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​Chapter 1 : The Season Begins
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The ballroom glitters.

Thousands of candle flames dance across crystal chandeliers overhead, scattering gold light over silk gowns, polished shoes, and smiling faces. The room hums with music and conversation. Laughter drifts through the air. Fans flutter. Jewels sparkle.

Everyone looks delighted.

I want to run.

"Smile."

My mother's voice arrives beside me like a warning.

I force my lips upward.

"There," she says. "That is considerably better."

"It is?"

"Barely."

I glance toward her.

Lady Margaret Ashford stands perfectly composed in pale blue silk. Not a single strand of silver-blonde hair has escaped its pins. Not a single sign of worry touches her face.

If only I possessed half her talent for pretending.

"You look beautiful," she says.

"You say that every time."

"Because it remains true every time."

I laugh softly.

"Flattery before battle?"

"This is not battle."

I raise an eyebrow.

She raises one back.

"Very well," she says. "A minor skirmish."

I suppress a grin.

The orchestra begins another waltz. Couples flow across the polished floor.

The Season has officially begun.

Six weeks.

Six weeks to secure a future.

Six weeks to save my family.

The thought settles heavily in my chest.

I hate it.

The room suddenly feels warmer.

Too warm.

I lift my fan and wave it gently.

Across the ballroom, gentlemen gather in groups, discussing politics, investments, horses, and whatever else men discuss when they wish to sound important.

Young ladies stand with practiced grace, pretending not to notice they are being evaluated.

Like horses at auction.

Or cattle.

Perhaps cattle have more freedom.

"Do not start."

My mother doesn't even look at me.

"I haven't said anything."

"You are thinking loudly."

I laugh despite myself.

"An unfortunate habit."

"A dangerous one."

I know she's right.

In London society, a woman can survive many things.

Honesty is not one of them.

A servant passes carrying silver trays filled with champagne.

I take a glass.

Mother immediately takes it from my hand.

I stare.

She stares back.

"One sip and your tongue will become even more troublesome."

"My tongue is perfectly respectable."

"Your tongue once informed Lady Wexford that her hat resembled an exhausted pigeon."

"It did."

Mother presses her lips together.

For a moment I think she's offended.

Then I see the corners of her mouth twitch.

Victory.

Before either of us can speak again, my father appears.

Or rather, he emerges from a cluster of gentlemen looking as though he has aged five years during the walk across the room.

My smile fades.

Father notices.

His does too.

Just for a second.

A tiny crack.

Then it disappears.

"Eleanor."

"Father."

He kisses my cheek.

His eyes look tired.

No.

Not tired.

Worried.

The difference matters.

Only a handful of people would notice.

I am one of them.

"Enjoying the evening?" he asks.

"Immensely."

"Liar."

"That accusation wounds me."

Father chuckles.

The sound is genuine.

Thank goodness.

For a moment we simply stand together watching the dancers.

The orchestra swells.

The room sparkles.

The illusion remains intact.

No one here knows the truth.

No one knows our accounts grow thinner each month.

No one knows creditors have begun writing letters.

No one knows several portions of the estate may soon be sold.

If society discovers it—

The thought dies unfinished.

I already know what happens.

People smell weakness the way wolves smell blood.

My father clears his throat.

"You've received several introductions already."

"Three."

"Only three?"

"It has been a disappointing evening."

Mother nearly chokes on her amusement.

Father sighs.

"Eleanor."

"What?"

"You must make an effort."

"There it is."

His expression tightens.

I immediately regret the comment.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it hurt him.

Father lowers his voice.

"We simply want you to have choices."

Choices.

Interesting word.

Most choices do not arrive carrying financial desperation behind them.

Still, I nod.

Because I love him.

Because none of this is entirely his fault.

Because he looks older than he should.

"I know."

His shoulders relax slightly.

A silence settles between us.

Not uncomfortable.

Just honest.

At least as honest as this room allows.

Then movement catches my eye.

A gentleman approaches.

Tall.

Well dressed.

Dark-haired.

Confident.

Too confident.

I recognize him immediately.

So does Mother.

So does Father.

Wonderful.

Lord Percival Blackthorne.

The Marquess smiles as he reaches us.

The expression never quite touches his eyes.

"Lady Eleanor."

His bow is flawless.

His timing is flawless.

Everything about him is flawless.

Which is exactly why I dislike him.

"Lord Blackthorne."

His gaze lingers a moment too long.

Not enough to cause offense.

Enough to cause discomfort.

A skillfully measured amount.

"I was hoping to find you."

"I'm standing exactly where I was fifteen minutes ago."

One corner of his mouth lifts.

Mother closes her eyes briefly.

Too late.

The damage is done.

"I see your reputation for honesty remains deserved."

"I treasure consistency."

Blackthorne chuckles.

Father suddenly finds the ceiling fascinating.

Coward.

The Marquess extends a hand.

"May I have this dance?"

There it is.

The first real battle of the evening.

I look at the dance floor.

Then at him.

Then at my parents.

Mother's expression remains carefully neutral.

Father's expression practically begs.

I suppress a sigh.

"One dance."

His smile widens.

Victory for him.

Temporary surrender for me.

The orchestra changes tunes.

Blackthorne escorts me toward the floor.

His hand rests lightly against mine.

The room seems to watch.

Or perhaps I'm imagining it.

Either way, I dislike it.

We join the other dancers.

The music begins.

Around us, silk swirls.

Shoes glide.

Voices blur together.

Blackthorne leads confidently.

"You're unusually quiet."

"I'm conserving energy."

"For what?"

"Survival."

His laugh rings out.

Several nearby couples glance toward us.

Wonderful.

Exactly what I wanted.

Attention.

My favorite thing.

"Most young ladies seem eager for the Season."

"Most young ladies are welcome to it."

"And you are not?"

I meet his gaze.

"No."

He looks genuinely curious.

"Why?"

Because marriage is beginning to feel less like a dream and more like a transaction.

Because every smiling introduction now carries a price attached.

Because my family needs saving.

Because I am afraid.

Instead I say—

"I dislike being inspected."

His eyes narrow slightly.

"Inspected?"

"Evaluated."

"By potential suitors?"

"Like livestock."

His laughter returns.

"I assure you, no one thinks of you as livestock."

"That is reassuring."

"Was that sarcasm?"

"It was."

"I suspected as much."

The dance continues.

The music rises.

Yet beneath the conversation, beneath the elegance and charm and practiced smiles, I feel it.

Pressure.

Growing.

Steady.

Relentless.

The Season has begun.

And somewhere beyond these glittering walls, reality is waiting.

Patient.

Hungry.

And impossible to ignore.
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​Chapter 2 : A Most Unwelcome Proposal


[image: ]


Three days later, I find myself trapped beside a potted palm.

Again.

I am beginning to suspect London society uses plants as prisons for unmarried women.

"You're hiding."

Charlotte Whitmore appears beside me carrying a glass of lemonade and entirely too much amusement.

"I'm observing."

"You're hiding."

"Observing."

"Hiding."

I sigh.

"Fine."

Charlotte beams.

"I knew it."

"You are intolerable."

"I am delightful."

"Those words are not interchangeable."

She hands me the lemonade.

I take it gratefully.

Lady Pennington's afternoon garden party is crowded. Ladies stroll along gravel paths beneath blooming roses. Gentlemen linger nearby pretending not to hover while very clearly hovering.

Every conversation feels rehearsed.

Every smile calculated.

Every glance measured.

I hate how quickly I've learned the rules.

Charlotte studies me.

"You've been avoiding people."

"I've been avoiding one person."

"Ah."

She grins.

"Lord Blackthorne."

I groan.

"Please stop saying his name. He appears whenever someone mentions him."

"Like a demon?"

"Worse."

Charlotte laughs.

Unfortunately, she laughs loudly.

And because fate enjoys tormenting me—

"Lady Eleanor."

I close my eyes.

Charlotte nearly chokes trying not to laugh.

Slowly, very slowly, I turn around.

Lord Percival Blackthorne stands before us.

Of course he does.

"Lord Blackthorne."

"Lady Charlotte."

Charlotte curtsies.

Far too politely.

Traitor.

The Marquess offers me a pleasant smile.

Everything about him remains perfectly controlled.

Perfect posture.

Perfect clothing.

Perfect manners.

Not a single flaw.

No one should be that polished.

It feels unnatural.

"I was hoping to speak with you."

"I feared as much."

His eyes gleam.

"You rarely make things easy."

"I find life more interesting that way."

Charlotte abruptly discovers flowers.

Many flowers.

An astonishing number of flowers.

She vanishes.

Coward.

Blackthorne gestures toward the garden path.

"Would you walk with me?"

The request is polite.

Refusing would not be.

Unfortunately.

I nod.

"Very well."

We begin walking.

The path curves through carefully trimmed hedges and colorful flowerbeds. Somewhere nearby, a string quartet plays softly.

For several moments neither of us speaks.

Then—

"I have been thinking about our dance."

I nearly trip.

Wonderful.

"We danced once."

"Indeed."

"That hardly seems enough to inspire prolonged reflection."

His smile returns.

"It was memorable."

"Should I apologize?"

The smile widens.

I am not helping myself.

At all.

We continue walking.

Several people watch us.

I notice.

Blackthorne notices me noticing.

Which is annoying.

"Your popularity appears to be growing."

"I suspect you're confusing popularity with curiosity."

"There is a difference."

"An enormous one."

He studies me for a moment.

Then his expression shifts.

Becomes more serious.

More focused.

Something in my stomach tightens.

Instinct.

Warning.

Danger.

"Lady Eleanor."

I already dislike that tone.

"Yes?"

"I believe we would suit each other very well."

There it is.

Direct.

Unexpectedly direct.

I stop walking.

He does too.

For one long second, neither of us moves.

A breeze rustles nearby leaves.

Birdsong drifts through the garden.

The world continues normally.

Mine does not.

"You hardly know me."

His answer arrives immediately.

"I know enough."

"That is alarming."

A flash of irritation appears in his eyes.

Gone almost instantly.

"I am serious."

"So am I."

The silence stretches.

Then I exhale.

Slowly.

Carefully.

"Lord Blackthorne..."

"I would make an excellent husband."

The confidence nearly startles me.

Nearly.

"I am sure many ladies agree."

"You do not."

"No."

His jaw tightens.

Finally.

A crack.

A real human reaction.

Progress.

"May I ask why?"

I could offer a dozen polite excuses.

Instead, honesty escapes.

Again.

"You speak as though selecting a horse."

His eyebrows rise.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You list qualifications."

I count them off.

"Good title."

One finger.

"Wealth."

Two.

"Influence."

Three.

"A suitable alliance."

Four.

"You haven't mentioned affection once."

The breeze disappears.

So does his smile.

Interesting.

For a moment, he simply watches me.

Then—

"Affection grows."

"Sometimes."

"Frequently."

"Not always."

Neither of us looks away.

The conversation feels less like a discussion and more like fencing.

Careful strikes.

Measured defenses.

Finally, Blackthorne inclines his head.

"I see."

I doubt he does.

But thankfully, he lets the matter drop.

For now.

We continue walking.

The tension remains.

A shadow following us down the path.

Then movement catches my eye.

A commotion near the fountain.

A small dog races across the lawn.

Several ladies shriek.

A footman lunges.

Misses.

The dog keeps running.

Straight toward me.

"Oh dear."

The animal collides with my skirts.

I stumble backward.

The world tilts.

My heel slips on loose gravel.

And suddenly—

Strong hands catch me.

Everything stops.

The dog barks.

People
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