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Chapter1: Jewels Made of Tears
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I woke with my teeth pressed into my lower lip and my hands curled so tightly under the coverlet that my nails had left crescents in my palms.

For a moment I did not move.

The room was pale with morning. Thin light slipped through the curtains and lay across the carpet in long, cold bars. Somewhere beyond my door, servants walked quickly, their shoes soft against the corridor runner. A tray clicked. A hinge sighed. Someone whispered my name and then hushed herself as if I were already something fragile enough to crack from a sound.

I kept my eyes open and breathed through my nose.

In. Hold. Out.

Not too deep. Deep breaths sometimes loosened things I had spent all night holding down.

The ceiling above my bed had a painted wreath of white asters and little gold lamps. Lady Beatrice had chosen it when I was twelve. She had said a young lady with my blessing should always wake beneath flowers, not bare plaster. I had thanked her. I had thanked her for the ceiling, the bed, the dresses, the house, the food, the name Wrenley attached to mine whenever anyone forgot I had been born Ashcombe.

I had thanked her for so many things that gratitude had become another kind of collar.

A knock came at the door.

I shut my eyes once, opened them, and loosened my fingers one at a time.

“Come in.”

The maid entered with her head lowered. She was not one of the girls who giggled with Celia in the dressing room, nor one of the older women who remembered my mother and therefore avoided looking at me too long. This one had been assigned to me only three weeks ago, after Lady Beatrice decided my last maid had become “sentimental.”

She carried a folded length of white silk over one arm and a polished silver tray in both hands.

The tray was not for breakfast.

My stomach tightened before she even set it on the little table beside the window.

The silver was shallow, rimmed with etched lilies, and lined with white velvet to keep newly formed Tear-Jewels from striking metal too hard. Beside it lay a pair of gloves, pure white, thin as breath, with little loops meant to hook around my middle fingers. The gloves had narrow channels sewn along the palms, almost invisible unless one knew where to look. If tears fell onto them, the drops would roll neatly into the silver dish instead of staining my gown.

A bride’s gloves, people called them.

The maids called them weeping gloves when they thought I could not hear.

The girl curtsied. “Good morning, Lady Rosalie.”

I looked at the gloves. “Good morning.”

Her fingers fluttered over the tray. “Lady Beatrice asked that these be ready before your bath. The seamstress says the fit should be tested before noon.”

Before noon.

Before the guests arrived.

Before Julian Merrow stood beside me and smiled for the hall.

Before the Wrenley chandeliers shone with tears that had been coaxed out of me in dark rooms and called blessings once they hardened.

I sat up carefully. If I moved too fast, my vision sometimes blurred. If I admitted that aloud, the house would grow quiet around me in that unpleasant way, and by evening Lady Beatrice would say I was being dramatic from nerves.

So I swung my feet to the floor and let my nightdress fall neatly around my ankles.

The boards were cold.

“I do not need the dish yet,” I said.

The maid’s face twitched. It was not much. Just enough to tell me she had been given a different instruction.

“Of course, my lady.” She did not remove it.

I looked away first.

On the mantel, beneath a glass cover, sat the painted miniature of my mother. The artist had softened her mouth and made her eyes brighter than I remembered, but the tilt of her head was right. She had worn no Tear-Jewels in the portrait. Not one at her ears, not one at her throat. Only a blue ribbon at her collar and a small smile that looked private, as if she had been listening to music no one else could hear.

I had no clear memory of her voice when she laughed. Only pieces. Warm fingers brushing hair from my cheek. The scent of lavender soap. A lullaby with a missing line because I always fell asleep before the end.

Lady Beatrice said my mother had offered herself bravely to Asterwyne. She said some women were born to hold the kingdom together, and my mother had never complained. When I was small, I had tried not to complain either.

The silver dish glimmered beside the window.

“Your bath is ready,” the maid said.

I nodded and rose.

The room shifted.

Not much. The edge of the mantel blurred first, then the white asters on the ceiling smeared together. A milky veil slid over the right side of my sight, thin and cold. I reached for the bedpost and found it on the second try.

“My lady?”

“I stood too quickly.”

The lie came easily.

It always did.

The whiteness passed after a few breaths, leaving a faint ache behind my eyes. I kept my hand on the carved bedpost until my fingers stopped feeling hollow.

The maid’s gaze flicked toward the tray, then back to my face. “Shall I call Lady Beatrice?”

“No.”

The word came out too sharp.

She lowered her eyes at once.

I forced my hand to release the post. “No. Thank you. It is only the morning.”

Only the morning of my engagement presentation.

Only the day when the Wrenley family would open its great hall, invite half the court, and display me beside Julian like a rare vase finally sold to the right house.

Only the day I had been told to be grateful for since I was fifteen.

The bathwater smelled of rose oil and bitter herbs. The rose oil was for delicacy. The herbs were for my nerves, Lady Beatrice said. They made my skin tingle and my tongue feel dry if steam filled the room too thickly.

Two maids washed my hair while the newer girl held towels. They spoke around me in polished fragments.

“The Merrow carriage is expected after luncheon.”

“The first musicians arrived before dawn.”

“The white ribbon roses are being placed in the hall.”

“The chandelier stones were polished last night.”

That last one made my hands twitch under the water.

One maid noticed. Her mouth closed.

The other continued brushing oil through my hair. “Everyone says it will be the loveliest presentation of the season.”

The loveliest.

That was what people liked to say when they did not have to ask where the light came from.

I looked down into the bathwater. A single strand of my hair floated near my wrist, dark auburn against the pale surface. My hands looked thin beneath the water. Not ugly. Lady Beatrice would never have allowed ugly hands at a formal presentation. My nails had been filed into soft ovals, my wrists rubbed with cream, my knuckles kept from reddening by gloves even on cold days.

A Tear-Jewel bride should look untouched.

The kingdom preferred its sacrifices without visible bruises.

“Lady Rosalie?” the maid with the brush asked.

I had missed something.

“Yes?”

“Your hair. Up, or half loose?”

“Lady Beatrice chose pearls, did she not?”

“Seed pearls for the veil, yes. And three small Tear-Jewels at the comb.”

Of course.

A bride without tears sewn into her veil was whispered about for months. A bride with too few was pitied. A bride with none was called cold, proud, barren of grace. It did not matter that the stones were born from hurt. Once polished, set, and fastened near the skin, they became proof of tenderness.

I swallowed.

“Then up.”

“Very good, my lady.”

They lifted me from the bath, dried me, wrapped me, sat me before the mirror. My reflection looked calmer than I felt. That had always been one of my better accomplishments. Pale skin, steady mouth, eyes that only looked too large when I was tired. The dress hanging near the wardrobe was the color of winter cream, with layers of translucent fabric that would move when I walked. The bodice had been embroidered with silver asters and tiny chips of moonstone, not Tear-Jewels. Lady Beatrice had been very clear about that.

The bride must not appear greedy.

Her family might wear her tears. Her husband might inherit them. The hall might burn with them. But on the bride herself, restraint was elegance.

The maid lifted a comb through my hair.

Tug. Smooth. Pin.

Tug. Smooth. Pin.

I counted each pull.

At nine, a pin scraped too near my scalp.

At ten, my eyes stung.

I blinked once and turned my thoughts toward the window latch, the chipped porcelain rose on the washstand, the uneven seam at the maid’s cuff. Anything small. Anything dry.

A tear would not fall from pain like that. Not usually. It took something deeper to make a proper stone. Shame helped. Fear helped. Betrayal was better. Grief was best.

That was not something anyone said at breakfast tables.

That was something I learned in the Weeping Rooms.

The first one had been lined with pale blue silk and smelled of incense. I was seven. Lady Beatrice told me it was a prayer room. She said my mother had prayed there too, though the house had not belonged to my mother, and even as a child I had known something in that sentence did not fit.

Later there were other rooms. Not always blue. Not always incense. Sometimes there was a silver dish. Sometimes a priestess from the Order of the White Basin. Sometimes only Lady Beatrice, her voice soft enough to bruise.

Think of your mother, Rosalie.

Think of what she gave.

Think of how much we have done for you.

Do not be selfish with a gift from heaven.

The comb stopped.

“You have gone pale,” the maid said.

I lifted my chin. “The bath was warm.”

The older maid near the wardrobe gave a tiny, satisfied hum. “Brides are always pale on their presentation day.”

Brides.

I looked at the white gloves on the table.

Not women. Not daughters. Not people with chapped lips and bad dreams and sore eyes.

Brides.

The door opened without a knock.

Every maid in the room straightened.

Lady Beatrice Wrenley entered in lavender silk, her hair pinned in perfect silver-brown coils beneath a lace cap so fine it looked like frost. She was not beautiful the way Celia was beautiful. Celia shone. Lady Beatrice arranged the room around herself until beauty seemed unnecessary. Her presence was order. A softened command. A fireplace one stepped closer to even after learning the grate was hot.

“My dear Rosalie.” Her smile came first. Then her gaze moved over my reflection, down to my hands, then to the silver tray. “You are awake. Good.”

I rose from the stool, though my hair was half pinned.

She crossed the room and took my face between her gloved fingers. Her touch was dry and light. She tilted me toward the morning.

“Too little sleep,” she said.

“I am sorry.”

“Do not apologize for what cannot be helped.” Her thumb brushed my cheek, right under the eye. “Today is important. Tender nerves are natural.”

Tender nerves.

I held still.

She released me and turned toward the dress. “The gown is suitable. Not dazzling, but suitable. Celia should not outshine you too badly before the vows, though I fear she hardly knows how not to.”

One of the maids smiled.

I did not.

Lady Beatrice saw the silence in the mirror. She always saw things that could be used.

“Now, do not make that face. Your sister is thrilled for you.”

“My sister?”

“Celia, of course.”

The word sister sat on my tongue like medicine I had not swallowed.

Celia had been six when I arrived at Wrenley House. She had cried because the nursery curtains were changed to blue for me. I had given her my ribbon to make her stop. Later, when I cried for my mother at night, she shouted through the wall that I was too loud.

Now she rested her cheek on my shoulder in public and called me dearest Rosie.

“She has been speaking of nothing else,” Lady Beatrice continued. “Your good fortune has lifted the whole house.”

Good fortune.

I thought of Julian’s last visit. His hand had brushed mine in the rose garden, light enough that I could pretend it was an accident. He had said my quietness was a comfort to him. Not beauty. Not wit. Comfort. I had kept that word for three nights, warming it like a coal cupped between both palms.

“You will not disappoint him,” Lady Beatrice said.

My eyes rose to hers in the mirror.

She stood behind me now, one hand resting on the back of the chair. Her smile had not changed.

“Julian has been very patient,” she said. “The Merrow family has accepted certain irregularities with grace. Your health. Your moods. The delay in finalizing the Tear Dower.”

The comb in the maid’s hand paused.

My pulse tapped once, hard.

“The final casket is prepared,” I said.

“For the common allotment.” Lady Beatrice’s fingers drummed once on the chair. “Not for tonight.”

I knew then why the silver dish had been brought before breakfast.

My throat tightened, but my voice obeyed. “Tonight?”

She glanced at the maids.

They moved without being told. The newer one gathered the towels. The older ones lowered their eyes and withdrew. The door closed with a soft click that felt louder than it was.

Lady Beatrice and I remained in the mirror.

My hair hung half finished around my shoulders, pinned on one side, loose on the other. It made me look younger. I disliked that.

“Rosalie,” she said, and the gentleness in her voice made my stomach sink. “You understand what this evening means.”

“Yes.”

“Do you?”

I pressed my hands flat on my lap to keep my fingers still.

“The engagement presentation formally acknowledges the Merrow alliance.”

“And?”

“And the Tear Dower is displayed.”

“And?”

The word was quiet. Patient. Waiting with a hook in it.

I looked at the silver tray. “And the guests will expect a fresh stone.”

“Not expect.” Lady Beatrice sighed as if my answer had tired her. “Hope. Pray, perhaps. You are too quick to make ugly what is beautiful.”

My nails bit into my palms again.

She moved to the window and adjusted one curtain by a finger’s width. “A Tear-Jewel born on the night a bride is celebrated carries a special harmony. The Order has said so for generations. It shows the match is blessed. It shows the bride’s heart is soft toward her new family.”

“My casket is full.”

“The Merrows are not a market stall counting apples.”

“No.”

“Julian is not asking for payment.”

“No.”

“The kingdom is not stealing from you.”

I said nothing.

Lady Beatrice turned.

There it was. The tiny hardening around her mouth. Not anger. Anger would have been easier. This was disappointment, and disappointment had been shaped to fit me since childhood.

“You have been given a rare path,” she said. “A girl without parents, without estate, without a proper place. We did not leave you to some distant cousin who would have sold your gift by the ounce. We raised you as our own.”

My chest felt too narrow.

“I know.”

“Do you?” She came closer. “Celia has shared her home. Malcolm has defended your name. I have guided you when others would have turned away. And now, when your tears may secure an alliance that protects everyone in this house, you look at me as though I have asked you to cut off your hand.”

Her voice did not rise.

It did not need to.

“I did not mean to look so,” I said.

“You rarely mean to hurt us, my dear. That does not always prevent the hurt.”

The room tilted a little.

I focused on the silver etching around the tray. Lilies. Not asters. I had never noticed.

Lady Beatrice touched my shoulder. “Listen to me. Tonight must go well. Not prettily. Not adequately. Well. Lord Merrow has competitors circling the northern trade road. Chancellor Penn himself will attend, and if he sees weakness in the Wrenley contribution, he will remember it. The temple women have asked twice about the purity of your recent stones.”

The temple women.

Mother Anwen’s white sleeves. Her cool fingers lifting my chin when I was eleven. Such a blessed vessel. Such a tender soul.

“I have tried,” I said.

“My dear child, no one says you have not tried.” Lady Beatrice’s hand squeezed once. “But effort does not light the city walls.”

There it was again. The walls. The wards. The lamps. The flying carriages that glided above clean streets while girls like me learned how to cry without making our faces ugly.

“Your mother understood,” Lady Beatrice said.

My hands went still.

She let the name settle between us before she used it fully.

“Evelyn understood duty. She never had to be coaxed like this. When the kingdom needed her, she gave what she could. It was not easy, but she bore it with grace.”

A small sound pressed at the back of my throat.

I swallowed it down.

Lady Beatrice leaned closer until the lavender scent of her sleeves covered the rose oil on my skin. “Do you think she would be proud to see you shrink from what she endured?”

My mother’s painted eyes looked past us from the mantel.

“I do not know,” I said.

A mistake.

Lady Beatrice’s face softened at once, and that was worse.

“Poor girl.” She stroked my hair where it had not yet been pinned. “You were too young. You remember only the warmth of her arms, not the strength of her character. I remember more. I remember how she wished you to be useful, protected, cherished. She knew the world is not gentle with women of your blood unless they accept their sacred place.”

Useful.

Protected.

Cherished.

Three words tied together until I could not tell which one was meant to comfort and which one was meant to bind.

“I will do my best tonight,” I said.

“There.” Lady Beatrice smiled. “That is all anyone asks.”

It was not.

We both knew it was not.

She reached for the gloves and lifted them from the tray. The silk dangled from her fingers, pale and limp.

“You will wear these after supper, before the formal blessing. If you feel overcome, do not fight it. Fighting only makes you ill.” Her gaze held mine. “And Rosalie?”

“Yes?”

“Do not embarrass Julian by making him coax you in front of the guests.”

Heat rose under my skin.

She patted my cheek as if she had not just touched a bruise. “Good girl.”

By the time the maids returned, my hair was dry at the ends and my face had the stillness they liked. The pins went in. The veil was fastened. The dress was drawn over my head and laced until my ribs learned the shape expected of them.

The maid placed the white gloves near my bouquet for later.

I did not look at them again.

Breakfast was served in my sitting room. I ate two bites of toast, a spoonful of stewed pears, and enough tea to satisfy the maid watching from the corner. The tea tasted faintly bitter. I set it down before I could wonder why.

A letter arrived just before noon.

The footman brought it on a little tray, and the maid smiled when she saw the seal.

Blue wax. A silver merrow stamped in the center.

My heart moved before I could stop it.

“From Lord Julian,” the maid said.

I took the letter carefully. “Thank you.”

She lingered. People always lingered when they wanted to witness tenderness. It was another kind of appetite.

I turned the seal toward my palm until she remembered herself and curtsied out.

For a moment I only held it.

Julian’s handwriting was beautiful. It had always seemed unfair that ink could fall so gracefully from the hand of someone who spoke with equal ease to a duke, a stable boy, or a frightened girl standing alone at her first winter ball. The first time he asked me to dance, I had stepped on his foot. He had not laughed. He had said the floor was too polished and led me through the next turn more slowly.

I broke the seal.

My dearest Rosalie,

May this morning find you well and serene. Tonight marks the beginning of a union I have long regarded with gratitude and solemn affection. I know the eyes of Asterwyne may feel heavy upon you, but I hope you will remember that you do not stand alone. Your gentleness has always been your loveliest grace, and I pray you will let it shine as only you can.

Until evening,

Julian

I read it twice.

Then a third time.

My dearest Rosalie.

Solemn affection.

Your gentleness.

No one else had called gentleness a grace. Lady Beatrice called it duty. Mother Anwen called it blessing. Lord Malcolm called it temperament when speaking to men over account books. Celia called it sweetness in public and weakness when she thought I was too far behind her to hear.

Julian called it grace.

I pressed the letter to my lap.

The words should have warmed me more.

They warmed me a little. Enough that I hated myself for measuring it.

It was a proper letter. A kind letter. The sort of letter a man should write to a woman before their engagement presentation. Nothing in it was wrong.

That was why the emptiness hid so well between the lines.

He had written as if arranging flowers. Lovely, balanced, scentless.

I traced the curve of his name at the bottom. He had not mentioned seeing me. Not truly. He had mentioned the eyes of Asterwyne, my gentleness, the evening, the union. I could have been any Tear-Jewel bride with a pale gown and a useful heart.

A knock sounded.

I folded the letter too quickly, then smoothed it because the crease had gone crooked.

“Come in.”

Lord Malcolm entered with a ledger under one arm.

My adoptive father rarely came to my rooms. When he did, the air always became less like air and more like a column of numbers I was failing to stand straight inside.

He was tall, narrow, and dressed for the day already, his dark coat brushed clean, his cuffs plain but expensive. His hair had thinned at the temples. His face had not softened in the years I had known him. It was not cruel. That would have required too much interest.

“Rosalie,” he said.

I rose. “Lord Wrenley.”

He disliked when I called him Father in front of servants, and disliked when I failed to call him Father in front of guests. Alone, his title was safest.

His eyes went to the letter. “Merrow?”

“Yes.”

“Good. His family sent confirmation of the display table arrangement. The casket will be placed beside the betrothal contracts after supper.”

The contracts.

The casket.

The display.

I held Julian’s letter between both hands. “Lady Beatrice told me.”

“She told you part of it, I imagine.” He walked to the writing desk and set down the ledger. It made a heavy sound. “The final inventory requires your mark.”

“My mark?”

“Acknowledgment of transfer upon marriage. Standard.”

I knew the document. I had copied a practice version under Lady Beatrice’s supervision until my signature no longer trembled. It listed stones by size, hue, purity, and origin date. Origin date meant the day I cried. It did not list why.

The small blue-white stone from my fever at thirteen.

The clear oval from the day Celia cut up my mother’s ribbon to trim a doll’s bonnet.

The pale gold pair from my first winter ball.

The deep rose stone from the night Lady Beatrice told me Julian’s family had hesitated because of my uncertain bloodline and that I must be sweeter if I wished to be chosen.

Rows and rows of grief made tidy.

Lord Malcolm opened the ledger. “There is also the question of tonight’s fresh production.”

Production.

My fingers tightened around Julian’s letter.

He dipped a pen into the traveling inkwell he had brought. “The temple assessor will be present. A high-purity stone would resolve certain valuation disputes before they become inconvenient.”

“I cannot promise one.”

He looked up.

Not sharply. Not with Beatrice’s disappointed softness. Just up, as if a column had failed to add correctly.

“No one is asking you to command the weather,” he said. “You have an established pattern.”

My skin chilled.

He turned a page.

An established pattern.

There were patterns, then. Of course there were. Lord Malcolm would have recorded them. He recorded candle purchases, grain shipments, Celia’s dress fittings, donations to the Order of the White Basin, and the quantity of rose oil used in my baths. Why not the colors and weights of my tears?

“Anniversary grief has produced reliable depth,” he said.

I did not understand for half a breath.

Then I did.

My mother.

The room became very quiet.

Lord Malcolm slid a paper toward me. “Your mother’s memorial is recent enough to assist sentiment, but not so recent that it appears crude. Lady Beatrice will manage the tone.”

I stared at him.

He was not trying to wound me. That was the horror of it. He was discussing conditions. Moisture. Pressure. Yield.

“I would rather not speak of my mother tonight,” I said.

“That is not a practical preference.”

My ears rang.

He placed the pen beside the document. “Sign here.”

The whiteness came back at the edge of my sight.

Not now.

Not in front of him.

I set Julian’s letter on the desk before I crushed it and took the pen. My name looked thin beneath my hand.

Rosalie Ashcombe.

Lady Beatrice preferred Wrenley in social settings. Lord Malcolm preferred Ashcombe on documents concerning Tear-Jewels. Bloodlines mattered more when property was involved.

The ink blotched slightly on the final stroke.

Lord Malcolm noticed. “Take care.”

“I am sorry.”

“Yes.” He sanded the signature. “You often are.”

He closed the ledger and lifted it under his arm. At the door, he paused.

“Rosalie.”

I looked at him.

“A stable alliance benefits everyone, including you. Do not mistake discomfort for injury.”

Then he left.

The latch clicked.

For several breaths, I stood beside the desk with the pen still in my hand. A tiny bead of ink clung to the nib, swelling darker and darker until it fell onto the blotting paper.

Not injury.

I sat slowly.

Julian’s letter lay where I had placed it. The blue seal had broken unevenly, the merrow’s tail split in two.

I smoothed the paper again.

My dearest Rosalie.

The words looked no different than before.

By afternoon, Wrenley House had become a body preparing to be admired.

Servants carried garlands through corridors. White ribbon roses climbed banisters and framed doorways. Florists argued in whispers over silver urns. The kitchen heat drifted up through the back stairs, rich with roasted fowl, sugar glaze, and spiced wine. Musicians tuned strings in the great hall, one note after another, each one stopped before it could become a song.

I was not allowed downstairs until called.

A bride should make an entrance, Celia had said last week, spinning in my room with a sugared plum between her fingers. If you wander about too early, people will stop feeling sorry for how delicate you are.

I had not answered.

Now I sat near the window while a maid stitched the last pearl at the edge of my veil. The silver tray remained on the side table. The gloves had been moved beside it. They looked patient.

To keep my mind from them, I watched a flying carriage pass beyond the garden wall. Its lacquered body glided above the street, drawn by two pale horses with enchanted harnesses. Blue-white lamps burned beneath the carriage frame.

Tear-Jewel lamps.

At night they were beautiful. Everyone said so. Asterwyne, the kingdom of flowers and lights. Travelers wrote poems about the capital’s glowing bridges, the lanterns strung above canals, the protective shimmer around the city walls. No one wrote about girls waking with swollen eyes in rooms lined with silk. No one asked whether the lamps burned brighter after betrayal than after sorrow.

The maid bit off the thread. “There. Finished.”

“Thank you.”

She stepped back to admire her work. “You look blessed, my lady.”

Blessed.

I looked at the reflection in the tall mirror.

The gown did what it had been designed to do. It made me softer from a distance. The sleeves veiled my arms in translucent layers. The bodice narrowed my waist and lifted my posture. My hair had been braided, coiled, pinned, and threaded with pearls until it no longer seemed entirely mine. Three small Tear-Jewels sat in the comb above my veil.

They were nearly colorless, polite stones chosen because they did not carry visible scandal.

One had formed when Mother Anwen placed my hands in a basin of cold water and told me to thank heaven for giving me a purpose.

One had formed when Celia refused to speak to me for four days because Julian had complimented my piano playing.

One had formed for no grand reason at all. I had been tired, and Lady Beatrice had told me tiredness was no excuse to make others feel guilty.

Polite stones.

The maid clasped a pearl bracelet around my wrist. “Lord Julian will be very pleased.”

I hoped so.

The thought rose before I could stop it, small and plain and humiliating.

I hoped he would see me and soften. I hoped his letter had been restrained because propriety required it. I hoped that when we stood together beneath the chandeliers, his hand would warm mine. I hoped his gentleness, if I reached for it carefully enough, might become real.

Hope was dangerous in a house like this.

It gave others something to pull.

A flutter of laughter came from the corridor, bright as glass bells.

Celia.

The maid smiled before the door opened, as if even the sound of my sister pleased people.

Celia entered in pale pink with three girls behind her carrying boxes, ribbons, and a cloud of perfume. She was nineteen and looked as though the morning had been made in her colors. Her hair was gold-brown where mine was auburn, her cheeks naturally warm where mine had to be pinched, her eyes wide and wet whenever she needed them to be.

“Rosie,” she breathed.

She stopped in the doorway, one hand pressed to her chest.

Behind her, the girls murmured approval.

I stood.

Celia crossed the room and took both my hands. “Oh, you poor darling. You look as if you might faint.”

The girls made sympathetic sounds.

“I am well,” I said.

“Of course you are. You always say that.” She turned to the others. “Isn’t she brave?”

They smiled at me the way people smiled at sick children and temple statues.

Celia’s thumbs stroked the backs of my hands. “Everyone is so eager to see you. Lord Julian arrived early. He looks terribly handsome. I told him he must not steal a glimpse before the proper moment, but he asked after you so sweetly.”

My heart moved again.

“He did?”

“Mmm.” Celia leaned closer, and her perfume swallowed the room. “He said he hoped you were calm.”

Calm.

Not happy. Not eager.

Still, I took what I could.

“That was kind of him.”

“He is always kind.” Celia’s lashes lowered. “To everyone.”

Something in her voice pressed oddly against the words. I could not catch it before she smiled again.

“You must not mind if he is overwhelmed tonight. Men do become strange when everyone expects them to be tender.”

One of the girls giggled.

I drew my hands back gently.

Celia let me, but her gaze slid to the silver tray.

“Oh,” she said, softer. “Auntie Beatrice chose the lily dish.”

Auntie Beatrice. Never Mother when she was speaking to me. Always Auntie, as though she and Lady Beatrice shared something warmer than what had been given to me.

“It seems so,” I said.

Celia touched the rim with one finger. “I remember when you used this after the spring recital. You cried because you thought Lord Julian preferred my song.”

“I had a headache.”

“Did you?” She laughed lightly. “I forget. You cry so beautifully, it is difficult to remember the reason.”

The girls went quiet.

Celia’s eyes widened at once. “Oh, Rosie, I did not mean—”

“It is all right.”

“No, no, I spoke carelessly.” She clasped my hands again, tighter this time. “See? This is why I am nervous. I say foolish things, and then you look at me as though I have struck you.”

“I do not.”

“You do.” Her lower lip trembled. “You think I never understand. But it has not been easy for me either, you know.”

There it was. The turn. I had watched it often enough to know the shape by the first step.

“Celia,” I said quietly.

“No, let me say it.” Her eyes shone. The girls behind her shifted, trapped between curiosity and discomfort. “Everyone speaks of your blessing. Your sacrifice. Your future. Even tonight, when I am happy for you, everyone will look at me and say, how kind Celia is to support her delicate sister. Do you know what it is like to always be second to someone’s suffering?”

My mouth went dry.

Second.

In my room, beside my silver tray, with my bride’s gloves waiting.

“I have never wished to make you feel second,” I said.

“I know.” She sniffed. A tear gathered but did not fall. Celia’s tears rarely fell unless there was an audience large enough to reward them. “That is the worst part. You never wish anything. You simply sit there, and everyone bends around you.”

A knock came before I had to answer.

Lady Beatrice entered with a jeweler’s case in her hands.

“Celia,” she said at once. “Do not wrinkle your eyes. The powder will streak.”

Celia blinked rapidly and smiled through the moisture. “Yes, Mama.”

Mama.

The word struck where it always did.

Lady Beatrice looked between us. She did not ask what had happened. She rarely needed to. “Girls must not fray each other before a presentation. Celia, stand beside Rosalie. I want to see the contrast.”

The girls brightened again.

Celia moved to my side, instantly obedient, instantly lovely.

Lady Beatrice opened the case.

At first I saw only light.

A necklace lay inside on dark velvet, each stone cut into a falling teardrop and set in delicate silver vines. The gems were not uniform. Tear-Jewels never were unless a jeweler shaved away too much of them. These had been kept nearly whole, polished but not forced. Their color shifted between rose, smoke, and a deep, aching violet at the center.

My breath stopped.

No.

Celia made a delighted sound. “Mama.”

“It suits the gown,” Lady Beatrice said. “And the occasion.”

The center stone had a flaw near its lower edge. Not a crack. A tiny feathering inside the gem, like frost caught under glass.

I knew that flaw.

My hands went cold.

I had been fifteen when it formed.

The house had gone quiet that day because Lady Beatrice believed solemnity honored the dead and also improved the depth of the stones. I had been given my mother’s blue ribbon in the morning. Not to keep. To hold during prayer. Mother Anwen had come after luncheon with her white sleeves and her basin. Lady Beatrice had spoken of my mother’s courage. Celia had complained that the curtains in the prayer room smelled of dust. Lord Malcolm had waited outside with the assessor.

I had tried very hard not to cry.

Then Lady Beatrice told me my mother had smiled on the day she gave her final offering.

The first tear struck the silver plate and hardened before I could breathe.

By evening, they had five stones. One deep violet at the heart, four smaller rose-gray drops around it.

The center stone was in Celia’s necklace.

The room seemed to move away from me.

Celia lifted the necklace with both hands. “Is it not perfect?”

I heard myself answer. “Where did you get that?”

Lady Beatrice’s gaze sharpened.

Celia’s smile faltered, then returned. “From Mama, silly. She had it reset for me.”

“That stone was mine.”

The words came out too bare.

Celia’s fingers tightened around the silver vines. The girls behind her stared.

Lady Beatrice closed the case lid halfway, not enough to hide the necklace. “Do not be vulgar.”

My face heated. “I did not mean—”

“Tear-Jewels given into household keeping belong to the household until properly assigned. You know this.”

“It was from my mother’s memorial.”

“And what better way to honor her than to let her daughter’s blessing adorn the family she entrusted you to?”

Entrusted.

The whiteness crawled into the edges of my vision again.

Celia stepped closer, eyes wide. “Rosie, I would never take something if I thought you still wanted it. Mama said it had been stored away for years.”

Stored away.

In the cedar-lined coffer beneath my winter shawls. Wrapped in linen. Touched only once a year, and only when no one could see.

“I looked for it,” I said.

Lady Beatrice’s expression did not change, but Celia’s did. For one quick moment, her sweetness slipped, and something like annoyance showed beneath it.

Then her eyes filled.

“You never told me,” Celia whispered. “How was I supposed to know? Am I to be cruel now for wearing what Mama gave me? On your special day?”

The girls murmured at once.

“No,” I said, because the answer had been trained into me. “No, I did not mean that.”

Celia’s shoulders softened in relief. She turned, and one of the girls hurried to fasten the necklace around her throat.

The center stone rested just below the hollow of her neck.

My tear.

My mother’s day.

Celia faced the mirror beside me.

The necklace did suit her. That was another small cruelty. The violet warmed against her skin, the rose-gray drops glimmering with every breath. She looked radiant. Not stolen from. Not burdened. Radiant.

Lady Beatrice stood behind us both.

“There,” she said. “Beautiful.”

Celia touched the center stone. “Lord Julian will like it, won’t he?”

I looked at her reflection.

Her eyes met mine in the mirror.

For half a heartbeat, no one else in the room existed.

Then she smiled.

The stone at her throat caught the morning light and flashed the same color as the room where I had cried for my mother until my voice broke.

My fingers found the edge of the chair.

I held on.

Outside my door, the first bell rang for the arrival of guests.
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Chapter2: A Blessed Cage
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The bell kept ringing long after the first guests crossed the threshold.

Not loudly. Wrenley House did not allow anything to sound desperate on a formal evening. The bell was soft, clear, and measured, each note floating up the stairwell as if the house itself were breathing out silver. Below, carriage wheels rolled over gravel. Footmen called names. A burst of laughter rose, was swallowed by music, and returned thinner, polished by distance.

I stood outside the upper gallery with Celia at my side and Lady Beatrice behind us.

The dress did not feel heavy until I had to move in it. Then every layer seemed to remember I had ribs, knees, skin. The veil brushed my shoulders. The small Tear-Jewels in my comb pulled faintly at my hair whenever I turned my head. Celia’s necklace rested against her throat, steady and bright, as if my mother’s memorial grief had always belonged there.

“Do not touch your fingers together,” Lady Beatrice murmured.

I lowered my hands at once.

“Shoulders.”

I straightened.

“Breathe, Rosalie.”

I breathed.

Celia glanced at me and smiled. “You look lovely. Truly.”

Her voice was sweet enough for anyone nearby to hear, though there was no one but us in the corridor. The center stone at her neck caught the lamplight. I tried not to look at it. My eyes found it anyway, over and over, the way a tongue returns to a sore place.

“Thank you,” I said.

She leaned closer. “Do not be nervous. Everyone wants to adore you tonight.”

Everyone wanted many things from me tonight.

Adoration was not the one I feared.

Lady Beatrice placed one gloved hand at the small of my back. “The Merrows have arrived. Lord Julian is below with his mother. He has been very composed.”

Composed.

I wished she had said eager.

A footman came up the stairs, bowed, and lowered his voice. “My lady, the musicians are ready.”

Lady Beatrice’s hand pressed once, almost tenderly. “Smile softly, Rosalie. Not too much. A gentle bride moves hearts better than a painted doll.”

I shaped my mouth into what she wanted.

The footman opened the double doors at the end of the gallery.

Light struck first.

The great hall of Wrenley House had always been too large for a family that spoke so often of restraint. Tonight it seemed larger still, swollen with flowers, music, silk, and the heat of too many bodies pretending not to watch the stairs. White roses climbed the pillars in thick garlands. Golden asters floated in crystal bowls. Ribbons hung from the balcony like falling water. Every polished surface reflected some other shine until the room glittered without rest.

Above it all, the chandeliers burned.

My steps slowed.

Celia’s fingers brushed my sleeve. “Rosie?”

I had seen those chandeliers every winter, every feast day, every time Lady Beatrice wished to remind visitors that Wrenley House was favored. Tonight they held twice the usual number of stones. Tear-Jewels hung among the crystal drops, small and large, clear, gold, rose, violet, smoke-blue. Each one caught flame from the inner lamps and softened it into a glow that made faces look kinder than they were.

The guests admired them.

I could see it from the top of the stairs. Women tilted their heads back and smiled. Men lifted glasses. A young lady touched her own small pendant as though comparing. A priestess from the Order of the White Basin stood beneath the central chandelier with her hands folded, eyes shining in approval.

The light fell over my face.

A clear oval near the west arm of the chandelier had come from the night I broke a teacup at thirteen and Lady Beatrice made me apologize to every servant because carelessness taught the lower household disrespect.

Two pale stones hanging close together had formed after Celia told me Julian had danced with her three times because he pitied me. She had later said she was joking.

A smoky blue one near the central stem had come from a winter fever when I whispered for my mother and woke to Mother Anwen saying heaven had given me a beautiful offering through illness.

They had been polished. Wired. Suspended above laughing mouths.

No one saw the room where they had begun.

“Rosalie.” Lady Beatrice’s whisper sharpened at my ear. “Move.”

I stepped down.

The hall hushed in a wave that moved from the stair foot to the far doors. Heads turned. Fans dipped. Someone sighed with admiration. Celia descended half a pace behind me, close enough to seem devoted, far enough that the necklace at her throat caught its own share of light.

The master of ceremonies lifted his staff.

“Lady Rosalie Ashcombe, ward of the noble House of Wrenley.”

Ward.

Not daughter.

Not tonight, when the blood in my veins mattered more than the roof over my head.

A rustle moved through the guests.

“Miss Celia Wrenley.”

Celia’s fingers touched my elbow just as we reached the last step. To anyone watching, she steadied me. In truth, her nails pressed hard enough to guide me toward the center of the room.

Lady Beatrice swept beside us, smiling.

The first greetings came quickly. A countess with a powdered throat kissed the air near my cheek and told me I looked like a blessing wrapped in moonlight. A baron with a red nose bowed too low and congratulated Wrenley House on such a tender alliance. A young woman I had met twice squeezed my hands and whispered that she hoped to be half as composed when her day came, though she was not blessed with anything so exquisite.

Exquisite.

I kept my smile soft.

“The chandeliers are magnificent,” the countess said to Lady Beatrice, her eyes already lifted again. “I declare I have never seen such warm clarity.”

Lady Beatrice placed one hand over her heart. “You are kind. We wished the evening to honor the gravity of Rosalie’s new life.”

“Of course.” The countess glanced at me. “A bride who gives light before she even reaches her husband’s house. How moving.”

I felt the words touch my skin like cold water.

Celia leaned against my arm. “Rosie has always had the most generous heart.”

The countess’s face melted. “Dear child.”

I wondered which of us she meant.

Another woman came forward, older, sharp-eyed, with a necklace of small green stones that were not tears and therefore did not trouble me. “Is it true, Lady Beatrice, that the bride’s casket includes a violet stone of memorial origin?”

My throat closed.

Lady Beatrice’s smile did not flicker. “Some matters are family-private until the formal display.”

“Ah. Then the rumors are correct.”

Celia’s fingers rose to her necklace. “Violet stones are so rare,” she said, and lowered her lashes.

The woman looked at the necklace.

So did three others.

“So they are,” the sharp-eyed woman said. “My dear Miss Wrenley, what a striking piece.”

Celia gave a tiny laugh. “Mama said I might wear it in honor of my sister.”

In honor.

The center stone burned against her skin.

“Such devotion between sisters,” the countess murmured.

A smile stuck to my face. It felt pasted there.

The musicians began a slower piece, something gentle enough not to disturb conversation. Servants moved between clusters with trays of wine and sugared flower petals. The hall warmed. Perfume thickened. Everywhere I looked, Tear-Jewels flashed from wrists, ears, hairpins, brooches, sword knots, and the pins that fastened men’s formal sashes. Some stones might have come from strangers. Some from women long dead. Some from girls not much younger than me, sitting in prayer rooms, being told they were fortunate.

Asterwyne loved beauty most when it could forget the hand that paid for it.

A lord near the musicians laughed. “The kingdom would be dark indeed without such ladies.”

A woman answered, “And duller. Let us not forget duller.”

They both smiled at me as though I had been included in a compliment.

I inclined my head.

Celia tugged me toward a group near the central pillar. “Come. Lady Marfen wants to see your veil.”

I followed because stopping would be noticed.

Lady Marfen was young, newly married, and heavily pregnant. Tear-Jewels were sewn into her gloves in three neat rows. They were not bright stones. Pale, watery, almost gray. She saw me notice and smiled with a little embarrassment.

“Nothing like yours,” she said. “Mine never form above table grade. My husband says I have too cheerful a nature.”

Her mother-in-law, standing beside her, clicked her tongue. “Cheerful is not a virtue when the eastern ward lamps require replacement.”

Lady Marfen’s smile trembled. “I shall try to be more mindful.”

The older woman turned to me. “You are fortunate, Lady Rosalie. Some girls spend years learning proper tenderness.”

Proper tenderness.

My hands wanted to curl. I kept them loose.

“I have had careful instruction,” I said.

Lady Beatrice, who had come up behind me, touched my shoulder. “Rosalie is modest.”

“Modesty makes the finest vessels,” another voice said.

I turned before I saw her.

Mother Anwen Quill stood in white.

The hall seemed to make space around her without anyone stepping away. Her veil fell from a silver circlet, framing a face so calm it looked washed clean of ordinary thought. She was not old, not young. Her skin had the smoothness of someone who had never hurried and never been denied entrance. Around her neck hung the symbol of the White Basin: a shallow cup carved from moonstone, set with a single clear Tear-Jewel at its center.

Her eyes rested on me.

The old response moved through my body before I could stop it. Spine straight. Chin lowered. Hands folded.

“Mother Anwen,” I said.

“Blessed child.” She took my hands between hers. Her gloves were warm. I disliked that more than coldness. “How radiant you are.”

“Thank you.”

Her thumb pressed lightly against my pulse. “And how tired.”

Lady Beatrice’s hand tightened on my shoulder.

“It is only the excitement,” I said.

“Excitement draws from the heart. The heart must be tended if it is to offer purely.” Mother Anwen smiled. “Have you been sleeping?”

“Yes.”

A lie. Not a large one by the standards of this house, but it sat badly under her gaze.

“She has been watched closely,” Lady Beatrice said. “We are mindful of her strength.”

“I never doubt your diligence.” Mother Anwen did not look away from me. “Still, a sacred vessel often mistakes strain for virtue. Tears given through collapse are unstable. Beautiful, perhaps, but unreliable in ceremonial use.”

Ceremonial use.

I heard Lord Malcolm’s ledger close again in my head.

Celia stepped closer. “Rosie is stronger than she looks.”

Mother Anwen’s gaze shifted to her necklace.

For the first time that evening, Celia seemed uncertain.

“A memorial violet,” Mother Anwen said softly.

Celia lifted her chin. “Mama had it reset for me.”

“Did she?”

The silence was small. It vanished before anyone else seemed to notice.

Lady Beatrice’s smile sharpened. “A family remembrance. Rosalie wished to honor her mother’s place in tonight’s celebration.”

I had wished no such thing.

Mother Anwen’s eyes returned to me. “Your mother understood the sanctity of offering. You carry her grace in your face.”

The hall noise pressed around me, distant and heavy.

“I remember very little of her face,” I said.

The words left before I had dressed them properly.

Lady Beatrice’s nails touched my shoulder through silk.

Mother Anwen’s expression softened. “Then let others remember for you until heaven restores what grief has veiled.”

A beautiful answer.

A useless one.

She released my hands. “I hope to see a clear sign of blessing tonight. Many have prayed for this union.”

Prayed.

Counted. Bargained. Measured.

“Yes, Mother,” I said.

A servant announced another arrival before the priestess could say more.

The room’s attention shifted toward the great doors.

“High Chancellor Osric Penn.”

A murmur passed through the hall, different from the earlier admiration. This one carried calculation. People stood straighter. Men adjusted cuffs. Women lowered voices without seeming to. Even Lady Beatrice’s posture changed, almost imperceptibly, as if a thread had been pulled through her spine.

Osric Penn entered in deep blue court dress with a silver chain across his chest. He was broad-shouldered, gray at the temples, and carried the polished heaviness of a man used to making other people wait. His gaze traveled over the hall quickly. It paused on the chandeliers. On me. On Celia’s necklace.

Then he smiled.

Lord Malcolm moved from somewhere near the display tables to greet him. Lady Beatrice drew me forward.

“My lord Chancellor,” she said. “Wrenley House is honored.”

“Lady Wrenley.” His voice was rich, calm, and public. “The kingdom is honored by every family that continues to serve with grace.”

Serve.

He turned to me.

I curtsied.

He let the moment stretch just long enough that people nearby noticed.

“Lady Rosalie Ashcombe,” he said. “Asterwyne has heard much of you.”

I kept my gaze lowered. “My lord.”

“A night such as this reminds us that beauty and duty need not stand apart.” He glanced up at the chandelier. “There are those who speak of sacrifice as if it were a cruelty. I have always found that a narrow view. What is a kingdom, if not thousands of lives held together by the few who are gifted enough to give more?”

The men around him nodded. A woman murmured agreement.

Osric’s eyes remained on my face.

“One sheltered daughter’s tears may strengthen walls that protect ten thousand children,” he said. “A blessed exchange, surely.”

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

A blessed exchange.

I thought of Lady Marfen’s gray stones. I thought of the girls who might be singing in the White Basin halls. I thought of my mother’s portrait with no Tear-Jewels touching her skin.

Lady Beatrice’s fingers brushed my elbow. Warning.

“Yes, my lord,” I said.

Osric smiled as if I had pleased him. “A gentle answer.”

Celia beamed beside me. “Rosie is always gentle.”

“Then Lord Merrow is fortunate.” Osric looked toward the far side of the hall. “Ah. And there he stands.”

I turned before I could teach myself not to.

Julian Merrow stood near the eastern archway with a glass of pale wine untouched in his hand.

He wore dark green with silver at the cuffs, the Merrow colors softened for a betrothal evening. His hair, a warm brown that always looked slightly wind-touched no matter how carefully dressed, framed a face made for trust. That was the trouble with Julian. He looked as if he listened before speaking. As if he would notice when a girl went quiet. As if kindness rested naturally in him rather than being summoned for display.

His eyes met mine.

He smiled.

My breath caught despite everything.

The hall blurred at its edges, not white this time, just crowded and too bright. Julian set down his glass and came toward me. People shifted aside for him with the indulgent smiles of those pleased to witness romance arranged properly.

Celia’s hand slipped from my arm.

Lady Beatrice stepped back.

For the first time since leaving my room, space opened around me.

Julian bowed. “Lady Rosalie.”

My name in his voice had always sounded less like an account entry.

“Lord Julian,” I said.

He straightened and looked at me for a quiet moment. “You are very fair tonight.”

Fair.

Not beautiful. Fair, as in pale, suitable, softly lit.

I let it be enough.

“Thank you. Your letter was kind.”

“I meant every word.” He offered his hand. “May I?”

There was no music for dancing yet, not formally, but his hand was not for a dance. It was for display. A brief walk beneath the chandeliers, the bride and groom-to-be seen together before supper.

I placed my fingers over his.

His hand was warm.

Something in my chest loosened so quickly it almost hurt.

He led me away from the watching cluster. Not far. Never far enough that anyone would lose sight of us. But far enough that Lady Beatrice’s perfume no longer sat at my shoulder and Celia’s necklace no longer flashed beside my cheek.

“I worried the day might be difficult,” Julian said.

“It has been busy.”

“That is not what I meant.”

I looked at him.

His mouth curved, faint and gentle. “You do that, you know. Turn pain into manners.”

The words struck too close.

I almost laughed. I almost cried. Both would have been dangerous.

“I do not mean to.”

“I know.” His thumb moved once over my knuckles. “You need not perform with me.”

The central chandelier glowed above us.

Need not perform.

I wanted to believe him so badly that for a few steps I did. I let the hall soften. I let the music cover the conversations about purity and duty. I let myself notice how carefully Julian shortened his stride to match mine, how his sleeve brushed mine without trapping me, how he did not ask about the casket, the display, the stone expected after supper.

“You look tired,” he said.

The warmth in me trembled.

“So everyone tells me.”

“I did not mean it as they do.” He lowered his voice. “I wish I could remove you from all this noise.”

My fingers tightened on his.

He noticed. His smile gentled.

“Perhaps after tonight, things will be quieter,” he said. “Merrow House is not so crowded.”

After tonight.

After the contracts.

After the casket transferred.

After my tears belonged to his name.

I should have felt afraid. Part of me did. But another part, the smaller and more foolish part, imagined quiet rooms where no one measured me before breakfast. Julian had always seemed less sharp than the Wrenleys. Less hungry. Maybe marriage could be another kind of room. Not freedom. I did not know how to imagine that. But perhaps a room with a window left unlatched.

“I hope so,” I said.

He looked down.

For one soft moment, I thought he was looking at our joined hands.

Then his gaze slid lower, to my wrist.

No. Not my wrist.

The small Tear-Jewel drops at my ear caught the light whenever I moved. Lady Beatrice had chosen them at the last moment, saying my face needed balance. They were pale gold, almost warm. One had formed after Julian first asked for our engagement to be considered. I had cried in relief that night, alone, quietly, into a handkerchief because Lady Beatrice had said a girl with no dowry but tears must be grateful when a great house offered dignity.

Julian’s eyes rested on the earrings.

He smiled.

Not the smile he had given me at the foot of the stairs.

This one was smaller. Quicker. Almost private, but not with me.

“The color is unusual,” he said.

My skin cooled.

“The earrings?”

“Yes. Very fine clarity.”

He lifted his free hand as if to touch one, then stopped before his fingers reached my veil. “Forgive me. I have been hearing about stones all week. My father speaks of little else.”

“Of course.”

His eyes flicked back to my face. “I did not mean—”

“No. It is natural.”

I hated myself for comforting him.

Julian’s brows drew together. “Rosalie.”

The way he said it made the ache return. He sounded regretful. Perhaps he was. Perhaps he had noticed the wrong thing by accident because men of his house were trained to see value and he had not yet learned which values bruised.

“I am glad you like them,” I said.

His expression eased.

Too quickly.

“Anything you wear well becomes more than ornament.” He turned us toward the west side of the hall. “Have you seen the display? Lady Beatrice outdid herself.”

The display.

I had not seen it closely. I had known it was there by instinct, the way one knows a basin is waiting in the Weeping Room even before the door opens.

Julian guided me toward a long table beneath a garlanded arch. White silk covered it. Silver stands held the betrothal contracts, the ceremonial ribbons, two candles, and a carved casket with the Ashcombe crest worked in old enamel. My crest. Not Wrenley. Not Merrow. A little ash tree under a crescent moon, half worn from age.

The casket was open.

Tear-Jewels lay inside in nested trays.

My steps stopped.

Julian’s hand tightened, not cruelly, but to keep me moving. “Only a moment. People expect us to stand near it.”

People stood nearby already. Admiring. Whispering. Counting with their eyes.

The stones were arranged from palest to deepest, each labeled with tiny slips of ivory. Not with reasons. Never reasons. Dates, weights, purity marks, temple confirmations.

There were more than I remembered.

That should not have surprised me.

Still, it did.

A cluster of rose stones near the front shimmered under the hall lights. The violet space in the tray was empty because Celia wore that grief at her throat. A deep blue stone sat alone in a little silver cradle. I had not known it remained. It came from the night Lady Beatrice told me the Ashcombe estate had finally been settled and there was nothing of my mother’s left to contest.

I stared at it too long.

Julian leaned close. “You need not look.”

Then why bring me here?

I did not ask.

Lady Beatrice joined us, along with Lord Malcolm and Julian’s mother, Marchioness Merrow. The marchioness was elegant in sea-gray silk and wore no visible Tear-Jewels, which somehow made me more aware of all the others in the room.

“My son,” she said, “you have stolen your bride from half the guests.”

Julian released my hand only to place it properly on his arm. “I hoped to give her a breath.”

“How thoughtful.” The marchioness’s eyes moved over me, not unkindly, not warmly. “Lady Rosalie, you look delicate.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

“A delicate woman often governs a house more completely than a loud one. Men underestimate softness until they depend on it.”

“I will try to be worthy of Lord Julian’s house.”

Lady Beatrice’s smile approved.

Marchioness Merrow’s gaze slid to the open casket. “I have no doubt.”

Lord Malcolm began discussing the display with Julian’s father, who had appeared so quietly I had not noticed him until his voice joined theirs. They spoke of certification. Transfer timing. Temple seals. Whether stones of memorial origin carried any restrictions if mounted before the wedding.

I stood between Julian and his mother while my life was divided into categories six inches away.

Celia drifted toward us through the crowd, glowing in her pink gown. Several young men watched her. She pretended not to notice. The Tear-Jewel necklace rose and fell with her breath.

“Rosie,” she said brightly, “everyone says your display is the most moving they have ever seen.”

Julian looked at her.

It was only a glance.

No. It was longer than that.

His face changed when he looked at Celia. Not dramatically. Nothing anyone could point to and accuse. His eyes warmed before his mouth did, as if his smile began somewhere he did not guard. I had seen him smile in ballrooms, gardens, drawing rooms, beside my sickbed when Lady Beatrice insisted he visit. I knew his gentle smile. His polite smile. His careful smile.

This one looked easy.

Celia touched the necklace. “Lord Julian, do you approve? Mama says it honors the evening.”

“It suits you very well,” Julian said.

Very well.

His voice had softened.

A little sound moved inside me, too small to reach my throat.

Celia blushed. “You are kind.”

“I am honest.”

Their eyes held.

The hall did not stop. People laughed. Glasses chimed. A servant passed with a tray of wine. Lady Beatrice spoke to Marchioness Merrow about supper. Lord Malcolm turned a page of the inventory. The chandeliers burned with steady light.

I stood close enough to Julian that his sleeve touched mine, and he had never looked at me quite that way.

Celia looked away first, with a tiny pleased breath. “Rosie will scold me if I take too much attention.”

“I would not,” I said.

She turned to me. “No? You are so good.”

There it was again. Good. Gentle. Soft. Useful.

Julian’s hand returned to mine. “You are quiet.”

“I am listening.”

“To dull contract talk?”

“To everything.”

He laughed softly. “That sounds exhausting.”

It was.

Mother Anwen approached the display with two priestesses behind her. Conversations thinned around the table.

“The Order offers its blessing upon this union,” she said. Her voice carried without effort. “Where tenderness is given freely, the kingdom receives light.”

Freely.

My fingers twitched against Julian’s.

He looked at me. This time, truly at me, perhaps because he felt the movement. “Are you unwell?”

Mother Anwen heard.

Her gaze sharpened with interest. Not concern. Interest.

“I am only warm,” I said.

The hall was warm. That helped the lie.

Lady Beatrice touched my back. “Perhaps a little wine.”

“No,” Mother Anwen said gently. “Not before the blessing. Clear humors serve best.”

Serve best.

Osric Penn came to stand beside her, turning the gathering into something almost formal. Guests nearby drew closer, hungry for the shape of importance. He lifted a glass but did not drink.

“Asterwyne is built upon many noble labors,” he said. “The farmer in the field, the soldier at the wall, the scholar at his books, the priestess at her basin.” His gaze moved to me. “And the blessed bride whose heart becomes light for all.”

Someone murmured, “Beautifully said.”

My hand felt numb on Julian’s sleeve.

Osric continued, “We speak often of rights in these unsettled years. But duty is the older word. Sweeter, when embraced. Stronger, when honored.”

Mother Anwen inclined her head. “Duty chosen in purity becomes joy.”

Celia sighed. “How lovely.”

I looked at her necklace.

The violet center stone flashed.

Chosen.

Julian’s hand covered mine, perhaps to steady me, perhaps because people were watching. “Rosalie,” he said under his breath, “breathe.”

I obeyed, because my body understood instruction better than kindness.

Osric turned to Lord Malcolm. “I understand the fresh offering will be made before the final betrothal toast?”

Lord Malcolm bowed slightly. “If the evening’s grace allows.”

Lady Beatrice smiled. “We do not command heaven.”

Mother Anwen’s eyes rested on me. “No. We prepare the vessel.”

The words landed in the open and stayed there.

No one flinched.

Not one person looked ashamed.

A laugh broke from the edge of the crowd where a young lord had spilled wine on his cuff. The music shifted into something brighter. The spell of solemnity dissolved, and people moved again, taking little pieces of what had been said with them as if they had tasted a sweet.

I wanted air.

Not the perfumed warmth of the hall. Air with night in it. Air that had not passed over silver trays and open caskets.

Julian bent closer. “You have gone pale.”

“You said that earlier.”

“Because it remains true.”

That almost made me smile. It did not last.

He looked toward the terrace doors. “After supper, perhaps I can steal you outside for a moment.”

My heart gave a foolish leap.

“Can you?”

“I can attempt bravery under Lady Beatrice’s eye.”

The corner of his mouth curved.

There. That was the Julian I kept in the safest part of myself. The one who spoke softly enough that I could pretend the softness belonged to me alone.

“Would you?” I asked.

His gaze dipped again.

Not to my earrings this time.

To the casket.

Only for an instant.

“Yes,” he said. “If you wish it.”

The instant remained longer than the answer.

Supper was announced before I could separate one feeling from another.

We entered the dining room in pairs, Julian at my side, Celia behind us with a young viscount whose name I forgot as soon as I heard it. The table glittered with crystal, white flowers, and small lamps shaded in rose silk. No Tear-Jewels on the table. Lady Beatrice had said it would be vulgar to dine directly beside them. Their light was better overhead or at a distance, where grief became atmosphere.

The food was rich and difficult to swallow.

People spoke across me, around me, and occasionally to me. They asked whether I preferred the south wing at Merrow House or the river rooms. Whether I played harp as well as pianoforte. Whether I had chosen a wedding scent. Whether I was frightened. That last question came from Lady Marfen, her gray-stoned gloves folded over her belly.

“A little,” I admitted, before I could choose the better answer.

Her eyes softened.

Her mother-in-law said, “A little fear keeps a bride humble.”

Lady Marfen looked down at her plate.

Julian, seated on my left, said lightly, “Then I shall endeavor not to terrify my bride further.”

Laughter passed around our end of the table.

My chest warmed again, unwillingly.

Lady Beatrice watched from across the table with approval. Julian had rescued the moment without embarrassing anyone. That was what gentlemen did. They turned pain into an amusing cup and passed it politely around.

Celia leaned forward from farther down. “Lord Julian is too gentle to terrify anyone.”

He smiled toward her.

My knife touched the edge of my plate too hard.

The sound was small, but I heard it.

Julian turned back to me. “Rosalie?”

“I am sorry. My hand slipped.”

“Do not apologize for silverware.”

It was such a simple thing to say.

I wished he had not looked at her first.

The courses passed. Soup, fish, glazed quail, pear ice, little cakes shaped like asters. Wine I barely touched. Water that tasted faintly of lemon. All the while the hall beyond the open doors glowed with my tears. I could see one chandelier from my seat, blurred by distance and candle smoke. Its light looked almost gentle from here.

After supper, the guests returned to the great hall for the blessing.

My stomach tightened before I stood.

Lady Beatrice came to my side at once. She held the white gloves.

“Now,” she said.

I looked at them.

Julian was speaking to his father near the doors. Celia laughed with two ladies, one hand at her necklace. Osric stood beside Lord Malcolm, head bent over some political matter. Mother Anwen waited near the central pillar with a silver basin carried by one of her priestesses.

Not the weeping dish from my room.

A temple basin.

My hands went cold.

Lady Beatrice’s smile stayed fixed for everyone else. “Do not make me dress you like a child.”

I lifted my hands.

She slid the gloves over my fingers, one by one. The silk clung to my skin. The channels along the palms were nearly invisible, but I felt their seams. They ran like little veins toward my wrists.

“Too tight?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good. Tightness steadies the hand.”

She tied the pearl loops.

Celia approached, eyes bright. “Oh, Rosie. You look like a saint in a painting.”

I wanted to pull the gloves off with my teeth.

Instead I said, “Do I?”

“Yes.” She glanced toward Julian. “A very forgiving one.”

The words slipped under the silk and
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