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        I don’t care that I’m almost twice her age.

      

        

      
        LUKE

      

        

      
        One glance at Nora’s image, captured so perfectly on the small canvas, causes a surreal pang of warmth in my chest. Her expressive light blue eyes enchant the darkest parts of me.

      

        

      
        As the months pass, that pang of warmth smolders to an all-consuming need to possess the girl in the painting. To claim her. To make her beg. To own her.

      

        

      
        Soon those expressive blue eyes will look to me for guidance. Soon Nora will belong to me. I have so much to teach her…

      

        

      
        NORA

      

        

      
        I’ve made a terrible mistake, and now I’m headed to an auction block in a brutal mountain town. I should’ve been a good girl and married the man of Papa’s choosing, and now I’m going to pay for my sins.

      

        

      
        Before I’m sold to the highest bidder, however, a handsome stranger rides out of nowhere and buys me from the slavers. I’m shocked to discover my new master is Luke Holsten—the very man to whom I was betrothed.

      

        

      
        There’s no escaping the arranged marriage now, and my new husband is quick to make me understand that he expects not only obedience, but my absolute surrender...
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        2689, the region formerly known as the United States of America.

        600 years after the lights went out.

      

      

      

      LUKE

      

      Two more weeks. My pulse quickens at the thought. Only two more weeks until Nora becomes my wife. Though I’ve never met the young woman in person, I suspect we’ll make a good match. Her stepfather promises she’s a biddable and sweet young woman. But that’s not why I want her.

      On the darkest day of my life, I glimpsed a painting of Nora and felt a surreal pang of warmth in my chest. It was a lovely painting of an even lovelier girl, captured so perfectly on the small canvas. Her expressive light blue eyes called to my soul. As the months passed, that pang of warmth smoldered to an all-consuming need to possess the girl in the painting.

      To claim her.

      To make her beg.

      To own her.

      It wasn’t difficult to get Nora’s stepfather to accept my offer of marriage. I have more money than any man in Marystown. The world is cruel and unpredictable at times. All good fathers want to see their daughters provided for, and I’ll make no apologies for using my wealth to secure the bride of my choosing.

      I don’t care that I’m almost twice her age. Her painting has haunted me for too many sleepless nights, and while I’m set in my ways and probably not the easiest man to live with, I’ll treat the girl with kindness. She’ll not want for anything, and neither will any of our children.

      Of course, she must abide by my rules and learn to accept a structured life. If she rebels or disobeys, I am fully prepared to mete out any necessary discipline.

      If I’m being honest with myself, I hope to discover she isn’t quite as biddable as her stepfather has promised.

      I hope to discover little Nora needs a firm hand on occasion. My pulse quickens further at the prospect of taming her.

      Soon. In two weeks, she’ll be under my authority as much as she’s under my protection.

      She will probably blush and stammer on our wedding night. Those expressive blue eyes will look to me for guidance, and I can’t fucking wait.

      She will be mine. My little Nora.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      NORA

      

      The early February wind sweeps through the street, tousling my hair and making my hands shake inside my cloak. Clouds obscure the sun and leave the sky a dull gray. Snow crunches under my boots as I climb the library steps. I hate this time of year, when winter feels like it will last until kingdom come, but my spirits rise at the prospect of immersing myself in the company of old books.

      Craving the silence of the library today more than ever, I hurry inside the warmth of the old building and make my way to the encyclopedia aisle. I inhale a deep breath, filling my lungs with the familiar and comforting scent of centuries past.

      In addition to much needed solitude, today I wish to learn more about Valentine’s Day, an ancient holiday no longer celebrated. I’ve heard it was once a day for sweethearts, for people to shower their lovers with cards, gifts, and over-the-top gooey affection.

      In a village as bleak and cut off from the world as Gerrardsville, I appreciate the pains the librarian has gone to collecting her vast array of books. She even has a few magazines preserved in clear coverings, and between those magazines and the encyclopedias, I learn enough about the holiday in question.

      Curled up in a chair near the woodstove, I spend the afternoon reading about the story of St. Valentine and how the holiday changed over the centuries until it reached a point of nauseating commercialization, like many holidays in the land formerly known as the United States of America. A faded magazine I discover on a top shelf calls February the “month of romance” and lists fifteen ways to make Valentine’s Day special for your sweetheart.

      No one else enters the library while I complete my research, and the librarian remains at her desk in the corner of the room, intermittently sleeping and reading. She rarely speaks or makes eye contact with anyone, but she spends her days at the desk as if watching over relics of the past is her sacred duty.

      I envy her, the old librarian, Stella. A widow with two sons to look after her, she doesn’t need to worry about her future. Not like me.

      In five days, I am to marry a stranger. A man from Marystown, some twenty miles away, will arrive to claim me on Tuesday. Dread fills my heart, but I don’t know what to do. My stepfather has arranged the match, and my mother never questions his decisions. The stranger apparently has money, a lot of it.

      It angers me that my stepfather won’t allow me to marry a man who works at the distillery, where he’s been gainfully employed for over twenty years. He’s saved a dowry for me, modest but adequate to bring to a marriage.

      There are several unmarried men at the distillery I think would make a good match, but my stepfather will hear none of it. During his trips to deliver whiskey to Marystown, he became acquainted with a wealthy man in need of a wife, thus sealing my fate.

      Five days. I feel like the walls of the library will close in on me at any moment. My breaths become labored, and I move away from the woodstove for fear of overheating and passing out. I return my encyclopedias and magazines to their proper places then walk out into the frigid late afternoon air.

      With a heavy heart, I trudge home and go through the motions of the night. I help my mother and stepsisters prepare dinner, sing while my mother plays piano, and sweep the floors. When all but Ella, the older of my stepsisters, has gone to bed, she and I sit up and work on our various crochet projects.

      While she fashions a mitten and hat set, I busily add the finishing touches to a delicate white shawl I plan to wear on my wedding day. Though I harbor no excitement for my impending nuptials, I still have no wish to wear my ugly brown cloak over my wedding gown on the walk to church. Maybe that means I care a little. Or at least enough to want my new husband to think I look pretty.

      “Do you suppose he’s handsome?” Ella asks. “Luke Holsten?”

      “Handsome doesn’t matter much,” I reply, not wishing to talk about my marriage. But Ella is nothing if not persistent.

      “But you’re beautiful, Nora! Gosh, I wish I had your long, wavy auburn hair. You’re going to look like a princess on your wedding day. You deserve to marry the nicest, handsomest man around. I hope Papa knows that.”

      “Papa seems to care more about how much money this man has.” Money. It all comes down to wealth for my stepfather. He grew up dirt poor on the roughest street in Gerrardsville, and I know he wants to make sure his daughters never want for anything. Even though I despair over his decision, I appreciate that he thinks of me as his own daughter. He’s always treated me the same as Ella and Heather. My eyes burn.

      “What’s wrong? Oh, please don’t cry!” Ella sets her half-completed hat in her lap and frowns at me.

      I sniffle and blink hard to dispel my tears. “I don’t want to marry a man I’ve never met, and I certainly don’t want to leave Gerrardsville.”

      “Marystown is much nicer. I heard over half the houses there have running water. Running water, Nora! Can you believe it?”

      I smile despite myself. Ella is a sweet soul who always sees the best in any situation. Not for the first time, I wish I could be more like my stepsister.

      “You’ll see Papa every time he travels to Marystown. Every other month.” She grins and leans forward with a conspiratorial gleam in her eyes. “I plan to sneak aboard his wagon the next time he travels there so I can visit you. But shhhh! Don’t utter a word about it to anyone. I know he’ll thrash me something good for it, but I want to visit you as soon as possible to make sure you’re all right.”

      I laugh. “I look forward to your illicit visit.”

      “As do I.” Ella appears pensive for a short while before adding, “You know, your cousin has that compound outside the village. I’ll bet if you visited him for a few days and happened to miss your own wedding, Papa would be forced to take your desires into consideration. Harry from the distillery has had his eye on you. The lad might not be the wealthy owner of an ammunition factory, but he owns land and seems to do well enough.”

      My mouth drops open, and Ella winks at me as she sits back in her chair.

      After I finish my shawl, I bid goodnight to her and retire to my room, where my thoughts spin in endless circles. Dread twists knot after knot in my stomach.

      The possibility of running away keeps flitting through my mind.

      At first, I curse Ella and dismiss the idea with a shake of my head. But, after a few minutes of increasing trepidation, it becomes a prominent thought that makes better sense the more I entertain the idea.

      I imagine a happy life in Gerrardsville with Harry as my husband. I could
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