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Chapter 1: The Arrival











The heavy carriage rattled over the cobbled
path, its wheels crunching against the frozen earth of December.
Eleanor pressed a gloved hand to the chilled glass of the window,
her breath fogging the surface as she gazed upon the looming estate
of her new husband’s family. She had never met them before—save for
a few letters exchanged under the watchful eye of her governess—but
now she was to be their daughter, their sister, and, to one,
something more dangerous altogether.

The great wooden doors of Wrenfell Manor groaned
as they were pulled open by a footman. Inside, the dim glow of
candlelight revealed a woman standing at the foot of the grand
staircase. She was no older than Eleanor, yet carried herself with
an authority that came not from age but from certainty.

“Welcome to Wrenfell, Lady Eleanor.” The woman’s
voice was velvet, smooth and rich. She stepped forward, and as she
emerged into the golden light, Eleanor felt something tighten in
her chest.

The woman was Catherine Belgrave, her new
sister-in-law.











Chapter 2: A Fevered Heart











It was in the music room, two weeks later, that
Eleanor first noticed the faint flush of fever upon Catherine’s
cheeks. She had been watching her closely, too closely, and when
Catherine turned to catch her gaze, a smile ghosted over her
lips.

“You should not linger so near, Eleanor,”
Catherine murmured, setting aside her embroidery. “It is
consumption, you know. My mother had it, and now I…” She trailed
off, her voice laced with something Eleanor could not yet name.

Eleanor should have stepped back. She should
have fled the room, fearing the sickness that clung to Catherine’s
breath. But instead, she moved closer, kneeling at the other
woman’s feet.

“Does it hurt?” she whispered, placing her hand
atop Catherine’s, warm and trembling.

Catherine exhaled softly, a sound like
surrender. “Not yet.”

The fire crackled in the hearth, casting
flickering shadows on the walls. Outside, the wind howled through
the trees, but within the room, the air was thick with an intimacy
Eleanor could not deny. She traced the delicate lines of
Catherine’s palm, studying the softness of her skin, the pulse
beneath her fingertips.

“You should not be so kind to me,” Catherine
said, her voice barely audible. “I am not long for this world, and
it would be cruel to grow fond of me.”

Eleanor swallowed hard. “You speak as though I
have a choice in the matter.”

Catherine’s eyes searched hers, filled with a
longing that made Eleanor’s breath hitch. She was painfully aware
of how close they were—how easily she could lean forward and let
her lips brush against the curve of Catherine’s cheek, how
desperately she wanted to.

“Eleanor…” Catherine’s whisper was a plea, a
warning, and something else entirely.

Eleanor did not answer. Instead, she lifted
Catherine’s fevered hand to her lips, pressing the softest of
kisses to her knuckles. It was a promise, unspoken yet
understood.

Neither of them moved away.












Chapter 3: An Unspoken Language











The first time it happened, it was in the dead
of night. Eleanor had tossed and turned in her marital bed, haunted
by the memory of Catherine’s voice, her scent, the way her fingers
trembled against the silk of her gown. Unable to bear it any
longer, she rose and crept through the darkened halls, guided by
something more powerful than reason.

She found Catherine at the piano, her fingers
barely skimming the ivory keys, playing a melody so fragile it
threatened to shatter.

Eleanor approached cautiously. “You should be
resting.”

Catherine did not look up. “And yet, neither of
us are.”

The silence stretched between them, thick with
words unspoken. Then, Catherine turned, lifting her hand, and
before Eleanor could think better of it, she pressed her lips
against the fevered skin of Catherine’s wrist.

A sharp inhale. A sigh.

And then, Catherine was kissing her.

The kiss was hesitant at first, the barest brush
of lips, but then Catherine cupped Eleanor’s face with trembling
fingers, pulling her closer. Eleanor melted into the warmth of her,
heedless of the consequences, the world beyond this moment fading
into irrelevance.

Catherine broke away, her breath coming in
shallow pants. “We shouldn’t—”

“But we are,” Eleanor whispered, threading her
fingers through Catherine’s hair. “And I do not wish to stop.”

Catherine let out a sound between a sob and a
laugh, her forehead resting against Eleanor’s. “Neither do I.”

The fire flickered beside them, its glow
illuminating the delicate sheen of sweat on Catherine’s skin.
Eleanor knew this was dangerous, that they were walking a razor’s
edge, but she did not care.

For the first time since arriving at Wrenfell,
she felt alive.
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