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      A bold beauty. A brooding viscount.

      And two weeks that may change everything.

      

      Lady Alice Pickford is not the kind of woman who fades quietly into the background. With flaming red hair, a razor-sharp wit, and a smile that dares the world to keep up, she thrives on risk, rebellion, and romance—for others. Love, after all, is something she’ll only accept on her own impossible terms.

      Samuel Baldwin, Viscount Crewe, has spent years building a life of restraint and order. Haunted by the consequences of past mistakes, he has no time for bold debutantes who speak too freely or laugh too easily—especially not ones like Alice.

      When a two-week house party throws them under the same roof, sparks fly faster than scandal. Forced into shared carriage rides, moonlit dances, and far too many stolen conversations, their barbed exchanges give way to something neither of them expected: understanding. Longing. Temptation.

      She thinks he’s the most maddening man she’s ever met.

      He thinks she’s everything he shouldn’t want.

      But with every passing day, desire becomes harder to deny—and the cost of walking away grows higher than either of them ever imagined.

      

      Two hearts. One house party.

      And a fortnight they’ll never forget.
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      Mist lifted from the lawns as Lady Alice Pickford stepped down from her carriage and gazed at Oakford Hall’s pale stone, the sweep of its steps, and glittering windows. The scent of damp earth mingled with leather, horse sweat, and lavender. Alice adjusted her bonnet, lifted her chin, and resolved to cut a figure. Behind her easy bravado, she reminded herself this fortnight mattered. Too many eyes would be watching, and she had no wish to be penned into an unwelcome match—or overlooked. Adventure was wanted, not shackles.

      A footman whisked away her cloak. Another offered a small porcelain posy-holder filled with fresh violets. Clara’s touch, of course. Alice tucked the blooms into her reticule and crossed the threshold to the chatter and light of the great hall. Wax-polished floors reflected the chandeliers. The air smelled faintly of roses, and the hum of arrivals echoed against the high ceiling.

      “Alice!” Clara, now the Countess of Oakford, came forward with warm composure, eyes alight. “We are so glad you could come.”

      “I would not have missed it,” Alice said, kissing her cheek. “Rumor insists your house parties are little storms of delight.”

      Behind Clara, Crispin lounged with a host’s nonchalance that might have looked indolent on another man. On him it was calculation wrapped in charm. “Our house rules are strict,” he said gravely. “By order of Oakford Hall. Only minor mischief before luncheon. Improprieties must wait until dusk.”

      Alice laughed. “Then I shall nap at noon and cause trouble at four.”

      Trunks thumped. Ladies exclaimed over flowers. Gentlemen exchanged dry remarks. The air carried the rustle of silk and the faint tang of carriage dust. Alice, who could navigate a crowded drawing room as a captain reads a change in wind, felt the current of expectation. The heady mix of plotting and opportunity that makes people rash. Boredom was her sworn enemy, so before the fortnight ended, she would find something to surprise herself.

      “You will settle in the east wing,” Clara said, linking their arms. “Dinner at eight. We have a little musicale after. Nothing too cruel.”

      “I refuse to sing,” Alice said cheerfully. “For the well-being of all.”

      “We will make you tell a story instead,” Crispin murmured, already turning away to greet a marquess’s wife, then glancing back with mischief. “And do try not to steal any horses before the second course.”

      “No promises.” Alice smirked.

      They were nearly at the staircase when Alice saw him.

      He stood near the blue salon doors. Tall, spare. The sort of man who wore sobriety as thoroughly as he wore his coat. Viscount Crewe, Samuel Baldwin. His eyes, grey as tempered steel, measured the bustle. He looked like a man who liked a plan, ordered steps to execute it, and a locked drawer for anything that did not fit.

      He noticed her at the same moment she noticed him. Their gazes sparked like a match struck in the dark.

      Alice lifted her smile a notch. Bright, careless, a touch wicked. Her pulse quickened, a flicker of thrill she refused to admit. His expression did not alter, yet she had the distinct impression something behind it catalogued her. Dangerous. Tempting. And worse. It suggested a man who might be capable of astonishing her.

      “Come, my dear,” Clara said gently. “Let us spare you the crush.”

      They climbed to the gallery, where a long table displayed cards for the morrow’s diversions. Archery on the south lawn, a ride to the folly, a country drive with luncheon baskets, cards for those who wilted at sunshine. Alice’s gaze flicked to the board where place cards for dinner were pinned.

      Clara followed her glance, amusement glimmering. “You and Mr. Davenant are together on the viscount’s left,” she said, with a whisper of apology. “Proximity only. I promise no ambush.”

      “Clara,” Alice said sweetly, “if you mean to ambush me, at least sound a trumpet first.”

      “Consider this the trumpet.” Clara squeezed her hand. “And… enjoy it, Alice. Do not outpace your own pleasure.”

      That earned a genuine laugh. “I shall endeavor to keep step.”

      A footman placed a folded notice on a silver tray beside them. Alice reached and took it, the paper thick enough to feel important. Program for Thursday in elegant hand, followed by the line that made her pulse hitch.

      Country Drive. Pairings to be drawn by lot at breakfast.

      Of course, fate disguised as hospitality. Crispin shuffled people like cards to see what game might fall out.

      She set the paper back. “I do hope the lots are honest,” she said.

      “Honest enough,” Clara replied, a dimple flashing.

      “Which is to say not at all,” Alice murmured.

      They moved toward the east corridor. Sunlight rained through long windows, turning motes to gilt. Below, the forecourt bustled with more carriages and laughter. Alice could have drunk the day like a glass of cold wine—sharp and bright, with a sting one pretended not to like.

      “Lady Alice,” a pleasant baritone came from behind.

      She turned. Viscount Crewe stood a polite distance away, bowing with economy. Up close, he was handsomer than he had any right to be, with a straight nose and decisive mouth. The air of a man who had learned to master himself and now applied the lesson to the world. The faint smell of tobacco clung to his coat, sharpened by starch and soap.

      “Lord Crewe,” she returned, the curtsy effortless. “Have you come to ensure I do not rearrange the seating to suit my improprieties?”

      “I had assumed,” he said dryly, “that your purposes required no assistance.”

      Her smile sharpened. “How comforting to be understood so quickly.”

      Clara glided away with hostess authority. “I must leave you to each other’s mercies. Alice, send for anything you wish. Lord Crewe, would you be so good as to show Lady Alice the painting at the end of the gallery? Crispin’s grandfather in hunting pink. We have tried to hide it for years, yet it refuses.”

      Crewe inclined his head. “With pleasure.”

      Clara strode away.

      Alice and Crewe fell into step. The portrait proved impossible to ignore—Crispin’s grandsire in full pomp, a pheasant under one arm, triumph painted into the set of his jaw. Alice laughed. Crewe glanced at her as though laughter were a code he meant to decipher.

      “Do you enjoy house parties, Lord Crewe?” she asked, idly examining the gilded frame.

      “I enjoy the hours before they begin,” he said. “And the hours after they end.”

      “How you suffer,” she murmured. “An entire fortnight forced to endure conversation and civilization.”

      “Civilization I can bear,” he said. “It is conversation that proves treacherous.”

      She tilted her head. “You prefer silence?”

      “I prefer purpose.”

      “Purpose,” she repeated, tasting it. “How exhausting. Mine is pleasure.”

      There it was. A flash of heat, quickly banked. “I had heard as much,” he said coolly.

      “From whom?” Her tone stayed sweet, her gaze intent.

      He did not look away. “From half of Mayfair and all the mothers.”

      “Then everyone needs a hobby,” Alice said lightly, and for the first time his composure shifted as if the ground were not quite as firm as he preferred.

      A footman appeared with a cough. “Lady Alice, your chamber is prepared. If you require a maid⁠—”

      “Thank you.” She twined the violets from her reticule between her fingers and faced Crewe once more. “Until dinner, my lord.”

      “Until dinner,” he echoed.

      Alice walked toward the east corridor with the sense of stepping into a dance whose steps she did not yet know. Behind her, the gallery hummed. Below, a groom called. Outside, the last of the mist burned off the parkland.

      At the landing, she paused to look down over the hall. Place cards gleamed like invitations to temptation. And on a tray, the morrow’s program lay where she had left it, the line about pairings catching the light.

      She smiled to herself. Let fate draw lots. Let hosts meddle. Let Viscount Crewe wrap himself in his armor of purpose, gleaming and blinding to all but her own amused eyes. 

      Still, beneath her brightness stirred the faintest pulse of apprehension, an awareness that the fortnight ahead might test more than her wit. 

      She pushed a loose curl behind her ear. Better peril at dinner than the slow death of tedium, and Viscount Crewe looked perilous indeed.
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      The dining room at Oakford Hall shone with warm candlelight. Flames stood to attention along the table, glasses chimed, a quartet stitched melody through the talk. Alice let the room wash over her as she took her seat—two chairs down from Viscount Crewe, exactly where Clara promised. Beside her, Mr. Davenant sat in amiable comfort, all kindly whiskers and dinner-table tales.

      Alice’s mother would have called this a perfect arrangement. Near enough to be noticed, far enough to be safe. Alice, who liked her games played at the edge of the board, found the distance both vexing and invigorating. Safety might please her mother, but Alice preferred the thrill of unsteady ground.

      Clara, radiant at the foot of the table, lifted a glass to welcome her guests. Crispin, at the head, added a promise of “music that will not demand heroism.” Laughter skated the silver. The soup arrived like clockwork.

      “Country drives and archery,” Mr. Davenant observed. “Lord Oakford is determined to have us all healthy.”

      “An alarming trend,” Alice murmured. “I had meant to be languid.”

      Across Mr. Davenant’s shoulder, Crewe’s profile stayed composed. He did not look at her. The slight pricked her pride more than she expected, sparking a childish urge to win his notice. His stillness seemed too exact, as if he held himself in check. Did he mean to ignore her? Or was that, in its way, its own kind of notice? She resolved to be entertained without him as she took a deliberate sip of her wine.

      To her right, conversation turned to hunting. A gentleman extolled the virtues of rising at an hour that sounded punitive to Alice’s ears.

      “I prefer pursuits that reward curiosity rather than endurance,” she said lightly. “Libraries. Gardens. People.”

      “People seldom reward curiosity,” someone remarked.

      “They do,” Alice said, “if one asks better questions.” She savored the stir her answer provoked. To risk standing apart was a gamble, but it thrilled her nonetheless.

      Over Mr. Davenant’s recollection of a bishop and a terrier, Alice caught the slightest shift in Crewe, his attention sharpening. Lady Alice’s voice carried. Not loudly, but clearly, the way a single note lifts above the rest. Earlier that day, he’d told her, Purpose. Not bravery, nor foolishness. Curiosity had its own discipline. Still, his hand tightened on the stem of his glass, just enough for her to notice.

      “Your view on questions, my lady?” Mr. Davenant prompted.

      “They ought to be honest,” she said, offering a wicked smile. “And inconvenient.”

      A few gentlemen laughed. One matron pursed her lips as if confronted with a lemon.

      The fish course followed, delicate and perfectly sauced. Clara, reading the air with her usual mastery, steered talk toward poetry.

      “Mr. Wordsworth,” declared a gentleman, “is all very well for lakes and clouds, but I prefer sense to sentiment.”

      “Perhaps he would say your sense lacks sentiment,” Alice returned, quick as a flick of a fan. “A pity to miss half the world for love of the other.”

      A ripple of amusement went through the room. Crewe’s glass paused, then continued to the tablecloth. She wondered at that hesitation. Had she touched a nerve, or did he simply dislike revealing himself in company?

      “And you, Lord Crewe?” Clara asked. “Do you vote for sense or sentiment?”

      “Neither,” he said, and conversation thinned to a hush. “I vote for order. It makes room for both.”

      Alice met his gaze. “Order seems so proud of itself.”

      “Pride is an untidy word,” he replied. “I prefer necessity.”

      “Necessity is the refuge of dull men,” she said with a slight tilt to her chin.

      “Then allow me to be dull,” he said, pleasant. “It keeps the world from tipping.”

      Clara laughed lightly, easing the edge, and turned the talk to Oakford’s pear that refused instruction. Alice let herself breathe. She had not meant to spar, she had only meant to dance. Beneath her satisfaction came a flicker of doubt. Had she pressed too far? She caught what might have been the faintest quirk at the corner of his mouth, quickly suppressed. Was that irritation, or amusement?

      When the roast arrived, the volume rose with the wine. Alice slipped between topics with her usual agility. Amused by a tale of an eloping groom. Moved, unexpectedly, by a widow’s reminiscence. She did not perform delight. She selected it. And when his eyes strayed back to her, she caught the faintest pause, as if he had nearly smiled and thought better of it.

      At the far end, a whisper tried to pass as silence. “Too much,” said Lady Harrowby, famed for policing every laugh that rose above a whisper. “Always too much.”

      Lord Crewe set down his knife and fork with care, as though weighing his words. “Lady Alice’s conversation,” he said, “is precisely measured. It keeps the rest of us from dozing.”

      A chuckle ran around the table. The matron colored. Lady Alice did not look at him, but she felt the acknowledgement as distinctly as warmth from a fire.

      It was nothing, a mild remark, but it landed with a weight that startled her. She had not asked for a champion. She had never wanted one. Yet the courtesy steadied something she had not admitted was unsteady. Gratitude warred with irritation at needing defense at all, leaving her oddly exposed.

      When the sweets had made their procession and the gentlemen had done pretending they did not prefer them, Clara rose with a smile and the universal rustle followed. The drawing room doors opened to a tasteful invasion of chairs, footstools, and a pianoforte glimmering with expectation.

      Crispin arranged the flow with a conjuror’s ease. “Something simple,” he announced. “No heroics. We have a harp for those inclined, and if anyone threatens an aria, I shall feign a fainting fit.”

      Laughter, again. Alice found herself beside the instrument more by accident than design. A girl played a lively country piece as a gentleman sang a sentimental ballad without disgracing himself. When the moment came, as it always did, someone begged Alice for a song.

      “I have not the voice,” she protested, smiling. “Only the nerve.”

      “Then nerve will do,” Crispin said, merciless and fond.

      She sat, because refusing would be making a fuss. Her hands were steady. A light tune, cheerful as a May morning. Halfway through the verse she altered the lyric by a hair—only a turn of wit, nimble enough to make the room catch up a beat later. Laughter rang, not brittle but clean. Alice’s shoulders loosened. Pleasure surged at bending the room’s mood to her will.

      When she rose, a few people pressed her hands, and the girl with nimble fingers looked relieved. Alice retreated to the side, content.

      “Your timing,” said a voice at her shoulder, low and even, “was excellent.”

      She turned. Crewe stood there, not quite smiling, looking as if he had surprised himself by approaching at all. “And your pitch was true.” His tone sounded softer than she expected, and his gaze lingered just a fraction too long, as though he, too, wondered why he had spoken.

      Praise from him, sounded like fact. It pleased her in a way that felt perilously like pride. Why his approval mattered more than others’ she could not say, and she did not wish to linger on the thought.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “For the high praise,” she replied.

      The ghost of amusement moved through him. “I am fond of well done performances.”

      “Are you? I had you down for an advocate of early nights and accurate wording.”

      “Even dull men,” he said, “are permitted a waltz.”

      Clara, who missed very little, drifted by with praise for a shy girl’s harp solo and, in passing, laid the lightest hand on Alice’s arm. “Will you take some air in the corridor? It grows warm.”

      It was both meddling and rescue. Alice nodded. “Indeed, it is.”

      She slipped through the drawing room doors, leaving Crewe behind.

      Moonlight striped the parquet in silver ladders. Alice moved to the window as Clara arched a brow. She pressed her palm to the cool glass and let her breath fog and fade.

      “Was I in error to swear you away?” She asked.

      “Perhaps, for I find myself enjoying Lord Crewe’s company,” Alice admitted.

      Clara grinned. “I shall endeavor to let Crispin know.”

      “Perish the thought,” the Alice said as Clara turned back to the drawing room.

      Alone, she turned her attention back to the night sky. Clara would most certainly tell Crispin and he would use the information for his own amusement. Nonetheless, Alice could not bring herself to regret the admission.
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      The corridor beyond the drawing room lay in a hush of moonlight. A long paneled passage where sconces and windows alternated like lanterns along a quay. Music seeped beneath the doors, as Samuel Baldwin, Viscount Crewe, stepped from the warmth into the cool corridor and found Lady Alice already there, her palm against the glass, breath misting in rhythm. Reflections layered her—the ghost of a chandelier in her hair, the faint echo of her profile in the polished pane. He told himself to turn back.

      He did not.

      “Too warm,” he said, because anything else would have been too much.

      She glanced over, not startled. “And a little loud. I like to hear myself think now and again.” She leaned a shoulder lightly against the frame, as though inviting him to share the view.

      He joined her, leaving a polite interval of space. The lawns beyond were stripped of color by moonlight. The hedges black, terrace pale, the lake a band of pewter. For a moment neither spoke.

      “Thank you,” she said at last, eyes still on the night. “For staying the matron’s tongue at dinner without making a scene of it.”

      “It was merely exactitude,” he said. “Scandal grows best in the soil of imprecision.”

      She laughed softly. “Then you and I are allies. Temporarily. I prefer my mischief crisp.”

      “Allies,” he repeated, tasting the word. “Parlor alliances reshuffle when the games change.”

      “Do they?” She turned, eyes sharp. “I make it a point to win regardless of the game.”

      “Winning,” he said, “is not always the point.”

      Her head tipped. “No?”

      “Sometimes it’s finishing with dignity intact.” He allowed a fractional smile. “An underrated sport.”

      She considered him with interest devoid of coquetry, which he found more dangerous than flirtation. “You are a surprising man to be so devoted to order. Though I suspect you make room for more of the world than you admit.”

      He did not answer. The admission would have been too much like surrender.

      From the drawing room came a burst of applause, then the lilting close of a country dance. The doors opened, spilling light and talk into the corridor. Clara slipped through with the easy air of a hostess who could be everywhere at once.

      “Do rejoin us,” she said warmly, though her glance was sharp. “I sent for lemonade. Oakford claims the air is cool, which means he is either impervious or teasing.”

      “Both,” Samuel said dryly.

      Clara laughed. “You see through him. Good. Then you will forgive him when he meddles.” She lowered her voice. “Tomorrow we have the country drive. Pairings by lot at breakfast. Crispin insists it is the fairest method.”

      “Fairness,” Alice murmured, “is a cousin to mischief when Oakford is in charge.”

      “Quite,” Clara said. “But it keeps guests guessing, and guessing keeps them entertained.” She touched Alice’s sleeve. “Do not stay in the cool too long. I should like you in excellent voice for teasing my husband later.” With a smile she vanished back into the warmth.

      Silence returned. Samuel was aware of the faint citrus Clara left behind, and more heady, the violets at Alice’s wrist.

      “You dislike lots,” Alice said.

      “I dislike ceding control to chance,” he replied. “It tends to collect interest.”

      “And yet,” she said, glancing down the corridor where a footman placed a lacquered bowl on a table, “chance throws the liveliest parties.”

      The footman arranged slips of cut ribbon, pale blue and black. Two clung in the dry air, then fell apart. Samuel watched longer than he should, unease prickling at the back of his neck.

      “Do you mean to request an alternative?” she asked, laughter in her voice but interest beneath.

      He considered a lie and declined it. “I did.”

      “And now?”

      He looked again at the ribbons, foolish in their symbolism. “Now I shall submit to the experiment.”

      She nodded, as if granting him credit for courage in a theatre that did not value it. “I look forward to seeing which sort of experiment you are.”

      “Controlled,” he said. “When I can manage it.”

      “And when you cannot?”

      “Then I endeavor to fail gracefully.”

      “That,” she said, “I should like to see.” The words were light. The look she gave him was not. It carried assessment, invitation, and wary respect.

      The doors opened again and sound spilled. Alice straightened. “If I linger, someone will fetch me and insist I sing ‘Black-eyed Susan,’ which will sour me for a week.”

      “I will take the blame,” he said. “Tell them I detained you with a discourse on necessity.”

      “Perish the thought,” she returned, laughing.

      She started for the door, paused, and glanced back. “Thank you. For accuracy, for honesty, for not being bored.”

      “I am never bored,” he said, “when people mean what they say.”

      She inclined her head, then was gone, absorbed by light and conversation as water takes back a stone.

      Samuel remained, the quiet gathering him in. At the table, the bowl sat prim, its cargo of chance innocent as sugar almonds. In the morning, hands would dip and draw, and the day would arrange itself with an inevitability Crispin would call Providence and Samuel would call interference.

      He turned toward the stairs, pausing when Crispin appeared at the corridor’s far end, sauntering with the satisfaction of a man who had set clocks to his liking.

      “Crewe,” Oakford said pleasantly. “Enjoying the architecture?”

      “It stands up,” Samuel said. “That is sufficient in a house and a plan.”

      Crispin’s mouth tilted. “Do be at breakfast promptly. The lots behave best when drawn before the coffee is finished.”

      “I suspected as much,” Samuel replied. “Good night, Oakford.”

      “Good night. Dream of straight roads,” Crispin called, and vanished the way he had come.

      Samuel looked once more at the moon-washed lawn, at the black seam of hedge and the pale sweep of terrace. He told himself he had weathered greater hazards. He had. Greater hazards, sterner tests, worse nights. This was, in the end, only a fortnight among friends and their schemes. It was a mere matter of keeping his footing.

      And yet some part of him, unhelpfully awake, knew that equilibrium is a trick best practiced on firm ground.

      Tomorrow would provide none.
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      Sun light illuminated the gravel drive as Lady Alice Pickford stood at her chamber window. Viscount Crewe’s dry praise from last night refused to fade as she observed the gathering carriages and parasols below. Footmen in crisp livery moved between vehicles, ladies adjusted their bonnets against the spring sun, and gentlemen assumed casual poses. A horse snorted nearby, its impatient whicker reaching Alice like a summons she chose to ignore.

      She turned from the glass and examined her reflection in the dressing mirror. The walking dress was a calculated choice of cerulean blue cambric, making her eyes sparkle, cut to flatter without impropriety, and trimmed with darker ribbons that drew the eye where she wished. Her maid had pinned her hair with precision, but Alice loosened a single curl near her temple. Perfection was for statues. She preferred to look alive.

      An hour ago, Crispin announced breakfast at the head of the long table, a silver bowl in hand, playing ceremony as he winked at Clara. He drew folded papers one by one, reading names in pairs while the assembled company murmured, laughed, and feigned surprise.

      "Lady Alice Pickford," he announced, pausing just a beat too long, "and Viscount Crewe."

      Alice maintained a fixed, pleasant smile, but her gaze flicked to Crispin’s face, catching a fleeting expression of satisfaction, the look of a man whose shuffled deck had revealed the card he’d palmed. Clara, seated beside him, had the grace to suddenly examine her teacup with interest.

      Alice descended the main staircase with deliberate slowness, trailing her fingers along the polished banister. The great hall echoed with the sounds of departure. The clatter of boot heels, the rustle of fabric, and bursts of feminine laughter that rose and scattered. Through the open doors, she glimpsed the courtyard in full commotion.

      Six carriages stood in a neat row, their leather hoods thrown back to welcome the fine weather. Grooms held horses that stamped and tossed their heads, eager to be off. A stout baroness was being handed into the first vehicle by her equally stout husband, both exclaiming about the fortunate sunshine. Behind them, two young ladies in matching pink muslin whispered behind their fans, casting glances toward a dark-haired gentleman who pretended not to notice.

      "Such a perfect day for it," one of them said, loud enough to carry. "I do hope we've packed enough champagne."

      "The hampers are simply enormous," her companion replied. "Lady Oakford thinks of everything."

      Alice paused at the threshold, allowing the scene to arrange itself around her. The air carried the scent of crushed gravel, horses, and the green promise of the countryside beyond the gates. Somewhere in the gardens, a thrush sang with the optimism of spring.

      Beside the fourth carriage stood Viscount Crewe.

      He checked his pocket watch, his head bent over the silver case, a clear focus in his posture that showed his commitment to punctuality. His charcoal grey coat fit him well, and polished boots completed the look. Everything about him radiated rigor, a life governed by strict schedules.

      Her pulse quickened—not from admiration, but from recognizing a worthy challenge.

      As if sensing her attention, Crewe lifted his gaze. Their eyes met across the courtyard, and the noise of hooves and chatter seemed to fall away, leaving only sunlight between them. His look was cool and assessing, while hers sparkled with challenge.

      For a long moment, neither moved.

      Then Alice descended the final step and began to walk.

      She took her time, pausing to adjust her glove, exchanging a word with a passing footman, and admiring the matched greys of the lead carriage. Mrs. Fenwick-Alden called out something about the lovely weather, and Alice agreed without breaking stride. A gentleman whose name she had forgotten tipped his hat; she inclined her head politely.

      All the while, Crewe’s attention pressed like a weight at the back of her neck.

      When she finally reached their assigned carriage, she stopped a foot from where he stood.

      "Lord Crewe." She grinned. "How fortunate that chance has thrown us together."

      His bow was precise and stiff. "Lady Alice. Fortune is a word I would not have chosen."

      "No?" She tilted her head, pretending curiosity. "What word would you have chosen?"

      "Inevitability." His mouth did not quite curve, but something shifted behind his eyes, irritation perhaps. “Lord and Lady Oakford are nothing if not thorough in their arrangements."

      "How perceptive of you." Alice gathered her skirts in one hand, preparing to mount the carriage step. "I had thought you a man who believed in providence."

      "I believe in preparation." He extended his hand, palm up, fingers steady. "Which is why I arrived on time."

      The rebuke was subtle yet stung nonetheless. Alice felt her smile sharpen as she placed her gloved fingers in his.

      His grip was firm, impersonal, correct. Yet that curious jolt returned, as if a spark jumped between them despite the damp morning air. His thumb briefly pressed against her knuckles as he steadied her step, and warmth seeped through two layers of fabric.

      She settled onto the carriage seat and arranged her skirts, refusing to meet his eyes until she composed her expression into something neutral.

      "There," she said as he climbed up to take the opposite seat. "We have survived the first minute. Only several hours remain."

      Crewe pulled the door shut firmly. The latch clicked.

      "I shall endeavor," he said, "to make them as instructive as possible."

      Outside, a groom called out, and the first carriage moved forward, wheels crunching on gravel. The thrush in the garden fell silent. Alice, studying the viscount's face for any sign of wavering composure, felt the carriage lurch into the unknown—peril, tedium, or something more complex.

      She had asked for adventure and supposed she ought not to complain when it arrived in such an inconvenient form.

      The carriage smelled of leather and beeswax, layered with something subtler, shaving soap or sandalwood, perhaps, or the fragrance of his starched cravat. Alice took in the details. Polished mahogany panels gleamed in the filtered light, burgundy leather cushions were softened by years of use, and a wicker hamper was strapped at their feet, promising sandwiches and possibly champagne. What had seemed an intimate space from outside now felt cramped, the distance between her knees and his measured in inches rather than feet.

      Crewe sat opposite her, still as a statue. His hands rested on his thighs, gloved fingers loose yet tense. His gaze was fixed on some point in the air, neither at the window nor at her, as if something invisible commanded his attention.

      The silence stretched. Alice allowed it to linger.

      Outside, the wheels found their rhythm on the country road, and the clatter of hooves settled into a steady beat. She watched Oakford Hall's chimneys disappear behind a stand of elms, replaced by the rolling green of Northamptonshire in late spring.

      "Lovely weather," she said at last, sweetening her tone just enough to sound insincere. "One might almost think Lady Oakford arranged it specially."

      "Lady Oakford's influence is considerable," Crewe replied dryly, "but I believe the heavens remain beyond her control."

      "How limiting for her." Alice adjusted her parasol where it rested against the seat. "Do you think she's disappointed?"

      "I think she is satisfied with the arrangements already within her control."

      "Ah." Alice nodded. "You mean us. Drawn by lot, as if chance had anything to do with it."

      For the first time since the carriage began to move, Crewe's eyes met hers directly. "You doubt the integrity of the proceedings?"

      "I doubt," Alice said, "that our host could resist the temptation to play God with paper slips." She smiled. "Crispin has always found other people's discomfort amusing. It's one of his more reliable qualities."

      "And does this arrangement discomfort you, Lady Alice?"

      The question came with precision, no inflection, no hint of expectation. A thrill of satisfaction coursed through Alice. He was engaging, whether he intended to be or not.

      "Discomfort?" She let her gaze wander around the carriage. "I find myself in a well-appointed conveyance, with ample legroom and the promise of a picnic at journey's end. The company is..." she paused, considering, "invigorating."

      "Invigorating." He repeated the word as if testing it. "Like a cold bath."

      "Precisely." Alice's smile widened. "Refreshing, if one survives the shock."

      The carriage rounded a bend, and the landscape changed, meadows giving way to ancient oaks whose branches arched over the road. Dappled light played across Crewe's features, softening the severity of his jaw before shadows returned.

      "Those are rather magnificent," Alice said, gesturing toward the trees. "Do you suppose they've been here since the Conquest?"

      Crewe glanced out at the countryside, his expression cool, as if the trees were mere background to a scene he had seen countless times. "Oaks of that size are typically three to four hundred years old. Tudor, perhaps. Not Norman."

      "How precise of you." Alice shifted in her seat, crossing her ankles beneath her
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