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        Winning Lady Beatrice

      

      

      Beatrice Colburn has lived her whole life on the quiet edges of society, content with her father’s vicarage and the gentle rhythm of Little Brambly. She never expected to take part in the London Season, nor to receive an invitation from her dearest friend, Arabella Harland, who insists that Beatrice deserves a chance to be seen.

      But stepping into Westmarch Manor places Beatrice directly in the path of Nathaniel Harland, the Earl of Westmarch. Three years ago, he scarcely noticed her. Now, he greets her with a warmth she does not understand and a steadiness that unsettles something deep within her. What begins as a polite acquaintance soon grows into a connection neither can ignore, even as the shadow of financial ruin and a looming marriage of convenience stand in their way.

      London’s glittering ballrooms promise opportunity, yet they also harbor secrets. While Beatrice navigates a world that views her as a mere "charity case," she discovers that the Earl’s troubles are far more dangerous than simple debt. Armed with only her wit and a sharp eye for the truth, she must decide if she is willing to risk her heart for a man who may not be free to choose her back.

      From country lanes to candlelit ballrooms, Winning Lady Beatrice is a story of belonging, bravery, and the tender power of finding one's worth when the world insists it is impossible.
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      The Harland carriage groaned over the uneven Wiltshire road as Beatrice pressed a gloved hand to the window glass. Hedgerows blurred past beneath the grey February sky, the fields damp and dark from winter’s lingering hold. The air felt raw, the sort of cold that slipped beneath wool and settled in the bones, and the rhythmic turning of the wheels did little to ease the knot of anticipation in her chest.

      She was grateful the journey was mercifully short, near enough that there had been little time for her thoughts to wander too far ahead of her courage. Long enough to breathe. Not long enough to lose her nerve entirely.

      Beatrice let out a slow breath and rested her forehead briefly against the cool glass.

      This was Westmarch.

      This was where Arabella had brought her.

      This was where she was meant to begin what everyone insisted upon calling her Season, though the word still felt strange and oversized in her mind.

      Her breath fogged the window. She wiped it away with the back of her glove, fingers trembling slightly inside the worn kid leather.

      Please let me belong here.

      The thought came unbidden, followed swiftly by another, sharper one, as though to correct it.

      She prayed silently. Heavenly Father, let me not be made a fool. Not here. Not in front of him.

      She had tried, earnestly, not to think of Lord Westmarch. Her father had reminded her not to let her novels mislead her, that their meeting three years earlier had been nothing of consequence. A brief moment. A courtesy paid. A young man arriving to collect his injured sister, polite and composed, with no reason to give further thought to the girl who had assisted her.

      He could not have known that she would remember the sureness of his hands. Or the deliberate care in his voice. Or the way he listened, as though nothing else in the room demanded his attention.

      Affection, her father had warned, was not a fault. But indulgence of it could be.

      Beatrice had tried to heed him.

      And yet, over three years of hearing his name spoken with warmth, of learning the shape of his character through others’ words, of seeing constancy where she had been taught to expect distance, that girlish admiration had deepened into an affection far more dangerous than she ever meant to claim.

      Something entirely her own.

      Foolish, perhaps. But not childish. And knowing all of that did nothing to slow the sudden, traitorous quickening of her heart as the carriage began to slow.

      She, Beatrice Colburn, had been invited to stay with Arabella Harland, sister to an earl, at Westmarch before they removed to London. Beatrice had never expected to see Town at all. Girls like her did not receive such introductions.

      The invitation had stunned her.

      Beatrice’s hand found the ribbon at her wrist. Pale blue, threaded through the buttonhole of her glove where Louisa had tied it that morning. For luck, her sister had whispered. So you’ll remember you belong to us, even when you’re grand.

      She touched it now, the worn silk soft beneath her fingertips, and thought of Arabella’s letter. She had read it so many times the folds had softened, the paper yielding easily when she drew it from her reticule.

      
        
        My dearest Beatrice,

      

      
        Three years is far too long to be separated from one's dearest friend, and I am quite determined that we shall not allow such an interval to pass again. Letters have sustained me, but they are a poor substitute for your presence, and I am tired of pretending otherwise.

        You must come with me for the Season.

        I have seen London once already, and I cannot claim the innocence I possessed the first time. I understand now more clearly what is required of a young woman who wishes to be properly known, and I am resolved that I shall not face it again without someone I trust entirely at my side.

        Nathaniel objected at first, as he always does when I disturb the careful order of his plans. But he has, at last, learned that persistence is one of my more reliable qualities. After sufficient persuasion, he agreed you are to be my companion, and that you shall stay with us at Westmarch before we remove to London.

        It has long seemed to me that the world has been allowed to overlook you simply because it has never been properly introduced. That, I intend to remedy. You deserve a wider circle than Little Brambly can provide, and I am quite determined that this year you shall be given one.

        You once cared for me when I was frightened, stubborn, and very much in pain. Allow me now the pleasure of repaying that kindness in the only way I know how.

        Say you will come.

      

      
        Your dearest friend,

      

      
        Arabella

      

      

      She folded the letter carefully and tucked it back into her reticule.

      Nathaniel. That was how Arabella had always written of him, and that was how he had lived in Beatrice's imagination for three years. But he was Lord Westmarch here. An earl. And she would do well to remember it.

      She had Arabella to thank for that habit, along with most of what she knew of the Harland family.

      Three years earlier, Arabella’s misadventure had brought her injured, furious, and far from home, to the vicarage in Little Brambly. Beatrice had tended her as best she could, sent word to Lord Westmarch at once, and watched him arrive, take in the situation at a glance, and assume command without raising his voice.

      Arabella had sworn they would be friends for life, and she had kept her word. They had written every month since.

      Beatrice had never imagined Arabella had meant it quite so literally.

      The young woman seated across from her was another kindness. Evie, one of the Westmarch maids, had been sent to attend them on the journey. Beatrice could scarcely believe such attention had been extended to her at all. Even so, the way Evie anticipated needs before they were spoken left Beatrice faintly unsettled, for they were needs she had always managed for herself.

      For most of the journey, they rode in companionable silence. The rhythm of the wheels and the easy sway of the carriage eased Beatrice's nerves, giving her something to focus on besides the flutter beneath her ribs. She traced the worn edge of the ribbon again and watched the countryside slide past the window in muted greens and browns.

      At last, as the carriage turned from the road onto a long gravel drive and the trees grew more orderly, Evie spoke.

      "There it is, miss," she pointed out the window. "If you look now, you’ll have your first proper view of Westmarch Manor."

      "It is very grand."

      Evie smiled. "Grand enough. But his lordship prefers comfort to show. It's a warm house, not a stiff one."

      "I'm glad of that." Beatrice hesitated, then admitted softly, "I hope I don't disappoint Lady Arabella or Lord Westmarch."

      Evie's expression softened. "You won't. Lady Arabella has spoken of you to the staff for years. She's been counting the days until your arrival. As for his lordship, I could not say."

      Beatrice gave a small, knowing smile. It was just like Arabella to tell the entire household of her plans before they were even settled, though Beatrice still expected to earn her keep by acting as a proper companion, perhaps even assisting with the correspondence or the household management as she did for her father. "She has spoken of me that much?"

      "Very much so. She has planned walks, reading aloud, all manner of things. Between you and me, miss," Evie leaned forward slightly, "her ladyship has been lonely. She's fond of her brother, of course, but she's wanted a friend who truly understands her."

      "They're close," Beatrice said.

      "Very. His lordship dotes on her, though he'd never confess it."

      The ribbon slipped through Beatrice's fingers as the barouche slowed.

      The carriage stopped.

      The footman swung open the door, and the first person she saw was not Arabella.

      Lord Westmarch.

      Beatrice’s breath stopped.

      She had spent years telling herself memory had softened the truth, that no man could truly be as composed, as assured in his authority, as the earl who had once come to collect his injured sister from a country vicarage.

      Memory had not exaggerated.

      He stepped forward, boots crunching over the gravel, and every carefully constructed wall of composure she had aimed to build began to crumble. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair stirred by the wind, grey eyes that seemed made to see straight through a person's careful pretenses.

      He was seven-and-twenty, as Arabella had mentioned often enough in her letters, and he wore the years as if he had been forced to grow into them too quickly.

      For three years she had kept him safely imagined. The real man standing before her made that distance feel very foolish indeed.

      He bowed his head. "Miss Colburn. Welcome to Westmarch Manor. I trust your journey was not too arduous?"

      He looked even more handsome than her memory had permitted, and more present. The kind of man whose attention, once given, was difficult to breathe under. The fantasy she had nursed in the seclusion of the Little Brambly vicarage suddenly felt like a childish indulgence beneath the steadiness of his level grey gaze.

      "It was long, my lord, but uneventful," she managed, her voice thinner than she intended, praying he could not see the years of unspoken longing written on her face.

      He wouldn't remember her. Of course, he wouldn't. She'd been just another village girl, useful for a few days, then forgotten the moment he'd taken Arabella home.

      The thought should have been a comfort. 

      It wasn't.

      "Good." His eyes, grey as a winter sky, swept over her with what might have been assessment or simple courtesy.

      "I thought it best to meet you here," he said. "Arabella has spoken of you often, and I wished to be certain you arrived comfortably."

      Beatrice inclined her head. "You are very kind, my lord."

      "Nevertheless," he said calmly, "you are a guest in my home. You should have been received properly."

      Before she could respond, he extended a gloved hand to her.

      Her breath caught.

      There was nothing improper in the gesture. Ordinary courtesy. And yet the strength of his hand, firm around hers, sent a startled ripple of sensation through her.

      Her boots touched the gravel.

      He didn't release her immediately.

      Just a heartbeat.

      She looked up. His fingers closed more firmly around hers, warm and unmistakable, and she could not have said who moved first.

      Only afterward did she realize his hand was no longer there. He had already stepped back, his composure settling into place like a mask drawn over whatever she had glimpsed beneath.

      She told herself she was imagining it.

      But the ghost of his grip lingered on her fingers, warm even through two layers of leather.

      Beatrice flushed. "Thank you, my lord."

      "I’m merely doing my duty." He paused, breath held, as though weighing his next words, then let the moment pass.

      A shriek sounded from inside the house.

      Nathaniel’s mouth thinned. "There she is."

      The grand front doors burst open, and Arabella Harland flew down the steps in a whirl of blue skirts and poorly pinned curls.

      "Beatrice Colburn!" she cried, breathless with joy. "You're here!"

      Beatrice barely had time to blink before Arabella seized her hands and spun her once, as if they were children reunited after a long winter.

      "Oh, look at you!" Arabella said, holding her at arm's length. "I knew it. I told him. You've grown into a beauty these last three years, and he pretended not to hear me."

      She shot her brother a wicked look. Nathaniel shook his head once, warning and indulgent all at once.

      "How I wish I might have visited even once," Arabella went on cheerfully, turning back to Beatrice. "Just to see the changes for myself. But no, letters had to suffice."

      She gave a small, delighted giggle. "Still, they hardly prepared me for this."

      "Arabella," Nathaniel muttered behind them.

      She waved him off. "Don't scowl. I'm only stating the obvious. Your hair is lovelier than I remembered, and your eyes, good heavens, I was right. Exactly that warm hazel. Come inside; you mustn't freeze."

      Nathaniel interjected mildly, "Arabella, you're overwhelming her."

      "I am not," she said. "I'm being welcoming."

      "You’re being… you," he murmured, as Arabella tugged Beatrice toward the steps.

      Arabella brightened. "And that's why she'll like it here."

      Beatrice laughed, the sound escaping before she could temper it.

      Nathaniel’s head turned at once, his gaze settling on her with a warmth that unsettled her more than she wished to admit.

      As Arabella tugged her further inside, Beatrice’s steps faltered. The entrance hall opened upward in a sweep of pale stone and polished floors, vaulted ceilings soaring overhead as light spilled down from the tall windows above.

      But her eyes were drawn to a small silver tray on a mahogany table near the foot of the stairs. Resting atop it was a thick, cream-colored envelope, addressed in a firm, precise hand.

      
        
        Miss Fairbrooke

        Mayfair, London.

      

      

      Beatrice slowed, her steps faltering for just a moment.

      Arabella noticed immediately. She followed Beatrice’s gaze and laughed softly.

      "Oh, ignore that," she said. "One little house party and they think my brother will marry one of them by the end of the Season. Mothers, aunts, hopeful daughters, anyone with a scheme and too much determination."

      Beatrice blinked.

      "He has no interest," Arabella went on cheerfully. "In fact, at this rate I shall have to pick his bride and court her for him myself." She turned as a throat cleared behind them, her smile wicked. "Isn't that right, brother?"

      "Arabella," Nathaniel said, exasperated.

      Arabella only smiled. "Come along, Beatrice. You must see the room Nathaniel agonized over choosing for you. It is the loveliest room in the house, the one usually reserved for the Duke and Duchess of Hawkesmoor."

      She leaned closer, lowering her voice. "Our aunt and uncle."

      Beatrice’s eyes immediately found Nathaniel’s. "You chose it?"

      Nathaniel cleared his throat. "Arabella always spoke of how much you loved the open field behind the vicarage. I thought the view might offer some comfort during your first time away from home."

      Beatrice had not expected him to explain himself at all.

      "That is very thoughtful," she said.

      "It was practical," he replied at once, his attention shifting to the floor as though it required inspection.

      Arabella cackled. "He blushes, you know. He’ll deny it, but he does."

      "I assure you I do not," Nathaniel said, too quickly.

      Beatrice wasn’t sure which surprised her more, Arabella’s unabashed affection or Lord Westmarch’s attempt to hide his discomfort.

      As they moved deeper into the house and began to ascend the stairs, Beatrice finally took in the walls lining the gallery above. Portraits of Harland ancestors looked down at them, their expressions ranging from noble to downright judgmental.

      "It’s remarkable," Beatrice murmured, unable to help herself.

      "And utterly full of ghosts," Arabella said cheerfully. "Not the rattling-chains sort. The judgmental, ancestral variety. But do not worry, they only glare at Nathaniel."

      Nathaniel gave his sister a look of mild suffering.

      Beatrice hid a smile. This warmth, this chaos, this easy banter, it was not at all what she expected from an earl’s family. It reminded her, unexpectedly, of her mornings at the vicarage, of Louisa and Mariah talking over one another, all affection and noise and shared history.

      Arabella looped her arm more securely around Beatrice’s. "We shall get you settled first. Tea. Perhaps a small tour."

      "Oh! And I mustn’t forget," Arabella continued, her eyes dancing with mischief. "I have assigned Evie as your personal maid and companion during your stay. She is to attend only to you."

      Beatrice steps faltering on the stone floor. "For me? Arabella, I thought I was here to be your companion, to help you, not to be a lady with a maid of my own."

      Arabella stopped short and turned to face her fully. "Because you are my dearest friend," she said simply. "And because you saved me once. You are not here to work, Beatrice. You are here to be seen."

      She smiled, the memory clearly dear to her. "I was sixteen, dramatic, and entirely convinced the world was against me. I ran off during a country tour with my tutor, straight into the rain, because of course I did. I twisted my ankle, soaked myself through, and came down with a fever for my trouble."

      "You were quite ill," Nathaniel said. "For several days."

      Arabella waved that away. "And yet the very best part of my misadventure was meeting Beatrice and her family. Had I not stumbled into that vicarage, she would not be here with us now."

      She looped her arm through Beatrice’s and tugged her toward the staircase. "Still, while you are here, you must promise me something."

      Beatrice glanced at her warily. "What is that?"

      "That if I ever fall ill again," Arabella said solemnly, "you will not force me to drink that dreadful tea of yours..."

      "It was not dreadful," Beatrice protested, embarrassed.

      "...even though," Arabella finished with a grin, "it mysteriously made me feel better."

      "It was mint."

      Nathaniel’s lips twitched. "Mother used to give us the same tea."

      Arabella stopped on the stairs, hand on her hip. "You see? Beatrice is practically family."

      Nathaniel said nothing. He looked past her toward the stairs.

      "Isn't she, brother?"

      "If you say so," he murmured, and continued up the stairs.

      "He's been impossible ever since I’ve come out," Arabella said, linking her arm through Beatrice's. "Too much responsibility. He forgets he's meant to be my brother, not my father."

      Beatrice glanced at Nathaniel, then away again. Arabella had written of her parents death years ago, in one of her earliest letters, the carriage accident, the suddenness of it, the way everything afterward had gone quiet. Arabella had been seven then.

      Beatrice could empathize, her own mother died during the fever that swept through their parish. A different loss, slower and drawn out, but no less final.

      She had learned later, through other letters, of Nathaniel’s return from Oxford. Barely nineteen, stepping into a title meant for a much older man. Beatrice understood that kind of upheaval more than she liked to admit. She had helped raise her twin sisters from infancy, learned early what it meant to shoulder responsibility before one was ready.

      Arabella, still watching her brother, went on lightly, "I watched him carry the weight of the estate, the title, raising me." Her voice softened despite herself. "I watched twenty years settle on his shoulders in a single week."

      Nathaniel cleared his throat. "Arabella," he said mildly, "this turn toward melancholy is unnecessary. You will make our guest uncomfortable with our private affairs."

      Arabella only smiled, entirely unrepentant.

      Beatrice looked at Nathaniel. The man before her was not the one she had assembled from ink and distance.

      Arabella squeezed Beatrice’s hand, sensing the shift but ignoring her brother’s words. "But he never complained. He just became the most serious, responsible brother anyone could have. Utterly exasperating."

      Nathaniel inclined his head once. "If you will excuse me. I have letters to attend to."

      He stepped away, moving down the corridor toward the far end of the hall, his chambers disappearing beyond a turn of shadow and paneling.

      Arabella watched him go, then gave a small, fond huff. "Hopeless."

      She turned back to Beatrice at once. "Come. Your room is just here."

      She gestured to a door partway down the hall and ushered Beatrice inside.

      The room was lovely. Soft blues and creams, the walls bathed in pale afternoon light. The bed was large, dressed in a coverlet of dove-grey. A writing desk stood beneath the window, a wardrobe of polished wood nearby, and a small sitting area was arranged beside the fireplace, where a fire already crackled warmly.

      Beatrice touched the edge of the writing desk. "It's lovely."

      Arabella beamed. "I knew you’d like it. Nathaniel suggested the desk."

      Beatrice looked up.

      "He hears more of your letters than you might imagine," Arabella went on lightly. "Enough to know you’d want the window and a proper place to write home."

      She smiled, pleased with herself. "He said it would never do to put you in a room without one, especially when you’re so devoted to your sisters."

      Her breath caught softly.

      "And," Arabella added, with unmistakable satisfaction, "he is quite determined that our guests be comfortable. He takes such things very seriously."

      She tilted her head. "He really is the greatest brother. Wouldn’t you agree?"

      The thoughtfulness of it left her momentarily speechless.

      A soft knock sounded at the door.

      "Come in," Beatrice called.

      Evie entered and curtsied. "Begging your pardon, miss. His lordship asked that I see to your trunk and help you get settled."

      "Oh." Beatrice glanced at the modest trunk, the familiar weight of charity pressing against her ribs. "That’s very kind, but I can manage on my own. I wouldn’t wish to trouble anyone."

      Evie hesitated, clearly unsure how to proceed.

      Arabella laughed softly. "Beatrice, you truly are impossible."

      Beatrice turned to her, startled.

      "Nathaniel does not give instructions lightly," Arabella went on, her tone affectionate rather than reproving. "If he has sent Evie, it is because he wishes you comfortable."

      Beatrice’s hands went still against the edge of the desk.

      Evie continued unpacking, smoothing dresses and hanging them neatly in the wardrobe. When the trunk was finally emptied and set aside, she straightened and curtsied, first to Arabella, then to Beatrice.

      "Begging your pardon, my lady," she said, clearly a little flustered, "but his lordship asked that once I had finished unpacking Miss Colburn’s trunk, she be given some time to get settled."

      Arabella arched a brow, amusement flickering across her face. "Did he, indeed?"

      "Yes, my lady," Evie said quickly.

      "Well," Arabella replied lightly, "far be it from me to contradict my brother."

      Evie offered Beatrice an apologetic smile. "I’ll return later, miss, if you should need anything."

      She withdrew promptly, closing the door behind her.

      Beatrice stood alone in the beautiful room, the quiet settling around her in a way that felt heavier than she had expected.

      She was not accustomed to silence. At the vicarage, there were always voices, her father’s, her sisters’, the murmur of parish life drifting in and out. Even solitude there carried the comfort of knowing someone was always just beyond the door.

      Here, the stillness pressed in.

      Lord Westmarch had anticipated her comfort in every detail. The room was warm, the fire well kept, the desk placed to catch the light. And yet the thought of remaining alone in it felt suddenly unbearable.

      She would find Arabella. Ask where she might explore without intruding. See more of the house. Give her thoughts something useful to do.

      Beatrice had gone no more than a few paces when voices reached her, low, half-laughing, carried along the stone passage. She slowed without meaning to.

      Evie stood with two other maids near the bend of the hall, hands folded at her apron.

      "...polite enough, I'll grant you that," one was saying. "All thank you and I couldn't possibly."

      A soft snort. "Did you see the trunk? I've packed heavier for a fortnight in the country." The shorter of the three said.

      "She's Lady Arabella's friend," Evie said.

      "Oh, I'm not saying she isn't." The short servant paused, gave a small shrug, then carried on. "I'm only saying his lordship went out to the drive himself. When's the last time he did that for anyone who wasn't family?"

      Silence.

      "Miss Fairbrooke's people have been writing again," the older of the three maids added, lower now. "Cook saw the letter yesterday. They've got plans, that family."

      "Well." The short maid's voice dropped, but not enough. "Let's hope the vicar's daughter understands what she is and isn't here for."

      Evie stomped her foot, "That’s enough." The conversation faltered and Beatrice was surprised by the others listening to Evie. 

      She turned and walked back to her room, her hands trembling at her sides.

      The room that had felt thoughtful moments ago now felt like a cage.

      She crossed to the desk and sat, drawing a sheet of paper toward her before she could think better of it. Ink. Pen. Familiar motions. Safe ones.

      She would write to her father.

      Not to send, not yet, but to recover her composure. To speak the truth aloud, even if only to the page..

      
        
        Papa,

      

      
        I have arrived safely, and Lady Arabella is as kind as ever…

      

      

      The words came quickly after that. Honest ones. Painful ones. She did not soften them. She never had with him.

      She wrote of the house, the quiet, the kindness that felt heavier than it ought. She wrote of what she had overheard, though she could scarcely bring herself to read the lines back.

      
        
        I have only just arrived, and already I fear I may not belong here as I once imagined, she wrote at last. I will do my best to be gracious while I am here. I will not be foolish. But I fear I mistook welcome for belonging…

      

      

      Her hand trembled.

      She set the pen down and pressed her palm flat against the page.

      The letter would be finished later. For now, it was enough to have spoken the truth, to someone who had always listened, even when the truth was uncomfortable.

      She would not forget again.

      A knock at the door made her straighten.

      "Beatrice?" Arabella’s voice, bright and irrepressible. "May I come in?"

      Beatrice rose, smoothing her skirts, schooling her expression into a semblance of calm. "Of course."

      The door flew open, and Arabella swept in like a spring storm, already talking, already smiling, utterly unaware of the shift in Beatrice’s spirit that had taken place.

      "Now," she announced cheerfully, "I gave you a full half hour of solitude, precisely as my exceedingly conscientious brother instructed, and I have obeyed without complaint."

      She glanced around the room with approval. "Though I do think thirty minutes is quite generous for our kind guest who has only just arrived and on very good authority is not inclined toward brooding."

      Beatrice smiled despite herself.

      Arabella had always been pure sunshine, warm, irrepressible, and impossible to resist. Yet it was harder now to smile as freely as she once had.

      They talked for another hour. Arabella spoke of London, the Season, the characters who populated it. Beatrice answered when she was asked, speaking of village life, her father’s sermons, the twins’ latest antics. She answered more sparingly now, letting Arabella lead while she followed, nothing like the easy familiarity she had once allowed herself in letters..

      When Arabella finally departed to dress for dinner, the room fell quiet once more.

      Beatrice crossed to the window and looked out over the gardens Nathaniel had chosen for her view. 

      It was beautiful.

      And it was not hers to imagine further.

      A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.

      "Come in," she called.

      The door opened to reveal Lord Westmarch. He paused at the threshold, tall and composed in his evening clothes.

      "I hope I’m not disturbing you," he said. "I wished to ensure you had everything you needed."

      "I do, thank you. It is far more than I deserve."

      He hesitated, as though he might object, then merely inclined his head. Instead, he stepped just far enough inside to remain proper, though close enough that she could see the weariness he did not trouble to hide.

      "Arabella can be… overwhelming," he shifted his step. "If you find you require a little respite, please do not hesitate to say so."

      "I do not think I should," Beatrice replied. "I find I am better for company."

      He regarded her for a moment, as though that were not the answer he had expected.

      "She always has plenty to give," he said at last. "She simply forgets that not everyone receives it in the same way."

      "I will manage," Beatrice said. "My twin sisters possess far greater enthusiasm than Lady Arabella, and I have survived them both."

      He did not answer at once.

      "When I collected Arabella from your home three years ago," he said, "I did not thank you as I should have. I spoke only to your father. I believe I scarcely acknowledged you at all."

      Beatrice stilled.

      "That was discourteous," he continued evenly. "You had cared for my sister through illness and injury, and I behaved as though your kindness were merely expected. I would like to apologize for that. There is no excuse for it."

      "There is no need," Beatrice said, too quickly.

      "There is." His gaze held hers. "You asked for nothing in return. That sort of kindness is uncommon."

      Heat rose in her cheeks. "Anyone would have done the same."

      "No." He held her gaze. "They would not have."

      For a moment, she almost believed he meant more than gratitude. That he saw her as something other than a passing kindness, a useful guest.

      But the voices she had overheard pressed back in, sharp and knowing.

      She reminded herself that this was courtesy and thoughtfulness, nothing more than proper acknowledgment.

      The moment stretched, delicate and dangerous in its stillness.

      At last, he stepped back. "I will leave you to rest. Dinner is at seven. I will have Evie return to assist you and show you to the dining room."

      "Thank you, my lord."

      "Nathaniel," he said. "Please."

      She drew a breath. "I do not think it proper, Lord Westmarch."

      He paused, just long enough for her to wonder if she had offended him.

      "It may not be so in society," he said evenly, "but while you are here, you are our guest. You will be treated as family."

      There was no easy way to answer that.

      She inclined her head.

      He nodded once, as though the matter were settled, and turned away.

      The door closed behind him.

      Beatrice remained where she was, her pulse unsettled, the room suddenly too still to bear.
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      Dinner was served in a dining room that could have seated thirty but felt almost intimate with just the three of them, Beatrice, Lord Westmarch, and Lady Arabella.

      "Tell me, Miss Colburn," Nathaniel said once they were settled, his tone polite but attentive, "what occupies your time at home when you are not rescuing foolish young ladies from their own temper?"

      Beatrice smiled. "I read a great deal. And I assist my father, mostly with parish matters. Visiting the sick, helping where I can."

      "That sounds far more useful than embroidery," Arabella declared. "Do you enjoy it?"

      "I do," Beatrice said honestly. "It gives one a sense of being needed."

      "Your father mentioned your interest in remedies when I spoke with him. He spoke highly of your judgment."

      Beatrice looked at him, surprised despite herself. "He did?"

      "He did," Nathaniel replied calmly. "Particularly your discretion."

      Arabella beamed. "You see? I told you. Beatrice has a talent for such things. She nursed me through fever and injury with remarkable composure."

      "Remarkable is generous," Beatrice said, warmth creeping into her cheeks. "I did what I could."

      "And insisted I drink something green and suspicious," Arabella added lightly.

      "It was mint," she and Nathaniel said at once.

      They both paused.

      Nathaniel cleared his throat, a trace of amusement in his eyes. "And quite refreshing, if one is willing to give it a chance."

      Arabella laughed. "Very well. I concede." She turned back to Beatrice. "You must teach me properly, if only so I may stop complaining the next time I am obliged to drink something sensible. I suspect it does me more good than I like to admit."

      The conversation widened after that, easing into safer, familiar ground. Arabella spoke of London and its endless diversions, Nathaniel offered the occasional dry observation, and Beatrice found herself smiling more often than she meant to, hiding it behind her napkin when she could.

      She reached for her water glass and, without thinking, used the salad fork instead of the dinner fork for her next course.

      She realized her mistake a heartbeat too late.

      Heat crawled up her neck. Such a small thing. Such an obvious marker of her inexperience.

      Across the table, Nathaniel’s eyes flicked briefly to her plate.

      Then, without comment, without drawing attention, he set down his own dinner fork and picked up his salad fork instead.

      Their eyes met.

      He gave the smallest nod, so brief she might have imagined it, before turning back to his meal.

      Her breath caught.

      He had done it on purpose. Covered her mistake. Made it seem as though he had chosen the wrong fork rather than allow her embarrassment.

      The kindness of it startled her more than the mistake itself.

      Stop it, she told herself firmly. He is only being polite. It does not mean anything.

      The thought did not settle.

      When the meal finally ended, Arabella rose with a dramatic stretch.

      "I am utterly exhausted," she announced. "Beatrice, you must be dead on your feet. Let us get you to bed before Nathaniel begins discussing estate business and bores us both to tears."

      "I would never..." Nathaniel began.

      "You absolutely would," Arabella said cheerfully, linking her arm through Beatrice’s. "Come. Tomorrow we shall plan your wardrobe, discuss the Season, and generally have a wonderful time."

      As they left the dining room, Beatrice glanced back.

      Nathaniel stood by the window, watching them go. She did not mean to look, and yet when he became aware of her attention, she felt it at once.

      The hours that followed passed in Arabella's company, cheerful, relentless, and exhausting in the best possible way. It was only later, after she had finally been left in peace, that Beatrice found herself at her bedroom window, looking down at the gardens below.

      The moon had risen, silvering the hedges and paths. The house was quiet now, settling into sleep.

      She saw movement below.

      Nathaniel.

      He stood in the garden with his hands clasped behind his back, his face tilted toward the house. Toward...

      Her window?

      She stepped back at once, her pulse pounding. He could not see her. The darkness inside the room, the angle of the glass, she was certain of it.

      Still, the sight of him there unsettled her.

      At last, he turned and walked back toward the house, each step measured, deliberate.

      Beatrice pressed a hand to her chest and drew a steadying breath.

      He had only been taking the air, she told herself. Thinking of the estate. Of anything but her.

      The maids’ words returned, sharp and unkind.

      She turned away from the window and prepared for bed with careful efficiency, braiding her hair, washing her face, saying her prayers.

      Normal things. Safe things.

      Things that did not require the dangerous luxury of hope.
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      Nathaniel stood in the garden long after he should have gone inside.

      Long after the cold began to seep through his evening coat.

      He'd told himself he was just taking air. Clearing his head after a long day of estate business and unexpected arrivals.

      Lies.

      He'd come out here because he'd needed to see which window was hers. Needed to know where she'd be sleeping, what view she'd wake to, whether she'd found the room comfortable.

      Needed to stop thinking about hazel eyes and worn gloves and the way she'd looked at him in the drive, open, uncertain, achingly hopeful.

      Beatrice Colburn.

      Arabella's friend. A vicar's daughter with no dowry, no connections, no prospects beyond perhaps a marriage to some country gentleman with modest means and modest expectations.

      Exactly the kind of woman he had no business noticing.

      Miss Fairbrooke's latest letter sat on his desk upstairs. Perfumed. Pointed. Full of carefully worded references to mutual family expectations and the coming months in Town. He had answered it that morning and left his reply on the tray before rushing out to greet Beatrice like a schoolboy.

      The footman had taken it to London hours ago.

      He found himself wishing he could call it back.

      Miss Fairbrooke was beautiful, accomplished, and possessed twenty thousand pounds. Everything Westmarch needed. Everything he should want.

      He looked up at Beatrice's darkened window one last time.

      Then he turned and went inside, each step a silent retreat from what he had chosen not to examine.
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      Beatrice woke to a slant of pale light across unfamiliar ceiling beams.

      For a moment, she thought she was still at home in the cramped attic bedroom she shared with Louisa and Mariah. She turned, expecting the sag of a straw-stuffed mattress, the creak of the vicarage roof above her, and her sister's elbow jammed unrepentantly into her ribs. But she sank deeper into feathered softness, the hush of a grand house pressing around her.

      Her eyes opened fully, and with them came the small, unavoidable truth of where she was.

      She was in Westmarch Manor.

      The realization settled slowly, like breath returning after a held moment. Beneath it stirred another thought, unbidden and unwelcome in its immediacy. Lord Westmarch was here as well. Somewhere beyond these walls, perhaps only a handful of doors away, he was waking as she was, moving through the same halls, entirely unaware of how closely her thoughts already followed him.

      The awareness sent a small, foolish warmth through her chest.

      Then it cooled.

      With it came the sharper memory of what she had overheard the day before. Words spoken carelessly, certain in their judgment. She must not forget where she came from. She must not forget what she was.

      Girls like her did not marry earls.

      She closed her eyes, bracing herself against a truth she had always known, even when she had not wished to name it.

      She attempted to will herself back to sleep, if only for a few moments more, enough to wake with less hesitation. Sleep did not oblige her.

      She was awake, and the day must be met.

      Beatrice rose, washed, and dressed herself. The familiar routine was a comfort after yesterday’s overwhelming newness. When she had finished, Evie still had not arrived, and Beatrice supposed the maid must be learning the rhythm of her early rising. The fire, however, had been newly stoked before dawn, the hearth warm with the small attentions of the house.

      Dressing herself felt grounding. She sat before the mirror and braided her hair with practiced efficiency, satisfied, before going to the window.

      Outside, the Westmarch gardens lay silvered under a delicate skim of frost. Mist rose from the hedgerows in the early light. Paths cut through clipped shapes, some bare, some already showing the stubborn promise of green. The sky was pale and low, the sun just beginning to assert itself above a line of dark trees on the horizon.

      It was beautiful in the way polished things were beautiful. And it was nothing like home.

      She let the curtain fall and turned toward the small writing desk tucked near the window. The paper had been neatly set out. A pen lay ready beside two inkwells, one freshly filled, the other a lighter blue-black she had never used before. A small sealing stamp rested within reach. The arrangement was deliberate. Thoughtful.

      None of it had been there when she last sat at the desk.

      Beatrice pressed her lips together, unsettled by the implication of it. The house did not anticipate a guest’s letters unless instructed to do so. And she knew enough of such places to understand that maids did not make these choices on their own.

      With the observation came the unwelcome softness of his given name, rising unbidden to her mind. Nathaniel.

      She drew a measured breath, willing the small shiver away.

      She must be careful. Thoughtfulness did not imply intimacy. Kindness did not invite imagination.

      Still, she could not help the awareness that someone had noticed what she might need before she had asked for it.

      Beatrice sat, smoothed the paper, and dipped the pen.

      
        
        February 20, 1808

        Dearest Papa,

      

      
        You will see at once that I am writing in a different ink this morning. The desk here had been freshly prepared, and I find myself using blue-black for the first time. It feels rather grand beneath my hand, and I thought it might amuse you to know it.

        I slept well, despite the newness of everything. There was a fire laid before dawn and a coverlet filled with down, so soft I nearly lost myself in it. The room looks out over the gardens, which are formal and solemn and not half so dear to me as our lane in late May, but they have a lovely grace of their own.

        Lady Arabella is unchanged in spirit, though I suspect time has only sharpened her opinions. She speaks faster than both my sisters combined when they catch one another up in one of their twin moments, and with just as much conviction. I had forgotten how impossible she is to resist.

        Her brother is more imposing in person than I expected, though not in the ways one might assume. I had thought that, being older now, he might not seem so tall to me, but I find my head still barely reaches his shoulder, and that fact alone has reminded me how little I have altered, even as the world around me has grown larger. He carries himself with great composure, and with a kindness that does not presume familiarity. I am grateful for that. Even so, I remember your counsel, and I keep it close.

        The house itself is vast in ways I am still learning how to inhabit. After dinner, when the rooms grew quiet and the lights were lowered, the scale of it pressed upon me more than it had in daylight. My chamber is larger than our entire attic, and my bed could comfortably hold all three of us and perhaps the dog besides. I know this sounds ungrateful, but I confess the space can feel louder than company ever was. Silence, it seems, carries differently here.

        I miss the sound of Louisa’s laughter and Mariah’s questions already. I catch myself listening for them in the corridor before remembering that, for the first time in my life, I am entirely on my own. It is a strange thing, Papa, to be the one who is sent away rather than the one who stays behind to keep the hearth.

        Please tell Mariah she must mind the chickens with the same care I always did, and that imagination is no substitute for a properly latched gate. And tell Louisa I have tied her blue ribbon to the wardrobe handle where I shall see it each morning. It steadies me more than she knows.

        I am well. I am safe. And I am trying very hard to be sensible. I said my prayers last night and thought of Mama, as I always do. I believe she would have told me to stop fretting and enjoy the scones.

      

      
        With all my love,

      

      
        Your Beatrice

      

      

      She added a brief line asking after his cough, folded the letter, and melted a small wafer of wax over the seam. As she set the pen aside, a brisk knock rattled the door.

      "Come in," she called.

      The door opened to admit Evie, cheeks pink with haste, her cap slightly askew.

      "Oh, miss!" She bobbed a curtsy so quickly she nearly upset the folded linens in her arms. "I’m so sorry I wasn’t in before you woke. Mrs. Hartley kept me back to be certain the fire had been laid and the room seen to properly, and then she said I was not to disturb you until you stirred. I should have been waiting all the same."

      "Evie," Beatrice said, rising, "it is quite all right."

      "But I was meant to have your gown aired and laid out, and your stays ready, and your hair done proper," Evie said miserably. "And here you are already dressed, and I look as though I do not know my place at all."

      "I have dressed myself for years," Beatrice said with a small, reassuring smile. "And my sisters besides. You are not late, and you are certainly not a disgrace."

      Evie blinked. "Truly?"

      "Truly."

      Only then did it occur to Beatrice that none of this was remarkable here. Not the fire, not the prepared desk, not the presence of a maid. This was simply how guests were received at Westmarch. It was not indulgence, nor special favor. It was expectation.

      "Really," Beatrice said. "If anything, I was frightened I'd do something wrong having someone attend me. I'm more likely to make you nervous than you are to make me nervous."

      That earned a breathless little giggle. Beatrice noticed the way relief washed through Evie. The girl was expressive, her entire body relaxed, and as if she had a skip in her step, Evie moved about the room as she spoke, shaking out the fresh sheets with brisk efficiency.

      "You’re nothing like Miss Fairbrooke," she said, almost to herself, smoothing the linen along the mattress. "She stayed here last autumn, during Lady Arabella’s little house party. Only three days, but it felt longer."

      Beatrice stepped forward without thinking and took the opposite corner, helping to draw the sheet taut.

      "She acted as though she were already Countess of Westmarch," Evie went on, tucking the fabric neatly beneath the mattress. "Sent the maids running over trifles. And spoke of her father’s fortune as if it had descended from heaven itself, not been earned on the docks like everyone knows."

      She gave the sheet a final tug. Then froze.

      Evie looked down at Beatrice’s hands still gripping the linen, and color rushed into her face.

      "Oh, miss." She pulled her hands back at once. "I...I forgot myself."

      Her voice dropped, mortified. "I was talking as though you were one of us. And here you are helping besides."

      Evie swallowed. "It’s only that this is all still new to me, miss. I’ve been at Westmarch since I was fifteen, but I was only moved upstairs last year. This is my first time attending a lady properly."

      Beatrice looked at her more closely. "How old are you now?"

      "Eighteen."

      Beatrice smiled faintly. "Then we are the same age."

      Evie startled, then flushed all over again. "Yes, miss. Which is why I forget myself. I ought not to."

      Beatrice released the sheet slowly. "It didn’t trouble me."

      "It should have," Evie said quickly. "You’re a guest. I’ve no business gossiping so, especially not to you. Please don’t tell his lordship."

      Beatrice met her eyes and gave a small nod. "I won’t."

      Evie let out a breath she’d clearly been holding and hurried to recover herself. "Would you sit, miss? I can at least do your hair. Mrs. Hartley would have my ears if you went down to breakfast looking as though you’d wrestled a storm."

      Beatrice obeyed, settling onto the stool before the mirror. Evie began at once, unpinning the simple braid Beatrice had twisted low at her nape, serviceable, familiar, the sort of style meant to last a long morning without thought.

      Evie undid the braid and began again, lifting the hair from Beatrice’s neck and arranging it higher, softer, with a practiced confidence Beatrice had only ever seen used on ladies like Arabella. A few curls were drawn loose and coaxed into place, transforming the style from practical to something meant to be admired. Evie smoothed a trace of perfumed powder through the finished arrangement, lending it a sheen Beatrice had never seen in her own hair before.

      Beatrice watched the transformation with unease. It was not the pins or the curls that unsettled her, but how easily they made her look as though she belonged to rooms she had never entered.

      "There," Evie said, satisfied. "Pretty as a picture. You look like you belong."

      Belong.

      The word settled strangely in Beatrice’s chest, warm and hopeful, and entirely unasked for.

      "Thank you," she murmured.

      Evie’s gaze drifted to the sealed letter resting on the desk. "Is that to be sent, miss?"

      "Yes," Beatrice said. "To my father."

      "I'll see it to the post myself," Evie promised. "He'll rest easier knowing you're comfortable."

      Beatrice swallowed. "I think he will."

      When Evie had carried the letter away, Beatrice smoothed her skirts and stood for a moment in the center of the room, listening.

      The house was waking. She could hear it now in the layered sounds beneath the quiet: the distant clang of the breakfast gong being tested, the murmur of voices, the faint thud of footsteps two floors down.

      She caught her reflection in the glass and hesitated.

      Her gown was the sort she had always worn, dull in color, sound in make, the hem worn thin at the edges from honest use. Her shoes were plain leather, scuffed but clean, chosen for endurance rather than elegance.

      She had never worried over such things.

      And yet the softness Evie had drawn into her hair made her newly aware of the contrast. The woman above her neckline looked as though she belonged in this house. The one below it had not left the vicarage at all.

      Beatrice exhaled softly and shook the thought away. Nerves, nothing more.

      All right, it is only breakfast.
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      Nathaniel had been awake for several hours.

      The papers spread across his desk remained largely untouched, including the file Mr. Carmichael had been pressing upon him for weeks. His steward was tireless in his concern and increasingly blunt in his advice. Westmarch required money. The Eastbury property could not be sustained without it. A marriage secured by a sufficient dowry was, in Mr. Carmichael’s estimation, the only sensible solution.

      Nathaniel found the idea deeply unappealing.

      He did not object to marriage itself, but to the hollow version of it so often practiced among the peerage. He had seen the difference with his own eyes. Houses built on affection endured in ways others did not. His parents had chosen one another freely, and the warmth between them had never required concealment. He wanted nothing less than that, and nothing at all if it could not be had.

      Today, however, his attention wandered for reasons that had nothing to do with ledgers or land.

      The last time he had seen Miss Colburn, she had been scarcely more than a girl. Pretty, certainly, but indistinct in the way youth often is. He remembered her only dimly, a presence at the edge of the room while his concern had been fixed entirely on Arabella.

      And yet, over the years, her name had come to him again and again. In his sister’s letters. In the thoughtful postscripts Beatrice always took care to add, a few lines set aside just for him. Arabella spoke of her as Beatrice, always Beatrice, until the name had lodged itself in his mind as something familiar, almost personal. Those brief notes had remained with him longer than he cared to admit. They were never lengthy, never improper, yet each bore the distinct impression of having been written with him in mind.

      Even so, when he had pictured her, he had imagined the girl she once was.

      The woman who stepped down from the carriage yesterday had been something else entirely.

      She had met his gaze without flinching, her hazel-green eyes clear and perceptive, as though she truly saw him. Not the title. Not the obligation. Him. They had stood close enough that he could see the faint scatter of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and in that moment the world had narrowed in a way he had not anticipated.

      Then, without thought, he offered his Christian name.

      He should not have done that. It was careless. He had spent years maintaining proper distance, learning which boundaries mattered and which could not be crossed without consequence. Titles existed for a reason.

      And yet the moment had passed before he could call it back. Correcting it now would feel pointed. A withdrawal. Almost a rebuke.

      He told himself it had been instinct. Habit formed through years of seeing his name written in a familiar hand, set apart from the rest of Arabella’s letters. Beatrice never wrote to him as though he were a stranger. She never wrote as though she were afraid of him.

      Still, he should have known better.

      It was for that reason he had slept so poorly.

      She was only a few rooms away, and each time he closed his eyes, thoughts of the estate, of Miss Fairbrooke and her carefully measured advantages, slipped from his grasp entirely.

      With an effort, Nathaniel drew himself back to the present. He reached for the stack of bills, petitions, and invitations awaiting his attention.

      Reality, after all, did not wait for sentiment.

      And then he saw it. A fresh addition to the morning's correspondence, set apart from the rest.

      Cream paper, heavier than most. A precise, fashionable hand. The seal unbroken, though he could already detect the faintest trace of perfume clinging to the fold.

      Another letter from Miss Fairbrooke. He had only just replied to her last.

      Nathaniel exhaled slowly and broke the seal.

      
        
        My dear Lord Westmarch,

      

      
        Mama is most gratified to hear that you have agreed to escort me during the upcoming Season, and she has asked me to convey her particular pleasure at the sense of order such an arrangement brings. It is always a comfort, she says, when matters are conducted with foresight rather than haste.

        She has begun making the necessary inquiries regarding timing and expectations. She hopes you will not think her forward for wishing certain details settled before the press of social obligations renders discreet discussion more difficult. I am to understand that you will soon be in Town, and she would be pleased to receive you at our convenience, should you be amenable to a discussion of preliminaries.

        I look forward to the Season ahead with optimism and trust that our mutual understanding will allow it to proceed smoothly.

      

      
        Yours sincerely,

      

      
        Miss Diana Fairbrooke

      

      

      Nathaniel lowered the letter to the desk.

      Escort me during the Season.

      Preliminaries.

      He set the letter down.

      This had gone too far. And too quickly.

      He had answered her previous letter only yesterday, and cautiously at that. She could not yet have received it. Which meant her presumption came not from anything he had written, but from whatever Carmichael had been telling her family's man of business.

      His steward had been meant to sound out, not signal. To inquire discreetly, not suggest certainty. And yet here it was, rendered in elegant script and perfumed confidence, as though the matter were already half concluded.

      Worse still, he suspected how it had arrived so promptly. Carmichael had been corresponding with the Fairbrooke family's man of business for weeks, "preliminary inquiries," he called them. No doubt this letter had been routed through that channel, delivered with his steward's compliments.

      Effrontery, more like.

      Nathaniel pressed his thumb to the bridge of his nose, irritation flaring sharp and unwelcome. His steward had forgotten his place. Forgotten that advice was not authority, and prudence not permission.

      He reached for his pen, intending to correct the error at once.

      The perfume lingered on the paper, floral and deliberate, clinging to his fingers even after he set the letter aside.

      And with it came an unwelcome contrast.

      Fresh air. Lavender. Wool warmed by travel and nerves. Hazel-green eyes that met his without calculation.

      Beatrice Colburn.

      He stilled, pen hovering uselessly above the page.

      This was precisely why arrangements like these existed. To prevent distraction. To prevent impulse. To secure estates against sentiment.

      And yet the thought of replying, of confirming what Miss Fairbrooke so clearly believed inevitable, left him colder than the Wiltshire dawn.

      Nathaniel set the pen down.

      The door opened without warning.

      "Nathaniel, you will not believe..." Arabella halted, taking in his expression. "Oh. You’re brooding again."

      "I am not brooding," he said evenly. "I am working."

      Arabella’s gaze went at once to the letter on his desk. Her mouth curved downward.

      "Why do you keep corresponding with that pickled peacock?"

      Nathaniel did not look up. "Good morning to you as well."

      The corner of his mouth twitched despite himself. He had thought something very similar upon reading the last letter.

      "If it were a good morning," Arabella said, crossing the room and dropping into the chair opposite him, "you would not be sitting at your desk glaring at paper as though it had personally offended you."

      "I am working."

      "You are brooding."

      "I do not brood."

      "You brood efficiently," she replied. "Silently. With excellent posture."

      "Arabella..."

      "Are you going to marry her?"

      The question hung between them.

      "That is hardly..."

      "Because Beatrice is much kinder," Arabella pressed on, "and far lovelier than I remembered. And you even offered her your Christian name."

      His gaze lifted sharply. "How did you hear about that?"

      "The maids," she said simply. "They are dreadful at whispering."

      His expression cooled. "I shall remind them that eavesdropping is not part of their duties. Nor is spreading speculation."

      He turned back to the letter, though his hand had gone still upon the page.

      "Beatrice Colburn is a vicar’s daughter," he said evenly. "She is here as your guest, nothing more. I will not have her made the subject of careless conjecture."

      Arabella’s expression sharpened.

      "Nor will I have false expectations encouraged. She is a kind woman. I would not see her embarrassed or hurt by assumptions she did not invite."

      "Doesn’t it trouble you," Arabella asked, her voice no longer teasing, "that you sound more concerned for her feelings than for your own reputation?"

      "It does not," he replied at once.

      She studied him for a long moment. Then she rose.

      "Miss Fairbrooke is beautiful," Arabella said. "And wealthy. And exactly the sort of match everyone would expect you to make."

      She met his eyes. "But she is cold, Nathaniel. And you deserve warmth."

      She left him then, before he could answer.

      Nathaniel remained still for a moment, his gaze dropping to the unfinished letter beneath his hand. Miss Fairbrooke’s careful phrasing stared back at him, full of expectation and polite inevitability.

      His eyes shifted to the window instead. Morning light had reached the eastern gardens at last, warming the paths and hedges he had chosen for a guest’s view.

      He set the pen aside.

      The accounts could wait. Breakfast would not.

      Rising from his chair, Nathaniel straightened his coat and left the study, certainty settling in him that she would be downstairs soon, and that this, at least, was a matter he could no longer postpone.

      Nathaniel had just stepped out of the study when he saw her.

      She was coming along the gallery from the opposite direction, moving with careful composure, as though each step had been rehearsed. Morning light softened the pale walls and caught in the polished floor beneath her feet, reflecting her back at herself in a faint, uncertain outline.

      She did not see him at first.

      He slowed without quite meaning to.

      She wore a simple gown, neat and unassuming, but her hair was different. Lifted from her neck, arranged with a delicacy that drew the eye. One loose curl had escaped and rested against her cheek, catching the light.

      She looked up.

      They stopped at the same moment.

      For a heartbeat, neither spoke.

      Nathaniel took her in before he could stop himself. Not as a host accounting for a guest, but with an awareness that felt uncomfortably precise. The unfamiliar arrangement of her chestnut hair, drawn back and smoothed until it caught the light with a softness he did not remember. The steadiness in her posture. The way she seemed both entirely herself and subtly changed.

      "Good morning," he said. "Did you sleep well?"

      "Yes," she replied. "Very well, thank you."

      Her fingers rose, brushing the loose curl back into place, a small, self-conscious gesture. "Evie fixed my hair," she added quickly, as though offering an explanation.

      "It is quite lovely on you," he said.

      The words escaped him before caution could intervene.

      He felt them land between them, felt her stillness, and cleared his throat at once. "That is...breakfast is being served."

      He offered his arm.

      She hesitated only a fraction of a second before accepting it.

      They walked together toward the dining room, close enough that he was acutely aware of the warmth of her hand through his sleeve. Neither spoke. The silence felt deliberate, weighted, as though either of them might disturb it with the wrong word.

      They had just crossed the threshold when Arabella looked up from the table.

      Her smile was immediate. Knowing.

      "Well," she said, eyes bright with mischief, "don’t you two look remarkably fine this morning."

      Nathaniel released Beatrice’s arm at once.

      Arabella’s gaze flicked to Beatrice’s hair. "Evie has outdone herself. You look as though you belong in a drawing room instead of a parish pew."

      "I feel rather overdressed for eggs," Beatrice said, managing a small smile.

      "Nonsense," Arabella replied cheerfully. "One should always be properly coiffed for scones."

      Breakfast passed with relative ease. Arabella talked. Nathaniel listened more than he spoke. Beatrice ate quietly, composed, though he found his attention drawn to her far more often than was polite.

      When the meal ended, Arabella pushed back her chair.

      "Come," she announced. "I refuse to let Beatrice’s first proper morning here be spent indoors. You must see the gardens in daylight."

      She took Beatrice’s arm and drew her away.

      Nathaniel remained where he was, watching them go.

      Duty kept him still.

      By the time they turned the corner, he was no longer certain it should have.
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      Over the past week, Beatrice had learned that an earl’s household did not move loudly. It moved with restraint. Doors closed without sound. Meals appeared without announcement. Even the hours passed without urgency, as though nothing in the house permitted haste.

      Arabella rarely rose before ten. Beatrice, accustomed to early mornings, woke long before the house stirred.

      Nathaniel did as well.

      Most mornings, breakfast became a private affair taken in the pale light of early day. The long table. The soft clink of china. The unhurried presence of one another.

      He usually arrived just as she did, a paper tucked beneath his arm, ink still faintly marking his fingers, as though he had stepped directly from his study into the morning. They entered together more often than not, exchanged a few polite words, and sat opposite one another with the unspoken ease of a habit already formed.

      She told herself she did not look forward to it. That it was merely convenient. Civil. The sort of arrangement that naturally occurred when two sensible people kept similar hours.

      And yet, after five days, she found herself measuring the mornings by small markers: the moment she reached the foot of the stairs, whether she heard his steps before she saw him, the unspoken certainty that, for this small stretch of the day, they belonged to no one else.

      She lingered over her tea, not because she waited for him. She would never admit to that. But because she liked the way the room altered once he had arrived.

      It was a privacy too easily mistaken for something that might matter.

      They spoke of small things. The weather. The gardens. Which roads were already surrendering to mud. Nothing that could not be spoken aloud without consequence.

      And yet, there was an intimacy to those mornings she would not have dared to name.

      It was during breakfast that he told her they would be leaving for London in a fortnight.

      He spoke of it as though the decision had been settled long before she ever arrived. Arabella would oversee the remaining arrangements. There would be letters to answer, visitors to receive, and obligations that would draw him away more often than before. He hoped she would not mind.

      Beatrice smiled and said, Of course not, because that was what courtesy required.

      But the knowledge settled in her all the same.

      A fortnight.

      Only fourteen more mornings like this. Still and private. Taken at the long table before the house properly woke. Before London claimed him. Before Miss Fairbrooke did.

      Evie had spoken of it often enough, sometimes without meaning to. Of how matters were expected to proceed once they reached Town. Of the careful suitability of Miss Fairbrooke. Of her fortune. Of her mother’s certainty. Beatrice had even overheard raised voices two days prior, Mr. Carmichael’s firm insistence, Lord Westmarch’s colder restraint. The argument had ended not in victory, but in agreement.

      That knowledge had lodged itself like a small
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