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Silence always came with a cost, and from my earliest years, I had spent my life learning how to pay it without complaint. In my father’s house, silence was not praised as a virtue or admired as modesty; it was something I had been trained to use carefully, like a shield, for survival. Silence kept me out of trouble, out of notice, and away from my father’s correction, which could fall with the cold precision of a judge’s sentence. In our house, problems were not comforted or forgiven; they were managed, arranged, or hidden beneath polished silver, folded linen, and proper manners.

Through the tall windowpanes, I could see the morning room below, perfectly arranged in the pale morning light, as though even the furniture understood its duty. The curtains had been drawn back with military neatness, and the silver had already been polished until it gleamed coldly on the sideboard, bright enough to shame any careless hand. Every chair sat exactly where it belonged, and nothing looked as though a living person had touched it or dared to leave the smallest sign of disorder behind. That was how my father preferred the world: orderly, useful, and quiet, with every person and object kept firmly in its proper place.

On the morning my fate was settled, I stood at the window counting sparrows in the yew hedge, because there was nothing else in the house that seemed truly free. I counted them because sparrows could come and go as they pleased, fluttering from branch to branch without permission, and that freedom seemed almost impossible to me. The glass still held the last cold breath of night, and when I touched it, the chill pressed into my fingertips through my glove like a warning.

I had counted six sparrows, or seven if I included the stubborn little creature refusing to share its branch with the others. I was still deciding whether stubbornness deserved its own count when my father cleared his throat behind me, ending the small private game at once. The sound carried the full gravity of a man preparing to rearrange someone else’s life and expecting gratitude for the trouble.

“Josephine,” my father said, and my name sounded more like a command than a greeting, clipped and formal in the quiet room. My name always sounded full of expectation, never affection, when it passed his lips.

I turned from the window because daughters in my father’s house were expected to answer when called, no matter what private thoughts they had been holding. The study smelled of leather, ink, and sealing wax, the usual scents of business, authority, and decisions made without me. Old victories seemed pressed between the books that lined the shelves, as though generations of men had left their pride there to gather dust. A clock ticked neatly on the mantel, as if even time had been taught to obey the rules of my father’s house.

My father stood beside his desk, as he always did when he meant to give instructions rather than have a conversation. Morning light caught on the silver at his cuffs and on the sharp edge of the letter opener near his hand, making both look equally cold. Papers were arranged with careful precision across the desk, and a pale blue ribbon lay beside them, still untied and waiting to make something binding.

“You wished to see me?” I asked, because politeness was often the last freedom left to a daughter who had no power to refuse.

My father nodded once and said, “This will not take long,” as though my life were merely a matter to be handled before breakfast.

Decisions are always quick when they have already been made by someone else. I stood near enough to hear him clearly, but far enough away not to interrupt, because even distance had rules in that room. I folded my hands without thinking, pressing one gloved finger against the other to keep them still and to hide the first tremor of fear.

My father lifted one sheet of paper as though the paper itself might speak for him and spare him the inconvenience of tenderness. “A proposal has been made,” he said, his voice even and practical, as if he were discussing an investment. “It is one that resolves certain ongoing difficulties,” he added, making my future sound like an answer to a household account.

To my father, difficulties were never about grief, fear, or loneliness, because those were private weaknesses and not proper subjects for discussion. Difficulties meant accounts, debts, alliances, and invitations that were no longer returned by families who had once smiled too warmly. In houses like ours, disgrace did not arrive shouting, because it had been taught better manners than that. It arrived through shorter calling lists, cancelled visits, and conversations that stopped when someone entered the room.

My father looked from the page to me and said, “Lord Hastings,” giving the name the weight of a verdict.

The name settled into the room and did not leave, filling the silence more completely than any person could have done.

“Edmund Fairfax, Marquess of Hastings,” he continued, as though the full title should make the matter sound more respectable.

The silence after his name felt deliberate, heavy, and final, like the moment before a door is locked. I kept my face composed because a lifetime of practice held me upright even when my heart seemed to fall. My father watched me as if he were looking for any sign of weakness, any crack in the obedience he had spent years shaping.

“He is prepared to be generous,” he said, making generosity sound less like kindness than a negotiated price. “He is practical, and he understands the value of discretion,” my father continued, as though discretion were the finest quality a husband could possess.

“Yes,” I said, though my voice sounded calm enough to belong to someone else entirely. “I imagine he would,” I added, because Lord Hastings’s reputation had never suggested warmth.

My father’s gaze sharpened slightly, not with curiosity but with warning, reminding me how little room there was for wit. “He has agreed to settle our most pressing burdens once the betrothal is announced,” he said, placing the bargain between us at last.

This was not romance, affection, or ambition, no matter how neatly society might choose to dress it. It was a settlement, plain and polished enough to be spoken of in drawing rooms. Lord Hastings was not salvation, though my father clearly wished me to view him as such. He was the danger holding us in place, now disguised as a marriage offer and presented with all the dignity of rank.

My father added, “Lord Hastings understands that families require quiet remedies,” as though I were not standing before him, listening to myself become one.

I hated the word remedies because it made our ruin sound like an illness and marriage sound like the cure.

“You will conduct yourself accordingly,” my father said, leaving no space for distress, argument, or refusal. “There is no advantage in delay,” he added, as though haste could make the arrangement cleaner.

My fingers pressed more tightly together as I asked, “When?” though I already feared the answer.

“This week,” he answered, with the calmness of a man naming a date on a calendar rather than the end of a life.

His answer settled coldly in my chest, spreading through me before I could stop it.

Before I could breathe around it, he continued, “Lord Hastings comes tomorrow. He prefers to see matters secured with his own eyes.”

Tomorrow was not enough time to prepare myself for surrender, not enough time to gather the pieces of the life I had thought was still mine. This week was not a courtship; it was a sentence delivered in the language of family duty. The speed suggested they would use a special license to hurry the marriage, avoiding the ordinary waiting that might allow questions to grow. It was the kind of speed used before gossip could ripen into scandal and before pity could become public.

I lowered my head because I did not yet know how to refuse him, or whether refusal was something a daughter like me could survive.

“As you wish,” I said, because those three words had been taught to me more thoroughly than any prayer.

Something in my father’s expression eased, small and brief, but visible enough to wound. It was relief that the arrangement was moving forward without trouble, as though my obedience had saved him an inconvenience.

“You have been raised to understand your responsibilities,” he said, reminding me that my whole life had been preparation for this moment. “I trust you will not disappoint,” he added, making disappointment sound like a crime. To him, disappointment only meant inconvenience, and inconvenience was never to be tolerated.

“I shall prepare,” I said, because preparation was the only form of resistance I was still allowed to name.

He dismissed me with a nod, and the pale blue ribbon remained untied on the desk, waiting like a promise I had never made. For one mad moment, I imagined taking the ribbon and crushing it in my hand until its neatness vanished. Instead, I curtsied, because years of training moved my body before my anger could.

Tears made too much noise for a house that valued silence, so they had to be swallowed before they could rise. So I swallowed until even the ache learned to behave, pressing it down behind my ribs like every other forbidden thing. Then I left, because remaining there would have required more strength than I possessed.

I kept walking because standing still would have felt too much like surrender, and movement was the only rebellion left to me. The corridors had measured my steps since childhood, counting every quiet passage from nursery to schoolroom to drawing room. They knew the rhythm of a daughter taught not to run, not to speak too loudly, and not to want too much.

I passed portraits of women who looked as if they had accepted their lives, even if they had only learned to appear that way. Their frames were gilt and heavy, and their expressions were serene in the practiced manner of women who had not been asked what they desired. They had learned the family skill of making endurance look graceful, which was perhaps the cruelest inheritance of all.

My skirts whispered over the polished floors, which reflected everything and revealed nothing, much like the house itself. Everywhere, the house seemed to admire itself for surviving, as though survival alone were proof of virtue.

I went through the side door and into the garden, where the hedges grew freely and without asking permission. The sunlight was bright and shameless, spilling over the gravel walks as if nothing terrible had happened indoors. Somewhere beyond the walls, the world continued without reference to me, careless and busy and painfully alive. There were carriages, commerce, choices, and all the ordinary freedoms that belonged to other people.

A gardener’s rake scraped faintly in the distance, steady and ordinary against the disorder inside me. Somewhere farther off, a horse stamped against stone, impatient for movement in a way I envied. London seemed to breathe just beyond the walls, full of bargains and judgments, both of which had already shaped my future.

Beyond our walls, ladies would already be stepping into carriages for morning calls, their gloves buttoned and their smiles arranged. They would be choosing ribbons and gloves as if such small choices amounted to freedom, and perhaps for them, they did.

I followed the path toward the old orangery, which had been abandoned since the roof began to sag and respectable people stopped finding it useful. As a child, I had hidden there whenever my father’s voice grew sharp and the house seemed too small to contain my fear. No one looked for me in a place declared useless, which made it the safest room on the estate. I had learned that useless places were sometimes the only places left alone, and being left alone could feel almost like mercy.

Inside the orangery, dust motes hung suspended in broken light, turning the ruined air briefly golden. The air smelled faintly of damp stone and stubborn green things that refused to die despite neglect. Dead vines clung to one wall in elegant ruin, their twisted stems still reaching for light. The cracked flagstones still held the memory of warmer seasons, as if summer had once been trapped there and forgotten.

I rested my palm against a pillar and allowed myself three breaths that belonged only to me, unmeasured by duty or fear.




Footsteps sounded behind me, soft against the stone but unmistakable in the stillness.

“Forgive me,” said a voice I would have recognized in any circumstance, even in darkness, even in a crowd. “I did not intend to intrude,” he added, though something in his tone suggested intention had brought him farther than courtesy should have allowed.

I turned, too quickly for composure and too slowly for innocence. Reginald stood just inside the threshold with his hat in his hand, looking as though he had crossed a line and knew it. Uncertainty showed clearly on his face, which unsettled me because he was usually too controlled to reveal anything by accident. He had removed his gloves, a small breach of polish that felt strangely intimate in the abandoned room.

The sight of his bare hands made my pulse betray me before my thoughts could command it to be still.

He looked altogether too striking for that broken place, too finely made for dust, cracked glass, and dead vines. His coat was dark, his linen was clean, and his composure was quiet and controlled, every inch of him shaped by rank and restraint. Sunlight from the shattered panes touched one side of his face and left the other in shadow, making him appear half gentleman and half temptation. It suited him better than it should have, that mixture of light and darkness.

Something about him did not belong in drawing rooms, no matter how well he pretended it did or how easily society welcomed him there. He was not the man I was meant to marry, and that single fact stood between us like a chaperone made of stone. Wanting him was dangerous because he was not mine to want, and because the wanting had begun before I knew how to stop it.

Once, we had been uncomplicated, or at least innocent enough to pretend we were. Once, he had offered me his hand to help me step over a puddle and had held on one second too long, long enough for me to remember the warmth. Once, at a musicale, I had looked up to find his gaze already on me, steady and unguarded across a room full of music and candlelight. His expression that night had been unguarded enough to warm my throat for the rest of the evening and to trouble my sleep afterward.

“I was told you might be here,” he added, as though that explained his presence and did not deepen the danger of it. He was my father’s guest that week, summoned for ledgers and long conversations behind closed doors, another man invited into business I was not meant to understand.

I straightened, choosing his title because it felt safer than my feelings and because titles belonged to the world we were supposed to obey. “Your Grace,” I said, placing the words between us like a wall.

“If I should withdraw—” he began, offering propriety with his voice while his body remained exactly where it was. He did not move, and that failure to move said more than courtesy should have allowed.

“No,” I said too quickly, betraying myself with the speed of the word. “There is no harm,” I added, though both of us knew harm did not always announce itself plainly. “The garden is hardly forbidden,” I said, as though the garden were the danger and not the man standing before me.

He studied me closely, as if my face held the answer to a question he would not ask. “You look as though you have been given unwelcome news,” he said gently, though his eyes suggested he already knew.

“I have been given efficient news,” I replied, because efficiency was what my father called cruelty when it was properly arranged. “That is often worse,” I added, trying to make the words light and failing.

Understanding flickered in his eyes, quick enough to be hidden but not quick enough for me to miss. “It is settled, then?” he asked, his voice low and carefully controlled.

“Yes,” I answered, because there was no kinder word for the trap closing around me.

“This week?” he asked, and the quiet question carried more feeling than it should have.

“Yes,” I said again, though the second yes felt heavier than the first.

“A week,” he murmured, sounding restrained rather than surprised, as if restraint were the only thing keeping him still.

A sparrow darted through a broken pane, and I watched it go because looking at him had become dangerous.

“Josephine,” he said, and my name changed shape in his mouth. Then he stopped, as though the rest of what he wanted to say would ruin us both. My name sounded far too intimate in his low voice, softer than any title and more dangerous than any touch.

“You ought not be here with me,” I said quietly, because one of us had to remember the rules.

“No,” he agreed, but his agreement did not carry him away. “I ought not,” he said, making the confession sound almost like regret and almost like defiance.

Neither of us moved, and the stillness between us grew too full to be innocent. He stayed where he was, his broad shoulders filling the doorway and making the ruined orangery feel smaller. My father inspired obedience, cold and immediate and drilled into the bones. Reginald inspired thought, dangerous thought, the kind that opened doors a woman was not supposed to see. That was far more dangerous, because obedience could be endured, but thought asked to be followed.

“If anyone were to come—” I began, because propriety was easier to name than desire.

“They will not,” he said steadily, with the certainty of a man who had already considered the risk. “I asked James to keep the path clear,” he added, and the careful arrangement of privacy stole the breath from my lungs.

The air sharpened between us, turning every dust mote, every breath, every inch of space into something aware. It was not a chance meeting in a neglected corner of the garden, no matter how gently he had entered. He had arranged privacy, and the knowledge was both scandalous and impossible not to feel. The knowledge stirred something dangerous inside me, something warmer than fear and far less obedient.

He shifted half a step closer, so little that propriety might have ignored it and so much that my body could not. His sleeve brushed my knuckles, a touch so brief it should have meant nothing. He froze, as if that small touch had revealed too much and had spoken for both of us.

My hand stayed at my side, though everything I had been taught urged me to step away and save myself. I could feel the warmth of him even after that brief contact, lingering like a secret against my skin. It was absurd, that such a small touch could unsettle me. It was impossible, that I should feel so much when nothing had truly happened.

It was real, and that was the worst of it.

His gaze dropped to my fingers, where the touch had been. Then it rose again with maddening slowness, as if he had to force himself away from the sight. It was as though he knew exactly what such a glance could do to a woman, especially one who had been taught to feel nothing. Worse still, he despised himself too little to spare me, or perhaps he wanted me to know that he was not untouched either.

“Do you ever wish,” I asked softly, “that duty were louder than desire?” because I needed one of them to drown out the other.

He met my gaze fully, without the protection of a smile or polite evasion. For a moment, I heard only my pulse and the wind against the cracked panes above us.

“No,” he said, the word quiet but certain. “I wish it were honest,” he added, and the truth of it struck harder than any confession.

Something inside me tightened, pulled between what I owed and what I wanted. “I am to be married this week,” I said, forcing the words into the space between us like a warning.

“I know,” he answered, and the pain beneath those two words was carefully hidden but not gone.

“Nothing will come of this,” I said, because it had to be said before silence made promises for us.

His jaw shifted once before he answered, the only sign that the words had struck him. “No,” he said, though the word sounded like obedience rather than belief.

“And yet,” I whispered, because denial had never changed the truth of what stood between us.

“And yet,” he answered, giving the same dangerous words back to me.

Those two words held everything we were too sensible to say aloud, and everything we were too weak not to feel. His eyes did not leave mine, and I felt the impropriety of that gaze more keenly than a touch. I became absurdly aware of every inch between us, every breath, every shadow, every forbidden possibility. I knew how little it would take for distance to become something else entirely, and the knowledge frightened me because I did not move away.

Footsteps sounded in the distance, breaking the spell before either of us could. Voices followed, faint at first and then closer. Then laughter, bright and careless, reminded us that the world still existed beyond the broken glass.

Reginald stepped back at once, restoring the space propriety demanded. His expression became controlled again, the gentleman returned before anyone could see the man beneath.

“I will not make this harder for you,” he said, though his presence had already done so.

“You already have,” I replied, because honesty had escaped me before caution could stop it.

Something unreadable passed across his face, too quick for me to name and too strong to ignore. It was closer to hunger, controlled only because he had learned to control himself through long practice. He inclined his head, graceful and restrained, as if bowing could hide what had passed between us.

“Josephine,” he said, and this time my name sounded like a farewell he did not wish to give.

“Yes?” I asked, though I feared whatever he might say next.

“If you choose what is expected of you, I will honor it,” he said, placing my duty above his desire with visible effort. I suddenly understood that his honor was costing him dearly, and the knowledge made him more dangerous, not less.

“And if I do not?” I asked, though the question felt reckless the moment it left my lips.

He did not answer, and his silence was more revealing than any promise could have been. His gaze was fierce, searching, and completely improper, as though he were trying to read the future in my face. It was as if he wanted to take the answer from my lips and carry it away like a wound.

Then he left, because staying would have asked too much of both of us.

His footsteps faded beyond the broken doorway, each one taking him back toward the world of rules. The voices in the distance faded with him, leaving the air emptier than before. The orangery returned to its broken quiet, but it no longer felt like the same refuge.

The sparrows outside went on living as though nothing had changed, careless creatures with wings and no need for permission. Only I had changed, standing there with my hand still remembering what it should have forgotten.

My life had narrowed to a single question, sharp enough to cut through fear: What happens when society has chosen your life for you, and you refuse to accept it?

By morning, I would be dressed, displayed, and expected to look grateful, like any obedient daughter offered up for approval. My life would be traded openly before everyone, though polite voices would call it an excellent match. Somewhere in the house, callers would soon smile their approval, pleased to witness a bargain made beautiful.

The bargain would become respectable, because society could make almost anything respectable if the names were grand enough.

Somewhere in the house, that pale blue ribbon would be drawn tight at last, binding papers, fortunes, and my future together. It would be pretty enough for display, delicate enough to please anyone who did not look closely.

It would be cruel enough to look respectable, which was perhaps the most dangerous kind of cruelty of all.
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Stepping beyond Langley House was never going to be free, not for a daughter whose every movement belonged to family, fortune, and reputation.

Inside, I still had value: an arrangement waiting to be secured, a daughter displayed carefully enough to steady an uncertain house and convince society that nothing had begun to crumble. Inside, walls, servants, candlelight, and polite conversation made a woman appear protected, though in truth she was only being watched more carefully.

Outside, beneath the cold and indifferent night sky, I was only a woman who had slipped away before anyone could think to stop her.

No chaperone walked beside me to lend my presence respectability. No ally stood near enough to defend what could not be explained. No witness I could trust remained close enough to speak the truth if anyone chose to invent another version. In our world, that difference mattered more than propriety ever admitted, though propriety claimed to rule everything.

It was not even midnight, and my father had already begun to spend me in public, turning me beneath chandeliers as if I were proof that our fortunes had not weakened under debt. Lord Hastings’s name had been spoken again and again with polished ease, as if refinement could make it sound less bitter in my ears. Every mention carried the same silent message: he approved, he intended to proceed, and he expected his answer without delay.

Approval moved quickly through rooms like that, passing from fan to fan and smile to smile with terrifying speed. By tomorrow, women who had smiled at me over champagne would repeat the news as though they had witnessed my consent themselves.

The gravel path curved away from Langley House like a secret that had escaped polite society and was trying to disappear into the dark. Lantern light faded quickly behind me, swallowed by hedges clipped into obedience long before I was born.

My slippers sank slightly into damp earth, and the ground felt gentler beneath my feet than the polished floors I had abandoned. I welcomed the sensation because it was honest in a way the ballroom had never been. It reminded me I had weight, that I was not merely a figure arranged beneath candlelight for others to judge. It reminded me that a body moving through the world could still alter it, if only by leaving the smallest mark behind.

I slowed only when my breath betrayed me, too quick and too eager, as though some hidden part of me had already begun to run. I pressed a hand to my stays and stood still, listening as if my restraint might gather itself again if I only gave it a moment.

Music drifted after me in careful fragments, so polished and precise that even the melody sounded as though it had been corrected. Somewhere inside those bright walls, my absence was already being noticed, measured, and quietly misunderstood. Absence had its own language, and society had always been skilled at turning that language into scandal. A missing daughter invited answers no one deserved, and everyone would invent them with perfect confidence.

Instead of turning back, I went farther into the garden, choosing darkness over the safety that had never truly protected me.

Night carried the scent of damp roses and bruised leaves, soft and wild after the heavy perfumes of the ballroom. It settled against my skin with an intimacy no ballroom would dare, cool enough to soothe and close enough to feel like a secret. Here, nothing measured my worth against a title, a fortune, or the approval of a man I did not love. Moonlight did not care whom I married, nor whether my obedience would save my father’s pride. It spread its pale light over everything equally, as if duty were only a human invention, and a poor one at that.

Behind me, the house blazed with wealth, music, candlelight, and approval, pretending that all was exactly as it should be. Before me, the darkness asked nothing of me, not my obedience, not my gratitude, and not my name.

I reached the far edge of the yew walk and stopped, brushing my fingers against the rough bark to steady myself. Moisture slicked the leaves, and when my glove came away faintly darkened, the small stain felt more real than anything inside the house.

This was as far as I ought to go alone, according to every rule that had ever been pressed upon me. Beyond lay fields, and beyond them were possibilities that required a courage I had not yet fully claimed.

Then I knew I was no longer alone, though no sound had warned me. There was no careless step, no snap of a twig, and no betraying breath to announce his presence. There was only that sudden, unmistakable shift in the air that came when someone’s attention found me completely. It moved over my skin like a hand that had not touched me yet, but might if I were foolish enough to remain still.

“You left abruptly,” he said, his voice cutting through the garden darkness with quiet certainty.

Reginald’s voice came from behind me, low and unhurried, as if the darkness suited him too well for haste. It was as though he had waited for the exact moment when music, manners, and duty could no longer contain me.

I did not turn at once, because even that small movement felt as though it might reveal too much. If I faced him too quickly, I feared my carefully held composure might break before I could repair it.

“I was in danger of suffocating,” I said, trying to make the truth sound lighter than it was. “Chandeliers have a way of pressing too close,” I added, though it was not the chandeliers that had truly driven me out.

“They do,” he said, with the calm agreement of a man who understood more than he chose to say.

I turned then, and the night seemed to gather itself around him, darkening the edges of his already dangerous stillness. He stood at a respectful distance, though distance did very little to soften what passed between us. His coat was dark, his linen immaculate, and his restraint was worn so neatly that anyone else might have mistaken it for ease.

Moonlight touched the line of his jaw, the set of his shoulders, and the stillness he carried like discipline. Ballroom light made men decorative, softening them beneath chandeliers and polite conversation. Night made them honest, stripping away the brightness until only the man remained.

With him, that honesty was dangerous.

We did not bow, because pretending at ceremony between us would have felt almost insulting. We did not pretend surprise, because neither of us had ever been very skilled at lying to the other in silence.

“You should not be here,” I said, because one of us had to speak with sense before feeling took its place.

“No,” he said, accepting the accusation without attempting to soften it. He did not move, though any proper gentleman should have stepped away at once. His stillness was a decision, quiet and fully formed.

“Women are forgiven transgressions when they appear fragile,” I said, holding his gaze because the warning mattered. “Men are not,” I added, though we both knew men were forgiven many things women never survived.

His mouth shifted, not quite into a smile, and the almost-smile unsettled me more than amusement would have. “I have never depended upon forgiveness,” he said, as if forgiveness were something weaker men required.

I folded my arms, suddenly aware of how thin my gloves were and how little they protected me from the night. “If anyone sees us—” I began, but the thought was too large and too dangerous to finish.

“They will see what they already expect to see,” he said quietly, with a calmness that felt almost cruel. “Nothing more will be needed,” he added, because society never required proof when suspicion was more entertaining.

I looked away toward the black cut of the hedgerows, needing darkness because his face was too difficult to answer. “You should return to the house,” I said, though my voice lacked the strength the words required.

“So should you,” he replied, and the truth of it stood between us without helping either of us move.

“Yes, well,” I said, “I have never excelled at obedience,” though obedience had shaped nearly every hour of my life.

That drew something darker into his expression, something that looked too much like approval to be safe. Approval, perhaps, though it carried too much heat to be entirely proper. Or recognition, as if he had found in me some defiance he had already suspected. With Reginald, approval and recognition seemed dangerously close to the same thing.

“That much I know,” he said, and the softness beneath the words made my pulse answer.

He came a step nearer, not enough to touch me, but enough for my body to notice before

























































OEBPS/5511ccf80e87e16f139d6964e6eebbf9886e71cc_smallRaw.jpg















