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For everyone who has ever loved someone the world warned them against.
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Five years ago

The lake kept its secrets the way it kept everything else it swallowed, silently, and without complaint.

She had not meant to come alone. That was the first mistake, though she would not live long enough to count the others. The water lay flat and black under a moon thin as a fingernail paring, and the reeds at the bank whispered the way reeds do, as though they had opinions about what they witnessed and simply chose, out of good breeding, never to share them.

You came, she said, and there was relief in it, and something else beneath the relief that might have been fear, if she had let herself name it.

I told you I would.

The rest of it, the words that came after, low and urgent and then not low at all, the lake did not keep for anyone else to hear. There was a sound like a struggle that isn't quite a struggle, more a misunderstanding between two people who have already decided not to understand each other. There was a splash too large for a stone, too small for what it was.

Then there was only the reeds again, and the moon, and a stillness so complete it might have been mistaken, by anyone arriving late, for peace.

By morning, the household would call it an accident. The physician would write his careful report and choose his careful words. The ton would call it something else entirely, a word that would follow one particular gentleman through five years of drawing rooms and ballrooms and the careful, whispering distance people keep from a man they have already convicted in their minds.

No one would ask the boatman what he saw, because no one would think to ask him at all.

And the person who walked away from the water that night, steady-handed, dry-eyed, already rehearsing the shape of their own innocence, would not think of it again for five long years.

Not until another body went into that same black water, and someone finally started asking the right questions.
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The carriage crested the last hill, and Ravenscliff Hall rose out of the Yorkshire fog like something that had been waiting for her.

Eleanor Fairfax had heard the house described a dozen times in a dozen drawing rooms, grim, gray, gothic, cursed, take your pick of adjectives, the ton was never short of them, and had privately dismissed most of it as the kind of embroidery people applied to any house with more history than warmth. The moors themselves had done little to soften her expectations. For the better part of an hour the carriage had climbed through country that grew steadily wilder and more silent, heather and gorse giving way to bare stone, the last farmhouse falling behind them long before the fog closed in properly, until it seemed to Eleanor that they had left civilized England behind entirely and entered some older, less accommodating version of the country, one that had not yet decided whether to admit them.

Now, seeing the house for herself, she revised her opinion. The house did not look cursed, precisely. It looked like it was keeping something to itself, the way a person's face goes carefully blank when they have decided you cannot be trusted with what's underneath.

"You're frowning," said her father, from the seat across, in the tone of a man who had spent the last three days asking her not to.

"I'm thinking."

"Think pleasanter thoughts. We are guests of an earl."

We are guests of an earl I am to marry in ten days, whom I have met exactly twice, and about whom half of London whispers a word I have not once heard my father say aloud. Eleanor kept this to herself, because she had learned, over four seasons of genteel poverty dressed up as respectability, precisely which thoughts were safe to voice and which were not. Sir Reginald Fairfax was not an unkind man. He was a frightened one, and frightened men did not always want to hear the truth of their own arrangements said back to them.

The carriage drew up. A footman appeared, and behind him, unhurried, the Earl of Ravenscliff himself.

She had forgotten how tall he was. She had forgotten, or perhaps had simply not let herself remember, the particular quality of his stillness, the way he stood like a man who had trained himself not to give anything away by accident. Lord Alistair Vane bowed over her hand with perfect, unimpeachable correctness, and said all the things a gentleman says to his betrothed upon her arrival, and not one word of it reached his eyes.

"Miss Fairfax." His voice was low, unhurried. "I trust the journey wasn't unbearable."

"Only the last hour, my lord. The fog made the moors rather theatrical."

Something almost like amusement crossed his face and was gone before she could be certain of it. "The moors do enjoy their theater. I hope Ravenscliff itself will prove less dramatic."

I hope so too, she thought, and did not say, because she had already noticed, in the two minutes since stepping down from the carriage, three separate servants who would not quite meet her eyes, a housekeeper whose curtsy came a half-second too slow to be simple deference, and a look that passed between the earl and the fair-haired gentleman waiting a few steps behind him, quick as a blade drawn and sheathed again before anyone else could see it had been out at all.

She had spent four years watching her father, a magistrate for two decades before debt and misfortune drove him from the bench, read a room the way other men read a newspaper: quickly, thoroughly, and with the settled conviction that everyone in it was hiding something, because everyone generally was. She had learned it from him without meaning to, the way children learn their parents' worst habits alongside their best ones.

Ravenscliff Hall, she thought, watching the fair-haired gentleman step forward with a smile too easy for the tension still hanging in the air, was going to give her a great deal to read.

She followed the party inside, past a hall hung with generations of Vane portraits, stern-faced men and women whose painted eyes seemed to track her progress with the same wary appraisal she had already met from the living. The house smelled of beeswax and old stone and, faintly, of the peat fires burning somewhere beyond the entrance hall, a smell she would come, in time, to associate so completely with the days that followed that she would never afterward be able to catch it in a stranger's house without her pulse quickening a little, without some small, permanent part of her bracing for whatever came next.

"Cousin Edmund," said Lord Ravenscliff, with a flatness that might have been fondness worn thin by long acquaintance, or might have been something else altogether. "Miss Fairfax. My cousin, Mr. Edmund Vane."

"Miss Fairfax." Edmund Vane bowed with a warmth his cousin's greeting had entirely lacked. "Ravenscliff didn't tell us you were lovely. Typically of him to leave out the important details."

"Typically of you to notice them first," said Alistair, and this time the edge in his voice was unmistakable.

Eleanor smiled the smile she had perfected over four seasons, pleasant, unreadable, giving nothing back, and filed the exchange away with everything else.

Ten days, she thought, as the party moved toward the house and the fog closed in soft and gray behind them. Ten days until I marry a man I do not know, in a house that is already lying to me.

She meant to spend every one of them finding out the truth.
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Dinner at Ravenscliff Hall was, Eleanor decided within the first quarter hour, a performance staged for an audience that had already decided how the play would end.

The dining room was handsome in the way old houses were handsome: dark wood, silver that had been in the family longer than the family had been polite about admitting it, and a portrait above the mantel of some long-dead Vane whose painted eyes seemed to follow the table with an expression of mild, ancestral disapproval. Twelve places had been laid. Eleanor counted the guests as she was seated: Lord Ravenscliff at the head, herself at his right hand as the betrothed ought to be, her father beside her looking as though he were doing sums in his head and not liking the total. Edmund Vane, seated with the easy confidence of a man who had never once doubted his welcome in a room. A quiet, dark-haired young woman introduced as Miss Charlotte Vane, the earl's sister, who kept her eyes on her plate with the particular concentration of someone counting the minutes until she could leave it. Lady Beatrice Thorne, a family friend of indeterminate age and unlimited opinions, already deep into her second glass of claret and her fourth piece of gossip. A Dr. Mercer, the local physician, invited, Eleanor gathered from the surrounding chatter, more for his conversation than his medical opinion, though she found herself wondering, before the soup was cleared, whether the two might not be entirely separate.
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