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Lady Rachel’s heels struck the marble like hammer on glass: she stalked the gallery not as a bride-to-be but as a wildcat trapped in ornamental cages, her gowns a flagrant riot of pink and gold thread that shone in the sunlight streaming through the arched windows. Jewels bobbed on her collarbone, a decadent sidebar to the smirk she levelled at every footman who dared catch her eye.

The Palace of Nurvaidia was a monument to masculine self-congratulation: vaulted ceilings, oak panels, tapestries depicting the limp histories of a hundred past kings. Even though she’d only been an invited guest here for a fortnight, Rachel loved every inch of it, which was why her mood waned every time she considered its current lord.

Prince Jonathan, her intended, was by all accounts a gentle and reasonable man. Even his admirers described him as measured, steady, kind. His hands were more suited to turning the pages of lawbooks than to gripping a woman’s waist; he listened instead of commanded, asked instead of demanded.

She’d ‘officially’ met him twice now, once in the candlelight of his throne room, where he’d kissed her gloved knuckles with the reverence of a penitent, and once with her father in the drawing room of Castle Greywell, where he’d complimented her personality with the careful neutrality of a man asking permission to breathe. The castle staff had begun fawning over him before he’d even set foot in the front hall. Rachel considered it nothing less than betrayal.

She paced, and the marble threw her reflection back in predatory fragments. Each stride in her imported shoes left a new, silvery mark for the housemaids to scrub away. She flung herself onto a velvet settee and let the late afternoon spill across her bare arms, the skin so pale it looked like frost, the bones below sharp. She flexed her hand.

The diamond on her finger caught the light and turned it to a pale blue star on the ceiling. The sight disgusted her. Not the wealth, nor the display, but what it represented: a promise of a life spent receiving, never taking; being looked at, never truly seen. She closed her fist around the ring until it bit into her palm.

Myra, a timid creature with mousy features and a nervous twitch, appeared in the doorway, her small frame nearly swallowed by the grandness of the palace. She offered her customary half-bow, balancing a tray of silvered biscuits that gleamed like tiny moons under the flickering candlelight. “Your ladyship,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper, “His Highness will receive you at the evening meal.” She kept her gaze fixed on the intricate patterns of the rug, as if the threads held the secrets of the universe.

Rachel leaned back against the plush settee, arching an eyebrow. “And what of it, Myra? Will he regale me with tales of his latest diplomatic conquests, or shall I be treated to another round of his insipid compliments?” 

Myra flinched at Rachel’s tone but pressed on, her hands trembling slightly. “The kitchens are preparing roast goose, my lady. There is to be music after.” 

“Music?” Rachel scoffed, her lips curling in disdain. “A lovely distraction while I endure more of his drivel. Tell me, do you think he’ll finally muster the courage to speak plainly, or will it be yet another evening of careful pleasantries?” 

Myra hesitated, glancing up briefly before diverting her gaze once more. “I ... I cannot say, my lady. But perhaps, with the right encouragement, he might surprise you.” 

Rachel’s laughter was sharp, cutting through the air like glass. “Encouragement? You mean I should bat my lashes and feign interest in his endless discussions about order and duty? Spare me, Myra. I want a man who knows how to command a room, not one who tiptoes around it.”

“Maybe he just needs time, my lady,” Myra offered softly, her voice trembling. “He is kind, and kindness can be a strength.” 

Rachel shot her a withering look, the diamond on her finger catching the light again as she waved dismissively. “Kindness is for children and fools. I crave a man who can seize the moment, not one who waits for permission. Another dinner to endure.”

With that, she rose from the settee, her presence filling the room, as the maid clutched the tray tightly, her heart racing.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Is there going to be a public deflowering as well, or do I get to keep my modesty until wedding day? What do you think, Myra?”

Myra paled but didn’t answer.

Rachel snatched a biscuit and bit into it hard enough to break the glaze. “I’ll need the blue silk,” she said. “The one with the off-shoulder. And a pair of shoes that can kill a rat at five paces. I want to give the Prince a memory.”

Myra bobbed another curtsy, left the tray, and vanished, slippered feet silent on the tile. Rachel licked sugar from her thumb and imagined what Jonathan would make of her in the blue silk: how he would blush, then recover, then bury his true feelings beneath an extra layer of politeness. She imagined his hands, trembling a little, reaching for her at the banquet table. She imagined herself slapping them away just to watch his face.

It was not the thought of marriage that made her restless. It was the prospect of marrying someone so unworthy of her attention.

She dressed for dinner as for a public execution: the blue silk clinging at the hips, diamonds crowning her earlobes, lips painted a merciless red. The meal played out as all such events did: Lord Alistair, her father, pontificated about the fall harvest, Prince Jonathan asked her about her favourite poets, the musicians plucked soft notes in the background.

Rachel answered in monosyllables, refusing to be drawn into the web of gentle idiocy, and instead allowed her gaze to roam the table. She noted the wine stains on Lord Alistair’s cuffs, the subtle tremor in Jonathan’s hand as he poured her a second glass, the way even the servants’ eyes lingered on her bare shoulder.

After the third course she excused herself and made her way through the echoing corridors toward the rear of the house, where the formal gardens gave way to kitchen plots and, beyond them, the paddocks and the old stone barn. The night was mild and humid, stars draped thick as spilled salt, and the grass pressed cold against her ankles as she walked barefoot through the dew.

She ducked behind a hedge of late-blooming lilacs and waited. It was not long before she heard the telltale scuff of boots behind her.

“You’re late,” she said.

Edmond, the farmer’s son, appeared from the shadow of the garden wall, hands shoved into the pockets of a shirt two sizes too small for his broad shoulders. He grinned, showing the tiny gap between his teeth, and bowed with exaggerated formality.

“My lady,” he said, and reached for her without hesitation, catching her by the wrist and dragging her into the darkness between the sheds.

She let him. She always let him, and Edmond never wasted time on courtly games. He pressed her against the rough stucco, fingers biting into her hip hard enough to make her gasp. She arched her back and let her nails rake across his scalp, gripping the short black hair in a way that would have appalled her mother and titillated her father’s hunting friends. He was taller than Jonathan, blockier, the kind of man who could, and would, lift a woman by the waist and set her on the edge of a workbench just to remind her of the difference between wanting and taking.

She nipped his earlobe, then whispered, “What will you do to me tonight?”

His answer was to gather both her wrists in one hand and pin them above her head. The barn was only a dozen paces away, but he manhandled her through the doorway as if it were urgent, as if the walls themselves might gossip about what was to happen. The hayloft was empty except for the sweet rot of cut grass and the stale musk of old horses. Edmond hoisted her by the thighs and dumped her onto the mound of hay, blue silk riding up to her waist, bare legs flashing in the moonlight that angled through the slats.

“You look like sin,” he said, voice low and ragged.

“Then I come to confess,” she said, and spat in his direction.

He slapped her, the force of his palm a stinging shock that rang through the empty barn, the sound reverberating off the wooden rafters like a thunderclap. The initial pain blossomed, sharp and electric, but it quickly transformed into a warm rush that spread across her cheek and down her chest, igniting a fire in her veins. She gasped, her
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