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      The sound of crystal shattering against the drawing room wall punctuated Cordelia Fairfax's final word on the matter.

      "No."

      Her brother Edmund stood frozen by the fireplace, his face cycling through disbelief, anger, and something that looked dangerously like panic. The remains of his brandy snifter sparkled across the Persian carpet like fallen stars.

      "Cordelia." His voice was carefully controlled, the tone he'd used when she was ten and had refused to apologize to the vicar's wife for climbing trees in her Sunday dress. "Perhaps you didn't understand what I said. Lord Blackwood has offered for you."

      "I understood perfectly." Cordelia smoothed her skirts with deliberate calm, though her hands trembled slightly. "And I said no."

      "Lord Blackwood," Edmund repeated, as if speaking to someone simple-minded. "Earl of Westshire. Thirty thousand a year. Unmarried. In possession of all his teeth and most of his hair."

      "How romantic."

      "Cordelia!" Edmund's control finally snapped. "You are eight and twenty years old. Eight and twenty! Do you understand what that means?"

      She did. It meant she was firmly on the shelf, past her last prayer of a decent match. It meant the marriage mart had officially closed its doors to Miss Cordelia Fairfax. It meant she should be grateful—pathetically, desperately grateful—that any man with a title and fortune would still consider her.

      "It means," she said quietly, "that I am free to choose my own path."

      Edmund laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Free? You think spinsterhood is freedom? You think living on my charity for the rest of your natural life is freedom?"

      The words hit like physical blows. Because they were true, every one of them. Without a husband, she would always be dependent on Edmund's generosity, a burden to be tolerated rather than a woman to be cherished.

      "Perhaps," she said, lifting her chin with what remained of her dignity, "I prefer charity to whatever Lord Blackwood has in mind for a wife."

      "And what, exactly, do you imagine he has in mind?" Edmund's voice was dangerous now. "Marriage, Cordelia. A home of your own. Children. Security. What more could you possibly want?"

      Love, she thought but didn't say. Respect. Kindness. A man who doesn't look at me like I'm a broodmare past her prime.

      "I want..." She struggled for words that wouldn't sound childish and naive. "I want to understand what I'm choosing before I choose it."

      Edmund stared at her. "Understand what?"

      Heat flooded her cheeks, but she pressed on. "Marriage. What it... entails. What happens between a husband and wife."

      The silence stretched between them, thick with embarrassment. Edmund's face had gone an alarming shade of red.

      "Good God, Cordelia. That's not... we don't discuss such..." He ran a hand through his dark hair, making it stand on end. "Mother should have explained⁠—"

      "Mother did explain." The words came out sharper than she'd intended. "She was quite thorough in her warnings about the unpleasant realities of marriage."

      Edmund looked as if she'd slapped him. "Unpleasant realities?"

      "The duties required of a wife." Cordelia's voice was bitter. "Mother felt I should be prepared for what marriage would demand of me."

      "Jesus Christ." Edmund sank into his chair, suddenly looking older than his thirty-two years. "No wonder you've turned down every decent offer."

      "Not every offer was decent," Cordelia pointed out. "Lord Hartwell was sixty-five and smelled of fish. Sir Reginald had three missing teeth and wandering hands. And Mr. Thornsby actually fell asleep during his proposal."

      "But Blackwood⁠—"

      "Lord Blackwood," Cordelia interrupted, "is a perfectly respectable gentleman who deserves a wife who can enter marriage without feeling like she's walking to the gallows."

      She stood, smoothing her day dress of sensible brown wool. It was the color of mud and equally flattering, but it suited her mood. Everything about her life felt mud-colored lately.

      "Where are you going?" Edmund called after her.

      "To apologize to Mrs. Hartwell for the brandy stain on her carpet," Cordelia said. "And then to my room, where I shall contemplate my tragic spinsterhood in peace."

      She made it to the door before Edmund's voice stopped her.

      "Cordelia." His tone was gentler now, worried. "What did you mean about wanting to understand?"

      She turned back to face him, her brother who had been her protector and provider since their parents' death five years ago. Dear, well-meaning Edmund, who genuinely thought he was saving her from a life of poverty and dependence.

      "I mean," she said carefully, "that if marriage truly is as awful as Mother described, then perhaps spinsterhood is the wiser choice. But if there's more to it—if there's something I don't understand about what passes between a man and woman—then perhaps I'm making my decision based on ignorance rather than wisdom."

      Edmund's face went through several complicated expressions. "That's not... you can't just... there are things proper ladies don't discuss."

      "And there," Cordelia said with a sad smile, "lies the problem. How can I choose a path when I don't even know what the alternative looks like?"

      She left him sitting in his chair, staring at the crystal shards that caught the afternoon light like tears.

      
      An hour later, Cordelia sat in the small parlor that overlooked the garden, a book unopened in her lap. She'd tried to read—a perfectly proper novel about virtuous heroines and noble heroes—but the words swam before her eyes.

      Eight and twenty. The number echoed in her mind like a death knell. In Society's eyes, she was already dead—a dried-up spinster whose bloom had faded years ago.

      Perhaps Edmund was right. Perhaps she was being foolish, romantic, impossibly naive to think marriage could be anything more than the grim duty her mother had described. Perhaps she should accept Lord Blackwood's offer and resign herself to a life of quiet endurance.

      The sound of masculine voices in the hallway made her look up. Edmund was speaking to someone—a visitor, by the tone of their conversation. A moment later, the parlor door opened.

      "Cordelia." Edmund's voice was carefully neutral. "Sebastian is here."

      Sebastian Thorne stepped into the room behind her brother, and Cordelia's breath caught in her throat as it always did when she saw him unexpectedly. He was tall and lean, with dark hair that always looked slightly disheveled despite his obvious attention to fashion. His coat was perfectly tailored, his cravat arranged with mathematical precision, but there was something untamed about him that no amount of proper dress could disguise.

      He'd been Edmund's closest friend since their school days, a frequent visitor to their home, and the man who had unknowingly ruined Cordelia for all others simply by existing.

      "Miss Fairfax." He bowed with elegant grace, but his dark eyes held a warmth that made her pulse quicken. "Edmund tells me congratulations are in order."

      Cordelia shot her brother a sharp look. "Edmund spoke prematurely."

      "Ah." Sebastian's mouth curved in the slight smile that had been haunting her dreams for years. "The lady has other plans?"

      "The lady," Edmund said grimly, "has taken leave of her senses."

      "I see." Sebastian settled into the chair across from her with that fluid grace that made everything he did look effortless. "And what form does this temporary insanity take?"

      Despite everything, Cordelia felt her lips twitch. Sebastian had always been able to make her laugh, even when she wanted to throttle him for his presumption.

      "Apparently," she said, "refusing to marry a man I've met exactly twice constitutes madness."

      "How unreasonable of you." Sebastian's tone was perfectly grave. "Surely two meetings are sufficient to determine whether you wish to spend the rest of your life in someone's company."

      Edmund made a strangled sound. "Sebastian⁠—"

      "I quite agree," Cordelia said, warming to the subject. "After all, what more could a lady need to know? I'm aware that Lord Blackwood has excellent teeth, adequate hair, and a fondness for hunting. Clearly, this is the foundation for a lifetime of marital bliss."

      "Don't forget the thirty thousand a year," Sebastian added helpfully.

      "Ah, yes. How could I overlook such a romantic detail?"

      "That's quite enough," Edmund snapped. "Sebastian, perhaps you could speak some sense into her while I'm occupied? You might have better luck convincing her to be reasonable."

      Sebastian inclined his head gravely. "I'll do my best to help her see the wisdom of your position."

      "Excellent." Edmund looked relieved to escape the uncomfortable conversation. "I'll be in my study for the next hour at least. These damned estate matters won't resolve themselves."

      He left the parlor with obvious relief, closing the door behind him and leaving them completely alone.

      However," Sebastian continued, and her heart sank, "I do think her concerns deserve to be addressed."

      "What concerns?" Edmund demanded.

      Sebastian's gaze met Cordelia's, and she saw something calculating there that made her cheeks burn. "A lady of Miss Fairfax's intelligence doesn't refuse multiple suitable offers without reason. Perhaps if we understood her objections, we might address them properly."

      "Objections?" Edmund looked back and forth between them. "What sort of objections?"

      "The sort," Sebastian said quietly, "that might stem from... incomplete understanding of what marriage entails."

      Cordelia remained standing, her hands clenched at her sides. "I don't know what you think you're doing⁠—"

      "Sit down, Cordelia."

      The command in his voice made her sink back into her chair before she could think to refuse. He'd never spoken to her like that before—with such quiet authority that brooked no argument.

      "Now," Sebastian said, leaning forward in his chair, "tell me why you've refused every decent offer that's come your way. And don't tell me they were all unsuitable—I know at least half of them personally."

      Cordelia's cheeks burned. "That's hardly your concern."

      "Humor me." His dark eyes studied her intently. "You're intelligent, well-bred, reasonably attractive⁠—"

      "How flattering."

      "—and yet you've turned down proposal after proposal. There must be a reason."

      She stared at her hands, twisted in her lap. The silence stretched between them until she couldn't bear it any longer.

      "My mother," she said quietly, "explained what marriage entails. What... what happens between a husband and wife."

      Sebastian's expression grew serious. "And what did she tell you?"

      Heat flooded Cordelia's face, but something in his tone made her continue. "She said it was... painful. Degrading. Something a lady endures for the sake of children. That I should lie still and think of England while my husband... while he took his pleasure."

      The silence that followed was worse than Edmund's earlier
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