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The rain starts before dawn.

By breakfast, it drums against the tall windows of Ashford Hall hard enough to rattle the panes.

A fitting soundtrack for disaster.

I stare at the untouched tea cooling beside my plate.

Across the table, Mother pretends to read a letter.

Pretends.

She's been staring at the same paragraph for ten minutes.

Emily keeps glancing between us.

Henry shovels food into his mouth as though the world isn't quietly collapsing around us.

Lucky him.

The grandfather clock in the corner ticks.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Every sound feels louder since Father's funeral.

The house used to feel alive.

Now it feels like a tomb with expensive wallpaper.

"Charlotte?"

I look up.

Mother lowers the letter.

Her smile is strained.

"Would you pass the marmalade?"

The jar is already beside her.

Emily notices too.

We exchange a glance.

Mother's hands tremble slightly.

Not much.

Just enough.

I slide the jar across the table anyway.

"Thank you."

Silence settles again.

Heavy.

Awkward.

The kind that presses against your ribs.

Henry finally breaks it.

"Will Mr. Pierce come today?"

Mother freezes.

Just for a second.

But I catch it.

So does Emily.

"Why?" Mother asks carefully.

Henry shrugs.

"He keeps coming."

Because creditors don't disappear simply because one wishes them away.

I bite back the answer.

Henry is only fifteen.

He doesn't need the full truth.

Not yet.

Mother folds the letter.

"Finish your breakfast."

"That wasn't an answer."

"Henry."

"What?"

"Enough."

His mouth snaps shut.

For approximately three seconds.

Then—

"Is he taking the horses?"

Emily kicks him beneath the table.

Hard enough to make him yelp.

"What was that for?"

"You're impossible."

"I asked a question."

"You asked twelve."

"Only three."

Mother closes her eyes.

I immediately regret finding any of this amusing.

Because she looks exhausted.

Not tired.

Exhausted.

The sort of exhaustion that lives in a person's bones.

The sort that arrives when grief and fear decide to become roommates.

The butler appears in the doorway.

Mr. Wilkes.

His face is pale.

My stomach drops.

He clears his throat.

"Lady Ashford."

Mother straightens.

"Yes?"

"A gentleman has arrived."

Nobody moves.

Nobody speaks.

We already know.

Mr. Pierce.

Again.

Mother's fingers tighten around her napkin.

"Show him to Father's study."

The words come out steady.

Somehow.

Mr. Wilkes nods and disappears.

The second he leaves, Henry pushes back his chair.

"I'll speak to him."

"No."

Mother's answer is immediate.

Firm.

"I'm not a child."

"You are exactly a child."

"I'm nearly sixteen."

"Then you are a slightly taller child."

Emily coughs into her tea to hide a laugh.

Henry glares.

I almost smile.

Almost.

Then Mother rises.

The smile dies.

She looks smaller somehow.

Not physically.

Just...

Less certain.

Less protected.

Father always stood between us and the world's uglier realities.

Now there is no one standing there.

Only empty space.

"I won't be long," Mother says.

I rise too.

"I'll come with you."

She hesitates.

Then nods.

Together, we leave the dining room.

The corridor feels colder than usual.

Our footsteps echo across polished floors.

Portraits of long-dead Ashfords watch from the walls.

Every generation looking wealthier than the last.

Every generation looking secure.

I wonder how many of them were one unpaid debt away from disaster.

The thought isn't comforting.

Father's study waits at the end of the hall.

The door stands partially open.

Voices drift through.

A man's voice.

Sharp.

Businesslike.

Mother squares her shoulders.

Then enters.

I follow.

Mr. Pierce rises immediately.

He is a thin man with a narrow face and eyes that remind me of a hawk.

Always calculating.

Always watching.

"Lady Ashford."

He bows.

Mother inclines her head.

"Mr. Pierce."

The room smells faintly of leather and dust.

And Father.

Somehow it still smells like him.

The realization hits harder than expected.

For a moment, I can't breathe.

Then Mr. Pierce begins speaking.

And reality returns.

"The matter cannot be delayed further."

Straight to the point.

How considerate.

Mother remains standing.

"So you've said."

"I am merely conveying the wishes of my clients."

Clients.

Such a pleasant word.

Makes vultures sound respectable.

"How much time?" Mother asks.

Mr. Pierce opens a ledger.

The sound alone makes me uneasy.

"Thirty days."

Mother goes still.

Thirty days.

Not months.

Not weeks.

Thirty days.

The number crashes through the room like cannon fire.

Even Mr. Pierce seems uncomfortable.

Only slightly.

But enough.

"Surely," Mother says carefully, "there must be some flexibility."

"I'm afraid not."

Of course not.

Why would there be?

The dead leave behind memories.

The living inherit bills.

Mr. Pierce glances toward me.

Then away.

Almost apologetic.

Almost.

"The estate debts are substantial."

I hate that word.

Substantial.

People use it when the real number is terrifying.

Mother swallows.

"How substantial?"

Silence.

Then—

"Nearly twelve thousand pounds."

The room tilts.

Not literally.

It only feels that way.

Twelve thousand.

Dear God.

Emily would faint.

Henry would start a fistfight.

I simply stare.

Mother grips the back of Father's chair.

The color drains from her face.

For the first time, Mr. Pierce looks genuinely sorry.

"It is my duty to inform you."

Duty.

Another word people hide behind.

The rain pounds harder against the windows.

Outside, the grounds stretch into gray mist.

Ashford Hall.

Our home.

The place where I learned to walk.

Where Father taught me to ride.

Where Emily once got stuck in a tree and refused rescue because she claimed she was conducting scientific research.

Gone.

Potentially all gone.

Thirty days.

Thirty.

Not enough time.

Not enough options.

Not enough miracles.

Mr. Pierce closes the ledger.

The sound feels final.

Like a coffin lid.

"I am truly sorry for your loss."

Then he leaves.

Just like that.

Leaving devastation behind as neatly as a calling card.

The door clicks shut.

Silence.

Mother stares at nothing.

I stare at everything.

The books.

The desk.

The empty chair.

Father's chair.

The chair he will never sit in again.

And suddenly grief becomes anger.

Hot.

Sharp.

Unfair.

I turn away before Mother can see tears gathering.

Because tears solve nothing.

Neither does anger.

But at least anger keeps you standing.

After a long moment, Mother speaks.

Her voice is barely above a whisper.

"I don't know how to save us."

The words break something inside me.

Not because they're dramatic.

Because they're honest.

Mother always knows what to do.

Always.

Seeing her lost is worse than hearing any debt figure.

I move to her side.

"We'll find a way."

She laughs softly.

The sound is heartbreaking.

"You sound like your father."

"Someone has to."

Her eyes shine.

For one dangerous second, I think she might cry.

Instead, she straightens.

Ashfords do not fall apart in daylight.

We wait until we're alone.

Then she reaches for my hand.

And squeezes.

Hard.

"Charlotte."

"Yes?"

"If an opportunity presented itself..."

I frown.

"What sort of opportunity?"

Mother hesitates.

Long enough for dread to settle in my stomach.

Then she says the one thing I never want to hear.

"A marriage."

My pulse stops.

Just for a moment.

Then pounds twice as hard.

No.

Absolutely not.

I already know where this conversation is heading.

And I hate every step of the journey before it even begins.
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"A marriage."

The word lands between us like a musket shot.

I stare at Mother.

She stares back.

Neither of us speaks.

The rain continues battering the windows as though nature has decided to contribute to my misery.

Finally, I find my voice.

"No."

Mother exhales.

"Charlotte—"

"No."

"Please listen."

"I listened."

"You heard one word."

"It was a terrible word."

Her lips twitch.

Just slightly.

The closest either of us has come to smiling all day.

"I'm serious."

"So am I."

I step away from the desk.

The room suddenly feels too small.

Too warm.

Too crowded with impossible choices.

Father's study used to be my favorite room in the house.

Now it feels like a prison.

"A marriage cannot be the answer."

"What if it is?"

"It isn't."

"How do you know?"

"Because it never is."

Mother watches me carefully.

Like she's trying to determine whether to argue or surrender.

Unfortunately for her, I inherited my stubbornness from both parents.

A devastating combination.

"Charlotte."

"No."

"Would you at least allow me to finish?"

I fold my arms.

She sighs.

Which probably means I've become difficult.

Again.

"I received a letter this morning."

I frown.

"What sort of letter?"

"A proposal."

My stomach drops.

Not because I am surprised.

Because suddenly this conversation has become real.

Terribly real.

The kind of real that ruins perfectly good mornings.

"From whom?"

Mother hesitates.

A very bad sign.

Then—

"The Marquess of Ravenshire."

The name catches me off guard.

Of all the names I expected.

That was not one of them.

I blink.

Once.

Twice.

Surely I heard incorrectly.

"The Marquess?"

"Yes."

"The actual Marquess of Ravenshire?"

"I am unaware of any counterfeit versions."

I groan.

Mother almost smiles again.

Almost.

"The Marquess of Ravenshire wishes to marry me?"

"Apparently."

"Why?"

An excellent question.

A question I would very much like answered.

Mother spreads her hands.

"I do not know."

That makes two of us.

Everyone knows Alexander Blackwood.

Not personally.

Very few people know him personally.

But everyone knows of him.

The wealthy marquess.

The reserved aristocrat.

The man who avoids society whenever possible.

He appears at functions only when absolutely necessary.

Speaks only when required.

Leaves before anyone becomes comfortable.

Half the unmarried women in England are fascinated by him.

The other half are intimidated.

Personally, I find him suspicious.

Nobody is that quiet naturally.

There must be a reason.

Probably several.

"And he specifically asked for me?"

Mother nods.

"By name."

Wonderful.

Even more suspicious.

"What does the letter say?"

She hands it over.

I unfold the cream-colored paper.

The handwriting is precise.

Controlled.

Not a single flourish.

Even his penmanship looks stern.

Miss Ashford,

I am aware that the circumstances following your father's passing have created difficulties for your family.

I believe an arrangement may exist that would benefit both parties.

Should you be willing, I would appreciate the opportunity to discuss the matter in person.

Respectfully,

Ravenshire

I read it twice.

Then a third time.

Somehow it becomes less appealing with each reading.

"Arrangement."

I look up.

"That's romantic."

Mother pinches the bridge of her nose.

"Charlotte."

"He couldn't even pretend?"

"At least he's honest."

"He's proposing a business transaction."

"We need a business transaction."

I hate that she's right.

Which somehow makes it worse.

I place the letter on the desk.

Carefully.

Because if I am not careful, I might throw it into the fireplace.

"And what exactly does he gain?"

Mother's expression softens.

"Security."

I laugh.

Short.

Humorless.

"The Marquess of Ravenshire requires security?"

"Not financial security."

That stops me.

"What then?"

"I don't know."

Neither does she.

The uncertainty sits between us.

Heavy.

Uncomfortable.

A man like Ravenshire could marry almost anyone.

Beautiful debutantes.

Wealthy heiresses.

Daughters of dukes.

Yet somehow he has chosen me.

The daughter of a nearly bankrupt earl.

It makes no sense.

And when something makes no sense, trouble usually follows.

A knock sounds at the door.

Neither of us answers immediately.

Another knock.

More impatient this time.

Then—

"Charlotte?"

Emily.

Of course.

Only Emily would interrupt a crisis with that much enthusiasm.

"Come in."

The door opens.

Emily enters.

Henry follows.

Naturally.

Where Emily goes, Henry appears shortly afterward.

Usually causing problems.

"What happened?" Emily asks.

I glance at Mother.

Mother glances at me.

Henry narrows his eyes.

"Oh no."

"What?"

"Oh no."

"What?"

"Someone is getting married."

Emily gasps.

I point at him.

"See?"

Mother sighs.

"How did you know?"

Henry looks offended.

"I have ears."

"Unfortunately."

Emily





































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A REGENCY TALE
OF DUTY, DESIRE, AND
UNEXPECTED LOVE

A MARRIAGE BARGAIN.
A HIDDEN PAST.
A LOVE NEITHER






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





