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Chapter One

England, 10th November 1854.


“Iwill not play the virgin sacrifice on the altar of any man’s reckless dissolution, Nate! Not fathers, and most certainly not yours!” Persephone strode from the room, the agitated clicking of her footsteps echoing loudly through the empty hall. Descending the stairs at a pace her mother would have called foolhardy, she made a beeline for the front door and freedom. 
She hardly noticed her brother’s valet as he hurriedly jumped aside to let her pass, nearly losing his grip on Nathaniel’s aged, leather portmanteau in the process, which he had just retrieved from the newly arrived carriage. Like almost everything at Alderwell, the bag had seen better days. It was also impossible to miss the darker square of carpet where her mother’s fine mahogany hall stand used t o rest, between her beautiful damask chairs and the cast iron coatstand, which were all sorely in need of care and attention; more evidence of the looming jaws of the seemingly inescapable trap that was slowly closing around her.
Not allowing herself even a moment's hesitation, she practically flew down the flagstone walkway which skirted the house; resolutely shoving away the twinge of guilt which jabbed at her conscience. Usually, Persephone would have stopped to properly greet Hollis. He had, after all, been at Alderwell nearly her entire life and was, in truth, more like family than a servant to both her and Nathaniel; especially so since their father's untimely death just under a year ago. Hollis was also one of the few servants who had chosen to remain in their service in the face of their currently woeful circumstances, most having long since sought other, more secure, posts; posts where they could be sure of receiving their wages in full and on time. 
Her father, Samuel Ellis Shaw, the late 2nd Viscount Alderwell, had been a desperate gambler and drinker from when she was a very young child; desperate in that he had rarely won more coin than he'd imbibed in port 'to settle the nerves'; as he had been so fond of insisting to Hollis, as the beleaguered valet dutifully helped him stumble up the stairs to his bedchamber. When she was young, Persephone had witnessed the same scene from the shadows of the second-floor landing far too frequently. 
Returning to her own bed once she was sure that her father was safely in his, she always wondered why, if his behaviour was so unworthy of a viscount — as she’d overheard some of the less loyal servants whispering to each other — the people whose houses and clubs he visited didn't just withhold their invitations. Had they done so, then perhaps he would have had no choice but to return home to his family and repair whatever was so clearly broken inside of him. Perhaps these strangers could have made a difference where she and her brother, being only children at the time, had so often failed. 
The strangers never did. The invites kept coming and it wasn't until she reached her sixteenth year, that she finally realised why. It was at the first, and only, soiree she had ever attended. Walking in the grand front entrance of Almack’s Assembly Rooms, her young self had been absolutely swept up in the elegance all around her. The ladies with their fluttering fans and fine embroidered gowns, the dashing young gentlemen who swept them around the dancefloor in a whirl of perfectly executed bows and turns, and the stern-faced matrons who watched over the entire affair with an eagle eye; ready to pounce at the slightest sign of impropriety. And pounce they had. 
Hot tears stung her eyes at the memory, as she skirted the low box beds in the formal garden and ducked under the ivy-wrapped arch that led to the rest of the grounds. Most of the morning mist had burned off under the afternoon sun, but still, lingering dew from the longer grass outside of the neatly-manicured gardens quickly soaked through the long skirt of her lavender-grey day dress. Its cold touch was welcome though, as it promptly brought her out of her bitter reverie and firmly back to her present dilemma. 
Yesterday marked a year since the last time she'd seen her father alive. She had tried to speak to him as he was readying himself to leave for town — no doubt headed to yet another card table at one of the few establishments that still welcomed him; the more reputable ones having finally barred their doors to him in recent years, when rumours of the poor state of his finances began making the rounds. No. Today was not, by any means, the first time that she had suffered from the sting of her father's absence. She had become all too acquainted with that sad reality, in the years following her mother's untimely death, while her father was still very much alive. Time and again, Samuel Shaw had chosen his weakness over the needs and feelings of his children; in fact, he had practically run from them every time even the merest hint of anything of a more serious or emotional nature arose… anything at all which would require him to play the role of Samuel Shaw, father, rather than Viscount Alderwell, gamester and incurable wastrel. 
Perhaps most tragic of all, was that, despite his numerous failings as a father, neither she nor Nathaniel had ever doubted his enduring love for them both. If she tried really hard, she could just about remember the happy young man her father had been, while their mother still lived. She remembered the broad-shouldered, handsome, dark-haired figure who had laughingly swept both of his children into his arms, swinging them in circles as they shrieked in delight to the sound of their mother's musical laughter.
Today those good memories were further away than ever, though. It was too painful to remember the father that she should have had — the father that they would have had if their mother hadn't been so cruelly taken from them, years before her time — a father who would never have dreamed of selling off his only daughter, as if she was worth no more than that damned hall stand. It, too, had been sold off to settle her father's bad debts, and now it seemed like it was Persephone's turn under the auctioneer's hammer. 
“How could you do this to me?” she dashed an angry tear from her cheek and ducked under the low boughs of the ancient yew tree that marked the entrance to the secret garden. It wasn't a garden at all really, at least not in the formal sense; once under the heavy outer branches of the ancient yew, she emerged into a dappled clearing with a small stream bordering the far side. This had been her mother's favourite place too, and many wonderful family picnics had been had under the shelter of the old tree. 
She walked over and clambered up to sit on one of the yews dipping boughs, uncaring of the green algae that would surely stain the skirt of her dress. She always came here when she wanted to think. It was like a doorway to another world, a better world when her mother was still there; like stepping inside of a vivid painting which captured, so beautifully, a single perfect moment in time.    
She still remembered the day when her father had broken the news to Nathaniel and her. Her mother had been gone for six long, lonely years, and her father had been steadily succumbing more and more to the darkness threatening to consume him. He had been drinking that day, the signs were clear to them both even then. He had called them to his study and informed them that he and Earl Bridgewater had agreed upon and signed off a betrothal contract, that would bind Persephone and the Earl's eldest son together once she came of age. It was, “for the best,” he'd claimed, refusing to listen to the shocked protests of either of his children.   
As the years had passed, and her sixteenth birthday had come and gone, with no word at all from either the Earl or his inconstant son, she had half believed that she may never be called upon to fulfil the promise made by her father. She had become convinced that the new Earl, who had assumed the title upon his father's death not long after the contract had been made, had no interest at all in an awkward country girl like her. Lord Westlake must have had his pick of any number of eligible ladies, after all; ladies who could offer him appropriate dowries, whose reputations were not utterly tarnished by association in the eyes of the ton. 
She had been just fourteen years old when the contract was made, barely old enough to know her own mind, let alone have it so wholly and abruptly made up for her. The few boys that she knew back then, she had still considered as playmates; easy companions to go fishing with at the lake, to climb trees with, and go on grand adventures. All, that is, but one. It had been her own secret, kept close to her heart, a barely formed wish that Henry might, one day, see her as more than just a friend…but she refused to revisit those days. 
Just like the naive young girl she had been then, that boy had also ceased to exist. They were nothing more than ghosts now, haunting the corridors of her troubled mind; and there was nothing to be gained in chasing ghosts, she knew that all too well. 
No, the marriage would go ahead, whether she wanted it to or not. As her brother had reminded her, the whole estate and the future security of all the souls who depended on it for work and housing were resting on her shoulders alone. At the time, she had replied that it was unfortunate, indeed, that it seemed to always be the case that women were so often made to pay for men's mistakes. She knew that saying so to her brother was unfair, though. He didn't want this match any more than she did, but then he wasn't the one being forced to marry either; so she felt that gave her conscience some leeway. 
She knew that Nate would offer himself up instantly if he thought it could save her from having to go through with this ludicrous betrothal. Still, the simple fact remained that, with the estate in such a dire financial state, no self-respecting father — or at least not any willing to provide a sizable enough dowry to make enough of a difference — would be stupid enough to sell their daughter for a mere bankrupt viscountcy. It simply wasn't practical. 
If she was going to make it through the coming days, and whatever would follow them, then she needed to embody the essence of cool practicality. Once she finished thinking and returned to the house, her entire focus would have to be on putting one practical step in front of the other. Determined practicality had become a strength born of necessity for Persephone, and she knew one thing for sure, emotion had no place at all at the table; her father and the old Earl had effectively seen to that. All that was left to do now was to ensure that her unwilling sacrifice was not made in vain.     
“I thought I would find you here.” The leaves shushed aside in gentle protest as Nathaniel pushed beneath the heavy canopy and stepped fully into the clearing. 
Neither one spoke for several long moments, each trying and failing to find the words that would make this situation right. Growing up, they had been closer to each other than to anyone else, including their parents. Her mother used to say that it was their 'twin magic', that sharing her womb for the first few months of their lives had created a bond so strong and deep, that nothing and no one could ever hope to sever it; a bond that most people would never be able to understand unless they, themselves, were also twins. 
While she had never doubted their mother's words or her brother's implicit love and loyalty, she had to admit — if only to herself, when lying awake in the early hours, unable to sleep because of the weight of worry that seemed to press down upon her — that in recent months, following their father's death, something had subtly shifted between her and Nathaniel. 
It wasn't something glaring and, aside from the subject of her betrothal which had brought them to grief today, they rarely argued. It was more like a distance that had begun to grow between them; like a fine crack had opened up in the ground and although they never saw it move, each time they looked it seemed more expansive than before. It scared her, more so than anything else. Her twin had always been her rock, but today, hearing him talk the way that he did, she half fancied that she was talking to a stranger who merely resembled the brother that she loved. That, plus his ever-increasing trips to town, trips that saw him return smelling of port and cigar smoke — far too reminiscent of their father — made slipping into their usual easy comradery all but impossible. 
Thankfully, Nathaniel finally decided to take the lead and break the uncomfortable silence. When he did so, it was her beloved brother who spoke and not the moody stranger who sometimes inhabited his form.
“Look, Seffi…I know you think…well…the thing is…” He cleared his throat and made a show of trying to loosen his necktie.
Persephone had to suppress a smile. She could never stay angry with her twin for long; it had been that way for as long as she could remember. Still, she waited a few more moments in silence, because he had, after all, just turned up with his carefully prepared marching orders to inform her that her life, once more, had been taken out of her control and turned upside down. 
“It's all right, Nate. I know we don't have another choice,” she hated the sound of resignation that coloured her words. 
Her assurance didn't calm him though, and with an irritated growl, he gave up on the necktie completely and strode over to glare into the dark swirling water.
“Damn it all, Seffi! We should have another choice… you should have another choice!” He stooped and picked up a stone from the stream bank, skimming it as hard as he could down the stream. The stone barely managed one half-hearted skip, before sinking from view and Nathaniel's shoulders seemed to sink with it. 
She walked forward and laced her arm through his. “It's going to be all right, Nate, truly it is.”
“Is it really, Seffi?” He didn't sound convinced.
“Yes, really. We were once friends with the Earl, after all. You thought him a good sort of a person then and he can't have changed so much from the boy he once was…”
“You didn't see him in London, Seffi. He was… well, I don't actually know what he was and that's what concerns me.” He turned to face her then, taking her hands in his.
“What do you mean?” She asked, trying to push back the new wave of apprehension that rose within her.
“I mean that I couldn't read the man at all. He was polite, of course, but I'd expect nothing less of any gentleman. When I reminded him of his obligation to you, he didn't so much as flinch. He just nodded, called for his tab and then excused himself, saying that he would make the necessary arrangements and to expect him at Alderwell today. He even went so far as to say he would arrive at, “no later than four!” 
“Perhaps he was just uncomfortable. Some people revert to formalities when they are at a loss for words…”
Nathaniel dropped her hands and started agitatedly tugging at his necktie again as if it was trying to strangle him. “Damn it, Seffi. I'm telling you he acted more like a man making an appointment with his barber than one discussing his imminent marriage arrangements. The man was cold, glacial even!”
Persephone tried to ignore the sinking feeling, which had once again taken up residence in her stomach and instead stepped forward to gently knock Nathaniel's hands away from the tangle he had made. 
“Here, let me.” She untied the piece of cloth and smoothed it with her fingers, before reaching up to retie it for him. “I'm sure that the Earl was just politely trying to excuse himself, to deny the gossips more grist for their mill. I must admit, had I been in his position, I might have done the same. You know what those club sharks are like; Father always said that, if they caught the slightest bit of blood scenting the water, the feeding frenzy would begin.” She stepped back and examined her work before reaching up to make a final adjustment. “Besides, you know as well as I that the Earl was never one to wear his heart on his sleeve. Even as a boy, he played his cards incredibly close to his chest.” dropping her arms she smiled reassuringly at her brother, “There! all done.”
Nathaniel didn't look convinced, but he let the subject drop and reached up a hand to examine her work. “You really are far too good at that, you know, Seffi. It definitely isn't proper for an unmarried lady to know quite so much about gentlemen's neckties.”
She laughed and for the first time since he'd entered the clearing, Nathaniel smiled. “I just want so much for you to be happy, Seffi. You do know that, don't you?” 
“Of course, I do, silly, and I want the same for you too. Who knows, perhaps there is an eminently suitable lady out there somewhere, waiting in the wings, desperately eager to become the next Viscountess Alderwell!” She grinned at the look of abject horror on her brother’s face. “I've always thought I'd make the most wonderful aunt, you know.”
Nate grimaced and gave a mock shudder, “Heaven forbid! I have enough trouble managing my own affairs, let alone those of a wife and child.” 
They both laughed at that, but the laughter died as the sound of an approaching carriage filtered through the trees. Nate looked at her, worry returning to his eyes. 
She put her arms around him and squeezed. “It will be okay, Nate. How bad can marrying an Earl really be, after all? Don’t most young women dream of doing exactly that?” She stepped back and gave him a smile of reassurance, knowing that it probably still didn't reach her eyes. 
He nodded, solemnly in return. “I'll go to the front and meet him. It's probably best that you slip in through the kitchen and take a few moments to tidy yourself up before joining us.” With a wry smile, he reached over and plucked a small twig from her hair, handing it to her as proof. “I'm not sure who to feel sorrier for, the emotionless Earl or his wildling of a bride.” 
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Chapter Two 


For about the thousandth time since setting this absurd series of events in motion, Henry Nicholas Hartley Westlake, 9th Earl of Bridgewater, wondered if sanity was the one burden that didn't come with the heavy title that he'd reluctantly inherited. He found himself sitting in his carriage in the company of a socially contrary artist and on his way to marry a girl — now a woman — whom he hadn't seen in more than six years; a woman who, for all he knew, had conspired with her no-good wastrel of a father to force him into marrying her and making her the next Countess Bridgewater. The only thing that sounded more insane than that, to Henry's mind, was that somehow his ailing father had thought the match suitable enough to practically set it in stone all of those years ago. 
As Alderwell house finally came into view at the end of the long gravel drive, his head began to pound and he found himself torn between fond remembrance and sad reality. The estate was still beautiful, of course, just as it had been when he had played in its grounds as a boy, but the once pristine paintwork on the old manor house had long since started to peel. Weeds were gaining considerable ground on the drive and a thick covering of ivy had determinedly pried its way beneath large sections of stonework, which were in dire need of re-pointing. 
As the carriage pulled to a stop in front of the house, he could see that the garden at the front of the property, at least, had been maintained to a degree, but even there, he could easily see signs of lengthy neglect. Whether this was the result of bad management or a lack of ready funds, he guessed that only time would tell, but if the word around town was anything to go by, the latter was more likely to be true. 
As a rule, Henry didn't put much stock in the gossip mill. To his mind, much of what fed it was nothing more than egregious exaggeration or out-and-out fabrication; designed solely for the titillation of shallow minds, with access to more money than sense. In this case, though, he had unwillingly witnessed first-hand, on more than several occasions over the years, the previous Viscount's hedonistic proclivities. If what he had seen was merely a sample of the man's customarily reckless nature, then it was little surprise that his estate was in such a bad state of neglect; that there was anything left to be maintained at all was more the wonder.
“Is this it?” His companion asked from the opposite seat, not lifting his eyes from the sketchbook in his lap.
“Yes, this is it.” 
“I don't see a tower?”
“What?”
“Well, I assume that is why we are here, after all….”
“I warned you about spending too much time in that little studio of yours with the windows shut. Turpentine is nasty stuff, you know.”
Neale gave a snort of laughter and finally looked up at his friend. “Well, where else does one go to find a fair damsel these days?”
“Fair dam… Neale, if you weren't my friend…! Damsel indeed! Why, if anything, she's a siren; feigning beauty and innocence to lure innocent men to their doom.”
Neale grinned back at the Earl, “Aha, so you admit that she's beautiful then?” 
“Certainly… if a snake could be called beautiful.” A moment later the Earl’s footman opened the door and lowered the folding step, before retreating to make room for the two gentlemen to alight. 
“A siren and a snake! Well, now I simply have to meet her!” Neale chuckled, utterly unperturbed by the footman's presence. 
Henry glared at his friend, but before he could respond, the fresh crunch of gravel announced someone's approach. 
Sure enough, a moment later Nathaniel Shaw appeared from around the far side of the carriage. The two men silently appraised each other; Henry noting the Viscount's unkempt hair, the smell of old cigar smoke lingering on what were all too evidently yesterday's clothes, and the prominent dark circles beneath the younger man's eyes. Undoubtedly, Shaw had come straight here from some club or other, where he'd been entertaining himself into the early hours. Clearly, the apple didn't fall far from the tree where this family were concerned. Henry would never know how on earth his father had ever seen them as a suitable alliance. Even friendship has its limits.
The Viscount finally seemed to register the uncomfortable silence which was growing. “Westlake.” He belatedly offered his hand to Henry, who returned the greeting with the barest shake before dropping his own hand back to his side.
“Shaw.” Henry gestured towards his friend. “May I introduce my old school friend, Mr Neale Asher. Neale has accompanied me to serve as one of the required witnesses.”
In a rare show of conformity, Neale took hold of the Viscount's hand and then shook it far too enthusiastically. “Always a privilege to meet a fellow shipwrecked soul.” He offered, with a comically grave expression, before returning to his sketching once more as if nothing untoward had happened. 
Fighting back a totally inappropriate grin at the utterly confused expression on Nathaniel's face, Henry turned sharply and gestured toward the house. “Shall we?” His tone came across rather more harshly than he intended, but rather than own it, he carefully schooled his expression into one of neutral boredom and turned back to face the younger man.
Heat suffused Nathaniel's face, but Henry couldn't tell if it was from embarrassment or irritation. He didn't much care either way, of course. As he had reminded himself countless times over the past few days, this was a business arrangement; a very unwelcome one nonetheless. Their days of childhood friendship — such as they'd been — were long gone.
“Oh, well… yes, of course. I… if you gentlemen would like to follow me.” Nathaniel turned and walked up the short flight of stairs to the front door. He pulled it open and motioned the gentlemen inside. 
Nathaniel stepped inside after them and closed the heavy door behind him. “The butler is away at present… visiting family, I believe,” he said, by way of an explanation for the oddity of a viscount welcoming his guests directly. “The drawing room is this way.” He led them through a doorway on the left and into a nicely sized room with a large, lead-paned bay window on the far side, overlooking a small orchard, and gestured for them to sit. “Can I interest either of you in a drink? Port, perhaps… or brandy?” 
“A little early, don't you think?” Henry replied, with a raised eyebrow, that caused the younger man's flushed face to darken further. 
“Ah… well ordinarily yes, but it isn't every day a man finalises the marriage of his only sister to a fellow he knows practically nothing about.” Nate gestured to the empty glasses again, but Henry shook his head.
“No, not for me, thank you.” He turned to look at his friend who was back to scribbling in that damned sketchbook of his. “Neale?”
“Hmmn...?” Neale looked up from his work and noted the Viscounts still empty tumbler. “Oh, right. I don't suppose you have any fresh pressed apple juice, do you?”
“I'm not sure. I can call down to the kitchens and ask though, if you'd like?” 
“Oh, no… that's quite all right.” Neale absently waved the suggestion away and returned to his sketching. “No need to go to all that trouble on my account, old chap.”
Nathaniel stood awkwardly for a moment, clearly thrown by the man's strange request and waiting for further comment from Neale, which Henry already knew would never come. He was well used to his old friend's many eccentricities, but to most other people Neale was an enigma of the first degree. That was probably why they had stayed friends all these years after all; ordinariness, Henry felt, merely demonstrated an almost unforgivable lack of imagination, after all, and it wasn’t something that he found himself drawn to in others as a rule.  
“Right… well, I hope you don't mind if I indulge in a little fortification for the nerves?” It was phrased as a question, but Nathaniel didn't wait for an answer, before pouring himself a generous measure of brandy from one of the waiting decanters. He stared darkly down at the amber liquid swirling in the glass for a moment, before raising it in a self-depreciating salute and taking a large swallow.     

      [image: ]Persephone hadn't intended to eavesdrop, truly she hadn't, but by the time she had rushed upstairs, changed into a clean day dress, and fixed her hair, then hurried back downstairs again, she was panting in a very unladylike manner. As she approached the door to the drawing-room, almost silent on slippered feet, she noticed that whoever had entered last had left the door fractionally ajar; closed enough so that she couldn’t immediately be seen by any of the room’s occupants, but open enough that she could hear the clinking of glassware from inside. 
A wave of relief washed over her at the slight reprieve and she decided to pause just out of sight to take a few much-needed moments to collect herself and calm her racing heart. It wouldn't be at all fitting to greet the enigmatic Earl while all flushed and flustered. He would most certainly get the wrong idea and conclude that she was somehow eager to go through with this mistakenly orchestrated farce of a marriage, and that wouldn't do at all. 
Confident that the gentlemen would be amply occupied for at least a few minutes more, discussing the journey from London, perhaps, or whatever else took the male fancy, she took a few moments more to compose herself. 
After a minute or two, her breathing finally slowed to a normal rate. She smoothed her hands down the skirt of her dress, glad to note that, despite her fast-fraying nerves, they didn't visibly tremble at all. She was about to make herself known when an all too familiar cadence reached her ear from the room beyond, causing her traitorous heart to skip a beat in response and her hand to freeze an inch above the door handle. 
Henry’s voice was slightly deeper and more measured than the last time she had heard it, more than six and a half years ago now, but at the same time the smooth, rich timbre was unmistakable. To her dismay, it immediately awoke rooms within her heart that she had thought long since shuttered and locked. 
“I obtained a special license from the archbishop; he was a dear friend to my late father, as I mentioned at our last meeting, and was more than happy to oblige. The ceremony can go ahead tomorrow morning as planned.”
“Tomorrow… isn’t that a little, well, rushed?” Nathaniel spluttered.
“I don’t think so, no. The paperwork is in order, permission has been given and the ceremony will be held at the chapel on my estate. I notified the priest the day before yesterday, so he is on notice and I will fix the exact time with him on my return to Bridgewater this evening. I see no advantage at all in drawing these proceedings out any further than absolutely necessary.” 
The Earl's tone gave nothing away. It was calm to a fault and utterly lacking in emotion. Persephone didn’t really know what she had expected from this unfortunate and uncomfortable encounter, but it certainly wasn’t to hear her life being managed for her, with no more regard or concern than would be taken when discussing the mildly inclement weather or the inevitably elevated price of grain. 
“Do be reasonable, Westlake, you know as well as I what society makes of rushed nuptials. My sister's name has already made it into the betting book at Whites, for God's sake, man. I dread to think what salacious rumours will do the rounds, should details of this reach the waiting ears of the ton. Surely delaying a week or so, for proprieties sake, wouldn’t…?”
“Not possible, I’m afraid. I have important business to attend to that calls me up north again tomorrow afternoon and it can’t be delayed. Tomorrow morning is all the time I have at my disposal, so it must happen then or not at all.”   
So that was why Nate had forced all of this into motion, after seeming as relieved as her to let it lie undisturbed for so long. Some protective, if misguided, brotherly instinct to protect her precious reputation; as if that somehow mattered with her being buried away in the country almost her whole life. 
She felt her heart soften a little for her wayward brother, at the same time as its ample thorny defences bristled at the Earl's coldly cavalier behaviour. This wasn’t a love match for either one of them; no one would ever expect that much from a pairing where both parties had been traded out like prized cattle, least of all Persephone. She had hoped, though, that at the very least they could be cordial and respectful to each other — considering that they would likely be stuck with each other’s company for whatever years they had left in this lifetime. 
With her heart frantically pounding in her ears, once more, she belatedly realised that the Earl was talking again…
“...the chapel may be small, but as there are to be no guests in attendance, save for Neale and my manservant, Harper, who will serve as the necessary witnesses, there will be ample room for my needs.”
And there it was, a disappointingly predictable foreshadowing of her entire married life to come. ‘My needs’ because at the end of the day, the man's needs were all that seemed to matter in the vast majority of marital arrangements — even those lucky enough to be love matches. She wanted to scream to the rafters, as she battled the urge to run outside, commandeer her brother's phaeton and head for the Scottish border. If she’d thought for a minute that she could find a different life for herself there, nothing in the world could have stopped her, but from what she had read she was certain that men, the world over, were cut from the same exact cloth; selfish devils, united in their determination to keep women subservient to their domineering wills; rendering them unable to earn any kind of an independent living for themselves, without a husband to ‘provide’ for them. How many books had she read over the years with that exact, inevitably-disappointing trajectory?   
Nate had gone silent, no doubt wondering what kind of a man he would be handing his sister over to. “Tomorrow or not at all” the Earl had stated. ‘Not at all’ was the obvious choice in her opinion, but it was one she knew that Nate, as conflicted as he may be, would never take. The only thing that mattered to her brother as much as his beloved sister, was the responsibility that he had inherited to all of the tenants who looked to him for protection and sustenance. 
If Nate refused the Earl her hand, the estate and all his tenants relied upon would undoubtedly be lost. If he honoured the betrothal contract, then his sister would lose her freedom, but at the same time they both knew that Henry would see to her needs, at the very least; for duty's sake if nothing more. Both she and the tenants would be safe and provided for, with a secure future. 
Whether Nate would ever be able to forgive himself would be another matter entirely. She did not doubt that, despite her assurances, he would torment himself daily, evermore, with the hypothetical ‘what ifs’ of the path untaken. Her course was already set, though. The Earl's apparent coldness and lack of consideration changed nothing in the grand scheme of things. All she could do now, for her brother's sake as well as her own, was to bear the ignominy with calm dignity and unshakable pride. Let other's sins be laid against their own doors; they couldn’t tarnish what they couldn’t touch, and Persephone's defensive walls were long in the making and, at this point, they were practically unassailable.          
Whatever happened going forward, she made one solemn promise to herself and to the heartbroken young girl she had been at their last meeting; she would never again let that man see beneath the calm facade she had so carefully constructed. 
Banking her fury and raising her chin, with all the cool dignity she could muster, she grasped the handle and stepped into the brighter light beyond.  

      [image: ]As she entered the room, Nate jumped nervously to his feet. He quickly crossed the distance to her side and placed a supportive hand on her shoulder. Glancing up, she noted that her brother’s face looked even more pale and tense than it had earlier in the garden. She couldn’t help but wonder what else the gentlemen had discussed in the short time she had taken to repair her wardrobe. 
“Ah, Seffi, there you are,” Nate said, his warm tone contrasting sharply with his strained features. “You will doubtless remember Lord Westlake, but may I introduce you to his companion, Mr Neale Asher. Mr Asher has kindly offered to witness the ceremony… which it seems will be taking place tomorrow.” He gently squeezed her shoulder in a mute apology and she raised her hand to cover his for a moment before returning it to her side. 
Both men had risen to their feet upon her entrance, and each now inclined his head politely in her direction. 
“Gentlemen.” She said calmly, relieved at the steadiness of her voice. She gave a small dip and then reservedly took their measure for a moment; pointedly letting her gaze slide straight past Henry, and instead focusing her attention on the less brooding presence of Mr Asher; who, it seemed, was at least making the effort to look genuinely pleased to meet her. 
The smiling, sandy-haired man was about a head shorter than Westlake… who, she couldn’t help but note, had grown several inches taller and markedly broader in the shoulders since the last time she had laid eyes upon him. She allowed herself a small polite smile in return. 
Nate took that moment to drop his hand to her arm giving it another gentle reassuring squeeze, before leading her over to the chaise to the right of the seating area. He waited a moment for her to settle herself comfortably, before ignoring the waiting chair and retreating, instead, to lean against the stone column of the fireplace. 
The Earl, who was still towering darkly over everyone present, like some kind of stony-faced gothic portent of doom, finally addressed her directly. “All is in order for the… ceremony tomorrow morning. We will meet at the chapel on my estate at ten, if that suits? That way all of the necessaries should be completed well in advance of midday.” 
Westlake worded it as if it were a question, but his tone made it quite clear that his plan was set, whether the timing suited her or not. Beneath her carefully controlled exterior, Persephone felt her blood begin to boil again. Hateful man! She didn’t know why she had expected anything better from someone like him; the last time they had met he had made his feelings of disdain for her and her entire family perfectly clear. And no one in the room could have possibly missed that deliberate, not-so-subtle, pause either. Whether it was discomfort or distaste that put it there, though, she couldn’t say. One thing she did know for sure, was that at this point she didn’t care either way.
Dignity determinedly intact, she stood in one fluid motion and the Earl and his friend automatically rose to their feet again, as was customary. It seemed that she was to be afforded at least that much respect, for the time being; if nothing more. 
“It seems that all is settled then. Good. The sooner this is all over and done with the better, as far as I'm concerned.” She felt a distinct thrill of victory, as the Earl’s brow inched fractionally higher in surprise at the bluntness of her words, but she didn’t allow any of the men time to reply before continuing on. “In that case, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have my own preparations to make. I can send someone up shortly with some refreshments if you would like?” She raised her own questioning eyebrow, practically challenging any of the gathered men to comment on her sudden withdrawal from the conversation.
“Thank you, but no. Neale and I will depart directly to finalise the necessary preparations with the priest.” The Earl’s tone gave nothing of his thoughts away, which only irritated her further, but she refused to let any of that show. 
“Very well. I will bid you all a good day then.” She turned her gaze to the still-smiling Neale. “I am happy to know you, Mr Asher.” With a final dip, she swept regally from the drawing room without a backward glance.
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