some of our lessons today,” she said, not looking at the Earl. 
 
      
 
    “Carry on as though I am not here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth to say that that should not be terribly difficult since they rarely saw his face, but she promptly closed it. She understood that her job could well be in jeopardy, and such remarks would do nothing to improve her situation. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, children, let us begin by picking up where we left off in the book we are reading by Dom Thompson,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Rowena immediately raised her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker? The author’s name is Tom Thompson, not Dom,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma pulled the book from the shelf, her face flushing as she read the name of the author. She cursed herself for making such a mistake, and more so because the Earl had flustered her so much that she did so. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rowena,” she said, pretending to study a page in the book with great care. She could feel the Earl’s piercing glare, and she willed herself to regain her composure. 
 
      
 
    For a few moments, as she began reading aloud to the children, she all but forgot about Francis Blackburn’s judgmental gaze from the corner of the room. Until, that is, she noticed movement from the edge of her vision.  
 
      
 
    She glanced up from the book and saw that Rowena had turned around in her seat to look at her father. When Emma looked up, she saw that, rather than looking at his daughter, he was staring at Emma with a deep scowl. She blushed again. 
 
      
 
    “Rowena, please pay attention,” Emma said, her voice trembling. “I will be asking you questions on what I just read when I am finished, just like yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Miss Baker,” Rowena said absently.  
 
      
 
    Emma noticed with chagrin that Rowena did not turn back to face Emma. She turned the lower half of her body slightly, but she kept her eyes locked firmly on her father. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a breath. She did not know what to do. She had never had to compete for, or demand, the children’s attention during lessons. Now that she must, she had no clue how. She could feel her cheeks burning, only now it felt as though it were the Earl’s harsh glare setting them ablaze. 
 
      
 
    Emma reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a couple of pieces of candy. 
 
      
 
    “Rowena, if you pay attention really well to what we are reading, I will give you one of these whenever you come back after lunch,” she said, giving the little girl a hopeful smile.  
 
      
 
    The bribe worked, but as Rowena turned around, Emma heard the Earl quietly, but firmly, clear his throat. 
 
      
 
    Emma did not need to look at him to understand her error. She instantly regretted resorting to bribing Rowena to get her attention. She also regretted not attempting to persuade the Earl to come sit in on lessons another day, when she could be better prepared.  
 
      
 
    As it was, she could not help but be flustered by him. He was easily one of the most handsome men Emma had ever seen, and certainly the most intimidating. 
 
      
 
    In the days following the arrival of the Earl’s letter, Mr. Rowley had told Emma that Francis Blackburn was easy-going and charming. The surly man glowering at her from the corner of his children’s room was many things, but charming and easy-going were two things he was not.  
 
      
 
    That man looked as though he had not smiled warmly and genuinely once in his entire life and would not know charm if it hit him over the head with a candlestick. 
 
      
 
    Emma trudged along through the rest of the morning’s lessons, glad to allow the children to discuss the topics amongst themselves and remain silent herself whenever possible. She understood that that, too, would likely be seen as a mistake, but she thought it made little difference now.  
 
      
 
    She knew that a harsh reprimand was imminent, especially since Rowena kept turning in her chair to look at her father, even after Emma’s bribe. 
 
      
 
    At last, it was time to dismiss the children for lunch. 
 
      
 
    “Will you eat with us?” Winston asked. The question was directed at Emma, but his father answered. 
 
      
 
    “I have a meeting shortly,” he said curtly. “Miss Baker, I would like to have a word with you.” 
 
      
 
    Winston looked questioningly at Emma, completely ignoring his father. 
 
      
 
    “Go on ahead, children,” she said. “I will see you when you finish lunch.” 
 
      
 
    The children left the room, leaving Emma alone with the Earl. As soon as the children were out of earshot, he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “That was quite probably the worst teaching I have ever seen,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed furiously. 
 
      
 
    “I—I have never had such trouble teaching the children,” she stammered, weakly attempting to defend herself. “I—if not for you watching so intently, I would not have been so flustered and made such mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    The Earl laughed dryly. 
 
      
 
    “If you cannot maintain order with the children amidst distractions and disruptions, you will do very poorly as a governess,” he said. “Rowena did not even respect you enough to do as you told her without you having to resort to bribing her.” 
 
      
 
    “She has always done precisely as I ask in previous lessons,” Emma said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, and now you have taught her that, if you cannot get her to comply by simply asking or telling her to do something, you will offer her treats,” he said, shaking his head. “Children take time and investment, and they must be taught properly. If you cannot focus any better and successfully give them that, I will have no choice but have you sent home.” 
 
      
 
    Anger rose above Emma’s humiliation. She put her hands on her hips and looked at the Earl defiantly. Chastising her was one thing, but condescension was something by which she could not abide. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that you and I both know that the children were distracted, and my lessons were mussed, because of your presence,” she said. “I am well aware that those children are worth time and investment, and I give them all of mine,” she said. “It is not I who is failing them in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    The Earl shot Emma a fiery look of warning. 
 
      
 
    “You are once again interfering in that which is none of your business,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “When you stand here accusing me of neglecting the children when it is you who is guilty of that, it becomes my business very much,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “Those children do not deserve such callus and abandonment from their own father. I know well how it feels to be desperately lonely because there is no family to be there. You are alive and well, yet you behave almost as if the children do not exist. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Emma stopped cold. Her irritation had gotten the better of her, and she had said far too much. She felt the color drain from her face as she saw the raw fury on the Earl’s face.  
 
      
 
    At that moment, she understood that she would be fired immediately. She stood paralyzed, unable to move or speak, and awaited her fate. 
 
      
 
    After several long moments, the Earl spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Lessons are finished for today,” he said, his voice full of venom. “Go and eat lunch with the children or go back to your room, but I do not want to see you for the rest of the day or at supper tonight. I will have a tray sent up to you at 7 p.m.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded slightly, still unable to speak. She willed her legs to move and let her flee from the room because she knew he meant for her to vanish from his sight at once, but she barely managed to take half a step. 
 
      
 
    “One more thing,” he said, his glare still burning through her. “If you can be more respectful and focused tomorrow, I might be inclined to consider keeping you on as the children’s governess.”  
 
      
 
    He paused and took a step toward Emma. “However, as of this moment, you will be on a trial period, which means that you are subject to having your position terminated at any time, as determined solely by me. And I will be watching parts of your lessons every single day, to ensure that you do your job. Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    Tears began to sting Emma’s eyes, so she averted her gaze and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now, go,” the Earl growled. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Emma feared that she would still be incapable of moving, and she nearly sobbed with relief to find that she had control of her feet once more.  
 
      
 
    She rushed from the room and ran to her own, closing the door forcefully behind her. She was terrified that after he had had more time to think, he would go on and fire her, despite telling her he would keep her on as a trial period.  
 
      
 
    However, she was also still angry with him. He had a family who loved him and needed him to be there for them, yet he refused. She had not meant to blurt out what she had said about family, but she had meant the words.  
 
      
 
    She missed her family dearly, and it made her furious that someone could be so blind that they would willingly abandon their family, especially when they needed him so desperately. 
 
      
 
    She curled up on her bed. She thought again about Marcus, and about how much worse things were getting with him. If she did lose her job, she would lose all hope of being able to fix his situation.  
 
      
 
    That thought refreshed the overwhelming wave of emotions she had been feeling since the Earl first entered the children’s room that morning. She lay there on her bed, arms wrapped around herself, and cried for what felt like hours. 
 
      
 
    Once her tears had ceased, she pulled herself from her bed and walked over to her washbasin. She splashed the fresh, cool water on her face, and dried it with a clean white cloth.  
 
      
 
    In the mirror, she could see that her eyes and face were red, but the water helped ease the fierce burning of her cheeks. She stared at her reflection for several moments. She needed her job, and she felt more every day that the children needed her.  
 
      
 
    As she dabbed at her eyes with the cloth which she had dampened with the cold water to reduce the tear-induced puffiness, she made a decision.  
 
      
 
    She would not lose her job. She knew that she could do her job very well, as long as she ignored Francis Blackburn. And that was exactly what she was going to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Francis went to bed that night seething, but also full of guilt.  
 
      
 
    He felt now more than ever that Emma had no business attempting to interfere with the way he chose to rear his children or speaking to him as though she were his equal.  
 
      
 
    However, he also felt that she was right about the way his lack of interaction with his children was affecting them. He had noticed that Rowena looked perpetually sad the few brief times he saw her, and Winston hardly looked at him anymore.  
 
      
 
    Yet despite this, he could not bring himself to spend more time with them. They reminded him more and more of their mother every single day. 
 
      
 
    The governess, however, could not be more Caroline’s opposite. Her brazen attitude and blunt way of speaking often infuriated him.  
 
      
 
    After his confrontation with Emma, he had expected to find that she had left on her own accord in the night. Yet instead, he had found her in the children’s room the next morning, teaching and interacting with the kids, almost as though the previous night’s conversation had never happened. 
 
      
 
    In the weeks following their conversation, however, Francis noticed that he did not see Emma as much around the house.  
 
      
 
    She took her meals either with the children or in her room. Even the necessary interactions between them were very brief and very to-the-point. He considered speaking to Emma about her sudden aloofness but decided against it. 
 
      
 
    In those weeks, as he sat in on the lessons, Francis began to take notice of just how beautiful and intelligent Emma was. He even heard her doing voices for some of the characters in the stories Emma read in class, and discovered that she was quite witty and clever, as well.  
 
      
 
    Yet he had to keep reminding himself just how infuriating she was as well, which made him disgusted with himself.  
 
      
 
    How could he possibly be attracted to her?  
 
      
 
    He told himself that it was all the pressure on him to remarry that was making him take notice of Emma in such a way. After all, Emma would never make a suitable match for him. Not only was she irritating and meddlesome, but she also came from a family of lower status.  
 
      
 
    Even before the deaths of Emma’s parents, it was well known amongst London society that the Baker family was not doing well financially. Francis knew that, if she took the job as his governess, it had to mean that her already diminished finances must be even worse now than everyone believed.  
 
      
 
    Francis thought it odd because he knew that she had an older brother.  
 
      
 
    He and Marcus had attended the same boarding school a few years apart, and he knew that Marcus should be there picking up the slack in the family’s financial struggles. Yet she had not made any mention of her brother or the reason for her having to shoulder the family’s financial responsibilities.  
 
      
 
    It seemed to be quite the mystery, which had Francis very intrigued. He decided to invite Emma to join him for breakfast the following morning so that he could ask her about him.  
 
      
 
    After the quiet tension that had passed between them the past few weeks, Francis expected Emma to require some convincing to join him. To his surprise, she accepted. 
 
      
 
    They made small talk throughout breakfast. Francis had stopped sitting in on the lessons several days prior, so he asked after the children’s progress. Emma seemed surprised that he had asked, but she was happy to tell him how well the lessons were going and how well the children were doing. 
 
      
 
    As the meal neared its end, Francis cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “How is your brother faring these days?” he asked. “He and I attended the same school as boys, and I have not seen him as of late.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes grew wide, and for a moment, Francis thought she might faint. 
 
      
 
    “I have not spoken to Marcus in some time,” she said. Francis studied her suddenly pallid face carefully. 
 
      
 
    “I do hope all is well with him,” Francis said.  
 
      
 
    It was clear that Emma was uncomfortable talking about her brother, but Francis could not imagine why. As far as he knew, Emma and Marcus had always been really close.  
 
      
 
    He wondered what might have happened to change that. 
 
      
 
    “He probably has himself cloistered away in the townhouse in London, penning his novel,” she said quickly. “He has been secluding himself often lately so that he can finish it.” 
 
      
 
    Francis fell completely silent. From what he knew of Marcus, he was never much for reading. Furthermore, he detested writing and, as far as Francis knew, was not very good at it.  
 
      
 
    Emma was lying. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, I am sure that your brother has a great many skills, but I know for a fact that writing was not one of them,” he said, his face hard.  
 
      
 
    The governess flushed a deep red, and Francis knew that his assumption was correct.  
 
      
 
    Whatever Marcus Baker was doing, it had nothing to do with writing some novel. And, if Emma was going to such trouble to keep it a secret, it most certainly was not good. 
 
      
 
    “What is it that you are hiding, Miss Baker?” he asked. He intended to find out the truth. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know what you mean,” she mumbled, refusing to meet his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you know exactly what I mean,” he said, growing angry. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, but I must go tend to the children’s lessons,” she said, rushing from the table. 
 
      
 
    Francis rose to follow her but thought better of it. He did not want to upset the children by causing a scene in front of them. He resolved to get to the bottom of the matter by the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    He tried several times to discretely get the governess’s attention while she taught lessons that day but to no avail. She had thrown herself completely into the lessons and seemed either unable or unwilling to notice him.  
 
      
 
    He noticed, too, that once the lessons were finished for the day, Emma stuck very close to the children, keeping herself occupied with their activities. 
 
      
 
    That night, Francis waited for Emma just outside her bedroom door. Luck was on his side, and he caught her by surprise, managing to remain just out of sight until she was mere steps from her door. 
 
      
 
    “I do not abide by liars,” he said, obviously startling her. 
 
      
 
    “What do you—” she began. 
 
      
 
    “And if you wish to remain here, in my employ, you better tell me what it is that is really going on with your brother,” he said, touching her arm to keep her from fleeing as she appeared ready to do. 
 
      
 
    The governess appeared shocked at the touch – shocked enough to let it linger. Then the surprise faded, and she flinched away from him.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, yes, I lied to you about Marcus,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you lie?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a trembling breath. 
 
      
 
    “Because what it is that is going on with my brother is a private matter,” she said. This time, she did meet his eyes, and he saw that there were tears in hers. “I am not allowed to speak of it. So, please, do not ask me to discuss it any further.” 
 
      
 
    With that, she pushed past him and into her room. When she went to shut the door behind her, Francis did not stop her.  
 
      
 
    The matter was far from closed, however, as far as he was concerned. And if his governess would not tell him what he wanted to know, he would do some digging and find out for himself what it was she was hiding.  
 
      
 
    If Marcus had done something to bring shame to Emma’s family, he would personally see to it that Marcus was set straight. If it was something else, he would do everything in his power to take care of it.  
 
      
 
    Despite the threat he had made to fire her if she continued lying to him, Francis did not wish to lose Emma. He did not believe that her lies were born from nefarious intentions. He could also plainly see that whatever was happening was causing her a great deal of emotional distress.  
 
      
 
    And, if he were being honest with himself, the governess had managed to make him warm up to her and actually care about her, despite how drastically she had initially gotten under his skin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Emma had spent weeks doing exactly as she’d intended and largely ignoring and avoiding Francis.  
 
      
 
    After Francis confronting her about her brother, Emma had expected Francis to persist with his desire to force Emma to tell him the truth. Much to her surprise and relief, however, he did not.  
 
      
 
    In fact, he seemed to be going out of his way to be kinder to her, and even making himself less scarce around the children. She had been surprised by his sudden change in demeanor, and she found herself blushing more often when in his presence. 
 
      
 
    One afternoon, while Emma sat on the floor of the children’s bedroom playing games with them, Rowena surprised Emma by throwing her tiny arms around Emma’s neck.  
 
      
 
    After the first couple of weeks of Emma’s employment, the children had begun warming up to her rather quickly. However, neither of them had as yet initiated such a grand gesture of affection toward her.  
 
      
 
    Feeling equal parts surprised and pleased, Emma laughed and embraced the little girl. 
 
      
 
    “To what do I owe this honor?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Instead of giving Emma an immediate reply, Rowena simply looked at Emma for a moment, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be our new mother?” the little girl asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, her eyebrows furrowing in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you ask such a thing?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Rowena looked at her brother, then back at Emma.  
 
      
 
    “Because we have seen Father much more ever since you arrived,” Rowena said. “We think he likes you.” 
 
      
 
    At this, Emma blushed furiously.  
 
      
 
    It had never crossed Emma’s mind that the Earl might have taken a different kind of interest in her beyond that of his children's governess. Until now, she had merely thought that the Earl had at last realized how important his relationship with his children was.  
 
      
 
    Yet something that the children had observed led them to believe that their father might, indeed, have a much different interest. Was it possible that there was more to his sudden shift in his behavior?  
 
      
 
    “Row,” Winston said. “Aunt Rosaline is likely going to be our new mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Aunt Rosaline?” Emma asked, looking at Winston. Emma had never heard any of them mention a woman named Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Winston, aunt Rosaline cannot be our mother,” Rowena said matter-of-factly. “She is already our aunt.” 
 
      
 
    Winston sat deep in serious thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if that is true, then why did we overhear Grandfather mention the idea to Father?” 
 
      
 
    Rowena shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Grandfather forgot that she is our aunt,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma covered her mouth to hide a smile. The exchange between the siblings was amusing and innocent, and her heart swelled with adoration for them. However, she could not help feeling a weight beginning to settle in her chest.  
 
      
 
    If Francis did marry their aunt, what would become of her? Would he and his wife still wish to keep her on as the children’s governess? Or would Rosaline wish to choose another governess, one more satisfactory to her preferences?  
 
      
 
    Emma felt a remote sadness tugging at her heart as these thoughts swirled around in her mind.  
 
      
 
    She thought again about what Rowena had said about the Earl smiling and interacting more since the beginning of her tenure as a governess. Looking back on the last few weeks, she recalled a few occasions where Francis had stumbled over his words or forgetting what it was that he was about to say as he spoke to her and, when he thought she was not looking, had given her what had appeared, to her, to be speculative looks.  
 
      
 
    Although she could not admit it to herself, some part of her understood that this combination of mixed emotions could be translated as jealousy as well as the concern for her job security.  
 
      
 
    However, she was forced to admit that she found herself quite frequently flustered and caught off guard by the Earl’s presence, particularly in the first week or so of his attending the children’s lessons.  
 
      
 
    She had initially believed it to be because he intimidated and frightened her, and she supposed that was true. But she also could not deny the extremity of the effect that his physical attractiveness, or the effect that his smile, on the few occasions in which he had chosen to show it, had had on her.  
 
      
 
    She had often had to forcefully redirect her attention because she caught herself staring at Francis like a lovesick child.  
 
      
 
    She only hoped that she was the only one who had noticed her intensified attention to his features in those moments. She certainly hoped that she was the only one who knew that she foolishly hoped that Francis could help her out of her financial predicament. 
 
      
 
    However, that is wherein the biggest of Emma’s problems lay.  
 
      
 
    When she first began serving as the Earl’s governess, she had expected that the pay would be something the likes of which she had never seen. However, her pay thus far had been easily twice what she had initially expected. She had even been able to pay Lydia a fortnight’s pay all at once, with what she had saved from her most recent wages.  
 
      
 
    Still, Emma had hoped to prove herself trustworthy enough to approach the Earl with the full weight of her situation, especially where Marcus was concerned, and to get his help in taking care of everything.  
 
      
 
    As things stood, however, she found that, despite how well her employment had gone thus far, and the kindness and overall hospitality of the Earl, she was still too proud to even mention her desperation regarding her finances, and brother’s situation.  
 
      
 
    In her heart, she knew the day would come where she would have to tell Francis, but she could not bring herself to admit to such dire straits, or the reasons behind them, just yet.  
 
      
 
    But for the time being, she could not bring herself to desire or seek the Earl’s pity. She felt that her parents would be ashamed of her if she were to do so.  
 
      
 
    Even if she could explain everything to him, and he were to take pity on her and agree to help her, it would cause a terrible scandal. Rumors would be born and spread like fire, and the reputations of both she and Lord Ashfield could be at risk. 
 
      
 
    A shuffling behind her brought her out of her thoughts and back into the reality of the moment. When she looked up from her daydream state, she noticed that Winston had moved from his reading chair to join Emma and Rowena on the floor.  
 
      
 
    She tried to recall whether Winston had asked her something that, in her reminiscing mind, she had missed, but she found that she could not.  
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath and smiled at both of the children. 
 
      
 
    “My dears,” Emma said, opening her arms, inviting the children to embrace her. “We have so much fun, and I feel blessed to have the honor of teaching you both—” 
 
      
 
    “We love you, Miss Baker,” Rowena interrupted. Emma had to swallow a lump that the little girl’s words instantly created in her throat. 
 
      
 
    “And I love you,” Emma whispered. “But I am just your governess. I am here to teach you and read to you. I am sure that your father will choose a new wife as soon as he is ready, and I have no doubt that she will be wonderful. But I am merely here as your governess, and nothing more.”  
 
      
 
    “We promise that we would behave,” Rowena said, her voice brilliant and cheerful. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt her heart squeeze. She knew that the children were too young to understand the ways of adults and marriage, but she wanted desperately to reassure them that everything would be alright and that she would not abandon them.  
 
      
 
    However, she also knew that, should the Earl choose to remarry, she could not guarantee the children that she would not leave, because her job security would depend on the wishes of Francis and his new wife. 
 
      
 
    She did her best to put on a brave smile. 
 
      
 
    “You are the best-behaved children I have ever met,” she said. “And I will be here to teach you both for as long as your family needs me.” 
 
      
 
    “But we will always need you,” Winston added. This caught Emma by surprise because Winston was the quieter of the two children. While she knew that he enjoyed her company, she had had no idea that he shared his sister’s sentiments. 
 
      
 
    “When your father remarries, it will be to another nice lady who treats you kindly and loves you just as much as I do,” she said. She tried to inject a pleasant, carefree tone into her voice, but she found that speaking the thought aloud wounded her heart as well as the children’s.  
 
      
 
    And even as she spoke the words, she prayed that she was speaking the truth. She could not bear the thought of Francis marrying someone else, especially someone who turned out to be cruel and unkind toward the children. 
 
      
 
    As though reading her thoughts, Rowena ripped herself from Emma’s embrace, jumped onto her bed and hugged her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “But I do not want Father to marry some other lady,” the little girl said through her sobs. “I want you to stay forever. I want you to be my new mommy.” Rowena buried her face into her upraised knees and began to cry louder. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, darling,” Emma said, reaching for the little girl. 
 
      
 
    Winston, too, stepped away from Emma and reached to comfort his sister. 
 
      
 
    “No one could read to us with voices like you can,” Winston said. When Emma dared to glance at the boy, he, too, had tears in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    She stared at the devastated children, at a complete loss for words. She wanted very much to say something to comfort the both of them, but the lump she had swallowed earlier in her own throat doubled in size, and she felt hot tears fill her eyes faster than she could control them. 
 
      
 
    “We will talk about this further, children, I promise,” Emma said, using all her strength to keep her voice steady. “I just need one moment to retrieve something from my room.” 
 
      
 
    Before the children could say anything more, she walked quickly from the room. She barely made it a few short steps outside of the children’s bedroom, and the tears against which she fought so hard began to fall in a wicked torrent.  
 
      
 
    She pressed her hand against her mouth in an attempt to stifle the sobs that now wrenched from her throat, fearing that she would further upset the children if they overheard her emotional outburst.  
 
      
 
    She forced herself to walk a few steps further away from the children’s doorway, until her knees grew weak, and she was forced to kneel on the floor. She gave in to her tears and buried her face in her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Francis folded the letter that the butler had just given him and tucked it into his coat. It seemed that Rosaline would be arriving shortly for an impromptu visit.  
 
      
 
    He was glad because the children loved visiting with her. However, he could not help but suspect that she was not just dropping by to see her niece and nephew.  
 
      
 
    He hoped that she arrived alone. The last thing he wished to do was have another conversation with his father-in-law about marrying Rosaline, especially with her present. He still had not reached a decision, and he did not want to be forced to tell his father-in-law face to face.  
 
      
 
    However, he felt that probably Grant would, in fact, be coming as well, so he had his kitchen staff make dinner arrangements accordingly. 
 
      
 
    Once he assigned the servants their tasks, he went upstairs to gather the children and get them ready for their aunt’s visit.  
 
      
 
    When he reached the top of the stairs, he could hear sobs coming from down the hallway. He walked toward the sound and saw Emma kneeling on the floor, crying. His mind went briefly to her secrecy regarding her brother, and he wondered if her tears had anything to do with that.  
 
      
 
    The sound of her tears was heartbreaking to him. He reached into his coat and pulled out a handkerchief, and slowly approached the emotional governess. 
 
      
 
    “Here, Miss Baker,” he said, extending the handkerchief toward her. 
 
      
 
    She started and rose to her feet quickly, obviously startled by his silent approach. She took the handkerchief and dabbed at her face, making a very apparent effort to quiet her sobs.  
 
      
 
    His heart squeezed, seeing her face tear-stained and red, and he briefly considered asking her to tell him what was wrong. But he feared that he had already embarrassed her enough by catching her crying, so he thought better of it. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my lord,” she said. “You must think I look ridiculous.” She wiped at her face with her hands as if willing the tear streaks to suddenly vanish. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said, taking a cautious step toward her. “Everyone cries once in a while.” 
 
      
 
    She chuckled, dabbing her eyes once more with the handkerchief before offering it back to Francis. He shook his head gently, gesturing for Emma to keep it. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is true,” she said. “But the last thing I want is for you to think less of me than you already do. After all, falling to pieces within earshot of your children is hardly becoming of a lady.” 
 
      
 
    His heart ached again, and he took another step. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” he said, his voice warm and soothing. “I hold you in very high regard, Miss Baker. And it would certainly take much more than a moment of human weakness to make me lose respect for you.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him, her eyes studying him carefully. Then, she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “That means a great deal to me, my lord,” she said, at last beginning to visibly relax. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled in return. Then he remembered the reason for his coming up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Take some time to freshen up and be sure to dress nicely for dinner tonight. We are having a guest,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes grew curious, but she simply nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Although her tears had ceased, there was still something haunting in her eyes, barely concealed by her resolve to regain her composure and comply with his request.  
 
      
 
    She looked so vulnerable and beautiful at that moment, and without thinking, Francis reached out and brushed a hand along Emma’s cheek, as though brushing away the last of her tears. In truth, however, he simply wanted a reason to touch her. 
 
      
 
    The governess looked up at him, her eyes now dry, and quite wide. He realized at once what he had done and cursed himself for making such a bold move. 
 
      
 
    She stared at him for several moments before she spoke. 
 
      
 
    “I should let the children know to expect company and then see to my appearance,” she said, smiling nervously. 
 
      
 
    Francis blinked, unsure if he should apologize or offer something in the way of an explanation for his action. He decided not to, however, because no words would come. Instead, he nodded. 
 
      
 
    As the governess moved past him to go into the children’s room, he called after her. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” he said. 
 
      
 
    She turned to face him again, her eyes once again large and nervous. 
 
      
 
    “You go on ahead and get changed,” he said. “I will tell the children myself.” 
 
      
 
    Her nervous expression turned to one of surprised delight. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” she said. She stared at him a moment longer before at last moving down the other end of the hallway and vanishing into her room.  
 
      
 
    Just outside her doorway, she turned back and glanced quickly at Francis. Before he could ask her if there was anything else, she stepped inside and closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    He went into his children’s room and told them that their aunt would be arriving for dinner. As their faces lit up, he realized that he felt more pleasure from their enthusiastic expressions than sadness.  
 
      
 
    As he left their room to find the nanny and have her dress the children appropriately for dinner, he smiled.  
 
      
 
    Emma had infuriated him by continuing to pressure him to be around his children more. Now, he was beginning to find himself liking that she had continued to be so persistent. 
 
      
 
    Then, the image of her face, shocked and frightened by his caress, formed in his mind. He shook his head in disbelief at his own audacity.  
 
      
 
    He found the nanny quickly and gave her his orders, then made his way to his quarters to dress.  
 
      
 
    As he was selecting a fresh coat to complete his outfit, he heard the sound of his guests arriving. He could also hear the sound of Grant Brentwood’s voice floating up from the lower floor. He groaned to himself.  
 
      
 
    He took a final look at himself and, satisfied that he looked presentable, he rushed down the stairs.  
 
      
 
    He was still chiding himself for scaring Emma. Now, more than ever, Francis hoped to avoid the topic of marriage this evening. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Lord Townsend,” Francis said warmly, bowing to the older gentleman. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” Grant said, returning the bow. “Thank you for receiving us on such short notice.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure,” Francis said, unable to ignore the fact that it was anything but a pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Giving himself a mental shake, he turned to Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Miss Brentwood,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it. “You look very lovely.” From the corner of his eye, he could see his father-in-law beaming happily, and he instantly regretted the gesture. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Rosaline said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Francis heard footsteps on the stairs. He looked up in time to see Emma walking down with the children at her sides. Upon seeing their aunt and grandfather, the children released Emma’s hands and rushed down to hug them.  
 
      
 
    Grant and Rosaline were laughing at the children’s excitement and talking with them about their lessons, but Francis barely heard them. He could not help but notice how beautiful Emma looked.  
 
      
 
    She was wearing a deep green dress, and she had skillfully twisted her hair up into a very elegant style. Her earlier tears had left only the faintest blush on her cheeks, which was very becoming. 
 
      
 
    He stepped away from his relatives to offer Emma his arm as she reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “You look wonderful,” he said, trying to keep the awe out of his voice. 
 
      
 
    Emma gave a small smile, but she did not look him in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    From behind him, Grant Brentwood cleared his throat. He gave himself another mental shake, then led Emma to his father-in-law and Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Townsend, Miss Brentwood, this is Miss Emma Baker, our governess,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma stepped forward, smiling nervously. Francis’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
      
 
    “It is wonderful to meet you, Miss Baker,” Rosaline said. “I am Miss Rosaline Brentwood, the children’s aunt.” 
 
      
 
    Francis saw an expression on Emma’s face that he could not read. Then, almost as quickly as it dawned, it disappeared, and she smiled warmly at Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure, Miss Brentwood,” Emma said. “The children have told me so much about you.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline smiled, looking down at her niece and nephew. 
 
      
 
    “The children were just telling my uncle and me all about their lessons,” she said. “It sounds as though you are a very good governess, indeed.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Only because I have such amazing students,” she said, gazing affectionately at the children. 
 
      
 
    Grant pulled gently away from the children’s excited chatter and toward Emma. 
 
      
 
    “It does, indeed, sound as though you are a very well-learned lady,” the elderly man said with a bow. “I am Lord Grant Brentwood, Earl of Townsend.” 
 
      
 
    His voice was warm, but Francis noticed that his father-in-law was studying Emma, his eyes not unfriendly, but wary. If Emma noticed, she did not react. 
 
      
 
    She curtseyed. 
 
      
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Lord Townsend,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “The pleasure is mine, Miss Baker,” he said, pausing to kiss her hand. For a reason Francis could not discern, the gesture made him uncomfortable. He cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Dinner will be served momentarily. Shall we?” he asked, gesturing toward the dining area. 
 
      
 
    He waited for his guests to head for the dining area, with his laughing, skipping children leading the way. He held back and started to fall in step next to Emma, but she rushed ahead just behind Grant and Rosaline, without even looking at him.  
 
      
 
    Francis was beginning to feel that he had permanently damaged his relationship with Emma, and he decided that he would apologize for his careless error as soon as his guests left. 
 
      
 
    The children began arguing over who would sit next to their aunt, until Emma offered to change seats so that both children could sit on either side of Rosaline. That placed Emma sitting directly to Francis’s right.  
 
      
 
    Once everyone was seated where they wanted, the first course of dinner was served. As he ate and listened to the children continue to talk excitedly to their aunt and grandfather, his hand kept brushing against Emma’s.  
 
      
 
    He glanced down casually, not wishing to embarrass Emma, and realized something he had not noticed before. Their hands kept touching because Emma was left-handed. 
 
      
 
    Francis opened his mouth to ask Emma if he should shift his plate over a bit, to avoid the accidental contact, but then he caught sight of his father-in-law looking at him and decided against it. 
 
      
 
    Throughout most of the dinner, the conversation was light and pleasant. Rosaline and Emma were getting along famously, but Francis could not help but notice how strange Emma seemed.  
 
      
 
    He knew that only he noticed it, because Grant and Rosaline did not know Emma as well as he did, and he made a mental note to ask her about it later. If, that was, he could do so without making Emma uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    Grant was as pleasant as ever, but Francis noticed that he kept finding reasons to stare at Francis. Francis knew what was, indeed, coming, and after the serving of the third dinner course, he was proven right. 
 
      
 
    “I trust that you have had time to consider the proposal about which I wrote to you?” the elderly man asked. 
 
      
 
    Trying to hide a wince, Francis picked up his wine glass and took a long sip. 
 
      
 
    “I have not forgotten, my lord,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked up, her brow furrowing in confusion, but she remained silent. Rosaline flushed a deep red and turned toward the elderly man. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle,” she said. “We are having such a nice meal. Could we not discuss this another time?” 
 
      
 
    “This is, indeed, a wonderful meal,” Grant said. “But I am afraid that this cannot wait.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked desperately at Francis, clearly wishing to continue protesting. At last, however, she just looked down at her plate and began pushing the remnants of her food around on her plate with her fork. 
 
      
 
    Emma, perceptive as ever, turned to the children with a sudden story about a little mouse who liked to watch grand dinners from its hole, effectively holding their attention away from the men’s conversation.  
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep breath and braced himself. 
 
      
 
    “Please, continue, my lord,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well. As you know, I believe it is imperative to our business dealings that you agree to wed Rosaline,” he began. 
 
      
 
    Francis stole a glance at Rosaline, who was blushing more deeply, and looked as though she wanted to cry. 
 
      
 
    Before Francis could speak, Grant cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “As such, I must inform you that, if you do not consent to this marriage, and rather soon, I will be forced to pull my support at the end of the year.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Emma watched the exchange between Francis and his father-in-law in silence.  
 
      
 
    She knew that watching Francis writhe so uncomfortably under the elderly earl’s scrutiny should make her feel bad for him. However, her thoughts continued to drift to Rosaline, and she could not. 
 
      
 
    Throughout the entirety of dinner, Emma watched Rosaline. Rosaline had been nothing but kind and sweet, and Emma had liked her at once. However, Rosaline was everything that Emma was not.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline was tall and quiet, but well-spoken and charming whenever she did speak. She was also quite beautiful, which Emma envied deeply.  
 
      
 
    Emma struggled to admit it to herself, but at last, she had to accept the fact that she was jealous of the lovely woman who would apparently become Francis’s wife.  
 
      
 
    Until now, she had simply thought that her feelings toward her employer were born out of sympathy for him and his children. Now, however, she began to realize that she cared more for all of them than just a soft-hearted governess.  
 
      
 
    She also knew that it was foolish to believe that anything could ever blossom between them. She was a mere governess, and the daughter of a poor businessman, and Rosaline was a sophisticated, beautiful woman of means and status.  
 
      
 
    A woman like Emma would only ever pale in comparison to a lady like Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    At last, dinner concluded, but to Emma’s surprise, the guests stayed. Francis invited Rosaline and Grant Brentwood to join him in the drawing room for wine and cakes, and, to Emma’s surprise, asked her to stay as well, to keep Rosaline company.  
 
      
 
    He called the nanny to put the kids to bed, which tugged at Emma’s heart. She had been reading to the children every night since her first week as a governess, and she felt a pang of envy that the nanny would have the privilege of doing so that night.  
 
      
 
    However, she was also a bit relieved. After her earlier conversation with the children, and with her building jealousy toward Rosaline, she feared that she would not make good company for the children. 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, Rosaline chose the seat nearest to Emma once they adjourned to the drawing room. Emma looked around and saw that Francis was seated by the window and the elder earl was pacing in the middle of the room, speaking quietly enough that Emma could not hear what he was saying.  
 
      
 
    There were plenty of other seats throughout the room, however, and Emma assumed that Rosaline was simply being polite by joining her to engage in light-hearted conversation. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled politely at her, unsure what to say. Rosaline was very easy going, but Emma could not shake the jealousy that brewed within her more with every moment she looked at the beautiful, elegant woman.  
 
      
 
    She was so lost in her envious thoughts that she almost jumped when the elegant woman spoke. 
 
      
 
    “I do apologize for my uncle,” she said. “He is sometimes too direct and blunt when he wants something.” 
 
      
 
    Emma put on her best, sweetest smile. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is alright,” she said. “I understand that he and Lord Ashfield had important business to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rosaline said bitterly. “Business, indeed. As though I am some sort of business deal to secure.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked in surprise. It was not common for women to voice their opinions about men’s business, and certainly not with so much emotion. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that your uncle means well for you,” Emma said, unsure of what else to say. 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt that he believes that he does,” Rosaline said. “However, he has yet to consider what it is that I want.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Emma was taken aback. Rosaline was speaking to her as though she was an old friend, and Emma was unsure as to how to respond.  
 
      
 
    As such, she sat silently, nodding sympathetically and taking a long sip of her wine. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline sighed and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to marry Lord Ashfield,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt her cheeks flush. She tried to keep her surprise and relief from showing, so she took another sip of her wine. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Emma asked, feeling both dumb for having nothing else to say in response, and dumbfounded at Rosaline’s remark. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I understand that Lord Ashfield is quite the catch,” Rosalie continued. “Apparently so, because my cousin married him. But my uncle is quite the boor, expecting Lord Ashfield to remarry so soon.”  
 
      
 
    Emma could hardly believe her ears. She had been convinced that Rosaline was all for Francis marrying her, despite his grief for his late wife.  
 
      
 
    “More wine?” Emma asked, feeling completely out of her element.  
 
      
 
    She regretted the words at once. Rosaline was obviously a woman of refined stock and would likely think anything more than a single glass of wine after dinner to be uncouth and unladylike.  
 
      
 
    Yet again, however, Rosaline surprised her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please, if you do not mind,” Rosaline said, holding up her glass to Emma. 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded wordlessly, taking Rosaline’s glass and refilling it from the decanter sitting atop the small table betwixt their seats. After a moment’s consideration, she refilled her own, as well.  
 
      
 
    She could not deny the sense of relief that was beginning to settle in her stomach as Rosaline spoke, but she was also still very nervous and envious of the poised, well-spoken woman sitting beside her. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline took a sip of the fresh glass Emma handed her and raised it in a gesture of thanks. Emma smiled and nodded, cursing herself for not knowing what to say. She drank from her own glass and put it on the table. 
 
      
 
    “It is quite clear to anyone with a pair of eyes that Lord Ashfield is not ready to remarry,” Rosaline continued. “And I think it atrocious that anyone should expect him to do so, especially for the sole purpose of business.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded once more in agreement. She knew well that Francis was in no way prepared for a second marriage. However, as nothing more than the governess, she knew that no one would take her opinions into consideration.  
 
      
 
    She thought back to what the children had said, about their father liking her, and she blushed.  
 
      
 
    She did not let herself consider that perhaps the reason he was unprepared to wed again was that he was beginning to fall for the likes of her. 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” Rosaline continued, looking at Emma with an expression she could not quite read. “I do not wish to take Lord Ashfield for my husband.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at her blankly, trying to hide the relief and hope that was beginning to overtake her emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” Emma asked, suddenly more interested in her glass than in Rosaline’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Ashfield is a good man, to be sure,” Rosaline said quickly. “But he is not the one I would choose for my husband.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Emma asked, trying to discern where the conversation was leading. 
 
      
 
    “To me, it would feel a great deal as though I were spitting on my cousin’s grave, to marry her very own husband,” Rosaline said. “Especially to do so so soon after burying my dear cousin, and against his own will, at that.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Rosaline, unsure how to take what the beautiful woman was saying. 
 
      
 
    “I do adore Lord Ashfield,” Rosaline said. “But I see him much like a brother, not as any sort of marriage prospect.” She took a drink of her wine. “Besides, I really do believe that it should be up to him as to when he marries, and who he marries.” 
 
      
 
    Still at a loss for words, Emma, too, took another sip of wine. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Rosaline asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed. She looked at Rosaline’s inquisitive face, wondering if the elegant woman had heard her thoughts. She cleared her throat and looked at Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she said. “I feel that, if Lord Ashfield is ill-prepared to remarry, he should be allowed adequate time to grieve and choose the wife he feels is most suited for him.” 
 
      
 
    No sooner than the words had escaped Emma’s lips than she regretted them. She blushed profusely, afraid that Rosaline would think that Emma meant that she was an inadequate match for Francis to wed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I most certainly agree,” Rosaline said. “I do not believe that I would be a good match for Lord Ashfield. And it does appear that he does, indeed, need a wife, to pull him from this melancholy state in which he has been since poor Caroline died.” 
 
      
 
    This was a point with which Emma could not argue. Emma was beginning to suspect that a great deal of Francis’s resistance regarding spending time with his children stemmed from his sadness about his late wife.  
 
      
 
    However, as Francis himself had pointed out, as the family’s governess, it was beyond her capacity to voice her opinion on the subject. She was certainly in no position to give an opinion regarding her employer’s need to remarry and give his children a much-needed motherly figure. 
 
      
 
    As Emma was trying to regain her composure and find a way to explain herself, Rosaline spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “It seems that you care a great deal for Lord Ashfield,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed, her cheeks feeling as if someone had held her face directly over a hot cooking flame. 
 
      
 
    “It is just that, I feel that Lord Ashfield should be focused on himself and his relationship with his children right now, and not as much on the prospect of marriage. I have no doubt that, when he feels the time is right, he will choose the most suitable wife for his family,” Emma said.  
 
      
 
    She was proud of herself for such a quick and mostly honest answer on the spot. However, she still could not help but wish that she could be that suitable wife, despite how unrealistic that wish was. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline, on the other hand, did not seem convinced by her words. She gave Emma a severely speculative look, putting down her wine glass and leaning closer to Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like Lord Ashfield?” Rosaline asked bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed profusely, simultaneously liking Rosaline’s bluntness and wishing that the woman was not so perceptive. 
 
      
 
    “Well, of course I do,” Emma said, trying desperately to keep the subject platonic. “He has been a most wonderful employer, and he has been nothing but kind and accommodating to me.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline laughed and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No, darling,” she said. “I mean, do you have any sort of romantic interest in him?” 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed harder still. She had known what Rosaline had meant, but she had hoped that her answer would be sufficient to end the conversation.  
 
      
 
    She felt foolish for thinking so little of Rosaline. She had known since first meeting the beautiful woman that she was as smart and clever as she was lovely. 
 
      
 
    Emma hesitated to answer Rosaline’s question. She understood now that the woman did not wish to marry Francis, but she did not yet know how well she could trust her.  
 
      
 
    Moreover, she did not yet know if she knew the full answer to Rosaline’s question. She was attracted to Francis, to be sure, but she had had little time to process the thought, let alone understand exactly what it meant. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, her silence and hesitation spoke volumes to Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I cannot tell you how happy that makes me,” Rosaline said, clapping her hands. 
 
      
 
    The sound penetrated the conversation being held by the two men on the other side of the room, and everything fell silent. Emma spared them a glance and saw Francis looking intently at her. 
 
      
 
    Attempting to ignore the pair of eyes set intensely upon her, she looked at Rosaline and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that you misunderstand—” Emma began, but Rosaline waved her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Please, do not feel as though you need to be coy with me,” Rosaline said. “I can see the way you look at him. And, I see the way he looks at you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s mouth fell open. She had no idea what Rosaline meant, but it seemed as though the woman had observed something she had not, even in the few hours she had been there. 
 
      
 
    “Rest assured that I do not have any wish to marry Lord Ashfield,” Rosaline said again. “And I would be much relieved to learn that there was another object of his affections. Which, according to what I know, is the case.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at the lovely woman, confused and, in truth, a bit hopeful. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come now,” Rosaline said. “Do you mean to tell me that you have not noticed the interest he has taken in you?” 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed, thinking back to the conversation with the children. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that I have not noticed anything out of the ordinary,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline clapped her hands again, much quieter again this time. She reached out and took one of Emma’s hands. 
 
      
 
    Emma nearly jumped at the sudden contact. She did not want her feelings for Francis to become known, especially to the woman who, by all accounts, was to be his future bride. 
 
      
 
    “You are an amazing woman,” Rosaline said. “I only had to spend two minutes with the children to ascertain that. And I can tell that you have feelings for their father, and I think that is most wonderful, especially since it is clear that he has feelings for you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth to ask her what she meant, and how she could possibly know what Francis’s feelings for her were, but she closed it. Rosaline’s excited expression was enough to convince her that she might be needlessly concerned about competition for Francis’s affections. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand,” Emma said weakly. 
 
      
 
    “Shush,” Rosaline. “I would like to help you get to know him better. I can see that the two of you really seem to like each other, and I would love to do whatever I can to see where that might lead.” 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth to speak, but Rosaline gently silenced her. 
 
      
 
    “It would be beneficial for both of you, I believe. Please, agree to meet me for tea later this week, whenever you have some time off?” Rosaline was looking at her, with what Emma thought to be childish glee and hope. 
 
      
 
    “I—I do not know…” she said.  
 
      
 
    She wanted more than anything to believe that what Rosaline was true, that Francis did have feelings for her beyond those of a friend and governess. However, she did not yet believe it possible. 
 
      
 
    “Please, say yes,” Rosaline said. “If nothing else, it will be two new friends having a nice afternoon tea discussion.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled at the fact that Rosaline had called her a friend. She had to admit that she found Rosaline very charming and pleasant, and that, if nothing else, she would like to get to know Rosaline better. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Emma said. “We can meet for tea this weekend.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Rosaline exclaimed. “I very much look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Francis paused, his hand poised over the letter he was penning.  
 
      
 
    He knew that he must choose his words with great care. Although he was writing to a friend and former fellow schoolmate, the subject of the letter was quite sensitive.  
 
      
 
    His friend, though they did not often visit with one another, would find nothing strange about receiving a letter from Francis. However, he might think it rather odd that he was asking questions about a woman.  
 
      
 
    Emma Baker, to be precise. 
 
      
 
    Francis was determined to learn what it was that Emma was hiding. He had hoped that, if he were to be a bit warmer and more charming, she might open up to him herself.  
 
      
 
    That had not happened, however. In fact, in many ways, it seemed that Emma was trying harder than ever to close herself off to him, especially after he had stroked her face.  
 
      
 
    As such, he was forced to do some sleuthing without her knowledge or consent.  
 
      
 
    He had considered traveling to her home, with the ruse that he wished to visit her brother. Perhaps, if nothing else, Marcus would have some of the answers he sought. Francis could not help wondering why Marcus was not helping Emma or handling his responsibility to his family.  
 
      
 
    However, in the end, Francis decided against going to Emma’s home. He was certain that word would get back to her, and even more certain that she would leave once it did.  
 
      
 
    Therefore, he decided to simply begin his investigation by writing to his friend. 
 
      
 
    He knew that he should not pry into her personal business at all, but he could not help himself. He could do nothing to help her or fix the situation if he remained in the dark about the problem, and fixing the problem was all that truly mattered to Francis.  
 
      
 
    He also could not deny the fact that this matter was providing a welcome distraction from his grief. Nor could he ignore the evidence that this distraction had made him notably livelier than he had been since Caroline’s death.  
 
      
 
    Not to mention that it gave him something else about which to think, in order to avoid remembering that his father-in-law was practically blackmailing him into marrying Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    Francis sighed and put down his pen. He put his fingertips to his temples and rubbed lightly, recalling the elderly earl’s ultimatum.  
 
      
 
    He did care for Rosaline a great deal but as nothing more than a friend. He could not picture himself with her or living a life with her as husband and wife.  
 
      
 
    Specifically, he could not bring himself to imagine fathering children with her, which is something he knew that everyone, including Rosaline, would expect, and rightfully so.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline was young and optimistic, and she would indeed make a great match for any of London’s marriageable men. However, he could not provide her with the family she no doubt sought.  
 
      
 
    He struggled enough to bond and spend time with his two children. He knew that there was no way he could create a bond with children born from a woman he did not love. 
 
      
 
    Before he realized it, his thoughts wandered back to Emma.  
 
      
 
    She was strong and intelligent and inquisitive, sometimes to a fault. But she was also very beautiful, in a way that was very different from Caroline, but to him was equal, just the same.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, he imagined himself wedding Emma and, perhaps, having children with her. To his surprise, this was an idea that was quite compelling to him. Certainly, more so than the prospect of marrying Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Francis became distinctly aware of his thoughts. He shook his head and tried to erase the images of him and Emma together.  
 
      
 
    Once more, he chastised himself for considering his governess in such a manner and pushed the idea to the back of his mind. He needed to focus on the task at hand. 
 
      
 
    As he finished the letter to his friend, Francis realized that it might be days, or even weeks, before he heard back from the man. He did not have that much time. He was determined to resolve the mystery in Emma’s life, and he needed to do so quickly.  
 
      
 
    He decided that, while he awaited a response from his friend, he would also ask other people in town what they knew about Marcus. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at his watch. It was still early enough in the morning to begin his interrogations right away if he wished. He rushed downstairs and ordered that a carriage be made ready. Then, a thought occurred to him.  
 
      
 
    Whether he liked it or not, Emma had been right. He was not spending anywhere near enough time with his children. And he knew that he would never begin to work on rebuilding the bond he once had with them if he did not make the effort.  
 
      
 
    He went back up the stairs and knocked on the children’s bedroom door, disrupting their lessons. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Miss Baker,” Francis said, feeling himself flush timidly. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked up from the book she had been reading, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord Ashfield? Is something the matter?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Miss Baker,” he said. “You are doing very well. I would just like to speak with my son, if I may.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, seemingly surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Winston jumped up and rushed to meet his father. Francis noticed that Rowena looked both hopeful and disappointed, and he felt guilty for not calling to her as well. 
 
      
 
    “I will speak to you later, sweetheart,” Francis said to his daughter. “I promise.”  
 
      
 
    At this, the little girl beamed brightly and returned her attention to the governess. 
 
      
 
    As Francis ushered his son from the room, he could not help but notice the small smile spreading across Emma’s face. Nor could he hide the smile on his own. 
 
      
 
    When his son had met him in the hallway, Francis noticed that the boy’s face had gone from excitement to cautious attention. Francis felt this tug at his heart, and at that moment, he knew that he must try harder in the future to bond with his children. 
 
      
 
    Now nervous, Francis cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Winston, I would ask that you accompany me on my errands today,” he said bluntly.  
 
      
 
    He had long forgotten how to interact with his children, and he had momentarily spoken as though he was speaking to a business associate or employee. He took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “I thought that you and I could go to town. I must speak to some people,” Francis added. 
 
      
 
    Winston’s eyes lit up, and Francis’s heart melted a little. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the boy cried. Then, seeming to remember himself, he straightened his coat and exhaled. “I mean, I would be happy to accompany you, Father.” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled warmly at his son’s excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Francis said. “Go on inside and tell Miss Baker.” 
 
      
 
    Winston nodded and bolted back inside the room. Francis waited just outside the door, but he could hear his son’s excitement. He could not hear the governess’s response, but the tone of her voice sounded both surprised and pleased. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, his son was back at his side. He had put on a mature, serious mask, but Francis did not miss the joy that glistened in the boy’s eyes.  
 
      
 
    For the first time since Caroline’s death, Francis felt truly pleased with himself. He felt that this was a big step toward connecting with his children, especially in light of his conversation with Emma.  
 
      
 
    He briefly felt guilt for not inviting Rowena too. He loved both his children, but if he were being honest with himself, reconnecting with his son was far easier, because Winston looked far less like Caroline than his daughter. 
 
      
 
    As the pair exited the house and walked toward the carriage, Francis noticed the boy’s barely concealed glee. He felt another pang of guilt at having not made any efforts to get his children out of the house as of late, but he made a vow that he would make more of an effort from that moment on.  
 
      
 
    Winston all but jumped into the waiting carriage, and Francis had to stifle a robust laugh at the boy’s merriment. 
 
      
 
    The first two stops proved to be as fruitless as Francis’s investigations had been thus far. While he had enjoyed visiting with people to whom he had spoken little since Caroline’s death, they had little information of use. 
 
      
 
    As he left his second acquaintance’s office, he caught sight of the clock. He noted that it was just before noon, and it occurred to him that he had not eaten breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to have some lunch, son?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Winston nodded fervently. 
 
      
 
    “Right, then. Let’s go,” Francis said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    Francis picked a nice coffeehouse, not far from his last inquisition stop. As they ordered their meals, hot chocolate for his son and coffee for himself, Francis worried about what to say to his boy.  
 
      
 
    As hard as he was trying, he still did not know quite how to bond with his son. Fortunately, however, that proved to be an irrelevant concern. Winston chatted happily all throughout the meal, about lessons and fun new games that Emma had taught to him and Rowena to play.  
 
      
 
    Francis felt a bit of envy nip at him knowing that Emma was bonding more with his children than he had been. However, he had to admit to himself that there was also a bit of relief mixed with that envy, as well as admiration.  
 
      
 
    He solidified his resolve to spend more time with his children so that he could experience more of the children’s lives as well. 
 
      
 
    Once the meal was finished, Francis set out to continue his investigation. He still had a few ideas for people to question, and he figured that he could do so before sundown.  
 
      
 
    However, as he and Winston headed for the carriage as they left the coffeehouse, Francis stopped in his tracks. There, exiting an office just a block over from the coffeehouse, was none other than Marcus Baker. 
 
      
 
    Francis took his son’s hand and helped him enter their carriage. “I won’t be long,” he promised Winston. “I just need to speak with an acquaintance of mine.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus had stopped to consult his pocket watch. As he approached him, Francis gasped.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s brother looked quite peaked, which shocked Francis into a brief paralysis. As soon as Marcus started moving again, however, Francis continued his path toward the man as well. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus Baker,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus turned toward the voice calling him, his eyes wide. Francis noticed the bruising beneath the younger man’s eyes and was once again taken aback. He gave himself a mental shake and tried to mask his surprise at Marcus’s apparent physical state. 
 
      
 
    Now that he had Marcus’s attention, he was at a loss for words. He took a step toward the man, hoping that Marcus did not flee before he could speak with him. 
 
      
 
    “Y-Yes?” Marcus asked.  
 
      
 
    Francis winced at the weakness in Marcus’s voice. He had not been close friends with Marcus, but he had liked him well enough, and to see him in such a state unnerved him. 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember me?” Francis asked. He felt that formally announcing himself would do him no favors with the man. 
 
      
 
    Marcus nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Who does not know Lord Ashfield?” he asked, his tone light, but laden with tension. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Francis said, offering his hand. “You and I attended the same school, as I recall.” 
 
      
 
    “I recall that as well,” Marcus said, very politely, shaking Francis’s outstretched hand. Francis could not help but notice how weak the handshake felt. “How have you been faring?” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, thank you,” Francis said. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked around hurriedly, but at last, nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly. What can I do for you, my lord?” 
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep breath. He had not really expected to speak to Marcus himself, and he was now unsure as to how to continue the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “How have you been keeping?” Francis asked weakly. 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled politely, but Francis saw the strained look in his eyes and the way he kept glancing around as though wishing to be away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here I stand, talking with you,” Marcus said with a small laugh.  
 
      
 
    Francis laughed along with the man, but he felt no real humor. 
 
      
 
    Again, Francis noticed Marcus looking around as if looking for an escape route. Not wishing to miss his chance, he decided to get right to the point of the matter. 
 
      
 
    “I assume you know that your sister has come into my employ as my governess?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    At this, Marcus stiffened. Francis tried to keep his composure, but he could not help noticing Marcus’s sudden change in demeanor. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am aware,” Marcus said brusquely. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she is a wonderful governess, indeed,” Francis said, trying to reassure Marcus that he did not wish to complain about his sister’s capabilities. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s expression darkened further still. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I have no doubt that she is,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Francis smoothed out his coat, bothered by the sudden change in Marcus. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering why—” Francis began. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Marcus became completely cold and inhospitable. 
 
      
 
    “If you will excuse me, I have a pressing matter to which I must attend,” he said. Before Francis could say anything more, Emma’s brother rushed away, heading for the nearest carriage. 
 
      
 
    As he walked, Francis noticed that Marcus walked with a noticeably awkward gait that reminded Francis of an off-balance drunken man.  
 
      
 
    Francis frowned, startled by Marcus’s sudden harsh reaction. They had not been good friends, but Francis had certainly never considered Marcus his enemy, and could not see any reason why Marcus would treat him as such.  
 
      
 
    He wondered if Marcus had partaken of one too many drinks so early in the day. 
 
      
 
    At last, the pieces fell into place. Whatever the case, Emma’s plaguing stress must be stemming from her brother. Marcus had acted strangely enough, but from their short conversation, Francis could not determine exactly in what he might be involved.  
 
      
 
    From the looks of things, whatever was going on could be nothing good.  
 
      
 
    With a heavy sigh, Francis retreated to his awaiting carriage. As the carriage altered its course and headed for home, Francis resolved to hire someone to follow Marcus until he got the answers he sought. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    On the day she was supposed to travel to Rosaline’s home, Emma cut the children’s lessons short.  
 
      
 
    She did not think the children had noticed, but she had been a nervous wreck all morning. Or, perhaps they did notice, but after she announced that lessons would end early, they did not care. 
 
      
 
    Once she had dismissed the children for the day, she headed down the hall toward her room to make herself presentable. As she walked, she nearly ran right into Francis, who was coming out of his study, studying a piece of paper in his hand carefully.  
 
      
 
    She gasped in surprise, catching Francis’s attention. He looked as startled as she did. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” he said cordially. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Are lessons finished for today?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma swallowed. She had not thought to ask him if he would mind her taking half the day off. 
 
      
 
    “I dismissed the children early today,” she said timidly. “I am going to town.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her, seemingly curious, but not angry. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart pounded. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to have tea with Miss Brentwood,” Emma said. She held her breath, awaiting Francis’s reaction. 
 
      
 
    He only nodded, seeming disinterested. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe that you should take a day off,” he said. “You have been working quite hard. Have a lovely afternoon. And give Rosaline my regards.” 
 
      
 
    As Francis walked away, once more focused on the paper in his hand, she let out a sigh.  
 
      
 
    She had been certain that Francis would be angry with her taking off early or see through her and know what she and Rosaline were planning at once. She knew such a thought was foolish, but she was very pleased that she had been wrong, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the carriage pulled up in front of Rosaline’s home, Emma gasped. She had expected the home to be grand, but seeing it for herself took away her breath, much like seeing Francis’s sprawling mansion had when she first arrived.  
 
      
 
    The splendor of the house intensified Emma’s fraying nerves, and she folded her hands in her lap, willing them to cease trembling before the carriage came to a stop. 
 
      
 
    As when she arrived at Francis’s home, she thought about her own home. By comparison, her home was very shabby and dull, and quite small.  
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, it was her home, and she missed it dearly. Living in Blackburn Manor had been quite lovely, and she was grateful for the opportunity to live and work there. Still, she could not help feeling a little homesick and wishing that she could go home and see Marcus, at least every so often. 
 
      
 
    Emma began wringing her hands as she thought about Marcus. She had not heard from him in weeks, and she was growing more concerned with each passing day.  
 
      
 
    In his last letter, it was clear that he was doing far worse. Emma feared that, if he did not improve quickly, she would soon have no one at all to whom to return home. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s butler was waiting for her when she disembarked from the carriage. Rosaline herself was waiting just inside the front door, and she embraced Emma warmly. 
 
      
 
    “I am so glad you came,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much for inviting me,” Emma said, struggling to breathe.  
 
      
 
    She was stricken with awe at the glamor of the interior of Rosaline’s home. The tapestries and carpets were all vibrant, warm colors, obviously well-cleaned and cared for, making the home feel both intimidating and welcoming all at once. The furniture gleamed with fresh shine, each piece completely spotless and free from dust and blemishes.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline took Emma’s hand and led her to a large sitting room, where steaming tea and fresh, pink and yellow cakes were already waiting.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline took a seat on a soft, red velvet sofa and patted the spot next to her. She beamed at Emma, idly smoothing a wrinkle on her lovely pink satin gown.  
 
      
 
    Emma looked down at her plain brown dress, blushing at the outdated and worn look of it. Her discomfort at the reason for this meeting returned.  
 
      
 
    What business did she have trying to attract the attention of a man of Francis’s status?  
 
      
 
    “Well, now that you are here, I can tell you what I have been thinking,” Rosaline said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled faintly at Rosaline’s enthusiasm. She reminded Emma a bit of Rowena when she became excited. She only wished that she could join Rosaline in her excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” Emma asked. Secretly, she hoped that Rosaline would suddenly change her mind and call off the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Rosaline nodded her head vigorously, smiling wider still. 
 
      
 
    “I am certain,” she said. “Trust me, Emma, this will be the best for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Emma started to ask Rosaline how she could possibly know that, but another thought crossed her mind. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” she said. “But I cannot be comfortable with any of this until I know what happened to Caroline. The children become too sad on the rare occasions that they mention their mother, and Lord Ashfield does not speak about her at all.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s demeanor changed at once. Her smile vanished and her lovely green eyes grew sad. 
 
      
 
    “It truly was a tragedy,” she said quietly. “A terrible accident.” 
 
      
 
    Emma saw Rosaline struggling to restrain her tears, and she waited patiently for her to continue. 
 
      
 
    “There was a pair of young men who were dueling illegally, in the woods at the very edge of town,” she said, her voice steady but rough. “One of their bullets went rogue, flying past the intended target, and striking poor Caroline. She died there, on the street.” 
 
      
 
    “Was Francis with her?” Emma asked, horrified. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s expression made her wish she could take back her question. She sat, frozen, waiting for Rosaline to answer, and simultaneously praying that she did not.  
 
      
 
    Her prayer was answered. Rosaline turned her face away, but not before Emma saw a tear fall down her cheek.  
 
      
 
    Emma pulled a handkerchief from her dress pocket and offered it to Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “I am terribly sorry,” Emma said, feeling horrible for bringing up the subject. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline nodded, dabbing at her face with Emma’s handkerchief. 
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, the children were not there. They were home, with their nurse,” she continued. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt a rush of relief. Losing their mother was traumatic enough for the poor children. She could not imagine how much worse it would have been had they been there to witness it.  
 
      
 
    But since Rosaline had not answered regarding Francis’s presence, did that mean he was there?  
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip to keep from repeating her question. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the men?” she asked instead. 
 
      
 
    “They were jailed, thankfully,” Rosaline said, twisting the handkerchief in her hands. “They have never left prison, and never will. Unfortunately, even justice did nothing to satisfy or comfort poor Lord Ashfield.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I imagine that his grief must have been tremendous,” she said.  
 
      
 
    She knew well that the loss of his wife had affected him very much. She had not known him long, and certainly not before Caroline’s death, but his distant, cool demeanor, particularly toward his children, told Emma a great deal. 
 
      
 
    “He grew more withdrawn by the day after her death,” Rosaline said forlornly. “He fears becoming close to anyone now, even friends and family, because he is certain that they, too, will die.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded thoughtfully. Of course, he would fear losing other people he loved, and she felt terrible for having not considered that possibility sooner. 
 
      
 
    “I am truly sorry for your family’s loss,” she said again, at a loss for anything else to say. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked at Emma again and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It has been months since I have seen Francis behave as he has since you arrived,” she said, her sadness melting away. “It is the first time since Caroline’s death that Francis has shown even a flicker of animation. I really do believe that Francis has feelings for you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed, both pleased and terrified at the thought that Francis might, indeed, fancy her. She only wished that she could be as confident as Rosaline was on the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Even if he does, I have not a clue as to how we will ever make this plan work,” Emma said. “I am not the right sort of woman for him at all. Not to mention that he will lose your uncle’s support if he marries anyone but you, and I am sure that he is not willing to take that risk.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline brightened at once, returning to her former excited, gleeful disposition. 
 
      
 
    “I have been thinking about this a bit,” she said. “And we will simply have to be tricky.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Rosaline, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “Are you suggesting that we trick Lord Ashfield?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Not trick him,” she said. “We must take the right steps at the exact right times.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will start by arranging for you to attend all of the Season dances that I attend this year,” she said, her enthusiasm growing. “Then, I will help the two of you get close to one another.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blanched and started to protest, but Rosaline patted her hands gently. 
 
      
 
    “Do not worry, I will be right here every step of the way,” she said reassuringly. “I will even coach you a little if you need it.” 
 
      
 
    “But what will this accomplish?” Emma asked. “Lord Ashfield sees me every day, in his very own home. How will these dances be any different?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline squeezed Emma’s hands gently. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t you see? That is precisely it,” she said. “If the two of you interact with each other at these events, outside of the house and without the children, he will at last realize that you are more than just a governess.” 
 
      
 
    Emma flinched at Rosaline’s last words. That was exactly her concern, her being nothing more than a governess. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline blushed furiously. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, please forgive me,” she said hastily. “What I meant was that he would see you for everything else you are.” 
 
      
 
    Despite her knotting stomach, Emma smiled at Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “It is quite alright,” she said with what she hoped was a reassuring voice. At that moment, she realized how sincere Rosaline was about wanting to help and befriend her. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Emma said, putting on her best brave smile. “When does all this begin?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline clapped her hands together happily. 
 
      
 
    “I am putting together a dance to be held in two weeks,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma gasped, feeling her face flush. 
 
      
 
    “So soon?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Worry not, darling,” Rosaline said. “Remember, I will help you as much as you need.” 
 
      
 
    Emma sighed. 
 
      
 
    “It has been too long since I attended a Season ball,” she confessed. “I do not have anything appropriate to wear to an event so grand.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline thought for a moment, then smiled again. 
 
      
 
    “My younger sister, Lucille, will surely have something you can wear,” she said. “The two of you are very similar in size, and I am certain she has a gown of which she has grown tired.” 
 
      
 
    Her flush deepened. 
 
      
 
    “I could never accept such a grand act of charity,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline took Emma’s hands again and looked at her warmly. 
 
      
 
    “It is not charity when it is merely one woman helping her dear friend,” she assured her. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Rosaline in surprise. She could hardly believe that this beautiful, sophisticated woman had just called her a dear friend. 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” Rosaline continued. “This really is the best chance we have of pulling Lord Ashfield’s attentions to you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma still was not sure that she was comfortable with such a charitable proposal, even if they were friends. However, she knew that Rosaline was right.  
 
      
 
    As long as she was only Francis’s governess, that was all he would ever see. And she certainly did not have the means to dress for, or get into, the dances on her own. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline was watching Emma with excited anticipation. Again, she reminded Emma of Rowena, and she could not help smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Emma said. “I graciously accept.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline giggled and embraced Emma. 
 
      
 
    “This is going to be the best Season ever,” she promised.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Francis chuckled at the words on the intricately decorated stationary before him.  
 
      
 
    It had been some time since he had given any thought to the events of the London Season. Now, he was looking at a formal invitation to one of the much-anticipated dances of the season, and from none other than Rosaline.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps she meant well by inviting him, but he was sure that she knew how he felt about attending social events. Or, perhaps the invitation had been her uncle’s doing as a direct reminder of his ultimatum.  
 
      
 
    Whatever the case, Francis decided that he would not be in attendance tonight. He had replied that he would, out of cordiality, but now that his wits had returned to him, he had regretted it.  
 
      
 
    He set aside the invitation, with the intention of writing a letter of apology for his failure to attend after all. A knock at the door of his study pulled him from his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” he asked brusquely. 
 
      
 
    The door creaked open slowly, and Emma stepped into the room.  
 
      
 
    Francis rose from his seat and smiled. He did not try to hide his pleasure at seeing her. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, please, come in,” he said warmly. 
 
      
 
    “I hope that I am not interrupting anything, my lord,” she said timidly. 
 
      
 
    Francis moved to the side of his desk and shook his head firmly. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said, hesitantly sitting. 
 
      
 
    Francis observed that Emma looked quite nervous, which concerned him. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” he asked as he took up his own chair. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said. “I was just wondering if I could ask a favor of you.” 
 
      
 
    Francis blinked, surprised. Emma had never asked anything of him. For a moment, he wondered if she was at last ready to discuss what was troubling her and if this favor was related to that in some way. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Francis said. “What can I do for you? 
 
      
 
    Emma took a deep, long breath. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to ask for an evening off if that is alright,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he said, his apprehension growing. “Just name the evening, and it is yours.”  
 
      
 
    He bit his lip to refrain from inquiring as to her reasons for needing the time off. 
 
      
 
    “If it is not too short notice, I was hoping to have tonight off,” she said, blushing suddenly. “I have received an invitation to a dance.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s lips parted in surprise. Could she possibly be attending Rosaline’s dance? And what man had invited her?  
 
      
 
    Francis tried to shake off the surge of jealousy he suddenly felt, but he failed. 
 
      
 
    “An invitation?” he asked, as casually as possible. “From whom?” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s blush deepened. 
 
      
 
    “Rosaline invited me to a dance that she is hosting,” she said, almost whispering. 
 
      
 
    Francis frowned. It was highly unorthodox for Rosaline to invite Emma. Typically, women did not ask each other to a dance. However, he did not voice this thought aloud. 
 
      
 
    “If it is too short notice, I will not attend,” Emma repeated. 
 
      
 
    A thought occurred to Francis, and his face lit up. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I, too, received an invitation to Rosaline’s ball,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked up at him then, her eyes large. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he said. “If you are not already planning to meet anyone else there, I could help you get to the Brentwood Townhouse.” 
 
      
 
    At Emma’s surprised expression, he quickly added, “Provided that we have a chaperone, of course.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed more furiously than ever, and Francis feared that he had overstepped his bounds. To his relief, however, she finally nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That would be lovely,” she said. She did not meet his gaze as she spoke, but Francis saw a small smile on her lips. She rose quickly from her seat. “Thank you, my lord. I shall not keep you any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “It was my pleasure, Miss Baker,” Francis said. Then, he remembered something. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, before you go,” he said. “I saw your brother, Marcus, in town not long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Emma froze halfway to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” she asked, her voice tense. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said. “And I must say, he was acting a bit strangely.”  
 
      
 
    He examined his fingers casually, watching Emma from the corner of his eye. It did not go unnoticed that she seemed frozen to the spot. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that he was just in a rush,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis was unconvinced. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” he said. “But he did not look well, either. He did not look himself at all.” 
 
      
 
    The earlier flush to Emma’s cheeks drained in an instant, and Francis thought briefly that she would faint.  
 
      
 
    “I have not a clue,” she said, still not meeting Francis’s eyes. “Perhaps he is just a bit under the weather.” 
 
      
 
    Francis did not need to see Emma’s expression to know that she was lying. Now, more than ever, he was certain that Emma’s troubles centered around her brother.  
 
      
 
    However, before Francis could press the matter further, Emma was suddenly in motion again, rushing to the open study door. 
 
      
 
    “If you will excuse me, my lord, I must prepare for the ball tonight,” she said. Before Francis could reply, she practically ran from the room. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, Francis decided that he, too, should get dressed. It was already late in the afternoon, and the dance would be starting in a couple of hours.  
 
      
 
    He exited his study and made his way to his quarters. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francis waited impatiently at the bottom of the staircase for Emma to finish dressing. They still had almost an hour before the dance started, so he was in no rush. However, he was beginning to regret deciding to attend this event and was anxious to get the party over with as quickly as possible.  
 
      
 
    He could just imagine the curious stares from all the other guests, and all the hopeful glances of young, marriageable women wishing he would ask them to dance.  
 
      
 
    Worse still, he felt sure that his father-in-law would take this to mean that he was ready to consider his offer to marry Rosaline, especially since it was her who was hosting the ball.  
 
      
 
    For the first time since the subject had been broached, he wondered if Rosaline did not, in fact, actually want to marry him, despite her claims to the contrary. He also found himself wondering why Rosaline had invited Emma.  
 
      
 
    Another bout of jealousy struck Francis as he imagined Emma dancing with one of the many unmarried men that were sure to be there. Embarrassed, Francis shook away the thought.  
 
      
 
    Emma certainly had every right to dance with whomever she chose, and it was not Francis’s concern in the least. He had no claim to Emma and, even if he wanted to, she was all wrong for him. So, why could he not shake the jealousy? 
 
      
 
    “Milord?” a voice cut through Francis’s thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Francis turned to see the nanny, Margaret, at the top of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker is ready,” she said. She reached out her hand and Emma stepped into view. Francis felt his heart stop, and his breath cease momentarily. 
 
      
 
    Emma was wearing a very elegant, silky light blue gown, with darker blue lace and ruffles. The dress fit her perfectly, as though it was made just for her. Her dark blonde hair was pinned at the back with a comb that matched the dress, with two ringlets falling to perfectly frame her face.  
 
      
 
    He had never truly acknowledged just how beautiful he found her, but he saw it clearly now and, this time, he held on to the thought. She was positively stunning. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned and embraced the nanny, who was looking at her with kind envy. Emma smiled at her and thanked her, then she descended the stairs.  
 
      
 
    As she neared the bottom, Francis could see that the blue hues of the dress seemed to bring out a green tint in Emma’s hazel eyes. She truly was a vision, and for a moment, Francis forgot himself. 
 
      
 
    It was not until Emma stood at his side and curtseyed to him that he regained his composure. He gave her his most charming smile and offered his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we, Miss Baker?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma took his arm and smiled, looking away demurely. 
 
      
 
    Francis frowned. She was quite beautiful, indeed, and that he could appreciate. However, her current coy demeanor was unbecoming of her. For reasons he could not explain, he hated that she was not being her usual brusque and efficient self. 
 
      
 
    Before they reached the door and the maid waiting to chaperone them, he gently tugged her to a stop. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright, my lord?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis frowned. For the first time, her addressing him as such bothered him, but he did not say so. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, if I may,” he began. He did not want to offend her with his opinion, so he wished to choose his words carefully. 
 
      
 
    She nodded wordlessly, looking at him innocently. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that we are attending a fancy social event this evening,” he said, feeling the grimace cross his face before he could control it.  
 
      
 
    “But you do not need to put on airs to try and impress the other guests. In fact, it would feel too farcical if you behave differently in public than you do here with us. I wish to spend the evening with you, just as you are, as the woman that I’ve come to know.” 
 
      
 
    Francis held his breath, fully expecting to have insulted her by essentially telling her how he expected her to behave. Instead, however, she smiled and breathed a sigh, covering her mouth to stifle a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “Then, if you do not mind my saying,” she said. “You look about as thrilled about attending this ball as the children are about their tests.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis was confused. Then, he realized that she must have seen his earlier pained expression. For the first time in months, he bellowed a large, hearty laugh. 
 
      
 
    “That is more like it,” he said, ushering her and the escorting maid out the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ballroom was even more crowded than Francis had feared. And, as he expected, many heads turned, and several pairs of eyes fixed on him when he and Emma entered.  
 
      
 
    Briefly, he wondered if escorting Emma to the dance had been a bad idea. Not because of the difference in their stations, but because of the scrutiny and attention his sudden presence at a Season event was sure to elicit.  
 
      
 
    He glanced down at Emma to gauge her reaction. If she had noticed the people staring at them, she gave no indication. She walked along beside him, arm in arm, smiling confidently, her eyes sharp and astute.  
 
      
 
    Once more, he smiled at her radiant beauty. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, two women rushed up gushing over Emma and trying to tug her away. Emma looked up at him questioningly. Francis smiled and nodded, though reluctantly, and the two women led Emma to a larger group of women, who seemed equally as excited to see her. 
 
      
 
    Also, as Francis suspected, many women were already trying in their not-so-subtle ways to attract his attention to them. He took great care to completely avoid eye contact with any of them. He knew that if they locked eyes, he would be forced to ask them for a dance.  
 
      
 
    He wandered around the ballroom, appearing as though he were intently looking for someone which, in truth, he was. He searched for Rosaline to greet her since it was her who was hosting this party. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, he spotted her. With more than a little relief, he noted that she was standing beside a young gentleman who seemed unable to take his doting eyes off of his cousin-in-law.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline glanced up and noticed him as well. She smiled broadly and motioned him over. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am so glad you decided to come,” she said excitedly, reaching for Francis. 
 
      
 
    Francis took her hand and bowed. 
 
      
 
    “How could I possibly resist?” he quipped with an amiable grin. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline studied him for a moment, then gave a gleeful laugh. 
 
      
 
    Just then, the gentleman who was standing with Rosaline cleared his throat. Francis looked at him and noticed that the man was glaring at him with envy. Francis almost laughed with the absurdity of it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear, where are my manners?” Rosaline said, laughing. “Lord Gaston, this is my cousin-in-law, Lord Ashfield.” 
 
      
 
    Francis stepped forward and offered his hand. Upon registering the familial tie which Rosaline had announced, Lord Gaston visibly relaxed and even smiled. He accepted Francis’s handshake with vigor. 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Gaston said. Once more, Francis stifled a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Likewise, Lord Gaston,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Emma?” Rosaline asked. 
 
      
 
    France stared at her, startled. How had she known they had arrived together? 
 
      
 
    Rosaline read his expression and laughed again. 
 
      
 
    “I saw the two of you come in together,” she added. “I wanted to personally welcome her as well.” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled sheepishly. Of course, she had seen them enter. Everyone did. 
 
      
 
    “Two of her friends stole her away almost as soon as we arrived,” he said, trying to sound casual. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline surveyed the ballroom. Then, her eyes widened, sparkling with amusement. 
 
      
 
    “If I were you, I would secure a dance with her before she is completely taken for the evening,” she said. “It seems that she has quite a few admirers.” 
 
      
 
    Francis turned and followed his cousin-in-law’s gaze. Soon enough, he spotted Emma who was, indeed, surrounded by the admirers of whom Rosaline spoke.  
 
      
 
    “So, she does,” he said, abandoning all pretenses of casualness. He quickly excused himself and made a beeline for Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” he said authoritatively.  
 
      
 
    He did not recognize any of the men, but they seemed to recognize him, or at least, respond to the directness of his voice. They all fell silent and stood to the side, letting him step directly in front of Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord?” she asked, her eyes bright and curious. Once again, he found his breath catching at her beauty. 
 
      
 
    “Would you be so kind as to reserve me a dance?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She thought for a moment, and Francis found himself grateful that she treated him just as she would treat any other man, instead of slipping back into that earlier simpering, coy façade.  
 
      
 
    “As it happens, I have one dance free right now,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Francis barely registered the scowls and frowns from the gentlemen who had been surrounding Emma. He offered his arm at once and escorted her onto the dance floor. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis began to panic. It had been so long since he had attended a ball that he feared he would recall nothing of the dances. However, it was a country dance, which was one with which he was very familiar.  
 
      
 
    He quickly gained his bearings, and soon he and Emma were moving gracefully around the dance floor. 
 
      
 
    They danced in silence for a few moments. Emma seemed to be enjoying herself, but there was something else, too. A certain apprehension, Francis thought, perhaps brought about because of all the sudden attention from so many men.  
 
      
 
    Francis gave her his most brilliant, sweet smile. 
 
      
 
    “You look very lovely this evening,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed furiously but met his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “You look quite dashing yourself, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Will I have to worry about finding a new governess when a young man sweeps you off your feet this evening?” he teased. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled and tilted her head coquettishly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that depends,” she said. “Will I need to worry about finding a new employer when a young woman smarter and wittier than me is introduced to you?” 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Miss Baker, I do not believe that any woman alive is smarter or wittier than you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma hid a laugh behind her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Or as forward and stubborn?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “To be certain,” Francis said, grinning boyishly. 
 
      
 
    His smile widened, and he looked into her eyes, which appeared to be deepening in their greenish hazel hue. He quickly found himself getting lost in them. Emma was looking at him curiously, but not without interest, and all at once Francis felt overwhelmed with the urge to kiss her.  
 
      
 
    Before he knew it, he caught himself leaning down to do just that. Emma’s startled expression stopped him in his tracks. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, he stood upright once more. He did not dare look around to see if anyone else noticed.  
 
      
 
    He now felt sure that coming to the dance was a bad idea. If anyone, particularly his father-in-law, saw how attracted he was to Emma, Francis knew with little doubt that the man would try to force his ultimatum early. 
 
      
 
    The dance ended shortly after, and Francis was relieved. He felt guilty for feeling that relief, but he knew he was at great risk for exposing his feelings for Emma there, in front of everyone. He bowed formally to her as the final notes of the song played. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the wonderful dance, Miss Baker,” he said 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him quizzically but returned his bow with a deep curtsey. 
 
      
 
    “The pleasure was mine, Lord Ashfield,” she said, waiting expectantly for him to lead her off the dance floor. He did so, as quickly as propriety would allow. He led her to a spot at the edge of the dance floor where there were very few people, then he bowed again. 
 
      
 
    “If you will excuse me, I must attend to something important,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything—” she began. 
 
      
 
    “Please, excuse me, Miss Baker,” he said, more sharply than he intended. He simply did not want her trying to keep him detained any longer. 
 
      
 
    His short words had the desired effect, although Francis despised the hurt look that briefly crossed Emma’s face. Without another word, she bowed her head and turned her back to him. 
 
      
 
    With great care and a forced air of nonchalance, Francis avoided Emma for the rest of the evening. With a heavy heart, he accepted the truth.  
 
      
 
    He could not love Emma Baker, even though he could see now that he wanted to. Duty bound him to Rosaline, and one way or another, he knew he must make peace with that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    In the two days following the ball, Emma saw very little of Francis. She tried to tell herself that he was simply very busy with work, but she was not quite convinced.  
 
      
 
    She felt sure that she had been right all along, that she was not a good match for Francis, and that Francis had realized that as well. She felt foolish for having ever believed that Rosaline was right about Francis’s feelings and that their crazy plan could have ever worked. 
 
      
 
    Then, on the third morning after the dance, to her relief, Francis had her summoned to his study as she was preparing for the day’s lessons. The children were late, but she figured that they were just still playing around at breakfast. She also thought that their room seemed a bit less messy and full, but she figured that the nanny had cleaned up the room.  
 
      
 
    She abandoned her lesson preparation, knowing that the children would take their seats and await her return. She followed the maid who had come to retrieve her, but she was surprised when they walked past Francis’s study. Curiosity filled her as the maid led her to Francis’s quarters. 
 
      
 
    When they reached his bedroom door, the maid knocked on the door but did not leave. She stood to the side and gave Emma a small smile and a nodding gesture. From within, Emma heard Francis invite her to enter.  
 
      
 
    She hesitantly turned the doorknob and, for the sake of propriety, stood just inside the doorway. She was surprised at what she saw. 
 
      
 
    Francis was well-dressed and surrounded by several travel trunks.  
 
      
 
    “Are you planning a trip, my lord?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Without turning to face her, Francis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “We will be leaving in about an hour,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked. An hour’s notice was very little time, but she still did not have many belongings. She sent almost all of her earnings home and only bought what she absolutely needed that was not provided by Blackburn Manor. 
 
      
 
    “I will go prepare at once,” she said, turning to leave the room. 
 
      
 
    “That will not be necessary,” Francis said, still not looking at her. “The children and I are going out of town for several days. I called you in here to tell you that you are free to do as you wish until we return.” 
 
      
 
    Emma gaped at him, shocked.  
 
      
 
    She was quite glad that he was spending so much time with his children, but she could not help wondering why this trip was so sudden, and why she was being slighted by being deliberately left behind.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, Emma felt so wounded that she considered giving him a tongue lashing. However, after the awkwardness after the ball, the last thing she wanted was to sound desperate and childish.  
 
      
 
    Instead, she set her jaw and nodded curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” she said, pleased that her voice did not tremble as much as her hands had begun to. “I wish you and the children a safe trip.”  
 
      
 
    Without another word, and without asking if she should help get the children ready, she stormed to her room. 
 
      
 
    Once she was safely alone in her bedroom with the door closed, she collapsed onto her bed. She could feel tears threatening to stream down her cheeks, but she abhorred the idea of someone seeing her in such a state.  
 
      
 
    Then, a thought occurred to her.  
 
      
 
    Francis had said that she was free to do as she pleased while the family was gone. That meant that, for the first time in weeks, she could go home and see to things, and especially, to Marcus.  
 
      
 
    She felt terrible for not searching for the children to tell them goodbye, but she knew that her emotions would betray her if she did, and she did not want to ruin their trip with her tears.  
 
      
 
    Without another moment’s hesitation, she packed up a few belongings and departed for home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emma pushed away her thoughts of being snubbed by Francis Blackburn as soon as she set foot in her house. Even after living in the splendor of Blackburn Manor, she was still greatly relieved to see her home again.  
 
      
 
    Lydia came rushing to the door to greet her and help her get her things inside. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it is wonderful to see you again,” Lydia said, wrapping Emma in a tight embrace. “What brings you home so soon?” 
 
      
 
    Emma struggled to keep the bitterness out of her voice. 
 
      
 
    “The Blackburn family took a rather sudden trip out of town,” she said simply. “So, I decided to come here until they return.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia’s brow wrinkled. Emma scrambled to change the subject. 
 
      
 
    “How have you been keeping?” she asked her friend. “How is everything here?” 
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled, but her face became strained. 
 
      
 
    “In truth, we have begun running out of everything in the kitchen,” Lydia admitted. “I have only been spending whatever was left after Marcus’s… expenses to replenish supplies.” 
 
      
 
    Emma took her friend’s hands and smiled reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    “I have a fortnight’s worth of wages that I had not yet had time to send,” she said. “We should have more than enough to buy some food with it.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia’s face relaxed at once. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” she said. “Do come in and tell me how things have been for you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma spent several hours telling Lydia almost everything. Of course, Lydia was curious about Francis’s wife, but after her conversation with Rosaline, Emma did not feel comfortable divulging all the details. She simply told her that Caroline was accidentally shot.  
 
      
 
    She also left out the part about Francis’s father-in-law trying to blackmail him into marrying again so soon. That was Francis’s private business, and it was certainly not her place to discuss it, even with her dearest friend. 
 
      
 
    Before Emma realized it, it was well into the evening. She found that she was exhausted, and Lydia looked as though she, too, could use a good rest.  
 
      
 
    She dismissed Lydia for the night and went straight to her bedroom, where she was asleep within minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emma’s first few days back home were simultaneously comforting and disheartening. While she was, indeed, very glad to be in her own home, it was also a severe reminder of the way Francis had slighted her.  
 
      
 
    It also brought the full weight of the predicament with Marcus crashing back down on her, especially since Francis had told her he had seen him in town.  
 
      
 
    She had no idea what had transpired between Marcus and Francis, nor what conclusions Francis had drawn, but she prayed that he did not suspect the truth. She could not bear it if he did.  
 
      
 
    Then again, perhaps he did, and that is why he planned such a sudden trip and left her behind.  
 
      
 
    Trying to shake off such paranoid thoughts, Emma decided that she would pen Marcus a letter. She had not been able to keep in proper contact with him while at Blackburn Manor, lest Francis happened upon some of their correspondences.  
 
      
 
    She had received her information from Lydia, and in the vaguest of contexts that only she would be able to understand. She wanted to ask Marcus about his conversation with Francis, but she feared that it would only make things that much worse with, or for, him. 
 
      
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the front door. Emma had sent Lydia into town to get food, so she rushed down the stairs to answer it, hoping it might be her brother. She moved so quickly to the door that her foot got tangled in the hem of her dress, and she nearly tripped.  
 
      
 
    Cursing herself for being so clumsy, she straightened herself and forced herself to approach the door more slowly. When she opened the door, she let out a loud gasp.  
 
      
 
    It was certainly not Marcus calling. No, it was Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Emma,” Rosaline said, smiling. Then, seeing the shocked look on Emma’s face, she frowned slightly. “Is this a bad time?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s concerned voice broke her free from the shock of seeing her. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Emma said, embracing Rosaline to try to hide her emotion. “I am just very pleasantly surprised to see you here. Please, won’t you come in?”  
 
      
 
    She spoke the complete truth; she was very glad to see Rosaline. However, her arrival had given her a sudden and forceful reminder of Francis’s sudden and cold departure. This renewed her sadness, but she resolved that she would not allow herself to cry. 
 
      
 
    Emma stepped aside so Rosaline could enter the house. Instantly, Emma regretted it. Her home was too shabby for a well-to-do lady like Rosaline and, due to the shortage of house staff, largely far too dusty.  
 
      
 
    Quickly, she averted her gaze and ushered Rosaline into the tiny, worn drawing room. 
 
      
 
    She motioned for Rosaline to have a seat, then another horrific thought occurred to Emma. 
 
      
 
    “I do apologize, but I cannot yet offer you tea or cakes,” she said. “My maid has not yet returned from the market.”  
 
      
 
    She winced, realizing how much of her poor finances her statement exposed. Suddenly, Emma was certain that Rosaline would run from her house, laughing at Emma’s unfortunate circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline, having not yet seated herself, took Emma’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she said. “You could not have known to expect me.” 
 
      
 
    When Emma dared glance at Rosaline, she was looking directly at Emma and smiling with such kindness that Emma once more wanted to cry.  
 
      
 
    She searched Rosaline’s face for any sign that she felt contempt for, or amused by, her or her run-down house and lack of proper hospitality, but there was none. Instead, there was genuine affection and pleasure at being in Emma’s company.  
 
      
 
    Emma felt a great sense of relief, but also a mild annoyance. She loved Rosaline, but at that moment, Rosaline seemed almost too perfect.  
 
      
 
    Many women were beautiful, kind, poised, or wealthy, but very few women were all of those things. Rosaline, however, embodied all these traits, and more. And, for those reasons, Emma loved and admired her, and felt truly blessed to have her friendship.  
 
      
 
    Unable to find adequate words, Emma simply smiled at Rosaline gratefully. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline squeezed Emma’s hands, but instead of sitting, she stared at something behind Emma. Emma held her breath, suddenly sure, despite her earlier assessment of the woman’s kindness, that Rosaline had finally noticed the state of her house and was preparing to say something.  
 
      
 
    However, Rosaline’s face looked enamored rather than disgusted. Perplexed, Emma turned to see what had captured Rosaline’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “Is that Marcus?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma realized at once that she was looking at the portrait of her brother hanging on the wall. The portrait had been painted just before everything started changing with Marcus. In it, he looked confident, strong and happy. Emma’s heart ached. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she said, trying to hide her emotion from Rosaline. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline stepped closer to the portrait, and Emma thought she saw a faint blush on her cheeks. She watched, bemused, as Rosaline continued to stare at the painting, her fascination growing. 
 
      
 
    “Why is it that neither of you has been seen in public in the last two years?” Rosaline asked, not taking her eyes off the painting. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart stopped. Was this the reason for Rosaline’s unannounced visit? Had Francis put her up to trying to get the information from Emma that he had failed to acquire?  
 
      
 
    Horrified, Emma could do nothing but stare at Rosaline. She tried to conjure a response, but her thoughts raced so fast that she could not grasp a single one. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline turned from the painting, no doubt having noticed Emma’s abrupt, lengthy silence. She moved to Emma’s side and took her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, please,” she said. “I do not mean to pry, but if there is some kind of trouble, I want to help.” 
 
      
 
    Whatever Rosaline’s motivations for asking about Marcus, they were genuine. And, at that moment, Emma realized just how desperately she needed to tell someone she trusted what was happening.  
 
      
 
    With a sigh, she squeezed Rosaline’s hands and led her to a faded bench seat. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus has been stricken with consumption,” Emma said, swallowing the lump forming in her throat. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Before she could speak, however, Emma pressed on.  
 
      
 
    “Since he fell ill, it has been difficult to keep things running smoothly. Especially since, as you know, our parents were far from wealthy towards the end.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline remained silent, but Emma could see tears filling her eyes. Emma looked away and took a breath to try to control her own. 
 
      
 
    “Every bit of the money we had coming in was going directly to doctors and remedies, and to pay for the country house in which he has been staying to try and get better,” she continued.  
 
      
 
    “But, with expenses growing and money only dwindling, it all very quickly became far more than I could afford to handle on my own. That is why I took the position as Lord Ashfield’s governess.” 
 
      
 
    As she finished speaking, the wave of emotion became too much. The months of struggling and worrying about Marcus caught up to her in one moment, and she buried her face in her hands and began to cry. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Rosaline hugged Emma tightly. Rosaline was murmuring things to her, but Rosaline’s voice was so calm and hushed that she could not hear most of them over her sobbing.  
 
      
 
    It was soothing, however, and Emma was very thankful. Relief slowly began to replace the heavy burden of hiding Marcus’s secret. 
 
      
 
    When her tears subsided, Rosaline pulled gently away from Emma. When she returned, she handed a cool, damp cloth to her. 
 
      
 
    Emma accepted the cloth gratefully. Rosaline sat silently for a few more minutes as Emma cleaned up her tear-stained face. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should go and visit your brother,” Rosaline said. “It could not hurt to try to lift his spirits a bit. That would certainly be a step toward speeding along his recovery.” 
 
      
 
    Emma started to ask what prompted the sudden suggestion, but Rosaline was deep in thought. 
 
      
 
    “I had a friend who isolated herself from everyone after she succumbed to severe sadness after the birth of her baby,” she continued. “Being so alone so much of the time was certainly of no help to her.” 
 
      
 
    Emma thought for a moment. While she doubted very much that their sudden arrival would be any sort of miracle cure for her brother, she did miss him. Perhaps it would lift his spirits, and at least help him feel just a little better.  
 
      
 
    She was also very glad for Rosaline’s understanding and felt that she owed it to her to agree to them paying Marcus a visit. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Emma said, setting aside the cloth and standing. “I can arrange a carriage for us to leave at once.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline blushed a deep crimson. She looked at Emma with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Emma noticed, not without some amusement, that Rosaline suddenly seemed flustered and out-of-sorts. She fussed with her dress and smoothed down her hair, and Emma had to hide a smile. 
 
      
 
    She caught sight of Lydia, who had just returned from town in a hired coach, walking by. 
 
      
 
    “Lydia, please ask the driver to wait,” Emma said. “We must make a brief trip into town.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The first couple of days of the trip had the exact effect Francis had desired. He was able to clear his head and remove the stress of everything going on at home, and he was spending some long-overdue time with Winston and Rowena.  
 
      
 
    The children loved the nice country home. There were horses to ride, plenty of picnic spots near the grounds, and many new places to explore. He even found himself laughing with his children and enjoying their company more than he had in months. 
 
      
 
    However, as time went on, he found that he could not keep his thoughts from wandering to Emma.  
 
      
 
    He had never been able to completely push his strange conversation with Marcus out of his mind, nor could he cease all his worry about what sort of trouble it was that Emma’s brother was causing her.  
 
      
 
    Sometimes, he felt terribly guilty for pressing the issue so with Emma. Other times, he wished he had pressed a bit more. It wasn’t that he felt entitled to know what was going on. He simply wished, more so with each passing day, that there was something he could do to help his governess. 
 
      
 
    When he was not thinking of Marcus, he thought about the day he and the children had left for this trip.  
 
      
 
    At first, the children had been thrilled and could not wait to depart. However, as they boarded the carriage, his son and daughter inquired about Emma, and if she would be joining them at their destination later.  
 
      
 
    When he told them that Emma would not be joining them, they had shared terribly dejected expressions, which had tugged at Francis’s heart. He told himself that Emma likely would not have wished to go, but he could not quite make himself believe it. 
 
      
 
    When he had told Emma that they were leaving, he could have sworn that she seemed hurt. Of course, he told himself that that could not have been the case, that she must have simply been surprised by the sudden news. However, Emma was rarely brusque and cool with anyone, unless she was upset or angry. 
 
      
 
    The more he thought about having potentially hurt Emma, the guiltier Francis felt. Although he had been sure of himself and his decision to make the sudden trip without inviting Emma at the time, now he felt as though he had made a terrible mistake.  
 
      
 
    He knew that he could not clear his head and get his thoughts in order with Emma around, but now he could not get the expression on her face when he told her that he and the children were leaving out of his mind.  
 
      
 
    Worst of all, he knew that his guilt stemmed from his growing feelings for her, and his desire to pursue her as a result of those feelings.  
 
      
 
    He knew in his heart that he could not pursue her, no matter how much he may wish he could. He also knew that she likely had no such feelings for him, especially since he had been so cold toward her and then pried so strongly into her personal life.  
 
      
 
    These thoughts chased each other in his mind, and the constant racing made Francis feel as though he would soon go mad.  
 
      
 
    So, when his friend, Charles, the earl of Edgewood, invited him to go on a ride through the countryside while Winston and Rowena went on a picnic and played happily with Charles’s daughters, Jane and Alice, and their nurse, Francis had happily agreed. He felt that a little fresh air and the feel of a horse beneath him would set him right.  
 
      
 
    Yet, as they rode, he found that his thoughts were only intensifying. 
 
      
 
    “Ho, there,” a cheery voice called, grating on Francis’s raw nerves. “What has you so deep in thought there?” 
 
      
 
    Francis cleared his throat, trying to hide his inner turmoil. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, forgive me, Charles,” Francis said. “I was just wondering how the children are getting along without their governess.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they seem to be quite fine to me,” Charles said, looking at Francis with equal parts amusement and perplexity. “They seem to quite enjoy the company of my little Jane and Alice.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is just that they have gotten accustomed to having her around, and they were a bit hesitant to leave her behind,” Francis said.  
 
      
 
    I have also gotten quite accustomed to having her nearby, Francis added silently. It is quite bereaving without her here. 
 
      
 
    Charles snorted, snapping Francis out of the train of thought he could barely bring himself to acknowledge. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Francis asked, looking at Charles cautiously. There was no way his friend could have heard his thoughts, but with such a reaction, he could not help but wonder. 
 
      
 
    “You really ought to be careful about hiring on a governess,” Charles said, not attempting to hide his disdain when speaking the word. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” Francis asked.  
 
      
 
    Charles gave Francis an indulgent laugh, and he frowned deeply. 
 
      
 
    “I recently had to fire Alice and Jane’s governess, and their nanny, as well,” he said. “Sadly, so did Bryce.” 
 
      
 
    Francis was not sure where this conversation was going, but he was beginning to become irritated. Although he did not say so, he knew that Bryce, Earl of Russmoor, was rather picky when it came to his house staff. He had always been picky about many things, more so than many of the other gentlemen Francis knew in the ton. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “They could not be trusted,” he said, as though the answer were obvious. 
 
      
 
    “Surely you do not say that simply because they were employees,” Francis said, barely able to conceal his growing agitation. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Charles said. “As it turned out, they were thieves.” 
 
      
 
    Francis slowed the pace of his horse and looked at his friend, aghast. 
 
      
 
    “You were able to prove their crimes?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Insofar as knowing for certain that things like our silver and jewelry were going missing, it was proven without a doubt,” Charles said. “As to which one of them did it, they naturally both adamantly denied it. They would not speak out against one another, either. So, I let them both go.” 
 
      
 
    Francis rode for a few moments in silence. He had, of course, heard of household staff stealing things from the wealthy families who employed them, but those cases were very rare. Usually, it was another family member or friend who was stealing and trying to frame the help for the crime.  
 
      
 
    To hear that his friends had both employed untrustworthy staff members perturbed him. 
 
      
 
    “That is unfortunate,” Francis said after a moment. “Are you sure that the items were not simply misplaced?” 
 
      
 
    Charles shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Quite sure,” he said. “You see, the items were never recovered, even after their employment was terminated.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Such a terrible shame,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Charles said. “We welcomed them as part of the family. We truly trusted them implicitly. And they repaid our kindness and affection with theft and betrayal.”  
 
      
 
    He sighed. “Alice and Jane were, of course, devastated, but we simply could not abide by thieves and liars.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, not all people are so untrustworthy,” Francis said, the understanding of the implications beginning to set in. 
 
      
 
    “No, certainly not,” Charles said with a smirk. “However, that is a risk we are not willing to take again. Nor, my friend, should you. After all, what else can be expected when one is dealing with one of those backward country people who do not interact with the ton, or polite society, very often?” 
 
      
 
    Francis felt anger beginning to well inside him. 
 
      
 
    “Surely you are not suggesting that because they are less fortunate, all of them would steal from their employers,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Charles pretended to think for a moment. Francis had to resist the urge to shake the smug expression off his friend’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is exactly what I am saying,” Charles said, his smirk widening. 
 
      
 
    Francis stopped his horse altogether and glowered at his friend.  
 
      
 
    He understood that Charles did not know Emma, but the implication that he did not need to get to know her to feel certain that she was as untrustworthy as his former staff members had been infuriated him.  
 
      
 
    Emma had integrity, and she was honest, sometimes to a fault. His friend had no business implying that she was anything to the contrary. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that our governess would never do such a thing,” he said, jumping at once to Emma’s defense. 
 
      
 
    Charles laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, of course,” he said. “No one ever thinks someone capable of such atrocities, until such atrocities are committed. Just wait, you will see.” 
 
      
 
    “I dare say that I will not,” Francis said, his jaw tightening. “Miss Baker is an upstanding young woman and has proven to be nothing but an asset to our household.” 
 
      
 
    This made Charles laugh harder still, so much so that he nearly fell off his horse. 
 
      
 
    “Francis, my friend, are you infatuated with this young woman?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Rage flared through Francis, and he narrowed his eyes pointedly at Charles. 
 
      
 
    “I refuse to dignify that with a response,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Charles dabbed at his eyes and the water that was forming in the corners of them with his laughing fit. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can hope that you are not,” he said, choking on more laughter. “However, if you are, you risk jeopardizing your future.” 
 
      
 
    Francis continued glaring at the man, unable to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Fraternizing with the help will make it that much harder whenever you must marry someone respectable,” Charles continued, as though Francis had spoken. 
 
      
 
    Francis wanted to leap from his horse and drag Charles off his. It was bad enough that he was indirectly accusing Emma of being a thief. Now that he was taunting her respectability, Francis was fast losing control of his temper. 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, Charles,” Francis growled. “But Miss Baker is quite respectable, despite your blind assessment of her.” 
 
      
 
    This sent Charles into another fit of laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, she is,” Charles said. “I am certain that you are not the only gentleman to know exactly how respectable she is.” 
 
      
 
    Hands trembling, Francis spurred his horse into action and rode away quickly, hearing the continued sounds of Charles’s laughter chasing him.  
 
      
 
    He rode hard and fast, and without looking back. He knew that if he even spared a single glance back, even to see if the man was following him, he would very likely take a swing at him.  
 
      
 
    How dare he presume to say such terrible, crude things about Emma? He did not know her, for which Francis was acutely grateful. The only thing worse than the things his so-called friend was saying would have been for him to say them after meeting Emma. 
 
      
 
    Before Francis realized it, the sun had dipped low in the sky. He had been riding for hours, and he was still seething about his conversation with Charles. However, he had come to realize something.  
 
      
 
    He could not afford to be getting so angry about things that related to Emma. If he continued to make scenes such as the one he had made with Charles, what began as a crude joke made by one man might become rumors spread among many.  
 
      
 
    Emma might earn a reputation that she did not deserve. Moreover, people might begin to get the idea that he was in love with, and wishing to marry, his governess. Emma herself might get that idea, and that was unacceptable. 
 
      
 
    As Francis reluctantly rode back to his friend’s house, he considered Emma’s employment with him. She truly had been nothing but exceptional thus far, and the children absolutely adored her.  
 
      
 
    But Francis was beginning to see now that it might, in fact, be best to let her go. Of course, he had no wish to see her leave, but he was beginning to believe that it would be best for all of them. 
 
      
 
    Francis knew that he could not simply let her go. He would never be able to forgive himself if he simply tossed her out after taking away her job.  
 
      
 
    He thought long and hard. The solution was simple enough. 
 
      
 
    Plenty of families within the ton would surely have need of a governess. He could contact a few of them and, of course, give Emma the highest of praise and commendation for her work for him.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps, he could even get her a better paying position with a family wealthier than he himself was. That, of course, would be ideal, and nothing less than Emma deserved.  
 
      
 
    And, it would solve all his current problems. She would not be sent away without work, but she would also not be there constantly tantalizing him with visions of a future that could never be.  
 
      
 
    He would at last be unable to continue his prying in her personal affairs. She could rest easy knowing that he would no longer be able to press her for information she was not ready to give. She would also be free from his constant melancholic state.  
 
      
 
    And, most importantly, he would not need to continue worrying about hurting her whenever he did marry Rosaline, which he knew was an impending eventuality.  
 
      
 
    If he let Emma go, she could continue her life and be happy, and that was a kindness that Francis felt he owed to her. But, would it hurt her more to feel as though she was unwanted or inadequate? 
 
      
 
    Mind made up, Francis rode up to the stables and dismounted from his horse. He felt almost certain that he was making the right decision.  
 
      
 
    He knew that the children would certainly be hurt, but Francis knew that the best option was to find Emma another family to work for and then let her go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Emma was content to let Rosaline chat away happily as they traveled to the small house in the countryside where Marcus had been living.  
 
      
 
    It was a small house that she had purchased when Marcus first fell ill, because the doctor had said that fresh air did wonders sometimes in cases such as Marcus’s. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled and nodded along with Rosaline’s excited chatter, but her mind was weighted with thoughts of Marcus all alone in the little house. 
 
      
 
    It was not that she did not wish to care for her brother. On the contrary; she wanted nothing more than to be there for Marcus and do everything she could to help him recover.  
 
      
 
    But Marcus did not want to risk her succumbing to consumption, as well. She, of course, had tried to insist that she be there caring for him, but Marcus had firmly declined. They would have lost everything if both of them had been too unwell to handle the house and the money.  
 
      
 
    However, she ensured that someone went to check on Marcus every day, and she checked in on him herself as often as possible, and, to this arrangement, her brother had agreed. 
 
      
 
    Marcus did well, managing on his own in the little country house when he was feeling well enough. When he could not care for himself, Marcus was taken to an infirmary.  
 
      
 
    The finances spoke of many bouts where Marcus had needed infirmary care, so Emma was nervous about the state in which her brother might be when they arrived.  
 
      
 
    Emma was certainly happy to get to see her brother, especially after so long. However, she worried that the sudden visit might be too much for him if he was feeling worse again. She prayed that he was, indeed, feeling well enough and that the surprise of their visit would not exert him back into a weakened state. 
 
      
 
    Emma did not suppress her sigh of relief as the carriage pulled up in front of the house. There, on the porch, sat Marcus, reading a book. The weather was quite pleasant, and the sky was a clear, lovely blue, but Marcus rarely felt well enough to sit outdoors.  
 
      
 
    If he was there on the porch, then today was one of his better days. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer, Emma could see that Marcus looked a great deal better than he had in ages. Her heart squeezed as she noted how little that was actually saying.  
 
      
 
    He still looked very wan, and it appeared that he had lost more weight. However, his face appeared to have a bit of color, and when he lifted his head to see who had arrived, his eyes looked alert and clear.  
 
      
 
    When he saw Emma, a wide grin spread across his face, and he quickly rose from his chair. Another wave of relief swept over Emma, and her fear that their visit might be detrimental to him began to fade. 
 
      
 
    The carriage rolled slowly to a stop, and Emma dared to glance at Rosaline. Once more, Rosaline’s face utterly surprised Emma. Rosaline was looking at Marcus carefully, but her expression was not what Emma had expected.  
 
      
 
    Instead of appearing revolted or frightened, she looked curious and compassionate. There was no trace of any sort of pity or condescension. Emma thought again about how sweet Rosaline was, and how lucky she was to have the woman as a friend. 
 
      
 
    Before Emma had both her feet on the ground, Rosaline had stridden over to where Marcus stood. She gave Marcus a brief curtsey, but she was standing so close to him that Emma briefly thought she might embrace him. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Mr. Baker,” Rosaline said, smiling brightly. “My name is Rosaline Brentwood, and it is truly a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma hid a smile behind her hand. Rosaline certainly had not been afraid to promptly introduce herself to Marcus, and Emma watched the interaction, bemused. 
 
      
 
    Marcus took Rosaline’s hand and kissed it, bowing to her. 
 
      
 
    “It is a pleasure, Miss Brentwood,” Marcus said. “But I must beg your pardon for a moment. There is another lady right there, and I believe a proper greeting to her is long overdue.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of blushing or shuffling out of the way in silence, Rosaline walked over to Emma and grabbed her hand, and led her to where her brother stood. 
 
      
 
    Marcus immediately folded Emma into a firm embrace. Emma laughed and sobbed, only then aware of how happy she was to see her brother. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Emma,” Marcus said, breaking the embrace to look at her. Emma was more thrilled still to hear that his voice, though still weak, sounded light and cheerful. “How is my favorite sister?” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know,” Emma said, teasing. “Should I go find her and ask her?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline laughed right along with their affectionate joke, catching onto it at once. 
 
      
 
    “Please, won’t you ladies come inside?” Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    “We would be delighted,” Rosaline said before Emma could answer. 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at Rosaline and smiled. It was a sight that Emma greatly enjoyed seeing. Marcus then held out his arm for Rosaline to take, and he escorted the two women inside. 
 
      
 
    Marcus pulled out a chair for Rosaline, then gestured to Emma at a long bench seat. Once Emma had seated herself, Marcus sat down beside her and took her hand. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Likewise, Marcus,” Emma said, her eyes shining. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline cleared her throat in an exaggerated fashion. 
 
      
 
    Marcus laughed joyfully. 
 
      
 
    “And, of course, it is wonderful that you are here, as well, Miss Brentwood,” Marcus said.  
 
      
 
    “Why, thank you, Mr. Baker,” Rosaline said, smiling sweetly. 
 
      
 
    Emma sat and watched the exchange silently. It seemed that their presence was indeed lifting Marcus’s spirits. Her brother seemed particularly taken with Rosaline, and Emma was happy to sit back and let the two chat. She simply enjoyed being in her brother’s company once more and seeing his mood brighten. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” Marcus said. “How did the two of you meet?” 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth to answer him, but Rosaline clapped her hands together and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We met through my would-be husband and Emma’s employer,” Rosaline said. “I have every intention of marrying her to him in my stead.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus laughed. The sound was a mixture of confusion and amusement at her bold declaration. 
 
      
 
    “Now, why would you ever wish to do that?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, firstly, I see Lord Ashfield as my own brother,” she said. “He was married to my cousin, after all. How could I ever see him as anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at her thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I could see how that might seem a bit strange to you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I, for one, would much prefer to marry for love, not for duty,” she said wistfully. “However, my uncle does not seem to understand that. Or, at least, he does not care.” 
 
      
 
    Emma saw the fleeting sadness on her friend’s face, and it tugged at her heart. She could not imagine being forced to marry simply to ensure some business deal, even though the thought that she might end up having to marry a wealthy man to regain control of her finances had come to mind more than once in the past few months. 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” Rosaline continued. “As it happens, I fancy someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Marcus said, his bemusement growing. “And who might the lucky suitor be?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline blushed. She looked up at Marcus with a demure smile. 
 
      
 
    “A lady does not discuss her romantic intentions, Mr. Baker,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, may I simply say that he should consider himself a very lucky man,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s blush deepened, and she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I shall let him know that you said so,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus then turned to Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Well, how do you feel about this situation?” he asked. “It is, after all, your wedding Miss Brentwood is trying to arrange.” 
 
      
 
    It was Emma’s turn to blush. 
 
      
 
    “I do like Lord Ashfield,” she said. “But there is no way it would ever work.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus furrowed his brow. 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” he asked. “I personally believe that you would make quite the catch.” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed and waved her hand at her brother. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you,” she said. Then, she sighed. “Even if that were true, Rosaline’s uncle has every intention of marrying her to him.” 
 
      
 
    “And who is he to have any say in someone else’s life?” Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    “A very powerful businessman,” Emma said. “And an earl, at that. He has all the power necessary to make life quite difficult for Francis if he should try to marry anyone but Rosaline. After all, he controls all of the ships that transport Lord Ashfield’s business’s goods.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus frowned, thinking silently for several moments. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that there might be something we could do about that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma gave him a puzzled look. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Before Father died, we owned several ships,” he said. “We could always offer those to him to help him distribute his products. He could quite possibly end up doing better than he is now. Given that he is willing to be patient and build up the number over time, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Marcus, dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “Ships?” she asked. “That is not possible. We have been through every bit of Father’s money and finances, and no ships have ever turned up. Are you certain?” 
 
      
 
    Marcus frowned again. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I am certain. Father and I talked about the ships just before he died, on many occasions. Mr. Rowley would have all the records about them.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, unsure of what to think.  
 
      
 
    Lucius had never made any mention of any ships. In fact, he had told her that there were no familial assets of any real value after her father died. That was one of the reasons that the finances were in such dire straits, after all. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand,” she said. “How could we have missed ships?” She shook her head, baffled. “If there were, in fact, any ships, I could have sold them, and gotten more than enough money for us.  
 
      
 
    “Or, perhaps we could have made some sort of arrangement with a merchant. Allowing them to use the ships for a cut of their profits would have brought steady money in for the rest of our lives.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That was Father’s intention,” he said. “Those ships were our guarantee for financial stability after he died.” 
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip. Her mind was spinning. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand how we could have not known about those ships,” she said, more to herself than to Marcus. He heard her remark, though, and took her hand. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure it was just a mistake, albeit a large one,” Marcus said. “Perhaps you could speak with Mr. Rowley about it tomorrow morning. Perhaps he just did not know about them. I do not know whether Father ever told him about them. I am certain, though, that he will find them and set things right.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded slowly, still trying to understand it all. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she echoed. “I am sure it was just a terrible mistake.” 
 
      
 
    She tried to smile and get back to the earlier light-hearted mood and conversation, but she could not get the news that Marcus had delivered out of her mind.  
 
      
 
    How could she not have known about the ships?  
 
      
 
    It was common for men to not discuss their business matters with women, even their own daughters, which would explain why Marcus knew of them and she did not. At the time of their father’s death, Marcus had been healthy, so there would have been no reason to involve Emma in the financial discussions.  
 
      
 
    However, surely her father would have made some mention of them to Lucius. He was, after all, the family’s solicitor, and would need to know of such matters.  
 
      
 
    And, even if he had not specifically mentioned them to Lucius, how could he have overlooked such a large asset?  
 
      
 
    She resolved to settle the matter with Lucius first thing in the morning, as Marcus had suggested. Perhaps the situation could be rectified, and she could finally secure their financial situation and get Marcus the best care possible to help get him well… 
 
      
 
    This mystery had to be solved at once. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    After his infuriating conversation with Charles, Francis decided to cut his visit short. He offered the excuse of a sudden pressing work matter and left three days earlier than he had planned.  
 
      
 
    He could not bear the thought of remaining under the same roof as the man who had said such derogatory things about Emma. However, his heart was heavy with the task he knew lay ahead of him.  
 
      
 
    Though he had decided it would be best to send Emma to another family, he had not fully reconciled with the idea. 
 
      
 
    As the carriage departed from Charles’s house, the children were beside themselves with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot wait to tell Miss Baker all about playing with Jane and Alice,” Rowena gushed. 
 
      
 
    Winston nodded briskly in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “I want to tell her all about the horses,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Francis listened to his children, trying not to wince. 
 
      
 
    “And the garden was spectacular,” Rowena continued, pronouncing the word carefully. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at his daughter in amazement. 
 
      
 
    “That is a rather big word,” he said, smiling. “Wherever did you learn it?” 
 
      
 
    Rowena giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker taught it to us, silly,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “She is the most intelligent woman I know,” Winston said. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s heart sank as the children talked, showing off all the things they had learned from Emma. He already had complete faith in Emma’s abilities, but listening to his children now, reciting their lessons and showing so much improvement in their schooling and social skills, he felt worse about his decision than ever. 
 
      
 
    “Father? Papa?” he heard Rowena say. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, love?” he asked, forcing a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I asked you if you are not as excited to see Miss Baker as we are,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis cleared his throat and sighed. How should he answer that question? Under other circumstances, he would be thrilled to see Emma again. But knowing that she would only be in his employ for a few weeks more was devastating.  
 
      
 
    He hardly knew how he would be able to look her in the eye for the rest of her tenure with him. 
 
      
 
    He realized that both his children had fallen silent and were looking at him expectantly, awaiting his response. He cleared his throat again. 
 
      
 
    “It will be a relief to be back home again,” he said carefully. “And I have no doubt that Miss Baker will be overjoyed at our return.” 
 
      
 
    To his relief, the children seemed satisfied with this answer. They went back to their conversation, bantering playfully back and forth about which of them was smarter and remembered more of the lessons Emma had taught them.  
 
      
 
    Francis did his best to drown them out for the rest of the ride. He could take no joy in his children’s excitement because he knew that he would soon be taking it away from them. And, from Emma, as well. 
 
      
 
    When they reached Blackburn Manor, Francis was surprised to find that Emma was gone.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, he found himself wondering if she had decided to quit. If she had, no matter her reason for it, he fully intended to write her a heartfelt letter of thanks for her service, as well as a glowing letter of recommendation for her, should she decide to seek employment elsewhere in the future.  
 
      
 
    The butler came down the stairs. Francis summoned the courage to ask a dreaded question. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Miss Baker?” he asked, hating himself for the slight quiver in his voice. 
 
      
 
    The butler nodded knowingly. 
 
      
 
    “I was just coming to tell you, milord,” Johns said. “She has returned to her home.” 
 
      
 
    Francis blanched. He forced himself to inquire further. 
 
      
 
    “When will she be returning?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “She said that she would return at once, upon your summons,” the butler said. 
 
      
 
    Francis ran a hand through his hair in frustration. The conflicting emotions he was feeling regarding Emma were, indeed, driving him mad. He felt both relief and a deepening dread upon hearing that she would return once he wrote to her and told her that the trip was concluded.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Johns,” he said curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Will that be all, milord?” Johns asked, concerned. 
 
      
 
    Francis bit his lip to keep from issuing an unnecessarily rude response. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Johns, thank you,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    The butler nodded and silently excused himself. With that, Francis called for the nanny and sent the children with her. Then, he rushed to his study, slamming and locking the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    He slowly made his way to his desk and collapsed in his chair. Frustrated, he put his head in his hands and tried to swallow his emotions.  
 
      
 
    For a single, madness-driven moment, Francis considered simply not sending word to Emma that he and the children had returned home. Perhaps, if she never heard from him again, she would never return, thereby saving him the anguish of having to relieve her of her duties.  
 
      
 
    However, in his heart, he knew that that would never work. Emma was as caring as she was adept and clever, and she would come sooner or later to ensure that all was well with the family.  
 
      
 
    And, if there was one thing that would hurt Emma worse than letting her go, it would be carrying on with life without saying so much as a word to her and treating her like meal scraps. Not only would he be insulting her intelligence, but he would also be robbing her of some of her dignity. No, he could never do that to her. 
 
      
 
    In an effort to take his mind off his troubles, Francis started sifting through the mail, which had piled up since he left town. Much of it was business-related, but then he saw a letter that made his heart stop.  
 
      
 
    It was from his friend, John, to whom he had written while he was at Charles’s house, the same night he made the decision to send Emma to another family. Since John had written back so quickly, he knew what the letter said, even without opening it. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, John was only too happy to accept such a highly recommended governess, especially if she was sent by the Earl of Ashfield.  
 
      
 
    This news should have pleased Francis, and certainly alleviated all the guilt he had been feeling. However, it had the exact opposite effect.  
 
      
 
    Not only was he firing Emma, but he was not even giving her any choice in where she went after she left his employ. Moreover, Francis found it more difficult with each passing moment to imagine the household, and life, without Emma in it.  
 
      
 
    Emma had made life so much happier and more joyful for the children. They had not laughed or enjoyed learning as much as they did with Emma since their mother died. And, if he were being honest with himself, he had not been so happy since Caroline’s death, either.  
 
      
 
    Emma had had a strange, cathartic effect on the entire household, and Francis realized at last that his family would never again be the same without her.  
 
      
 
    Without a final glance, he tossed John’s letter in the bin and pulled out a fresh piece of stationary. Hurriedly, he wrote John a brief letter, apologizing and telling him that he would be needing the services of his governess for a while longer, after all.  
 
      
 
    And, need her, he would, at least until he was forced to marry. Then, and only then, would he manage to let her go.  
 
      
 
    He felt a twinge of guilt at the unfairness to Emma, but he could not help himself. He simply could not let her go just yet. She made him incredibly happy, and he wanted to feel that way for as long as he possibly could.  
 
      
 
    He quickly finished his letter to John. Then, he set about preparing his summons to Emma, this time with a great weight lifted from his heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment Emma arrived back at Blackburn Manor, the immediate, refreshing change that she brought to the atmosphere was palpable.  
 
      
 
    That night, Francis had the kitchen staff prepare Emma’s favorite supper of venison served with roasted vegetables, Madeira wine, and almond and chocolate cake for dessert, and everyone dined together in the dining room.  
 
      
 
    The smile on Emma’s and the children’s faces warmed his heart, and he knew that he had made the right decision.  
 
      
 
    They ate in silence during the first course. Francis studied Emma from the corner of his eye, to keep from making her uncomfortable by staring. She looked rested, more relaxed, and Francis found that he was glad for that.  
 
      
 
    He could not help smiling as he heard her laugh at a joke one of the children was telling. 
 
      
 
    “So, how was your trip?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head, hoping that she had not noticed him watching her. His mind clouded over again at once, recalling the horrid conversation with Charles. 
 
      
 
    “We got to play with some other children,” Rowena exclaimed excitedly. Francis uttered a wordless prayer of gratitude for his daughter’s interruption. 
 
      
 
    “And we got to ride horses, and play in a wonderful garden,” Winston added. 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it certainly seems that the two of you had a great deal of fun,” she said. The lightness in her voice dissipated the darkness of Francis’s mind, and he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “They certainly did,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And what of you, my lord?” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Francis pushed a bite of the food around on his plate, keeping his expression warm. 
 
      
 
    “I am certainly glad that we took the trip together,” he answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    Emma beamed. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad,” she said. All traces of her previous hurt over not being invited were gone, and relief once more washed over Francis. He opened his mouth to ask her about her trip back to her home, but he thought better of it. The mood was so wonderful and light, for the first time in months, and he feared that he would come across as prying and spoil it. So, he simply raised his wine glass. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to be back home, though,” he said, looking at Emma. 
 
      
 
    She smiled warmly and raised her glass and gestured to the children to raise their water glasses. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to be back,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Yay,” the children said in unison. 
 
      
 
    Since it was their first night back together again, Francis lifted his usually strict bedtime. Emma seemed pleased by the announcement, and the children enveloped him in a grand hug. While the children went into their room to play with Emma, he decided to take some brandy in the dining room. He had a bit of work to do, but he wanted to bask in the brightened mood of the house.  
 
      
 
    Even though she was not in the room with him, the effect she had on everyone lingered. Faintly, he could hear the children giggling and squealing, and what sounded like Emma reading to them, using the funny voices the children loved so well. 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Francis decided that he should finish up his work for the night. As he walked down the hallway, he noticed that there was light coming from the den.  
 
      
 
    Francis looked in the room and saw Emma curled up in one of the plush chairs, reading a rather thick book. 
 
      
 
    He stood watching her for a moment. He expected her to notice him in the doorway and acknowledge him, but she never did. He took a couple of steps into the room, but she still did not lower the book. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker?” he asked. Emma did not respond, her eyes seemingly affixed to the pages. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled softly. He took another few steps forward and cleared his throat loudly. 
 
      
 
    That caught Emma’s attention. She looked up quickly from the book and smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, I did not hear you come in,” she said, putting aside her book and beginning to rise. “Is there something you require?” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded and put up his hand with a kind smile. 
 
      
 
    “No, Miss Baker,” he said. “I simply saw a light in here on my way to my study, and I was curious, that is all. What is it that has you so engrossed?” 
 
      
 
    Emma settled back into her chair and picked up the book. She held her place with her finger and turned the cover to show Francis. 
 
      
 
    Francis saw the title and raised his eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Hamlet?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It is my absolute favorite Shakespearian work,” she said proudly. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled and, with a nod, he took a chair beside Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. “May I ask why that is?” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him with bright curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “It is his longest play, and one of the most influential,” she said. “Have you read it?” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, I have not read this one,” he said. “However, I did read some of Shakespeare’s other works during my school days, which were many years ago.” And I, too, once loved Shakespeare’s plays, he added silently. 
 
      
 
    “Then, you do not know what the play is about?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid not,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes sparkled. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to tell you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled at her excitement. 
 
      
 
    “I would, indeed, Miss Baker,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is most certainly a complex story,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was about a Danish royal family going mad and poisoning themselves,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head, her eyes lighting up. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” she said. “It was a terrible tragedy that occurred because of greed and envy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Francis asked. He was beginning to remember more of the things he had heard about the play from others in the ton who had seen it, but he was enthralled by hearing Emma speak about it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said, nodding emphatically. “You see, Prince Hamlet’s father, King Hamlet, died, and his uncle immediately married his mother. Which, of course, was suspicious enough. Then, an apparition allegedly appeared to Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio, who were Prince Hamlet’s friends, claiming to be King Hamlet and saying that he was murdered and wanted revenge.” 
 
      
 
    She paused, flipping through the pages of the play. 
 
      
 
    “You were not entirely wrong, however. You see, here,” she paused, pointing out a passage. “Hamlet does decide to feign madness, in the hopes of learning the truth after the apparition appeared. And, later, Ophelia, his love interest, and daughter of the royal advisor, Polonius, does truly go mad, after the death of her father.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Emma, barely hearing what she was saying. He was captivated by her vivid animation as she discussed the play, and her extensive knowledge of its finer details.  
 
      
 
    He had never met such a sharp, intelligent woman who spoke with such passion and fearlessness about intellectual things. For the first time, he saw Emma exactly as she was, without comparing her to Caroline.  
 
      
 
    She was absolutely beautiful, and she was taking his breath away more with each word she spoke. 
 
      
 
    Before he was aware of what he was doing, he leaned forward, until his face was just inches away from hers. He touched her cheek and kissed her, very softly, on the lips.  
 
      
 
    Her mouth was sweet and soft, and his heart began to race. His lips lingered on hers for the briefest of moments.  
 
      
 
    Then, Emma pulled away, her eyes wide. Before he could say a word, she leaped from her chair and fled from the room.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, wait, please!” he called to her.  
 
      
 
    But she was already gone. He could hear her footsteps reach the staircase and fade away as she ascended.  
 
      
 
    He rose to follow her but thought better of it. Once more, he had frightened her, and he cursed himself. He knew that what he had done was highly inappropriate, and he regretted being so impulsive. But he could not bring himself to regret the kiss.  
 
      
 
    He just hoped that Emma did not and that he had not scared her away from him forever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Emma ran up the stairs, narrowly avoiding tripping on the hem of her skirt as she fled. She rushed straight to her room, closing the door quickly and leaning against it.  
 
      
 
    At once, she regretted running from Francis. She could not believe that she behaved like a flighty little girl. For months, there was nothing she wanted more than a kiss like that from him.  
 
      
 
    She wished fervently, but vainly, that she could go back and undo her childish, terrified reaction. 
 
      
 
    She began to pace around her room. Every time she closed her eyes, she could feel his lips on hers. She felt her face burning and her skin flushing, and she was ashamed of herself.  
 
      
 
    It was not ladylike to allow a man to do something like kissing her, and it was even less so to become so warm and flustered about it. Yet, she could not help herself.  
 
      
 
    Despite her embarrassment, she could not ignore the fact that she had also enjoyed it. She also found herself afraid that, after running from him as she did, he would never again attempt to kiss her.  
 
      
 
    She had never been so confused in her life, and she was furious with herself. 
 
      
 
    One thing was now certain in her mind, however. Rosaline had been right all along. Francis wanted her every bit as much as she wanted him.  
 
      
 
    The confusion and conflicting signs and emotions were done, and the truth was clear at last. There was a small measure of relief in knowing that. She felt much less like a foolish child, hoping for something that was impossible. 
 
      
 
    With a groan, she realized that it was, indeed, impossible. No matter their feelings for each other, nothing more than that impromptu kiss would ever be between them.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline and Francis were being forced to marry one another, and there was little that any of them could do about it. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt tears sting her eyes, and she quickly dressed for bed. She had embarrassed herself enough for one night, and she refused to cry, even though she was alone in the room.  
 
      
 
    She laid her head down on her pillow and clutched the covers tightly to her chest. She drifted off to sleep, feeling both sadness for what could never be and longing for what she and Francis seemed to want so much. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Francis was waiting just down the hall from her bedroom. She held her breath and put her head down, as though she could actually pretend that she did not see him. 
 
      
 
    “Em—Miss Baker,” he said. “Might I have a word?” 
 
      
 
    “My lord, can it not wait?” she said, desperate to avoid the conversation she was sure was coming. 
 
      
 
    “It is rather urgent,” he said, his voice reflecting as much. 
 
      
 
    “I do not think you wish me to be late beginning the children’s lessons, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That is of little consequence at the moment,” he said, his voice increasing in its desperation. 
 
      
 
    “Then, perhaps you would wish to risk the children overhearing our conversation?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis blanched, his mouth open. Emma seized the opportunity to slip by him quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, my lord,” she murmured as she passed him. 
 
      
 
    The following days were no less uncomfortable and awkward.  
 
      
 
    At first, Francis continued trying to speak to Emma when they passed each other in the hall, but she always quickly excusing herself to see to the children’s lessons. She even refused to take her meals with the family, opting instead to take them in her room.  
 
      
 
    Then, one morning, after one such stiff exchange, Emma noticed Rowena peeking around the corner of the open door of the children’s bedroom.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the little girl saw Emma notice her, she ran from the doorway. Emma blushed furiously, wondering how much she had seen or heard. She lifted her head and tried to stride into the room with confidence, as though nothing strange was happening.  
 
      
 
    When she entered, the children were sitting in their chairs like statues. They were eerily quiet, but their eyes never left Emma. She took a deep breath, opened her book, and began the day’s lessons.  
 
      
 
    The children listened silently for ten minutes. Emma was just beginning to relax, believing that the children were not aware of anything odd going on, when Rowena raised her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Rowena?” she asked, smiling at the little girl. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you mad at Father?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma paled. She stared at the little girl, not sure what to say. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that I am mad at your father?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “You never talk to him anymore,” Rowena said. 
 
      
 
    “And you never have supper with us anymore,” Winston chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Emma winced. She should have known that the children were clever enough to notice even little things like that. She knew that some of the servants were talking amongst themselves, something they made apparent in the way they ceased speaking and stared at her whenever she would walk by or greet them.  
 
      
 
    Her face flooded with color, and again she cursed Francis for putting her in such a position. 
 
      
 
    “No, darlings,” she said. “I am not mad at your father.” What else can I say? she thought. I cannot very well tell them about the kiss. 
 
      
 
    “Then why do you avoid Father so?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma thought quickly. 
 
      
 
    “He simply catches me at all the wrong times,” she said, feeling her smile turn into a grimace.  
 
      
 
    She felt terrible for lying to the children and worse still that they knew she was lying. But it would be highly inappropriate to try to explain the reason for the tension between their father and her. 
 
      
 
    “You could always talk to him at supper,” Winston said matter-of-factly. 
 
      
 
    At a loss for any more excuses, Emma simply nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is true,” she said. “And, perhaps I will tonight. For now, though, we must get back to our lessons.” 
 
      
 
    Emma tried to make her voice sound cheerful and carefree, but Rowena’s lip began to tremble. 
 
      
 
    “You are angry with Father, and you are going to leave us, aren’t you?” she asked. She began to cry softly and put her face in her hands. 
 
      
 
    Emma rushed over to comfort the little girl. Winston looked at the pair, watching intently. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetheart, of course I am not going to leave,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “If Father has made you angry, or if you have angered him, he might make you leave,” she said through her tears. 
 
      
 
    Emma stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. At last, the right words came. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Rowena. Both of you,” she paused, motioning to Winston to come to her side. He complied at once, and she noticed that tears were forming in his eyes, too.  
 
      
 
    “Your father and I are not angry with each other. We have just both been extremely busy and very tired because of all the grown-up things we are trying to do.”  
 
      
 
    She paused again to take the children’s hands. “But, if we ever were angry with each other, we would sit down and talk through things. I would never just leave because one of us was angry.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled once more at the children, this time with much more sincerity. The children must have sensed the honesty in her words, because Winston smiled, and Rowena began to dry her tears. 
 
      
 
    “You promise?” Rowena asked, the uncertainty fading from her voice. 
 
      
 
    Emma gave Rowena her handkerchief and smiled again. 
 
      
 
    “I promise,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Rowena said, throwing her arms around Emma’s neck. “We love you, Miss Baker.” 
 
      
 
    Emma hugged the little girl, blinking back her own tears. 
 
      
 
    “I love you both, too,” she said. “Now, why don’t we act out a scene from the play you two have been writing for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rowena and Winston said in unison, clapping with excitement as all their previous concerns were forgotten. Emma took her seat in the front of the room as the children moved the chairs to the side and took their places in the center of the room. 
 
      
 
    Once lessons were concluded, Emma sent the children to their nanny to dress and prepare for dinner. She stayed behind to put away books and tidy up for the next day, thinking all the while about what the children had said.  
 
      
 
    She knew that she should make an effort to speak to Francis, but she was unsure of how to even broach such a subject.  
 
      
 
    She supposed that she could allow him to bring it up again, as he had been trying to, but she half hoped, and half feared, that he would try to kiss her again. And, next time, she might not be able to shy away from him.  
 
      
 
    Not to mention that, if she were seen speaking to Francis privately by the servants who were already whispering, the rumors would likely never cease.  
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, she needed to do something to get past the awkwardness, for the children’s sake. She did not want to upset the children further, and her continued obstinance would do just that.  
 
      
 
    When she was finished, she headed for the door, intending to go to her quarters and dress to join the family for dinner. She stepped into the hallway, and almost right into Francis. 
 
      
 
    Emma gasped, her cheeks flushing. 
 
      
 
    “My lord, forgive me,” she said, laughing nervously. “You gave me a start.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s face, originally tense when she first glanced at him, relaxed. He seemed relieved that she had not run away from him immediately this time. 
 
      
 
    “I believe it is I who should ask your forgiveness,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “For what, my lord?” she asked, regaining her composure and smiling, albeit still nervously. 
 
      
 
    “For startling you,” he said. “I assure you that it was not my intention to startle you.” He looked at her with great intensity. “I never mean to startle you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma caught the emphasis he put on his last statement, and all at once realized that he was not just referring to scaring her just then.  
 
      
 
    He was talking about the kiss. It had, in fact, startled her, but hearing him reference it in such a mundane way kind of irritated her. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, my lord,” she said, holding her head high and giving him her best smile. “Think nothing more of it. It did not scare me into heart difficulties, so all is well.” 
 
      
 
    Francis did not smile at her humor. Instead, he continued staring at her with the same burning intensity. 
 
      
 
    “Really, Miss Baker,” he said, his voice firm. “I do sincerely apologize. I give you my word that it will not happen again.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him, her agitation growing. Was he apologizing for scaring her into running away that evening? Or, was he now regretting having kissed her in the first place? The longer she stared at Francis, the more it seemed that he meant the latter. 
 
      
 
    Stifling her indignation, she lifted her chin higher. She tried to keep her smile, but her face felt stiffer. 
 
      
 
    “Consider it forgotten,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her face a moment longer. Then, he nodded. His expression changed to something unreadable, but Emma did not try to decipher it. She was angry, and the last thing she wanted to do was create a scene for the staff to overhear. They would be convinced that it was a lovers’ quarrel and strike up fresh rumors.  
 
      
 
    However, she was no longer in the mood to dine with Francis, even for the sake of the children. She had little appetite after that conversation, and the children would surely notice that the tension had intensified rather than waned. 
 
      
 
    As though reading her thoughts, Francis stepped aside and gestured toward the staircase. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be joining us for dinner tonight?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Thinking quickly, she pressed her fingertips to the middle of her forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I will come down for tea this evening,” she said. “Right now, I must lie down. I have a terrible headache.” To make her lie more believable, she creased her brow and winced, gently massaging where her fingers were resting. 
 
      
 
    “Should I send the children’s nurse?” he asked. After his odd apology, his concern was almost comical to Emma. She bit her lip to swallow a bitter remark. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, I will be fine,” she said. “I just need to rest for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said. “I shall have a tray sent up to you shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said. “Enjoy your supper.” 
 
      
 
    Francis stepped aside and Emma walked slowly to her room. She resisted the urge to stomp down the hallway - she knew Francis was still watching her. Once she was safely inside her room and out of his line of sight, she collapsed in a huff in a chair.  
 
      
 
    Only then did she let out a bitter laugh and an exasperated sigh. She stared out the window, for once not really taking in the beauty of the garden view.  
 
      
 
    If there was ever a more tiresome and frustrating man than Francis, she had certainly never met him. His apology had made her think that he was sorry for kissing his governess. But his concern for her health over a mere headache spoke altogether to the contrary.  
 
      
 
    She, of course, had no intention of joining him for tea that evening. She was too confused to even think clearly, let alone speak to him properly. Instead, she retrieved a book from one of the shelves and allowed herself to get lost in the lives of the fictional characters she had come to think of as her dear friends. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Francis watched Emma walk into her room with many mixed emotions.  
 
      
 
    He was not sure how much he believed that she had a headache, but she did, indeed, look as though she needed rest. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her cheeks were just a bit too pale.  
 
      
 
    Worst of all, he felt sure that he was responsible for those things.  
 
      
 
    Despite her vocalized forgiveness, he could not help but feel that the matter was not resolved. He wondered if she had, perhaps, misunderstood his apology.  
 
      
 
    What he was sorry for was scaring her. He would never be sorry for kissing her, not even though he could not marry her. That would always be one of the best moments of his life. 
 
      
 
    However, no matter how much he wanted to, he could not ensure that she understood his apology. In the days since the poorly timed kiss, he had seen the servants watching him and Emma suspiciously and heard them whispering rumors to one another as they passed by his study door.  
 
      
 
    If anyone should overhear him telling Emma that he was glad that he had kissed her, the rumors would worsen.  
 
      
 
    Francis cursed himself. He had known damn well better than to even walk into the den that night without a chaperone. He was furious with himself for putting Emma’s reputation in such jeopardy.  
 
      
 
    He had been so foolish and careless, caught up in a moment of overwhelming passion for her, that he had not even considered the future consequences for Emma.  
 
      
 
    The entire situation could wind up being spun into a lie so grand and terrible that it ruined her forever in the eyes of everyone in the ton. Something so detrimental, no matter how untrue, would make her unmarriageable to any man.  
 
      
 
    He wished, now more than ever, that he could take back that kiss. He could live the rest of his life not knowing how her lips tasted if it saved her a lifetime of misery. 
 
      
 
    He was not sure if Emma had noticed the staff talking behind their backs, but if she had, that, too, might have had something to do with her curt acceptance of his apology. That was something for which he would not blame her.  
 
      
 
    One thing he did know for sure, however, was that he would never again be so thoughtless. He had, on no uncertain terms, meant that he would not be succumbing to such careless weakness ever again.  
 
      
 
    He may not at all regret the kiss, but he would rather die than to hurt Emma, and these outlandish rumors would certainly hurt her a great deal. He would not allow himself to take the risk of making the situation worse. 
 
      
 
    Even though he knew that Emma would not be joining them for supper, Francis still did not feel up to listening to the children’s animated chatter. Rather than to take his meal in his study, however, he decided to go to his quarters and call for a tray to be brought there when he was ready.  
 
      
 
    He scanned the bookshelf lodged in the corner of the bedroom until he found what he was searching for. Toward the end of a shelf closest to the wall, still in good condition and covered in dust, sat a book full of some of Shakespeare’s works.  
 
      
 
    He removed the book carefully from the shelf and sat in a chair nearby. He smiled sadly as he traced his fingers over the letters spelling William Shakespeare, printed intricately on the front. Using the sunlight still streaming in from the window a few feet away, he began to read. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sudden, frantic knocking and a low, strange rumble roused Francis. He opened his eyes and saw that it was dark in the room. He looked at his lap, confused, and saw that the book had fallen shut, losing his place.  
 
      
 
    He rubbed his eyes with his hand and shook his head, at last realizing that he had fallen asleep in the chair. 
 
      
 
    Just then, the knocking came again. Francis started toward the door, running into another chair that he could not see in the darkness.  
 
      
 
    He changed course and headed to the small table by his bed, on which sat a candle and matches. He struck the candle, spilling a small circle of light into the room. As his vision cleared, he moved again for the door. 
 
      
 
    He threw it open, still groggy with sleep and prepared to growl at the intruders. When he looked into the hallway, he saw Rowena and Winston holding hands, their eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “What on earth are the two of you doing?” he asked. Using the candle’s light, he checked his watch, and saw that it was 9 p.m. “You should be in bed.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena released her brother’s hand and grabbed onto her father’s. 
 
      
 
    “We were, Papa,” she said. “But then the storm came, and we became frightened.” 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Storm?” he asked. “What storm?” 
 
      
 
    Just then, another loud rumble rattled through the room. Now more awake, Francis recognized it as thunder. He listened for another moment, and beneath the loud rumbling, he could hear a harsh, shrill whistling. He looked at the window and saw rain pouring down in torrents.  
 
      
 
    There was, indeed, a storm, and a rather bad one, from the looks and sound of it. Quite sudden, too. The weather had been flawless when he had settled into the chair to read. 
 
      
 
    “That one,” Winston said. His face was solemn, but Francis could see that his hands were trembling and there were tears in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Francis looked at his children sympathetically. He understood why they had come to his room. When Caroline was alive, she would soothe and comfort them during bad storms, rather than sending them to the maid or nanny.  
 
      
 
    They could handle a little bit of rain and some lightning, but this storm sounded particularly nasty. As if it read his thoughts, another thunderclap roared through the sky, seeming to rattle the windows. 
 
      
 
    Francis felt Rowena shudder. 
 
      
 
    “Papa, can we sleep in your bed with you?” she asked. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    Francis had to force himself to not flinch away from his daughter. The trip they took to Charles’s house had been the most time he had spent alone with the children since Caroline had died, and he had not made an effort to spend much more time with them since they returned. The idea of them sleeping with him was too painful to bear. 
 
      
 
    “No, children,” he said firmly. “You must return to your beds.” 
 
      
 
    Another clap of thunder sounded, followed by sickening yellow lightning and another bout of the raging wind. Rowena began to sob loudly, and Winston’s tears began to fall. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Papa,” Winston said. “We are very frightened, and we cannot sleep in there alone.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s chest ached. Winston had never called him Papa, not even when he was a toddler.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, he considered rousing Emma and asking her to let the children sleep with her, as they once did with their mother. After all, it would likely be a female presence that gave them the most comfort, since it was their mother who cared for them during storms before.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe we could just sleep on the floor in here,” Rowena said, her voice trembling. “Or in one of the chairs.” 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head again, but with a little less conviction. He could not bring himself to grant them permission to sleep in his quarters with him. As far as he was concerned, they were getting too old to be frightened of a mere storm, even if it was a particularly loud one. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the faces of his children, which were pale and tired. They needed him, and he was still trying to push them away.  
 
      
 
    In truth, he knew they were not yet old enough to suffer a storm without fear, and he felt like an ogre for expecting them to be. His job was to make his children feel safe, and he was failing them when they needed that security the most. 
 
      
 
    At last, Francis sighed, his heart melting. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t I take you back to your room myself and tuck you in?” he asked. “I will sit with you until you fall asleep.” 
 
      
 
    The children looked at each other, some of their fear giving way to hope. They nodded, first to each other, then in unison at their father. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, Papa,” Rowena said, wrapping her arms around her father’s waist. 
 
      
 
    Francis patted the top of her head. 
 
      
 
    “Let us get you back to bed, then,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed the candle from his bedside table and walked the children out of his room and down the hall into their bedroom. He placed the candle on a short dresser and nudged the children toward their respective beds.  
 
      
 
    He tucked Rowena in first, smoothing back strands of her hair that had stuck themselves to her sweaty forehead. Then, he moved onto Winston.  
 
      
 
    He had just smoothed down the covers when Winston threw his arms around his father. Francis stood frozen for a moment, once more surprised at his son’s affectionate behavior. He awkwardly returned the hug, patting his son on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Papa,” Winston whispered. 
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep, trembling breath. 
 
      
 
    “Lie down, son,” he said softly. “I will be right here.” 
 
      
 
    “Papa?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Would you read us a story?” she asked timidly. “It would help us go to sleep quicker.” 
 
      
 
    Francis opened his mouth to reflexively deny her request. But since he would be staying with them until they fell asleep anyway, he saw no harm in complying. 
 
      
 
    “Which one would you like me to read?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Rowena leaped from her bed and ran over to their small desk, shuffling through the stack of books and selecting one. She padded over to her father and handed him the book. Then, she settled herself back into her bed. Francis could not help but smile. 
 
      
 
    He pulled a chair to a spot directly between the children’s beds and began to read. Even though he did not do the voices like Emma did, Rowena giggled at the funny parts, and Winston made excited exclamations at the action-filled parts.  
 
      
 
    It was clear that this was a book well-known to the children, and Francis felt a bit of remorse at not even knowing what their favorite things were anymore. 
 
      
 
    The room had fallen silent, save for the sounds of the storm, by the time he finished the book. He looked at each of his children and saw that they were fast asleep. He rose from his chair and gently restacked the books as they had been and started to exit the room.  
 
      
 
    He looked back at his children as he reached the doorway, however, and stopped. They looked so peaceful and innocent as they slept, and a sudden flood of warmth spread through his chest.  
 
      
 
    Instead of making his way back to his room, he walked over to Rowena’s bed. He leaned down and softly kissed the top of her head. She stirred and murmured but did not awaken. He repeated the gesture with Winston. He, however, rolled over, and his eyes cracked open sleepily. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Father,” Winston mumbled, his eyes fluttering closed again almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. He was simultaneously ashamed of himself for pushing away his children for so long and grateful that they had not given up on him in all that time. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, son,” Francis whispered. 
 
      
 
    He reclaimed his seat and sat watching his children sleep until the storm began to die and the sky began to lose its nighttime darkness.  
 
      
 
    He discovered that he was glad that he had spent this time with them. As he watched their little faces, he realized just how much he really did love them.  
 
      
 
    With more relief than surprise, he also noted that his interaction with them that night did not hurt him nearly as much as he had feared it would. In fact, it had been pleasantly cathartic and wonderful.  
 
      
 
    For the first time since their mother died, looking at his children was comforting, rather than painful. He did not know precisely when this development had occurred, or what had prompted it.  
 
      
 
    Then, as he pondered this miracle, Emma’s face came unbidden to his mind. He smiled, wondering if this was yet another one of the wonderful things she had done for his family.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Emma spent the rest of the evening cursing herself.  
 
      
 
    Once she had calmed herself and taken a moment to think, she knew well that Francis had not meant harm with his apology. Even if he was apologizing for kissing her, it was merely because she had fled like a frightened child.  
 
      
 
    If that had accomplished anything, it would have been to make him regret wanting her. Or, it at least made him regret letting her know that he did.  
 
      
 
    It seemed that he did not wish to do anything that would cause her to push him away, and she had acted foolishly yet again, despite his effort to rectify the situation. 
 
      
 
    However, Emma also knew that it did not matter what either of them wanted, even if they both wanted the same thing. She could want him like mad, and that, she did, and the feeling could be mutual, but it could, and would, never be.  
 
      
 
    In many ways, that was worse to her than the uncertain, confusing waltz they had been dancing around each other’s feelings, and their own. Knowing that she wanted a man she would never have weighed heavily on her. She only hoped that this was not how Francis felt, as well. 
 
      
 
    For the time being, however, she could not think about the situation any longer. She had other business to which she must attend.  
 
      
 
    Marcus’s mention of their father’s ships was still prominent on her mind, and she knew that she needed to get to the bottom of the oversight.  
 
      
 
    She still could not fathom how Lucius could have made such a large mistake, but she knew that it must be rectified, and as quickly as possible. Marcus’s very life might depend on it, after all. 
 
      
 
    Emma started toward Francis’s study, then froze. How could she go ask him for an afternoon off after she had behaved so erratically? How could she face him at all?  
 
      
 
    Yet, she knew that she must tell him. If she took off without telling him, he might think she had simply quit. Or, worse, the children might think she had abandoned them.  
 
      
 
    She considered writing a note and slipping it under his study door, then thought better of it. If he was inside, he might come outside and catch her before she could get back to her bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Then, she thought about Margaret. As the children’s nanny, she had spent a great deal of time with Emma, and Emma was beginning to think of her as a friend. While the rest of the house staff looked at Emma as though she and Francis had done something scandalous, Margaret was still kind and friendly to her.  
 
      
 
    If Margaret believed the rumors being whispered, she either did not care or did not seem to feel that it made Emma some kind of social pariah. 
 
      
 
    Emma exited her room and went in search of Margaret, who she found carrying a large bundle of the children’s clothes down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Margaret,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret turned and smiled brightly at her. 
 
      
 
    “Emma,” she said. “Do you need something?” 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping to ask a small favor of you, if I may,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Margaret said, gesturing with her head for Emma to follow her. Her hands were quite full, so Emma reached out her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me help you carry some of that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded gratefully. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma walked with Margaret to the scullery. They placed the clothes in a tub with some other dirty clothing, so that the other servants could get to it the next morning. Then, she and Margaret went into the drawing room.  
 
      
 
    It was quiet and completely unoccupied, unlike the servants’ quarters, and for that, Emma was grateful. 
 
      
 
    “Now, what was it that you needed?” Margaret asked. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to pass along a message to Lord Ashfield if you would,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Emma could see a variety of thoughts swirl behind Margaret’s eyes. For a moment, Emma regretted her decision.  
 
      
 
    What if this strange request had made Margaret believe something did happen between her and Francis? Was Margaret about to start questioning her about the rumors? 
 
      
 
    Instead, Margaret creased her brow, and her eyes filled with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” she asked, her voice sincerely matching her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Emma sagged with relief. 
 
      
 
    “I just have an important errand to run tomorrow afternoon,” she began. Then, she paused.  
 
      
 
    She had not thought about what excuse she would offer as to why she was not speaking to Francis about this directly. She thought quickly.  
 
      
 
    “I needed to ask Lord Ashfield for the time off, but I do not wish to disturb him in his study. I was wondering if you would mind letting him know tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret’s eyes lit up with understanding, and Emma instantly regretted lying to her friend.  
 
      
 
    Emma knew that Margaret, and all the other servants, had witnessed Francis’s agitation at being interrupted while in his study and that Margaret would ask nothing further if Emma offered that as her excuse. 
 
      
 
    As expected, Margaret simply nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to let him know for you,” she said, giving Emma another smile. 
 
      
 
    Emma returned her smile and gently squeezed her arm. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Margaret,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Margaret said warmly. “Would you like me to walk with you up to your room?” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I think I will read for a while yet,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Margaret said. “Good night.” 
 
      
 
    “Good night,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    After Margaret left the room, Emma selected a book and curled up in a corner that was mostly obscured from the door. She could see the doorway, but she would not be easily visible to anyone passing by.  
 
      
 
    She read until she could not keep her eyes open any longer, then at last retired. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, she flew through the children’s lessons. She was not nervous, but she was ready to get to the bottom of the situation.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the children did not seem to notice that she was preoccupied and were again thrilled when she released them a bit early.  
 
      
 
    She slipped out of the house, swallowing a pang of guilt at having not told Francis herself. She hoped that he would not think that she was once more running from him.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps, once Lucius found the mistake and recovered her father’s ships, her mood would lighten considerably, and she would be able to put her discomfort behind her and explain things to Francis. 
 
      
 
    Emma was relieved to see that Lucius’s office was empty, save for his employees, when she arrived. She announced herself to the man sitting behind the desk, and the man smiled and vanished to tell Lucius that Emma was waiting. A moment later, the man reappeared, with Lucius following right behind him.  
 
      
 
    Lucius gave Emma a puzzled smile and took her hand, gently kissing it. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker,” he said. “It is a pleasure to see you, to be sure, but what brings you here on such short notice? It is not yet time for our monthly appointment.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know,” Emma said, suddenly uncomfortable. “But I was hoping to speak with you before then. I’ve spoken to Marcus recently, and he sent me to you.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius’s puzzled expression deepened. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he asked. Then, he shook his head and smiled. “Of course, I am happy to help you in any way I can. Please, come into my study.” 
 
      
 
    Emma followed Lucius down the hall and into his office. For the sake of propriety, he left the door open when they entered. He guided Emma inside and pulled out a seat for her. Then, he moved around his desk and claimed his own chair. 
 
      
 
    “Now, what can I do for you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma cleared her throat. 
 
      
 
    “Well, as I mentioned, I have spoken with Marcus,” she began. 
 
      
 
    “How is he doing?” Lucius asked kindly, folding his hands on his desk and leaning forward. 
 
      
 
    “He seemed to be in very high spirits when my friend and I visited him,” she said, smiling at the memory of her brother’s smile and laughter. “However, he told me something that I cannot quite understand.” 
 
      
 
    “And what might that be?” Lucius asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a deep breath and tried to stifle her growing unease. 
 
      
 
    “He said that, before Father died, there were some ships,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Lucius’s eyes widened. Then, he shook his head, seeming to not understand. 
 
      
 
    “Ships?” he echoed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ships,” Emma said. “Marcus said that there were several ships that, upon Father’s death, would have been counted among our assets. I was hoping that, by coming here, we might find those ships. They would certainly help the financial situation just now.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius’s expression transformed into one of agitated disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “There are no ships,” he said coldly. “The illness must be affecting Marcus’s mind.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Lucius, baffled at the sudden change in his demeanor. Lucius had never taken such a tone with her, or anyone else in her family.  
 
      
 
    She was also upset that someone so close to the family could suggest that Marcus’s mental faculties were in any way deficient. 
 
      
 
    “His mind seems very much intact,” Emma said, defending her brother. “He was very coherent and stable, and he seemed quite sure.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius gave her a dry, humorless laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you that I have shown you every last asset that belonged to your father. Which, as you well know, did not amount to much,” Lucius said, his voice beginning to rise. “And I do not appreciate being accused of lying.” 
 
      
 
    Emma began to get nervous. She still could not understand Lucius’s reaction. She had not meant to upset him, and she certainly had not intended to accuse him of lying. 
 
      
 
    She floundered to try to fix the situation. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Mr. Rowley,” she said, worried. “I did not mean to imply that you were lying. Nor did Marcus,” she added quickly. 
 
      
 
    Lucius huffed but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Emma tried to smile, now wishing she had never brought up the issue. 
 
      
 
    “Please, forgive my impertinence,” she said, her eyes begging. “I am sure that Marcus was just mistaken.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius, still silent, rose from his seat. Emma was terrified that he was about to ask her to leave his office and never return. While she was still very bothered by his sudden, new hostility, she pushed away the thought for the time being.  
 
      
 
    She feared that Marcus’s recent improvement was temporary, as it usually was. If that was the case, and Marcus worsened again or, worse still, died, Lucius would be all that Emma had.  
 
      
 
    She knew that she could ill afford to anger one of her only allies. If she did so, she risked him abandoning her. So, she decided that it would be best if she just dropped the issue. 
 
      
 
    Lucius stood behind his desk looking down at her, studying her for a moment. His face softened, albeit minutely. Instead of insisting that she leave his office at once, he walked over to one of the shelves that contained many stacks of papers.  
 
      
 
    He scanned the shelves for a moment. Then, he found that for which he was searching. He pulled out a stack of papers and walked back over to the desk. By the top piece of paper, Emma recognized it as her father’s list of assets. 
 
      
 
    “Let us look once more, shall we?” Lucius asked. He looked down at the papers rather than at Emma, so she could not read his expression, but his voice was still cool. Rather than risk incurring more of his wrath, Emma merely nodded. 
 
      
 
    She sat silently as Lucius once again carefully pointed out, page by page, the items listed among her father’s assets.  
 
      
 
    She tried to make a point of keeping her eyes on Lucius’s face rather than the papers, hoping to prove to him that she trusted him. She caught herself glancing down a couple of times, however.  
 
      
 
    Once, she thought that he flipped a page a bit faster than all the others, but she chastised herself, realizing that she was almost certainly wrong. 
 
      
 
    When Lucius was done, he restacked the papers neatly and tapped the end of the stack on his desk. Instead of putting them back on the shelf immediately, he at last looked at Emma. His jaw had relaxed, and he was no longer scowling, but his eyes were unreadable. 
 
      
 
    “You see?” he asked. “No ships.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said. “It was foolish of me to come here, entertaining such a notion. If Father had had ships, I certainly would have known. I will let Marcus know that he just made a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    At last, Lucius smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he said. “But then, we are only human.” 
 
      
 
    Emma thought his voice sounded warmer, if still a bit strained. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “And again, please forgive me. I truly meant no disrespect.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Now, if you will excuse me, I really must get back to work,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said, allowing Lucius to guide her back into the lobby.  
 
      
 
    She considered apologizing again, but she decided against it. The matter seemed to be resolved, and she did not want to make things any worse. Instead, she gave Lucius one last hasty goodbye and quickly left the office. 
 
      
 
    On the trip back to Blackburn Manor, Emma thought about the conversation.  
 
      
 
    She was quite discouraged. For a short while, she had allowed herself to think that not only would she be able to get Marcus well, but also offer Francis an alternative to marrying Rosaline.  
 
      
 
    With the use of the ships that her father apparently did not, in fact, have, he could have freed himself from his dependence on his blackmailing father-in-law. Then, Francis would be free to marry whomever he wished, even if that was not her.  
 
      
 
    The gesture also would have freed Rosaline to marry a man that she chose. Emma now considered Rosaline a dear friend, and she felt that neither she nor Francis deserved the terrible situation into which they were being forced.  
 
      
 
    She wanted nothing more than to see them both happy. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled, thinking again about how well Marcus and Rosaline had gotten along. In fact, if Emma did not know better, she would have thought that Rosaline was rather smitten with her brother.  
 
      
 
    From what she could see, it seemed that Marcus was taken with Rosaline, as well. In fact, Emma thought that, if her brother did recover from his illness, he would be very happy with Rosaline.  
 
      
 
    And, if Rosaline was as enamored with Marcus as she had seemed, perhaps she would simply elope with him if her uncle refused them the match.  
 
      
 
    Which, as things were, he almost certainly would. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Francis paced the hallway at the top of the stairs.  
 
      
 
    He had received word from Margaret that Emma had had errands to run, but it was nearing late afternoon, and Emma had not yet returned.  
 
      
 
    He told himself that he was merely concerned for her safety, which was partly true. However, the underlying thought he kept trying to ignore and pretend did not exist was that she had, in fact, quit, and would never return.  
 
      
 
    He did not believe for a moment that Emma had not told him herself simply because she did not wish to disturb him while he worked. If there was anything he knew about Emma, it was that she had never before been intimidated by him.  
 
      
 
    She had proven that time and again by speaking to him very directly and intelligently, and she certainly was not afraid to speak her opinions quite bluntly.  
 
      
 
    The only reason he could think of that she would not tell him of her errands herself was because his behavior towards her had at last driven her off.  
 
      
 
    Of course, he could have peeked into her room to see if her belongings were still there. It was, after all, his house. But, in light of all that had recently transpired, he felt that unwise.  
 
      
 
    What if she did return to find him snooping in her room? Or, what if one of the servants saw him? It would have been far from appropriate, even though she was not in there.  
 
      
 
    As he paced, a couple of his servants passed by him in the upstairs hallway. He dipped his head to them in acknowledgment but pretended to not notice their questioning expressions.  
 
      
 
    He did not wish to refresh any of the rumors that had circulated about his and Emma’s suspected affair, so he opted to remain silent and feign ignorance. 
 
      
 
    In an effort to distract himself from Emma’s absence, he decided to take the children for a tour of the grounds before dinner. As he gathered the children and ushered them outside, he thought about how different things had been since Emma’s arrival.  
 
      
 
    He thought back to the day when Emma had given him what for about spending time with them, and how angry he had been. Then, he thought about how her increasing approval was affecting him, and he could not help but smile again.  
 
      
 
    She truly had been a wonderful influence in his life, and the lives of his children, a real blessing, when his family was most in need of one. Whatever else happened, Francis knew that he would forever be grateful to Emma for everything she had done. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going, Father?” Rowena asked, her voice breaking through his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Francis mentally cursed himself. He had rushed into the children’s room and told them to get themselves ready, without telling them why. 
 
      
 
    “I thought that today would be a good day to add a bit of history to your lessons,” he said, grateful that his voice sounded lighter than he did. 
 
      
 
    “Will Miss Baker be joining us?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis bit his cheek to keep his mouth from twitching. He shook his head and put on a calm, relaxed smile. 
 
      
 
    “She is still out running errands,” he said in his best reassuring voice. “But, will she not be proud of us for learning a bit while she is gone?” 
 
      
 
    The children clapped their hands in delight, and Francis breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
      
 
    He feared that, if he had to keep up pretenses for too long, the children would pick up on his concerns. Perhaps, this would be the perfect distraction until Emma returned. For all of them.  
 
      
 
    He considered calling the nanny to walk with them, then changed his mind. This was something he should do with the children by himself. Would that Emma could join us, he could not help thinking. 
 
      
 
    Giving himself a shake, he escorted the children out the back door. Instantly, he was impacted by the beauty of the grounds.  
 
      
 
    Until that moment, he had not realized how long it had been since he had been anywhere but at the front of the grounds. In fact, he did not believe that he had set foot anywhere near the rest of the grounds since before Caroline died.  
 
      
 
    He swallowed his shame at the thought and put on a smile for the children, who were watching him expectantly and curiously. 
 
      
 
    “Let us start with the gardens, shall we?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “We know every single inch of the gardens, Father,” Rowena giggled, but she skipped happily ahead a few steps, in the direction of the lovely, giant maze of various blooming flowers. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, but I bet you did not know that some of those flowers and plants have been there longer than you have been alive,” Francis said, trying to sound mysterious. “Some have even been there longer than I have been alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Rowena gasped. “Like which ones?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Francis said slowly. “Let us walk through there and find out.” 
 
      
 
    They walked into the garden entrance. Francis thought again about how he had forgotten the almost surreal beauty of everything.  
 
      
 
    There were roses of every color, lilies, tulips, and other flowers growing in vibrant, neatly kempt clusters everywhere. He saw the ones to which he was referring: a large bush full of roses that were varying shades of pink.  
 
      
 
    He walked up slowly to the bush and waited for the children to join him. 
 
      
 
    “These,” he said, gesturing grandly, “were planted at the request of your grandfather when he and your grandmother got married. In fact, he had them brought in the very day they returned from their honeymoon, as a wedding present.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena squealed with delight. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds so romantic,” she said dreamily. 
 
      
 
    Francis could not help but chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Were those her favorite flowers?” Winston asked, studying the beautiful blooms with awe. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, they were,” Francis said. “However, your grandfather did not know that there were so many different shades of pink roses when he sought them out. He also did not know which shade of pink your grandmother favored most. So, he had a few of each shade planted for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did he not just ask Grandmother?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because he wished to surprise her by having them planted,” Francis explained. “If he had asked her, she would have known what he was doing, and it would have ruined the surprise.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena sighed. 
 
      
 
    “So romantic,” she repeated. 
 
      
 
    A few steps ahead, there were some flowers that Caroline had ordered special and had sent from other parts of the world. He walked to them, his heart aching at the memory of her face lighting up as they passed them when they would take strolls through the garden. 
 
      
 
    “And these,” Francs said, spreading his arms to indicate that he was referring to the entire section of flowers, “were some that your mother wanted.” 
 
      
 
    The children looked at the flowers with wonder. They both reached up and cradled a few of the budding blooms gently. Rowena leaned down and inhaled deeply of an especially lovely yellow one. 
 
      
 
    “What are these called?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis frowned thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot recall,” he said. “Your mother was the flower aficionado, not I.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena giggled. 
 
      
 
    “Silly Papa,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What was her favorite?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled wistfully, looking around at all the flowers before them. 
 
      
 
    “She always said she could never choose a favorite,” he said. “She said she loved them all so much, that they were all her favorites.” 
 
      
 
    Francis absently plucked a particularly lovely purple one from the stem, recalling how Caroline had loved for him to put a flower from the garden in her hair. He reached for Rowena, and when she came to him, he tucked the purple petaled flower behind her ear. 
 
      
 
    “How do I look?” Rowena asked, twirling around and giggling. 
 
      
 
    “Like a silly girl,” Winston teased good-naturedly. 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful, Rowena,” Francis said. He noticed again just how much his children reminded him of their mother, and he hastened to usher them from the garden. 
 
      
 
    As they came back out into the looming shadow of the back of the manor, Rowena stared upward, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “I did not realize just how big it all is,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Did Grandfather have the house built for Grandmother, too?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Francis said. “This house was built by his grandfather, the very first Blackburn in this part of England, many, many years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “It does not look that old,” Winston mused. 
 
      
 
    “That is because it has been well-tended and cared for, for as long as it has stood,” Francis said, taking a moment to marvel at the immaculate condition of the home himself.  
 
      
 
    He knew that all his ancestors before him had taken great pride in Blackburn Manor, but he had never really stopped to appreciate the construction and architecture. It was, indeed, a sight to behold. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Rowena asked, pointing to a smaller building toward the back of the grounds. 
 
      
 
    “That is where all the gardening and groundskeeping tools and supplies are kept,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    “Can we go inside?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose we can,” Francis said. “Although, I suspect that you will not find much of interest to either of you.” 
 
      
 
    He was wrong, however. When they reached the storage shed, the children were fascinated by each pair of shears and trowel, and all the other tools stored inside. There were some that even Francis had long forgotten, and the children loved hearing him explain how each one was used.  
 
      
 
    He cautioned them against picking up any of them or playing with them, however, because many of them were too dangerous. The children complied, content to browse and look at everything. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, the children were ready to continue. The three of them exited the shed and they continued walking at an even, leisurely pace.  
 
      
 
    They came upon a large, flat clearing, surrounded by beautiful wildflowers, located just beside a trail leading into a small section of forest on the back half of the property. The children were, of course, enthralled by the clearing, and rushed ahead of Francis to reach it. 
 
      
 
    The clearing had always been their favorite place to have family picnics. Even though he had not brought the children out here since Caroline died, the groundskeepers had kept the spot well-tended and trim.  
 
      
 
    Francis felt a sense of relief that they had cared enough to not allow it to become overgrown, even though he knew that he had neglected to instruct them to ensure as much. 
 
      
 
    The sun was just beginning to set, and the forest was growing dark, so the children were not very interested in exploring it. Francis gave a small, sad sigh.  
 
      
 
    Before Caroline’s death, the children had been more adventurous, as all kids were. Now, they were a bit more cautious and wary, and Francis knew it was because they had been so directly impacted by death far too young.  
 
      
 
    However, they did express an interest in something else. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we could go riding on the trail someday?” Winston asked. “Like you and Mother used to do?” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s eyes widened. The children had never mentioned learning to ride the horses. They were only just getting to an age where they could take lessons, but they had never expressed an interest in doing so.  
 
      
 
    Although Francis had rarely had the time or the desire, Caroline had loved the horses and riding. Francis wondered if the children remembering that was the reason for his son’s sudden request. 
 
      
 
    “I do not see why not,” Francis said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Can we go see the horses now?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s smile widened. 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe that our tour would be complete unless we did,” he said, leading the children to the stables. 
 
      
 
    As they walked, the children skipped a little ahead of Francis. He watched their playful banter and listened to their laughter and merriment.  
 
      
 
    It made a part of him sad because it brought back so many memories of Caroline and family walks and picnics they had had. But it also warmed his heart.  
 
      
 
    Despite the sadness the children had been feeling over the loss of their mother, they still found pleasure in simple things in life and were still able to find wonder in the world around them.  
 
      
 
    Francis smiled sadly, envying his children for that gift, one felt sure that he would never again have himself. 
 
      
 
    Tarrance George, the head stable hand, greeted them as they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Lord Ashfield,” he said.  
 
      
 
    His smile was cheerful, but his voice carried a tone of wariness. Francis refrained from wincing. He thought, as he often did those days, about how harsh and cold he had behaved toward his staff since Caroline’s passing. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, George,” Francis said, smiling warmly. 
 
      
 
    The stable hand visibly relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to saddle a couple of the horses for an evening ride?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” Francis said. “Not this evening. We just came to see the horses.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, milord,” George said. “I shall be cleaning up the end stalls. Just call me if you need anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, George,” Francis said, his smile widening as he bowed. 
 
      
 
    Once the stable hand had left, Francis took the children’s hands and walked them slowly to each stall. The children looked positively enthralled, and even Francis had to admit that the beauty of these strong, gentle beasts was awe-inspiring. 
 
      
 
    “Can we pet them?” Rowena asked, her hand already poised in midair in front of a lovely white mare. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s heart ached, but he nodded. Rowena placed her hand gently on the mare’s nose, and the horse accepted the affection greedily. Francis supposed that the horse might be missing her mistress, which made him sadder still. 
 
      
 
    “That was your mother’s horse,” Francis said. “Her name is Mona.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he said. “I do not think that she has been ridden in some time.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Mona,” she murmured. “I like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Could we start with her, when we begin riding?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think that would be a fine idea,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Rowena squealed again. To Francis’s surprise, it did not startle the mare. In fact, the horse tried to edge closer to his daughter, seeming to beg to be petted again. Kind and docile, just like her mistress, Francis thought. 
 
      
 
    “She can be my horse,” Rowena announced proudly. 
 
      
 
    “Says who?” Winston asked, indignant. “Why should she be your horse?” 
 
      
 
    “Because she is a girl, and I am a girl,” Rowena said. 
 
      
 
    “So?” Winston said defiantly. “Boys can ride girl horses.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Rowena said. “But she likes me best. See?” she punctuated her point by petting the mare again, who softly whinnied and raised her head as if in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Francis opened his mouth to interrupt the argument, but another horse caught Winston’s attention. It was a chestnut-colored steed, fully grown, but younger than the rest of the horses. He was craning his neck to look at the trio as they stood in front of Mona. 
 
      
 
    Winston walked over to the young horse. As he approached, the horse stamped a hoof gently on the ground. Francis and Rowena followed Winston, but the horse paid them little mind. His gaze was fixed on Winston. 
 
      
 
    “What is his name?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis thought for a moment. He could not remember exactly how long they had the young horse, let alone whether he had been given a name. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you would have to ask George,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Winston ran to the furthest stall. After a moment, he came running back to his father and sister. 
 
      
 
    “George said he does not yet have a name,” Winston said. “Can I call him Lester?” 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed at his son’s enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    “I do not see why not,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Can we saddle them up today?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You must learn to ride properly before we can just saddle them and put you on them,” he said. “Besides, it will be supper-time soon. Why do we not go get dressed for supper, and you can tell Miss Baker all about them?” 
 
      
 
    The children nodded eagerly to one another. Then, they raced each other to the house, leaving Francis alone with his thoughts, which had once more turned to all the positive influence she had had on their lives.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, Emma stepped back inside Blackburn Manor.  
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Emma said, sounding breathless. “Good evening, Lord Ashfield.” 
 
      
 
    Francis bowed, and Emma thought he looked relieved. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Miss Baker,” he said. The smile he gave her was kind, but a strange tension rested just beneath it. 
 
      
 
    Emma studied his face fretfully. 
 
      
 
    “I trust that Margaret spoke with you,” she said hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she told me you would be out for a while this evening,” he said. “I do hope all went well.” 
 
      
 
    A shadow crossed Emma’s face, but she hid it quickly. Before she could answer, the sound of pattering feet beat heavily on the stairs. Francis and Emma looked up in unison to see the children bounding down the stairs toward them. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker,” Rowena said, wrapping her arms around Emma. “We took a walk with Father.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled brightly at the little girl, completely forgetting her woes for the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Did you, now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Winston answered. “He taught us all about a lot of stuff here on the grounds.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Francis, pleasantly surprised. She smiled and nodded at him approvingly. Before he broke her gaze, she thought she saw him blush, and she bit her lip to keep from laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” she said, clapping her hands together softly. 
 
      
 
    “Can we stay up a little longer tonight, so we can tell you all about it?” Winston asked, hopeful. 
 
      
 
    Emma raised her eyebrows inquisitively at Francis. He looked at the three expectant faces and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Just one extra hour,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The children cheered and hugged their father. 
 
      
 
    Emma watched Francis, who looked down at his children, seemingly surprised. Then, he reached down and put his arms around his children and smiled.  
 
      
 
    Emma reached for the children’s hands, smiling fondly. Francis ducked his head to try to hide his own emotional expression. 
 
      
 
    “Come, children,” Emma said. “Let us go find Margaret and get you ready for supper.” 
 
      
 
    “I will call for her,” Francis called quickly. “I would like to have a word if you do not mind.” 
 
      
 
    Emma froze. Was the tension she saw on Francis’s face displeasure at her having taken off work without notifying him directly? 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she said nervously. 
 
      
 
    Francis called for the nanny, who came almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Please, get the children ready for supper,” he said. Emma noticed that he smiled warmly at Margaret, unlike his usual cool, stoic demeanor with all his staff. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that Margaret noticed, as well. The nervous expression she had had when she answered his call vanished, and she returned his smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    As Margaret ushered the children up the stairs, Emma turned back to face Francis, nervous. His eyes were brilliant, and when he saw Emma looking at him, he quickly turned his head. Despite her current troubles, his affection for his children filled Emma with immense pride. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Emma again. His eyes still looked a bit damp, but he was composed, and his expression was unreadable.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker,” he said, taking a step toward her. For a moment, Emma thought he was going to try once again to kiss her, and she tensed. He did not, however.  
 
      
 
    He stopped after just a single step and pressed his hands together at his chest. “I really must apologize to you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him, momentarily confused. Why would Francis wish to apologize to her? Shouldn’t it be her who apologized to him for not following protocol for her afternoon off? 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for, my lord?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Now, it was Francis’s turn to look confused. 
 
      
 
    “For what happened,” he said, giving Emma a meaningful look. “Really, it was not proper of me—” 
 
      
 
    “My lord,” Emma said, stopping him midsentence. 
 
      
 
    “No, please,” he said. “I really must say this now.” 
 
      
 
    “And I must insist that you do not,” Emma said firmly, silencing him. 
 
      
 
    It was Francis’s turn to be shocked. However, she felt fairly certain that he would not scold her for her obstinance. If he had only wished to try again to apologize to her, then he obviously was not upset with her for sending Margaret to relay her message. 
 
      
 
    “Please, my lord,” she continued. “I cannot talk about this right now, or I fear that I will cry.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s expression instantly changed to one of deep concern. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” he asked. “What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    Emma gently raised her hand and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot discuss it just now,” she said. “I feel as though I have done nothing but cry since I have arrived here, and I do not wish to do so anymore. At least, not today.” 
 
      
 
    Francis took another step toward her. He did not reach for her, but his face told Emma that he very much wanted to. The knowledge both comforted and terrified her. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled softly at the sincerity in his voice. For a moment, she wanted to kiss him for it.  
 
      
 
    She gave herself a mental shake. Thoughts like those would do her no good, especially just then. 
 
      
 
    “Simply understand that it has been a very hard day and that I cannot bring myself to talk about it right now,” she said, her words more a question than a statement. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis appeared as though he would insist that she tell him what was wrong. Emma could see him second-guessing himself, however, and at last, he merely nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said, not without disappointment. “On one condition.” 
 
      
 
    Emma could not help a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “And what might that be?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “That you inform me at once if there is something I can do,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma considered repeating that the only thing he could do was just let her be. But the worry in his eyes and the urgency in his voice stopped her before she could. Instead, she simply bowed her head, still smiling wanly. 
 
      
 
    “I will, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded. He did not look completely convinced, but his face relaxed minutely. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said. “You must be exhausted. Why do you not go rest before supper?” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded, happy to do just that. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis bowed, and she quickly made her way up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    She could feel his eyes on her until she was out of sight. Once she was safely in her room with the door closed, she sagged down onto her bed, feeling quite tired indeed, and very much defeated. She knew she would be unable to take a nap, however, so she just sat thinking in silence for several moments. 
 
      
 
    She thought about how she had told Francis how near tears she had been. She had not meant to be so blunt about her emotions but saying that had been better than being forced to tell Francis about how her world was crumbling around her, more so every day.  
 
      
 
    She still could not bring herself to tell Francis about Marcus’s illness, and earlier that morning, she had truly believed that she might never have to. However, after the disappointing visit with Lucius, Emma had come to a terrible, but clear, realization.  
 
      
 
    There was the very real probability that Marcus would never recover.  
 
      
 
    She cursed herself for not realizing that Marcus’s mind must have been slipping when he started speaking of ships their father owned. And, if his mind was, indeed, slipping, he would never remain mentally well enough to cope with the physical ailments that went along with his illness.  
 
      
 
    She further chastised herself for believing that such an asset might exist, and for upsetting Lucius so by questioning him about it. She still doubted that Lucius had forgiven her for doubting his professional skills, and she feared that he might never.  
 
      
 
    As terrifying and heartbreaking as it was, she knew she had to face reality. She had to accept that Marcus’s time was limited and that one day very soon, she would likely be facing the world all alone. 
 
      
 
    Granted, she would not be entirely alone. Francis had been good to her. He had given her a good, well-paying job, a place to live while she was in his employ, and it was apparent that he cared for her. Whether it was merely as his employee or something more, Emma was no longer sure.  
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered much. Emma was beginning to also reconcile herself with the fact that all Francis would ever be able to be to her was her employer. But she at least knew that she would have him in some capacity, which would be a great comfort if Marcus did die.  
 
      
 
    And he had just told her that he would do something to help her if he could, if only she would tell him what it was she needed. 
 
      
 
    Emma rose from the bed. There was something she needed.  
 
      
 
    She glanced at her reflection in her mirror and was relieved to see that she did not look quite as haggard and tired as she felt. She was not yet ready to answer Francis’s questions, but she was ready to discuss something with him.  
 
      
 
    She did not wish for things to be as strained between them as they had been since he had attempted to kiss her. An awkward relationship simply would not do once Marcus succumbed to the illness, not when Francis would be the one thing she absolutely knew she could count on. 
 
      
 
    She went straight to his study. To her relief, the door was open, and he was inside. He was standing by the window overlooking the vast grounds, holding a snifter of brandy.  
 
      
 
    She raised her hand to knock but he must have seen her from the corner of his eye. He turned quickly, placing his brandy on the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker,” he said, his voice a mixture of relief and surprise. “Please, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Emma entered the study. Francis moved to the chair in front of the desk and pulled it out for her. Then, he went to his own seat. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you?” he asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I have been thinking,” she said. “And I really do hate that things have been so strange between us lately.” 
 
      
 
    Francis paled, but he said nothing. Emma continued. 
 
      
 
    “I really wish that things could be the way they once were… before,” she said. “I want us to be able to speak to one another again without getting upset or running from each other.” She laughed. “Or, rather, without me running from you.” 
 
      
 
    The color returned to Francis’s face, which was now a flurry of emotions. Emma could see that he was trying to decide on the appropriate way to respond. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that my reactions have made it difficult to return things to normal,” Emma continued. “However, I will do whatever it takes to make that happen.” 
 
      
 
    Francis practically leaped from his seat. He hurried around the desk and took the chair directly beside Emma.  
 
      
 
    Her heart raced, unsure of what his intentions were. However, he sat a respectable distance from her, without so much as touching her hand. 
 
      
 
    “You are not at all to blame for the way you have behaved,” Francis said firmly. “Not a soul would blame you for acting as you have. No, it is I who is to blame.”  
 
      
 
    He sighed and looked away for a moment, as though trying to think carefully before speaking. “I would like nothing more than for things to be as they were, before my inconsiderate behavior.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him thoughtfully. She had noticed that he did not try again to apologize for kissing her. But she also noticed that he did not seem to be speaking the full truth.  
 
      
 
    He had looked back up at her, but he would not quite meet her eyes, and his expression held more words than he spoke. Indeed, at that moment, it appeared to Emma that what he really wanted was something more than what they had.  
 
      
 
    Her heart squeezed because she knew that she wanted that, as well. 
 
      
 
    However, rather than call him out on the thoughts conveyed on his face, she merely smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Then, so shall it be,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The relief was quite apparent on Francis’s face, but she said nothing about that, either. Instead, she rose from her seat. 
 
      
 
    “I will see you at supper,” she said. She was still smiling as she left the study. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    In the days following his conversation with Emma, things did, indeed, go back to the way they were.  
 
      
 
    Emma once more smiled at him when they passed each other throughout the house, and she had even returned to her normal, blunt self.  
 
      
 
    This time, when she would tell him exactly what she thought or how she felt about something, he felt no annoyance. Instead, he felt pleased, almost thrilled. However, even though he should not, he had to admit to himself that he wished that things could progress.  
 
      
 
    He could not help the continued effect that Emma was having on him and, in truth, with each passing day, he had less and less desire to try to help it. 
 
      
 
    As the two-year anniversary of Caroline’s death approached, however, he began to withdraw again, from his children and from Emma.  
 
      
 
    At first, Emma said nothing about it to him. She would merely give him curious looks. On a couple of occasions, she would begin to speak, but then change her mind and give Francis a sweet smile.  
 
      
 
    However, one day as he sat in his study, trying and failing to focus on a stack of paperwork in front of him, Emma knocked on the open door. 
 
      
 
    Despite his darkened mood, he was pleased to see her. He motioned for her to enter, pushing the papers to the side, in case she noticed that he had not done a thing to any of them, which he knew she would. He nonchalantly placed a folder on the top of the stack. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Miss Baker?” he asked, wincing at the false brightness that his voice projected. 
 
      
 
    Emma studied him for a moment, and Francis cursed himself. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, opting to stand rather than taking a seat. Francis could guess why. 
 
      
 
    Francis gave her his best casual smile. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” he said, his voice still annoyingly chipper. “Why do you ask?” 
 
      
 
    Emma frowned, still staring at him. 
 
      
 
    “You have spent very little time with the children in days,” she said in her strong, direct manner. “And you have taken the last three days’ worth of meals in here.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you have been keeping count of my absences?” he asked. He had meant for the words to sound light and teasing, but instead, they came out harsh and cool. 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked and scowled. She put her hands on her hips defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing as how we agreed that things would return to normal, with neither of us avoiding the other, I suppose I have been,” she retorted. 
 
      
 
    Francis flushed and sighed. He had wanted her to stop running and hiding from him, and here he was, doing exactly that to her. He knew that he owed her an explanation, but he was unsure of whether he had one. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline’s death anniversary is on Friday,” he said bluntly.  
 
      
 
    He gaped, unable to believe that he had blurted it out so plainly. As he spoke the words, he instantly felt nervous.  
 
      
 
    Would she be like everyone else and think that he should be moved on already? Would she feel that that was no excuse for once more pushing away the people who cared the most about him? 
 
      
 
    Rather than saying any of those things, however, Emma’s face softened quickly. She seated herself and reached across the desk, placing her hand over his.  
 
      
 
    Francis found great comfort in the gesture and made no move to remove his hand from hers. 
 
      
 
    “I had not realized that the date was so close,” Emma said, her eyes full of sympathy and concern. “Please, forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her and tried to smile. 
 
      
 
    “It is quite alright,” he said. “I am glad you felt that you could come to me and call me out on my behavior.” 
 
      
 
    Emma returned a sad smile. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something I can do to help?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head. He withdrew his hand from hers slowly at last and ran both his hands through his hair. 
 
      
 
    “I will be taking a trip to the cemetery on… that day,” he said. “And I do so dread it.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded sympathetically, perhaps thinking of her trips to visit her own parents’ graves. 
 
      
 
    “It can be such a painful affair,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Francis said.  
 
      
 
    He stood and walked to the side table in his study, where he kept his brandy. He poured himself a glass and raised it at Emma questioningly, offering her some. She smiled politely and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    He replaced the lid on the brandy decanter and seated himself once more. There was one thing he wanted to ask of her, but he could not bring himself to do it. 
 
      
 
    “Would it help if I were to go to the cemetery with you?” she asked. “If that would not be too intrusive, that is.” 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at her in disbelief. Did she have some sort of mind-reading ability? 
 
      
 
    “If it is, forget that I mentioned it,” she said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head rapidly. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” he said quickly. “I am just… surprised that you would be willing to offer.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled, and Francis could not help thinking again just how beautiful she was. 
 
      
 
    “I wish to do anything I can to help,” she said. “For both you and the children.” 
 
      
 
    Francis did not hesitate with his response. 
 
      
 
    “That would be very much appreciated,” he said. “Thank you, Miss Baker.”  
 
      
 
    He flinched, hoping that he did not sound as desperate to her as he did to himself. Her saddened expression told him that he did, however, and again he cursed himself. 
 
      
 
    “It is my pleasure,” she said.  
 
      
 
    She raised her hand just slightly, then lowered it. She seemed to be arguing with herself about something, but at last, she simply stood slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I must get back to the children’s lessons,” she said. “But I will be ready on Friday morning to ride into town with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Francis repeated. 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded her head once, then made her exit. Francis stared after her, long after she was out of view, thinking for the hundredth time how grateful he was for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By Friday morning, Francis was in shambles. He had not slept at all the night before, and although Emma was going with him to the cemetery, he still felt as though his nerves had been stripped and rubbed raw.  
 
      
 
    He had given the nanny strict instructions to keep the children well occupied while he and Emma were gone, and to say nothing at all about where they had gone. 
 
      
 
    As promised, Emma was ready and waiting that morning. She was ready even before he was. Francis wanted to smile, but his mind was far too heavy. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked, feeling foolish at once since she obviously was. 
 
      
 
    “I am,” she said warmly. “And, I hope you do not mind, but I took the liberty of checking to ensure that the carriage was being prepared.” 
 
      
 
    Francis groaned. He had, indeed, forgotten to have the butler begin preparing the coach. Under normal circumstances, he would likely chastise Emma for stepping so far out of her station. That day, however, he was intensely grateful. 
 
      
 
    “You are a godsend,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Let us go,” she said, offering her arm to him. He accepted it readily, and they exited the house and boarded the carriage. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the cemetery was a silent one. This time, however, the silence between him and Emma was not an awkward one.  
 
      
 
    She did not try to fill the silence with strained small talk or try to get him to open up about his emotions. And Francis was content to gaze out the window at the passing scenery and steal glances at Emma from the corner of his eye.  
 
      
 
    She seemed enthralled by the beauty of the landscape, smiling slightly at the sight of a bird and her eyes lighting up when the carriage slowed near flower bushes or brightly colored foliage.  
 
      
 
    Her pleasure at such simple things gave Francis a small measure of comfort, and once more he was glad that she had offered to come with him. 
 
      
 
    When the carriage slowed to a stop at the cemetery, however, his sore nerves returned. He exited the carriage and helped Emma step out, then he led them straight to Caroline’s grave.  
 
      
 
    By the time they reached it, Francis felt faded. It took him a moment to realize that Emma had taken his arm and was gripping it firmly in her hands. He reached up and gave one of her hands a weak squeeze.  
 
      
 
    Glancing around, he saw a small group of people standing near another headstone not far away. He resisted the urge to chuckle as he wondered what anyone who might be paying any attention to them might be thinking, seeing him visiting his late wife’s grave with another woman.  
 
      
 
    After a moment, he decided that he did not care. 
 
      
 
    He maintained some semblance of composure until he saw Caroline’s name on the stone at their feet. Then, as though a locked door had been suddenly yanked open, he began to cry.  
 
      
 
    Emma tightened her grip on the hand that was gripping hers, but she said nothing. She stood silently while he cried, gently massaging his hand. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, Francis wiped at his eyes with his hand. It took him a moment to register that Emma was holding something out to him. He squinted through his tear-blurred vision and saw that it was a handkerchief.  
 
      
 
    A moment of shame took hold of Francis and he took the handkerchief gently, turning his face away from Emma as he tried to clean away his tears.  
 
      
 
    He took a few deep breaths, trying to ensure that his breakdown was finished before he turned back to Emma. He started to tuck her now dirty handkerchief into his pocket, but she took it from him gently. 
 
      
 
    “I will see to it that this gets washed,” she said kindly. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled gratefully at her. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline was kind, like you,” he said. He bit his lip, unsure whether it was appropriate to pour all his feelings out to Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about her,” Emma said. Her words were gentle, but it was not a request. “It will help you feel better if you talk to someone. And I am happy to listen.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her, again wondering if she could read his mind. He took a deep, shaky breath. 
 
      
 
    “She was very kind, very thoughtful,” he said.  
 
      
 
    He surprised himself by jumping right into talking about her, and more still when he could not stop himself.  
 
      
 
    “But she was very reserved and quiet. She was smart, but not exactly clever. Nor was she persistent. Like you,” he said with a strained chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled but said nothing. She merely gestured for him to continue. 
 
      
 
    “She worshipped the children, too,” he said, remembering the doting glow on her face whenever she looked at Winston and Rowena. 
 
      
 
    Emma stroked the back of his hand but still said nothing. Francis could feel the comfort radiating off of her, and he found that he did not wish to stop talking. 
 
      
 
    “I was with her the day she died,” he said. The images came flooding back, and he felt himself sway with the mental impact. “Those bastards… they should not have been dueling so close to the edge of the forest, so close to town.”  
 
      
 
    Francis could not stop the memories. It still played out in slow motion, just as it had the day Caroline had died.  
 
      
 
    It had taken him a moment to realize that the loud sound he had heard was, in fact, a gunshot, and a moment longer to realize that Caroline was falling to the ground. By the time he had understood what was happening, Caroline was on her knees, clutching her stomach. 
 
      
 
    “I knelt down with her, not seeing what had happened. I thought she was ill,” he recalled. “I could not see the blood until I moved her hand. Until I looked at her back. Her dress was…” he paused, choking on a sob.  
 
      
 
    Emma brought out the handkerchief and pressed it into his hand, but he barely noticed. He felt as though he was reliving the event all over again.  
 
      
 
    Yet, he did indeed find a sort of cathartic release in telling the story to Emma. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” Emma said, her voice sad but soothing. “Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded and wiped furiously at his eyes with the handkerchief, trying to compose himself. He took another deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “There was so much blood,” he said. “I do not think I will ever forget the blood. Her blue dress became a crimson-purple. And she… she died in my arms, coughing up blood, and gasping for breath. I scrubbed my hands for days, sure that I could still see the stains of her blood.” He coughed on a sob. 
 
      
 
    “Did no one call for a doctor?” Emma asked. She blushed immediately, as though regretting having spoken. Francis squeezed her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Someone apparently did, because the next thing I knew, one was gently pulling me from her to try to tend to her,” he said. “But it was far too late. Even though she was clinging to life when he arrived, the bullet wound had hit a major artery, and she was bleeding too much and too quickly to be saved.” 
 
      
 
    When Francis looked up at Emma, he saw that she had tears in her eyes, too. He had a sudden urge to embrace her, but there were still people in the cemetery, and he knew that he must not. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The bastards who were responsible now rot in prison,” he said. “But that hardly feels like justice. Not when their stupid carelessness cost me the future I thought I would get to have. Cost me the person I used to be. It is not fair.”  
 
      
 
    Anger suddenly filled Francis, and he barely resisted the urge to scream to the heavens. 
 
      
 
    Emma moved one of her hands and placed it on his shoulder, but once more, he barely noticed. 
 
      
 
    “I loathe who I have become since she died,” Francis said. As he spoke the words, he at last felt the truth of them. “I hate the father I have become. I love my children more than anything, but I cannot bring myself to show it. They remind me so much of her, of what I had with her.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded slowly, but once more remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “I even had half a mind to get into politics, before Caroline died,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, apparently surprised by the news. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you not?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “After the accident, I stopped caring about almost everything. It feels much like everything that was good and ambitious in me was scooped out when Caroline died. Like the best parts of me died with her. And I can never get that back,” he said, having never felt more resigned in his life. 
 
      
 
    “And what would Caroline think about that?” Emma asked firmly. 
 
      
 
    Francis stood gaping at her, shocked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Emma had stood and listened to Francis tell the tale about the day Caroline died with a heavy, broken heart.  
 
      
 
    Of course, she already knew some of the details, after her conversation with Rosaline. But she did not know that Caroline had died in his arms, and no account Rosaline could have ever given would have spoken to the tragedy of the accident like Francis’s own word.  
 
      
 
    Emma felt many things at once as Francis spoke. She felt terrible remorse for having judged his behavior when she first arrived at Blackburn Manor.  
 
      
 
    She had known that he was a widower when she began her employment with him, but she had not an inkling about what had happened to his late wife.  
 
      
 
    While the death of any loved one was always painful, she could not imagine how much more traumatic it would be to watch them die violently and terribly, and so suddenly, right in front of a person. Nor could she imagine how much darker that might make one’s personality.  
 
      
 
    She could not help the renewed disgust she felt for Francis’s father-in-law. She felt sure that the elderly earl had never seen Francis in such a state, but the man should have been able to guess that Francis was, indeed, terribly emotionally disturbed over his wife’s death, and would not be in a position mentally to even consider remarrying, even if he never saw such displays as the one she was witnessing. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart was also heavily burdened. She cared a great deal about Francis, despite the fact that she should not, could not, and seeing him in such distress that she could not ease made her feel helpless and sad.  
 
      
 
    She wanted nothing more than to embrace him and hold him as he cried, but she noticed that the cemetery was becoming quite populated, and she knew how inappropriate that would be. 
 
      
 
    These thoughts also made Emma feel guilty. While Francis obviously did care for her as she did for him, it was quite apparent that he also still dearly missed, and grieved for, his late wife.  
 
      
 
    Emma felt as though she might be presenting a temptation that was making Francis’s grief worse still than it already was. Or, at the very least, was causing a conflict within himself which he did not understand.  
 
      
 
    Now, as Francis stood, still staring at her, she remembered that she had spoken. She had not intended to say what she did, and she almost regretted the words.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, she had no idea what she would say next. However, she knew that Francis needed to hear the truth, no matter how difficult it might be.  
 
      
 
    She quickly collected herself and thought with care. She had Francis’s attention, and she hoped that the words she summoned would bring him some measure of comfort, and not hurt him more deeply. 
 
      
 
    Emma held her head higher, squeezing Francis’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Would Caroline wish to see you become a man you hate?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Emma as though he did not understand what she was saying. She gestured to the headstone with her free hand. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline loved you, as well,” she continued. “And she would not want to know that you had become so broken after her death, nor that you were so displeased with yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Emma saw understanding flicker behind Francis’s eyes, and she smiled. He wiped the last of his tears, which were at last beginning to dry, from his face and turned to completely face Emma. 
 
      
 
    “What do I do?” he asked. Emma’s heart broke a little more at how small and boyish he sounded. 
 
      
 
    “You become the man you were, the man of whom you were proud, once again,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at her with a mix of confusion and hope. 
 
      
 
    “But, how?” he asked. “The best parts of me died with Caroline.” 
 
      
 
    “That is not true at all,” she said, shaking her head. “The best parts of you are within your children.” 
 
      
 
    Francis shook his head, looking at the ground. Emma could see the gears turning in his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline helped bring out the good in me,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “You never needed a wife to bring out any good in you,” Emma said. “If you had, Caroline would have never fallen in love with you in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly, Francis looked at Emma with wonder. 
 
      
 
    “She would have never fallen in love with me,” he echoed. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart began to beat faster. She could see something slowly shifting in Francis, a part of his terrible guilt and grief over Caroline’s finally becoming lighter.  
 
      
 
    It was as if a dark cloud was at last moving slowly from over Francis’s head, and the shadow it was casting was vanishing as it moved. 
 
      
 
    “Which means that those good parts were in you all along,” Emma continued. “And, as such, you passed some of those parts on to your kids.” 
 
      
 
    “But they remind me so much of her,” Francis said, the cloud hanging over him beginning to darken again. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, they do,” Emma said soothingly. “It is Caroline’s way of reminding you of how much she loved you, and why she was in love with you.”  
 
      
 
    I should know, Emma added silently. Your showing me that side of you is the very reason why I have fallen in love with you, as well. 
 
      
 
    Emma mentally winced. This was hardly the time to be thinking such thoughts. Her feelings for Francis may be genuine and pure but standing at the grave of his deceased wife was an entirely inappropriate place to allow those thoughts into her mind. 
 
      
 
    Francis grabbing both of her hands pulled her from her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “You are truly a godsend,” Francis said, his eyes shining. There were no longer tears there, but the brightness there was strange and oddly pleasing.  
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him, feeling herself blush, unsure of what she should say. As she had while he spoke about Caroline’s death, she chose to remain silent for the moment. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, I would not be in the least bit surprised if Caroline herself had not sent you to me from her place in heaven,” he continued. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s cheeks grew hotter. She opened her mouth to protest, but Francis cut her off. 
 
      
 
    “What I do know is that I have not felt better in months than I have since you came to work for me,” he said. “Nor have the children been so happy.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart pounded. She had no idea where this conversation would lead, but she felt that she should try to stop it before it went too far. There were, after all, several people almost within earshot. 
 
      
 
    “It has been a pleasure to be at the service of you and the children,” she said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled slightly and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really not know?” he asked, his voice lilting with disbelief. 
 
      
 
    Emma believed she did know exactly, but she did not say as much. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should finish this conversation on the ride back to Blackburn Manor,” she said, glancing purposefully at the people just a few stones away from them. 
 
      
 
    “To hell with them,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Emma wondered if he would feel differently about that if they did, in fact, overhear any of the conversations, but she said nothing. 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at her hard for a few moments, long enough to make Emma feel a bit nervous.  
 
      
 
    She no longer had any idea what he was about to say or do. Moreover, she was beginning to think that anything he said or did would be alright with her, which she knew was wrong. 
 
      
 
    She looked back at Francis, not speaking. She was unsure of what to say, and she did not wish to interrupt the therapeutic release of his pent-up emotions. 
 
      
 
    At last, Francis did continue speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I know that I have behaved highly inappropriately,” he said. “And, I know that I have apologized for that behavior. But, in the spirit of talking about my feelings, as I have thus far this morning, there is something else that I want… need… to say.” 
 
      
 
    Emma remained silent, giving Francis a sincere, warm gesture to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I want to marry you, Emma,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt as though she would swoon.  
 
      
 
    That was the first time he had called her by her first name. He had almost done so in the past, but he had stopped himself. She had never imagined that hearing her name come from his mouth would make her feel as she did then. 
 
      
 
    She had, indeed, figured out that he cared for her, and this news should have come as no surprise. Yet, hearing Francis say it aloud, and in public, no less, was far different than merely knowing it. 
 
      
 
    “My lord,” she said, gently but firmly, to remind him of their surroundings. 
 
      
 
    “I do not give a damn,” Francis said, albeit quieter than he had been speaking. “I must say this. Please, let me.” 
 
      
 
    Emma glanced around. No one seemed to be paying them any special attention, for which she was relieved. After a moment, she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I want to marry you,” Francis repeated. “More than you can possibly imagine. More than you will ever know.” 
 
      
 
    Once more, Emma felt light-headed. Hearing him speak those words removed any doubt she had had in her heart that his feelings for her were the same as hers were for him.  
 
      
 
    “As you know, however, I am promised to Rosaline,” he said. “So, I cannot. And you will never know how that breaks my heart.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will,” Emma said, surprised at the bluntness of her words, but not caring. “Because I already do know.” 
 
      
 
    Francis wrinkled his brow, looking intensely at her. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have known for some time that you have feelings for me,” she said. “More than just those for an employee, or a friend.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s face turned red. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose the kiss made that rather apparent,” he said sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I should say so,” she said. Then, she grew serious. “And, in truth, I have the same feelings for you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis’s face was brighter than she had ever seen it. He took both of her hands in his and drew her closer. Then, his face darkened once more.  
 
      
 
    However, he did not pull away. Nor did Emma wish for him to. 
 
      
 
    “But it cannot be,” Francis repeated, his head falling in defeat. 
 
      
 
    “I know that, as well,” Emma whispered.  
 
      
 
    “Then, why do you stay?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma could see the worry beginning to transform his face. 
 
      
 
    “Because I care for you,” she said. “And I care very much for the children, too. It would not do for me to leave you all unless I am no longer needed.”  
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Emma again, his face a combination of bewilderment and torment. 
 
      
 
    “You most certainly are needed,” he said. “We all need you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled. Something about the affirmation of his words brightened something in her. Perhaps, it would not be so bad if she merely remained the governess. So long as she could stay close to those she loved, maybe she could learn to be happy. 
 
      
 
    “Then, at Blackburn Manor I shall stay,” she said with a reassuring smile. I need you all, as well, she added silently. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s eyes began searching her face. It made Emma momentarily uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry,” Francis said meekly. 
 
      
 
    “For what?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “For complicating things with these feelings that we cannot entertain,” he said. “For inviting you to return my affections with that kiss, only to wind up having to hurt you in the end.” 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, Emma stepped forward and gave Francis a gentle kiss on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “You have been nothing but honest with me,” she said. “You have not given me any illusions. There is no way you could hurt me.” 
 
      
 
    Francis watched her face, looking to see that she was telling the truth. Then, he nodded and fell silent. 
 
      
 
    She, of course, was speaking mostly the truth. She did not believe that Francis himself could ever hurt her, and certainly not when he had just told her that he wanted to marry her.  
 
      
 
    However, the fact that they could never marry, no matter how much either of them willed it to be, was already hurting her. But she could not bring herself to tell Francis that, especially not in his current, fragile state.  
 
      
 
    Instead, she took a small step, dropping one of his hands, but squeezing the other one gently. Francis looked at her, and she at him, for several moments. Then, they stood at Caroline’s grave, both silent.  
 
      
 
    Emma could not read his thoughts, but his face told her that they were very similar to her own. She gave a sigh, stewing about how unfair the entire situation was. 
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    Francis stood in silence, hand in hand with Emma, at his late wife’s grave, for another half hour.  
 
      
 
    He believed that Emma meant what she said about him not hurting her. However, he also knew that that would likely change once he married Rosaline, despite Emma’s tough, determined nature.  
 
      
 
    The more he thought about the circumstances, the more unfair he felt they were. No matter how casual Emma seemed about being unable to marry him, he was far from it.  
 
      
 
    He truly wanted nothing more than to marry her, and he could not forget the unfairness of it all. Especially since she had admitted that she shared his feelings.  
 
      
 
    He fervently wished that there was some solution that would save his business, should he refuse to marry Rosaline, so that he could be with Emma. But he knew that if there was another way, he would know of it by then.  
 
      
 
    Τhe knowledge made him want to succumb to another bout of tears, but he fought to control his emotions.  
 
      
 
    The ride back to Blackburn Manor was as silent as the trip to the cemetery. However, although the silence was not exactly uncomfortable, it did seem to be a bit sad. Francis felt that it was a testament to Emma’s displeasure to the circumstances, as well as his own, and he wished more than anything he could change it.  
 
      
 
    Some part of him could not let go of the hope that things would magically change, and he was almost as saddened by that as he was over the trip to the cemetery. 
 
      
 
    They arrived back at the manor just before dinner time. He helped Emma from the carriage, and only reluctantly released her hand when they reached the front door.  
 
      
 
    He had a million other things he wished to say to her, but she did not give him the chance to say one. She smiled, warmly but sadly, and excused herself. 
 
      
 
    “You will be joining us for dinner, won’t you?” Francis asked, not at all ashamed of the hope in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Emma said, with that same sad, warm smile. 
 
      
 
    It broke Francis’s heart, and he wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and tell her that he cared not about the business arrangement with his father-in-law, that he would marry her, and the rest of the world could be damned.  
 
      
 
    But he did not. Instead, he watched as Emma ascended the stairs to dress for dinner, and then begrudgingly did the same. 
 
      
 
    That evening, the kitchen staff had taken it upon themselves to add some extra dessert options. Francis guessed that it was for the children since that day was the anniversary of their mother’s death. He was grateful for their thoughtfulness.  
 
      
 
    In fact, he motioned for the attention of Joanna, the woman who served as the head of the kitchen staff, as she came in to help the other staff to serve the extra desserts. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered when she leaned in so that he could address her. 
 
      
 
    Joanna blinked, startled and looking at him fearfully. 
 
      
 
    “I-I’m sorry?” she asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s heart ached. He saw then just how brusque he had been with his faithful household staff in the time since Caroline’s death, and he felt guilty. 
 
      
 
    “You have likely made the children’s night, and I appreciate that beyond words,” he said to the woman, giving her a warm, gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    The woman beamed at him and curtseyed deeply. 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure, milord,” she said, keeping her voice just as quiet. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded gently to dismiss her, then watched his children’s faces light up at the heaping table to desserts that had been served. When he looked at Emma, she was smiling brightly at him, as well.  
 
      
 
    For that first time that day, Francis felt pleased and was proud of himself for not becoming a beast at the staff taking such liberty without his consent. It was then that he realized that his servants truly did care about him and his children and that he was more than grateful for it. 
 
      
 
    “Please, everyone,” Francis said pleasantly, gesturing to the large spread of sweets. “Help yourselves and enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    Emma helped the children fill their plates, perhaps too much to his normal liking, with cakes and pies. Francis could not help but chuckle as Emma put a good bit of dessert on her own plate, as well.  
 
      
 
    In fact, the sweets epidemic was so tempting as he watched the others, that he had an extra slice of pie and cake, as well. After the emotional turmoil of the day, it felt nice to have something he had once enjoyed as a child, and once more he was grateful to Joanna and the rest of the kitchen staff. 
 
      
 
    After the meal, rather than excusing themselves, the children looked at him expectantly. Francis took a deep breath, knowing well that the children were aware of what that day was to all of them. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to prepare for bed?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Winston groaned, but Rowena’s face grew apprehensively hopeful. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I was hoping that you might read us a story tonight,” the little girl said timidly. 
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep breath. The request was not an unreasonable one, and he knew that the children must be missing their mother just as he was that day. However, he was unsure of what to say. 
 
      
 
    Emma spoke before he could give them a harsh, reflexive response. 
 
      
 
    “Which story would you like to have read to you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Fox and the Lamb,” Winston and Rowena said, almost in unison. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s face grew pale. He knew that that was the story Caroline used to love to read to them, especially whenever the children were sad or restless. His chest throbbed as he thought of those evenings. 
 
      
 
    Once more, Emma proved how much of a godsend she truly was to their little, broken family. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like for me to read it to you?” she asked. She was addressing the children, but she looked up at Francis for just a moment.  
 
      
 
    His heart ached for the children’s request, and the grief they must be feeling which, he now regretted, he had ignored for far too long. But he knew that they needed him just then, just as he had needed Emma’s company at the cemetery.  
 
      
 
    More so, because he was their father, and they missed their mother just as much as he did.  
 
      
 
    He also felt an overwhelming sensation of love and appreciation for Emma. She had offered to take on the task for him, without judgment or disapproval. However, he knew what he must do. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Miss Baker,” he said, looking pointedly but gratefully at Emma. “But I would be happy to read to the children tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Winston and Rowena looked at him with excited disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Francis said, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, Papa!” Rowena said. She could not contain her excitement, and she ran across the table and hugged her father. 
 
      
 
    Francis felt tears begin to sting his eyes again, and he returned his daughter’s embrace wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let us get to it,” Francis said. “Excuse us, Miss Baker.” 
 
      
 
    Emma beamed at him, and he could see tears forming in her eyes, as well. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I will be in my room if you need me.” 
 
      
 
    Once again, Francis felt love for her swell in his heart. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “But you may do whatever you wish for the evening. The children and I will be alright.” 
 
      
 
    Emma once more smiled warmly, then excused herself and exited the room. Francis called for the kitchen staff to clear the table and then escorted the children to their room. 
 
      
 
    Francis started toward Rowena’s bed, preparing to turn it down to tuck her in, but the children both leaped into Winston’s bed. He turned to the children to see what they were doing, and Rowena patted the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Come sit with us to read, Papa,” Rowena said. “Please?” 
 
      
 
    Francis began to tell them that they really should be in their own beds and preparing to go to sleep, but he changed his mind. Instead, he smiled warmly at his children and fulfilled his daughter’s request.  
 
      
 
    He eased himself onto the edge of the small bed, and his children pressed themselves as close to the other side as they could to allow him room. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was comfortable, Winston handed his father the book. Francis’s heart ached again as he looked at the cover. He had not seen that book since before his wife died, but it was apparent from the wear and fading that the children had never stopped reading it. 
 
      
 
    “We have never asked Miss Baker to read this one,” Winston said sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Rowena said. “This one is our special book.” The little girl gestured to indicate that she meant just the three of them. 
 
      
 
    Francis understood what they were saying, and his eyes began to burn. He pretended to study the cover of the book more closely, so his emotions did not betray him.  
 
      
 
    After a moment, he blinked back the tears and cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the children cried enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    Memories flooded Francis’s mind as he read. This was one of the children’s longer books, so Francis would sometimes read it to the children with Caroline. They would take turns so that neither of their voices got too tired, and it would sometimes take them a couple of days to finish it.  
 
      
 
    This time, however, as Francis acknowledged the memories that came, he felt less sadness. Instead, he recalled the happiness he had felt as they sat together as a family, reading.  
 
      
 
    He even found himself doing some of the old voices, like he and Caroline used to do when they read that book, and the children clapped and giggled happily. 
 
      
 
    After some time, Francis noticed that the children had fallen silent. He looked beside him, expecting to see them asleep. Instead, he saw them hugging one another, tears silently falling down their cheeks.  
 
      
 
    He did not need to ask them what was wrong, nor did he need any prompting to comfort them. He picked up Rowena and put her on his other side, and moved closer to Winston so that he could embrace them both.  
 
      
 
    He pulled his children close to him and stroked their hair. None of them spoke for a few moments, and Francis suddenly realized that he had never comforted his son and daughter like that after their mother’s death.  
 
      
 
    He sought words of comfort for his children but discovered that he could think of none. 
 
      
 
    “I miss Mama,” Rowena said, hiccupping. 
 
      
 
    Winston sniffled softly, and Francis felt his shoulders heave. 
 
      
 
    “So do I,” he said, his voice breaking, and Francis’s heart along with it. 
 
      
 
    Unable to hold back his own tears any longer, Francis allowed them to fall once more. He still could not muster any words to give his children any comfort, so he decided that honesty would be best. 
 
      
 
    “I miss her, too,” he said, his voice cracking as his son’s had. “I miss her so much.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not hate us, do you?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis was shocked, but once more he knew what was bothering his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not, sweetheart,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “We thought you did,” Winston said. “Especially since you never spend time with us since…” Winston trailed off, sobbing. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, son,” Francis said.  
 
      
 
    The temptation to try to explain himself to his children was great at that moment, but he felt nothing but shame. He now knew that no reason he gave, no matter how justified he once felt it was, would ever excuse his cold, indifferent behavior toward his children.  
 
      
 
    So, he said the only thing he could say. The one thing they needed to hear the most. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” Francis whispered. “To both of you. I love you very, very much.” 
 
      
 
    At this, his children hugged him tighter. They both buried their faces into his sides, and he held them like that for half an hour, before he realized that their weight against him was growing heavier.  
 
      
 
    He glanced down and saw that both his children were fast asleep. He quickly realized that he would not be able to ease his way out of the bed without waking them. He also realized that he did not mind. 
 
      
 
    He thought about the things that Emma had said to him. She was right when she had told him that Caroline would not tolerate the man he had become since her death.  
 
      
 
    Emma was also quite correct whenever she had told him that Caroline would be very upset with him for the way he had treated their children. She would be furious with him for taking out her death on the children, especially when they needed him so desperately.  
 
      
 
    He was finally able to admit to himself that his previous attempts to spend time with the children had been, at least partly, just for show. He did not want Emma to think ill of him, so he had tried to spend time with them to show her he was not the terrible ogre she thought he was for avoiding his children.  
 
      
 
    However, he also had to admit that he had very much enjoyed the time he had spent with them, even though it had still been a bit painful for him. 
 
      
 
    He also knew that, even though they had loved each other very much in life, she would not want him to mope for the rest of his days. It would break her heart to see him suffer so terribly forever, and she would want him to move on and be happy. 
 
      
 
    Then and there, as he cradled his sleeping children, Francis made a very important decision.  
 
      
 
    He would, at last, begin making a true effort to do exactly as Caroline would want him to do. He knew that he must try to move on, not just for his sake, but for the sake of his children. While they would always miss their mother, they would never be able to work through their grief and move on with their own lives if he did not do the same.  
 
      
 
    And he knew with whom he wished to move on, although the deal with his father-in-law made that extremely difficult. 
 
      
 
    He could not dwell on that just then, however, although he did not intend to just give up on the hope just yet. It would only serve to make him more miserable still, unless he found some miracle by which he could say to hell with that business deal and pursue Emma.  
 
      
 
    One thing he did realize as he thought about helping the children, and himself, move on, was that Caroline still very much haunted his home. Caroline’s belongings were still all throughout the house, exactly as she had left them before she died.  
 
      
 
    He could not get rid of her things, because he and Caroline both would wish for the children to have what they wished of hers when they were older, especially Rowena. However, he knew that he needed to pack up everything and put it away, somewhere easily accessible, but not in constant view.  
 
      
 
    Indeed, being surrounded by things that reminded them all of Caroline was much like living with her ghost, and he knew that was not healthy, for any of them.  
 
      
 
    As he drifted off, still holding his children to him, he decided that he would begin the task as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Emma found herself struggling to fall asleep that night. She thought about everything that had transpired earlier that day.  
 
      
 
    She had known that Francis desperately grieved for his late wife, but she could have never imagined just how much so. His tears had broken her heart, and it was all she could to not begin to cry along with him.  
 
      
 
    Emma sighed and turned over in her bed. Not for the first time, Emma thought about how little it mattered. They may care for each other, but he still must marry Rosaline.  
 
      
 
    Emma had told Francis that it would not hurt her whenever it happened, but as she lay there struggling to sleep, she wondered just how true those words were.  
 
      
 
    She said a quick prayer to the heavens, thankful that she had the next day off from the children’s lessons. At this rate, if she slept at all, it would be until the time lessons normally ended. 
 
      
 
    It felt as though she had barely blinked her eyes when she felt someone gently shaking her. She opened her eyes and saw one thin streak of sunlight weakly beginning to peek in through her window.  
 
      
 
    She sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Emma,” a woman’s voice whispered loudly. “Emma, are you awake?” 
 
      
 
    “Margaret, what time is it?” Emma asked.  
 
      
 
    What on earth was Margaret doing waking her so early, and so urgently? What had happened?  
 
      
 
    The idea that something might have happened to Marcus took hold of her mind, and her eyes flew open. She was fully alert. 
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” Emma asked. She did not wait for an answer before she swung her feet out of bed and got up. 
 
      
 
    “You just received a letter, just a moment ago,” Margaret said hurriedly. “The messenger said it was quite urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “I should say so, seeing as it is just now sunrise,” Emma said, taking the letter. She hoped that Margaret did not see her hands shaking as she turned over the envelope. 
 
      
 
    She read the name on the front carefully and sagged with relief. It was not from Marcus, or from anyone who was helping her look after him. It was from Rosaline.  
 
      
 
    Confused, she opened the envelop and read the letter.  
 
      
 
    Emma, 
 
      
 
    I need to meet with you on a most urgent matter. I do not wish to discuss the details in this letter but know that it is of the utmost importance.  
 
      
 
    I have found a way to help us all with our current predicament. I trust that I do not need to say anything more. 
 
      
 
    Please, Emma, I need to see you as quickly as possible. I plan to be at Bea’s Café in London around lunchtime, and I do hope that you can get away to meet with me then.  
 
      
 
    I hope that this letter reaches you in time, and I do apologize for the short notice of it all. Just know that it is quite necessary, because time is of the essence. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    R. 
 
      
 
    Emma sat back down on her bed, her heart still working to slow itself after the fright she had given herself thinking that the letter might be about Marcus.  
 
      
 
    Margaret was watching her anxiously, and Emma reached out and took her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much, Margaret,” Emma said. “It is nothing terrible. Rosaline just wants to meet me about something important today.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret visibly relaxed, but her brow remained furrowed. 
 
      
 
    She could not tell Margaret what Rosaline had been up to, trying to fix Emma up with Francis, so she gave the nanny her best reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
    “I will meet her for lunch today,” Emma said. “She said she merely wants to discuss something with me.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret seemed satisfied with Emma’s confidence and response. She smiled back at Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” she said. “Would you like me to ask the butler to arrange a carriage for a trip into town around noon?” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you very much, Margaret,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret’s smile broadened and she nodded. Then, she left, closing the door behind her.  
 
      
 
    Emma dressed slowly, wondering what new plan had stricken Rosaline now, and what it was that she could be up to.  
 
      
 
    It occurred to Emma that she had not gotten the chance to tell Rosaline about her talk with Lucius, and she hoped that the meeting would not be the result of Rosaline plotting under the assumption that the ships actually existed. 
 
      
 
    Once she was dressed, and the sun had risen a bit higher in the sky, Emma sought out Francis, who she found taking breakfast alone in the breakfast room. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” he said, rising from his seat when she entered. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Would you care to join me for breakfast?” he asked, walking around the table to pull out a chair for her. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I will be going into town in a little while, to meet with Rosaline,” she said. “I just wanted to let you know that I will be gone for a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her, eyebrow raised. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he asked, amused. Emma began to think that perhaps Francis suspected what she and Rosaline had been trying to do, but he did not say as much. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Emma said, trying to hide her red cheeks. “I received a letter this morning from her. She asked me to meet her for lunch.” 
 
      
 
    Francis frowned, seemingly puzzled. Emma cursed herself. Of course, Francis would know how strange it was that Rosaline would summon Emma on such short notice. 
 
      
 
    Instead of questioning further, however, he nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he said, looking deep in thought. “Enjoy your lunch.” He gave Emma a charming smile, and she noticed how much more relaxed and at ease Francis looked.  
 
      
 
    His smile was infectious. 
 
      
 
    “I will, my lord,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis flinched, but he said nothing more as Emma left the room. However, she could feel his eyes on her, and she could sense the unasked questions lingering in the air. She breathed a sigh of relief that he did not ask them. 
 
      
 
    She passed the time before she had to leave to meet Rosaline reading in the drawing room. To her surprise, the restless night’s sleep was not weighing on her, and she hoped it would remain so.  
 
      
 
    At first, she had thought herself too anxious about whatever Rosaline might have to say to concentrate on her book, but she soon found herself engrossed in the story. As she read, she found herself amazed at how similar the main character’s storylines resembled hers and Francis’s. 
 
      
 
    After what felt like mere moments, a knock at the door pulled her from the pages. 
 
      
 
    “The carriage is ready, Emma,” Margaret said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at the time and was shocked to see that it was after 11 a.m. already. She closed the book and put it on the small table next to the chair where she had been sitting. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Margaret,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to come with you?” Margaret asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be fine,” she said. “Besides, the children will miss both if we go into town together.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And I very much doubt that Lord Ashfield would give us both the day off,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The women laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I will return soon,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Have a safe trip,” Margaret said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret walked with Emma to the door. As the carriage pulled away from the manor, Margaret waved goodbye.  
 
      
 
    Emma smiled and returned the wave. Then, she settled back in her seat and closed her eyes, letting the gentle jostling of the coach soothe her nerves as they made the journey into London. 
 
      
 
    Bea’s Café was a very fancy little restaurant and tea house. Emma balked at the sophistication of the place and felt ashamed at her plain clothing.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, she wondered if she would be refused admittance inside because of her poor appearance. Then, she saw Rosaline standing outside.  
 
      
 
    Emma frowned. Why would Rosaline be outside waiting, instead of holding a table for them? 
 
      
 
    Rosaline saw Emma’s carriage come to a stop in front of the establishment and rushed to greet it. She barely waited for the coach’s door to open before she started speaking hurriedly. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for summoning you so suddenly,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” she said. “Would you like to go inside so we can talk?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked at her for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, this is not the place where we need to go,” Rosaline said. “I just wished to meet you here, so that we can go to where we must go together.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Rosaline, utterly confused. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “Where is it that we are going?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline took her hand, her eyes sparkling. 
 
      
 
    “It is just a couple of blocks away,” she said. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline said very little as they walked, but she was tugging Emma’s hand intently. Emma could not suppress a laugh at her friend’s childlike urgency. 
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Emma asked.  
 
      
 
    She had been so amused by Rosaline’s behavior that she had hardly noticed that their pace had slowed. As they came to a stop, however, Emma looked around and gasped. 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing here?” Emma asked. “The docks are not safe for two unescorted women.” 
 
      
 
    It was Rosaline’s turn to laugh. 
 
      
 
    “We are hardly unescorted,” she said, nodding her head at someone seemingly behind Emma. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned to see a tall man dressed in an outfit similar to a butler’s uniform. Emma turned to Rosaline, confused. 
 
      
 
    “This is Gromm,” she said. “He came with me today to escort us to where we need to go.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Rosaline,” Emma said nervously. “The docks are very often dangerous, for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Gromm joined Rosaline in her laughter, but it was not unkind. 
 
      
 
    “Gromm served in the army for many years,” Rosaline said. “Rest assured that he is quite capable of handling himself.” 
 
      
 
    Emma was growing more uncertain and confused by the moment. However, at last, she conceded. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Emma said. “But we should be quick, in any case.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline did not respond. She simply took Emma’s hand again and continued practically dragging her to some mysterious location. 
 
      
 
    “Rosaline, will you please tell me what on earth is going on?” Emma asked, almost pleading. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline did not stop, but she glanced at Emma over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I am about to see to it that you can marry my cousin-in-law,” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    “But how?” Emma asked, bewildered. “We have been over all our options, have we not?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline glanced at Emma again, saying nothing more. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Rosaline,” Emma said. “I have already endured one great disappointment regarding this recently. I do not feel that I could bear another.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked at her with a strange expression. 
 
      
 
    “Disappointment?” she asked. “But Marcus told us about the ships.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head sadly. 
 
      
 
    “There are no ships. I paid a visit to my family’s solicitor after we spoke with Marcus,” Emma said. “He said that no ships ever existed, after all. And, he was quite angry that I would suggest that he missed such a large asset.”  
 
      
 
    Emma shuddered as she recalled Lucius’s livid reaction. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s face paled, her expression grim. 
 
      
 
    “There is someone with whom you really must speak,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Emma asked, worried by her friend’s sudden pallor. 
 
      
 
    “It will be better if he explains it,” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    “If who explains what?” Emma asked.  
 
      
 
    For the first time, she was beginning to get angry with Rosaline. She knew her friend only wished to help, but there was nothing more they could do, no matter how much they wished to change things. 
 
      
 
    At last, Rosaline came to an abrupt stop right in front of one of the docked ships. An older, heavyset man limped to greet them. He was holding some sort of paper in his hand, but Emma paid it little mind. 
 
      
 
    Despite his scruffy, unkempt appearance, he bowed respectfully to both women. Rosaline put one hand on Emma’s arm and gestured with the other to the man. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, this is Captain Burd,” she said matter-of-factly. “Captain, this is Miss Emma Baker.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Burd’s eyes lit up in recognition, which Emma did not understand. She did not know any sea captains, and she certainly did not understand why any would know her. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Miss Baker,” the captain said graciously. “I was wondering when we would get the pleasure of meeting you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked back and forth between the captain and Rosaline. For a moment, she wondered if Rosaline had gone mad. None of this was making any sense, and Rosaline seemed almost feverish. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand,” Emma said, nervous and confused. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, would you mind telling Miss Baker what you told me about those ships?” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    “It would be a pleasure,” Captain Burd said, looking as confused as Emma felt. “We have been receiving orders and making arrangements under those orders to make and receive shipments with your family’s ships ever since your father died.” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You must be mistaken,” she said. “I have already verified that my father did not have any ships. My brother simply made a terrible mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Emma saw Rosaline exchange a glance with Captain Burd. Rosaline gave him a small nod, and the captain held out the paper he was holding. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive my impertinence, miss,” he said, “but we have been receiving orders just like this, straight from you. Is this not your own handwriting?” 
 
      
 
    Emma took the paper, still grasping to understand what was happening. She scanned the paper twice, indeed recognizing the penmanship as hers. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but…” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline looked at the captain again and nodded once more. 
 
      
 
    “And see, right here,” the man said, pointing to a series of numbers on the bottom of the page. Upon closer inspection, Emma could see that the numbers were financial figures.  
 
      
 
    “This is what I have been paying out to you for the use of the ships. I sign off on your payment each week personally.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stood staring toward the captain, but she was no longer seeing him. Her heart was racing, and she was trying desperately to make sense of what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline took her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, darling,” Rosaline said. “You do have those ships, after all. This captain is the one who has been paying to use them.” 
 
      
 
    Emma slowly turned her gaze to Rosaline. When her eyes met her friend’s, everything suddenly fell into place. Emma felt she might swoon with the impact of the implications. 
 
      
 
    “So, Mr. Rowley has been lying to me,” she said, her dizzying confusion quickly turning into indignant fury. 
 
      
 
    “It would seem so, Miss Baker,” the captain said. “I do hope that you can forgive me. I truly had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at the captain, who suddenly looked more haggard and tired than he did just moments ago. He also looked afraid, which tugged at Emma’s heart. 
 
      
 
    “You could not have known,” she said. “And, in truth, you have done me a great service by telling me this.”  
 
      
 
    My solicitor may be a lying cad, she thought, but at least my brother’s mind is not being claimed by some terrible madness. 
 
      
 
    “If you will allow me,” the captain continued, “I would love to continue using your ships. I really need them, to tell the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Emma gave him a small smile, though inside she was screaming. 
 
      
 
    “I will be happy to discuss future business arrangements with you, Captain,” she said. “However, I have one small matter to sort first. But I promise you that I will be in touch, and very soon.” 
 
      
 
    She gave the man a brief curtsey and started to walk away, but she stopped. 
 
      
 
    “Please, captain, do me one favor,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The captain nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Continue your business as you need in the meantime,” she said. “But, do not do any new business or pay out any more money unless I come to you for it in person.” 
 
      
 
    The captain nodded gravely. 
 
      
 
    “You can count on it, miss,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded, turning on her heel. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline walked quickly to keep up with Emma’s pace. 
 
      
 
    “Let me come with you, Emma,” Rosaline said.  
 
      
 
    Emma could not tell if she shared Emma’s anger, or if she was concerned about it. Regardless, she could not allow Rosaline to become more involved than she already was.  
 
      
 
    She did not know how deeply this apparent secret went, but Rosaline should stay as far removed from the situation as possible. 
 
      
 
    “No, Rosaline, that is not necessary,” Emma said. “I believe that I must speak with Lucius Rowley alone.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Francis awoke the next morning to find that the children were not still in bed.  
 
      
 
    He checked his pocket watch and saw that it was just after 8 a.m., and he realized that it must be close to breakfast time. He smiled as he envisioned his children sneaking quietly out of the bed so as not to wake him.  
 
      
 
    He thought back to the night before, holding his children close to him as they cried. But instead of feeling renewed pain, he felt a sense of pride and love.  
 
      
 
    He had been there for them when they needed him, and he had felt nothing but a powerful love for them.  
 
      
 
    For the first time since Caroline died, he felt that he and his children would at last be able to move on and begin living once more.  
 
      
 
    He stood up, stretching out the stiffness from the position in which he had apparently slept all night. Surprisingly, he was also quite hungry. He exited the room and went to his own to change and prepare for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    The children were, indeed, already seated at the table and eating when he walked into the breakfast room. They had been talking animatedly, and when he entered, they both looked at him and smiled brightly. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Father,” Winston said. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” Rowena echoed. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled. He was still amazed at the feeling he now got when looking at his children. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, you two,” he said, moving to his seat at the head of the table, where he saw that a plate of food already awaited him. 
 
      
 
    Winston jumped from his chair and moved to pull out his father’s. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go, Father,” Winston said proudly. 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Francis asked, still laughing. 
 
      
 
    “We just wanted to say thank you,” Rowena said, her face growing more serious. “For staying with us last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Winston said. “We told the servants what we thought you would like to have for breakfast and asked them to go ahead and fix your plate.” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled warmly at his children. He realized just how lucky he was to have such wonderful children, even after the way he had treated them in the past few months. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said, blinking back tears. “Both of you.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you are happy, Papa?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I am very happy,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Emma walked into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, everyone,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis rose from his chair as she entered. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” he and the children said in unison. His smile faltered as he saw that her expression was a flushed, harried one. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive my tardiness,” she said. “I had to prepare to go into town again this evening after lessons have finished.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled warmly at the children before taking her seat, but Francis saw that her face remained tense and red. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him, forcing a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I just must speak with someone about some matters at home,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis sensed that there was much more that she was not saying, but with the children present, he decided not to pry. That might, in fact, be the reason she did not say more just then, so he made a mental note to ask her about it later. 
 
      
 
    “Papa slept with us last night,” Rowena announced proudly. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s face changed; whatever troubles she was feeling temporarily forgotten. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Winston said. “He came to read to us, and we all fell asleep.” 
 
      
 
    The children looked at him, sharing a secret look. He nodded knowingly at them. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I did,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That is wonderful,” Emma exclaimed. She looked at Francis with great approval, and Francis felt his heart skip. 
 
      
 
    “We are sorry that we did not ask you to read to us,” Rowena said, looking at Emma carefully. Francis thought she had noticed Emma’s expression and thought it was their fault. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, that is perfectly alright,” Emma assured her. “I was a bit preoccupied last night, anyway. And it is wonderful that you children spent that time with your father.” 
 
      
 
    Emma gave the children a genuine smile, which seemed to relax Rowena considerably. The children went back to their earlier pleasant chatter, and Emma and Francis finished the meal in silence. 
 
      
 
    Once the children were finished eating, Emma ushered them back upstairs to begin lessons. Francis considered asking her to wait a moment so that he could ask her in private if she was alright, but he thought better of it.  
 
      
 
    As he opened his mouth to call to her, the servants came in to clear the table, and he did not wish to give them cause to reignite the affair rumors. Instead, when everyone else left the room, Francis set about his task of packing away Caroline’s things. 
 
      
 
    He went from room to room, beginning with the downstairs. There were many candelabras and books that had belonged to her that, since they were still being used, he decided to leave where they were.  
 
      
 
    However, there was one grand candelabra that had been in the drawing room that he could not seem to find. He remembered it because it was gold, whereas the rest of the candle holders and candelabras were silver. It had been passed down to Caroline by her grandmother after she had died, and she had always talked about how much it meant to her.  
 
      
 
    Francis made a mental note to ask the nanny about where it had been placed after Caroline’s death. 
 
      
 
    As he stored and put away Caroline’s belongings, he allowed himself a few more tears. Each item he touched still resonated with her life, her energy, and he could attach clear memories to each one.  
 
      
 
    The way she had laughed excitedly as she instructed the staff on places to put certain things, or at his sour faces whenever she brought out a piece of art in which he had no interest but seemed to bring her great pleasure.  
 
      
 
    He thought as he inventoried everything, that there might be a painting or two that had been misplaced, as well, but he could not be sure. In truth, he had paid little attention to each painting. Caroline had been the lover of art. He found it uninteresting and pointless, with only a few rare exceptions. 
 
      
 
    At last, he had finished with the downstairs rooms. He checked the time and saw that it was early afternoon. He had worked straight through lunch. He was not yet hungry, however, so he decided to continue on until supper.  
 
      
 
    He made his way upstairs, trying to decide in which room to begin up there. 
 
      
 
    “Do you need something, milord?” a voice asked. 
 
      
 
    He turned to see Margaret standing there, looking at him with a strange expression. 
 
      
 
    “No, Margaret,” he said. “I have just been putting away some of Caroline’s things.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” she asked, her voice as strange as her expression. “Would you like for the servants to do it for you?” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled. 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you,” he said. “This is something I think I must do.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret’s smile was warm, but her eyes were unreadable. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, milord,” she said, curtseying. “If there is anything you do need, just call for me. I will see to it at once.” 
 
      
 
    Francis thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, you can send someone downstairs to put the things I’ve packed away in the attic if you would,” he said. “I have everything stacked neatly just inside the door of each room.” 
 
      
 
    The nanny nodded quickly and rushed away. Francis watched her curiously. Was everyone now acting strangely around him?  
 
      
 
    Francis decided that the staff was merely having trouble adjusting to the recent changes in his demeanor. He imagined that it had been difficult for them to adjust to life after Caroline died, especially since they had primarily dealt with her while she was alive.  
 
      
 
    He thought that maybe the changes in his behavior had made them tense and afraid and that they were not sure how to take his recent attempts at becoming more like his old self. 
 
      
 
    With a sigh, he decided to start with the room in which most of her belongings were. He had not even so much as stored away her dresses and riding and traveling habits yet, so he started with those.  
 
      
 
    As with the items he sorted downstairs, he could remember times when she wore each dress. Briefly, as he wiped tears from his eyes, he considered letting his servants put away Caroline’s things, after all. But he felt that he owed her this much.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps, it would even help him say his final goodbye to his beloved late wife. 
 
      
 
    He moved on from Caroline’s clothing to her vanity. For a brief moment, Francis felt that he would be unable to continue. As he picked up one of her brushes, he saw that there were still a couple of bright, golden strands of hair wound within the bristles.  
 
      
 
    He picked up the brush and inhaled deeply and was surprised that he could still smell her floral scent on it. He put down the brush and pulled his handkerchief from his pocket, wiping away the tears that had begun to freely fall. 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, my sweet Caroline,” he whispered. He kissed the brush before putting in with the other things he planned to take to the attic. 
 
      
 
    He looked then at her jewelry box. Many of the necklaces and bracelets inside had been given to her, either by her grandmother or her mother. However, he found a couple of rings that he had never noticed that she had.  
 
      
 
    As he handled each one, the memories of how she told him she got those rings returned to him. He decided that he would leave all the jewelry in the box, just as it was. 
 
      
 
    However, as he was replacing the jewelry pieces, he noticed that Caroline’s wedding ring was missing.  
 
      
 
    For a moment, he thought that perhaps she had been buried with it. Then, he remembered that the doctor who had examined her body had returned everything she had had on her person except for the dress she had been wearing the day she was shot to Francis when he was finished with his exam.  
 
      
 
    Now, Francis was perturbed. He thought again about the candelabra and paintings that he had thought were missing and tried to remember whether he had requested those items stored just after her death.  
 
      
 
    Then, he recalled a conversation he had had with the butler, in which he told him to ensure that the staff knew that he planned to tend to Caroline’s things himself. 
 
      
 
    Rather than merely brush off the missing items yet again, he ceased his efforts. He rushed down the stairs and called for any of the servants within earshot. The butler was the first to respond. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milord?” the man said, looking concerned. 
 
      
 
    “Get some of the servants and search the house,” Francis said. “I have noticed that several of Caroline’s possessions have gone missing.” 
 
      
 
    “For what are we searching?” the butler asked. 
 
      
 
    “A couple of paintings, a golden candelabra, and her wedding ring,” Francis said, thinking carefully. 
 
      
 
    The butler looked genuinely shocked and, with a quick nod, rushed away to do as his master had asked. 
 
      
 
    As the servants went from room to room, he paced in the entryway of the house. He wracked his brain, trying to think of anything that could have happened to the items that he might have forgotten. He hoped that he had simply overlooked the items and that the search he had ordered would produce the items safe and sound.  
 
      
 
    After about an hour, however, the servants came together at the base of the stairs and talked amongst each other for a moment, before the butler approached him. 
 
      
 
    “There is no sign of the things you described,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Francis blinked, shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Search again,” he said. “Look in every corner and crevice, in every single room.” 
 
      
 
    The servants exchanged worried glances and set off to search again. 
 
      
 
    As the minutes passed with no word from the servants, Francis became angry.  
 
      
 
    He could not imagine what could have happened to these things of Caroline’s. They were valuable, to be sure, but it was the sentiment of them that meant something to him. He knew that the house had never been burgled, so what could have happened to the items? 
 
      
 
    Unbidden, the conversation he had had with Charles came to mind. He recalled that his friend had had to fire his governess for theft.  
 
      
 
    No, he thought. None of my servants would do such a thing to me, and certainly not Emma. 
 
      
 
    However, when the servants returned to him another hour and a half later, still empty-handed, the truth began to flood Francis’s mind.  
 
      
 
    The items had, indeed, been stolen. 
 
      
 
    “Search again,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    This time, the staff searched for over two hours, and once again, they had found nothing. By this time, Francis was furious.  
 
      
 
    Certainly, any of the staff members could possibly have been capable of theft. However, none of them had been leaving the house as often as Emma.  
 
      
 
    And she was the only one who still had a home of her own to which she could take any illegally procured items to hide them. 
 
      
 
    Francis curtly dismissed the staff to their duties and stormed off to his study. Once there, he slammed and locked the door. He wanted to think about this rationally and would not be disturbed while he did so.  
 
      
 
    But even after an hour of pacing the floor of his study, he had not come to any other conclusion.  
 
      
 
    Emma was the only one with any motive to steal from him. Though she had told him that she was not hurt by the idea of him having to marry someone else, he had admitted to being as unhappy as he was by the notion.  
 
      
 
    It was not inconceivable that she was just unhappy enough to have taken the items and sold them, if she had not, in fact, taken them to her home. 
 
      
 
    By suppertime, he was so angry that he could not bear the sight of anyone. He also had not heard Emma come back from whatever alleged errand she had had to run, and he did not feel capable of speaking with her just then without losing his temper.  
 
      
 
    However, he vowed that he would confront her about it the very next time he laid eyes on her. And, if she was guilty, he would ensure that she would never find any work in the ton again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Emma departed for the town as soon as the children’s lessons had ended.  
 
      
 
    She had thought that she had heard some kind of rummaging throughout the house as she taught, but she paid it little mind. Her thoughts centered around the discovery of the ships that Marcus had told her that their father had.  
 
      
 
    She had hoped to catch Margaret on her way out to ask her to remind Francis that she would be gone that evening, but Margaret was nowhere to be seen. Emma thought that a bit odd, but she had little time to focus on it. 
 
      
 
    She had spent the previous night tossing and turning, trying to rationalize how it could be possible that Lucius had managed to continue doing business with those ships without her knowledge.  
 
      
 
    She had tried to create a scenario in which someone else was operating the ships without Lucius’s knowledge, but the explanation was tenuous at best, and never quite held any real merit.  
 
      
 
    She had finally had to accept the reality that Lucius had been embezzling from her family, profiting from the business the ships were conducting with the captain to whom she spoke. 
 
      
 
    On the trip into town, she cursed herself for having not realized what was happening sooner.  
 
      
 
    She also felt terribly guilty for having not believed Marcus after Lucius had tried to pull more wool over her eyes by being so indignant at the suggestion that the ships existed in the first place.  
 
      
 
    She had almost believed Lucius’s explanation that Marcus’s mind was slipping, and as such, had allowed Lucius to continue his fraudulent behavior that much longer.  
 
      
 
    She said a silent prayer to her parents, begging their forgiveness for her being so blind. She also prayed that she would be able to keep her emotions under control, though she very much doubted that would be the case.  
 
      
 
    She was furious, both with herself and with Lucius. 
 
      
 
    When she arrived at the office, she stormed through the lobby, not checking to see if Lucius was currently speaking with someone. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, miss?” the man at the desk called. Emma barely heard him, though, and paid him no mind.  
 
      
 
    She kept walking right past him, straight down the hall and walked, unannounced, right into Lucius’s office. 
 
      
 
    At the sound of his office door being flung aggressively open, Lucius jumped. There was, indeed, a man sitting on the other side of the expansive desk, apparently discussing business matters with Lucius.  
 
      
 
    Emma was too angry to care that she had interrupted something. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, smiling coldly. “I really must speak with Mr. Rowley this instant. It is rather urgent.” 
 
      
 
    The man looked shocked, and she expected him to rebuke her for having the audacity to disrupt business between men.  
 
      
 
    Instead, however, he rose from his chair, murmured something inaudible to Lucius, and rushed out of the door. 
 
      
 
    Feeling momentarily shamed by her bold behavior, Emma did not meet the man’s eyes as he exited the office. Once he was gone, however, she stepped the rest of the way into the office and loudly closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    Lucius seemed to be more shocked than the man who had been there moments earlier. His face was white and beads of sweat began to form on his forehead. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, I dare say that is highly unorthodox,” he said, fumbling for his handkerchief in his coat pocket. 
 
      
 
    “And I dare say that my reason for being here is in need of a bit of an unorthodox approach,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Lucius looked to be a mixture of frightened and angered. He gestured at her to sit, but she shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe that I will ever make myself comfortable in this office again,” she said. She was trying to keep her composure, but she was trembling with rage. 
 
      
 
    Little to Emma’s surprise, Lucius put on his most pleasant, hospitable face. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Miss Baker, sit,” he said. “Is this about Marcus’s phantom ships again?” 
 
      
 
    “Phantom, indeed,” Emma scoffed. “And no, I will not sit, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius feigned a wounded expression. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, we have been over this,” he began. 
 
      
 
    Emma cut him off. 
 
      
 
    “And I have learned something quite interesting since our last conversation,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Lucius’s expression changed, but only slightly. Only his eyes gave away that he might suspect what it was that she knew. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he asked, trying to inject as much placation into his voice as he could. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Emma said. “It would seem that those ships do, in fact, exist.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Miss Baker,” Lucius said again. “I do not see how you could possibly still believe those ships exist after everything I have shown you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma pulled the papers that the captain had given her from her pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Then, perhaps, you wish to tell me what it is that I am supposed to be seeing here,” she said, thrusting the papers across the desk toward Lucius. 
 
      
 
    Lucius read the papers carefully, making Emma more furious by the minute. He maintained his calm, patronizing expression as he scanned the pages. 
 
      
 
    “These are obviously forgeries,” he said flatly. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, they are,” Emma said. “I spoke with the captain who has been engaging in the business dealings with my father’s ships, and he said that all the signatures for the payments and orders are mine.  
 
      
 
    “And I certainly could not sign off on anything having to do with ships that allegedly did not exist, could I?” 
 
      
 
    At last, Lucius’s feigned bewilderment began to fade. To Emma’s surprise, however, it did not melt into fear or panic. Instead, Lucius Rowley’s face contorted into something else Emma had never seen before.  
 
      
 
    Unlike the outrage and anger she had seen upon her last visit, this expression was one of cool, smug satisfaction. Had she not already been so angry, she might have been frightened by his face.  
 
      
 
    As it was, however, she merely stood silently, waiting for him to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Lucius said. “It seems that you have done a great deal of poking around in places no woman has any business in.” 
 
      
 
    Emma glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “You know very well why I am the one tending to my family’s affairs,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Lucius said, nodding in a mocking manner. “But what on earth were you doing in such a dangerous place as the docks? Do you have other business matters in that area?” 
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip to keep from screeching at the implications of his words. 
 
      
 
    “I hardly think that my business there is any of yours,” she hissed. “Especially considering the current situation.” 
 
      
 
    “And what situation might that be?” Lucius said, his voice becoming more mocking by the moment. 
 
      
 
    Emma leaned across the desk, putting her finger pointedly on the pages between them. 
 
      
 
    “This situation,” she said. “It is quite clear what is happening with these ships.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it?” Lucius said with a chuckle. “And can you prove anything?” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him, her mouth falling open. Was he serious? 
 
      
 
    “I believe that this paper is more than proof enough,” she said, fuming. 
 
      
 
    Lucius looked at the paper again, then looked up at her with a wide, cruel smile. 
 
      
 
    “What I see is a page from a legitimate business ledger, with your very own signature,” he said evenly. 
 
      
 
    Emma grabbed the page and held it up. 
 
      
 
    “I absolutely never signed anything like this,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Where is your proof?” Lucius asked again. 
 
      
 
    At last, it hit Emma what Lucius was saying. The forgeries were excellent, perfect even, and it would be difficult to argue that she had not signed the paper, and any others like it, herself.  
 
      
 
    It would not be too difficult to argue that she had done it during a state of deep grief, either for her parents or because of her brother’s failing health and impending death. 
 
      
 
    “I do have witnesses,” she said, thinking quickly.  
 
      
 
    She knew that Rosaline believed her about not knowing the ships existed, and Marcus certainly knew that she had never put any signatures on any business ledgers related to any ships whatsoever.  
 
      
 
    And she felt sure that Francis would vouch for her, as well, if it became necessary. Surely, an earl’s word would count for something. 
 
      
 
    However, Lucius’s grin grew impossibly wider. 
 
      
 
    “Once they find out what you have been up to, I have no doubt that they will all but act as though you do not even exist,” Lucius said. 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, confused. 
 
      
 
    “And what is it, exactly, that you believe I have been up to?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    Despite his apparent dishonesty, she could not believe his arrogance or his obvious pride at having deceived her for so many years. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it is what I know you have been up to,” Lucius said. “Or, rather, what everyone else will believe that you have been up to.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head, her rage returning. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked, frustrated and wanting to scream at the top of her lungs. 
 
      
 
    Lucius slowly rose from his desk and walked over to his many rows of files. He took one from the shelf just as slowly, and then sauntered back over to his desk, his hideous smile never leaving his face.  
 
      
 
    Emma could not understand how he could be so smug when she could easily end his career with everything she now knew. 
 
      
 
    Lucius opened the folder and tossed it down on his desk, turning it so that she could read the pages as he flipped through them.  
 
      
 
    “It would seem that you are having inappropriate relations with your employer,” Lucius said. Emma barely heard him, however. She was reading the pages as he turned them, and she could barely believe what she saw.  
 
      
 
    How had he found out about her kiss with Francis? Had Francis betrayed her? And why would he use the kiss against her? Her mind was reeling. 
 
      
 
    Lucius seemed to notice her distress and laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That is not all, my dear,” he said. “You have gone to great lengths to keep Marcus and his illness a secret. I do not suppose that people will wonder why that is, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Emma felt the color drain from her face, and Lucius laughed maniacally. 
 
      
 
    “You- you will never get away with this,” Emma said, keeping her voice even and firm. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t I?” Lucius asked. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Ashfield will love to hear of all of this, I am sure,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “I doubt very much that he will be pleased to hear that someone he believes he knows so well is capable of such atrocities.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius howled with laughter. Emma gripped the edge of the desk to keep from slapping him, or from swooning and hitting the ground, which she rapidly felt slipping out from under her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Miss Baker,” Lucius said, wiping his face with his handkerchief. “You still do not understand. It seems that there is a thief at Blackburn Manor.” 
 
      
 
    Emma gasped. “You cannot honestly think that that has anything to do with me,” she cried.  
 
      
 
    Lucius shrugged, still laughing. 
 
      
 
    “What I think is quite irrelevant,” he said. “The point of the matter is that Lord Ashfield is most certainly going to notice that things have started going missing since you came into his employ.” 
 
      
 
    “He knows that I am no thief,” Emma said, her temper flaring. 
 
      
 
    “Does he?” Lucius asked. “I would not be so sure if I were you. Especially when something very valuable and precious to the Earl, something once belonged to his wife, goes missing.” 
 
      
 
    “How could you possibly know—” Emma began.  
 
      
 
    Realization hit her hard enough to leave her breathless. Her knees trembled, and for a moment, she feared that she would collapse on the floor between the chairs where she stood.  
 
      
 
    She leaned on the desk, for support this time rather than out of anger. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” Lucius said, as though reading her thoughts. “I believe something quite valuable, indeed, is about to go missing from Blackburn Manor.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him, in complete shock. She floundered for something to say, but all she wanted to do was cry. 
 
      
 
    “You will never get away with this,” she choked at last. She cursed herself for how helpless and defeated she sounded. She was horrified at all that had transpired. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t I?” Lucius repeated. 
 
      
 
    “I will explain what is really happening to Lord Ashfield,” Emma said.  
 
      
 
    Some of her confidence returned as she thought about what Francis had said to her at the cemetery. If he had feelings for her, she knew for certain that he would give her the benefit of the doubt and let her explain. 
 
      
 
    “And how will you prove it, my dear?” Lucius asked. “I have never set foot inside Blackburn Manor. My hands are perfectly clean.” 
 
      
 
    Emma understood the implication of Lucius’s words well. However, she had faith in Francis’s kindness and fairness, and she believed that she would get him to see what had been going on. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is for me to worry about,” Emma said confidently. “Rest assured, however, that I will explain it, and he will believe me.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius only responded with another bout of laughter. Emma had to resist another urge to scream at the man.  
 
      
 
    Instead, she stormed out of his office, determined to prove him wrong and show him that Francis would believe what she told him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Francis grew more furious by the moment.  
 
      
 
    He could not believe that Emma was the exact kind of person Charles had insinuated that she was. Worse still, he could not believe that he had jeopardized his friendship with the man by vehemently defending someone who could do such a thing to him.  
 
      
 
    What angered and wounded him worst of all, however, was that he had allowed himself to feel so many things for her. 
 
      
 
    Thinking back, he knew that he should have suspected that something was not right with Emma. All her secretive behavior, her refusing to tell him things, even whenever he asked her directly, and her frequent trips into town for reasons she would never quite disclose should have given him a clue.  
 
      
 
    And to think he had exposed his children so blatantly to someone as underhanded as her. He had been so blinded by her sweetness and beauty that he allowed himself to mistakenly place all his trust in her.  
 
      
 
    He could not change the past, but he knew he could do one thing. He could protect his children from her. And that was exactly what he intended to do. 
 
      
 
    A dreaded thought occurred to him. What if the children came seeking Emma and overheard the argument? It would be difficult enough to explain things to them after it was all over, without having to try to coax them to forget whatever they heard. 
 
      
 
    Thinking quickly, he called for the nanny. 
 
      
 
    “Margaret,” he said, perhaps a bit louder than he intended. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the nanny appeared at the head of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milord?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis cleared his throat and tried to appear casual. 
 
      
 
    “I need you to keep the children occupied for the rest of the evening,” he said, his gruff voice betraying the calm air he was feigning. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, milord,” she said. She started to walk away, but she turned back, her face wrinkled up in a strange expression. “Has something happened?” 
 
      
 
    He thought her words as strange as her expression, but he felt that it was just her nervous perception of his agitation.  
 
      
 
    He bit his lip to keep from growling at her. Drawing unnecessary attention to the situation now would utterly defeat the purpose of trying to remain fairly discreet until all was done. 
 
      
 
    He gave her a tight-lipped smile. 
 
      
 
    “In due time, Margaret,” he said slowly, fighting to keep his voice calm. “For now, please just do as I ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, milord. I am sorry,” she said, turning and practically running in the direction of the children’s room. 
 
      
 
    As the nanny hurried away, he considered speaking to some of the servants. The more evidence with which he could present Emma when he confronted her, the stronger his case for dismissing her.  
 
      
 
    But he thought better of it. Even in his infuriated state, he could not deny the pang in his heart where his feelings for her had once been.  
 
      
 
    He could fire her, which would result in the end of her career in the ton, no doubt. But just because she was conniving did not mean that he could be. His servants would learn what had happened soon enough, without him perpetuating things.  
 
      
 
    He was a more refined man than to stoop to the level of humiliating her in front of his entire household staff. She would be humiliated enough throughout the ton. 
 
      
 
    And, despite his anger and shame and feelings of betrayal, he found he could not bring himself to hurt her like that.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the front door opened, Francis closed the distance between himself and Emma in two long strides. He had already been quite furious but seeing her face, and her surprise at seeing the rage on his, made his blood boil. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath to keep his voice low. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk, Miss Baker,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The color drained from Emma’s face, and Francis knew in his heart that she knew she had been caught. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we certainly do,” she said. “I just returned from town—” 
 
      
 
    “I am well aware of what you were doing in town, Miss Baker,” he hissed. 
 
      
 
    Emma gasped. An expression Francis could only identify as guilt crossed her face. 
 
      
 
    “You are?” she asked. “But, how?” 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “How long did you think it would take me to catch on?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis thought he saw something like relief on Emma’s face, and it confused him. But only momentarily. As Emma opened her mouth to speak, Francis interrupted her. 
 
      
 
    “Did you really think that you would get away with a scheme so grand and I would go on not noticing forever?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Realization dawned on Emma’s face, which was rapidly going from white to burning red. 
 
      
 
    “Please, allow me to explain,” she began. 
 
      
 
    Francis held up his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Do not interrupt me, Miss Baker,” he said. “That would be most unwise right now.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s face continued to redden, but she fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “I have already discovered what it is that you have done, and denial of your crime will serve you no good,” Francis said. “This is your only opportunity to confess, and perhaps you will be able to show your face in public in less than a decade.” 
 
      
 
    A new level of understanding flashed on Emma’s face. Her eyes filled with a deep, wounded hurt. She should be an actress in one of her beloved plays, Francis thought bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Please, you must believe me,” she begged. “I have not done what you think I have.” 
 
      
 
    “You liar,” Francis said, his voice rising. “You think to treat me as a fool, and then lie right to my face when confronted?” 
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing wrong by you,” Emma said.  
 
      
 
    Francis saw indignation beginning to take form with her hurt, and he had to choke back another dry laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Still more lies,” Francis said. “It is much worse than I thought. Not only will you not confess when caught and confronted, but you continue to lie.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s indignant, wounded expression deepened. 
 
      
 
    “How could you even think such things?” she asked, her voice trembling. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s terrible, dry smile melted into a fierce scowl. He was tired of playing Emma’s games, and he was ready to exile her and be done with the whole affair. 
 
      
 
    “You know how,” he growled. “You came here, pretending to be this sweet little thing, which you, quite obviously, are not.  
 
      
 
    “You got yourself close to me, flirted me, even enticed me into kissing you, so that I would lower my guard around you. And now, this. Stealing so many of Caroline’s things.” 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath, trying to steady his ever-rising, now trembling voice. He could see that he had effectively stunned Emma into at least a temporary silence, and he took a dark pleasure in it. 
 
      
 
    “You did so well that I actually allowed myself to lower my guard around you, and as such, was completely blind to your treachery,” he continued. “But that was your plan all along, was it not?” 
 
      
 
    Emma remained silent, but Francis could see her entire body begin to shake. Trembling in fear will gain you no mercy here, he thought.  
 
      
 
    He briefly felt something like remorse, but he pushed it away. It was only the last of her spell fighting to keep him in its grasp, after all, and he refused to fall victim to it any longer. 
 
      
 
    Taking advantage of her continued silence, Francis sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that some of the blame is mine, however,” he said. “I really should have known better than to trust you. If anything, I should have known that the sweeter one appears, the more deceitful they are.  
 
      
 
    “You are nothing but a snake in the grass, and you did well in hiding that from me. Until now, that is.” 
 
      
 
    Emma seemed to break free from the silent paralysis that had gripped her. She began to ball her hands into fists, and the color of her eyes was distorted by the tears that filled them.  
 
      
 
    Francis dared to hope that she was, at last, prepared to confess, and expedite the end of this ugly mess. 
 
      
 
    “Before these terrible things you have said to me, I was prepared to tell you that I do not blame you for thinking what you must about this situation, and to beg for your unbiased ear while I explained everything,” she said. 
 
      
 
    This time, Francis was silenced by the intense, vibrating emotion in her voice. If he did not know better, he would swear that she was truly hurt by his words.  
 
      
 
    Francis supposed that the hurt and anger was real, however. He himself had never been any sort of criminal, let alone a thief, and he imagined that they must feel something like what she was feeling in that moment once they had been caught.  
 
      
 
    Her reaction was a powerful one, nonetheless, and he remained quiet. 
 
      
 
    “But now…” she said, her body tensing and her eyes turning red with tears she seemed determined to prevent from falling.  
 
      
 
    Her face was impossibly red, and Francis had to remind himself what kind of person she had turned out to be to keep from acknowledging how bad he was beginning to feel.  
 
      
 
    “Now, I do not feel at all inclined to try explaining anything at all to you. I will say that you are, indeed, quite blind, but it is not by me. I understand that you feel betrayed, but you are a very cruel, horrible person—” 
 
      
 
    “You dare call me horrible,” Francis growled. “You still feign innocence and presume to continue lying to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not lying to you, nor have I ever,” Emma hissed. Her absolute conviction stunned Francis, but it angered him more. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” he asked. “Then perhaps you would care to explain the lies you told about your brother.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stilled and paled suddenly, so much so that, had Francis not known better, he would have thought her a statue. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I suppose you thought I would forget about that, once you succeeded in getting me to care for you. But you underestimated me. I have certainly not forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    “That has nothing at all to do with this,” she said, but with much less conviction. 
 
      
 
    “I very much doubt that,” Francis said, feeling more than a bit smug at having Emma cornered at last. 
 
      
 
    “Please, you do not understand,” she whispered. Fear had overtaken her face, and Francis felt another guilty pang, which he promptly swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Then make me understand,” Francis said. “Prove your innocence to me about this right now by being honest about your brother.” 
 
      
 
    “I must ask that you trust me when I say that—”  
 
      
 
    “Trust you? After what you have done?” Francis asked, truly incredulous. He had known Emma was a bold one, but to be so arrogant as to ask him to trust her after all of this. 
 
      
 
    Emma flinched at his words. She looked as though she wanted to crumple up on the floor and weep. Instead, though, she did her best to straighten her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Then hear me when I say that Marcus has nothing to do with what has happened here, nor with my guilt or innocence in the matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Strange that you would even include the word guilt when you are insisting to know nothing of it.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I never claimed to know nothing,” she said. “In fact, I said that I do know what is going on. I merely said that it is not my doing.” 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed once more, but it was more hollow than dry. She had, in fact, said just that, but that hardly proved her innocence. 
 
      
 
    “Then prove it to me,” he repeated. “Right here and right now. This is the last chance I will give you to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head once more, sadly this time. Francis noticed then that she was breathing heavily.  
 
      
 
    Francis was torn between gloating at her discomfort and fearing that she might be about to succumb to hysteria or a sudden fainting spell. He chose to remain firm, however. Why should he feel bad for a thief, after all? 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what is going on with Marcus,” he said. “Or go, and never return.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Emma listened to Francis’s cruel, terrible accusations with profound shock and hurt.  
 
      
 
    She had returned from Lucius’s office prepared to tell Francis everything she had learned and to warn him about Lucius’s theft threats. She had not expected to find out that things had already gone missing from Blackburn Manor, and she certainly had not expected Francis to truly believe her responsible for the crimes.  
 
      
 
    She had been confident that Francis would know that she was incapable of such a heinous act, just as, until that moment, she would have thought him incapable of saying and calling her such awful things. 
 
      
 
    Now, however, she was unsure of everything. She knew that proving her innocence would be nearly impossible, especially since Lucius had already enacted his plan.  
 
      
 
    Francis had made it quite clear that he did not wish to hear anything she had to say unless it was an outright confession. The more terrible things he called her, the less she wished to prove herself.  
 
      
 
    She was beginning to think that, even if he suddenly did believe her, she would want nothing more to do with a person who could speak in such a way to someone he allegedly cared about. 
 
      
 
    However, some part of her, the part that did care for Francis, knew that she could not blame him for the way he was acting. If she had believed what he believed, she supposed that she might react in much the same way.  
 
      
 
    She thought that she might be a bit more willing to hear the side of the supposed guilty party before jumping to such drastic conclusions, but she could not say for sure. What she did know was that her job was at stake.  
 
      
 
    She could straighten Francis out for his accusations later. For the time being, she needed to focus on getting Francis to listen to what she had to say, and she had to do it without putting Marcus’s illness all out in the open. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Francis boomed. “What is it that you are hiding about your brother?” 
 
      
 
    Emma struggled, but she managed to find a small part of her composure. She straightened her shoulders and looked Francis in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Considering that Marcus has absolutely nothing to do with the issue at hand, I do not see how it is any of your business,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at her in apparent disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Do you not?” Francis asked. “If you would lie to me about that, then you will lie to me about anything. And if you cannot tell me the truth about him, then how can I be expected to believe anything you say to me?” 
 
      
 
    Emma swallowed the urge to scream. She might have lied to him about Marcus, but that truly had nothing at all to do with the thefts. She desperately wished that he would at least believe her on that much, but she knew it was useless to try to convince him. 
 
      
 
    “I would tell you that I cannot tell you, but you would not believe that, either,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least you are almost as smart as you are deceptive,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma flinched. That remark hurt her more than anything he had said thus far. However, she refused to allow any tears to fall. 
 
      
 
    “And if you were half as clever as you believe yourself to be, you might be capable of seeing reason,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis glowered at her, and she regretted her words. However, she did not let Francis see that she did. She maintained eye contact and continued to stand defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “You would do well to hold your tongue, Miss Baker,” Francis said, teeth clenched. “I am willing to offer you a chance to explain yourself. All you must do is tell me the truth about your brother to buy yourself an unbiased audience from me.” 
 
      
 
    Emma was growing angrier with Francis’s every word.  
 
      
 
    “And how do I know that, if I did tell you, that you would believe me then?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “You will just have to trust me, won’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Emma hated the emphasis Francis put on the word trust. She bit her lip to keep from chuckling bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, whether you believe me or not, I cannot tell you anything about Marcus,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis studied her for a moment. He seemed to be considering something, and for a moment, Emma allowed herself to hope that he would drop the subject. 
 
      
 
    “I will only ask once more, Miss Baker,” he said, his voice suddenly low and brisk. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head firmly. 
 
      
 
    “And once more, I must decline,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at her a moment longer, then nodded curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Then I will have no choice but to terminate your employment,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Instead of storming away right then, Emma put her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “On what official grounds?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    She knew that it was a long shot, but perhaps if she could get Francis to think about the situation from even a slightly different perspective, he just might be willing to hear her out then. 
 
      
 
    Francis bellowed with laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, I know you are much cleverer than this,” he said. “You know what you have done, and you know that no respectable person would ever keep you in their employ.” 
 
      
 
    “What I know is that you have made wild, terrible accusations, and yet you have presented me with no proof,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis blinked, seemingly surprised by the revelation. Then, his scowl returned. 
 
      
 
    “Do not turn this back on me,” he said. “The only one of us who needs to prove herself is you.” 
 
      
 
    “Does my accuser not need to provide strong evidence against me?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “You are in no position to expect anything from me,” Francis said, his voice rising again rapidly. “The only thing you will be getting from me is your termination.” 
 
      
 
    Emma saw that it would do no good to press any further. Francis was wholly convinced that she was guilty, and no one would ever expect him to prove his allegations.  
 
      
 
    In the end, it was her word against his, and he was a wealthy earl. But there was one thing she could take from him. 
 
      
 
    “Do not bother letting me go,” Emma said quietly. “After today, and all of the terrible things you have said to me, there is no way that I would ever continue working for you. I quit.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at Francis just long enough to see a brief moment of genuine surprise cross his face before she turned abruptly and stormed up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    She expected him to continue shouting at her, or perhaps even to follow her, but he did neither. In fact, when she reached the top of the stairs and turned toward her room, she spared a glance from the corner of her eye.  
 
      
 
    Francis was still standing where she had left him, staring up at her. She could not read his expression, but she could tell that it was not the same cold, aggressive one he had worn as he berated her.  
 
      
 
    It was then that she felt more tears sting her eyes, but she had already given him enough of them. She rushed into her room before she could cry. 
 
      
 
    She slammed the door to her room, wincing immediately. She prayed that the children did not hear and come searching for her or their father.  
 
      
 
    She stood in the center of her room, trying to steady herself and begin packing her things. Her emotions were overwhelming, both mentally and physically. For a moment, she feared that she might faint, and she could not allow herself to show such weakness at such a time.  
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes to try to steady her breathing and cease the dizziness that was causing the room to seem to swirl around her. After a couple of moments, she slowly opened her eyes and began to pack. 
 
      
 
    By the time she was finished, she found herself once more battling tears. She tried to push away the saddening thoughts and hold on to her anger toward Francis, but the good memories kept pushing their way into her heart.  
 
      
 
    The estate had begun to feel like her home, and Francis and the children like family. It felt wrong for her to be leaving, and she did not want to go.  
 
      
 
    However, she could never tell Francis about Marcus’s illness. She had promised him her secrecy, and she would keep it no matter what. Her brother’s secret was not hers to tell, no matter how much she wished to stay.  
 
      
 
    She knew that she would have to say goodbye to the children, and that sent a fresh wave of intense emotion through her. She closed her trunk and walked over to the washbasin to splash her face with water before she took on the heartbreaking task. 
 
      
 
    Once she felt that she had herself mostly under control, she made her way to the children’s room, where they were playing a game with Margaret. At the sight of her friend, Emma’s eyes stung, once more threatening tears. 
 
      
 
    Margaret was the first to see her, and she stood quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Emma,” she said.  
 
      
 
    At the sound of her name, the children looked up, immediately abandoning the game. They rushed to Emma’s side and wrapped her in a tight hug. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, we missed you,” Rowena said. 
 
      
 
    Emma patted the top of her head and forced a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Margaret, might I have a word with the children?” she asked. She kept her pained smile, but her tears fought to betray her. She cast her eyes downward and willed them away. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, is everything alright?” Margaret asked, her voice rising with concern. 
 
      
 
    “I just need to speak to the children for a moment, if you do not mind,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded and put her hand on Emma’s arm before exiting the room. Emma stepped inside and closed the door behind her. She decided that she would write Margaret a letter explaining what had happened when she returned home.  
 
      
 
    If, that was, Francis did not pass along his version of the events himself and turn Margaret against her. 
 
      
 
    As she looked down at the children’s expectant faces, the tears against which she had struggled began to flow. She collapsed in one of the chairs in which they sat for their lessons and began to cry. 
 
      
 
    Both children rushed to her side, and each of them took one of her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker, what is it?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” Rowena asked. “Should I go get Father?” 
 
      
 
    Emma covered her mouth to stifle a sob and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No, sweetheart,” she said. She cleared her throat and took a deep, shaky breath. “Children, I have something I must tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Winston and Rowena exchanged worried glances and took one another’s hands, forming a circle with Emma. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sick?” Rowena asked, her lip quivering. “Is that why you went into town?” 
 
      
 
    Emma choked back another sob and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am not sick,” she said. Would that it was that simple, she thought bitterly to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Did someone die?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    Once more, Emma shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I must leave here,” she said bluntly. She could not bear keeping the children in suspense any longer. 
 
      
 
    “But you just got back,” Rowena said.  
 
      
 
    Her voice tilted with hope, but the tears in her eyes said that the little girl knew just what Emma meant. Winston stood silently, blinking back his own tears. 
 
      
 
    “No, children,” Emma whispered. “It is time for me to leave for good.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Winston cried. “Did we do something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever it is, we promise we will do better,” Rowena said, beginning to sob. 
 
      
 
    Emma hugged the children to her tightly, sobbing quietly. Despite how hurt she had been by Francis’s words and accusations, it paled in comparison to the distress that her news was causing the children.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, darlings,” Emma said. “How could you think you had done something wrong? I cherish both of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why are you leaving us?” Winston said, burying his face in her shoulder and giving in to his own sobs. 
 
      
 
    In her mind, Emma cursed Francis over and over again. She wondered if the ice in his heart would melt even a fraction if he could see what this was doing to his children.  
 
      
 
    However, after what she now knew he was capable of thinking and feeling, she very much doubted it. 
 
      
 
    She held the children a moment longer, trying to decide what she should say. She had not considered what reason she would give them for her leaving, and she doubted that even Francis would wish for them to know what had transpired. 
 
      
 
    “Your father has decided that I am no longer needed,” she said.  
 
      
 
    It was as close to the truth as she dared to get and, in truth, all she could say. Her shoulders began to shake once more with hushed sobs and hot tears continued streaming down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    The children hugged her more tightly, their sobs rising in volume. 
 
      
 
    “But we need you, Miss Baker,” Rowena said. 
 
      
 
    “Can we ask him to let you stay?” Winston asked, but his tone held little hope. 
 
      
 
    “Your father knows what is best,” Emma said, trying to reassure the children. Nothing was further from the truth in her mind at that moment, but she refused to say bad things about Francis to them. 
 
      
 
    “No, he does not,” Rowena cried and ran from the room. 
 
      
 
    “Rowena, darling, wait,” Emma called, rising to try to catch the little girl. 
 
      
 
    Winston looked at Emma, and the wounded expression on his face broke her heart even further. Without another word, he ran from the room after his sister. 
 
      
 
    Emma buried her face in her hands and continued to cry, not caring that the door had been left open. Fortunately, none of the staff members walked past, and after a few moments, Emma had regained a modicum of composure.  
 
      
 
    She did her best to wipe her face with her handkerchief, then went back to what had once been her room to begin carrying her belongings down the stairs.  
 
      
 
    When she walked outside to see to a carriage, she saw one already waiting for her. She knew it was foolish, but part of her had hoped that Francis had not already called for one.  
 
      
 
    Before she could begin to cry standing there in the doorway for the entire household to see, she loaded her things into the carriage, without asking or waiting for help from any of the servants. She risked one final glance around the entryway, thinking again about how much the manor had begun to feel like home.  
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, she realized that she would have to find work elsewhere because she still needed some way to care for Marcus. But she knew that no place would ever feel like home in the way that Blackburn Manor had. 
 
      
 
    As she closed the door, she thought she saw Francis peeking out from the doorway to the drawing room, but when she blinked, there was no one there.  
 
      
 
    Devastated and exhausted, she boarded the carriage and let it take her away from Blackburn Manor for the very last time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Francis watched as Emma spared one final glance at the house before she shut the door and left. The emotion on her face and in her eyes and the tear stains on her cheeks would have shattered Francis’s heart, were the circumstances any other than what they were.  
 
      
 
    He suspected that she must have seen him watching her, or at least felt fairly certain that he was watching, and that her display of sadness and longing was nothing more than a grand show, put on just for the sake of appearances.  
 
      
 
    That knowledge made him angrier than he had been while confronting Emma, and he stormed up the stairs and started heading straight to his study. 
 
      
 
    On his way, he stopped and glanced toward the children’s room. He had thought he heard them shouting or sobbing, but his own emotions had the better of him just then, and he could not bring himself to seek to console them.  
 
      
 
    Before he had quite reached his study door, however, Margaret came rushing up to him. He dared not look at her, but he could see through a brief sideways glance that she was wringing her hands and her eyes were wide and fearful. 
 
      
 
    “Milord,” she said, breathless. 
 
      
 
    “Not now, Margaret,” Francis said through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Please, I beg your indulgence,” she continued in a rushed voice. “The children are absolutely inconsolable, and they only keep repeating Miss Baker’s name. Is she here?” 
 
      
 
    Francis felt an overwhelming urge to slam his hand into the wall, but he resisted. He tried to push down his shoulders and force himself to relax, if only enough to keep from making more of a scene than he already had. 
 
      
 
    “No, she is not,” Francis said, turning to walk the remaining steps to his study door. 
 
      
 
    Margaret stepped forward quickly, not quite blocking his path but making it rather difficult to move past her without bumping into her. 
 
      
 
    “When is she expected to return?” she asked, her voice pleading and harried. 
 
      
 
    Francis felt a small twinge of sympathy for her. He knew that the children were upset about Emma leaving, and thus would be nearly impossible for Margaret to console. However, she was the nanny, and it was her job. 
 
      
 
    “She is not coming back,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    He took Margaret’s stunned slackness as his opportunity to move past her. 
 
      
 
    “But why?” Margaret asked, the pitch of her voice rising and tensing. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her at last with a look of pure anger. 
 
      
 
    “Because I say it is so,” he hissed. “Your job is to see to the children, not question me. I suggest that you keep that in mind and tend to your job, or else you may be next.” 
 
      
 
    Before she could say anything else, Francis walked into his study and slammed the door so forcefully that it rattled in its frame. He locked the door and then threw himself into his chair behind his desk, where he stayed until he collapsed from exhaustion on top of a large stack of papers. 
 
      
 
    For the next few days, Francis made himself scarcer than he had in months. He did not leave the study for meals or to go into town, and his clothes, which he had not changed since the morning before his confrontation with Emma, were wrinkled, disheveled and dirty.  
 
      
 
    He cared not. When he did have to leave his study, he only did so for the briefest of moments after everyone else had already gone to bed, so he could avoid any interactions with everyone. 
 
      
 
    On the fourth day, there was a loud but tentative knock at the door. Francis had been dozing in his chair holding a tumbler of brandy, and the sound made him jerk awake and splash some of the liquid on his pants. 
 
      
 
    He considered merely remaining silent, thinking that the intrusion would just vanish. Instead, a second knock came, a bit louder. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Francis roared. 
 
      
 
    He heard a man clear his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Milord,” the butler said, his voice muffled slightly through the closed door. 
 
      
 
    “Go away, Johns,” Francis called, angry that the man had not known better than to disturb him. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Townsend is here, requesting an audience,” the butler said, sounding simultaneously apologetic and urgent. 
 
      
 
    “I do not care,” Francis said, taking a drink of the remnants of the drink that had not spilled on his clothes. Even if he was of a mind to see Grant Brentwood just then, he was certainly in no condition to do so. 
 
      
 
    “He says it is quite urgent,” Johns insisted. 
 
      
 
    “And I say that you will tell him to come back tomorrow morning,” Francis growled. “I will see him then. Not now.” 
 
      
 
    Francis could hear the butler shuffle outside the door, and for a moment, Francis thought the man might insist again. After a moment, however, Francis could hear his footsteps moving away from the study door. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Francis thought bitterly. The last thing he needed just then was a visit from his father-in-law, but Francis knew that he should have expected it.  
 
      
 
    Certainly not because the elderly earl had heard about what had happened; indeed, the man would not have cared. He expected his answer, and Francis felt that he could not discuss the matter with him just then.  
 
      
 
    Especially not when his heart still hurt so for Emma. 
 
      
 
    Though he had trouble admitting it to himself, much of his anger toward Emma in fact stemmed from a deep, throbbing hurt. He had wished more than anything that she would tell him that she was not guilty.  
 
      
 
    He had prayed that she would merely tell him what it was that she was hiding about her brother, so that he could believe in her innocence and perhaps enlist her help in figuring out what it was that was really going on.  
 
      
 
    Instead, however, she had refused to trust him enough to tell him her secrets, thereby solidifying in his mind the true extent of her guilt.  
 
      
 
    In fact, she had never even directly denied stealing from him.  
 
      
 
    She had continued to claim that she had not lied to him, which had been proven false when he had confronted her about Marcus. She had also kept asking for a chance to explain, which could only mean that there was just one thing for her to explain: why she had stolen from him.  
 
      
 
    What broke his heart the most, aside from the expression of great sadness as she had left the house, was that despite his best efforts, she still seemed to have not felt safe with him. Certainly not safe enough to confide in him, or to ask him for help instead of stealing from him. 
 
      
 
    Another knock at his study door startled him. He looked around, confused, only just realizing that he must have fallen asleep again. For a moment, he panicked, thinking that he had slept through the night and that Grant Brentwood was there to have the meeting he had been promised.  
 
      
 
    However, as Francis rubbed his eyes and took a good look out of the window, he saw that the sun was setting. He had only been asleep for a few more hours. 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, he stumbled over to the study door, unlocking and opening it. He realized his mistake when he looked down and saw Winston standing there, looking timid but standing with his chin up and shoulders back.  
 
      
 
    Francis probably would have smiled if he had not still been so incredibly upset. 
 
      
 
    “Father?” Winston asked before Francis could say a word. 
 
      
 
    Exhausted and defeated, having already opened the door and thus had no way of turning away his son, Francis silently turned and walked back to his chair, leaving the door open.  
 
      
 
    As he expected, his son did not need an invitation to follow him inside. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Margaret?” Francis asked. He had meant to sound authoritative, but his voice sounded little more than tired and weary. 
 
      
 
    “Sitting with Rowena,” Winston said. “Rowena did not wish to come with me to say what it is that I have to say.” 
 
      
 
    His son’s direct, vaguely insubordinate way of speaking to him would normally have warranted a scolding. Just then, however, he felt too despondent to correct the child. 
 
      
 
    “And what is it that you feel so bold as to say to me?” Francis asked, with no real conviction behind his words. 
 
      
 
    “That I am not angry with you,” Winston said. 
 
      
 
    Francis stared at his son, confused. Despite the boy’s timidity, Francis had fully expected his son to try to address him almost as an adult and put him in his place for his recent behavior.  
 
      
 
    This stirred something like interest in Francis, and he looked at his son. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Winston said, standing straighter still. “And I do not blame you for going away again.” 
 
      
 
    “I went nowhere, son,” Francis said, feeling his anger trying to slowly and sleepily rise once more. “I have been right here in this house.” 
 
      
 
    “Your body has been right here, in this house, in that chair,” Winston continued. “But your mind and your heart have not.” 
 
      
 
    Francis gaped at his son. It took Francis a moment to place it, but he soon realized that Winston sounded a great deal like Emma at that moment.  
 
      
 
    Rather than continuing to get angry, however, he felt another wave of immense sadness. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright, Father,” Winston said, giving his father a small smile. “You do not have to say anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Francis repeated, completely lacking for anything else to say. 
 
      
 
    “I understand why you went away this time,” Winston continued. “Margaret and Miss Baker explained it to us.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did they tell you?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    “They said that sometimes, whenever people die or go away, the people who loved them also become sad and go away for a while,” Winston said, seeming proud at his deliverance of the words. 
 
      
 
    Francis was unsure of what he had expected his son to say, but he was sure that it was not that. Some of the numb agony in his mind began to dissolve and he sat back, silent but regarding his son thoughtfully.  
 
      
 
    Whatever else Emma was, she had seemingly been good to and done right by the children, and it seemed that she had been a good influence on them regarding their coping with their sadness.  
 
      
 
    He nodded, but more to himself than to his son. Winston seemed to sense that, and he continued. 
 
      
 
    “I also wanted to tell you that we still love you very much,” Winston said. For the first time since the boy had walked through the study door, Francis saw tears in his eyes. “And we will wait as long as it takes for you to be our daddy again.” 
 
      
 
    The realization of what his son had said to him, what his children were saying, hit him like a punch in the gut. For a moment, Francis truly felt as though he could not pull any air into his lungs.  
 
      
 
    He had been so focused on his feelings and anger about what Emma had done and thus forced him to do that he had allowed himself to completely neglect his children’s feelings. Just the same way that he had after Caroline died.  
 
      
 
    Only this time, the children were trying to reach out to him and support him in a way that no adult had even bothered. None, that was, except Emma. 
 
      
 
    The wall he had been building since he had locked himself in his study crumbled, and he leaped from his desk. He crossed the room to his son and enveloped him into a fierce hug. He could feel tears stinging his own eyes, but he did not care.  
 
      
 
    Thanks to his son, he realized that they would get through this, just as they were beginning to get through Caroline’s death. But only if they did it together, as a family. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, son,” Francis said, his voice raspy and full of emotion. “I love you both, more than anything. And I promise that I will start being your daddy again.” 
 
      
 
    Winston pulled away to look at his father, his expression a mix of hope and wariness. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Winston asked. 
 
      
 
    “I promise,” Francis repeated. “In fact, what do you say the three of us go into town tomorrow morning?” 
 
      
 
    Winston’s face lit up, and he smiled widely. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, can we?” Winston asked, his tears and uncertainty gone. 
 
      
 
    “We certainly can,” Francis said, smiling warmly at his son. “Go and tell your sister.” 
 
      
 
    Winston nodded and rushed from the room. Francis did not close the study door again. He did, however, reclaim his chair. He knew that he had arranged for Grant to return in the morning, but that was one appointment he would not be keeping. 
 
      
 
    He quickly penned a letter to Grant Brentwood, apologizing for canceling on such notice, giving the excuse that something quite pressing had come up. To Francis, that was entirely true.  
 
      
 
    His relationship with his children was important, indeed, and certainly more so than a conversation with his oaf of a father-in-law. 
 
      
 
    On the way into town, he dropped the letter off for Grant Brentwood. He knew it was likely unwise to put off the discussion once more, but he did not care just then.  
 
      
 
    The looks on the children’s faces on the ride into town was more than enough justification for him to not regret canceling on the elderly earl. Even little Rowena was smiling and giggling, and Francis’s heart swelled with pride. 
 
      
 
    After dropping off the letter, Francis made himself available to the children’s every whim. He bought them a couple of new toys, took them to lunch, and ended the day with a picnic consisting of some cake the children had picked out at a bakery and a game of tag in the park.  
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, Francis felt lighter than he had in days, and he found that he was laughing just as much and as happily as the children. 
 
      
 
    The children were so exhausted that they fell asleep in the carriage on the ride home. The smiles on their faces as they slept resting against each other filled Francis with pride and satisfaction.  
 
      
 
    He had wanted nothing more than for the children to know that no matter what happened, he would always love them. And judging by the fun they had had and their contented sleeping expressions, they knew exactly that.  
 
      
 
    He smiled and cast a glance at the sky, knowing that Caroline would be very proud of him. He knew that nothing would make her happier. 
 
      
 
    Emma would have wanted this, too.  
 
      
 
    The thought came traitorously unbidden to his mind. He was thankful that the children were sleeping and did not see the sudden darkening of his face.  
 
      
 
    He stared out the window and rode the rest of the way back to Blackburn Manor in sullen silence. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    When Emma returned to her home, Lydia greeted her at the door. She stepped toward Emma smiling, until she saw Emma’s face.  
 
      
 
    Lydia’s face fell and she reached out her hands. “Miss Baker,” she breathed. “What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth to speak, but tears came before words. She succumbed to another bout of sobbing. Lydia closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around Emma. 
 
      
 
    For several moments, Emma cried tears that she had felt sure had dried up. Now, in the safety and comfort of her own home, she struggled to suppress an urge to scream.  
 
      
 
    The events of the day had been unfair, to say the least. She had not even had the time to figure out how to handle the situation with Lucius, or how she would be able to take care of Marcus now. 
 
      
 
    Once the tears had subsided, Lydia led her into the drawing room. Once she helped Emma get seated, she gave her a small smile and gestured that she would be back.  
 
      
 
    When she returned, she had two glasses and a bottle of wine on a tray. She placed the tray on the small table and poured wine in both glasses. 
 
      
 
    “If you are feeling better after some of this,” Lydia said, handing Emma a glass, “then I will fetch us some cakes.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled, her first genuine smile that day. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lydia,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Lydia said, waving her hand gently. “Now, tell me, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    Emma took a long sip of her wine, closing her eyes and enjoying the flavor. She inhaled deeply and tried to focus on doing more talking and less crying. 
 
      
 
    As best she could, she recounted everything, from Lucius’s deception and the discovery of the ships he had hidden from her, to his plot to blackmail her into stealing from Francis, to, finally, Francis’s brutish confrontation and stinging accusations.  
 
      
 
    Lydia listened intently, patting Emma’s hand gently whenever her voice became thick with emotion again, letting Emma speak until she was too exhausted and her throat too sore to continue. 
 
      
 
    Lydia was silent for a moment, refilling their wine glasses. Emma was shocked to see that she had already drunk so much of it, but she could not bring herself to regret it.  
 
      
 
    She was at last beginning to feel a bit better, and with luck, the wine would help her sleep. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Lydia said once the glasses were once again full. “Forgive me for speaking so plainly, but that Lord Ashfield does sound like quite the ogre.” 
 
      
 
    Emma could not help but chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “The way he behaved and spoke to me today certainly seems to speak to that ideology,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds to me like you will be better off without having to serve that man,” Lydia said. Emma wondered if her friend was feeling the effects of the wine a bit more than her, and she hid a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” Emma said, not believing that to be true. “But now I am once more without income, and the bills surely have not vanished since I have been away.” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed and had expected Lydia to do the same. Instead, however, the wine glaze vanished instantly from her eyes, and her face paled. 
 
      
 
    “Money is, indeed, still scarce, Miss Baker,” Lydia said. She tried to give Emma a reassuring smile. “But you really should rest this evening. Worry about such things tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Emma wanted to ask just how bad things were, but she knew Lydia was right. If she tried to sort through the finances now, she was apt to go completely mad with hysteria.  
 
      
 
    More bad news was not what she needed right then. What she needed was more wine, her friend, and a good night’s rest. 
 
      
 
    “I think I am ready for those cakes now if you do not mind,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Lydia’s face lit up again and she rose from her seat. 
 
      
 
    “I will be right back,” she said. 
 
      
 
    A few hours and another bottle of wine later, Emma carefully made her way up the stairs. She felt a bit lightheaded, but she was relieved to realize that she felt a bit numb, too.  
 
      
 
    Lydia had offered to help her undress for bed, but it seemed that Lydia had enjoyed the wine as much as her, so she dismissed her for the evening.  
 
      
 
    She supposed that she should have felt ashamed at having drunk so much wine, but she was in her own home, where she could do as she pleased.  
 
      
 
    Besides, she thought, it seems that I am already a thief. Why not drink a little extra once in a while, as well? 
 
      
 
    She undressed quickly and climbed into bed, not even bothering with brushing her hair. The feeling of being in her own bed once more was comforting, but it was also another harsh reminder that she had been exiled from Blackburn Manor. And from Francis’s life. 
 
      
 
    Emma closed her eyes, trying to force away the memories of the day from her mind. She tried in vain, however, and fresh tears soon stung her eyes.  
 
      
 
    She could not blame Francis for reacting as he did to such terrible crimes, but she did not know if she would ever forget the horrible things that he had said to her.  
 
      
 
    To her relief, the wine soon took complete hold of her mind, and she drifted off to sleep before the fresh tears could fall. 
 
      
 
    When Emma awoke, she realized that it was 11 a.m. Lydia must have let her sleep in, and she made a mental note to thank her. She got herself dressed and went straight into her office, leaving the door open.  
 
      
 
    She could see the large stacks of papers on the desk, and she heaved a heavy sigh. She knew that hoping things were even slightly better than she feared would be useless, so she sat in her chair and began looking through the bills. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that she had been right to be so pessimistic. Things were not just as bad as she had feared, they were much worse. She cursed Lucius and vowed to do whatever it took to force him to rectify his wrongs.  
 
      
 
    Emma laughed bitterly to herself. What could she do about it? Marcus would likely be the one who would have to handle the situation, and he might not live through the end of the year. 
 
      
 
    A tinkling sound distracted Emma. She looked up to see Lydia, pale but smiling slightly and carrying a tray of food and coffee. Emma smiled gratefully. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lydia,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker,” Lydia said. She placed the tray on the one clean corner of the desk, her gaze dancing between Emma’s face and the stacks of bills. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have seen how dire the situation is,” Emma said morosely. “But I believe that I will do more worrying about it after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia relaxed and her smile broadened. 
 
      
 
    “Well, here it is,” she said. “I shall return shortly to take your tray and help you in whatever way I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you very much,” Emma said, smiling warmly at her friend.  
 
      
 
    After Lydia departed, Emma pulled the tray toward her and began to eat. The coffee was bitter and the food bland, but Emma was grateful, nonetheless. She had hardly eaten three bites before Lydia rushed back into the room. 
 
      
 
    “I have barely had a chance to enjoy your thoughtful meal, Lydia,” Emma jested. Her smile froze on her face, however. Lydia’s face was both worried and angry. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Baker,” Lydia said. “Mr. Rowley is here to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nearly choked on the bite she had not yet swallowed.  
 
      
 
    How dare that man show his face in her home? Furthermore, how did he even know that she was home already? She had not yet been to see him again since leaving Blackburn Manor.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s stomach dropped and she could feel her face getting hot. 
 
      
 
    “Should I send him away?” Lydia asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she sighed. “I might as well get this over with now.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia hesitated for a moment longer, and Emma thought that she might try to talk her out of speaking with that snake. At last, however, Lydia nodded and walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Lucius was walking into her study, without Lydia. Emma frowned at him. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked coldly. 
 
      
 
    “Why, we have the matter of your finances to discuss,” Lucius said with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, what are you doing here, in my house?” Emma asked, clenching her teeth. “How did you know that I was back home?” 
 
      
 
    “Does it matter?” Lucius asked, his smile growing slimier. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that we had an understanding, you and I,” Lucius said, his eyes gleaming with mischief. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, consider the deal off,” she said. “I am no longer in Lord Ashfield’s employ.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius nodded, disinterested. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, such a pity about that,” he said. “But that does not release you from your end of the bargain.” 
 
      
 
    “Bargain, indeed,” Emma said, laughing dryly. “It would seem as though I got no sort of fair share in this bargain of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Lucius echoed her laugh. 
 
      
 
    “That is immaterial to me,” Lucius said. “You will do as I have asked of you, or I will tell everyone you know about your brother and your improper interactions with the Earl.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I steal from a man for whom I do not work?” Emma asked, incredulous at Lucius’s seeming obliviousness at the situation. 
 
      
 
    “You will find work with another family,” Lucius said. “And then you will steal from them.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Once Lord Ashfield has had his say, no respectable family will ever hire me,” she said. She blanched as she spoke the words, just then realizing how true they were. 
 
      
 
    “That is not my problem now, is it, Miss Baker?” Lucius said, practically bursting at the seams with his gloating. 
 
      
 
    “And what if I refuse?” Emma asked.  
 
      
 
    She already knew, of course, but she hoped that if she sounded tough and unafraid, maybe Lucius would rethink his course of action. 
 
      
 
    “Save the bravado,” Lucius said, turning to leave. “I will oust you and your brother, and believe me, your finances can get much worse than they are. It would be a shame for Marcus to die just because you were not willing to do anything to save him.” 
 
      
 
    Without another word, Lucius left the room. Emma wanted to throw something at the back of his smug head, but she could not. Instead, as soon as she heard the sound of the front door closing behind him, she began to cry into her unfinished breakfast.  
 
      
 
    Lucius was right. She could pretend to be brave, but she had no choice but to do as he demanded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, Lydia roused Emma from bed, holding a letter excitedly. Emma opened it and read it, the contents quickly dragging her from her groggy state. It was from Rosaline, and she was inviting Emma to come for tea in two days. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lydia,” Emma said, her blood rushing in her ears. 
 
      
 
    Lydia nodded and left Emma to her thoughts.  
 
      
 
    She was completely unsure of what to think. Was Rosaline convinced that Emma was a thief, as well? Was this some sort of trap?  
 
      
 
    Emma did not want to think so ill of a woman who had treated her so kindly, but after what Francis had done to her, she wondered if she could trust anyone. 
 
      
 
    When the date came, however, she quickly made herself ready and traveled to Rosaline’s home.  
 
      
 
    Emma saw a carriage already sitting out front and her heart stopped. Who else was here? Should she tell the carriage driver to take her back home, and fast? 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, however, Marcus walked out of the front door and walked to the carriage to greet her.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s mouth fell open as she got a good look at her brother. His face had a pleasant, pink color. His eyes were clear and more brilliant than they had been in months. Even his gait had a cheerful bounce to it.  
 
      
 
    He looked much like the same man he had been before he got sick. 
 
      
 
    Marcus practically lifted her from the carriage and pulled her into a hug. Emma stood, stunned into silence. Now she really could not understand what was happening.  
 
      
 
    Why was Marcus at Rosaline’s house? And how did he look so much healthier? 
 
      
 
    “Well?” Marcus asked. “Are you going to greet me, little sister?” 
 
      
 
    Emma let out a shocked laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus?” she asked, amazed, studying her brother’s healthy appearance and boyish expression. 
 
      
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Marcus teased. “Otherwise, someone made a terrible mistake before I awoke this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Emma hugged her brother again, laughing. Marcus led her inside Rosaline’s house, walking arm in arm with her. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline was waiting just inside the entryway. Emma froze, having temporarily forgotten her earlier fears at seeing Marcus so happy and looking terrific. Now, Emma held her breath, frozen to the spot. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline stepped toward Emma. Before she could say a word, Rosaline hugged her almost as fiercely as Marcus had. 
 
      
 
    “It is so good to see you,” Rosaline said warmly. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for inviting me,” Emma said. “But I must admit that I am terribly confused.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Rosaline asked, looking puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Emma began. “I assumed that you would have spoken to Francis after… I left…” Emma trailed off.  
 
      
 
    Should she have said anything just yet? What if Rosaline really did not know what had happened, and thought Emma as guilty as Francis had once Emma explained it to her? 
 
      
 
    Emma looked to her brother for a cue, but he was looking at the floor. Emma thought that his face was growing red, but she could not tell for sure. 
 
      
 
    “Emma,” Rosaline said softly. “You do not honestly think me capable of believing that you are thief, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at her, hardly believing her ears. 
 
      
 
    “You believe that I am innocent?” she asked, bewildered. 
 
      
 
    “I know that you are,” Rosaline said, smiling warmly. “Now, enough of that nonsense. Come into the drawing room and have some cake and tea with us.” 
 
      
 
    Emma let Rosaline and Marcus usher her into the drawing room. Once everyone was seated and had been served the cake and tea, Emma looked at the two of them. She noticed that they were sitting awfully close, and both were all smiles. 
 
      
 
    “So, Marcus, you look very well,” Emma said, not hiding her amazement. “How do you feel?” 
 
      
 
    “Like a new man,” Marcus said, beaming. 
 
      
 
    “But, how?” Emma asked. She winced at her lack of articulation, but the shock was profound. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline and Marcus shared a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I have been helping Marcus get better,” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at her, unsure whether she should hug her or gently shake the answers out of her. For the time being, however, she settled on merely being pleased that her brother looked so well. 
 
      
 
    “I am still not completely cured,” Marcus said. “But the doctor now believes that I just might recover, with just a bit more time.” 
 
      
 
    Tears of joy filled Emma’s eyes, and this time she did hug both Marcus and Rosaline, both of whom laughed with delight. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosaline,” Emma said. “I do not know what you have done, but you may well have saved my brother’s life.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline giggled and blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, in truth, Marcus has done much of it himself,” she said, sneaking another glance at Marcus. “Oh, I almost forgot. Please, excuse me for a moment,” Rosaline said, rising from her seat and leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Marcus watched her leave, then leaned into Emma. 
 
      
 
    “If I do recover fully,” he said, barely louder than a whisper, “I plan to make Rosaline my wife. I cannot thank you enough for introducing us.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at Marcus, in complete shock. 
 
      
 
    “How?” she asked. “She is supposed to marry Francis.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not care,” Marcus said defiantly. “I care for Rosaline, and I intend to marry her. She is half of the reason that I have fought so hard to stay healthy. I want the future I could have with her.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about the money?” Emma asked.  
 
      
 
    She did not wish to burden Marcus with all the awful events of the last few days. But she also did not want him to build any false hope.  
 
      
 
    “As you apparently know, I no longer work for Lord Ashfield.” 
 
      
 
    “And what an utter fool he is,” Marcus muttered. “As for the money and that snake, Lucius, we will deal with him later, once I’ve had a little more time to recover. I will make sure that you never have to deal with our family’s finances again.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Marcus’s optimistic, determined expression and she could not help smiling. She was glad that he was getting back to himself so quickly, but she was acutely aware of the fresh sadness creeping into her heart.  
 
      
 
    Being back in Rosaline’s home and sitting with Marcus reminded her of the last time she had seen the two of them. Then, she had still been Francis’s governess and had been falling happily in love with him.  
 
      
 
    Now, she was banished from his home and would never be trusted by him ever again. She couldn’t help but think that, perhaps, if she had just told Francis about Marcus, none of the events would have gone as badly as they did.  
 
      
 
    Looking at Marcus’s smitten face, she felt a pang of both sadness and fear.  
 
      
 
    What if she never loved anyone the way she loved Francis? Even if her family regained their respectable status in the ton, it was possible that none of those men would ever strike the same feelings within her that Francis did. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like some wine?” Rosaline asked brightly as she reentered the room, pulling Emma from her melancholy.  
 
      
 
    Emma looked at her friend and focused on suppressing her sad thoughts, for the sake of them both. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    The day after his trip with the children, he went back into town.  
 
      
 
    He was still not ready to face his father-in-law, but he knew he could not put off this conversation any longer. The fate of his business hung in Grant Brentwood’s hands, and it would not do for him to be foolish. 
 
      
 
    Grant himself greeted him as soon as he walked inside. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lord Ashfield,” he said jovially. “Right on time.” 
 
      
 
    Francis hated that the man seemed to already know that Francis was trapped and that he had won. He forced a smile and bowed to the elderly man. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your understanding about the delay in my seeing you,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    “You are here now,” Grant said, his voice sounding very pleased with himself. “That is all that matters. Come, let us go to my office.” 
 
      
 
    Francis followed, silently reluctant. He wracked his brain, trying to think of any way to plead out of marrying Rosaline. Even if he only bought himself a little more time, perhaps he could find a way to help himself out of the arrangement, without costing his business much-needed resources.  
 
      
 
    Even though he no longer had any intention of marrying Emma, he was still no more willing to marry Rosaline. Moreover, he knew that Rosaline did not wish to marry him. 
 
      
 
    “Please, sit,” Grant said, gesturing warmly to an empty chair. 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded his thanks. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let us get down to it,” Grant said. His expression was still relaxed and pleased, but his eyes had turned calculating and watchful. “I assume that you already know why I wanted this meeting.” 
 
      
 
    It was not a question, but Francis nodded in response anyway. 
 
      
 
    “I do, my lord,” Francis said, trying to make his smile as relaxed as his father-in-law’s. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready to give me your answer?” Grant asked. “Will you take Rosaline as your bride?” 
 
      
 
    Francis did not break eye contact, but his mind raced. Was there nothing he could say? 
 
      
 
    “Has she not found herself a suitable match at the balls this Season?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Grant held his gaze as well, but his smile slipped a bit. 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt that there are many men vying for Rosaline’s affections,” Grant said, his voice cooling. “But the only match I see as suitable for her is you.” 
 
      
 
    You mean my business, Francis thought bitterly. Were it any other man in his position instead of him, Francis knew that Grant Brentwood would be pushing Rosaline toward him.  
 
      
 
    Grant was only interested in helping himself, and he would make sure that he did, no matter what Rosaline wanted. 
 
      
 
    At last, Francis relented. He knew what his answer must be, and he was at last resigning himself to his fate. 
 
      
 
    “Give me until the end of the week to make some arrangements,” Francis said, defeated. “We will discuss all the details then.” 
 
      
 
    The elderly earl smiled widely. He rose from his chair and extended his hand to Francis. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you would see reason,” he said, shaking Francis’s hand fervently. Francis allowed him, not returning the handshake, but his father-in-law did not seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    With a nod, Francis turned and walked out of the office. He had no idea what he had just done, but he did know that he had not had a choice.  
 
      
 
    Emma was gone, and she was a thief besides, and his business depended on his marriage to Rosaline. There really was nothing left to decide. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francis spent a great deal more time with the children in the following days. Every day, he took a couple of hours to play tag with them throughout the grounds, act out plays with them, careful to avoid anything involving Shakespeare’s works or read to them until they fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    He took all his meals in the dining room with the children, even though he ate less and less. He had also stopped drinking during the day, even though he desperately wished for a drink each time he thought of Emma.  
 
      
 
    He had never felt such a strenuous combination of pure rage and utter heartbreak at the same person, and he began to wonder if it was going to be the death of him. 
 
      
 
    When the day arrived to see Grant Brentwood once more to discuss the details of his marriage and wedding, Francis’s heart felt heavier than ever.  
 
      
 
    For one insane moment, Francis considered taking the children and fleeing to another part of the country, somewhere where Grant could never find him to blackmail him into marrying his niece.  
 
      
 
    But Francis knew that that would be foolish, more so than refusing to marry Rosaline. So, with no enthusiasm, he slowly dressed and headed for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Papa,” Rowena said, rushing to her father, her eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, sweetheart?” Francis asked, concerned. 
 
      
 
    Rowena was out of breath. Had she come from the children’s room? She should not be breathing so hard if she had. 
 
      
 
    Francis gently placed his hands on her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Rowena, darling,” Francis soothed. “Are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    Rowena shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No,” she gasped. “Winston and I were in Margaret’s room, and…” 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing in there?” Francis asked. “You know it is not polite to enter an adult’s room without them in there.” 
 
      
 
    “Margaret was playing in there with us,” Rowena said. “But then, one of the servants came to get her and said it was urgent, and she told us she would be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, so what happened? Is something wrong with Margaret?” Francis asked. “Is she alright?” 
 
      
 
    Rowena shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I do not think so, Papa,” she said, at last slowly catching her breath. “Something must be very wrong with her because I found this on her desk.” 
 
      
 
    Francis took the object his daughter was holding. He nearly dropped it when he realized what it was. Caroline’s wedding ring. 
 
      
 
    “I know that it is not Margaret’s, because Mama used to let me try it on when I was little,” Rowena said. “I think that Margaret must be very confused and think that it belongs to her. I am worried about her, Papa.” 
 
      
 
    Francis’s heart pounded. His daughter’s innocence was heartbreaking, and this revelation was stunning. If Caroline’s ring was in Margaret’s room… 
 
      
 
    “Will you take me and show me just where you found this?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Am I in trouble, Papa?” Rowena asked, suddenly timid. 
 
      
 
    “No, sweetheart,” Francis said, trying to give his daughter his best reassuring smile. “I just want to understand why Margaret might have had this.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I know you are worried about her, too,” Rowena said, taking her father’s hand. Worried is not exactly what I am, Francis thought to himself as his daughter led him to the nanny’s room. 
 
      
 
    The moment Francis stepped through the door, his blood froze. Sitting there, in plain view of anyone who happened to be looking, was the candelabra that had belonged to Caroline.  
 
      
 
    Winston looked at Francis, his expression solemn. Francis thought that Winston might know, or at least suspect, what it all meant.  
 
      
 
    Francis knew he would need to explain everything to them soon. For now, however, he needed to confirm what he believed he saw. 
 
      
 
    A more thorough search of the nanny’s room turned up the missing paintings, as well as the silver and other things that had gone missing.  
 
      
 
    Francis stood staring at the items, his mind spinning. Not only did he have to figure out how to handle this, especially with the children there to bear witness, but… 
 
      
 
    “Milord?” Margaret’s voice came from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Francis turned slowly to face her, and he saw that she was trembling violently. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing in my room?” she continued. Francis thought she was trying to sound indignant and violated, and rage vibrated through him. 
 
      
 
    “Children,” Francis said. “Go ask Johns to have a couple of the servants play tag with you outside until I have finished speaking with Margaret.” 
 
      
 
    Rowena opened her mouth to protest, but Winston took her firmly by the hand and shook his head. At last, Rowena followed her brother out of the door.  
 
      
 
    Francis waited until he heard the children descend the stairs before speaking again. “Explain yourself. Now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Milord,” the nanny stuttered. “I am sure that I have no idea how any of this got here.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not give multiple chances, Margaret,” Francis said, his jaw tightening. “Tell me the truth. Why do you have these things in your room?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, milord,” Margaret begged. “I do not know how the pictures or the silver or Lady Ashfield’s ring came to be in here.” 
 
      
 
    Francis dropped his head, slowly opening his hand and exposing the ring. 
 
      
 
    “Then how did you know that the ring was in here when I hold it in my hand?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    All remaining color drained from Margaret’s face. 
 
      
 
    “W-what are you doing in my room in the first place?” Margaret asked, her voice now hollow rather than offended. 
 
      
 
    “May I remind you that this is my house, and I will go where I please?” Francis asked, feeling his blood boil.  
 
      
 
    “This room is only yours because I allow you to use it. But it is still in my house, and I will not be questioned as to why I go anywhere in my own home.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret covered her face with her hands and began to cry. Francis was unmoved, but it reminded him so of his confrontation with Emma, so he thought carefully before he next spoke. 
 
      
 
    “It would seem as though I made a terrible mistake,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret raised her head, hope beginning to settle on her features. 
 
      
 
    “You believe me?” Margaret asked, her entire body trembling violently. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that I fired and exiled an innocent woman,” Francis continued, as though Margaret had not spoken. “Furthermore, I believe that there is more to all of this than meets the eye.  
 
      
 
    “If you value your freedom, you will explain yourself to me now. Otherwise, you will spend a great deal of time in prison, and you will never work in the ton again.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret collapsed to her knees, her sobs renewed. 
 
      
 
    “Please, do not send me to prison,” she begged. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me why you have my wife’s things,” he said, his voice rising. “Or I will have no choice.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret buried her face again, struggling to regain her composure. After a moment, she raised her head, but she would not meet Francis’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. “I will tell you.” 
 
      
 
    Francis folded his arms across his chest and motioned for Margaret to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I took the items,” Margaret admitted. Francis winced at the implications of her statement, but he pushed away the thought. He nodded again for Margaret to keep speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I took them because… because someone made me do it,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Margaret shook her head. Francis stepped toward her. 
 
      
 
    “Who is making you steal from me?” he asked. “Are they worth the time you will spend in jail?” 
 
      
 
    Margaret’s eyes grew wide and she shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “No, milord, certainly not,” she said. “But, if I tell, he will ruin my family.” 
 
      
 
    Francis realized at once what she was saying. Whoever was behind this was blackmailing her.  
 
      
 
    He struggled to restrain his anger and soften himself toward Margaret. 
 
      
 
    “If you tell me what is happening,” he said, lowering his voice. “I can make it alright, whatever it is that this person is threatening.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret seemed to consider his words. She wrung her hands in worry, and Francis wondered what it was that this person was threatening to do to her family to frighten her enough to make her steal from a very rich and powerful man, and her employer. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Margaret nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It was Lucius Rowley,” Margaret said.  
 
      
 
    She flinched immediately, as though she expected the man to enact his plan for blackmail the moment she uttered his name. Francis could see how terrified she was of the man, and he felt sorry for her.  
 
      
 
    The theft could not be excused, but if there was a mastermind behind it, Francis would rather have that person behind bars instead of an innocent pawn. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” Francis said. “If you are in trouble, I will help you. I just need to know exactly what he is doing.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded, seeming to understand that Francis was now less angry with her. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know why he is making us do this,” Margaret said. 
 
      
 
    Francis stopped her. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, us?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am not the only person he is blackmailing,” Margaret said. 
 
      
 
    “Who else?” Francis asked, a feeling of sick dread forming in his stomach. 
 
      
 
    Margaret averted her gaze again. 
 
      
 
    “Margaret,” Francis asked, becoming desperate. “I really must know. Who else is he blackmailing?” 
 
      
 
    “It seems that he does this to household help all throughout the ton,” Margaret said. “I was told that, if I did not steal these things and smuggle them out to him, and pin the act on someone else, he would ruin my family.” 
 
      
 
    The room began to spin. Pieces began falling rapidly into place.  
 
      
 
    “And that someone else was Emma, was it not?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded and began to cry again. 
 
      
 
    “Please, milord,” she begged. “Do not fire me. I need my job. My family is in trouble enough as it is.” 
 
      
 
    Francis knew he could not deal with her tenure at his home just then. 
 
      
 
    “Calm yourself, Margaret,” Francis said. “I understand that this was not your fault. We will figure this out later. For now, go see to the children. We will discuss things further soon.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded, leaving the room before Francis had to ask her again. 
 
      
 
    Dizzy with the sudden revelation, Francis sat in a nearby chair. Thoughts swirled round in his mind, rapidly forming a very clear picture in his mind.  
 
      
 
    This went much further than just his wife’s things. This Lucius person was probably behind the recent thefts in the households of his friends in the ton, since it seemed to always be the nannies and governesses taking the fall for the crimes.  
 
      
 
    And why not? No wealthy, titled person would care about the fate of a servant. Nor would any of them believe the word of the help over a well-known businessman. 
 
      
 
    With a sickening jolt, Francis realized that Emma had not been behaving like a thief. She had been behaving like a woman who was being blackmailed.  
 
      
 
    She had been truly terrified to talk about her brother, not just secretive. It must have been because of Lucius. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, god,” Francis said aloud, the full impact of the situation and the realization hitting him all at once. This was a mistake for which Emma would surely never forgive him.  
 
      
 
    “What have I done?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    After her visit with Rosaline, Emma was more conflicted than ever.  
 
      
 
    She was overjoyed that Marcus looked so well and had received such wonderful news from the doctor. She wanted to be just as thrilled about Marcus being so seemingly happy with Rosaline. However, try as she might, she could not bring herself to be glad for him.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline was a good match for him, sure. And it did seem as though Rosaline was just as smitten with Marcus as he was with her. But Emma knew, as she suspected that Rosaline did, that there were no other options for Rosaline except for Francis.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s uncle would see to that, of that Emma was certain. Emma could not pretend to be happy for her brother when she knew that he would only get his heart broken. 
 
      
 
    In truth, she also could not forget that Marcus would not be the only one devastated by Rosaline’s marriage to Francis. Despite the way Francis had treated and spoken to her, she could not force herself to let go of the love she had begun to feel for him.  
 
      
 
    She fervently wished that those feelings were as easily dismissed as she had been from his employ, but her wishes were all in vain. She also desperately wished that she still had friends within the ton.  
 
      
 
    She could very much use a trip to visit one of her dear friends. However, after her family fell into such poverty, everyone gradually stopped even writing to Emma. 
 
      
 
    That was why, when Emma saw a letter come in addressed to her, rather than to her father or Marcus, she almost opened it without checking the sender. However, as she went to open it, her hand froze.  
 
      
 
    The sender was, in fact, Francis. She stared at the letter for several long moments, her heart pounding and her face heating up.  
 
      
 
    What could he possibly want? Did he really think that she was not still angry with him for accusing her of being a thief? Or, was he writing to gloat about having sufficiently ruined her chances of working in the ton?  
 
      
 
    She tossed the letter in the bin, without bothering to read it, cursing Francis for daring to taunt her so. She also found herself feeling refreshed fury with Lucius.  
 
      
 
    It was his fault that she was in this position in the first place, but there was little she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    That was not the last letter she received from Francis, however. Over the course of the next several days, she continued to receive at least one a day.  
 
      
 
    She continued to throw them in the bin, barely sparing them a glance. However, each time she did so, she felt her heart break a little more.  
 
      
 
    She had thought that banishing Francis from her life as he had banished her from his would give her some amount of comfort. However, she was wrong. 
 
      
 
    The following week, there was a knock at her door. Emma stormed from her study, fully expecting to see Francis and prepared to tell him to never return. However, when she opened the door, she gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sister,” Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    Emma could not believe her eyes. Marcus looked as healthy as ever. 
 
      
 
    She embraced him tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus, you look wonderful,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I feel every bit of it,” he said. “In fact, I have some wonderful news for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, come in and tell me,” she said, ushering her brother into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Lydia was already waiting with wine and a bottle of their father’s brandy. 
 
      
 
    “This is all we have, Miss Baker,” Lydia said, her face apologetic as she placed the tray before them. 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled warmly at Lydia. 
 
      
 
    “This is fine, Lydia,” he said. “It is so good to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    “It is wonderful to see you so well, Mr. Baker,” Lydia said, curtseying. 
 
      
 
    “Please, won’t you join us?” Marcus invited. “I would like you to share in this news, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Baker,” she said, taking a seat. 
 
      
 
    “What is all this about?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I have recovered enough to come home,” Marcus said, glowing. “And I will be taking over the finances again. So, you will no longer have to worry about a thing.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked, surprised. This was the very thing for which she had hoped for so long. She had been terrified of losing Marcus, and almost as fearful that she would end up in the poor house without his assistance.  
 
      
 
    However, now that he was well and would be taking his rightful place as head of the family, she found herself feeling apprehensive. What would she do with herself now? 
 
      
 
    “Emma?” Marcus asked. “Did you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Emma gave her brother a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I could not be more thrilled,” she said, hugging her brother again. She hoped that she would, indeed, learn to be as happy about the change in circumstances as she assured her brother she was.  
 
      
 
    One thing was certain, however. She was very glad that Marcus was well again, and that she would get to spend much more time with him again. She had missed him so and been so afraid of losing him.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at him again, more genuinely. “When will you be coming home?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I already am,” he said with another laugh. “I have most of my things still here. Everything at the country home was all things I used while I was so sick, and would likely be best disposed of, rather than brought into the house.  
 
      
 
    “And, once I get the finances back in order, I can replace any of the things I’ve left.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Baker, this is wonderful news indeed,” Lydia said, gushing. “It will be so good to have you home again.” 
 
      
 
    “It is already good to be home,” Marcus said. “In fact, I believe that I will get started now. I shall be in the study if you need me, Emma.”  
 
      
 
    Marcus made this last statement with the happiest smile that Emma had seen in months, save for the ones she had seen him giving Rosaline. His happiness was contagious, and she hugged him again before he vanished into the study. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to keep you company?” Lydia asked, gesturing to the wine, which none of them had touched. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Emma said quickly. “If you do not mind, would you go make sure that we have enough food for supper tonight? I believe that I will read in my room for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia nodded, obviously excited. 
 
      
 
    “Right away, Miss Baker,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    Once Lydia had gone, Emma sighed. She was retiring to her room, but she was not of any mind to read. She needed to sort through her thoughts. She was happy, to be sure, but everything was happening so suddenly. 
 
      
 
    As she climbed the stairs, Marcus came out of the study. In his hand, he held a stack of unopened letters. 
 
      
 
    “Do you always throw away letters before reading them?” Marcus asked. His tone was light, but his face was concerned. 
 
      
 
    Emma hurriedly grabbed the letters from Marcus. 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing I have to say to Lord Ashfield,” she said, feeling her face flush. 
 
      
 
    “Is he giving you further trouble?” Marcus asked, his own face beginning to redden. 
 
      
 
    Emma hurried to calm him. She did not know how sudden stress might affect Marcus, with him so recently recovered. 
 
      
 
    “I have not read any of the letters,” she said. “But I am certain that he has better things to do than to write me just to continue to berate me.” 
 
      
 
    She tried to smile as confidently at her brother as she could, but she did not, in fact, completely believe her words. However, she needed Marcus to believe them, so that he did not get upset and risk falling ill again. 
 
      
 
    Marcus studied her carefully for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if he does cause more trouble, you will let me know, won’t you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will,” she said, smiling again and touching her brother’s arm lightly. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, Marcus nodded and returned to the study. Emma breathed a hushed sigh of relief and took the letters to her room, where they stayed hidden, but not forgotten, for a few more days. 
 
      
 
    Toward the end of the week, Emma’s restlessness at having so little to do with herself and her curiosity over the letters got the best of her.  
 
      
 
    She tucked the letters into her dress pocket and prepared to go to the park. She had decided that it would be best to read them away from home, especially if the contents of the letters were, in fact, upsetting. She would not hide them from Marcus, but she could tell him the gist of what they said after having disposed of them.  
 
      
 
    Marcus had left earlier that morning to discuss some business matters in town, for which she was relieved. She was already nervous about reading the letters, and she knew that Marcus would see and sense that. She would have no answers to any of his questions until she had read the letters. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the park felt extraordinarily long. She kept feeling the letters in her pocket, questioning whether she was doing the right thing. She wondered if she owed it to Francis to even bother reading them, or if she should just dispose of them without wasting her time.  
 
      
 
    Curiosity began to overrule her apprehension, however, and by the time she had reached the park, she was more determined than ever to read them. After all, no matter what they said, it was up to her whether she responded. 
 
      
 
    She chose a nice, shady spot beneath a large, beautiful tree. She spread out a blanket and took a deep breath.  
 
      
 
    The first letter she read sent the air rushing out of her lungs: 
 
      
 
    Dear Emma, 
 
      
 
    I do not even know where to begin, and I do not blame you for having not written back. I have been an utter fool. I know that I have no right to do so, but I am writing once again to beg your forgiveness.  
 
      
 
    I was undeservedly horrid to you, and I wish every day that I could take back all the awful things I said to you. I wish more still that you were still here.  
 
      
 
    I miss you more with each passing day, and it pains me that I only have myself to blame for it. 
 
      
 
    I understand that this may come far too late, but I want to marry you. To hell with the consequences. I love you, Emma. You are the only woman with whom I wish to spend the rest of my life, and I do not care what my father-in-law has to say.  
 
      
 
    You are more than worth making sacrifices in my business. My money, my title, none of it means anything without you. You were the one bright thing in our lives, and I want nothing more than to have that once more, forever. 
 
      
 
    I know that I also have no right to ask of you any favors, but I need to hear from you, even if it is to say that you never want to see or hear from me again. I need to know that you are well and that my letters are reaching you.  
 
      
 
    I also want you to know that I am sincere about my feelings for you and my desire to marry you. Please, Emma, say something to me. Anything at all. 
 
      
 
    All my love, 
 
      
 
    Francis 
 
      
 
    It took Emma several passes to read the letter fully. She felt certain that she was reading it incorrectly, so she kept rereading it. Even once she understood the letter well, she became convinced it was some sort of trick.  
 
      
 
    She opened letter after letter, trying to remain angry with him and looking for some indication that she was right, but each letter was sweeter and more sincere than the last. 
 
      
 
    In one of the letters, which Emma assumed must have been the first one he wrote, Francis explained that he now knew she was not a thief, and that she was not to blame for having ever been dishonest with him about her brother.  
 
      
 
    He apologized very emotionally, and Emma thought that she could see dried tear stains on the page. Despite the heartfelt words, however, Emma could not be sure that he meant what he said.  
 
      
 
    What if he was simply talking about marrying her because he felt guilty? 
 
      
 
    On the trip home, conflicting thoughts flooded Emma’s mind. What if he was being sincere? Could she, in fact, forgive him?  
 
      
 
    But what if he was not? She knew she could not forgive that. She had already suffered so much because of him, and she would not let him hurt her again.  
 
      
 
    However, she missed him fiercely and, at last, she decided that it was worth it to take his word for everything. For now, at least. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she returned home, she wrote back to Francis. She resisted the urge to confess her feelings to him, despite how desperately she wanted to. Instead, she simply told him that she might have a solution to his problem with his father-in-law.  
 
      
 
    She added that she needed to hear his apology aloud, rather than in a letter before she can manage to forgive him for what he did. She thought for a moment, then asked Francis to meet her at the park from whence she had just returned that coming weekend.  
 
      
 
    With trembling fingers, she signed the letter and sealed the envelope. Then, before she could change her mind, she rushed to get it sent. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Francis reread Emma’s letter, barely concealing his joy. He had not truly believed that she would write him back, though he had had no plans of ceasing his letters to her.  
 
      
 
    Even though she had said that she had not yet forgiven him, she had still responded to him. Better yet, she had agreed to meet him.  
 
      
 
    And, he had to admit, he was more than a little intrigued by her assertion that she had the solution to his problem. Did that mean that she also wanted to marry him?  
 
      
 
    Francis shook off the idea. He could not hope for so much all at once. He had already well overstepped his bounds by asking her to speak to him.  
 
      
 
    He knew, as he had told her, that he had no right to do so. For now, it was enough that she was willing to see him and give him the chance to apologize face to face.  
 
      
 
    His excitement turned to nervousness as the day approached to meet Emma. What if she had only agreed to meet him so that she could give him a piece of her mind in person? 
 
      
 
    “What if she did?” Francis asked himself aloud. “Do I deserve anything more?” 
 
      
 
    As the days stretched on, he convinced himself that he, in fact, deserved no less. Part of him hoped that she would tell him exactly what she thought of him, even if she did end up forgiving him.  
 
      
 
    The woman with whom he had fallen in love would have no qualms about telling him what kind of ogre he had been. But another part of him feared that that strong, confident woman would never again be able to see him as anything but that ogre. 
 
      
 
    By the time the day of their meeting had arrived, Francis was a bundle of conflicting emotions. He tried rehearsing in his mind the things he would say when he saw her and forced himself to breathe slowly and think clearly.  
 
      
 
    He thought he could not possibly be more nervous than he was on the ride to the park. That was until he spotted her. 
 
      
 
    Seeing her face again caused his heart to pound and race out of control. He took several deep breaths, trying to retain the speech he had practiced.  
 
      
 
    He stepped carefully from the carriage as soon as it came to a stop near where she was sitting and walked toward her slowly, as though he was afraid he would frighten her away if he moved too quickly. Her eyes met his, and he had to fight a sudden, overwhelming urge to take her into his arms and kiss her. 
 
      
 
    As he approached her, he gave her a small but warm smile. She did not smile in return, but Francis thought he saw her eyes light up, if only for a second.  
 
      
 
    As she rose from the bench on which she had been sitting, Francis froze, all thoughts of the things he had planned suddenly gone from his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, my lord,” she said, curtseying formally. 
 
      
 
    Francis struggled to find his voice.  
 
      
 
    “Emma,” he said, not caring about his public lack of formality. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to meet me here,” Emma said. Her voice was calm and natural, but there was no indication of the warmth or familiarity it had once had when she spoke to him.  
 
      
 
    It tore at Francis to think that he had done that to her, and he dropped to his knees. It was too much, and he could keep his feelings to himself no more. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Emma,” he begged, feeling a sudden flood of tears that he had had no idea had begun to form. “Please, forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    Francis kept his gaze toward the ground, too afraid of the expression. He now knew that her cool formality with him was far worse than her giving him a piece of her mind, and he could not handle seeing any more of that right then.  
 
      
 
    When he heard her dress rustle as she firmly placed her hands on her hips, he had to choke back a sob of relief.  
 
      
 
    “Well, you are making quite the spectacle of yourself, my lord,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “I do not care,” Francis said, at last daring to look at her.  
 
      
 
    Her cheeks were flushed, and her jaw was set, but he could see the beginning of a twinkle of amusement in her eyes. Even if she was only pleased that he had been reduced to such behavior, that was alright with him.  
 
      
 
    “Your opinion is the only one that matters to me.” 
 
      
 
    “That is quite the opposite of the last thing you said to me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You do not know how tortured I am, recalling all the terrible things I said to you,” he said, not bothering to wipe the tears that had been falling. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that I know something about how the torture of those words felt,” she retorted. 
 
      
 
    Francis laughed. It was so refreshing to hear her sounding like herself that he could not help himself.  
 
      
 
    “And now you presume to laugh at me?” she asked, her voice shrill with indignation. 
 
      
 
    “How I have missed your direct manner of speaking your thoughts and feelings,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him. It seemed that, whatever she had expected him to say, that had not been it. 
 
      
 
    “Then I should think that you would love some of the other things I have considered saying,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Any words you choose to give me would be heaven, Emma,” Francis said. “Just, please, let those words include giving me your forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    Emma considered for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “For what are you asking forgiveness?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest. He knew that they both knew why he was begging her forgiveness, but he was so grateful at that moment that he did not mind announcing his mistakes. 
 
      
 
    “For being such a cruel, unfair man,” Francis said. “For thinking the worst of you, calling you a thief, being capable of the terrible words I thrust at you and calling you such terrible, hateful names, and for thinking of ruining your reputation within the ton.  
 
      
 
    “I asked that you trust me, as I have always been able to trust you. But when you trusted me to have faith in you when you most needed me to, I would not. I was a fool, a cad and a beast. And, in truth, I likely do not deserve your forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s face remained largely unchanged, but Francis could see that her eyes were beginning to soften. 
 
      
 
    “On that much, I believe that we agree,” she said. “After the way you left things, you most certainly should not have my forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded. 
 
      
 
    “However, if you find it in your heart to forgive me, and you can bring yourself to tolerate a boorish man like me, I would be honored if you would agree to spend the rest of your life with me,” he said. “In fact, there is nothing in this world that I want more.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s hardened expression began to melt at last. 
 
      
 
    “That is quite the proclamation, my lord,” she said, her voice steady, but no longer cold. “But how can you expect me to ever forgive you? And, even if I could, how could I possibly believe that you mean what you say now?” 
 
      
 
    To Francis’s surprise, he found his answer quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Because, when I know the truth, I say only what I mean,” he said. “And because I have loved you since we shared that kiss. You know that much to be true because I told you so before this terrible mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Emma put a hand to her chest with a gasp, and Francis thanked the heavens for finding the right words. He held his breath, completely uncertain of what she might say, or whether she might run from him one last time, never to be seen again. 
 
      
 
    Instead, however, she took a small step toward him, clasping her hands at her waist. 
 
      
 
    “But, why?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Once more, Francis did not hesitate. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, light and life re-entered my life when you did,” he said. “I spent so long hiding within my own darkness, but you helped guide me out of it. And, better still, you brought happiness back to my children, when I was failing them by not doing so.” 
 
      
 
    Emma gave a warm but slightly sad smile. Francis did not need to see inside her mind to know that she was thinking of her time with the children.  
 
      
 
    “The children miss you, as well,” Francis said. “As do I.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him, surprised, apparently wondering if Francis had read her thoughts for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “But do you not see a poor, simple governess when you look at me?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Francis said. He held Emma’s gaze firmly, to ensure that he left little room for her to doubt his sincerity.  
 
      
 
    “I see a woman who is smart, very lovely, and confident, in a way that most women of your station are not. I see a woman who can challenge me in the best of ways and make me a better man.  
 
      
 
    “Most of all, I see a woman who has always been kind and compassionate and understanding, even when I was so beastly that I did not give you the same in return.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at him for several long moments. Francis could see that she was struggling to keep herself from crying, and he had to resist the urge to wrap his arms around her.  
 
      
 
    He tried to read her eyes, but he could see the tears filling them. Once more, he held his breath, and he prayed that she could believe and forgive him. 
 
      
 
    “And what do you see now?” she asked at last. 
 
      
 
    “I see the woman I have fallen in love with, and cannot live the rest of my life without,” Francis said, with no hesitation. 
 
      
 
    Emma furiously blinked away her tears. Then, she studied him for several more moments. Francis felt that those moments were the longest of his life. He had no idea what she might say next, but he could stand the silence no longer. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, please, marry me,” he said, reaching for her hand. 
 
      
 
    Emma stared at his outstretched hand with great consideration. Francis was so fixated on her face that he almost did not feel her place her hand in his. 
 
      
 
    “Francis,” she said. “I will marry you.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Francis was unsure whether he had heard her correctly. Then, she smiled and squeezed his hand, and everything dawned on him at once.  
 
      
 
    She had used his given name, and she was holding his hand. And, she had said yes. 
 
      
 
    Francis leaped to his feet, not attempting to fight his renewed desire to touch her. He closed the distance between them and brought her hand to his lips, kissing it softly. She blushed brightly, but her smile widened. 
 
      
 
    “On one condition,” she continued. 
 
      
 
    “I will do anything, Emma,” he said. “All you need to do is ask.” 
 
      
 
    “You must speak with Marcus first,” Emma said firmly. “You must make an offer for my hand to him properly. Then, I will marry you.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded, although he suspected that would be a task much more easily stated than completed.  
 
      
 
    If there was one thing of which he was certain, it was that Marcus must surely hate Francis, after the way he had treated Emma. Getting his blessing would prove to be even more difficult than earning Emma’s forgiveness.  
 
      
 
    However, he had told Emma he would do anything, and so he would. 
 
      
 
    “It will be so, Emma,” Francis said, despite his doubts.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Francis,” she said, blushing once more. Francis marveled at her beauty for a moment before he spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “There is one thing I really wish to know,” he said. “If you would be inclined to indulge me.” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him warily, but she did not let go of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” she said cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you not explain whatever is going on with Marcus?” he asked. “I would have believed that you put the stars in the sky if you told me you had, if only you had told me what you were hiding about him.” 
 
      
 
    Francis winced, certain that he had made yet another unforgivable mistake. However, instead of fussing at him or storming away angrily, Emma took a deep breath and took his other hand in her free one. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to,” she said, her face earnest. “You cannot know how much I wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why did you not?” Francis repeated. “Why do you still not?” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head but still did not become angry. 
 
      
 
    “Because it is not my story to tell,” Emma said. “Please, Francis. Will you trust me enough to simply leave it at that for now?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will trust you,” Francis said, releasing one of her hands and caressing her cheek. “I promise that I will leave it be.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled again, and Francis could see her love for him shining brightly in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, putting her freed hand over his as it rested on her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “No. Thank you,” Francis murmured, kissing her hand once more. Thank you so much, he added silently, sending up a quick prayer of heartfelt gratitude to the heavens. “Now, when can we go speak to Marcus?” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Francis with both surprise and bemusement. 
 
      
 
    “He is at home now,” she said, thinking carefully. “I suppose we can go ask him to speak with us right now if you like.” 
 
      
 
    “I would love to,” Francis said. The sooner he could get Marcus’s blessing, the sooner he could at last make Emma his wife.  
 
      
 
    He just hoped that Marcus was more willing to give his blessing than he was ready to argue with Francis. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Francis, surprised.  
 
      
 
    She had not expected Francis to so readily agree to speak with Marcus about marrying her, and certainly not so soon. However, she was pleased that he had.  
 
      
 
    It was the final piece of proof she needed that Francis did love her and that he truly was sorry for the ugliness that had transpired over the theft.  
 
      
 
    They agreed that Francis would follow her to her house in his carriage, and they departed at once. Before boarding his carriage, however, Francis stopped and gave Emma a kiss on her forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She blushed and nodded, then got into her own carriage. 
 
      
 
    The short trip back to her house felt like a dream. She had known what Francis had intended to say from what he had written in his letters but hearing him say each of the words aloud had melted any resolve she had had to try to stay angry with him.  
 
      
 
    Hearing him proclaim his feelings so boldly for her had rendered her unable to continue denying her own for him. And she found that she was glad.  
 
      
 
    She only hoped that Marcus would trust her judgment about Francis, and not allow his grudge against him to cloud his mind when Francis asked for her hand in marriage. 
 
      
 
    Emma was not surprised to see Marcus waiting at the door for her when they arrived. She took a deep breath, knowing that Marcus would likely take some convincing just to allow Francis to so much as enter the house.  
 
      
 
    With relief, she saw that Francis’s carriage had fallen a little behind and had not yet reached the path leading up to her home. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” Marcus asked, rushing to her side. 
 
      
 
    “I am much more than alright,” Emma said, unable to hide her joyful blush. 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at her warily. 
 
      
 
    “Do not tell me that you allowed that man to woo you with meaningless sweet words and empty apologies,” Marcus said, his face growing fierce. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus, please,” Emma said, taking her brother’s hand. “For the first time, maybe ever, I am happy. Will you not trust in that, and give him a chance to speak to you?” 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “Speak to me?” Marcus asked. “About what?” 
 
      
 
    “He will be here shortly,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Before she could say more, Francis’s carriage at last made it up the path to the house. Marcus shot Emma a furious glance. 
 
      
 
    “If you think that I will have any civil conversation with that man, you are sadly mistaken, little sister,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    “If you love your little sister, that is exactly what you will do,” she said defiantly. 
 
      
 
    Marcus glared at her, but he argued no further. 
 
      
 
    “I will await you and his royal highness in the drawing room,” Marcus said, turning to walk inside the house. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Emma said sweetly, choosing to ignore her brother’s rude sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    Francis practically leaped from the carriage before it had even come to a complete stop. Emma hid a small giggle behind her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus is waiting for us in the drawing room,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Then let us away to my beheading,” Francis said, his eyes twinkling with humor. 
 
      
 
    Emma giggled again and led him inside. Despite Marcus’s sour mood, she could not remember when she had been happier. 
 
      
 
    Lydia was just arriving with a tray of delicious looking cakes and fresh tea. Emma looked at Marcus questioningly. 
 
      
 
    “I gave Lydia some extra money and sent her to do some shopping this morning,” Marcus said, blatantly ignoring Francis. Emma suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Marcus,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus nodded and gestured for her to sit, still not meeting Francis’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a seat and gestured for Francis to do the same, to which he quickly complied. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Baker,” Francis said politely. 
 
      
 
    Marcus at last looked at Francis and nodded curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said, his voice cool and brusque. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a deep breath. She did not expect Marcus to like Francis, but she hoped that he would be willing to hear what Francis had to say. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that there might be a solution to my situation,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you are here?” he asked, scowling at Francis. 
 
      
 
    Francis glanced at Emma and cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “It is part of the reason,” Francis admitted. “Emma told me that there might be something that could be done.” 
 
      
 
    “Since when have you been given permission to use my sister’s given name?” Marcus growled. 
 
      
 
    “Since she agreed to be my wife earlier today,” Francis retorted. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at him sharply, but she felt herself blush and she lowered her head to hide a smile. 
 
      
 
    From the corner of her eye, Emma saw Marcus turn his head toward her quickly. That was not how she had planned for Marcus to find out, but she knew that Marcus would have difficulty hearing the news in any way. 
 
      
 
    “Is this true, Emma?” Marcus asked, his voice rising. 
 
      
 
    “It is,” she said calmly. “And I would like for you to hear what Francis has to say.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus scoffed again. 
 
      
 
    “And what is it that you have to say, Lord Ashfield?” Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip. She loved both of the men in her life, but she could not help but feel a bit of amusement at the tense interaction between them. 
 
      
 
    “I came to ask you properly for Emma’s hand,” Francis said. 
 
      
 
    “And what is it that you can offer her?” Marcus growled. 
 
      
 
    “I am an earl,” Francis said. “She would have a title, wealth, and a man who loved her unconditionally.” 
 
      
 
    At this, Marcus laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we have all seen just how much you love her,” he hissed. “Every man who has ever loved a woman has falsely accused her of theft and banished her from his home.” 
 
      
 
    Emma held her breath. However, instead of becoming angry and defending himself, Francis lowered his head and sighed. It took him a moment to speak, and Emma saw him wipe a tear from his eye.  
 
      
 
    She could not be sure, but she thought that Marcus saw it too, because his face softened marginally. 
 
      
 
    “I was a terrible fool, Marcus,” Francis said, lifting his gaze to meet her brother’s firmly. “There is no way that I could ever take back what I have done.  
 
      
 
    “But I do wish to make it up to Emma by giving her all the love in my heart, all the love that she deserves, and by being a man on whom she can lean and depend for the rest of her days.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at Francis in silence for several long moments. Emma briefly feared that Marcus would send Francis away and refuse to ever let the two of them marry. 
 
      
 
    At last, Marcus spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Let it be known that I do not trust anything you say or do,” Marcus said. “But it is clear to me that my sister does, and I wish only for her happiness.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s hopes rose, and she smiled brightly at her brother. 
 
      
 
    “However,” Marcus continued. “I will not give you my answer until our business venture is concluded.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Marcus, both perplexed and frightened. 
 
      
 
    “And what venture might that be?” he asked.  
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at Emma, clearly wishing that she would change her mind and send him away. Instead, though, she looked at her brother with silent earnest and gave him a sweet smile. 
 
      
 
    Marcus sighed and shifted in his seat. 
 
      
 
    “Our father had a small fleet of ships before he died,” he said. “And, provided certain arrangements were made and agreements could be reached, I would be willing to grant you access to those ships so that you could continue your business dealings.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled proudly at her brother. Marcus glanced at her and blushed a little but turned his gaze back to Francis. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, there would be a brief trial period, to ensure that all goes smoothly and that you fulfill your end of the bargain,” he said. “But provided that all goes well, we could discuss plans to continue doing business together in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “Those terms are agreeable,” Francis said. “But why should Emma have to wait to marry me?” 
 
      
 
    “Because that is not all that must be done,” Marcus said sharply. 
 
      
 
    “Should it not be up to Emma to decide when she marries?” Francis asked, his own voice sharp and angry. 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to ever have my blessing, then you will do as I suggest,” Marcus hissed. 
 
      
 
    Francis opened his mouth, but Emma looked at him, pleading. He closed it, albeit reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    “There is also the matter of Lucius Rowley,” Marcus added. 
 
      
 
    “Rowley,” Francis mused. “Is he not the man who—” 
 
      
 
    “Who double-crossed us all?” Marcus finished for him. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Emma felt her face flush as she thought of everything that Lucius had done to her and her family. She also felt shame at having been so blinded to his wrongdoings. She wanted to see him pay for what he had done. 
 
      
 
    “What is it that you plan to do to deal with him?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not just me, or us,” Marcus said. “You, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Francis blinked, confused. 
 
      
 
    “Me?” he asked. “What is it that I can do?” 
 
      
 
    “You will help us round up and question everyone who has ever stolen things for him,” Marcus said. “You will assist us in taking back every item that has been stolen. Then, we will take the proper steps from there.” 
 
      
 
    Francis considered Marcus’s words for several moments. Emma sat in silence, knowing that Francis would do anything to expose the truth behind Lucius’s evil plots, but unsure whether he would agree to wait to marry her as Marcus had requested.  
 
      
 
    She knew her brother well, and she knew that he would not be moved once he had made a decision. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Francis said at last, a bit begrudgingly. “If you feel that it is best, I will wait to marry Emma.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked at Francis, obviously surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Then it is settled,” he said, his earlier anger and displeasure quickly dissolving. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt both relieved and a little dismayed. She knew that Marcus was right, and she was glad that Marcus seemed willing to give his blessing, but she could not wait to marry Francis.  
 
      
 
    “We must not wait too long, however,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” Marcus asked, giving her a wary look. 
 
      
 
    “If we wait too long, it may well be too late for you to marry Rosaline,” she said, biting her lip to hide her smile. 
 
      
 
    Marcus glared at Emma, and Francis looked genuinely confused and surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Rosaline? Marry you?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma could not help but laugh. Marcus, however, was not so easily amused. 
 
      
 
    “What, exactly, makes that so hard to believe?” Marcus asked, his jaw tense. 
 
      
 
    “That is not the part that is surprising,” Francis said, still too stunned to reciprocate Marcus’s once more rising temper. “But she knows that her uncle is set on her marrying me. I cannot believe that she would wish to defy him.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus relaxed immediately and even spared Francis a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “You and I agree on something, at last,” he said. Emma heard the slightest hint of real humor in his voice, and she laughed again. 
 
      
 
    “It was Rosaline’s idea to put the two of us together,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Francis rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, it was,” he said, his own voice not without humor. “I should not have expected anything less from her.” 
 
      
 
    Emma put her hand to her chest and feigned a wounded expression. 
 
      
 
    “Are you disappointed that her plan worked, then?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at her, truly alarmed, until he saw the smile on her face. Then, he sighed. 
 
      
 
    “With a personality like yours, there will certainly never be a dull moment,” he said dryly. Emma giggled. 
 
      
 
    Marcus cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “If the two of you are quite finished,” he said bitterly. “I do agree that we should get started sooner, rather than later.” 
 
      
 
    “Does this mean that you wish to marry Rosaline, as well?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Marcus glared at him but did not answer the question. 
 
      
 
    “You should wait to marry until Lucius has been dealt with, at the very least,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Francis grew serious quickly. He extended his hand to Marcus. Marcus looked at him as though he were mad. 
 
      
 
    “I agree to your terms,” Francis said, ensuring to meet Marcus’s gaze sincerely and honestly. “I will wait until all this is settled to marry Emma.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus stared at Francis’s hand for a moment, then begrudgingly took it. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Marcus said. He shook Francis’s hand only briefly, but Francis seemed satisfied.  
 
      
 
    Emma herself felt quite pleased. Her brother was well, and she would get to marry Francis. She did not mind waiting, especially if it meant that they would all see Lucius Rowley brought to justice, as well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Francis left Emma’s house more than prepared to begin helping Marcus and Emma nail the poisonous snake called Lucius Rowley.  
 
      
 
    Because of him and his twisted plots, he had almost lost Emma forever, and he intended to do everything in his power to see that man get exactly what he deserved.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately for Francis, he knew exactly where to start. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he returned to Blackburn Manor, he called for Margaret. She came rushing into the entryway, looking like a frightened child. 
 
      
 
    “M-milord?” she stuttered. 
 
      
 
    “Come,” he said, gesturing for her to follow him into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    She did so with a certain reluctance, and Francis began to feel guilty. Now that he knew the truth, he did not wish to frighten her.  
 
      
 
    Once they were both inside the drawing room, he gestured for her to sit and poured her a glass of wine. He held out the glass to her with a warm, kind smile. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Francis said. “I wish to apologize to you for being such a beast about the things I found in your room.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret looked at him, clearly wanting to believe that Francis was sincere, but just as apparently still afraid. Francis held the glass a bit closer to her and nodded his head. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” Francis said. “I do not wish to chastise you further, nor am I seeking to let you go.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret looked from the glass to his face, and back again. At last, she took the glass with a trembling hand. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, milord,” she said, taking a long sip. 
 
      
 
    Francis sat across from her, with his hands folded in his lap. He waited patiently for the nanny to lower her glass from her lips. Once she did, he leaned forward, keeping his genuine smile. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to understand that I only wish to bring the person behind all these terrible crimes to justice,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    Margaret nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I swear, milord, I never wanted to take those things,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, Margaret,” Francis assured. “And I believe you wholeheartedly. But I need your help to ensure that he never does this to someone like you, or to anyone, ever again.  
 
      
 
    “If you help me do this, I will secure your position here, as well as a raise in your pay.” 
 
      
 
    Francis winced. He did not mean to sound as though he was bribing Margaret. But as with Emma, he felt terrible for the things he had said to Margaret, and he did not want his nanny to live in fear of him. 
 
      
 
    Francis’s offer worked. Margaret’s face lit up, and she happily started telling Francis everything she knew. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Rowley has been doing this all over the ton,” she said, her face saddening. “I have had many friends lose their jobs and reputations, all because of him.” 
 
      
 
    Francis thought about his friend Charles and made a mental note to write to him and explain everything he had learned. Perhaps Charles would be willing to offer some information or evidence, if Francis could convince him of the truth. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that any of them would be willing to speak against Rowley?” Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    Margaret thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that many of them would,” she said. “Many of them have already lost so much, they would likely only stand to gain something by helping the constables get Mr. Rowley.” 
 
      
 
    Francis cringed, thinking of how many lives Lucius Rowley had likely ruined. He thought of how many good people like Emma and Margaret had suffered and been punished because of him, and he desperately wished he could help.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps, though, he could. 
 
      
 
    “If any of them will help us, let them know that I will give each of them a modest reward, and I will personally write a glowing letter of recommendation for them to any employer they choose,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Margaret’s face lit up again, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, milord,” she said. “That is most generous of you.” 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, Margaret,” he said. “Good people deserve to be treated well. That is all I am doing.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that my friends will be most grateful, indeed,” Margaret said. 
 
      
 
    Francis thought another moment. 
 
      
 
    “If you need a day or two to go into town and meet with them about this, please let me know. I will give you as much time as you need off, and you will still receive your pay for that time, at your new raised wages. It is only right, especially since you are helping me after I was such a brute to you.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret smiled warmly. 
 
      
 
    “Milord, I do not blame you,” she said. “You made it right by giving me this chance to explain, and by apologizing. You needn’t do anything more.” 
 
      
 
    “But I wish to, Margaret,” Francis said. “It is only fair.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, milord,” Margaret said. “Should I begin making arrangements to go speak with my friends now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, by all means,” Francis said. “Just let me know when you plan to leave and be sure to tell me what you learn.” 
 
      
 
    Margret nodded and exited the room. Francis went straight to his study to write his letter to Charles. He prayed that he could get his old friend to see reason. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francis, Emma, and Marcus spent the next few weeks speaking to everyone willing to open up about Lucius Rowley and recovering items that he had ordered others to steal.  
 
      
 
    It was a painstaking process, and all three of them found that there were a great many more people than they thought who were too scared of Rowley, despite how much they had already lost, and despite Francis’s offer to compensate and vouch for them, to speak publicly against him.  
 
      
 
    They found many of the stolen items, although they did not find nearly all of them.  
 
      
 
    With that evidence, and with the ten people who agreed to speak against Rowley, Francis thought they would have enough to convince the constables to investigate him.  
 
      
 
    He prayed that the investigation turned up something substantial, though. He hated to think about what Rowley would do to everyone standing against him if he was not arrested.  
 
      
 
    He hated more still to think of the snake fleeing the city and evading justice, just to victimize more people elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Once Emma and Marcus had spoken to everyone they could find who was willing to help them, Francis received a letter from Emma.  
 
      
 
    In her letter, she asked Francis to join her and Marcus for lunch the following day, so they could discuss their respective information, as well as the next phase of their plan. Francis wrote a hasty reply and made the preparations for the trip. 
 
      
 
    The next day, he arrived at Emma’s home. Marcus greeted him at the door, nodding curtly but saying little. Francis followed him into the dining room, where the modest meal was just being served. He took his place at the table, and Marcus his, and they all stared at each other. 
 
      
 
    Emma was the first to speak. 
 
      
 
    “When do you think that we will be ready to take our evidence to the constables?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    Francis hid a smile. He so loved her blunt, direct nature. He loved her more still for wanting justice to be done, not just on her behalf, but for others who had been hurt even worse than she had.  
 
      
 
    Francis, of course, wanted to see that justice was done as quickly as possible. He would be glad to see Lucius Rowley behind bars, and gladder still to be able to marry Emma.  
 
      
 
    However, he knew that the final decision would rest on Marcus, and he did not wish to cross him any further. So, for the moment, he remained silent. 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked back and forth from Emma to Francis before speaking. 
 
      
 
    “Do both of you feel that we have enough evidence for the constables?” Marcus asked. His gaze settled on Francis, his expression not quite readable. Francis remained silent, thinking carefully about his answer. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that we do,” Emma said. “I do not see how they could ignore ten people or all of the stolen items we have recovered.” 
 
      
 
    Francis nodded slowly. Marcus continued studying him. 
 
      
 
    “And what say you, Lord Ashfield?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that we have a substantial amount of evidence,” he said. “And I think that, the sooner we get it presented to the constables, the better our chances of taking Rowley by surprise. We do not want to delay long enough for him to catch wind of what we are planning.” 
 
      
 
    Marcus’s eyes widened, and it was clear to Francis that Marcus had not considered that possibility. 
 
      
 
    “You are absolutely right,” Emma said. “We cannot let him get away with this, which he almost certainly will if we do not act quickly enough. We should go to the constables as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Marcus said. “Can we all be ready with the witnesses and stolen items tomorrow morning?” 
 
      
 
    Francis and Emma both nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Then, it is settled,” Marcus said. “We shall meet at the constabulary building tomorrow morning at 9 a.m.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meal was rather quiet. Francis wondered if they were all thinking the same thing.  
 
      
 
    What if Lucius Rowley had already caught wind of their plan? What if he fled town before they went to the constables?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Francis arrived with Margaret just before nine the next morning. He was not surprised to see that Emma and Marcus had already arrived and that there was a modest crowd of people standing with them.  
 
      
 
    What did surprise Francis, however, was one very familiar face. When the carriage halted, he jumped out and approached the familiar man. 
 
      
 
    “Charles,” he said warmly, shaking the man’s hand. “It is good to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for not answering your letter,” Charles said. “In truth, I thought you were raving mad. In fact, I spoke to my friend, John Witham, the Earl of Mulberry, about how unbelievable it all sounded.” 
 
      
 
    Francis chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” he said dryly. 
 
      
 
    Charles grinned sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    “As it turns out, John is very familiar with Lucius Rowley, and he said that the man is not to be trusted. John did some asking around and found out that there are people within his circles who have been through similar things because of Rowley.  
 
      
 
    “John was unable to join me, but I felt that the least I could do was to come say my piece against Rowley.” 
 
      
 
    Francis clapped Charles on the arm. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he repeated, more sincerely. “We appreciate your assistance.” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Charles said. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Emma made her way through the crowd and up to Francis. Charles gave Francis an approving smile and then ducked back into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. Francis thought she looked both excited and nervous. 
 
      
 
    “I am, indeed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really believe that the constables will arrest him?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    Francis ignored the cold dread in his stomach and smiled at Emma. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that justice will, indeed, be done,” he said. 
 
      
 
    With that, Emma, Francis, and Marcus walked into the constabulary. The crowd of witnesses was too large, so everyone else waited outside until the constables were ready to speak to them.  
 
      
 
    The trio each brought bags with some of the recovered items and offered it as evidence in tandem with their statements. The constables questioned a few of the other witnesses one by one.  
 
      
 
    Then, one of the officers turned to Marcus, who had made the official complaint and given his statement first. 
 
      
 
    “We will be in touch,” the officer said. “We will send officers to both his home and his business.” 
 
      
 
    “When?” Emma asked, worried. 
 
      
 
    “Right now,” a second officer said. “If your claims are valid, and there is any evidence, we must act quickly. These are very serious crimes, and we wish to resolve the complaint as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “When will we know something?” Marcus asked, agitated. “If he finds out that we are onto him, he may flee.” 
 
      
 
    “I assure you that we will not allow that to happen,” the first constable said. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we all await word at my home?” Francis asked, more directed toward Marcus and Emma than to the constables. 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement, however. 
 
      
 
    “It will be easier if you are all together when we come to find you,” the constable said. “We will likely need verification statements from you all if we find evidence supporting your claims.” 
 
      
 
    The trio looked at each other and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Marcus conceded. After parting greetings to the officers, Francis, Marcus, and Emma headed straight for Blackburn Manor. 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to drag as the trio waited for word from the constables. Francis had ordered tea, cakes, wine, and brandy for them all, but no one ate or drank a thing.  
 
      
 
    The air was thick and tense, and Francis did not need to try to guess what Emma and her brother were thinking. He had many of the same concerns, and he prayed fervently that they were not too late. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after noon, there was a loud knock on the door. Francis bolted from the drawing room and straight to the door. His butler looked at him silently, eyebrows raised, but Francis hardly noticed. Emma and Marcus were right behind him. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the door stood a grim-looking constable. 
 
      
 
    “Would you all be so kind as to come with me?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    The trio shared a worried, nervous look, but complied with the constable. They left at once, following right behind his carriage. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the constabulary building doors, Emma slipped her hand into Francis’s. He looked down and saw that Marcus was holding her other hand.  
 
      
 
    Francis squeezed Emma’s hand and gave her a small, reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
    There, sitting in a chair in handcuffs, sat Lucius Rowley. When he saw Emma, he narrowed his eyes. Francis instinctively moved to stand between Rowley and Emma. 
 
      
 
    “I might have known that you had something to do with this,” Lucius said. 
 
      
 
    “You certainly should have known,” Emma said, obviously relieved to see him under arrest and once more her confident, direct self. 
 
      
 
    “I will ruin you for this,” Lucius said, more calmly and assuredly than Francis liked. 
 
      
 
    “Might I remind you that you are under arrest,” said the constable who had come to retrieve them. “Your crimes are serious enough. You would do well to not add any sort of threats to that.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be quite difficult to ruin her from prison,” Marcus said, smirking. 
 
      
 
    Lucius’s face turned bright red, and he trembled with anger, but he said nothing else. 
 
      
 
    Marcus and Francis each gave their final statements and waited for Emma to speak to the constables for the last time. Lucius Rowley had been taken to the back and would be seeing many years of prison time. 
 
      
 
    While Emma gave her statement, Marcus approached Francis. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, my lord,” Marcus said. Francis looked at him and saw gratitude on his face. 
 
      
 
    “We did it together,” Francis said, offering his hand to Marcus. 
 
      
 
    This time, Marcus shook it heartily, with no hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “I do believe that my sister could have chosen a far worse man to fall in love with,” Marcus said, his eyes twinkling with humor. Then, he grew serious again. “I am honored to give you my blessing to marry my sister.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Marcus. He was glad that Marcus had come around, but he couldn’t bring himself to agree with Marcus. He felt sure that Emma could have found a much better man, and that she deserved one. 
 
      
 
    “I am certainly not a very good man,” Francis said solemnly. “But Emma makes me good. She brings out the very best in me. And I have no intention of ever letting her go. I shall do my best to be everything she deserves.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Marcus said, his eyes twinkling again. “And you had better, or you will have me to contend with.” 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Marcus, and the two men laughed merrily. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    With all the terrible trouble with Lucius Rowley behind them, Emma was anxious to begin discussing wedding plans with Francis.  
 
      
 
    It seemed that he was just as anxious. The morning after Lucius’s arrest, Francis arrived at her home, holding a single red rose. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my darling,” Francis said, smiling lovingly. 
 
      
 
    Emma beamed at Francis and took the rose. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Francis,” she said. “It is beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you are beautiful,” Francis said. “That is just a flower.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed, her smile stretching so wide her cheeks ached. She welcomed Francis into the house. 
 
      
 
    Marcus was just coming down the stairs. Emma held her breath. She had heard Marcus and Francis talking quietly at the constables’, but she had heard none of what they had said. 
 
      
 
    Marcus stared at Francis for a moment with a blank expression. He approached the couple slowly, not taking his eyes off of Francis.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s heart raced. Then, Marcus reached out and shook Francis’s hand, smiling. Emma could not suppress a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lord Ashfield,” Marcus said warmly. 
 
      
 
    Francis smiled. 
 
      
 
    “In light of the fact that I shall soon be your brother-in-law, I think that Francis is much more appropriate. Don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Francis, then,” Marcus said. He turned to his sister. “Who would have thought that we would be on a first-name basis with an earl?” He feigned swooning, and Emma burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Who would have thought that you would land yourself an heiress?” Emma teased. 
 
      
 
    Marcus flushed, but his own grin widened. 
 
      
 
    “Come, you lovebirds,” Marcus said. “I believe that it is time to plan your wedding.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Francis left, Emma was both thrilled and terrified.  
 
      
 
    They had chosen to be married in two weeks, which had surprised even Emma. She had known that he wanted to be married as soon as possible, but she had expected him to wish to wait a month or so.  
 
      
 
    After supper that evening, she went into the drawing room to read to calm her mind. She found herself merely staring at the pages, however, not actually reading them.  
 
      
 
    She was grateful for the knock on the open study door. She looked up to see Marcus standing there, smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you saw a ghost holding a bundle of gold,” Marcus teased. 
 
      
 
    Emma glared teasingly at her brother. 
 
      
 
    “You should see your own face whenever someone says Rosaline,” Emma playfully retorted. 
 
      
 
    Marcus flushed and averted his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “There, you see?” Emma said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that we are talking about you and your wedding,” Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded and sighed, her nerves tingling again. 
 
      
 
    “I can hardly believe it,” she admitted. 
 
      
 
    Marcus opened his arms and wrapped Emma in a strong, comforting hug. 
 
      
 
    “I could not be happier for you, little sister,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Emma thought his voice trembled, and she pulled away just enough to look up at his face. Sure enough, there were tears in his eyes. He pulled away from her completely and looked away. 
 
      
 
    “I must get back to work,” he said. “I love you, Emma.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too, Marcus,” Emma said, wiping her own damp eyes. 
 
      
 
    The next day was overwhelming. She and Lydia did their best to see to as many of the wedding plans as they could, but they found it next to impossible. By noon, Emma was exhausted and more frightened of the wedding than she had ever been.  
 
      
 
    She lamented having been denied so much of social life in the ton because of her poor status. If she had had more friends of wealth and renown in the ton, she might have had a better idea of how to plan a wedding. Especially her own. 
 
      
 
    Emma had a sudden idea. She had not spoken to Rosaline since just after the incident with Francis, and she did not even know if she knew about the engagement.  
 
      
 
    She considered writing a letter to her friend, but she only had two weeks, just under, counting the day that was quickly passing her by, so she decided to dress and go to her home. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, Rosaline was at home when she arrived. When Rosaline came to the door, her smile was bright, but it faded as she took in Emma’s distressed expression. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, please, come in, darling,” she said, ushering her inside. “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded, feeling her excited smile return. 
 
      
 
    “Francis has asked me to marry him,” Emma said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline’s face lit up, and she clapped her hands together with glee. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Emma,” she said, fiercely embracing her friend. She released her with a look of confusion. “But, how?” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled. 
 
      
 
    “He and Marcus have to come to an agreement about using our father’s ships for his business,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline beamed and hugged Emma again. 
 
      
 
    “That is wonderful,” Rosaline gushed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well, would that it was all so wonderful,” Emma said, groaning internally as she thought of all the terrifying wedding plans she had yet to successfully make. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Rosaline asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know the first thing about what I am doing,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline took Emma’s hands and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Leave everything to me,” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    Once, Emma would have stubbornly refused any sort of help or charity. Now, she smiled at her friend gratefully. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Rosaline,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the date neared, Emma went to Rosaline’s house once more, so that she could try on the wedding dress and any other adjustments could be made by the tailor before her wedding day.  
 
      
 
    She arrived a bit early, but Rosaline was ready and waiting for her. She brought Emma inside and took her to her bedroom to await the tailor’s arrival.  
 
      
 
    On Rosaline’s large desk sat two trays full of cakes and wine. Emma accepted the wine that Rosaline poured and offered her with gratitude. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said, taking a drink of the delicious, sweet red wine. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Rosaline said grinning. “I will take any excuse to drink a little wine with my dearest friend.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Emma said. “I mean, thank you for everything. I could not have done any of this without you.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline smiled and took Emma’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “You certainly could have,” Rosaline said. “You are a clever, smart woman.” Rosaline winked. “You were just fortunate that you had me, so that you did not have to.” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed, but she still felt tense. 
 
      
 
    “Rosaline?” Emma asked timidly. “May I confess something to you?” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline creased her brow in puzzled concern. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Emma,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I am scared to death,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    “Scared of marrying Francis?” Rosaline asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with him,” Emma said. “But I am petrified that I am going to embarrass myself, and him.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline laughed. 
 
      
 
    “How on earth could you do that?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma blushed. 
 
      
 
    “I am nowhere near as cultured or elegant as many of the women in the ton,” Emma said with a sigh. “Francis should be marrying one of them.” 
 
      
 
    Rosaline laughed again, more heartily this time. 
 
      
 
    “Francis would be bored to tears with many of those women,” Rosaline said. “And he cannot stand a woman who will just go along with anything he says without question. Have you not figured that out about him?” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled, recalling how his eyes lit up with both disbelief and wonder whenever she stood up to him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have,” she admitted.  
 
      
 
    Rosaline grew serious and once more took Emma’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, darling,” she said. “I can assure you that you are fretting over nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to believe you,” Emma said, looking down at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Then do believe me,” Rosaline said. “If you were not a good match for Francis, he would not have chosen you.” 
 
      
 
    At this, Emma fell silent. This, she knew to be true, because Francis had been supposed to marry Rosaline, but he had chosen her. Emma gave herself permission to allow that thought to comfort her, and she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You are right,” Emma said. “Everything will be just fine.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rosaline arrived early on the day of the wedding to bring Emma’s dress and help Emma get dressed. Lydia wove beautiful flowers that Rosaline had brought into Emma’s hair, and Rosaline gave Emma a beautiful pearl necklace that matched the exact shade of the dress. 
 
      
 
    “For good luck,” Rosaline said as she helped Emma slip on the dress. 
 
      
 
    When Emma was ready, Rosaline and Lydia stepped back to look at their work. Both women clasped their hands to their chests and sighed. When they approached Emma to hug her, they both also had tears in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You look absolutely beautiful, Miss Baker,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe that I have ever seen a bride who was more so,” Rosaline said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Emma said, feeling herself about to become emotional as well. “I could not have done this without either of you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are very welcome,” Lydia said. 
 
      
 
    “It was my pleasure, Emma,” Rosaline said. “I truly mean that.” 
 
      
 
    Emma pulled back and smiled tearfully. 
 
      
 
    “Come,” Rosaline said, dabbing her eyes. “It is time to get you to the church.” 
 
      
 
    When the three women arrived, the guests were already seated and waiting. From where she stood, Emma could just make out Francis standing at the altar.  
 
      
 
    A wave of fear hit her, and for a moment, she wanted to turn and run. The few people who had attended were all of high society, and her previous anxieties returned. 
 
      
 
    Rosaline seemed to sense her sudden tension. She touched Emma’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “Everything will be perfectly fine,” Rosaline reminded her. 
 
      
 
    Emma took a deep breath and tried to calm herself once more. Just then, she felt an arm slip through hers. She looked up to see Marcus smiling down at her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready, little sister?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled back at him. 
 
      
 
    “I am, now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The wedding passed in a blur for Emma. Her loud heartbeat threatened to drown out the things the clergy was saying as he presided over the wedding, and she feared that she would faint in front of everyone.  
 
      
 
    Soon enough, however, the clergy announced her as Francis’s wife. Lady Ashfield, she thought, still hardly able to believe it. 
 
      
 
    Against everything Emma had feared, the wedding had gone smoothly, and the few guests were smiling warmly and giving their warmest congratulations. Emma’s eyes brimmed with tears, and she realized that she could not remember ever being happier than she was at that moment. 
 
      
 
    This time, as she entered Blackburn Manor, she did so not as a governess, which was a position she would never have again. She did so as the lady of the house, walking into her home.  
 
      
 
    The manor had felt like home for so long, and now it really would be, forever. It felt as though she was seeing the manor in a new light, and she sighed happily. 
 
      
 
    Just then, Rowena ran up to her, wrapping her arms around Emma’s waist. Winston was just behind his sister. 
 
      
 
    “Are you our mommy now?” Rowena asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked at Francis, who was smiling approvingly with tears in his eyes. She motioned for Winston to come to her, as well, and she hugged both the children tightly. 
 
      
 
    “I am, now, my darlings,” Emma said. “And I plan to take care of you. Always.” 
 
      
 
    The children squealed with excitement, both of them hugging Emma fiercely. Emma reached for Francis and pulled him close to the three of them. He wrapped an arm around his children and the other around his new wife. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Emma,” he whispered against her hair. 
 
      
 
    “And I love you,” Emma said and tilted her face up to receive his tender kiss on her smiling lips. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sarah Lockridge pulled herself upright in the carriage, stretching her short legs forward across the seat and casting a playful grin in her friend’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “Long trips like these always leave me aching to run about or splash in some cool water. I am not sure I will be able to abide this carriage one more moment.” 
 
      
 
    “You speak as though you had a choice,” Margaret Hayward said with a playful note of her own.  
 
      
 
    She was the opposite of Sarah in every way: tall, dark-haired, and dark-eyed. She had been of marriageable age for a few years, just like Sarah, but unlike her hot-headed friend, Margaret had multiple suitors lined up for her hand and the opportunities therein.  
 
      
 
    Sarah leaned out of the carriage and let the warm summer wind lift her hair up in the breeze and carry it gently aloft.  
 
      
 
    Her hair was so blond it was almost white, a feature that only seemed starker when matched with her brilliant green eyes. Her father, who rarely seemed to notice her existence, had once acknowledged that she looked like an old Irish selkie, the mystical seal folk who could shed their skin and, in some cases, enchant poor fishermen to their doom.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not ready to be home,” Sarah said softly, leaning her cheek against the window sash. “Perhaps at Fuller Mill we might take a break?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a short walk from the Mill to your parents’,” Margaret said. “Someone might see us dabbling in the creek.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps the coachman will let us out early.”  
 
      
 
    Sarah brightened and straightened, knocking against the wall of the carriage until the driver opened a small door for communication.  
 
      
 
    “Could you drop us at Fuller Mill, Hopkins? We wish to stretch our legs. You can carry our belongings on to Talon Hall.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Miss Hayward?”  
 
      
 
    “Her parents are sending a coach to take her on from Talon Hall, I’m sure they won’t mind if she’s a few minutes late.” 
 
      
 
    The coachman paused for a moment, clearly facing a familiar dilemma - whether to give in to his mistress’s commandment and risk her father’s disapproval or to hope for the best.  
 
      
 
    In the end, Sarah saw the carriage slowing near the peaceful mill, and she and Margaret were allowed to clamber out of the carriage with only their bonnets to carry home across the fields.  
 
      
 
    “Give my best to my parents,” Sarah said with a blithe smile, “and tell Lucille I’ll be home directly.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have brought Lucille, you know,” Margaret said as the two girls picked up their skirts and waded through the tall prairie grass towards the silent mill. “You are two peas in a pod, and I’d have enjoyed her companionship along with yours.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah smiled to herself. When most people used the phrase “two peas in a pod” they meant it figuratively, but in her and her sister’s case, there was never a more literal interpretation.  
 
      
 
    Born identical twins, Sarah and Lucille Lockridge were indistinguishable to most people. They were the same height, had the same waist-length white-blond hair, and had similar mannerisms and tones. They could only be told apart by their clothing choices and their personalities.  
 
      
 
    While Sarah Lockridge wore daring colors and brilliant hues, Lucille wore pastels in the simplest styles. While Lucille was content to quietly collect fans and gloves and shut herself away indoors, Sarah had a hungry mind and longed for adventure.  
 
      
 
    Many people didn’t even know that Lord Edgar Lockridge, the Earl of Huxley, had twin daughters. Because Sarah so often went out in society alone, they just assumed she was his only daughter, and when Lucille ventured out, they were often mistaken for one another.  
 
      
 
    “Lucille has been quiet as of late,” she mused as the two girls drew near the shallow stream beneath the turning mill wheel. “I’ve enjoyed our time together, but I worry about her.” 
 
      
 
    “Lucille has always been quiet. It’s just her way.” Margaret looked over at her friend with alarm. “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Sarah had already stripped off her stockings and slippers and was hiking her bright blue skirts up to wade into the stream.  
 
      
 
    “My feet are aching,” she said with a joyous laugh. “Would you leave them to languish in slippers after a day of travel?” 
 
      
 
    “But what if someone were to see?” Margaret gasped, putting one foot behind the other as though to ward off Sarah’s unseemly ways. “It would be scandalous. Sarah, I can see your knee!” 
 
      
 
    “No one is passing this way, dear.” Sarah closed her eyes and felt the subtle current tug at her ankles like a needy child. “The water is so cold. You should try it.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows what is in that water. Can’t you wait until we are home and can draw a proper bath?” 
 
      
 
    “Margaret,” Sarah scolded, leveling a laughing gaze on her friend. “You speak grandly of how brave you are and how many adventures you wish to go on, but when it comes to a simple matter of standing in a clear stream, you balk at the drama of it all.” 
 
      
 
    Margaret looked from side to side with a nervous giggle. “Alright then,” she sniffed daintily. “I will touch it with my hand.”  
 
      
 
    She knelt down and sunk her pale wrist into the water until it covered halfway up her forearm, and then withdrew her arm just as quickly. 
 
      
 
    “With bravery like that, we will conquer the world,” Sarah said drily.  
 
      
 
    She waded a bit farther into the stream, letting the water lick at her knees.  
 
      
 
    “I want to do things, Margaret. Not silly little things like this, but the sort of things I read about in my books. Men get to travel all over the world on boats and have all sorts of adventures. They come back telling their tales, and we women are meant to swoon over them without hungering for adventure ourselves. It isn’t fair.” 
 
      
 
    “You always were obsessed with books. Didn’t your father used to warn against it?” 
 
      
 
    “You really haven’t spent much time at Talon Hall in recent years,” Sarah said, half teasing, and half sad.  
 
      
 
    Margaret’s mother wasn’t a fan of the Lockridge family, and Margaret had spent more and more time traveling with her family and locked in music studies as the years went by.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s changed with my father,” she went on. “He would still prefer I kill the adventurer in me before it causes him embarrassment in the House of Lords.” 
 
      
 
    “What does the House of Lords care about a young girl?” 
 
      
 
    “You know what Father always says,” Sarah said quietly. “If I bring shame on the family name, then there’s no coming back from it for him. I would ruin him, and that would ruin the plans he has for the government.” 
 
      
 
    “Then stop fussing about it,” Margaret said sensibly, drying off her arm with the edge of her shawl.  
 
      
 
    “Stop reading books and longing for things you can’t have. There’s no reason to indulge in such a way, especially when you know you’ll end up married just like the rest of us, sewing and caring for children and attending grand parties.  
 
      
 
    “The best you can hope for is a kind and interesting man who will leave you alone most of your life.” 
 
      
 
    It sounded horrible to Sarah, but Margaret spoke of it all as though it was the ultimate dream; as though nothing else in the world could be as perfect as settling for a man who was boring enough to leave you alone for the rest of your life. 
 
      
 
    Sarah had known Margaret since they were young girls. In fact, they’d met at their first coming out season when they were sixteen years old.  
 
      
 
    Lucille had been there, too, but she’d spent the whole of her time in the upstairs of the mansion, examining the paintings in the art hall.  
 
      
 
    Bored, Sarah had wound her way about the ballroom avoiding the offers to dance and pretending vague interest in the goings-on therein. She’d sighted Margaret Hayward leaning against a banister with a wan little look of nerves on her face and she’d walked up to her. 
 
      
 
    “I know it seems like a bore,” she had said, “but if you stick with me, we shall bring some magic to the evening after all.” 
 
      
 
    They had been fast friends ever since, even if that friendship had looked more like occasional letters and rare social gatherings as of late.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter so much for Margaret, who seemed to have a bevy of female friends at her beck and call, but for Sarah, there was no one else except Lucille, and in some ways, she and Lucille were so similar, that it was more like being friends with oneself.  
 
      
 
    One’s quiet, distant self.  
 
      
 
    She climbed out of the creek and wiggled her toes in the sunshine. “I don’t want to climb back into my shoes,” she said softly.  
 
      
 
    In truth, she didn’t want to climb back into her life. A week at the seaside with Margaret was like fresh air, and she knew the stale coffin to which she would be returning.  
 
      
 
    When her stockings were on and her slippers laced up again, the girls began walking across the open fields towards Talon Hall.  
 
      
 
    “Margaret,” Sarah said after taking a deep breath. “I so rarely get to travel to your house, and you so rarely travel to mine. Do you think we live similar lives?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to know,” Margaret said, snapping a head of wheat off a nearby grass and rolling it in her slender fingers. “After all, you rarely talk about your family.”  
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose most families are the same, though. Sometimes they’re annoying and drag at your nerves, but more often than not, everything is very quiet and peaceful.  
 
      
 
    “It’s easy enough, living with your own family. You know everyone’s rhythms and desires; you know that, no matter what happens, they’ll be there for you, even if they scold you first.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah kept her head turned so that Margaret couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    That’s what she’d always wondered - if her family situation was the same as other people’s - and she’d had something of an answer just now.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t annoyance, or dragging at nerves, or scolding that plagued her family. It was a silence that was unexplained, a complete absence of camaraderie or shared trials; the thought that anyone would care enough to scold in the first place.  
 
      
 
    Lucille was too quiet to be of assistance, too willing to fold under her father’s iron will.  
 
      
 
    Edgar Lockridge was a pale weasel of a man who looked unassuming at first glance but was in fact as strong physically as he was politically. He had a tight fist on all his business holdings, whether domestic or abroad, and that fist didn’t loosen when it came to Talon Hall.  
 
      
 
    Sarah still remembered the first time he’d caught her reading a book on the anatomy of insects.  
 
      
 
    Lucille had been in the room, doing her embroidery by the fireplace as was her wont, and Sarah hadn’t even noticed her father’s presence until Lucille let out a little startled cry. 
 
      
 
    Edgar Lockridge had snatched the book from Sarah’s hands and perused it in silence for a few moments before sending it skittering across a nearby tabletop.  
 
      
 
    “There’s no use for a girl to read such things,” he’d snapped. 
 
      
 
    “But, Papa,” she’d cried, too young and naïve to know how idiotic it was to disobey him. “I want to learn. Don’t you want a child that you can be proud of, who might be able to help run Talon Hall when you are gone?” 
 
      
 
    “The only way you could have been a child I was proud of is if you’d been born a boy,” he’d hissed, slicing at her heart with every word. “I ask God for a boy, and he gives me two girls. What kind of joke is that?” 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the Earl had gotten his heir, a youngest son named Edmund, but Edgar Lockridge was never satisfied. He had political ambitions that needed to be acted out in the now, not in the vague future, and Sarah could feel his frustration whenever she was in the room.  
 
      
 
    If he had been given sons instead of daughters, he often told her, he would already be at the top of the social sphere. 
 
      
 
    As might be expected, this cold reception taught Lucille and Sarah to stay far away from their father. Their younger brother, Edmund, was at first a joyous addition to the family; but as he grew older, he spent more and more time with his father and grew jaded and shallow.  
 
      
 
    All this might have been softened by the presence of a tender mother, but though Sarah had only good things to say about her mother, Marianne, she rarely saw her.  
 
      
 
    Marianne and Edgar spoke to each other only when necessary, and Marianne spent most of her days locked away in a darkened room, complaining of a headache or some other such malady.  
 
      
 
    She turned to Margaret as Talon Hall came into view beyond the last hill. “Thank you for walking with me, friend, and for the welcome distraction this week.” 
 
      
 
    “My pleasure,” Margaret answered with an empty smile. Sarah wondered what she was thinking, and thought she could guess.  
 
      
 
    It’s unlikely I’ll see you again for some time. She bit back her disappointment, and the remainder of the walk continued in silence.  
 
      
 
    The Hayward carriage was already drawn up outside the impressive Talon Hall structure, and when Sarah had seen Margaret safely inside, it took off down the sedate drive lined with birch trees.  
 
      
 
    Sarah watched until her friend’s ride was out of sight, and then walked quietly up the marble steps and through the front door.  
 
      
 
    Inside, the family’s long-time butler, Ellis, greeted her with proper formality and, relieving her of her bonnet and gloves, held out his hand toward the dining room.  
 
      
 
    “Your family is waiting for you in the dining room, Miss Lockridge.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah blinked. Her family never ate together except when hosting guests, and even then, it was shocking to have them all present. “Do you mean my father, Ellis?” 
 
      
 
    “All, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    “My mother?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Sarah!” It was Lucille, with Edmund close behind.  
 
      
 
    Edmund’s face was drawn and grim, and for the first time, Sarah thought she could see something of a man in his dark eyes.  
 
      
 
    Lucille, in contrast, looked beside herself. “I’m so glad you’re back. Sarah, something dreadful has happened—” 
 
      
 
    “Lucille!” Edmund interrupted with a frown. “Papa said not to say a word until dinner.”  
 
      
 
    Edmund turned to Sarah in a tone that bordered on imperious. “He asks you to change and come down to dinner at once.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah looked past Edmund. “Do you want to accompany me upstairs?” she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    “Lucille will stay with me,” Edmund said, laying a hand on his older sister’s arm. He was looking more and more like his father every day.  
 
      
 
    Sarah cleared her throat. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’ll change at once and come down. Tell Father I’ll only be a few more moments.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll send a maid up,” Lucille said softly.  
 
      
 
    She seemed different; broken. Sarah’s heart went out to her, but she didn’t want to make matters worse by interfering before she knew the facts.  
 
      
 
    She bowed quickly to her brother and sister and made her way upstairs, her heart in her throat and her mind spinning with new worries. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “We’ll call this session to a close,” the Lord Speaker announced in the same droning monotone he’d been employing all day.  
 
      
 
    In response, the gathered gentlemen in the gold-hung House of Lords stood in a cacophony of screeching shoes and tapping canes, to stream out of the meeting room like children from a schoolhouse.  
 
      
 
    It had been a particularly long day. Augustus Sutton, Duke of Whitehall, sat in his seat as the other lords left, wiping a hand across the beads of sweat on his brow and wishing, more than usually, that he had rescinded his right to his father’s seat and escaped all the nonsense of political intrigue.  
 
      
 
    Today’s drama had centered around the Earl of Huxley’s new bill, a chance to gouge more money out of the poorer class by raising the candle tax yet again.  
 
      
 
    The Earl, Edgar Lockridge, had a long history in the House of Lords that was less than reputable, and every step of Augustus’s since he’d come of age to participate in the political goings-on, had been impeded by the Earl’s conniving ways.  
 
      
 
    “A rough showing today,” one of the other lords said as Augustus stood to depart. It was Lord Martin, a middle-aged man who rode both sides of most issues, choosing peace over principle. “Do you care if I’m frank with you, Lord Whitehall?” 
 
      
 
    Augustus tried to contain his temper. Thirty-five years old and he still felt like he was battling the angry response of a hot-headed youth in moments like these. “I don’t see that I will be able to stop you.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that any way to talk to a friend and ally?”  
 
      
 
    “If you were either of those things, you would have stood up for me when I fought against Lord Huxley’s bill today. You know that it is wrong in so many ways, and yet you are willing to stand by and allow that miscreant to perform highway robbery on the poor people of England.”  
 
      
 
    He clenched the back of the seat in front of him, trying to pour his anger into the chair rather than the man in front of him. Diplomacy was a skill he’d never mastered.  
 
      
 
    He tried to put a softer edge into his voice. “You have a good heart, Lord Martin. You should put it to good use.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Martin shifted nervously to his other leg and affected an imperious tone. “You say I have a good heart, and I warn you that you have a bleeding one. It will get you in trouble, standing up for the rats in the sewers.” 
 
      
 
    “If I don’t stand up for them, who will?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Martin changed tacks, his voice softening. “You don’t really think the tax will hurt them, do you? They’re already paying a candle tax and it’s only a small change.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a significant change, with an open-end clause that could allow further gouging,” Augustus said, watching the last of the lords clear the room. His voice echoed in the emptiness.  
 
      
 
    “And what bothers me above all is that such a change is entirely unnecessary. Huxley is only forcing the issue because he bought stock in a whaling company and thinks the sperm whale oil candles will profit if people don’t want to pay extra for beeswax.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, old boy,” Lord Martin said, laying a hand on Augustus’ shoulder. “You’re known for fighting the lesser man’s battles, but this is David against Goliath, and as pious as you are, I’m not sure you have God on your side.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s more likely He’s on mine than on Lord Huxley’s,” Augustus muttered under his breath. “Lord Martin, if you took a strong stand on this, it would make you sympathetic to the common people; you would get good press over it.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t the House of Commons,” Lord Martin said with a laugh. “If I needed to look sympathetic to the common people, I certainly wouldn’t fight this losing battle.  
 
      
 
    “Tying my name to yours is a recipe for disaster. You spoke up for women’s rights last year, and before that, you made a name for yourself as a philanthropist with your sewer bill.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s a bad thing?” Augustus fought the urge to rub his temples in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “It makes you look weak,” Lord Martin said, his voice sobering. “And weak is a bad thing in the House of Lords. Maybe if you’d picked your battles a bit earlier in the game, you would have had more supporters now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have some supporters, perhaps enough to stop the bill,” Augustus ventured. “Some men stand by their principles.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Martin yawned and took his gilded cane in hand. “Some do. And I will, if you can find a way to make your principles profitable.”  
 
      
 
    He strode out of the hall without a backward glance. Augustus put on his top hat and followed suit, walking down the stairs outside to his waiting gelding and mounting with his thoughts still tethered to the day’s work.  
 
      
 
    He went back over the arguments he’d posed, the witnesses he’d brought forth, and the information he’d dug up; at each turn, Edgar Lockridge was staring him down with superior wealth and political ambition. He wasn’t sure what else to do.  
 
      
 
    As he neared his manor, she came back into his head, as she did on occasion, pale and wan like the ghost that she was. 
 
      
 
    You’ve got to keep trying, she whispered.  
 
      
 
    Lettie. The one soft part of his life - back when he thought that love was achievable, and happiness was a reasonable goal - the thing that had driven him toward philanthropy in the first place.  
 
      
 
    He wished sometimes that she would leave him be. She was gone, anyway; beyond his reach. Why must she keep rising in his mind to torture him?  
 
      
 
    But then, when her memory seemed to fade, he always grew frantic with fear that he would forget her soft skin, the way she laughed, or the graceful twist of her neck when she looked over her shoulder at him.  
 
      
 
    Then he would conjure up all the most beautiful and painful memories and cradle them in his mind’s eye until she came back to softly torment him in moments like these. You have to keep trying.  
 
      
 
    It was an unnecessary command because Augustus had no intention of stopping the fight. He was a stubborn man above all else, and he would be stripped of all his title and honor before he gave up on the floor of the House of Lords.  
 
      
 
    Lettie wouldn’t have stood for Lord Huxley’s selfish laws. She would have pestered Augustus until he laughed with frustration and turned the heat of his passion against the rich man’s deception.  
 
      
 
    People used to say that Augustus and Lettie were cut from the same cloth. They even looked similar back then, both tall with light-brown hair and dark eyes, but in the years since Lettie was lost, Augustus had changed. Even he could see it in the reflection that stared back at him in the mirror.  
 
      
 
    He was broad-shouldered, strong as an ox and well-muscled from extensive time outdoors. He had buried himself in activities when he lost Lettie, and he had the hunting scars on his chest and the casual athleticism to show for it. But his eyes - there was the greatest difference.  
 
      
 
    They were so dark they almost looked black, and there was an empty fury in them that he could see when he caught sight of himself in a glass.  
 
      
 
    She’d put the fury there, just as she’d put the melancholy.  
 
      
 
    When he neared his home, Augustus began to feel the tension of the day drain from his body. In its place was a weariness he could barely fight.  
 
      
 
    He had planned to go out that evening; to parade around some fine living room and listen to amateurs sing at a dinner party, but he couldn’t bring himself to play the politician tonight. All he wanted was a pipe, a stout drink, and an early turn in to bed.  
 
      
 
    He handed his horse off to the livery boy and climbed the marble steps to his door two at a time. Robbins opened the door before he knocked, and ushered him inside with usual poise. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, a good day in town?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a day.”  
 
      
 
    Augustus was fond of Robbins, but he’d never really grown into the casual friendship that some of the upper class entertained with their servants. He’d been raised on decorum as a boy, and he held to those same principles as the heir to Whitehall.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll have no dinner tonight, just a drink in the study and bed. Will you alert the footmen?” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Your Grace,” Robbins nodded, taking his hat and glove and handing them smoothly off to a nearby maid. “But, Your Grace, you received a letter just a few moments before you arrived, a message from the House of Lords.” 
 
      
 
    “Infernal place,” Augustus complained under his breath. “Will they not take their pound of flesh and leave me be?” 
 
      
 
    Robbins cleared his throat as he always did when he wasn’t certain how to respond. He reached into his pocket and took out the letter. It was written on an elegant paper and sealed with a crest Augustus knew only too well.  
 
      
 
    He took it, opening it as he walked into the nearby parlor. Robbins followed close behind. 
 
      
 
    The seal was telling - it had the eagle with talons extended that could only mean one thing: 
 
      
 
    Edgar Lockridge of Talon Hall.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t enough that the man had avoided the House of Lords that day and chosen instead to send a proxy to argue his despicable bill into law, but now the gentleman in question was taunting him, sending him letters as though the two were friends rather than mortal enemies.  
 
      
 
    Augustus tried, as a rule, to reserve judgment, but he found Lord Huxley to be the greediest of men, someone who was never satisfied with his position or his wealth and always sought to line his pockets at the expense of those who could not defend themselves.  
 
      
 
    Lord Huxley was not above bribery, and on more than one occasion, Augustus had learned that his plans had been thwarted because Huxley had managed to manipulate one of the lords into taking his side.  
 
      
 
    The letter was simple, written in Lord Huxley’s familiar neat hand, and as Augustus read, his brow blackened in anger.  
 
      
 
    He had been prepared for a bribery attempt; for an undercutting of the moral integrity of the institution. In such a cut and dried situation, he would have thrown the letter into the fire and thought no more of it - after all, it was not the first time this lord had made threats to keep him from following through on his political gains.  
 
      
 
    But as his eyes tore through the letter, he realized it was far worse than bribery. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Your Grace?” Robbins asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    Augustus turned to him with a retort on his lips. He thought about telling the older man it was none of his business or scolding the servant for overstepping his bounds, but in the end, he realized he wanted someone to hear the truth.  
 
      
 
    “It’s blackmail,” he said stiffly. “Plain and simple.” 
 
      
 
    “Blackmail, Your Grace?” Robbins asked with a nervous tick in his eye. “We should alert the constables immediately. We shan’t stand for such behavior.”  
 
      
 
    Augustus scanned the letter again, his stomach sinking with every word. It was not the sort of business he could tell a constable about, and he knew it.  
 
      
 
    “No, no authorities,” he said, trying frantically to think of a way out.  
 
      
 
    But every avenue that he landed upon, was met by yet another blockade.  
 
      
 
    He had thought himself impervious to such things, but he realized with each glance at the letter, that Edgar Lockridge had found his weakness.  
 
      
 
    Lettie rose in his mind, laying a cool hand on his shoulder, but the sight of her stung even more against the contents of the letter.  
 
      
 
    The impudence of what Lockridge had written was the worst of it. What right had any man to demand of Augustus what this man demanded, and all for a better political position?  
 
      
 
    It was infuriating, and more than that, it was ridiculous. It was an insult to Augustus, to Lettie, to all the people who were clawing their way out of the gutter even now. 
 
      
 
    In a blind fury, Augustus reached for the nearest object, a vase, and hurled it across the room in anger.  
 
      
 
    Even as it left his fingers, he knew it was an unwise thing to show his emotions so frankly, but a long-buried childish desire to hurt something like he’d been hurt, rose up in him.  
 
      
 
    The vase hit the opposite wall between two wall hangings and shattered into innumerable pieces. The noise cracked throughout the house, and Augustus heard Robbins gasp behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Augustus lowered his head, his anger as shattered at his feet. “I’m sorry about that, Robbins. I’ll tend to it myself in a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “No need, Your Grace,” the older man said, already bustling over to sweep up the pieces. “But I wish you’d tell me what bothered you so. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
      
 
    “Change is coming, Robbins.” 
 
      
 
    There was Lettie, pulling away from view. Augustus wanted to reach out and grab her, but she had no place in this nonsense. Her memory was a beautiful and fragile thing that contrasted awfully against the black command of the letter.  
 
      
 
    “What changes, Your Grace?” Robbins asked. 
 
      
 
    Augustus raised his head and looked at the old man, speaking as though from a very great distance.  
 
      
 
    “I’m getting married, Robbins.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a grand affair - too grand, Sarah thought nervously.  
 
      
 
    Her father sat enthroned at the far end of the table, with Edmund smugly on his right, Marianne across from him, and the twins shoulder to shoulder on his left. The footmen worked silently to lay the food out, three courses of grandeur with unusual attention given to the decoration and presentation.  
 
      
 
    It felt like the holidays Sarah remembered as a child, when the food was extravagant, but the conversation was thin.  
 
      
 
    Nobody made any effort to explain Lucille’s pale face or the whole spectacle of the evening.  
 
      
 
    The soup course passed in silence, as did the main course and the salad. Sarah looked down the table at her mother and felt a stab of pity.  
 
      
 
    Marianne looked pale and dark in her heavy silks, and there were rings around her pretty eyes. She rarely joined them for dinner, not after the miscarriages that followed Edmund’s birth.  
 
      
 
    There had never been another child, although more than once, there was hope of one. Sometimes, if she looked very closely, Sarah felt like she could see the lost children sitting with her mother - Marianne brought them with her everywhere she went, lost in the mist of her empty eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Would you like to hear about my journey?” she asked suddenly, giving in, as she always did, to her responsibility to break the silence. “Seeing as I’ve only just returned.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish to tell us, I cannot imagine that we have much choice but to listen,” Edmund said drily. 
 
      
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Edgar said to his son. “There is always a choice about listening when women are talking.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah pursed her lips and looked at her plate, her appetite fleeing along with her desire to speak. It was always this way, her father shutting down the conversation before it had a chance to even begin.  
 
      
 
    “But go on,” he said suddenly, surprising her. “Explain to me how your visit with Miss Hayward was a magnificent success.” 
 
      
 
    She could hear the sarcasm in his voice, but when she glanced at Lucille’s pained face, she knew she would do anything to take the pressure off her sister.  
 
      
 
    She forced a smile.  
 
      
 
    “It was a good trip. The seaside is beautiful this time of year, and Miss Hayward is an engaging companion.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s hard for me to imagine, considering her father is the greatest bore ever to walk the face of the Earth,” Edgar said with a sneer.  
 
      
 
    “Do you know that the Reverend Hayward was offered a full inheritance by his father, but he chose instead to pursue a career in the Church?” 
 
      
 
    “I think that very honorable, Father,” Sarah said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you do. You were always drawn to the foolish things of this world.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah took a sip of sherry to cover her nerves.  
 
      
 
    “It is not foolish just because it is different from your view. After all, would you have all the world be lords and ladies? Who would run our church services or tend to our doctoring? I think it worthy of Mr. Hayward to put his own betterment to the side in pursuit of ministry.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it foolish, and I stand by that,” Edgar snapped. “You have too many thoughts in that head of yours, my daughter. If you don’t tend to that failing, soon you will find yourself a spinster.” 
 
      
 
    “I hardly think my thoughts are the only thing keeping me from marriage, Father,” Sarah said drily, conscious that the entirety of the table was watching their sparring match with bated breath. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Edgar snapped. “Also, your wayward nature and your stubborn refusal to show even a breath of femininity.” 
 
      
 
    In Edgar Lockridge’s mind, femininity was the sort of shrinking, simpering fragility that always needed a fan against the heat and a cloak against the slightest draft.  
 
      
 
    He went on, casting a sly glance in Lucille’s direction. “Actually, daughter, you bring me to the point of this evening. Lucille has something to tell you all. Lucille?” 
 
      
 
    Sarah turned to her sister and her heart sank. The girl had always been frailer than Sarah, and she looked now as though she was being led to the stake. Her lip trembled, and she reached a shaking hand to wipe her mouth.  
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Edgar barked. 
 
      
 
    Lucille swallowed hard and spoke, her voice soft and clear in the dark room.  
 
      
 
    “I am to be married,” she said softly. “To the Duke of Whitehall.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah blinked. She heard her mother’s fork clatter to her plate and saw Edmund’s youthful smile curve upwards. He looked as satisfied as her father, although she didn’t know why.  
 
      
 
    “Pardon me,” Sarah ventured. “Why in the world are you to marry Lord Whitehall? Have you even met the man? I only know him by name, and I cannot think of a single association in which we traded words. You can hardly have met him.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not think that Lucille’s tendency to stay indoors has kept her entirely out of the limelight,” Edgar said with a self-satisfied smile.  
 
      
 
    “In fact, she did have the chance to meet the Duke just last week at a dance. You were gone, of course, and so you can’t be expected to know everything about your sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this true?” Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    Lucille nodded dumbly. 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is true,” her father went on with an expansive wave of his hand. “I have secured a reasonable match for your sister, and she is very lucky in the choice I made for her. The Duke is not only titled, but he is wealthy as well. I serve alongside him in the House of Lords.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Sarah said slowly. “That is the only context in which I have ever heard his name spoken, and you have never done so with anything but disdain. What has convinced you to give your daughter to such a man in marriage? You detest the man.” 
 
      
 
    “I have my reasons, and Lucille can hardly complain.” Edgar hardened his jaw. “I dislike your impertinence, Sarah, and you should know it is just that sort of headstrong behavior that makes you an unfit candidate for such social and political alliances.” 
 
      
 
    “You speak of it as if it were business rather than a matter of the heart.” 
 
      
 
    “It is business.”  
 
      
 
    Edgar hurled his napkin to the table and stood suddenly, rattling the glasses.  
 
      
 
    “I will have no more lip from you, lass. The marriage will happen, and sooner rather than later.” 
 
      
 
    He strode from the room in long, lanky strides and, in his absence, the table was momentarily silent. Then Edmund rose too, hurling his own napkin down.  
 
      
 
    “You ought to listen to Father,” he said with his nose tilted to the sky. “Women ought to know better than to question their elders.” 
 
      
 
    When he had gone, Sarah turned to her mother. “Mama, you cannot think this is a good idea. A sudden arranged marriage to a man Father despises? It cannot be right.” 
 
      
 
    Marianne raised her eyes slowly from her plate and looked at her headstrong daughter with an uncertain air. “I hate when he talks like that,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    “Like his father.” She stood to leave as well. “Edmund could be so much, but he mimics Edgar in the most awful manner.” 
 
      
 
    “What of Lucille, Mama? What of her future?” Sarah asked, feeling frantic. 
 
      
 
    Marianne left with a sad smile, evidently unwilling to raise her hand against the will of her husband. Sarah watched her go and then turned to her sister with earnest eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Lucille, you must tell me everything.” 
 
      
 
    The girl looked up at Sarah with tears in her green eyes. “I thought it would be some time before I married, Sarah. Father says I have the disposition for it, but I don’t think he’s right. I get so nervous, as you know, and I hate to travel. I want to be brave like you, but I’m so afraid.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah looked at her with pity in her eyes. Lucille had never been made of the stern, rebellious stuff that kept Sarah’s spirits high, and she had always been a little weaker, suffering from bouts of ill health even as a child.  
 
      
 
    Sarah could see the brave little set of her chin and the way she tried to be strong even while her hands were shaking, and it tore at her heart.  
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened, Lucille. Why the Duke? When did you learn of all this?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why the Duke. Have you met him, Sarah? He’s a fierce man with dark eyes and a frightening disposition.  
 
      
 
    “I met him at the dance, just as Father said, but we hardly talked. I knew enough of Father’s dislike for him and so I kept my distance. The few words we exchanged were curt and cold. His eyes are so dark, Sarah.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah had not met the man herself, but the idea of him looming over her sister brought a spurt of defensiveness into her heart.  
 
      
 
    “He shouldn’t have frightened you like that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t mean to, I’m sure.” Lucille swallowed hard and cast a worried glance at the door. “And he’s not the reason this betrothal is a problem, Sarah. I have other reasons.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “You must promise not to share.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah tilted her head as though to say, “Have I ever betrayed your trust?” and Lucille rushed forward as though she feared to lose her nerve otherwise.  
 
      
 
    “I love another.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah felt a chill of nerves and she, too, looked to the doors to make certain of their privacy. “What? For how long?” 
 
      
 
    “For how long?” Lucille asked with a sad little laugh. “What an odd opening question. Shouldn’t you be wondering who this gentleman is?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Sarah said sensibly, “I can assume from the cast of your face that the gentleman you love is not the Duke, and therefore other questions rise to the surface.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell you who it is at the moment, but I’ve fancied this man for some time.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not ask you to tell,” Sarah said slowly. 
 
      
 
    “I know this is selfish,” Lucille said softly, “but in my heart, I wish it was you that our father had chosen to marry Lord Whitehall. You are beautiful and talented and brave. You have no other that you love; you are free.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah felt a catch in her heart, and she stared at her sister. “As for the beauty,” she said gently, “we share that qualification to perfection, I’m afraid. And you are braver than you think, Lucille.”  
 
      
 
    Something was blossoming in her mind, an idea that she wanted desperately to push away but nonetheless indulged. “Maybe there is a way out of this for you.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” Lucille burst into tears at last, the wetness sliding down her cheeks and dripping onto the lace of her gown.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve thought of it all week while you were gone, Sarah. If our father wants me to marry this man, you know I haven’t the courage to stand up to him.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah wanted to protest; to assure Lucille that she could stand up to Edgar Lockridge, but in her heart, she knew that her sister was not ready.  
 
      
 
    Any show of resistance would be met with a force too mighty for poor Lucille, and Sarah knew her sister would end up as vacant and tired as Marianne had become over the years.  
 
      
 
    The subtle thought was growing in her head, and impulsively she put out her hand and grasped her sister’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “What about me, Lucille?” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I could do it,” Sarah said, hating the words but feeling in her gut that it was right all the same.  
 
      
 
    “We look identical; no one would ever be able to tell us apart, and Father never pays us any mind anyway. He wouldn’t realize that a switch had been made until it was too late.” 
 
      
 
    “Sarah, I wasn’t serious when I said I wished you would take my place. I mean, I think you’d be better suited to the madness to be sure, but I wouldn’t wish such an arranged mess on you for anything.  
 
      
 
    “You are a wild and free spirit and you shouldn’t commit yourself to a marriage so early in your life.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always wanted an adventure,” Sarah said softly, trying to look braver than she felt, “and what greater adventure than to save your sister’s true love?  
 
      
 
    “I have no one I care for, as you pointed out, and no prospects. I can pretend to be mild-mannered and sweet until the Duke has been convinced, and then you are safe to pursue your own heart.” 
 
      
 
    “This is preposterous!” Lucille protested, twisting her hands nervously in her lap. “I can’t ask you to do this.” 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t asking - I’m offering. Lucille, you deserve more than to be a pawn in our father’s game. Everyone does. This way I get to show him what I’m worth for once, even if he’s too blind to know the difference until it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “What if the Duke is a brute?” Lucille asked. 
 
      
 
    Sarah thought about that. In truth, she wondered if someone her father despised so much might, in fact, be an honorable man, but that was all beside the point.  
 
      
 
    Even if the Duke was a brute, Sarah was better suited to take his abuse than Lucille would ever be. Lucille was soft and delicate, and needed tender care.  
 
      
 
    Sarah forced a smile. “He’s not a brute, I’m sure. That kind of thing only happens in dramatic stories.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls fell silent because both girls knew it wasn’t true. Brutes weren’t only in stories - their own father was proof enough against that theory.  
 
      
 
    At last, Lucille looked up with tears brimming in her eyes anew. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Sarah?” 
 
      
 
    It was an acceptance, and despite her fear, Sarah felt relieved that Lucille would be out of danger.  
 
      
 
    Putting on her bravest smile she said, “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Will you be having the lady in the parlor for tea?” Robbins asked, bending at the waist and keeping his eyes distant from Augustus.  
 
      
 
    He had been calm after the broken vase, but Augustus could see that the butler was still wary of everything surrounding Lucille Lockridge’s visit that day.  
 
      
 
    “I will,” Augustus said as kindly as he could manage, wishing to allay the older man’s fears.  
 
      
 
    “We may take a tour of the house and grounds afterward. Doubtless, her father will want to know the fullness of my estate.”  
 
      
 
    The last comment came out dry and sarcastic, and he saw Robbins’ face whiten a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, if you don’t desire the marriage then what reason have you to go through with it?” 
 
      
 
    Augustus sighed, his heart heavy. “Robbins, your service has been invaluable over the years, and you have earned your place as a trustworthy butler, but you will understand that the circumstances surrounding this union are private.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be coming with a chaperone,” Augustus went on. “Her brother, Edmund.”  
 
      
 
    He’d been glad to hear that; as glad as one could be under the circumstances. The idea of enduring Edgar Lockridge’s presence as well as his blackmail was unimaginable. He would barely be able to remain civil as it was.  
 
      
 
    “I will serve tea shortly after they arrive, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Robbins.” 
 
      
 
    The butler left and Augustus sat in a chair to wait for his guests.  
 
      
 
    He had met Lucille Lockridge once before, and then only for a few minutes. He hadn’t known then what her father had been planning, and so he hadn’t committed her image to serious memory.  
 
      
 
    Now, he tried to recall her face. She had been pretty, he thought, though a bit pale and frail. She’d spoken hardly at all, and if he remembered correctly, he’d wanted the conversation to end as quickly as possible to be rid of her fearful trembling.  
 
      
 
    He had a pit of dread in his stomach at the thought of their impending meeting, and an added guilt. It was as though he could feel Lettie over his shoulder, her memory betrayed and worn through by his decision to give in to Lord Huxley’s demands. 
 
      
 
    Robbins reappeared, bowing formally and showing the two guests into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Lucille Lockridge and Mr. Edmund Lockridge,” he said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    She was not just pretty, after all. She was beautiful.  
 
      
 
    Augustus remembered Lucille having a sort of fragile beauty, but there was something wild in her eyes that he hadn’t noticed before, like the sea.  
 
      
 
    She stood by her brother with her head down, only raising her eyes after going through the dutiful curtsy, arrayed in a pale pink gown that set off the almost white hue of her feathery hair. She had lace everywhere, and a ribbon braided into her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Whitehall,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Lockridge. A pleasure to see you again.”  
 
      
 
    He could hear the lie in his voice. He sounded anything but pleased by their meeting, and he was doing nothing to hide it.  
 
      
 
    He turned stiffly to Edmund. “And I don’t believe we’ve had a chance to meet.” 
 
      
 
    Edmund was a tall young man, but he still had the frail, slender form of a boy. He smiled politely at the introduction, but his eyes were too much like his father’s.  
 
      
 
    “Lord Huxley sends his greetings,” he said, eyeing Augustus as though he had been commissioned to bring back a minute report on the Duke’s every action. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he does.” 
 
      
 
    Robbins returned with two maids and a footman in tow. “Tea?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, lay it over there before the fireplace and we shall partake of it at once,” he said, thankful for the mundane distraction. 
 
      
 
    They walked together to the hearth and sat around a low table as the maids apportioned cake and tea to each in their turn.  
 
      
 
    Augustus took the opportunity to scrutinize his guests, primarily his future wife.  
 
      
 
    Her movements were graceful and refined, but there was something in Lucille that he had missed at their first meeting - a sharp intelligence in her eyes, as though she was waiting for something to happen.  
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you could come today,” he said awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you?” she returned innocently, meeting his eyes for the first time since her arrival.  
 
      
 
    Her eyes were two pools of emerald. He thought of Lettie and felt suddenly guilty. 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering her question, he turned to Edmund. “Have you been out riding much this season?” he inquired. 
 
      
 
    Edmund raised his eyebrows. “I’ve no interest in roaming about outside like a peasant,” he said serenely. “There is too much to attend to indoors.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a young man,” Augustus pressed. “This is the time in your life when you can afford to explore a bit. Get outside, see the fresh air.” 
 
      
 
    “I have different interests.” 
 
      
 
    “Do expound.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish to grow up like my father, with his political prowess and aspirations. Such intellect must be built in books and a study of social occasions, not out in a field under the open sky.” 
 
      
 
    “When you say a study of social occasions, do you mean balls and needless parties?” Augustus asked wryly, already disliking the boy for his attempt at imitating Edgar.  
 
      
 
    “If you will take such an uncharitable view of the situation, then yes.” 
 
      
 
    Augustus took a sip of tea to cover his disgust and then turned the conversation to Lucille’s direction.  
 
      
 
    “And what do you think?” he asked. “Do you think your brother could benefit from some time in the sun, or are you of the opinion that his education up until now has been sufficient?” 
 
      
 
    Something in Lucille’s face shifted as though her thoughts ran much deeper than the service, but in the end, she simply lowered her eyes and said meekly, “I wouldn’t question my father’s judgment in this matter.” 
 
      
 
    Something about the way she said it confirmed a fear Augustus had had since he first received Edgar’s threatening letter: this arranged marriage wasn’t just about the Earl’s daughter ending up with a duke, it was a dangerous political move to silence one of Lockridge’s most vocal opponents.  
 
      
 
    Augustus couldn’t be certain of Lord Huxley’s motives, but looking at the quiet girl sitting across from him, he began to suspect that the Earl wanted to use this girl to leverage Augustus’ vote in the House of Lords.  
 
      
 
    The marriage wasn’t just a chance to demean his opponent; it was a chance to further Lord Huxley’s control.  
 
      
 
    The man’s gall infuriated him, and he couldn’t separate Lucille from her father. He stood abruptly and walked a few steps towards the window.  
 
      
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” he said harshly. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” Lucille ventured after a moment’s pause, “were you addressing me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he turned on her with a hard stare. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
      
 
    She looked back at him with a steady gaze, and for a moment, he thought he saw the wild look in her eyes again, but then she blinked, and all seemed meek and empty-headed again. “Well, you know my name is Lucille.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your interests?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything that ought to interest a young lady,” she said softly, twisting her hands in her lap. “I sing and play the pianoforte. I embroider.” 
 
      
 
    Augustus wanted desperately to roll his eyes; to make her feel her ignorance, but something in her small face halted him. He took a deep breath. “You embroider.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, quite well.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would play something for us on the pianoforte,” he said, motioning towards the instrument in the corner. 
 
      
 
    She followed his gaze with a nervous glance of her own, forcing a smile. “Not now. I’m far too shy.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d rather talk?” Augustus asked with his own feigned innocence. “I only inquire because I wish you to feel most at ease, and conversation doesn’t seem to be high on your list of priorities.” 
 
      
 
    She stared back at him, her face pale, and he realized with a start that he’d misjudged her. She wasn’t ignorant at all, and she knew exactly how much he meant to wound her.  
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to play,” she said slowly; purposefully. 
 
      
 
    Edmund looked at his sister with a strange expression on his face. “You seem quiet today, Lucille,” he said with a question in his voice. “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m always quiet,” she mumbled in reply, picking up her teacup and taking a quick sip to mask her discomfort.  
 
      
 
    Augustus had a strange feeling that he was talking with them about something he didn’t fully understand; on top of Edgar’s blackmail and deception, he was ill at ease with the thought. 
 
      
 
    She looked up from her folded hands and her eyes fell on a vase of dried flowers sitting above the mantle.  
 
      
 
    “Those are lovely roses,” she said softly. “Or I suppose they were, once.” 
 
      
 
    Augustus closed his eyes briefly. She could have no idea how large her misstep had been, but he still blamed her unconsciously.  
 
      
 
    This little sprite; this wild-eyed girl trapped in a docile body had no right to speak about anything that reminded him of Lettie. And those flowers, stiff and dulled on stalks of dried grass, were one of the few memories in the home that still reminded him of his lost love.  
 
      
 
    They were in a blue and white vase, dark with age. He could still remember the way she’d looked when he’d handed them to her all those years ago - fresh and soft like the sunset that bloomed gold and red behind her.  
 
      
 
    She had taken them from him before answering the question he’d come to ask; when she’d agreed to marry him, the flowers had fallen to the wayside and she hadn’t bent again to retrieve them.  
 
      
 
    Augustus himself had picked them up when Lettie had gone home for the evening; he’d put them carelessly in a vase and forgotten them as all bachelors do.  
 
      
 
    If the marriage had gone through, Lettie would doubtlessly have discovered the dried flowers and tossed them out for fresh blooms, but instead, they had stayed in a corner of his room until he found them long after everything was lost.  
 
      
 
    Then, the dried stems had become a memento mori that he could not part with, not for anything.  
 
      
 
    He followed Lucille’s gaze there and something in him rose up, violent and surly. “They are lovely still,” he snapped. “To me.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him with her head cocked to one side and her eyes wide and innocent. “Are they from your garden?” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want this, any of this. He didn’t want this little waif with her wide eyes and her father’s wishes. After Lettie, he had determined to live out his days in solitude. One of his distant relatives would inherit his title when he died, and the estate would be preserved.  
 
      
 
    The idea of any other woman walking these halls where he had so wanted his beloved to walk; any other woman sitting across from him at the table or hosting parties - it was garish. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would like to see the garden?” he said coldly, walking too quickly across the room.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would like to inspect the house in detail? If we are to have an agreement - an arrangement, as your father so eloquently put it in his communication - then surely you deserve to ascertain the extent of my wealth?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” She stood, her hands limp by her sides. Edmund stayed sitting, clearly bored.  
 
      
 
    “I was not presuming to know what you meant, my lady,” he said, almost able to taste his guilt and fury. “I was only offering what I know you wish to see so that we are not standing on pretense.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord, man. Should we leave you alone?” Edmund asked with a weak little laugh. “We can come another day.” 
 
      
 
    Augustus was tempted to agree, but before he could open his mouth, Lucille took a step forward with a hard little edge in her voice. “Actually, I would like to see the house.”  
 
      
 
    She stared at him, her eyes level with his and that deep part of her dangerously close to the surface. “And the gardens. Everything, actually. I would like to take stock of your estate, even if my brother does not wish to.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I’ll come,” Edmund said, rising to his feet. “You need a chaperone.” 
 
      
 
    Lucille’s eyes never left Augustus’. “Right. If we didn’t have a chaperone, this entire affair would be ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    As Augustus stared in her impossibly green eyes, the fire he saw in them and the blatant defiance in her words, sparked something in his chest – something he hadn’t felt in a long time. 
 
      
 
    A grim premonition told him that, somehow, Lord Huxley had set before him a trap he couldn’t avoid. 
 
      
 
    Alas, he wasn’t so sure he actually wanted to. 
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