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Chapter 1
“Have you seen my Mama?’

Cordelia Farrington felt as if she were undertaking an impossible task. Though given
that she was hunting down a woman so predisposed to theatrics, she ought not to be
having such a difficult time. Normally, her mother, the Dowager Marchioness of
Salisbury, had the sort of voice that could fill theaters with its resonance.

Except for tonight. The older woman being silent was a mixed blessing. On the one
hand, it meant that she had likely not yet gotten herself into trouble. On the other
hand, she could not be located, which could mean she was being scandalous behind a

closed door somewhere. Cordelia s nerves could not handle either option.

Marina Marner, Cordelia’s dear friend, clutched her wine glass and looked around
herself. “ She was just here amoment ago...”

“That iswhat | was afraid of.” Cordelia sighed.

“l saw her at the refreshments table, but now... surely, she cannot have gotten too
far?’

If only that were true.

“Alas, she is a dippery woman, Maring, do not underestimate her,” Cordelia
answered.



At least Marina had the decency to cover her mouth with the back of her hand instead
of openly laughing at Cordelia. “Cordelia, dearest, relax. She cannot be into anything
terrible in such a short amount of time!”

Cordelia’'s head whipped around; her search momentarily paused as her eyes
widened. “Do not jinx mel”

Marina pushed at her shoulders, urging her to continue. She spoke with a laugh, for
she knew too well just how embarrassing Cordelia’' s mother could be from time to
time. Given the quality of the wine served tonight, Cordelia’'s concern was well-
founded. “Then you better hurry.”

At the last ball she had attended with her mother, the woman had taken it upon
herself to declare the quartet inept and chose to host a one-woman opera show.
Loudly and sorely off-key. Lavinia had spent the entire afternoon moping around
their house, lamenting the loss of her husband and complaining that her life was not
supposed to be the way that it was. Motherliked to blame all their woes and
misfortunes on the premature loss of her husband. Though Cordelia personally did
not see how missing a shoe or misplacing ateacup could have anything to do with her
father’ s death.

It was Cordelia’s fourth unsuccessful season in the marriage mart, so her mother’s
embarrassing behavior was unlikely to be the reason she did not take a husband for
another summer—-but that did not mean that the humiliation would be any easier to
endure.

Slowly, casually, Cordelia wove through the socializing bodies without paying much
attention to whom she passed or to whatever gossip they were sharing with one
another. Such things were of very little interest to her on a good day and even less so
now.



Her mother was wearing a blue dress; she could remember that much. But nearly
everybody, including herself, had chosen to wear some shade of blue this evening.
The hour was growing late, and whatever the Blithe family had planned for their
grand end-of-ball celebration was bound to begin at any moment.

Glass shattered on the opposite side of the ballroom, and Cordelia s heart plummeted
into her stomach. “Not again.”

Every possible worst-case scenario of her mother being an irritating lush ran through
her mind at double speed as Cordelia gathered her skirts in her hands and started for
the commotion as quickly as she possibly could. She wove through the people while
attempting to make her dight frame smaller so thatshe would not draw unwanted
attention to herself. There was nothing that she hated more than being the center of
attention.

| suppose | have to thank Mamafor that.

In her haste, she did not account for those around her—nor the man who stepped into
her path. Cordelia stumbled, her ankle threatening to roll as her knees buckled. The
man gasped, nearly fumbling his wine glass all down his shirt, and had to drop it
entirely. His arm caught her about the waist, steadying her.

“l am so sorry, my lord!” Cordelia gushed, attempting to smooth down her dress and
bend to grab the wine goblet—and the man did the same, causing their foreheads to
bump together painfully. She recoiled, pressing the heel of her palm into her forehead
and hissing in discomfort.

“It would seem that clumsiness is not athing that one grows out of, after all,” the man
said kindly, asmilein his voice.

Only then did she realize that she knew him, fortunate indeed. “Matthew?’ Cordelia



squinted through one eye, ensuring that she was not seeing things. He stood, holding
out his hand to help her up with a grin. “Oh, Cousin! | thought that you were still in
the country! | had no idea that we were to expect you this Season! What happy
news!”

“It would be, but it seems that just as in childhood, our bumbling is worse around one
another.” He laughed, putting her more at ease about the faux pas.

“1t would seem so! Though, | do not know how many times | can possibly apologize
for the accident that ended in you breaking your arm.”

“The ground came out of nowhere; | still maintain that.” Matthew grinned and placed
his empty goblet on a passing footman’s tray. “Where are you off to in such a hurry,
might | ask? If it can wait, | would be sorely tempted to test fate by asking you to
dance.”

Cordelia could not help but laugh. “Sir, | fear your feet shall never recover from
being trampled!”

Her cousin was such a kind man. It would bring her joy to dance with him, and she
knew it. Were her mother somebody else, were they in aless influential setting, then
perhaps she could have allowed herself to be a touch more indulgent. Cordelia
answered with a sigh. “How about we leave this for a different time? | am my
mother’ s keeper this evening, it would seem.”

“How do you mean?’

It was a perfectly logical question to ask her, and yet she found herself hesitating.
How was she supposed to explain the shift in her mother’s behavior? Before their
father passed, they were a beloved and well-respected couple. How was she supposed
to tell him that her mother was falling into a drinking stupor? The habit was bad



enough, but actually voicing it out loud? She was not sure she could do that.
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Matthew’s smile softened, his eyes impossibly kind as he easily shifted the
conversation. “Perhaps we have a good deal more to catch up on than | originally
assumed?’

“That... is one way of putting it.” Cordelia smiled softly. She was beyond grateful
that he was not pressing the issue further.

“You will agree that there is no time like the present? You shall give yourself
wrinkles if you keep frowning like this al the time, Cousin.” Matthew reached up,
rubbing two fingers into the lines on her forehead as he urged her to caim down.
“You deserve to have a little fun as well. Whatever tragedy that your mother is
concocting can surely wait afew moments?’

Asif on cue, aloud crash resounded from the other end of the room. Cordelia cast her
cousin a pitying look, and he released her hand, nodding in understanding as she
hurried toward the sound. There was a collective gasp from those around them, the
crowd of gossiping busybodies moving to circle around the spectacle that filled
Cordelia with shame and dread the moment it came into focus.

There her mother was, her hand on Lord Blithe's chest, their host, as she slurred her
words. “You know, my lord, | have aways wondered what it might be like should
you let your guard down.” Lavinia s hands moved up to his collar, running a finger
brazenly along his skin as if to loosen the fabric right there in front of al of these
people. “I think that we could make this evening a good deal more fun. Interested?’
Her cheeks were wine-reddened as she grinned. Lavinia's eyes were half-lidded as
she ran her tongue over her lips.



Shame curled low in Cordelia' s belly as the crowd noticed her, glancing from her to
her mother and then hiding behind their fans.

We should have stayed home.

“Lady Salisbury! What do you think you are doing?’ Lady Blithe gasped, using her
closed fan to smack at Lavinia's shoulders and arms as she lavished seemingly
unwanted attention on the woman's husband. Lady Blithe was ashen and paling as
she glanced at the gawkers around them. This was going to be in every gossip sheet
come morning. Both that Lavinia, the embarrassment of theton, could not contain
herself—and that Lady Blithe could no longer keep an eye on her own husband in
their home. It would be disastrous.

“Lady Salisbury! Get off of him!” Lady Blithe protested once more; her teeth
clenched. She glared daggers at Cordelia’'s apologetic and sheepish smile as she
moved forward to extricate her mother from the man who was not protesting half as
vehemently as he ought to.

“1 am so sorry! My mother istoo deep in her cups... sheis till very bereaved...” The
words felt hollow as they left her mouth. She had said them so many times that it was
so highly unlikely that anybody was going to believe them anymore.

“Do not speak for me!” Lavinia slurred as she attempted to push her daughter’s
steady hands away from her. “I was merelyjesting. It is not my fault thatLady Blitheis
too self-absorbed to see that her husband is miserable.” She practically sneered atthe
hostess' name as she waved her hands in agrand, dismissive gesture.

“Mama,please,” Cordelia hissed, hoping that her mother would take the hint.
However, her gut told her that would not be the case.

“Get out. | knew that | never should have invited you. | thought that | was doing you



and your mother afavorby inviting you! This is the thanks that | get?’ Lady Blithe
hi ssed.

It might have been kinder had she ssimply slapped her.

“Lord Blithe does not wish me to leave, does he?’ Lavinia continued shamelessly
winking at the hostess' husband—who was not protesting nearly enough to satisfy his
wife' s outrage.

“Of course, we are leaving! |... apologize once more, my lady,” Cordelia muttered
lamely, her face burning as she half-dragged her mother through the ballroom, who
giggled like a mad woman.

Cool night air wrapped around them the moment they were outside, and Cordelia
shuddered against the assault on her senses. Lavinia curled into her daughter’ s arms.

“Cordi... It is so cold...” Lavinia muttered, attempting to siphon warmth from her
daughter. “Where is your father? If only... if only he had not left me, then he could
have been here to keep me warm...”

“Father is gone, Mama. You know this,” Cordelia whispered, attempting to keep her
temper in line as she waited for their carriage to be brought around to take them
home.

“Selfish...” Lavinia hiccupped. “ Selfish bastard. He left me all alone!l”

She ought not to be angry with her mother. 1t was not her fault that her husband had
killed himself. Their fortune had practicaly dried up overnight. Year after year,
Cordelia had failed to secure a suitable husband who might have aided in their
misfortunes. She knew that the fake tears were coming next. Lady Salisbury, when
this drunk, tended to follow a predictable pattern.



A single hot tear rolled down Cordelia s cheek but she quickly wiped it away.

When was it going to be her turn to mourn? Was this truly going to be her fate? A
spinster forever destined to run after her mother, cleaning up al of her messes?

“I will have my revenge, Cordi, | will. That worthless man never should have left
me!” Lavinia wailed, her voice carrying through the night and drawing the attention
of the various footmen standing by their carriages.

“Could you cease, please? Just for a moment? Y ou are the selfish one here!” Cordelia
whispered sternly.

Lavinia turned, ready to fuss at her daughter, before seeing the look on her face. One
solemn enough to sober her for just a moment.

“You are humiliating me. Y ou are humiliating yourself, and you do not seem to care!
| cannot fix this, Mama, you are ruining...” She paused, wiping another tear from her
eye. “It is bad enough to insist on coming where we are so clearly not wanted. But, to
drag me down with you?’

Lavinia' s mouth floundered as she struggled for words. She tried to stand on her own
without leaning on her daughter for support and failed. No doubt she was ready to
give another long-winded, blubbering excuse about how her actions were justified
and that Cordelia smply could not understand what it was like to have to live with
such a broken heart.

“No man shall ever wish to marry into such a disgraced family. What man will
tolerate such belligerent behavior at all socia events, Mama? You... you are
hurtingmewith this behavior,” Cordelia said. There was no telling how much her
mother was going to understand. There was no way to know if she would even
remember their conversation in the morning after.



Cordelia dared to glance down at her mother, hoping for some flicker of
understanding in the shorter woman’s eyes—but only defiance reflected there.
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“Take me home at once! You cannot speak to me like this! | am your mother!”
Lavinia started, her short burst of anger and indignation fading into child-like whines.
“1 amtired, Cordelia.”

The crunch of wheels on gravel was like a lifeline to her as their carriage was pulled
around. They did not have much staff left to them as their estate was bordering
disrepair, but at least their horses were still healthy enough to lead a carriage. For
now, at least. Panic and dread overcame her—as it aways did when she allowed
herself to think about the future. Something her mother seemed to have wholly and
utterly given up on.

With the assistance of their footman, she helped her mother into the carriage like a
dutiful daughter.

She longed to go back inside and pretend that this was all some bad dream. But she
was becoming less and less welcome among her peers with every passing week. Even
her friends could not show their support for her in the ton anymore. Soon, she and her

mother would be all alone—destitute.

As the carriage pulled away, her mother’s head hit the side of the carriage wall, her
eyes already closed. Sleep would hold Laviniafor aday or two, Cordelia hoped.

We cannot go on like this.
Chapter 2

“Do you realize your crime?’



The only sound in the room apart from the crackle of the fireplace was the governess
soft sobs. Dorian Hashen, Duke of Davenport, understood what it was that she was
hoping to accomplish. Every few moments, she would glance up at him from her
position on the floor with overly widened eyes, hoping to appeal to his better nature
and be released with an inferior punishment.

Unfortunately for her, he did not have a better nature.

“P-please, Your Grace... | did not... | shal never do this again!” The woman
blustered, fat tears making tracks down her red face. He would not be moved. Least
of all by pathetic displays of emotion.

“What should your punishment be, hm?’ Dorian mused, easing back into his chair.
He plucked at the worn leather of the armrest idly, not even bothering to look at her
as he spoke. “Flogging? Imprisonment? Or, perhaps, you would rather share the late
duke' s fate?’

Only then did he look at her. He enjoyed the way her face paled, the fear entering her
eyes.

Dorian’s reputation for patricide was renowned. Everybody in thetonassumed that the
only reason he inherited his title at such a young age was because he murdered his
father in cold blood to get it. The governess in front of him was well aware of that
same reputation, judging by the sheer panic on her features. She ought to have known
better than to cross him. Knowing that his reputation preceded him, why anyone
would dare to test him was beyond him.

“1 shall never do it again, Your Grace, please, | beg of your—show mercy!”

“l do not think that you have earned any mercy. Your acts were willful and
deliberate,” Dorian answered, leaning forward in his chair, elbows resting on his



knees.

“Your Grace, perhaps if we asked—"

Dorian’s gaze cut sideways over to where his butler stood on the side of the room.
His hands were respectfully clasped in front of him, and the moment he realized
Dorian was looking at him, he stopped speaking immediately. Dorian’s hand
lifted,two fingers gesturing to the butler to stop speaking. This quarrel was not with
him, and while he sympathized with the older man’s conscience, it would not serve
him here. The butler’s mouth snapped shut, and it only took half a moment before the
governess seemed to understand that her only possible aly in thisinterrogation feared
the duke just as much as she did. The woman fell forward, her body bowed in front of
her, her hands clasped together in some form of prayer as she muttered her apology
over and over again.

If nothing else, he hoped that her fear would cause her to think twice before ever
harming another child again.

Dorian’s lip curled upward, derision clear on his face as he leaned back in his chair.
He flicked his wrist for the butler to collect her. “Get her out of my sight. Don’t
youeverset foot on my lands again.”

The relief was instant as the governess started to utter words of gratitude and praise
the moment the butler lifted her off of the ground, half dragging her. The moment
that she was on her feet, she scrambled so quickly out of the room, that Dorian was
certain that it was not going to occur to her that she had left al of her belongings until
she had run off of his grounds entirely.

The butler stood silent for along moment, staring at the open drawing-room door and
the wake of the terrified woman.



“Your Grace, did you have to be so hard on her?’

Dorian’s brow arched as he looked at the man who had served his family for longer
than he cared to remember. It was the only reason that he was allowed to say such
things to him. He did not care for his judgment or choicesto be called into question.

Not even a beat later, his youngest footman came running into the room so swiftly
that his shoes squeaked against the polished floor. “Your Grace! You were right
about her! We have recovered two golden gilded candlesticks from the governess

bag!”

Dorian’s lips wore the ghost of a smirk as he waved his hand at the butler asif to say,
‘see?.

“Your Grace, she must have had her reasons... she...” The butler appealed, but
Dorian was in no mood to be heard.

He rose from his seat fluidly and started toward the front door. “Summon the
constables. Have the horse master ride out and catch her. | will not allow her
transgression to be dismissed now that the evidence isright in front of us.”

“Your Grace-" The butler started once more, and Dorian rounded on him.

“1f it were your grandson, Monty, would you allow awormof a woman to lay a hand
upon him? To steal from him?’ Dorian hissed through clenched teeth. “| think not.”
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His words were practically a snarl as the footman walked backward slowly to carry
out his orders.

“Dorian, | think you have done more than enough already!”
Dorian paused in the foyer, his sister’s voice giving him pause as she hurried down
the main staircase, her dlippers a soft whisper against the carpet runner. Dorian’s

tongue ran over histeeth.

“George is your son, Mary, and you wish to allow this woman to harm him and get
away with it?’

“Heisall right, Dorian. You can just let her go, firing her without a recommendation
should be enough of a punishment.”

“ Shebeatmy nephew, Mary!”

Of all the people in the world, his sister and nephew were the only ones not afraid of
him. Mary was the only one who did not shrink or recoil when his voice was raised.
Perhaps the only one who could stand toe to toe with him, yelling back, that would
not invoke his particular ire.

A fact she was currently exploiting.

“It was but afew lashes, Dorian! Heisall right!”

“1 willnot toleratesuch abuse under my roof!” Dorian shouted, his face only inches



from hers. “That cycle shall not be repeated in this home, Mary! | told you when we
buried Father, there shall be no more pan in this home. The walls have
seenenoughviolence! Or do you not remember?”’

Mary flinched.

Of course, she remembered. He could see it in her face. The pair of them wore more
than their share of scars over the battered and ruined skin of their backs and thighs
from their father’s sadistic whippings. Georgie was but a six-year-old child, and no
child deserved to be harmed for their transgressions. He did not care what his crime
might have been.

“QOur father ruled by fear. He demanded blind obedience, or he beat it into us. How is
that any different than the tactics that you are employing today, Brother? Y ou ought
to be careful lest you become more like him than you realize.” Mary finished, turning
sharply on her heel and starting to head back upstairs.

“You are mistaken. | shall never become like that bastard, and | certainly shall never
have children. This bloodline ends with me.”

Mary paused on the stairs, her hand delicately resting on the banister. “Y ou should
not say such things.” She turned slowly, her chin angled over her shoulder.
“Normally, when you are in better control of your temper, you are a wonderful uncle
to Georgie. Y ou would be a good father, Dorian.”

Dorian scoffed. “What man in his right mind would be willing to risk passing on this
madness gene to a poor child?Thatwould be true cruelty.”

“There is no such thing as a madness gene, do you even hear yourself?” Mary said,
brandishing her arm in his direction. “Ourfather was a cruel man, Dorian. But he was
just a man. You need to find something to channel this...” she gestured to his chest.



“Energy. Or, perhaps, | do not know... take a wife. Perhaps that would give you
something to occupy your time with and thaw out that frozen heart of yours.”

“Oh, do not mistake my issues, sister. It is not that | have a heart of ice. It is that |
possess no heart at all.”

Dorian had aready indulged deeply in his cups well before he arrived at White's. It
was perhaps a poor choice of location, given the sheer amount of people that had
chosen this evening to frequent the club. It was such a rare thing that Dorian actually
wished to be around people. Tonight, it was not so much a desire to be social that
motivated his actions, but rather, a need not to be idle. He could not stay in that house
for a moment longer, listening to his sister’s needling comments. She was already
cross enough with him for refusing to attend the Blithe's ball. The last thing he
needed was to spend his night being performative and false in his actions and words.

No, he needed to drink at least until his mind had found a healthy numb to level him
out.

“Whiskey,” Dorian ordered as he shrugged out of his coat and handed it to the
attendant near the door. “ And keep them coming.”

He did not pause to hear the words of greeting or welcome. He merely wandered into
the main room, where men gathered around small tables, playing cards or conversing
softly. There was a layer of smoke in the air from the pipe tobacco, and the lighting
was mercifully dim. It made the roaring inside of his skull softer and easier to
manage.

“Your Grace! Over here!” Patrick Hislop rose from his seat to motion him over to the
table where he was surrounded by Dorian’s acquaintances. Rhysand, Duke of
Huxton, and Xander Harrison, Duke of Larsen.



Dorian did not consider himself the sort of man to havefriends,but these gentlemen
were some recent acquaintances at White's. As Dorian joined them, an attendant
brought his glass of whiskey to the table on a small napkin. It appeared that Xander
and Patrick were in the middle of a heated debate about something that he could not
find the energy to care about as he nodded to Rhysand in greeting.

“Long time no see, Davenport.” Rhysand seemed unaffected by the lack of answer as
he began collecting the cards from their table and shuffling them so that they could
start a new round that would include Dorian as well.

“Have they been squawking all night?’ Dorian asked, his voice low as he nodded his
head toward the arguing couple.

No sooner had he commented than the argument paused. Xander blinked at him as if
seeing a ghost.

“He speaks?’ He reached out and grabbed Dorian’s shoulder, which Dorian swiftly
pulled away from. “I had no idea that you were capable, Davenport. | thought that
your emotional range was limited to brooding and staring judgmentally.”

Dorian’s brow arched as he sipped his whiskey. “If that is what you think, why do
you think teasing such a man would be a wise choice?’

“Perhaps | ssmply enjoy the thrill of walking such a dangerous line,” Xander
continued.
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Dorian noted that Xander’s glass was empty. “Do not push your luck. There are a
great many things that you do not know about me.”

Xander shook his head with a laugh before speaking sarcasticaly. “Color me
intimidated.”

Drunk or not, there was no reason to mock him. Dorian paused, waiting for the man
to apologize.

Xander sighed, his hand raking down his face. “Normally, | would be glad to take this
outside. But | promised my wife that | would be on my best behavior. Eleanor has
forbidden me from fighting.”

Dorian snorted. He could not fathom allowing a woman to have that sort of control
over hislife.

“Perhaps we ought to return to more interesting topics of conversation? Hm?" Patrick
interjected, motioning for Rhysand to hurry up and deal the cards already. “1 was

speculating asto Lady Salisbury’s motivations for her conduct at the ball earlier.”

Salisbury?The name was so familiar to him. He tried for a moment to summon the
image of aface to his mind but was drawing a blank.

“To whom do you refer?” Dorian asked, unable to help himself despite not normally
bothering with such gossip.

“Lady Salisbury? Quite the fall from grace. She and her daughter both. | cannot



Imagine my wife or child attending ball after ball if | were to have died and left them
on the brink of ruin like her husband has. No amount of misfortune can excuse her
conduct though, that much isfor certain...” Patrick commented as he took his hand of
cards.

The pieces clicked into place, and Dorian sobered nearly instantly.

Bile rose in the back of histhroat as guilt gripped him. Of course, he remembered that
man.

Lord Salisbury.

Dorian was the one responsible for the Marquess' death.

And apparently, for hisfamily’s misfortune.

Chapter 3

“My lady? | apologize for interrupting your work, but we have avisitor.”

A visitor?

Cordelia sat back on her heels and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. Her
dress was covered in soil. Her brunette hair was unkempt and messy. The very last
thing she wished to do in her current state was to entertain guests. They were not
expecting callers, so she did not even have the faintest idea of who it could be.

“They are here, now?’ Cordelia breathed, resting back on her heels.

“Yes, my lady. Y our mother has said to receive them in the parlor.”



Oh no.

Why did it have to be today of all days? The first time that she actually carved out
time for herself to be in her garden was bound to be interrupted. Beside her was a
basket of bulbs that she was supposed to finish planting. She had not even gotten to
the flowers yet, let alone the herbs. The afternoon sun was at its warmest, and
Cordelia desperately wished to make the best of the light while she had it. Spending
the afternoon indoors, making idle conversation while attempting to ensure that her
mother did not make a further fool of them both, did not sound like fun.

Pulling her bonnet from her hair and pushing as many flyaway hairs from her face as
she could, she closed her eyes and tilted her face to the sky. She let the sun warm her
skin and settle her mind. It was the first time she had felt so calm and at peace since
the ball.

Might as well get this over with.

Cordelia dropped her garden spade and pulled her gloves from her hands. She untied
her apron from her dress and handed it and the gloves to the servant. “Who isit?’

“The Duke of Davenport, my lady,” she answered, folding the apron carefully.
“Should | take over the planting for you?’

Cordeliaforced a smile that did not quite meet her eyes. “ That would be lovely, thank

you.

Either way, the work had to be done today. She just wished she could be the oneto do
it.

“Shall | help you change first?’



“Change?’ Cordeliatilted her head to the side in confusion and then looked down at
the state of her dress. The hem was at least two inches in the dirt, and bits clung even
to her bodice. Oh, she supposed that would be wise, would it not? The last thing that
she needed was to cause further damage to their reputation by the guest reporting that
she could not even manage to be clean inside of her own house. “Yes, | will summon
Ann to help me, though, so that you can finish up here.”
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“Asyou wish, my lady.” The maid smiled and gave her a small bow.

Cordelia turned to head back inside, attempting to wipe any excess soil or bits of
plant that clung to her arms. She pulled her wide-brimmed hat from her head and
tucked it under her arm. If she had known that they would have had guests, she would
have planned better.

Halfway down the hall, she could hear her mother’s loud giggling. She sounded
borderline unhinged for the way she was laughing at her own jokes. When had she
started drinking this morning? It felt surreal. Was she truly going to have to look after
the woman every hour of every day? She certainly hoped not.

There would be no time to change, after all. She would have to intervene straight
away to ensure that the mother did not do anything too scandal ous.

She did not wait to be announced before stepping into the parlor; her mother was
pouring herself another drink from an empty bottle as she swayed in place. Cordelia
crossed directly to her mother, pulled the empty bottle from her hands, and escorted
the older woman to the couch to sit.

“Lady Cordelia, | presume?’

Cordelia straightened. “Yes, | apologize for my mother’'s behavior—she is...
grieving.”

She had said that phrase so many times now that it no longer felt like they were
actually words. Only when her mother was settled and grinning did she turn to greet



the duke—and was taken aback. He was so tall she only came up to eye level with his
chest, and his shoulders were nearly double her size. Clean-shaven, brown hair and
the most stunning honey-brown eyes looked back at her. He wore no smile, nothing
more than a quizzical brow as he waited for whatever she was going to say next.
Though, it took her a moment to remember that she was capable of speech in his
presence.

His eyes drank her in, absorbing every detail of her as they raked down her frame.
However, the moment he landed on how dirty her dress was, she could
practicallyfeelthe judgment rolling off of him.

“Did you have business with my mother, Y our Grace?’

“Only in so far as| cameto ask for your hand in marriage.”

The words were so blunt that she laughed without thinking. The sound was a soft
chuff of air between them as she blinked incredulously at him. Perhaps the reaction
could be considered a touch rude, but she had been taken so off guard by the
suggestion. Surely, he would claim to be joking or teasing her for some reason she
could not guess. Only, he did not smile. There was not even the smallest hint of
emotion on his handsome face. “Wait, | beg your pardon?’

“No pardon required, my lady. | apologize if this comes as a surprise to you. | ssimply
wished to make my intentions clear, and | do not much care for beating around the
bush.”

Cordelia was frozen in place, but Lavinia chose that moment to come to her senses.
“Marriage?’ she shook her head a touch too vehemently. “My daughter is not for
sale, Your Grace!” She hiccupped and paused to compose herself. In a rare moment
of sobriety, she continued. “I know perfectly well of your reputation, and | shall not
have my daughter cavorting with the likes of you! We may not be as proud as we



oncewere... but... but...”

“Everyone hastheir price. Name yours,” the duke answered dryly.

This could not be happening. They were not about to haggle over her worth right in
front of her face. “I am standing right here, you know.”

Neither party acknowledged that they could hear her if they could.

Though, it was nice to have her mother on her side for this.

“ She ismydaughter! Y ou cannot-—"’

“How about a lifetime supply of the liquor of your choosing?’ The duke offered; his
face still unreadable.

Cordelia laughed bitterly, her arms crossing over her chest. She had never heard such
a ludicrous offer in her entire three-and-twenty years of life. “Your Grace! This is
ridiculous! If you think that my mother would-"

Lady Salisbury perked, hopping up off of the settee and extending her hand happily
to the duke. “Well, then, we are in agreement!”

Cordelia had to scoop her jaw up off of the floor. “Mamal Y ou cannot be serious?
Y ou willnotsell me for afew bottles!”

She gestured widely to the duke, who had just the slightest hint of a smirk on hislips.
How could he be so shameless as to make such an offer? She had never been so
insulted, never been madeto feel so cheap, in her life. Which, given how things had
been going for her recently, was saying something.



“Quiet, Cordi, we are talking about your future with this lovely and generous duke
here,” Lavinia continued, her whole demeanor shifting. Lavinia took the duke’'s arm,
stroking it affectionately. “We shall start planning straight away! We have so much to
do if you wish to be married by the end of the Season!”

“1 see no reason that we should have to wait that long.”

“Well, then! Let us sit and have some tea, and we can discuss dowry and salary
requirements! You see, my need for funds has...” Lavinia gushed, attempting to pull
the duke toward the tea table.

Cordelia would not listen to any more of this. She had endured so much humiliation
on her mother’ s behalf, and this was truly the icing on the cake. Her hands balled into
fists a her side. She was not going to stand here and listen to them haggle over details
as if she were invisible. Clearly, she was not to be considered when making such
important choices for her own future. The whole ordeal was wholly and utterly
preposterous.

She turned so quickly on her heel that it left a scuff mark on the polished floor.
Space. She needed space. She just needed a moment to breathe. She would not allow
herself to cry, but she felt so damned hopeless that she did not know what to do with
herself. It would appear that her mother truly had no tact, no limits left that she was
unwilling to stoop to. The drinkingaddiction had consumed everything that her
mother once was. She attempted to wipe her hands clean on her skirts as she walked.
The first door that she came across, she flung it open and nearly hurled herself into
the room, throwing the door shut behind her. However, it did not slam as she
intended—instead, it smacked against something, and she whirled to see a man’'s
hand on the lip of the door.

The duke’s large frame took up most of the doorway as he stepped inside, pushing the
door shut behind him gently. She had not even noticed that he had followed her out of



the room in the first place! Cordelia whirled, her eyes widening as he closed most of
the distance between them in asingle stride. Her heart |eaped into her throat.
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“What are you doing? Y ou cannot be in here!” She yelped, her voice higher pitched
than she would have liked. She wished she could have told him off soundly. She
could not be alone in a closed room with a man! “If you do not leave at once, |I... |
shall scream!”

The corner of the duke's lips quirked upward, and he closed the rest of the distance
between them, his hand covering the lower half of her face with ease as he pushed her
up against the closest wall. Her hands scrambled for purchase, for something to
defend herself with, but could not reach even the closest bookshelf.

“Be my guest. | can think of several ways to quiet you, Little Flower.” The duke's
gaze looked near ravenous as it dropped to her body. “ Though, | am not sure you will

like them.”

The quiet, reserved charm that he had had in the parlor was gone—replaced with
something far darker.

Panic made her bold.

Her hands braced against the duke's firm chest as she attempted to push him away
from her. He would not budge. He was so much larger than her that she had no
chance of getting away without his permission. Slowly, his hand left her face, resting
on the wall on either side of her head.

“T-thisisindecent, Y our Grace! We cannot be unchaperoned!”

He shrugged, just alift of one shoulder. “I do not care much for such trivia rules,” he



paused, taking in every detail of her face. “Besides, | think that your mother is quite
fond of me already.”

“And which version of you is supposed to be the real one? The falsely charming one,
or this brutish one?’ Cordelia snapped, her anger palpable in the air between them.
“You do not fool me, Your Grace, and you will find that | am not so easily bought,
either.”

“Isthat right?’ The duke asked.

“Yes! Even if my mother has consented to this engagement, | have made no such
vows. | amwellaware of your reputation, and | shall not be shackled to the sort of man
that you are.”

His fingers curled, lifting her chin to look at him, and she could not bring herself to
tear her eyes away.

“And what sort of man am 1?7

It was hard to breathe properly when he looked at her like that. A sadistic sort of
amusement glinted in his eyes. She did not think that she could bring herself to run
from him even if she had had the space to do so. If only he were not so painfully
handsome, then he would not be so distracting!

“You.... you are akiller. Everyone says so...” She breathed.

It dawned on her a moment too late how foolish it was to accuse him of such thingsin
a situation like this one. If he were indeed a killer, she could be risking sending him
into a rage. If he were not, then she was gravely offending him with accusations.
Neither of which was going to allow this exchange to end in her favor.



The duke smirked, an incredulous sound leaving his lips before he pressed his lips to
hers.

She thought to pull her face away, but she could not will herself to do so.

Thiswas not at all how she imagined her first kiss.

Only, his grip on her face shifted. Instead of lifting her chin, he cupped her jaw in his
hand and held her in place as his lipssoftened against her own. Every thought eddied
out of her head, leaving a buzzing silence and the sharp awareness of his lips against
her own. Her body responded on its own. She swore it did as she found herself
kissing him back.

The hands she had been pushing him away with softened, and he absorbed every inch
of leeway that she gave him. A man who insulted her so deeply ought not to feel so
nice pressed against her; his lips had no right to make her feel so sinfully good.

When he broke from her lips, she could not open her eyesright away.

“Does that change your opinion of me?’ He asked softly, his voice as gentle as a
caress.

Cordelia shook her head. Her eyes lifted, heavily lidded as she could not stop feeling
the force of his lips against hers despite the distance between them. “Y ou should...

you ought to find somebody else to marry. Leave my mother and | alone.”

Surely, he did not make a habit of cornering women and kissing them. Why was he so
interested in her in the first place?

“No, my lady, you are the only one that | wish to make my duchess.”



“Why... Why me?’

“Let usjust say that | knew your father,” he answered as his thumb brushed over her
cheek, sending goosebumps down her spine.

It was almost asif he made it hisjob to be as cryptic as possible.
How did he know her father? If that were true, why did she not remember him at her

father’s funeral? She would have certainly taken note of a man who looked the way
that he did.
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“1 cannot marry you,” she insisted, though her words did not even sound convincing
to herself.

No, Cordelia, do not look at hislips!

“And why not? Shall | convince you some more?’ The duke teased, leaning down
once more.

Oh, she was sorely tempted to let him. She had not felt so desired in her life. It was
soniceto feel something other than shame and worry. Her mind begged her to let go
of her control for just a moment—tofeelagain.

No, | will not be aslave to my desires.

“l am already being courted by another,” she lied firmly. “That is where my heart

lies.
The duke shook his head like he could see right through her. He brushed his knuckles

down the side of her neck, trailing the line of her shoulder. “No,” he said confidently.
“You may like whoever you choosg, Little Flower, but you belong to me.”

“l... I donot!” She spat as indignation and something else welled up inside of her. He
traced the line of soft skin back up her neck, his thumb resting on her pulse point.
“Icertainlywill never be yours!”

The duke's answering smile was not kind. “You are aterrible liar. And we will marry
before the week’s end.”



Chapter 4

Thisisfor the best. Thisistheright thing to do.

In truth, it was theonlything to do.

The wedding itself passed by Dorian in a blur. The preparations were simple enough,
and his steward handled most of the details. It was not until Dorian found himself
standing outside of the chapel, married, that things started to feel real for him.

He stood dutifully beside his carriage, waiting for his wife to finish speaking to her
mother and friends. Though, he was not entirely sure why she was acting as if she
would never see her mother again. By wedding him, she had all but assured that her
mother would be well cared for. It was as much to assuage his own conscience as it
was for her benefit. When he arrived at her family house a week ago and saw the
shoddy state that it was in, he knew that his work was cut out for him. The only way
to atone for being the reason her family was struggling was to care for them.

Cordelia had yet to meet his gaze once.

Even now, she was looking everywhere but him, stalling with every tactic that she
could seem to dream up that would mean she did not have to get into the carriage
with him. Dorian ought not to care how she chose to spend her time, nor should he
care what she chose to look or not look at. But he found himself fixated on the back
of her head. There was something simply intoxicating about her. On his end, it would
be smpler were she ordinary. But her cherry-red lips dominated his thoughts. Dorian
had not been so drawn to awoman in, well, ever.

One by one, with lingering glances and long-winded speeches, Cordelia forced him to
walit as she kissed each of her friends in turn and then her mother. He would ensure
that a proper caretaker was assigned to her mother’s care so that the woman did not



spiral in her absence.

When she finished, he offered a hand to assist her into the carriage, which she, of
course, denied.

To his eternal chagrin, her obstinance was intriguing.

“Words of gratitude would not be unwelcome,” Dorian said to break the silence as he
leaned back against the padded seat in the carriage. He watched as Cordelia's jaw
clenched, her fingers closing into a fist—but she only stared out the window.

“Your mother shall be well cared for; you do not need to worry about her any
longer,” he continued, hoping that she might respond to him, even if it was just to tell
him off.

The scenery outside of the carriage passed in a blur of greens as they started to pull
toward the outskirts of town where his home was located. Just close enough to the
city to be annoyingly relevant to society but removed enough that Dorian did not

have to deal with asingle one of them should he choose not to.

He was the one accustomed to ignoring others. He was certainly not accustomed to
being the one ignored, and he did not carefor it.

“Answer me when | speak to you,” Dorian commanded.

That, at least, got areaction.

“Is that how you imagine thisto be, Your Grace?’ Cordelia snapped. “Y ou shall treat
me asif | am some dog to command?’

Dorian’s brow arched at her outburst. He could not help how appealing her anger



was. There was a sparkle in her eye that only seemed to exist when he was getting on
her nerves. So, keeping her irritated was the key to making her talk to him? He could
do that.

He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees as he watched Cordelia
instinctively lean back as if there was enough room in the small carriage for her to
have any hope of getting away from him. No, he was encroaching on her space, and
he intended to stay there.

“1 do not careif you hate me, but you need to understand your place.”
Cordelia scoffed. Dorian was intensely aware of how labored her breathing had

become. Good. He reached forward and grabbed her chin, forcing her closer to him as
she whimpered.
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“We are married. By law, you belong to me, Little Flower. Every look, every insult,
every breath belongs to me.” His eyes lingered on her eyes, lips, and chest as he
spoke before releasing her.

Asif he had burned her, she wrenched her pretty face from his grasp.

“Perhaps if you understand my intentions, you will be put more at ease?”’ He wanted
to keep talking, as her attention was finally wholly on him and him alone. “I do not
expect an heir, nor do | desire children. But there shall be rules between us. It would
behoove you to learn and obey them without deviation.”

Her brow pinched. “Rules?”’

He dipped his chin in a nod, never breaking eye contact. “First and foremost, you are
never to avoid looking at me again.”

Cordelia pulled her full bottom lip between her teeth.

“Secondly, you will never take alover,” he finished firmly.

She considered his words for a moment, and Dorian wondered if she was going to
attempt to argue that there was another who had her heart again. Clearly, she was not
all that devoted to him as she had tried to liein the first place.

“Questions?’

Cordelia shook her head, her lip popping out from between her teeth. “| suppose that



those simple rules are fair enough...”
She started to look away from him, and he clicked his tongue against the roof of his
mouth. Cordelia s gaze snapped back on him, and a deep sense of satisfaction curled

in his gut. Perhaps there was hope for this arrangement after all.

“1 wish to make a rule of my own then. You have two. | think it is perfectly fair to
request the same from you.”

Cute.

“1 shall have no issue abiding by your rules,” she continued. “For as long as my rule
is also being followed.”

“Very well, what isit?’ Dorian asked, leaning back in his seat once more.

“Asthisisto be an arrangement between us, | want you to promise that there shall be
no lying between us.”

She was charming when she was so serious. Of course, she would demand
theonething that he would never be able to give her.

Dorian smirked. “Oh, is that al? And what sort of arrangement do you presume that
thisis?’

“It isamarriage of convenience and nothing more.”

“Ah, you have decided this all on your own, have you?’

She folded her arms across her chest and nodded once.



“1 think that it is charming that you feel so emboldened,” Dorian teased, knowing
fully well that she would hate to be mocked.

“Do not dare belittle me, Your Grace.” She quirked a brow. “This is how it must be
between us.”

Dorian did not answer, but he leaned forward once more, two of hisfingers resting on
her knee and walking upward slowly. He watched her expression carefully as her
breath hitched. He could not help but wonder which part of the statement was more
important that she get confirmation on. Was it the no lying? Or was it because she did
not think this was truly a matter of business? She was not wrong on that front.

Holding her gaze, he had managed to walk his fingers nearly to her hips before she
swatted his hand away like a spider. “Y our Grace!”

“1 like it when you blush, Little Flower.”

His words made more of that beautiful pink tint flush over her cheeks. She had
buttons so easily pressed. He could not help but wonder if she would be equally as
responsive to him in other matters as well.

He leaned back, a humorless chuckle on his lips as he interlaced his fingers behind
his head. They were going to have great fun together.

Chapter 5

“Oh, my goodness! Is that...?” Cordelia could not help herself. Her words were
nearly squealed as the first thing that she saw the moment the carriage had stopped
was the largest greenhouse that she had ever seen in her life. She did not wait for the
footman to escort her down, nor did she wait for permission to leave before she
hurried over the grounds. She gathered her skirts in her hands so that movement was



easier as she started to head off of the path, only to be stopped by a hand around her
bicep.
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“The greenhouse is off limits.”

She felt as if water had been dumped over her head. “What do you mean? | could
work miracles in a greenhouse like that! You cannot even imagine the sort of rare
flowersthat | could bring to life with that much space and light!”

Working in a garden had always been her happy place. It was the one thing that no
matter what was happening in her life aroundher, there was always that. There was
something cathartic about working with her hands in the soil and knowing that she
was bringing something to life, helping it to thrive. Her smile was so wide it was
making her cheeks hurt. Surely, the duke could be reasoned with. After all, she had
just married him—she had come all this way; was he truly going to deny her first
desire?

“| said the greenhouse is off limitsto you,” the duke repeated.

There was something in his gaze that both gave her pause and deflated her at the
same time. She could ask why; she could ask what the consequences would be. But
something in his eyes stopped her. There was a story there, one that she did not know
if it would be wise to go searching for just yet.

“There are a great many diversions available to you inside the house. | am certain
that, while you are still adjusting, you will hardly have time for gardening anyway,”

he continued.

Gardening was the sort of thing that she wouldmaketime for.



“Do you have some sort of animosity toward plants?’ Cordelia asked, attempting to
lighten the mood.

11 Hardly.”

The front doors to the massive estate opened, and the butler came walking out, a
couple of maids behind him. It was afar cry from the sort of formal presentations that
she was otherwise accustomed to when visiting estates like this.

“Your Grace?’ The butler asked, looking very confused.

“Ah, yes. Monty, may | present my new duchess? Lady Cordelia, this is Monty, our
butler, and some of our staff. The housekeeper is likely around the back at the
moment. So, you will have to meet her later. Fedl free to pick any of the female staff
to be your lady’s maid or whatever you might need,” the duke said with a dismissive
lift of his hand.

“You got married, Y our Grace?’ Monty asked, surprise evident in his features.

“That iswhat | just said, isit not?’

“Youwhat?' A female voice demanded from the darkness of the doorway. “Daorian,
you didnotgo and get married without so much as sending a letter home. Y ou did not
even careto invite me? What in the heavens is wrong with you?’

Oh, Cordelia sorely hoped that was not his mistress.

“Y ou ought not to have been so secretive!” The woman chastised.

However, the duke seemed content enough to allow her temper. Interesting.



“It is lovely to meet you,” the woman turned to her, pulling Cordelia into a firm hug
without waiting to be properly introduced. “ Since my brother has more rudeness than
sense, | am Mary.”

Oh, she liked her already.

“Cordelia. It is apleasure to meet you!”

“Likewise. My rascal of a son is somewhere in here. Well, | suppose that makes him
your rascal of a nephew now, does it not?” Mary chuckled, linking her arm through
Cordeia’s. Mary did not so much as cast a backward glance at her brother as she
pedaled the pair of them away and into the house.

“1 think you and | are going to be fast friends,” Cordelia giggled. She, however, did
cast a single backward glance to see the look of faint irritation on her new husband’s
face.

“1 certainly hope so. | have wanted a friend to help liven this place up for a while! |
know that my brother can be somewhat... difficult to handle from time to time. But

the trick isto not let him know when he getsto you. It drives him mad.”

Cordelialaughed, already thinking about all the ways she could put such an inside tip
to good use.

“Where should we start, hm? How about atour?’ Mary offered.

“I would love that!”

When Cordelia looked back once more, the duke was already gone.

“Uncle, look what | have made!” Georgie' s small voice never seemed to slow down.



Of course, Mary insisted on him sharing every meal with them. She claimed that it
was the only way to have him learn the best ways to conduct himself in society. She
had a point, but he had a sinking suspicion that Mary just secretly liked watching the
fraying cords of Dorian’s temper threatening to snap.

Every inane conversation felt like atest.
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He loved his nephew. There was no denying that he was intelligent and high
spirited... very high-spirited. Dorian’s gaze rolled over to where Georgie seemed to
have constructed some sort of building on his plate out of his glazed carrots and the
bit of potato left on his plate. He was toying with his food. Mary flushed a deep red
and immediately scooted her son’s chair closer to her own. He could not hear what
she was whispering to the boy, but little Georgie started to sink lower into his chair.

“Auntie Cordelial Look! | can make my peas fly!”

Dorian watched as the young man loaded a pea onto the bucket of his spoon and
launched it toward the construction that he had made on his plate.

Only, it did not go onto his construction. It bypassed it with such impressive
distance—all the way into Dorian’s soup bowl.

Mary arched a brow, giving her son a disapproving look, but Cordelia only laughed.
“Quite the feat, Georgie. Though | am not sure if your peas were meant to travel so

far.
Asif either one of them needed to be encouraging the other.

Mary leaned forward, whispering in a fashion that was very much meant for Dorian
to hear her. “If he keeps this up, we will be serving dinner from the ceiling before

long.”

“At least it would make for an interesting conversation piece.”



Georgie took their lack of reprimand as a clear challenge and happily sat up on his
kneesin his chair as he excitedly bounced in place. “I can make them go even higher.
Watch!”

Mary sighed, seeming to have surrendered any efforts that she might have had to eat.
She cast an exasperated look at Cordelia. “He has not sat still for more than five
minutes al day. | do not know where he gets the energy.”

“Perhaps you should start serving whatever it is he has been eating. Might perk the
rest of us up.” Cordelia only grinned. “Heaven knows | could use the energy boost.”
Dorian pinched the bridge of his nose. Perhaps it would have been wiser to have
simply had dinner sent up to his study. The women seemed to be getting along just
fine, and as they were dominating the whole conversation apart from when Georgie
interjected himself, Dorian was clearly not needed there.

“—He is just testing the limits, Mary. | have heard that little boys do that. You did
say he was up early?’

“Before dawn. | thought letting him run around the garden would wear him out, but
look at him now. | am starting to wonder if heis part squirrel.”

“1f you find him hiding nuts in your shoes, you will know for sure. Imagine the havoc
he could wreak with abroom instead of a spoon.”

“You have no idea. The last time | asked him to help in the stables, he tried to
‘groom’ the hens with arake! | swear, he is the reason our stable hand began losing
his hair.”

“Heiscreative, | will give him that...”

Dorian could not even keep up with the conversations that they were having, they



were bounding from one topic to another so quickly that the pair of them might as
well have been speaking in aforeign language entirely.

Cordelia caught his attention again, her head tilting back as she laughed. “If thisis
what heislike at dinner, | can only imagine how bedtime must be.”

Mary groaned none too quietly. “Oh, you do not even want to know. It is like
negotiating with atiny emperor. ‘ Just one more story, Mama, just one more biscuit...’
No nanny can handle him.”

Georgie's foot started to tap against the closest leg of the table nearest to him,
shaking the goblets and silverware as he did so. He hummed an unfamiliar tune, once
again wholly absorbed with doing anything other than eating the food that was in
front of him.

Cordelia sighed, leaning back in her chair as she watched him. “Hereally is aforce of
nature. | feel sorry for his nanny and governess.”

Mary nodded, “Well, that... He is aforce | can hardly control. If he were any more
energetic, | would have to tie him to the chair.”

“1 am sure that could be arranged,” Cordelia agreed impishly.

Dorian had done the right thing in bringing her there, had he not? It was still the
wisest choice to have taken her as his bride. Was it not? She did not seemdispleasedto
bond with his sister or nephew at least.

So, why did hestillfeel so guilty?

It was not as if he had simply abandoned her mother to fend for herself. He had
already ensured that she had adequate care and assistance. She could drink if she



wished, and the staff that he had employed for her would also ensure that she did not
make a fool of herself. He did not wish to have anything or anybody in a position to
embarrass his wife ever again.

Across the table from him, Cordelia seemed amused by Georgie's antics. No matter
how Mary attempted to settle him down, he was only being riled up further from their
attention. That was al that he truly wanted: attention.

The tension in Dorian’s jaw was so tight it nearly pulsated. This was perhaps the
hardest part about having Georgie around. He knew very well how this situation
would have been handled by his father. The late duke was everything that Dorian did
not wish to be. And yet, the impulse to demand that Georgie sit down and behave
himself or else was there. He hated it.

“How about we make a bargain?’ Cordelia’s voice interrupted Georgie's fit of
giggles. “If you can finish your supper while pretending to be the perfect gentleman,

then | shall alow you to show me all of your toys.”

Georgie' s eyes widened. “All of them?’
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Cordelianodded. “I am awoman of my word.”

Georgie picked at the food on his plate, a frown sprouting into a sour expression. “I
do not know if | wish to be a proper gentleman. It’ s boring.”

“Well, you shall have to be one when you grow up. So, it is always best that you
practice. Shall | tell you the easiest way?' Cordelia offered, there was a strange
inflection in her voice that Dorian was not quite sureif he liked. It unnerved him.

Georgie nodded happily and scooted closer to her.

“You see your uncle? You simply must do exactly as he does. Do not worry; | know
that he will be quite proud of you. Shall | show you?’ Cordelia sat up straighter in her
chair, pushing her shoulders back and tilting her head up just a touch to amost appear
snobby. “Start here, and then you must arch your brow and gaze down upon all of
those around you. Must take small bites, appearing bored and arrogant at every
moment.”

Georgie copied her instantly.

Was this truly what she thought of him? It was impossible. “ That looks nothing like

me.

Cordeliagrinned. “I disagree. Now, move your hands like this, do not say aword, and
never look at your plate, of course.”

She was getting very carried away with her gestures. He wanted to think that it was



simply to ensure that Georgie did what he was supposed to do, but he was not entirely
certain on that front either. If she was attempting to ridicule him, she was on the right
path.

“Do you disagree, husband?’ Cordelia asked. “If you have something to add, we are
al ears.”

What did she seem so happy about? He had every urge to drag her right out of this
room and bend her over his knee for such provocative comments. Though, that
thought was enough tocalm his nerves a little. He wondered what she might even do
in asituation like that. No doubt, the thought had never crossed her mind.

Tempting.

Mary laughed. The sound was short and immediately cut off by her pressing her hand
into her mouth to smother any other offensive noises. “Apologies,” she muttered,
flicking her eyes at Dorian. “He just... he truly resembled you for a moment,
Brother.”

They were attempting to lure him into their little game.

As if he would ever sit here and allow himself to participate in the mockery of
himself.

Almost against his will, Dorian’s eyes rolled in the direction of his nephew. His
shoulders tensed.

They areright.

Thiswould not stand.



Dorian pushed himself away from the table and dropped his cloth napkin on his plate.
He was not very hungry in the first place. Let them think that he was rude al that
they wished. It was likely better that way, regardless.

It would be easier for her that way. If she grew fond of him on areal level, she would
be crushed when she found out the truth about him.

Cordelia could not come to like the man who killed her father.

Chapter 6

Of all the foolish choices that Cordelia had made in her life, tonight might have been
the very worst one.

What were you thinking?

The servants had readied her for bed hours ago, but she could not settle herself. Her
newfound friendship with Mary had caused her to let her guard down too much. She
should never have allowed herself to become quite so comfortable. It would have
been far more intelligent on her end to have kept her focus on the duke. He was, after
al, her husband now. There were probably certain duties and obligations that she
needed to fulfill for him. He had not mentioned anything to her specifically, but she
knew that he was going to come for her. He was a man. The way that he looked at
her... he always looked at her like he wanted to eat her.

Heat washed over her skin, warming her against the chill of the room, if only for a
moment.

Cordelia had not yet decided if she felt that his attention was good or something that
should be avoided.



If for no other reason than the fact that he was a murderer.

There were bound to be repercussions for her behavior. After he had stormed off
during dinner, she had asked Mary if that sort of behavior was typical for her brother.
She hoped it would have opened up a dialogue about Dorian and his tendencies. If
anybody knew the best ways to keep him appeased, it would be his sister. Would it
not? But Mary had had very little to say on the matter, heavily implying that she was
trying to keep herself out of her brother’s affairs where she could.

Every creak and noise of the house settling in the dark of night had her jumping at
shadows.
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Sleeplessness was never something that she had been plagued with, but this was her
wedding night, and she was frightened. Unable to pace in the same setting any longer,
she put her dlippers on and wrapped her arms tightly around herself. At least she
could occupy herself with something useful. She just needed to be quiet. Mary and
Georgie' s rooms were in a wholly different wing from where she and Dorian were.
Likely for the best, but at present, it made her feel impossibly lonely.

Shadows seemed to stretch up the walls and watch her from every corner as she
attempted to memorize the twists and turns of the halls that were now her home. She
hoped that her mother was all right. Dorian promised to provide for her. She
wouldhave to trust that he had, given how well Georgie and Mary were cared for.

The estate was impossibly larger at night than it was during the day.

Turning the corner while wholly absorbed in her thoughts, she nearly came out of her
skin as she collided firmly with another body. A shrill scream left her before she
could stop it, the sound swallowed by the tapestry on the wall as the person with
whom she had collided grabbed her firmly by the shoulders to ensure that neither one
of them fell gracelessly on their behinds.

“Shh! Y ou shall wake the young master! Or worse!” The woman hissed at her.

A motherly woman, at least, and not some frightful creature from a nightmare.

Even seeing the housekeeper in front of her was not enough to quell her nerves or
calm her racing heart.



“Apologies, | did not mean to frighten you.” Cordelia pressed her hand into her chest
as she willed herself to take normal breaths. It was practically an impossible task.

“Oh, Your Grace! | did not recognize you in the dark! Forgive my tone! What are you
doing awake at this hour? Shall | escort you back to your room?’ The housekeeper
offered, her tone softening with every word.

Cordelia shook her head. “No, thank you. It is just an unfamiliar place, is al. | felt
restless. | did not mean to bother you.”

“You could never be a bother, Your Grace. In truth, | am glad that | did not find one
of the staff roaming after the lights were out. | would have a whole other issue on my
hands then! | was just doing some final rounds before turning in myself.” The
housekeeper offered.

Cordeliasmiled brightly. “Forgive me, but | did not catch your name earlier?’

“Matilde, Your Grace,” the housekeeper said as she held a hand in the direction that
Cordelia had just come from.

She allowed herself to be guided but walked slowly. Might as well take advantage of
the opportunity that had been placed in front of her. “Matilde, do you enjoy working
for His Grace?’

The woman regarded her out of the corner of her eye as if she were debating
explaining herself or not. It was understandable, she supposed. Dorian’'s steff
certainly did seem very loyal to him. She could respect that.

13 I do-”

“What... | do not mean to pry, but | know so little of him. Surely, you could give me



some insight? He seems so reluctant to speak... about anything really.” Cordelia
sighed. It was unfair that his face swam so easily into the forefront of her mind.
Washe deeping? Certainly, he would not be up in his room, pacing as she was. No
doubt, if he had an issue, he would make it known. Right?

“His Grace can be somewhat contrary, but he is avery serious man. Though, with the
upbringing that he had, it isto be expected.”

“What do you mean?’

“1 have been in service of the family for many years now, and | was... well, | do not
know if fortunate is the correct word to use in this instance, but | was in employ here
when His Grace' s father was still aive.”

“ Anything that you could tell me would be very much appreciated,” Cordelia said.

“It isnot my place. Forgive me, | have said too much already.”

“1 understand that 1 am placing you in a difficult position, | do, but | just wish to
know a little bit more about the man that | am married to. Surely you can understand
that desire?’

Matilde hesitated for a moment, but there was sympathy for her plight in her eyes,
she could seeit. But Matilde shook her head again. “No, | really should go to bed. As
should you, Your Grace.”

Cordelia took both of the housekeepers hands in her own, practically begging.
“Please?’ From the way that she wasspeaking about him, Cordelia was not sure if the

ending of this story was going to be a happy one.

“It is not truly my place to say,” Matilde continued. “But Lady Mary and His Grace



did not have the easiest time in their youth. | suppose that | tell you this just to
request that you have patience with the duke. They suffered a great deal at the hands
of their father. The sort of suffering that leaves wounds on the soul that are not so
easily healed.”

With that, the housekeeper took her hand gently, patting it softly in an almost
motherly gesture as they continued to weave through the halls that the housekeeper
could have likely navigated wholly blind. There was a burning curiosity in her gut
that almost wanted her to beg for more information. There was so much that she was
sure she could learn from Matilde, but it was unlikely that Dorian would ever be
willing to tell her.

She chewed on her tongue, debating if it was worth it.

“Does that somehow have something to do with the greenhouse? If it is just in need
of repair or cleaning, | would be more than happy to—"

“The greenhouse is off limits, Y our Grace,” Matilde interrupted gently.
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There was no invitation for further questions about it either.

Before she could think better about it, she asked. “Does it have something to do with
the murder?’

Matilde stopped walking and turned to face her properly. “I know there are a great
deal of rumors surrounding His Grace, but | beg you to do him the kindness of asking
him yourself. He is your husband now.”

Y es, he was her husband.
That did nothing to quell her fear of him being a murderer.

“Is there nothing that you can tell me? | have heard so much speculation. | simply
wish to know if | am safe here... if | need to fear my husband,” Cordelia asked in a
small voice. The limited encounters that she had had with him so far did not make her
think she ought to be. But if he was a man capable of murder... he did not seem like
it.

But what did she think that a murderer would truly look like? Was she merely being
naive? If Matilde had been comfortably employed here all of this time, he could not
be so bad, could he?

“1 confess | do not know much myself. As you can imagine, it is not a subject that is
brought up here.” Matilde sighed. “I do not know how it happened. | know that
Monty, the butler, was present when the body of the late duke was found. He was
dead, on the ground, and His Grace was over him.”



Matilde shuddered, seeming to push the memory away. But now, it was all that
Cordelia could imagine. It was such a vivid picture in her mind that she could not
shake it. She did not know if she wished to know more that would make the image
even more real than it already felt.

“Thisiswhere| leave you, Your Grace. Y our door is second on the left there. Unless
you require anything else?’ Matilde asked sweetly. She had such awarm, comforting
presence even with the heavy subject matter they discussed.

“No, | shall be al right. Thank you for your assistance,” Cordelia said in what she
hoped was a reassuring tone of voice. She smiled softly as the housekeeper turned
and headed back down the hal. Cordelia briefly considered continuing her
exploration, but perhaps it was best if she at least attempted to rest. The feeling of
unease would not dissipate. She moved into her room, unable to shake the image of
Dorian standing over afaceless dead body.

She clicked the latch into place and spun slowly—only to nearly faint once more.
There was somebody in her room.

Chapter 7

“You scared me half to death!” Cordelia gasped, clutching at her chest once more.
She braced an arm against the door she had just closed as she attempted to steady

herself.

“1 do not understand your surprise, wife. Thisis our wedding night, isit not?’ Dorian
said flatly with an insinuation that she did not immediately place.

“And you are standing half-bathed in shadows! Do you have no concept of how
terrifying that is?” Cordelia responded instantly. His only answer was to arch his



brow at her in curiosity. Asif it was perfectly natural for him to be standing here in
the first place.

Silence stretched between them, and she found insecurity starting to creep into her
mind once more. He did not offer any explanation or words that might put her at ease.
It was almost asif he relished in her discomfort.

“1 thought that this was simply to be a marriage of convenience,” she said finaly. It
was the only reason that she could think of for him to have come into her room like
this. Though, if he expected her to perform her marital duties, she was wholly and
utterly unprepared. She did not know what to... Cordelia severed that line of thought
right away. He had already told her that he had no intentions of siring an heir.

“What gave you that idea?’ Dorian asked, stepping toward her just enough that the
silver beams of moonlight peeking in through the parted drapes licked over his
profile, giving him something akin to a glow. What was it about him that she was so
drawn to? “I do not recall any part of our limited conversations in which | said that |
did not desire to consummate this marriage properly.”

She felt rooted to where she stood on the carpet. It was hard to breathe when he was
so close. Perhaps, on some level, she ought to have been afraid of him, but she simply
was not. Even after his housekeeper had assured her that the rumors of his being a
murderer were al but confirmed.

Dorian lifted a hand, letting his knuckles run down the outside of her arm but not
moving any closer than that. Goosebumps erupted in the wake of his touch, and she
did not dare shudder. The last thing she should want to do was to invite his attention
further, but even in this low lighting, he was so handsome. It ought to have been asin
to look the way that he did while having such a dour personality.

“Do you doubt who you belong to, Cordelia? Y ou vowed yourself to me, body, mind,



and soul. It was only this afternoon. Do not tell me that you have already forgotten?’
Dorian said in a low tone, his words smooth like butter as they rolled off of his
tongue.

He had done this last time as well. This strange transformation into somebody that set
her skin aflame the moment that they were alone together.

“l1 am more than happy to remind you if you need it,” he said, his eyes lifting from
where they had been watching his fingers trace over her skin and snapped up to meet
her gaze.

Cordelia’s breath hitched as if being trapped under his gaze was enchanting; it
enthralled her and set her heart pounding. What a silly reaction.

“Di-did you truly murder your own father?’ She blurted, unable to stop the words
from tumbling out. It was the only thing that she could think of that would lessen...
whatever that was that was building between them.

It worked.

She might as well have dumped a bucket of water over his handsome head. Dorian’s
hand dropped, and he nearly jerked a half step away from her. His hands moved to
clasp together behind his back. That fire that had been burning so brightly in his eyes
a moment ago was absent now. “Yes. | did not do anything that my father did not
deserve.”

She blinked. Knowing that it could be true and hearing the words from his own
mouth was another thing entirely. He did not seem even the dlightest bit remorseful.
Was it truly so easy for him to extinguish alife? Had it not left a mark on his soul as
it would for most others? The small, tiny part of her that had been clinging to the
hope that it was all merely rumors fizzled out.
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“Are you afraid, Little Flower?’ Dorian asked, his face somehow transformed into
something truly frightening.

She could not look at him. Fear and something else mixed within her as he closed the
slim distance between them. She quickly averted her gaze, but he caught her face and
forced it back center once more. He seemed to be looking for something in her
expression that he ssmply could not find. When he found her wanting, his lip curled,
not in disgust but something close to it. Disappointment? Had she failed whatever
little test thiswas?

“1 shall give you a week to adjust, but then | intend on claiming what is mine and
mine alone, Little Flower. Y ou ought to prepare yourself for the occasion.”

Dorian released her and stormed out of the room. She could still feel the burning of
his firm grip long after he left. She did not know just how long it was that she stood
there, mutely staring at the door.

A week certainly did not feel like enough.

When she did manage to drag her weary body into bed after locking the door—she
could not sleep awink.

The busy work of the estate was not quite enough to distract her from the fact that the
days were passing. She thought that if she was productive, the ominous, not quite

threat, of only having aweek would feel |ess overbearing.

Cordeliaand Mary settled at a small wooden table on the terrace with a gentle breeze



that rustled the leaves of the nearby trees. Mary poured steaming tea into delicate
china cups.

“Do you think I am overdoing it?" Cordelia asked, breaking the comfortable silence.
“1 have thrown myself into organizing the estate, but sometimes | wonder if | am just
keeping busy to avoid-"

Cordelia hesitated. Did she have the right to express her reservations about her
marriage? Dorian was Mary’ s brother, after all. Perhaps that was crossing the line.

“—thinking too much?’ Mary finished for her, her tone light but knowing. “Oh, | think
we all do that from time to time. Look at Georgie; he can hardly sit still long enough
to finish histoast.”

Cordelia chuckled softly. “True enough. But you know, | sometimes wish | could
sneak out and spend a few hours in thegarden, tending to the flowers. | missthat. It is
where | felt the most at ease.”

Mary’s eyes flickered with an unreadable emotion before she quickly sipped her tea,
diverting the conversation. “The garden is quite lovely, is it not? | heard from the
gardener that the roses will be in full bloom soon. Perhaps you could arrange a small
gathering when they do.”

“Yes, a gathering would be lovely, but...” Cordelia hesitated, her fingers tracing the
rim of her cup. “But it would feel strange to have anyone here right now. The duke
and | are still-"

“—n your honeymoon period!” Mary interjected cheerily, her smile bright but perhaps
a little too forced. “And what better way to celebrate that than with some quiet time
together? Just the two of you.”



“Yes, of course,” Cordeliasaid slowly, sensing the change in the air. “But sometimes,
| wonder if | should reach out to my friends. It has been ages since we have had tea
together, and | feel rather isolated here.”

“Isolation can be nice, don't you think?” Mary said, her tone shifting dlightly. “A
respite from the endless chatter of society. Besides, Georgie has been a handful; |
cannot imagine you wanting to bring that chaos into your gathering.”

Cordelia raised an eyebrow, clearly teasing her sister-in-law when she spoke. “Y ou
think I would invite Georgie?’

Mary laughed a genuine sound that eased some of the tension. “Oh, perhaps not! But
you must admit, inviting people over just now would be alittle inappropriate.”

“Yes, but | could use a little... something,” Cordelia said, her voice softening. “It
might bring some life back into the estate. Instead, | am stuck with organizing old
ledgers and supervising repairs. | thought running the estate would be... different.”

Mary looked thoughtful for a moment, then quickly changed the subject. “And
speaking of repairs, | heard the roof of the stable needs attention. Have you seen that
yet? It would be a shame if it fell in on Georgie while he was playing at being a
horseman.”

Cordelia nodded, though the mention of the stable made her heart sink further. “I will
have it looked at. But, Mary, |-’

“—would not want to burden my brother with that,” Mary interrupted again, this time
with a hint of urgency in her voice. “After al, it isalovely day, and we should savor

our teawhile we can.”

“So what sort of things would be appropriate to bother your brother about?’ Cordelia



asked, trying her very best to keep her irritation out of her voice. “I fedl like I know
so little about him still. Perhaps if you could give me some more insight? Or, perhaps,
away that | can connect with his grace more easily? If | could understand him better,
or his history then maybe—"

“You would have to ask his grace yourself, | am afraid. It is not my place.”

“It is not your place? Did you not share a history with him? Your childhood might
have been uncomfortable, but-"

“You ought not to inquire about painful things, Cordelia, and | hope that in this
setting | can continue to speak informally with you, but there are ssmply some things
that are better left in the past,” Mary said gently, but firmly.

“1 try not to press about young Georgie or his father or what might have happened
there because | am trying not to be insensitive or make you uncomfortable, but it
seems that the list of topics | am not allowed to speak about is growing longer than
my arm. How can anyone navigate with such restrictions?’ Cordelia huffed.

Mary did not answer that time. The silence between them grew uncomfortable as
Mary stared deeply into the teacup in front of her. Cordelia could not help but to feel
more and more like an outsider each day she was here. Like she had not yet managed
to earn enough of their trust to be alowed any insight to their history.

When Mary spoke again, it was abundantly clear that the conversation was closed,
and needed to shift in another direction.
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“Perhaps this afternoon you would like to accompany me to Georgi€e's riding lesson
again? He only goes in circles just yet, but the weather is just too nice today to be
cooped up indoors, do you not agree?’

“Right,” Cordelia said, feeling a hint of frustration but keeping her tone light. “Tea
and sunshine, the perfect way to ignore all worries.”

It was harder and harder to have a serious conversation with her when she insisted on
changing the subject every time that things even broached a‘too serious’ subject.

“Exactly!” Mary exclaimed, raising her cup. “To ignoring worries, then!”

“To ignoring worries,” Cordelia echoed, clinking her cup against Mary’s but wishing
she could be more honest about her restlessness.

What Cordelia was unwilling to even attempt to ask waswhythe greenhouse was so
forbidden. She had snuck down there the other day just to see if she could sense what
all of the fuss was about. The doors were chained shut, and from the rust on the chain,
it seemed to have been that way for a very long time. There was too much grime on
the windows, and she could see nothing beyond the untended, long, withered plants
that seemed to have been |eft there to rot from neglect.

It was the same greenhouse that she could see now out of the corner of her eye. It was
like she was inexplicably drawn to it.

More of her attraction to the dangerous or forbidden, she supposed. Fitting, with
Dorian in the same house. It was the same for him, was it not? She could not deny



herself the allure of him, frightening or not.

The one task that sheknewwould ease some of the weight in her heart was the one
thing that everyone kept telling her that she was not alowed, under any
circumstances, to do.

Being off-limits did not make the greenhouse any |ess appealing.

Everything in this estate seemed to be a secret wrapped in an enigma and all forced
up onto a shelf that she was not allowed to touch.

The cup of tea in her hands had gone cold quite some time ago. The two women
stared out at Georgie, watching him silently.

“Mary, do you know anything about the duke’s acquaintanceship with my father by
any chance?’ She asked finally, moving just enough to place her tea on the small
metal table that rested between them.

Surely, thiswas a neutral topic to gain insight about.

It took Mary a moment to shift her focus from her son. “I beg your pardon, what did
you ask me?”’

Cordelia smiled. “I was just asking if you happened to know my father or the
business dealings that he had with the duke?’

Mary tilted her head, attempting to remember. “My brother, understandably, does not
involve me in his business ventures very often. It is arare thing that | even meet any

of his contacts.He usually prefersto handle all things of that nature on his own.”

“| see.” Cordelia nearly sagged into her chair. “I had hoped that maybe it was a closer



relationship than | presumed. He said that it was because of my father that we were to
be wed in the first place.”

Mary eyed her curiously but did not comment.

Cordelia did not dare approach the duke himself with the subject, not yet. She
certainly was not comfortable enough for something like that.

“1 suppose that it is good he can stand up forsomemorals,” Mary muttered into the
brim of her teacup. It was so softly said that Cordeliawas not entirely certain if it was
meant for her to have heard in the first place.

“Hm?’ Cordelia questioned, giving Mary the chance to shy away from the topic.

Instead, Mary smiled at her with a thin-lipped smile. “Nothing, do not mind me. |
know not of what | speak.”

Perhaps there was more between Mary’s relationship with her brother than it
appeared on the surface.

Chapter 8

“It would be far smpler to just talk to her, Dorian.”

Dorian was not a person who startled easily. However, his sister interrupting his
private time was not something he ever anticipated. His jaw tightened as he turned to
glance over his shoulder. How could she possibly know he was watching his wife out
of the window? It was so improbable. Cordelia was on the lawns again, just outside
his window. She was merely taking a leisurely afternoon walk, and it should not be
nearly as tempting as she was. Did she know how the sunlight seemed to illuminate
her skin? Slender frame and delicate curves, but it was always the cherry red lips that



pulled himin.

“She would not be likely to reject you if you ssimply went down there and asked to
join her...” Mary continued as she invited herself further into the room. Perhaps it
would be simple enough to go down there and join her, but that would be
counterproductive.

“My wife seems perfectly content on her own,” he answered, pulling the drapes shut
in protest and turning away from the window entirely. He dropped himself roughly
into his leather desk chair.

“1 do not pretend to know why you feel like you need to keep her at arm’s length. She
married you. Cordelia is here in your home, and yet you insist on treating her like a
stranger. Why did you marry her, anyway?’
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“This is none of your business. Besides, | have not stopped attending your insipid
dinners, Mary. What more do you want?’ He sighed, pretending to focus on any of
the papers on his desk.

“She has been asking questions about you. | feel that if you would simply speak to
her and attempt to get along with her, she could satiate her curiosity.” Mary sat gently
in the seat across from him, studying him carefully. He understood her point, but
answering guestions, getting to know her—he could not allow himself to care about
her that much.

“1f you do not like her inquisitions, ssimply tell her to stop asking. She is an adult, as
areyou. You can fight your own battles,” Dorian said offhand. His heart was not truly
in the conversation. His mind kept wandering back to Cordelia. This morning at
breakfast, she had not looked the best. Was she unwell? If he attempted to ask Mary,
she was going to read too much into the subject.

Cordelia was a grown woman; she could care for herself. It was only his guilt that
made him feel otherwise. Certainly, her lifehere was better than the one that she left
behind, right? He placed no restrictions on her apart from the greenhouse. He had not
dictated her time nor interfered. There was enough in this house that she could use as
adiversion if she was bored or otherwise lacked occupation, that was through no fault
of hisown.

“Do you truly intend on spending the rest of your life hiding away in this study?
Marriage is hardly a temporary thing, Dorian. | do not know why you are simply
putting off the inevitable. Y ou will have to interact with her, God willing, there will
be chil—"



“Enough. | have made myself completely clear on this: there will be no children,”
Dorian countered, cutting her off completely.

“This is unheard of.” Mary glared at him, sitting overly tiff in her chair. “Listen to
me, Dorian. Whatever game that you think that you are playing, this will not end the
way that you hope.”

“l do not see what concern it is of yours. Should you not be supervising your son’s
lessons?’

“You cannot ignore me and pretend that | am wrong,” Mary insisted. “I know that
you would love nothing more than to sit here, be miserable all by yourself in this
house, swallowed up by the past and the demons that you refuse to exorcise,” Mary
started, raising her voice as she spoke. She rose from her chair and leaned over his
desk as she continued to fuss. “You brought her here; you have included another
person into this home, and | will not stand by and watch you-"

Dorian’s temper threatened to overwhelm him. “Watch your tone when you speak to
me.”

“Or?” Mary continued. “Somebody needs to speak the truth to you, Brother.
Somebody needs to inform you when you are being...”

He waited for the insults to come, but she wisely stopped before his temper wholly
broke.

Mary took a moment to compose herself. She smoothed down the front of her dress.
“You have a very bad habit of abandoning people who need you the most, Dorian. |
do not have any intention of standing by and allowing you to do the same to that
lovely woman.”



Dorian’ s fingers tapped against the desk. He needed something to help settle himself.
“So, what you mean to say is that this is about you and your feelings, not genuine
concern for my wife.”

He understood how she felt. Mary was very clear about how she felt that he had
abandoned her when she needed him. So, her words struck true, just as she had
wanted them to. They hurt every time.

“It would make things easier for you if that was the case, would it not?” Mary
continued, her hands trembling with the anger that surged inside of her. He could see
it written on every part of her face.

“How long do you intend on blaming me? How many more years will it be before
you end this punishment?’ Dorian answered, his own words becoming thin and sharp.

Mary stepped back, frowning to herself as she considered her next words carefully.
Every part of Dorian wished to dismiss her from his company before she could utter
another breath. This conversation, the same one that they had had so many times
before today, was just as exhausting now as it had been in the beginning.

“You think | enjoy this?’ she shot back, her voice rising slightly. “Y ou do not know
what it is like to lose everything. After Father died, | was left alone, floundering. |
needed someone to hold me up, but you were nowhere to be found. And then I...”

Dorian’s expression shifted, the accusation cutting deeper than she had intended.
“And | was supposed to keep an eye on you, not let you ruin yourself, while branded
as my father’s murderer? | was trying to find my own way out of this! | had my own
battles to fight.”

“Battles?” Mary echoed increduloudly, laughter tinged with bitterness escaping her
lips. “You were busy securing your future while | was left to fend for myself and my



child out of wedlock! You were all that | had left to protect me, Dorian! | was too
young, and | fell for too much, and you should have been here to tell me better! | fell
prey to a man who showed me a shred of kindness, only to have him ruin me. | never
asked for your pity, Dorian, but | did expect your loyalty!”

“| have spent al of thistime trying to make amends with you. | will sit in penance for
failing you for the rest of my lifeif that iswhat you demand.” He clenched hisfists at
his sides, the weight of her words pressing down on him. “I have ensured that you
and Georgie want for nothing. Y ou may resent me, but | have done my duty.”

“Your duty?” Mary shook her head, a mixture of anger and hurt flashing across her
features. “You think providing is enough? Do you think | could ever forget that you
were absent when | needed you most? That your neglect left me vulnerable?’

Dorian’s jaw tightened. “I never intended for any of this. | was wrong—"

““Wrong' does not change what happened, Dorian!” Mary interjected, her voice
trembling. “Y ou do not understand what it is like to feel abandoned by everyone. Do
you think | wanted to be trapped in a situation where...”

Shetrailed off, and he knew why.

He opened his mouth to argue but then faltered, his defenses crumbling. “I never
wanted to be your enemy, Mary. | thought | was...” He did not even have ajudtifiable
reason to explain his actions.

Mary’s expression softened for just a moment, the fury replaced by something akin to
sorrow. “And yet, it was your absence that caused me the most pain. You think of
yourself as my protector now, but you were not there when | needed you the most.
Andnow, | am left with this resentment, this bitterness that | cannot shake.”



“Gratitude for what | provide and resentment for what | did not do are two sides of
the same coin,” Dorian replied quietly, the fight ebbing from him.

“You have learned nothing, have you?’ Mary’s voice softened. “If you cannot accept
your mistakes and grow with them, your wife is going to pay the price. If you are
miserable, so be it. Do not spread that misery around.”
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“What happens between my wife and | is none of your concern,” Dorian said with
finality. “1 do not have any desire to continue this conversation.”

“Would it truly kill you to apologize? Do you have no remorse for your actions?’
Mary continued.

“What is it that you wish me to apologize to you for, specifically?’ Dorian answered
flatly. “You clearly have some sort of penance planned for me here, why do you not
just come out and explain it directly instead of standing here, wasting my time?’

Mary paused and seemed to debate whether or not she wanted to answer.

She spoke on her way out of the room. “Asif you had anything better to do with your
time.”

Chapter 9

Outside, a storm was raging. The sky was a dark blue, flecked with white bolts of
lightning and angry claps of thunder. Heavy rain droplets pelted the windows and
ceiling, making the cold glass creak and groan. The very walls seemed to shudder
with the intensity of the heavens opening up overhead.

In her bed, Cordeliatossed and turned. At least, at first. The louder the storm became,
the smaller she made her body. She curled up under the sheets. A pillow clamped
firmly over her head to block out the noise. But that only made the echoes of her
heartbeat in her ears just that much louder. Panic gripped her tighter and tighter.



Everything is going to be all right. Everything will...

She might as well have been a child again.

It was always the same memory that storms like this pulled to the forefront of her
mind. Every time, it felt more sinister.

The lightning cracks overhead, and she screams. She screams and screams and
screams, wanting somebody to find her. Where is her mama? The hedges are too tall,
and she is too small to see over the tops. Everything is frightening, and nobody can
hear her voice over the cracks of thunder that make her heart feel like it is going to
burst clear out of her chest.

There is nobody here. She is lost in the gardens. The flowers do not even seem
friendly like this, the branches prick and pull at her dress. She is running so hard that
her lungs hurt. The rain is freezing, and it makes it hard to breathe. Sheis going to be
lost out here forever. Why did nobody come to find her?

She was going to freeze to death in the rain, alone and terrified.

|s there nowhere that she can hide? Nowhere that she can take shelter for just alittle
while?

Lightning strikes the brush beside her, and she screams again. She screams until her
voice feels like it is going to tear her throat open, and she sinks into a ball, smaller
and smaller...

“Corddlial”

To the sound of her voice, she thrashed awake violently. The storm still raged
outside, her eyes wild as they tried to acclimate to the darkness around her. Strong



arms were holding her tight.The heartbeat that she could hear did not belong to her
but to the man holding her.

“What is the matter? Are you all right?’ He asked, his eyes wide with concern as he
petted her hair back.

Despite how nice it was to be held, to feel secure after something so frightening,
embarrassment flooded her entire body. She felt her face flame as she attempted to

push herself away from him.

“It-it is nothing,” she answered in a trembling voice. She hardly even recognized
herself. “Y our Grace, what are you-"’

“Surely, you were not screaming for nothing. What happened? Are you injured
somehow?’

“Nothing of the sort. | am sorry for waking you, Y our Grace.”

She could not ook him in the eye. She washumiliated.

Dorian’s gaze narrowed as he refused to let her go so easily. “Did you have a
nightmare, perhaps?’

Cordelia glanced at the window, jerking in his arms as lighting danced once more,
followed by thunder’ s sharp punctuation.

“Isit the storm?’ Dorian asked, a hint of amusement seeping into histone.

“1 beg of you, do not mock me!” Cordelia pleaded.

Despite her request, he laughed pityingly. “Oh, you trulyarea Little Flower, are you



not? Y ou only smilewhen it is sunny. And you are afraid of storms.”

“You are cruel.” Incensed, she pushed away from him firmly, putting enough
distance between the pair of them so that she was able to pick up a pillow and toss it
at him.
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The smile fell right off of Dorian’s face. In the dim lighting, the shadows flickered
over his face amost sinisterly as she put her back to the headboard. She pulled
another pillow into her chest, ready to throw it if that was what she was truly going to
need to make him stop. He should not have been in here anyway! It was her room,
and their week was not over yet.

Dorian was a her side in an instant. He pulled the second pillow from her hands
roughly so that she could not throw it at him. The linen shirt that he wore was loose,
untucked, and exposed far too much of his chest to be decent. She was painfully
aware of how thin the nightgown she wore was, and now that he had taken her pillow,
there was even less distance between them.

“Do not do that again, or | shall have to punish you,” he said in an authoritative tone.
Cordelia scoffed, half-expecting him to break into asmile. “Y ou are jesting.”

But Dorian did not smile. His brown eyes remained locked on hers, unreadable yet
dark with intent. Not in the dlightest. Her smirk faltered as she blinked up at him,
confusion mingling with something... else. What was that supposed to mean?

“l am not,” he said coolly, his voice unwavering.

“What exactly do you think you will do?’ she asked, forcing her voice to stay steady
though her pulse quickened. “Y ou would not dare lay a hand on me, Your Grace. No

matter what people say, | am not afraid of you.”

His lips curled in that dangerous way, a smirk filled with knowing confidence.



“Would | not?’ His voice was a low rumble, sending a shiver down her spine. Why
did his tone affect her in such a way? It worked its way under her skin, making her
want to rake her eyes over his frame. She shifted under his gaze, her mouth opening
to protest, but nothing came out. That tone, so firm and deliberate, seeped into her
skin like heat. It worked its way through her, igniting something in her she could not
quite place. Her eyes flicked over him—broad shoulders, the cut of muscle along his
chest, his shirt hanging loosely enough to expose the expanse of skin. He was not
even trying to hide the power that came with his physical presence.

Her cheeks flushed, a sudden rush of warmth flooding her as her nipples tightened
beneath her gown. She forced herself to look back at his face, away from the
tantalizing sight. The storm outside seemed so distant now, the real tempest brewing
inside her chest. So much skin. It was... it was improper. Heat flushedthrough her,
her nipples hardening under her gown as she forced her attention back to his face.

Did he trulyhaveto be on herbedwhen he was speaking to her in that tone?

Dorian stepped closer, his looming figure casting a shadow over her. “Y ou would not
dare,” she said, her voice daring but unsteady. “If you touch me, Your Grace... | shall
scream.”

That earned her a smirk, the dimple on the left side of his face deepening with
amusement. “Scream al you like,” he said softly, his voice like silk over iron. “I
already told you—I have several ways to make you quiet.”

“And how do you suppose you could achieve that?’
His gaze lingered on her lips as though imagining them already silenced. The

intimacy of it made her heart race, a flush creeping from her chest to her throat. Her
breath caught, but she could not tear her eyes away.



With a deliberate slowness, his hands dropped to his waist. He untied the buckle of
his robe and pulled it free, the movement smooth, calculated. Her eyes followed the
belt, her mind spinning. What was he going to...? She swallowed hard, heat
spreading lower in her body, coiling tight in her belly.

Why could she not ook away?

Dorian leaned down over her, the belt in his hands. She should have protested, should
have pulled away, or fought back. But instead, she froze, every nerve in her body
alight with a tension she did not understand. When his fingers brushed her cheek, her
breath hitched—just a light touch, barely grazing her skin, but it sent a shiver down
her spine.

“Open up for me, Little Flower,” he whispered behind her ear. She could not help but
obey asif mesmerized.

Then, with unexpected gentleness, he slipped the belt between her lips, pulling it tight
enough to muffle any sound she might make. The fabric was firm but not painful,
pressing against her lips and holding them in place.

Cordelia's heart pounded in her chest, each beat reverberating through her as the
weight of the situation settled in. She was gagged—silenced—and yet... the fear she
should have felt was absent. Instead, a sharp current of curiosity surged through her.
What was he going to do to her now? Why did the idea of being at his mercy stir
something deep and unfamiliar inside her?

Her body tensed, a strange mixture of arousal and confusion warring within her. She
leaned back against the pillows, her eyes wide as she gazed up at him, searching for
any sign of what would come next. Her breathing was shallow, her chest rising and
falling rapidly. Every part of her felt attuned to his presence, waiting, anticipating.



Dorian’s lips hovered just inches from her own, so close she could feel his breath on
her skin. “Much better,” he whispered,his voice rough and low. The words sent a
pulse of heat through her, her body responding in ways she had not anticipated.

She squirmed beneath him, her mind racing with a thousand questions, each one
drowned out by the thrum of desire that now beat steadily in her veins. Why did she
want him to do something, anything, to close the unbearable gap between them?

| must have lost my mind completely.

But just as quickly as the tension had built, it shattered. Dorian straightened, a smug
smile curving his lips as his finger ran temptingly down the curve of her body,
knuckles brushing along the line of her leg, and then—nothing. His intense brown

eyes lingered on her for amoment longer, watching her, measuring her reaction.

She felt as if her insides were on fire with need; she wanted him to come back, and
with the gag in her mouth, she could not even ask him for what she desired.

“Next time, you should be agood girl, hm?’

She blinked, and he was across the room, smiling at her smugly like whatever
unspoken battle that was happening between them was a victory in hisfavor.

His brow arched knowingly, and he slipped his hands into the pockets of hisrobe. His
intense brown eyes lingered on her, and then heleft—just like that.

But why did she feel so damned disappointed?
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Chapter 10
Why isit so difficult?

Dorian could not bring himself to make good on his promise. Two weeks had passed,
and he had still not gone to claim his wife. After seeing her so frightened that night,
he could not do it. Every morning at breakfast, she seemed more drawn and reserved.
Despite how much time she spent out in the sun, Cordelia seemed to be growing
paler. She clearly was not sleeping well, and he did not know how to accommodate
her. She amost seemed sick, but she never complained. He had instructed the
housekeeper to keep an eye on her to ensure that she was given anything that she
might want. She should not be wanting for anything, and yet, she was not thriving.

It was troublesome.

Dorian’s work was dipping. He ought not to worry himself with things so trivial as
how she spent her day, but how could he not when she was starting to seem ill? Mary
had been avoiding himfor nearly a week now. He was jittery and on edge for reasons
that he could not explain. Even now, his hand felt uncomfortably twitchy. If only
there was a way to shake her and demand that she tell him what was the matter so that
he could fix it. Was that truly so much to ask?

Cordeliawas wilting away. He was failing. Again.
Guilt was an annoying emotion. That must be it. He was just overthinking his debts to

her father, though he did not think of them asdebts. It was not his daughter’s or wife's
place to languish and suffer as aresult of hissins.



This afternoon, he wasattemptingto read a book. He wastryingto distract himself
enough to collect himself to resume his work. Cordelia would not ask the
housekeeper for anything. But he was at a loss. How could he help her if she would
notlethim?

Mary sat across the room from him, working on her needlework slowly. Every few
strokes of her needle, she paused to look in his direction. Given that she also
happened to be catching him at the same moment that he was watching Cordelia out
of the window, he was of a mind to banish his sister from the room entirely.

“You can admit that | am right, any time now, you know,” Mary said in a singsong
voice. She was overly proud of herself. “Or, is this something perhaps even more
than | originally expected?’

Vexed, Dorian set down his book and angled his body away from the window to
remove the temptation from himself. “What are you implying?’

“Most men would be only too happy to have feelings for their wives, you know,”
Mary continued, barely keeping from smiling, though the gloating was abundantly
evident in her voice.

“1 do not know what you are referring to.”

“Brother, you are far too intelligent to play so stupid.”

“1 do not have feelings for her. It is a convenient arrangement and nothing more. That
isall.”

“Do you think that | am blind?” Mary put down her needlework to focus on him
better. “Do you think that | cannot see the way that you watch her at dinner? The way
that you refuse to answer even the smallest questions from her? Even Georgie has



noticed it! Are youthatafraid that she might like having a conversation with you that
you freeze her out entirely?’

“Areyou finished?’

“1 will be finished the moment that you admit that you are at least fond of her,” Mary
pressed.

“You are a highly meddlesome woman; do you know that?’

Mary lifted her handsin mock surrender. “Have it your way.”

Dorian nodded and opened his book back up forcefully. He could not read a single
word on the page. No matter how hard hetried to focus, he was just glossing over the
same paragraph time and again, absorbing nothing. All he could think was Cordelia.
Finally, with a huff of frustration, he put it back down and gave up the pretense.

“If you have a solution to how | could make her... less miserable, | would be open to
your suggestions,” he said reluctantly.

“1 thought you would never ask!” Mary chuckled, basking in her victory for a few
moments. “| have learned that she does love flowers...”

Dorian pressed his tongue against his teeth. It took him less than a moment to
understand what she was getting at. Of all of the things that she could have suggested,
that was the one wholly off-limits. He wouldnever,under any circumstances, open
that greenhouse again. He truly did not know why he had not had the whole thing
leveled along time ago. “ Absolutely not!”

“You asked. If you do not like my answer, that is your fault,” Mary said. “All she
talks about are the flowers that she had back home and how extensive her garden was.



If you truly want her to behappyhere, then you need to meet her in the middle.”

“Find another middle,” Dorian insisted.

“She only wants to renovate the greenhouse, Dorian. She will transform it into
something all her own. It will not be the place that Father—’

“Do notdarespeak of it or him,” Dorian warned.

“She will plant flowers, Dorian. Perhaps cover it al in a fresh coat of paint or
something so that you will not even recognize it anymore. Perhaps you could put
stipulations on how much she could change? | would be happy to help her so that you

are not involved in any of it.”

“Enough! | should have had that cursed building destroyedyearsago!”
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“You have to stop living in the past sooner or later, Brother,” Mary said.

“That is rich, coming from you,” he answered with equal venom. “Are you not still
living in the past, Mary? Accusing me of every little or big thing that has ever
happened to you?’

He could see the fight building. He knew that there was no point in fighting with her
once things escalated to this point. She was going to become unreasonable, and the
last thing that Dorian wanted was to lose his temper with her.

“1 only want for you to see sense! | do not see why you are being so stubborn about
this!” Mary nearly shouted.

“Get out,” Dorian warned. He could not continue this. He had his reasons, and he
would not explain them to his sister. Did she truly think that he did things for no
reason? That he would wish misfortune on the only ones that he cared for in this
world?

“Typical. | make you dslightly uncomfortable, and you push me away.”

“Get out!” Heyelled, hoping that she would hear him.

Mary wanted to have the last word; he could see it on her face. Her hands twitched at
her side as she struggled to keep her comments to herself, and then turned and

stomped out of the room, her needlework wholly forgotten.

The door slammed, leaving him aone with his thoughts. He pinched the bridge of his



nose and sighed. This was supposed to be a ssmple solution to a problem, and it was
becoming such a thorn in his side. He was notsupposedto be attracted to her. That
was the crux of theissue.

He reached behind him to the rope cord on the wall, the one that was attached to the
wall of bells down in the servant’s quarters. It would summon assistance to him.
Thankfully, it was the housekeeper that arrived in the doorway. She was the easiest to
handle. More importantly, she was the only one who never seemed to attempt to
pressure him into doing things that he did not wish to do.

“Is there something that | can do for you, Y our Grace?’
“The gardens to the south of the property; would there be sufficient space to add in
another few raised potting boxes?’ He asked, not looking at her when he spoke so

that he would not see if she connected any dots or not.

“l believe so, Your Grace. | could have the butler order supplies this afternoon,
perhaps?’

“Spare no expense. Make sure to acquire whatever seeds or bulbs of flowers that
would grow this season aswell. | wishto giveit as a gift to my wife.”

“Very thoughtful, Your Grace,” Matilde answered without inflection.

It was then that he glanced at her. She was still looking at him expectantly like his
gesture would not be quite enough.

“And... perhaps... inquire as to what her favorite dessert is?’

This was embarrassing. He felt so deeply uncomfortable. How was he supposed to
know if she even had a sweet tooth or not?



“Whatever it is, | want it served more often at dinner,” he ordered.

He did not truly care for the detached look on the housekeeper’'s face. A grander
gesture might be preferable, certainly, were this atrue marriage or an arrangement of
adifferent nature. It was likely his company that was distressing her so anyway.

Why do | even care if sheis happy or not? Marrying her should have been enough to
atone for my sins.

Chapter 11

“This is for me?’ Cordelia gushed. For the first time, she felt as if she truly had
something to look forward to. “Truly? It isjust for me?’

Matilde stood beside her, smiling softly as Cordelia explored the new space. It was a
small row of three raised planting gardens of a sufficient size. There was a wheeled
cart between the two of them, overladen with tulip bulbs and various seed satchels.
She could notwaitto explore what had been gifted to her. It was such a thoughtful
gesture that she was almost at a loss for words. There was abundant natural light
available as well. For the first time in weeks, she felt as if there was something that
she could have here that she could call her own, rather than wandering these halls
feeling like an intruder at every turn.

“Isthe dukein his study?’ Cordelia asked without thinking. “I should like to find him
and express my gratitude.”

“His Grace is out for the afternoon, but he should be back at the estate for dinner, |
believe.”

The disappointment was disproportionately crippling. She knew that she should not
feel so sad over the fact that he, once again, was busy.



“Are Mary and Georgie in the parlor?’ Cordelia asked, hoping to have somebody to
share her good news with at least.

“l believe that Lady Mary is watching young Master George's riding lesson this
afternoon, Your Grace,” Matilde answered softly.

“Oh, but of course she would be. | do not know how | forgot,” Cordelia answered
with equal softness as her hands tightened into fistsin the fabric of her skirts.
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It was the loneliness that was getting her. For years, she had thought that the only
thing that she wanted was to be alone. Since her father died, her primary company
was her mother, and she was constantly exhausted. But now she had more leisure
time than she knew what to do with, and she was so painfully lonely. She could not
begrudge Mary for having her own life, and Georgie was but a child.

Dorian, however, she had thought, would have at least attempted to spend time with
her. If for no reason other than to put her at ease, considering his particular
reputation. But he, too, seemed happy to let her believe the worst about him. Whywas
that? He had not even followed through on the one thing that he had promised her
thusfar.

Which she was happy about.
She was.

It was not as if she had come around to the idea of laying with him... or began to
wonder what it might be like to be in his arms once more.

Perhaps if he had, she would have been able to sleep better. The nightmares had not
returned since the night of the storm, but none of the little eep she was able to
achieve in that large room was anything near restful. It was notfearthat kept her away
any longer, but it was instead the feeling that Dorian must not like her very much.
Which directly contradicted the way she felt when it was just the two of them.

“Thereis one more thing, Y our Grace,” Matilde said.



Cordelia nodded that she should continue while she walked over to the rolling cart to
examine some of the bulbs sitting there for her.

“Please forgive me if | am overstepping, but | thought... you might want to read
this.” Matilde extended in her direction three gossip pamphlets.

Cordelia was amost reluctant to take them from her, knowing that it was only going
to further confirm her fears. She should have stayed home. Or, she should have
insisted that her mother be brought here with her... or something of the sort. She
flipped through the first one, her eyeslingering only momentarily on the contents.

‘It has come to our attention that Lady Salisbury was caught in a heated exchange in
the gardens of Lady Ashworth’'s soirée, where she was seen in a rather cozy position
with the charming Mr. Thompson. Sources say that a nearby bush provided an
unwelcome audience to their rendezvous, prompting speculation about Lady
Salisbury’svirtue.’

Without being there to keep her in line, Lavinia was running amuck. Spectacle after
another, she was continuing to ruin their already tarnished reputation. It was not as if
there wasmuchof a boost when Cordelia married a duke. Becoming a murderer’s
duchess did not gain her many points. But she had hoped that it might at |east appease
her mother enough to not wish to further sully her new rank. It was not just them who
were being dragged through the mud any longer, but Dorian and his family as well.

She flipped to the second sheet, afraid of what she was going to find there as well.

‘This season, Lady Salisbury has adopted a rather daring fashion sense that has left
the ton buzzing. She was seen wearing a gown that, while exquisitely tailored,
featured a scandalously low neckline that many deemed entirelyinappropriate for a
woman of her station and age. Fashion-forward or simply too risqué? Opinions vary
widely!’



There was only one way that she could think of to put an end to all of this, and her
husband was just going to have to deal with it.

“It is only for a fortnight,” Cordelia explained, her voice soft as she spoke only to
Dorian, who had grumpily occupied the head of the table. Though, from the barely
veiled anger that he wore, he was only a few moments away from storming out of the
dining room entirely.

Her mother had only arrived that afternoon while Dorian had been away.

However, he had not needed to be home long to have known that there was a
disruption in his usual peace. Lady Salisbury was not the sort of woman who
remembered the definition of quiet any longer. First, there had been an argument over
the fact that the trunk she had brought with her had only been filled with wine and not
a single stitch of clothing for her to change into or even a nightgown. Then, she
instantly started snooping through all of the rooms, crying loudly if she came across a
locked door until she had found what Cordelia presumed was the duke' s private stash
of liquor. Cordelia had managed to coax her from the cabinets and locked them while
her mother had only pilfered two bottles. No doubt he would be doubly angry when
he realized that they were missing. Lord only knew how long it was going to be until
they were discovered.

Even now, the rest of them were sitting at dinner, and Mary had pulled Georgie
tightly into her side after Lavinia had requested a third bottle be opened on her behalf.
She had not stopped muttering about how she wished to see how the other half lived,
even though she had lived her entire life as a member of the ton.

“1t should not be any days at all,” Dorian said in alow, carefully measured voice.

“Did you not read any of the scandal sheets? Have you not seen what she has been up
to?’ Cordelia answered, attempting to match his calm voice.



Lavinia, however, had no such compunction. “Oh, if only they were able to report
half of it! | keep trying to make the front page, but—" she snapped her fingers as if
disappointed and then started to laugh so hard that she nearly fell out of her chair.

Cordelia glared at her mother and then turned to Dorian asif to say ‘see?

“You cannot just invite people into my home and-"

“Ourhome,” Cordelia corrected. “We are married now, Your Grace. That means that
there are two people to make choices here.”

“Do you not know how inappropriate it is to have your mother here during our
honeymoon period?’

“Why? |s there something untoward you are worried about her seeing?’ Cordelia said
it and then instantly regretted it. Her face flamed, her cheeks likely a bright red. She
did not want him to know that she was in any way thinking about the promise he had
not made good on. She quickly spoke again to correct her faux pas. “My mother was
running about and making a fool of herself. You promised that she would be cared
for. It iswhy we are in this arrangement, isit not?’

“She was to have full support. | have provided that.”

“And yet she has no handler when she so obviously needs one,” Cordelia continued,
exasperated.

“1 would not need a handler if my husband were still here,” Lavinia interjected
dramatically. “He cared for me better than anyone else was capable of. You... you
could not have asked for a kinder, sweeter, more generous, handsome-"
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She was going to work herself up, Cordelia could see it coming.

“And then he left me,” Lavinia continued, the tears streaming down her cheeks right
on cue. She drank the rest of her wine in a single gulp before wildly waving her arm
for arefill in the direction of the closest servant. The footman looked to Dorian for
permission to pour the refill, and he subtly shook his head no. “He abandoned me!
Just like that! He was there one moment, doting, and then | am bereft! How could any
woman ever hope to recover after such aloss!”

“Mama, settle down.” Cordelia attempted, glancing at Georgie who was starting to
look scared.

“He is a pig!” Lavinia continued, no signs of slowing. When her glass was not
refilled, she threw it across the room, where it shattered against the floor. Georgie
yelped and hid into Mary’s side. Cordeliawas nearly brought to tears herself from the
display. “ A wretched, horrid... horrible... man... excusefor a...”

Lavinia put her head into her arms, sobbing heavily into her arms.

Cordelia did not know what to do. She was at a loss as to how to settle her down.
“Mama, calm down, please. Oh, | know! His Grace knew Papa, did you not?’

With pleading eyes, she was begging Dorian to help her, to at least diffuse the
situation even dlightly.

Lavinia's head perked up instantly, suddenly dry of tears. “You did, Your Grace? |
was not aware.”



Dorian looked highly uncomfortable for the focus of their conversation to be back on
him again. “Briefly.”

Why did he look so pained? Did he truly have such an issue with her family? Or, was
he just that reluctant to share even the smallest bit of information about his affairs
with her? The room was so quiet that one could have heard a pin drop.

When it became apparent that he was not going to share anything else, not even the
smallest anecdote to keep Lavinia cam, Cordelia attempted to pick up the slack.
“Papa was aways there for my mother. He was incredibly doting, ailmost over the top
most of the time. Y ou can understand why the loss of such a great love would be so
detrimental to her.”

Lavinia bowed her head toward the table, pushing the untouched food around her
plate mutely.

“It was so unexpected. No matter what he might have been facing, he was never one
to allow the troubles of the world get to him in such a way that—" The knot in
Cordelia' s chest tightened. She had been dealing with her mother’s grief for so long
that sometimes she forgot that she had her own, as well. “It was a shock when he took
hisown life. It still is.”

Dorian shifted in his seat uncomfortably. No doubt the weight of the topic was
uncomfortable for him. She could not explain why it was so important that he
understand her mother, or why things were the way that they were. He certainly had
not given any indication that her feelings or history was important to him, or even
that she was important to him beyond the fact that he had married her.

“If you have any insight, or perhaps if there was something that happened in your
time knowing my father that would help us understand why he did what he did

and...



Dorian shook his head. She knew that he was attempting to dismiss her. He was
attempting to tell her to change the subjector that he did not wish to discussit. But the
topic was open and she was not ready to move on so quickly.

“If something happened that was hidden from us, or if there was a warning sign that
was missed or—or anything that could help my mother find some semblance of
closure, I know that she would-"

“Stop. Please.” Dorian interjected.

The words were not angry, they were tired and strained. It was the rare softnessin his
words that brought her up silent. And yet, she could not |et the subject drop.

“But, Your Grace, you told me that you were acquainted with—"

“Enough!”

Dorian pushed away from the table. Dinner was not yet half finished and something
hurt about the way he was just choosing to leave the conversation without further
explanation. He could have this conversation with her. He could at least explain why
it was because of her father that he had married her. That he had brought her to this
huge empty house to languish and rot all aone. If he could not stand the sight of her,
if he did not desire her, then what was the point? She needed a reason. She needed
something.

“1 was not friends with your father. | do not aim to disappoint you, but that is ssmply
the fact. Now, | am tired. | am goingto bed,” Dorian said firmly like everybody in the

room was just going to have to accept it.

Like hell she was.



Dorian walked out of the room, his strides even and with purpose.

It took Cordelia only half a heartbeat to rise and follow him. His temper could be
damned. She was owed an explanation. Frustration threatened to boil over inside of
her as she followed him down one hallway and then the next.

“Your Grace! Stop! | am not finished with this conversation!” Cordelia called to his
retreating back.

“1 am. Return to dinner; | have no desire to speak with you any further.”
Dorian turned into the library and attempted to close the door before she could follow
him, but her hands lifted to stop the door from shutting so firmly that it rebounded

and nearly hit him.

She felt foolish for crying but she could not help herself, she was so overwhelmed
and confused.
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“What did you mean? Why would you say that you were not friends with my papa?
Are you so cross with my mama’s presence that you felt compelled to lie? Were you
just trying to hurt me?”’

Dorian’s eyes widened in surprise. “1 have no desire to harm you.”

“Then why lie? You promised! That was our accord that there would be no lies
between us. You must have had a close relationship with him. What other reason
could you have possibly had to force yourself to marry me? Most of all when it is so
abundantly obvious that you cannot stand to be near me!” Cordelia yelled; she could
not stop her voice from rising. She could not stop the outpouring of al of the
emotions that she had kept pent up since their wedding day.

“As typical, you misunderstand.” Dorian’s chin lifted. “Boredom born of lack of
friendship or adequate companionship, nothing more.”

“What is that supposed to mean?’ Cordelia continued, closing in on his space. She
could not live the rest of her life like this. She could not stay here, alone, hoping that
her mother was all right. She could not and would not haunt these halls avoiding this
man because he did not wish to speak to her.

“It means that | took pity on you,” Dorian answered.

“You promised not to lie.” Even though the lie felt like a dlap in the face, the anger
that he would dare to say such a thing to her in the first place overpowered that
sensation. “How can you stand here, say these things to my face when | know, | know
that—"



She was silenced when Dorian took her face in his hands. He pulled her toward him,
her body practically slamming against his as he pressed his lips against hers.
Whatever protests or angry words that might have left her were silenced when he
groaned. The sound was like he had finaly allowed himself the object of his desire
that he had been denying. It was such a far cry from the chaste kiss they had shared
on their wedding day.

No, this? This was something alive. This was a living flame that coursed through her
and coiled in her core. Dorian’s hand dlid around her face to cup the back of her neck
while the other dropped to the small of her back, pulling her into his chest until every
exhale met hisinhale. She was not even wholly aware that they were moving until her
back collided with the library wall. Her mind felt fogged over in the very best
possible way. It took her a moment to realize that she, too, could move her hands.
Softly, they trailed over the outsides of his arms, up over the caps of his strong
shoulders, and indulgently trailed over the muscles there.

Some small, distant part of her brain urged her to push him away, to slap him, to tell
him that this would not solve anything. It should likely alarm her just how easily that
part of her brain was wholly and completely silenced.

Instead, she kissed him back. She learned the movements of his tongue and lips
against his and mirrored them back into his own. The tingling sensation bubbling up
in her gut was overwhelming, even as he pushed her up the wall, his hands dropping
to her rear and thigh to coax her legs up and around his waist.

Cordelia broke the kiss the moment he settled between her legs, the friction of him
against her core, unlike anything that she had ever felt before. It was wonderful and
heady, and she wanted more. Her arm banded around his shoulders, keeping herself
close as he kissed her again. She was acutely aware of the fact that he was pushing
her skirts up over her legs, exposing them to the warm library air.



Every inch of stocking-covered skin that Dorian’s hand traced tightened and tingled.
She had no idea what was coming next, but every time he touched her, she was putty
in his hands. She was easily moved and shifted. Dorian’s lips dragged over the corner
of her mouth, teeth closing so softly over the corner of her jaw, and then traveled
lower. Her head fell back, offering him access—anything he wanted, anything so
long as he kept touching her. For the first time in weeks, she felt alive. She felt like
she was at home in her skin.

“1 love how you taste,” he groaned against her skin, the heat of his breath sending
shivers down her spine. “You are intoxicating... utterly irresistible.”

Then she was a being of a whole other plane of existence when his fingers brushed
over her sex, smoothing the wetness over his fingers and her folds as he groaned
again. Such araw sound, proof that she had been right—it was not lack of desire that
kept him away. It was something else. She knew not what it was, but it was
something else. It did not matter, not yet. His teeth and lips closed over the skin of
her neck as his fingers parted her, tracing the lines of her core and circling over the
swollen bundle of nerves that had her hips bucking forward into his hand. Each
movement was hungry, bordering on frantic, the sounds oftheir breathing and her soft
moans practically swallowed by the abundant books around them.

More.

She got what she wished. Her back arching off the wall, her body had a mind of her
own as she arched into every point of contact and Dorian slipped his fingers inside of
her. A whole sensation in and of itself. What had she denied him this for? She could
not remember. It felt like a punishment that she had been denied this at all. Her hands
fisted into the fabric of his jacket, clinging to him because the rest of her felt
boneless.

“That's it,” Dorian growled, lips brushing her ear. “Let me hear you. | want to hear



every sound you make.”

Her breath came in short, sharp bursts as his lips lavished attention over her neck and
collarbone while his fingers thrust up into her, over and over again—nbut it was his
thumb, pushing against that part of her that nearly made stars burst on the back of her
eyelids. Words threatened to tumble from her lips, but she did not dare break the
bubble that they werein.

Dorian’'s teeth closed softly over the top of her shoulder, the slight burst of pain
combined with the pleasure in her core and she was pushed over the edge. Her body
spasmed and tightened, her lungs froze as pleasure crested over her in waves.

“You are perfect,” he breathed, his lips tracing her jaw. “ So responsive... so beautiful
when you fall apart for me.”

He did not stop his fingers until the tension melted from her core and she could
breathe freely on her own once more. Dorian set her back to rights ever so slowly,
though her legs still felt weary and shaky. She braced her pam on the small table
beside where she stood, not trusting herself to attempt to move even as her eyes
locked onto his.

What she would not give to know what he was thinking.

Dorian brought his fingers up, letting his tongue lick off what was left of her from his
skin, another low groan the only sound of parting that he gave before he left her there
in thelibrary.

Chapter 12

“Do you remember the time you convinced me that your governess' spectacles could
see through walls?’



Oh, nowthatwas a memory that she had not thought about in quite some time!
Cordelia could hardly contain her deep amusement as her smile widened. She could
not will herself to stop laughing. It wasso niceto finally be allowed to catch up with
people again.

Matthew had come to cal upon her a handful of hours ago with a lovely
housewarming gift. And, thankfully, he had not askedtoomany probing questions
about her married life or anything about the duke. He seemed to be perfectly content
to sit there and reminisce with her. It wasexactlywhat her lonely heart needed. The
lightness and companionship were such a welcome distraction from constantly
trailing after her mother and attempting to make things better with her. For however
long her cousin’svisit would last, she could just let her heart be light.

Now she was laughing until her face ached. What a perfect way for her to spend her
afternoon.

“How could | forget? You avoided her for a week! You were so terrified she might
catch you sneaking into the kitchens.”



Page 25

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:17 am

Matthew laughed, seeming to relive the memory in his mind's eye “I
wasconvincedshe would somehow see the crumbs in my pockets before | had even
had a chance to eat them. Your powers of persuasion were dangerously effective,
even then.”

Cordelia s cheeks were starting to hurt from laughing as much as she was. “Oh, but |
only did it to protect you! Y ou were always too bold for your own good."

“Ah, and now you wield that same power over an entire household as a duchess. |
daresay the duke has no chance at all.”

And that was about as effective as water doused over her head. Her smile flickered. It
was hard enough to relive the feeling of the duke’ s hands on hereverytime she had to
think about him. Even just the slightest passing glance of the man was enough to set
her aflame. It was humiliating if she was being honest. Her only relief was knowing
that the probability that he knew about how he affected her was slim to none.
“Perhaps not, but | assure you, | use my influence far more judiciously these days.”

She did not honestly feel asif she hadanyinfluence these days, actually.

It was almost as if every choice that she attempted to make in this house was the
wrong one or that she was disturbing something that she ought not. Lord knew that
her husband did not care for her mother being here. Even Mary seemed to be dightly
vexed over the influence that Lavinia might have over young Georgie.

The small clock on the mantel chimed the hour. It would not be long now before she
would have to track down her mother and force her to have tea with her. If she did



not watch the older woman through the entirety of the day, then she would simply
have wine for al her meals. It was not a habit that she could allow to continue. It
seemed almost impossible to dry Lavinia out, but she needed to at least try. Cordelia
tried not to be resentful of her mother or the position that she was continually put into
because of her, but it was certainly much more difficult whenever it meant that it also
made her position with the duke more complicated.

“Oh, is that the time? | have dominated far too much of your afternoon,” Matthew
continued as he pulled his pocket watch from his vest to verify the hour. “1 had hoped
to perhaps see my aunt before | left. How is she?”’

Cordelia attempted once more to force a smile. Her shoulders shrugged softly, and
she shook her head. “Y ou know that my mother is a woman of her own mind. | shall
be sure to send her your regrets for not meeting with her.”

Matthew stood, understanding the implications of her words, his gaze lingering on
her in a way that made her somewhatuncomfortable. “It was absolutely lovely to see
you again, Cousin. We truly ought to spend less time apart. | always find your
company so very enthralling.”

“Of course.” Cordelia’s smile tightened. She could not get Dorian out of her mind.
Something in her gut told her that he would not care for the way that Matthew was
speaking to her. Then again, he did not seem to care for many things at all.

“Well then, | suppose | should take my |leave before | tempt fate, and you send me
scurrying off like those poor gardeners you terrorized with your royal commands,”
Matthew added with a knowing wink.

Cordelia could not stop herself from playfully shoving her cousin’s arm. “I never
terrorized anyone! Look at me, | am tiny. And harmless.”



Matthew grinned impishly. Most of her memories of him were from their childhood,
back when things had been so ssimple. “Oh, of course not. Though | distinctly recall
your ability to strike fear with nothing more than araised finger. Truly, atalent.”

Cordelia scrunched her nose, poking at his ribs as she spoke and teasing him right
back. “And yet, you still risked visiting.”

Matthew laughed and moved evasively from her sharp fingers. “Only because | have
spent years honing my skill in strategic retreats.”

“Honestly, Matthew, you make me laugh more than anyone. | had missed this”
Cordelia snorted; a very unladylike noise that she swallowed so quickly she almost
choked when the duke walked into the room.

He eyed the pair of them curiously and moved to stand beside Cordelia. His hand
warmed her waist as he pulled her toward him possessively.

“l see you have found a way to entertain my duchess. Quite the talent you have,
making light of things, Mr....?" Dorian said, his expression and tone flat.

“Lord Debonaire, Your Grace.” To his credit, Matthew did not seem intimidated in
the dightest, which was atalent in and of itself.

“We were merely sharing a few fond memories with my cousin, Y our Grace. Lovely
to seeyou again,” Matthew answered with an easy, comfortable smile.

Dorian tensed beside her. Was there something more to this conversation that she was
somehow missing? Why did her husband seem so vexed?

“Ah, but surely, some memories are best left in the past, would you not agree?’
Dorian said, and every word somehow managed to sound like a threat.



“Do-Your Grace, we were just having a bit of fun. You are more than welcome to
join us,” Cordelia added, softening deliberately under his touch and turning into his
side asif that would make him soften as well.

“No, thank you. Some of us have actual work to do on aweekday afternoon.”

Matthew bristled under the slight but said nothing.

Cordelia could not breathe. The very last thing that she wanted was for her husband
and her cousin to start arguing right here. It would ruin her whole morning.

Dorian leaned in to kiss the top of her forehead, something that he had never done
before, and walked out of the parlor. She could tell how angry he was from the
tension to his shoulders aone, even if she did not have the faintest clue as to why he
could be angry. She had not done anything wrong. He could not think that she was
going to spend the rest of her time here, never hosting her friends, did he?

Or, was it merely the fact that it was Matthew?

“1 apologize for overstaying my welcome. [...”
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Something in the room next to them shattered—something large smashed across the
wall that connected to the parlor that they stood in. Loudly and abruptly enough that
Cordelia flinched andscooted away from the offending wall as if it would somehow
open up and lash out at her.

“Woas that... did the duke do that?’ Matthew asked, all earlier brightness gone from
his expression.

“l am not sure...”

If it was the duke, it was something new. Was she supposed to have gone after him?
She had never thought of him as the sort of man to throw things when he was angry
or anything of the sort. He seemed far more like the sort of man to isolate himself
until he had calmed down.

Well, apart from their brief moment in the library.

“Cordelia, please do not take offense when | ask you this, for | only ever want the
best thingsin life for you.”

“Of course, | know that you do.”
“Has the duke... has he harmed you? Is he terrorizing you or even making you sad?’
Matthew asked as he closed the distance between them. “I have heard what people

say about him. If he has been violent, then—"

“No, Matthew. That isnot... His Grace is not aviolent man.”



Her reflexes told her that she ought to step back from him, to create space, but the
guestion caught her off guard. It would beso niceto have somebody that she could
confide in fully. Somebody that she knew would be on her side and would only truly
want the best for her in all things. Surely, Matthew could be that person for her, but to
tell him anything somehow also felt like a betrayal of her husband’ s trust.

Matthew placed a hand on her upper arm and bent down to make himself more level
with her eye as he captured her gaze. “You can tell me anything, you know? | am
here for you, Cordelia.”

It felt too intimate. Bells of warning chimed in her head. The way that he was looking
at her felt... far too much. It was heavy and she did not know how to process it. At
the same time, she wanted to cry.

“You look unwell, my dear cousin, if anyone is harming you—I do not know what |
would do,” he confessed.

“N-no. Nothing like that. His Grace has been nothing but kind to me,” Cordelia said
quickly to reassure him.

“I know what sort of man that he is rumored to be, Cordelia. | should hate for a beast
like that to—"

“My husband would never harm me, Matthew, | am certain of that. | am merely
having some difficulties adjusting to life here away from the city. All of my friends
are back in London, and you are the first to have made the trip to come and visit me.”

It aimost seemed like Matthew was going to call her out on what was likely an
obvious story, but he did not. “Perhaps you ought to throw a party then. Something
that will give you the social outlet that you crave and allow everybody to properly
celebrate your new marriage.”



“Oh! What alovely ideal”

“l am rather known for those sorts of ideas,” Matthew said with a hint of playful
arrogance to relieve the tension. “Y ou are quite welcome.”

Her smile faltered for a moment, the words touching a deeper nerve than he perhaps
realized. She quickly masked it with a brighter expression. “You are right. | think |
could arrange something grand. Something fitting for a duchess.”

He leaned back in his chair, nodding approvingly. “Exactly. And | will gladly attend,
of course. Y ou shall need someone to keep the conversation lively, after all.”

He softened at her admission, reaching out to take her hand gently. “Cordelia, you are
more than capable of handling this. You aways have been. And... if you ever feel
lost, | will always be just aletter away.”

Her heart warmed at his words, and for the first time in days, she felt a sense of
comfort settle over her. “Thank you,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I truly do not
know what | would do without you.”

Matthew smirked, the mood lifting again. “Well, it is a good thing you will not ever
have to find out.”

Chapter 13

“Thisiswhat you said that you wanted, Dorian. Was it not?’

Mary asked with a smug smile as she stood on the sidelines of the grand ballroom.
The place was positively transformed. A small stage with a string quartet played in

the far corner, and decadent food was arranged for those who wished to graze
throughout the evening. While it was only to be a small affair, allegedly, it was



decorated as if it were a ball. He had been forced to listen to Mary and Cordelia’s
planning and them putting their final touches on the event all afternoon. They had
planned the guest list, the games, the schedule, and where everyone would sleep
should they choose to stay over for the morning. An equally elaborate breakfast was
supposed to be planned for tomorrow.

Mary had insisted on that part, as it was the only portion of the events Georgie would
be allowed to attend. He had not gone to bed with his nanny easily. They did not host
functions like this here, and he was over the moon with excitement. To be deprivedof
it had started the biggest pouting fit he thought he had ever seen from the boy, which
was saying something.

Alas, Georgie does not realize how lucky heis...
Mary pressed a glass of wineinto Dorian’s hand as she hummed happily to the music.

“You wanted her to smile, and now she is. What could you possibly have to be so
surly about?’
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Did they have to have it here? This was supposed to be his home, a place for peace
and quiet. If he had wanted those people here, he would have invited them.

“You truly are not going to interact with them at all’?” Mary asked, frustration seeping
into her tone. After he did not answer her, she heaved a long-suffering sigh and shook
her head. Mary moved toward the group of guests and Cordelia, intent on joining in
the games with the rest of them.

He glanced out over the small groupings of Cordelia s friends and their very familiar
husbands, and then there was Patrick Hislop. Those would have been enough even if
his wife had not also insisted that her infuriating cousin return for the festivities as
well. Something about the Viscount of Debonaire did not sit right with him. He did
not care for the way that his gaze lingered on Cordelia. She did not belong to him. He
had no right to even share her air, let alone look at her in the covetous way that he
insisted upon.

| still cannot believe | reacted like that.

Dorian glanced down at his knuckles; the bruising nearly faded now. He should not
have allowed himself to lose his temper in the way that he had. The large imported
vase from the upstairs room was broken, and the hole that he had created in the
wall... well, he had blocked off the room for the time being until he determined what
it was that he wished to do with the space now.

Or should it have been his smug face instead?

Glancing out over the small grouping of people, Cordelia truly seemed to be in her



element. It only made him feel even more guilty for keeping her locked away from
people here. Not that society was being kind to her or her mother. It felt like a
situation in which there truly was no winning.

Corddlia s smile stretched from ear to ear. It was not as if he did not wish for her to
be happy.

| have never managed to make her smile like that.

It felt like the gap between his life and hers was too wide to cross. There were brief
moments where the chasm narrowed, but usually, they were far too opposite. He did
not want this. He did not enjoy parties, or socializing when he could help it. But, was
the whole point of this not to make her happy? Penance for his actions?

Quickly, he looked away and sipped at his glass of wine slowly.

There should not be any part of him that cared about Cordeliaon areal level.

He refused to let himself care more, and he was nothing if not in control.

It was why he stood on the sidelines as one of the women played the piano and the
other women sang along joyfully. He watched with as much patience as he could
muster through the parlor games and the many bottles of wine.

Dorian watched as Patrick monopolized his sister’s time and attention. So long as he
was keeping her occupied, his meddlesome sister was far less likely to come over and
bother him or make insipid comments about his holding up the wall.

He did not even need to be here. It would detract nothing from the party if he would

leave. The only thing stopping him was that he did not trust Lord Debonaire alone
with his wife. Not for a moment. Not anymore. He could not tear his attention off of



Cordelia. He wanted to be the one to make her smile.

Was he being foolish in thinking that if Cordeliatruly wished for him to join her, then
she would have said something? He was here physically to show her his version of ...
well, it was not support, per se.

But he was here, that had to mean something, right?

If only he could sort out his feelings properly and find away to act on the desires that
he kept telling himself that he was not allowed to have. He had slipped up far too
many times as it was. She was... Cordelia was temptation incarnate and he could not
explain it.

Dorian forced himself back center, watching and listening.

Eleanor, the Duchess of Larson, forced Xander to sit at the piano next, her laugh
tinkling through the air as she insisted, “Y ou play, and | shall sing, my love. For me?’
She smiled at him, a hint of mischief in her eyes. Xander sighed and acquiesced, his
fingers brushing across the ivory keys as a soft melody began to fill the room to the
backing accompaniment of the quartet.

Cordelia, standing not far from the piano, tried to join in the spirit of the evening.
Dorian watched her, his jaw tightening. She had been smiling all night, her laughter
light and carefree, but he could see the subtle glances she cast in his direction, each
one a quiet question he did not have the strength to answer. Not now. Not while
Debonaire was still hovering like a vulture in the corner, his eyes always finding her,
asif she was the only thing in the room worth noticing.

“You must dance, Cordelial” Eleanor chirped, the familiar tone of her teasing voice
cutting through the music. “It isno fun to stand by all night.”



Cordelia smiled politely as she glanced toward Dorian for a brief moment. “I think |
shall sit thisone out,” she said softly, but Eleanor would have none of it.

“Your Grace, you cannot possibly deny your wife a dance, can you?’ Eleanor’s voice
was playful, but Dorian could feel the weight of her gaze. He stood stiffly, his grip
tightening on his glass.

“1-" he began, but his words were cut short by Cordelia s soft, disappointed |ook, and
before he could take another step forward, Debonaire swooped in with a broad grin,

bowing deeply before Cordelia.

“His Grace clearly has better things to do. | can happily take his place. Of course, if
you would do me the honor?”’

“Oh, | am not sure. |-

“Come now, Cousin. Don’t be such a spoilsport. The song is amost over!”

Cordelia s gaze lingered on Dorian for only a moment longer before she held out her
hand toward Matthew.
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Without hesitation, Matthew took her hand, leading her out onto the floor. Dorian
watched in silence as Cordelia allowed herself to be swept away, her laughter
bubbling up as they twirled together. He should have been relieved that Matthew’s
jovia nature had lifted her spirits, but all he felt was a dark, ssmmering frustration
tightening in his chest.

“Shame, really,” came a low voice from behind him. Dorian turned to find Rhysand
leaning casually against the wall, hissharp eyes following Cordelia s movements.
“You had your chance. Now look at you, standing here like a man watching his ship
sail away. Pathetic.”

Dorian’s throat tightened, but he said nothing. He could not tear his gaze away from
the way Debonaire’ s hand rested just alittle too easily at the small of Cordelia’ s back,
how her smile came so naturally when she was with him. His hand clenched around
his glass, knuckles white.

“1 would not be so calm if that were my wife,” Rhysand added, his voice barely more
than awhisper, but the words hit Dorian like a punch to the gut.

Anger flared within him. He was about to speak, to tell Rhysand exactly what he
could do with his unsolicited advice, but instead, he downed the rest of his wine and
set the glass aside. Without another glance at Rhysand or the dance floor, he turned
and strode out of the room, his footsteps heavy as he made his way toward the
darkened hall.

| shouldn’t care.



What was the matter with him? Of all of the insane, impulsive, reckless things that he
had been inclined to do, this one might take the icing on the cake. He had truly been
about to hit that man for daring to touch Cordelia. Dorian knew how that would have
ended. It only would have resulted in the guests screaming, his reputation being even
worse than it had been before. Cordelia would be cross with him for injuring her
cousin.There were a dozen or more reasons that he could not do what he longed to do,
but he would have felt better.

She deserves better than this.

The moment that bastard's hand found her waist, he had seen red. Paired with the
words from Rhysand’ s mouth, he was playing with fire.

No, I cannot hurt any more of the people she cares about.

He did not stop walking until he was on the balcony leading out into the back
gardens. The cool night air wrapped around him, holding him tightly and seizing his
lungs. Good. That was exactly what he needed. Something to cam his temper if
nothing else.

He stopped at the banister, setting his glass down on the stone and looking out over
the lawns at the raised beds that Cordelia had managed to transform into something
wholly stunning in such a short amount of time. From the array of colors, it appeared
that she had repotted existing flower plants and spaced them for the ones that had not
yet started to grow.

He sighed, letting his head hang as his fingers scraped against the stone and then
curled into atight fist. No matter what, he needed to figure out his plan, and quickly.
He could not allow Cordeliato continue to affect him so strongly. He ought to make a
move or let it go.



Chapter 14

“Do you know where the duke has gone?’ Cordelia asked Mary. Her sister-in-law
was still swaying softly with the piano music. “Mary?’ Cordelia said again, louder
this time since she was not certain if she was being heard properly or not.

Dorian had been there, looking tense and uncomfortable on the sidelines when she
had started her dance. Then, he was gone by the time she finished. If he was upset,
then perhaps he ought to have accepted the invitation to dance with her in the first
place. But he had declined.

“1 think that he might have gone outside?’ Mary answered, leaning close so that she
would not have to speak too loudly either. “If he wishes to spend his evening sulking,
then you might as well let him. There is ssmply no talking to him when he gets into
this state.”

Cordelia nodded. She knew that Mary and her brother had been fighting more often
as well. There were far too many unspoken things around this house. All she wanted
was for everybody to have an outlet to uncoil some of the tension. She could hardly
fathom what Dorian would be like with his guard down, but at least Mary seemed to
be enjoying the party. She had gone through so much trouble in planning everything.

“1 will only be a moment then, all right?’ Cordelia explained, squeezing Mary’s arm
before leaving the room.

She had not made it far before Matthew interrupted her with a bright smile. “Where
are you off to in such a hurry?’

“1 shall be but a moment,” she repeated to Matthew, not wanting to be interrupted. It
was obvious that Matthew did not wish to allow her to walk away from him so easily,
but she would not be stopped. She was on a mission. “Please, enjoy another drink on



my behalf.”

“Corddia, I...”

“I"m sorry, Matthew. | have to speak to my husband.”

Matthew blocked her path for only a moment before conceding and sidestepping her
as if she needed permission to move freely about her own home. She did not allow
herself the time to question his motives or why he suddenly needed to monitor her
when he had never done that before. Instead, she focused on searching for Dorian.

Why was he so stubborn? She could not understand why he could not talk about his
feelings like a normal person? Had she not attempted to make herself available to him
when it had seemed as if he needed to speak to her? Then again, those few times they
were alone, things had ended, well... there had been very little talking. This rift
between them was so infuriating.

What is his glass doing here? Perhaps he is wandering through the gardens?

She had only taken a few steps out onto the lawns, bracing against the cold night air
when the skies above opened up, fat droplets pelting down all around her without any
warning or pretense. She had nothing to shield her from the downpour. Panic gripped
her. The world around her started to become hazy as the clouds gathered and
darkened.

Despite her efforts to breathe through the building panic that tightened and squeezed
her chest, she felt herself like a child al over again. It was her nightmares come to
life. Thistime it was so much worse because she could not even cling to the safety of
being indoors. For years and years, she had done everything in her power to avoid the
rain. She did not dare step foot outside in storms. When she could manage it, she sat
in front of warm, cozy fires to ensure that the demons of her past would not plague



her.

So many years had passed and yet the moment the sky got too dark, she was a child.

The same fear threatened to swallow her. Cordelia flinched every time the sky
illuminated with a bolt of lightning overhead. Theclaps of thunder nearly took her to
her knees as tears ran freely down her face. She could not stop them; she could not
even feel her limbs as she trembled, staggering in the darkness as she was.
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In her mind’s eye, she was that same little girl, her dress snagging on brambles and
thorns, her dip soaked through, and her toes cold as she cried out for help, for anyone
to come and help her. Cordelia’ s hand curled into the fabric of her dress over her
chest, squeezing tightly and trying to find some relief from the panic, but it did not
work. Shefelt asif the rain were trying to drown her.

Memories from the past that she had kept so deeply repressed started to swim to the
surface, memories of her stumbling into a clearing in her childhood home. The
garden maze opened up in front of her child form, and a tiny sliver of hope bubbled
up inside of her chest as she hurled herself toward perceived shelter. Anything would
do, so long as it got her out of the rain. Only, in her memory... there was somebody
aready standing at the door of that shelter.

Remembering even just that much made a headache build at the base of her skull and
stemmed upward like the same lightning that was terrifying her. Dizziness came next,
and she was terrified that she was going to pass out. She could not allow that to
happen. What if nobody came here, what if nobody found her?

Panic blinded her, making her wholly forget her mission as she took off across the
lawns in the direction of the closest shelter. Cordelia’s feet moved of their own
accord, no path or destination in mind. The only thing that she knew that she needed
wasshelter, a roof, and four walls. That was the only thing that mattered. She ran
toward the greenhouse, as it was closest. Until today, the doors had been chained and
locked. It did not occur to her to question the rusted hinges or the grimy glass panels
shaking as she yanked open the door and threw herself inside.

The pungent scent of old soil and overgrown plants assaulted her instantly. It



wrapped around her like a blanket as she moved further into the greenhouse,
overwhelmed by the untamed beauty all around her. It needed a lot of work, but it
was so distracting to finally see the inside of the marvelous structure that she almost
forgot about the storm. She was dripping all over the floor, shuddering from the
lingering chill making her shudder.

A noise came from further in the greenhouse, the sounds of shuffling that froze her in
place.

Chapter 15

“W-who is there?’ She called, hoping that it was an animal or arat that might have
squeezed in through one of the broken glass panels to take shelter from the storm
itself.

The shuffling was followed by a potted something or another breaking and muttered
cursing.

Cordelia froze in place, realizing that she was not alone in the greenhouse. At least
she did not have to listen to the way the rain was amost echoed all around her.

Dorian walked around the corner in a huff; his gaze narrowed as he walked with
purpose toward her, grabbed her by the elbow, and started to pedal her out of the
greenhouse swiftly. “Have you lost your mind? Y ou are not supposed to be here.”

“Neither are you!” Cordelia dug her heels in as she was pulled toward the exit. She
could not go back out into the storm. She could not. “Dorian! Stop! | cannot go back
out there.”

He must have been the one who broke the chains. If it was off-limits, why would he
do that? What was happening?



“1 told you that this place was expressly forbidden, and here you are.”

“The door was open!” Cordelia protested. “And you are in here as well! | was only
looking for you! Y ou left in the middle of the party; it was quite rude!”

She managed to wrench her arm out of his grasp and took two steps back into the
greenhouse so that he could not pull her out so easily.

Dorian huffed and shook his head. “Rude? Y ou have no right to speak to me about
rudeness.”

“What is that supposed to mean?’

“The man that you were interested in has been invited to my house not once, but
twice now... paraded in front of my face both times and you expect me to take it with
grace? | cannot presume your motives, but | daresay thatrudewould cover a large
portion of it.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Lord Debonaire, correct? The man you claimed to be interested in when | asked you
to marry me,” Dorian said harshly, acquisition dripping off of every word.

Cordelia recailed, trying to formulate words that would diffuse the situation, but she
was failing. She floundered, trying to explain herself or deny the accusations.

“No, you do not understand, |-

“What was it that you insisted upon? Nolies,” Dorian hissed, too close to her face for
her to be unaffected by his words.



“Matthew is... heis my friend, mycousin.” Cordelia attempted to explain. She ought
to put more distance between the pair of them but she could not. She was aways so
powerless the moment that he was close to her like this.

“1 do not care for the sound of his name on your lips,” Dorian continued, his words
forced through his teeth. “The only man whose name should be on your tongue is
mine.”

Corddias lip curled. “Why? You certainly do not seem to have any true desire for
me! You run hot and cold! | never know where you stand from one day to another!”

“You are my wife, and you belongto me!” Dorian said in a low, warning tone. “Y ou
have defied my orders, time and time again. You are the only person that | have ever
indulged and yet... you are still defiant.”

He straightened, a strange sense of calm seeming to settle over him.

“You have defied my orders, and for that, you need to be punished.” Dorian closed
the distance between them, towering over her as his lip curled upward into something
akin to a smirk. “As this is your first, | shall allow you the choice of punishments.
Y ou can either go inside and tidy up my personal library, or... | can spank you.”
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Cordelia s eyes widened and her heart fluttered. “Y ou cannot possibly be serious.”

But he appeared to be perfectly serious. He did not speak again, and he did not back
down either. Dorian’s gaze was heavy on her as he waited expectantly for her reply.

It was harder for her to force the words past her lips than she had originally
presumed. “Well... let me think about it. I-l am not a very bookish lady... and | much
prefer being out of doors.”

The slight widening of Dorian’s eyes was the only indication of his surprise.

“1 think | shall accept the spanking,” Cordelia said with faux bravado and crossed her
arms over her chest.

She might grow fond of surprising her husband.
“Oh, did I just call your bluff, or?’

The thunder and lightning cracked loud overhead, and she jolted. Dorian took the
opportunity to close the distance between them. He spun her around, grabbing her
hand and placing it flat on the dust and soil-covered table beside her. Her fingers
spread, bracing herself against the sudden hitch in her breathing. Dorian grabbed her
skirts and flipped them up over her hips without a preamble. Roughly, he kicked her
feet wider so that she was arched away from the table with her legs parted—exposed
and wholly vulnerable. Her heart started to race. Was she supposed to be doing
something? Why was he not touching her? It was something so wholly strange to
know that his hands had been here before, but nobody had ever... looked at her so



intimately.

For a moment, time stood still. The air around her froze as her skin buzzed with
anticipation. Why was he not doing anything? Did she need to?

All thoughts emptied from her head as his fingers trailed lightly over the curve of her
rear, feeling the soft skin there and seeming to savor each one of her little reactions.
She glanced at him over her shoulder, but Dorian’s eyes cut sharply to her as he
clicked histongue. She snapped her head back center—and then he spanked her.

It took the breath right out of her. She could no longer focus on what was directly in
front of her. Any remaining oxygen was trapped in her lungs as he spanked her again.
Such a strange sensation. The smack of his palm hurt, but only a little—and she knew
he was using a fair amount of force from the way that her body jolted with each one.
The sharp bite was followed bya curling tendril of desire that left her wet, dliding
down her thighs.

“Count them for me. | think fifteen will suffice,” Dorian commanded.

11 Wh_”

Another dlap, firmer than the ones before it.

“If you cannot follow a simple instruction, Little Flower, | will start over.” Dorian’s
voice lowered until it was ailmost heavy.

Another slap and a moan left her lips before she could bite it back. With each hit she
felt her mind clearing, settling into the tantalizing sting and knowing that she could
endure it. There was no more stress about what might or might not be happening
inside the estate. The sounds of the storm overhead dlipped into the background. It
was al second to the sound of Dorian’s pam against her skin and how intense her



desire was becoming.

“F-four,” she whispered.

“What was that?’

“Four!” She panted—and was rewarded with another.

“So obedient, pretty Little Flower.” Dorian paused, and her back arched to make his
job just that much easier.

By the time he finished, her legs were trembling, and she was coated in a fine sheen
of sweat.

Dorian trailed his fingertips over the reddened skin, dipping between her thighs to
find just how soaked she was. She did not dare move lest he stop his exploration. All
he had promised her was the spanking and nothing more, but she could not allow it to
be over, she wanted to feel his fingers inside of her once more—she was so keenly
aware of how empty she was. He had awoken a craving within her in the library that
day, the same one that had been plaguing her dreams ever since. If only he could be
like this, this attuned to her body all of the time. However, she was not certain that
she would be ableto truly survive that much-concentrated attention.

His fingers dipped down, spreading the wetness over his fingers and parting her, her
legs shuddering as he brushed against the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs.
She felt overheated. The cold night air could not touch her; she was practically
overrun with need.

“S0 responsive, | think that you liked your punishment a little bit too much, hm?’
Dorian teased in a husky voice, not expecting an answer.



He pushed two fingers inside of her easily, and she nearly collapsed onto the grimy
table. It did not even register to be bothered by the lack of cleanliness or to insist on a
change of location. She had never wanted anything as badly in her life as she needed
him to bring her pleasure again.

“Please, Dorian-"

“Say my name like that again, Little Flower, and | will give you the world.”

Her head swam. “Dorian,” she whispered again as he fit a third finger inside of her.
She was so aroused that it was sliding down her thighs, if she thought that she could
have gotten away with moving, she would have. He pulled his fingers from her,

spreading the collection of her over her reddened cheeks with alow groan.

“Do you belong to me, my Little Flower?’ Dorian asked, his voice sounded far off,
like he was in atrance.

“Yes!” Cordeliaanswered instantly and without thought.
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“Above dl others, that is what you vowed to me, is it not?’ Dorian continued, his
fingers dipping between her thighs like he was going to enter her, and teasing her
along the dlit instead. She tried to chase the movement with her hips, wanting more
but he did not relent. “Y our body, your heart, every part of you belongs to me. Does
it not?’

“Yes!” Cordelia panted. She turned to look over her shoulder at him in a clear
challenge. “If it is proof you need, thenclaim me, take me as your wife as you should
have long ago.”

Dorian stood behind her, the bulge in the front of his trousers a whole other sort of
friction as he brushed against her. Hishands undid the laces, never breaking eye
contact with her as her breathing hitched. She shifted her hands to grip the edge of the
table, unsure of whatexactlywas coming next—until he freed himself. Her eyes
widened. She had been told where his manhood would go, she logically knew that it
would replace where his fingers were... but there was no way that he would fit.

An amost cruel smirk twisted his features as he registered her thought, and lined
himself center with her, his hips rocked forward—and the stretch was instant.
Cordelia started to bow forward, her knees weakening only to be caught around the
middle with one arm, the other banding over her chest to pull her back against him,
her hands wrapping around his forearm as he pushed further into her.

The bright burst of discomfort only lasted a moment, covered by the
incrediblyfullfeeling of him filling her. She tried to adjust, to prepare herself, but the
friction of his open breeches against her raw, puffy skin was driving her mad—and
then he started to move.



“God, you are so tight,” he muttered, his voice low and gravelly. “You feel better
than | imagined... better than | dreamed.”

The world simply disappeared around her. He started slowly, kissing her cheek and
urging her face back to his own so that he could kiss her, his tongue tangling with her
own as he claimed her, deeply and thoroughly. Her legs threatened to give out
entirely were it not for the strength of hisarms.

He shifted, lifting her knee onto the table and bending her more fully over it. Her
dress would be ruined, and it did not even occur to her to care. She could not stop the
stream of sounds that left her, only half with her awareness as he gathered her skirts
in his hands to use as leverage, the slapping skin against skin seemed to echo through
the stillness of time as he thrust inside of her.

“Come for me,” Dorian urged, his voice thick with command as he felt her tighten
around him. “I want to feel you. | want to watch you unravel in my arms.” Had she
known that this existed, that she could fed likethis,all of their arguments would have
been solved far more simply. This was a whole new world for her to explore and
experiment with. Grunting, Dorian bent over her, his hand wrapping just under her
lifted thigh to pinch that swollen nub that he had been circling earlie—and the cry of
pleasure should have rattled the glass walls as she shattered around him, squeezing
tightly around him, making his movements stutter as Dorian’s hand tightened around
her hip. Heat pulsated deeply inside of her, and Dorian stilled.

His hands ran the length of her back, up to her shoulders, to pull her back so that he
could kiss her once more. “You feel so perfect around my cock, Little Flower,” he
spoke between kisses. “Mine, and only mine.”

“Only yours,” She echoed mindlessly as he slipped from her, and she could fedl their
combined pleasure sliding down her legs.



Chapter 16

“We have company, Your Grace!” Cordelia giggled frantically as she furioudly
pushed her skirts back down.

“1 do not care,” Dorian answered easily as he attempted to lift her skirts once more.
“And | told you to call me Dorian.”

He dropped down to one knee in front of her and managed to place a single kiss just
above her stocking on her inner thigh before Cordelia squealed and shoved him away.

“Dorian, they will hear us!”

“Let them hear. | do not wish them to be here anyway,” Dorian insisted and pushed
forward again.

Cordeliatook advantage of him being so off-centered. It was not that she did not wish
to take advantage of the sight of herhusband on his knees, desperately attempting to
get between her thighs. She had lost count of how many times he had renewed his
claim on her. Her legs had a constant tremble, and they hadcompany.

Besides, as tempting as he was, as much as she enjoyed his company... there was still
so much that was left unsaid between them. There was so much that they ignored
because this was all that they seemed to ever do. There was not so much room for
conversation, not really.

Every time, Cordelia promised herself that she would confront him, that they would
have a conversation but then he touched her and she forgot.

“l promised your sister that | would chaperone for her!” Cordelia explained as her
hand wrapped around the doorknob. She placed her back firmly against the door,



relishing the look of pure frustration on Dorian’s handsome face with no small
amount of glee.

“She ought not to have that cad in my house anyway. If you walk out of this room,
then | will only be more resolute in my opinion.” Dorian sighed.

“Mr. Hislop has been nothing but kind to Mary, and very generous. | think that sheis
rather fond of his company.”

“He has already called on her threetimes. It is excessive,” Dorian insisted.

“ Just becauseyoutake some sort of perverse pleasure in your loneliness...”

“1 would much rather take my pleasure from you.” Dorian reached for her dress, and
she knew that the moment he got a hold of her, he would pull her right down onto the
floor with him. He had made her blind with pleasure just last night. Though he did
not spend the night with her after, he seemed wholly intent on making the most out of
every instance of their being alone together.

Cordelia bit down on her bottom lip, debating whether she should add the information
that sheknewwas going to sour his mood. But it might be the only way that she got to
leave the room unsullied.

“Do not be angry, but... Matthew has joined Mr. Hislop thistime.”

Dorian’s amusement dried instantly, just as she knew that it would. “All the more
reason why | should be deep inside of you, lest you forget.”

Heat surged south, her thighs clamping together at the prospect, but she swallowed
against her already dry throat. “You are incorrigible.”
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“1 disagree, | have my priorities in the correct order. It isyouthat seems to need the
reminder.” Dorian’s tone started to lace with authority toward the end. If she did not
leave right thisinstant, she was going to cave, and she knew it.

“You will have to catch mefirst, Y our Grace.”

Cordelia twisted the handle open and ducked out of the room quickly so that she
would not second guess the temptation. She practically ran down the hallway to the
parlor, where she knew that Mary was waiting for her. Somewhere in the distance,
she could hear Georgie running around giggling and chose to ignore that as well—she
needed to focus and leave Georgie to his governess. Shecertainlydid not need to give
any thought to the possibility of being with child at some point herself. With the
voracity Dorian seemed to apply to the task, it felt inevitable. Was it not?

Focus, Cordelia.
Smoothing down her dress and hoping that her face was not too flushed, she hurried
into the parlor with a bright grin at Mary as she moved to link her friend’s arm with

her own. “I am sorry to keep you waiting,” she grinned.

“Not at all,” Mary answered with a quizzical look in Cordelia’s direction. “Are you
well, dear? Y ou look flustered.”

She quickly shook her head; this was not the time nor the place to be discussing what
she was so flustered about.

“1 hope that we have not come at a bad time?’ Mr. Hislop asked.



“Not at al' We are thrilled to have you here, please, sit!” Cordelia gestured to the
couch and moved to take a seat of herown, still tender from Dorian’s touches when
she did. But she felt that she did a good job of concealing it. It was next to impossible
to keep from thinking about her husband when she could still feel the ghosts of his
hands and... other parts every waking moment. He truly had an insatiable appetite.
She did not have it within her to protest when she was enjoying it as thoroughly as
she was.

It took less than a minute for Mary and Mr. Hislop to fall into an animated
conversation. They were lost in their own world, leaving Cordelia and Matthew to
occupy the timein their own way.

“Y ou seem to have adjusted well in the time since | last saw you,” Matthew said.

Somehow, it did not feel like a compliment the way he was phrasing it. She smiled
nonetheless. “Thank you, | think so aswell. | fedl... better.”

“No further issues with your husband?’ He asked, not breaking eye contact.

Cordelia s brow furrowed. “To what issues are you referring, Cousin?’

“1 do not mean to be crude, Cordelia, but for a man of his reputation, | have certainly
not seen anything about his treatment of you that would make me think he is anything
other than the rumors about him,” Matthew explained gently.

But all she could focus on was the part where Dorian washandlingher. She shifted
and crossed her legs tightly. “1 assure you that you have nothing to worry about, but |

am grateful for your concern.”

“How much can you truly know about the man that you were forced into marriage
with?’ He continued. “Other than the fact that he murdered his own father. Only a



ruthless man could be capable of such things.”

He... sort of had a point. It was not as if Dorian had been very forthcoming about his
past or the things that he had endured with his father. Any time they had even gotten
close to his history, the subject was always swiftly changed. There was still so much
that he did not trust her with. Of course, she knew that things were progressing
between them... but perhaps she ought to question things more.

She offered Matthew a thin-lipped smile and eased back into the couch. Besides, her
new relationship with Dorian was still so fragile that she did not wish to put it in
jeopardy.

Cordelia opened her mouth to respond to Matthew, but the sound of Mary’s laughter
beside them drew both their attention.

"Did you hear what Mr. Hislop just said?' Mary called out, her eyes bright with
amusement as she glanced at Cordelia.

“1 was telling her about the time | attempted to ride sidesaddle,” Patrick explained,
grinning, his humor infectious.

Mary covered her mouth, shaking her head. “He lasted all of ten seconds before
falling off and declaring it an impossible feat.”

Cordelia chuckled, the lightness of the moment breaking the tension in the room. “I
am surprised you tried at all, Mr. Hislop.”

“Anything for a good story,” Patrick replied, shooting a playful wink in Mary’s
direction, which earned him another soft laugh. “Also, | had somewhat lost a bet to
Huxton.”



Matthew leaned closer to Cordelia, his voice low. “I do believe your sister-in-law is
rather smitten.”

Cordelia smiled but said nothing, watching as Mary’s smile lingered in a way that
spoke of more than just passing infatuation.

Later that night, Cordelia lay in her bed, warm and satiated, with the bedding
wrapped around her chest. It would only be a few moments before Dorian left her
again. He never stayed after they finished. She did not know how to ask him to stay
or why he felt that he needed to leave. Dorian shuffled around the bedroom, plucking
his shirt and breeches off the floor and dressing very lazily.

Just ask him.
There could not truly be a better time to broach the subject. It could go badly, she

knew. But she could not live the rest of her life in the dark. This was a gap that would
need to be bridged sooner or later.
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Inhaling sharply, she attempted to muster courage the best that she could. What was
the worst that could happen? He could shut her down again, and things would be
exactly where they were right now.

“Dorian...”
She did not mean for her voice to sound quite so small when she spoke.

“What isit?’ Dorian answered as he slipped his legs into his breeches and started to
tie the laces around hiswaist.

Cordelia swallowed, suddenly feeling more vulnerable. “When are we going to talk
about... us?’ The question hung in the air between them, heavier than she had
thought.

Dorian dtilled, his fingers pausing. His expression grew guarded, a flicker of
something unreadable crossing his face before he turned away from her. “What about
us?’

Cordelia sat up, clutching the edge of the blanket. “Are we to have a real marriage,
Dorian? I... | do not know what this is supposed to be between us.” Her words
tumbled out in a rush,each one laced with uncertainty. “Do you... care for me? Or are
we simply fulfilling obligations?’

Dorian’s eyes darkened as he turned toward her, his usual composure slipping for just
a moment. But then, as quickly as it had appeared, the emotion was gone, replaced
with that familiar mask he wore so effortlessly.



“Cordelia,” he began, his voice steady but evasive, “I have given you everything |
can. Isthat not enough?’

She shook her head, feeling frustrated by his deflection. “I am not asking for material
things, Dorian. | want to know what | mean to you. You never talk about your
feelings or...” She trailed off, changing tactics. “I fedl like | am in the dark.” She
hesitated, then pushed forward. “I deserve to know some things about you.”

His gaze flickered again, tension pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Trust me, it is
better thisway.”

“No,” she countered, her voice firmer now. “I need something, anything. If you will
not tell me how you feel, at least tell me something about your past. Why will you not
talk about it? About your father, about the things you have endured? | am your wife,
Dorian. | have aright to know.”

Dorian exhaled sharply, a muscle in his jaw tightening. “Some things are better |eft
buried.”

She felt the familiar pang of frustration and helplessness rise within her, but she was
not going to let it go. Not thistime. “All right,” she said, her voice quieter now but no
less insistent. “When can we talk about the greenhouse then?’

Dorian’s brow arched. “What do you mean?’

The way his gaze raked over her semi-nude frame, he knew what she was hinting at.
She was talking about the time that they spent there together. Her face flushed, her

body warming with the suggestion despite how serious the topic was.

“I mean... why do you keep it chained and off-limits?’ Cordelia asked.



There. It was out there. She had asked the question. She could not take it back.

However, the silence in the room instantly grew very uncomfortable as he angrily
pulled his shirt over his head. “I do not wish to talk about it.”

“You cannot avoid telling me the truth forever, you know,” Cordelia said gently,
hoping that she did not trigger his temper. It was not as if she felt he would lash out,
but she did not want to have the subject closed in her face all over again. “You
promised not to lie.”

Dorian paused, lingering where he stood before sighing heavily and pinching his
brow. “Thisis not a subject that you are just going to let go, isit?’

Cordelia shook her head.

He crossed the room and sat on the edge of her bed, facing away from her. She was
sorely tempted to close the distance between them. Whatever the reason was, it was
obviously a memory that was still painful to him. She did not wish to be rejected if
she attempted to offer him comfort. No doubt, it was a foreign concept to him.

“You will not speak of it. Your sister will not speak of it; thereis clearly a story there,
and nobody will tell me, and | just...” Cordelia attempted to explain why she wanted

to know, knowing that she was over-explaining herself.

“My father was a very violent man,” Dorian admitted in a soft voice, but it was very
clear that he did not wish to even share that much.

It was an olive branch made of spun sugar. She felt that it would shatter it if she so
much as breathed.

“He...” Dorian sighed and shook his head. His hands curled into fists in his lap,



pressing into the tops of his thighs like the motion alone was grounding him in the
present. “1 was something of a soft child. A trait that my father abhorred more than
anything else. He would not tolerate anything that he perceived as weakness, least of
al from his heir.”

It was such a drastic difference from her own upbringing. Her father was always
doting on her, bringing her little gifts and trinkets from his travels. Her mother was
not anything like the woman she presently was, she was full of light and loved
nothing more than to invent fun little games for them to play together.

“1 had alove for animals and farming. | wanted to learn everything that | could about
them. Something he thought was wholly foolish and a waste of time. | was... seven
or eight when | found a little lamb. He followed me everywhere, and, at night, |
would sneak him into my bedroom so that he could sleep with me where it was warm.
| do not know what | was thinking. He was the closest thing to a friend that | had had
at that age. It went on for weeks, but a boy cannot conceal alamb’s manure under his
bed for long before being discovered by the servants.”

A sense of dread was building in Cordelia’'s stomach. No matter where this story
went next, it was going to be horrible.
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“Well, one afternoon, he waited until | brought the leftovers from my dinner up to my
room to share them with the lamb, and my father was there with a butcher knife. He
slaughtered him right in front of me. The blood stains never came out of the carpet. It
had to be thrown out and burned in the yard.”

Cordelia could not breathe. It was so needlessly cruel. She could not imagine the
effect that that must have had on him at such a young age. She could not stop herself
from closing the distance between them, throwing her arms around him and pressing
her chest against his back as she embraced him. He placed a single hand on her
forearm, keeping her there softly.

“He said that | needed to be cured of my softness, no matter what it took. So, he
dragged me through the house. | was sure that my arm was going to rip clear out of
its socket. He took me into the greenhouse and threw me inside. Those chains on the
door were the same ones that my father put on the doors all those years ago. Those
doors had not been opened until the other night.”

Just when she thought that it could not possibly get any worse... it did. Horror
consumed her.

Just what kind of a monster his father was?

“l was in that greenhouse for... | think five days without seeing a single soul. | drank
water from the planters and tried to eat the plants after the first couple of days.
Children are not much accustomed to being hungry like that. | eventually had to
break open the walls to get out. | do not know what would have happened had | not
broken myself free. | would not have been surprised if he intended for me to die



there”

“Dorian...” Cordeliatrailed off. What was there to possibly say to such athing? She
could not processit.

“I injured myself on the way out and limped back into the house—where my father
was serving lamb for dinner, of course.”

Her hands dropped over his torso, tracing over the scar on his abdomen. “Is that
where this came from?”

Dorian froze for a moment, perhaps not expecting the question, and dipped his head
in atight nod. “I was but fourteen when he died.”

Cordelia’'s ears perked at the information, and it felt like the air in the room thinned
as she waited for him to continue speaking.

“1 cannot remember why | was in the parlor with him, | remember him yelling, and
how frightened | was that his temper was going to result in another beating. He had...
hurled his drink into the fireplace and the glass had shattered.” Dorian trailed off for a
moment, seemingly lost in the memory. “He had risen from his seat, screaming that |
had forced him to make a mess, that | needed to clean it up... but there was glass all
over the carpet and | did not wish to cut my knees. He towered in front of me,
screaming until he was red in the face and then he had just... collapsed, gasping on
the floor and clawing desperately at his chest.”

What was she supposed to say to that?
“He demanded that | help him... and the demanding turned to whispered pleading,

and | just... stood there. | watched him take his very last breaths until | was sure that
he could never hurt Mary or me again...”



“l am so, so sorry that that happened to you,” Cordelia said. It did not feel anywhere
near sufficient of athing to say for the magnitude of what he had just shared with her.
She wished that she could make it better or somehow erase such a traumatic event
from his memory.

“Yes, well. Now you know. The rumors spread about my father, and | simply never
bothered to deny it. But | cannot stay here any longer,” Dorian said as he slid from
her arms and |eft the room so swiftly it felt like he took all of the warmth in the room
with him.

Chapter 17

“Mama, are you coming with me to my riding lesson this afternoon?’ Georgie asked
Mary over breakfast. They had increased the frequency of his riding lessons to
accommodate more sessions over the week because his nephew seemed to have such
an affinity for such things. He was a natural. If only Dorian could get him to show
such dedication in his archery or swordsmanship, then perhaps he would have been
on hisway to becoming quite the accomplished young gentleman.

It had been along time since he had gone to watch one of Georgi€e's lessons himself.
Perhaps if Mary was going as well, then it would be the perfect time to discuss a few
things with her that he had been allowing to slide by. His sister was taking advantage
of the fact that he had become so infatuated with the time he shared with his wife, and
she spent too much time with Patrick Hislop.

“Not today, sweetheart, but perhaps | shall attend the one day after tomorrow?’ Mary
answered.

Georgie accepted the answer easily, turning back to his breakfast.

“How so? What are you doing this afternoon?’ Dorian inquired, sipping at his black



tea

“Pardon?” Mary answered far too quickly, a blush forming over the apples of her
cheeks.

“What could you possibly be doing that would prevent you from going with Georgie
this afternoon?’ Dorian continued, only glazing at his sister over the brim of his
teacup before setting it back down.

“I... wdll, if you must know, Mr. Hislop is coming to call upon me this afternoon,”
Mary said atouch too quickly to be considered casual.

Mary glanced at Cordelia with a curt nod of her head as if they were conspiring to
keep knowledge from him.

“l am not sureif | like how casual you are with Mr. Hislop, Mary. It is starting to feel
far too familiar with how often heis here. People will talk,” Dorian said as he reached
for the paper. He knew enough about Patrick to know that he was nowhere near good
enough for his sister. The last thing that he was going to allow was Mary to be put
into a position where she could be hurtfor a second time by a subpar match.
Furthermore, he would be extra selective about the sort of man that would be
stepping into Georgi€' s life. It would need to be somebody of the right sort of caliber,
and he did not think that Mr. Hislop fit that bill.

“l am very fond of Pa—Mr. Hislop.” Mary countered stubbornly. She used a tone of
voice that heavily implied that she was not going to be moved on the subject either.

“Is that right?’ Dorian asked, putting the paper back down before he had the time to
read a single article. Had not even glanced over the titles before he felt Mary’'s
irritation flung in his direction. “Y ou deserve more than to settle for a man such as

him.



“Tell me, Brother, what sort of man do you imagine that a ruined, unmarried mother
like myself is entitled to?’
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“Do not do that. Do not reduce yourself to your circumstances.” Dorian sighed,
already regretting making his opinion sound like an option.

“1t has beenyears, Dorian since a gentleman has looked in my direction with anything
but a sneer on their face. Do you know that? Have you any idea what that feels like?
Mary continued with a very careful grip on her temper. Georgie glanced in her
direction as if checking whether he should be upset or not. Most of the time, he
simply ignored their conversations entirely.

Mary motioned for Georgie's governess to come and take him out of the room.
Whenever things got heated for either ofthe siblings, they did their best to remove
Georgie from the situation. Dorian was adamant that he not grow up around yelling

asthey had.

The moment that Georgie was out of the room, Mary rounded on her brother once
more with fiery accusation in her gaze.

“Tell me, Brother, whatmoredo | deserve than a man who is accomplished, funny,
and who seems genuinely interested in me?’ Mary continued.

“Are you implying that he has made some sort of declaration?’ If he had, without
bothering to come to Dorian first, this conversation was going to shift entirely.

“No! But if hehad,I do not think that | would be opposed to it!”

“Have you truly not heard what Mr. Hislop has done?’



“| am sure that you are going to remind me, though | do not see how it could possibly
change my opinion of him.” Mary sat back in her chair, looking very much like a
petulant child. Dorian had half of amind to call her out on it, too.

“Mr. Hislop fled the country and left his sisters to fend for themselves. If it had not
been for Rhysand-"

Mary’s answering laughter was bitter and humorless. “And suddenly that is a crime?
How isit any different from whatyoudid?’

“Is that not exactly why you should be averse to it? The same crimes that you lay at
my feet hold no consequence because it is from an outside gentleman?’ Dorian
countered, working very hard to keep from raising his voice.

He glanced at Cordelia out of the corner of his eye. He tried to avoid quarreling with
his sister in front of her for this exact reason. When Mary got upset, she did not know
how to keep things to herself.

“He is a solicitor now, Dorian. He has changed. At least he was repentant of his
crimes, and his sisters have forgiven him. Are you? | think not. Whatever offenses
that you might lay at hisfeet, at least he has not killed his—’

“Enough!” Cordelia's voice rose above the other two, shocking the siblings. She had
never interrupted one of their fights before. It was true that they quarreled often, but
the matter was always laid to rest. Albeit in a shallow grave that they were constantly
digging up. “Mary, please do not get so cross. Dorian is simply attempting to express
his care for you in hisown way. | ampositive,” she paused long enough to glare at her
husband. “That he only has your best wishes and happiness at heart.”

Mary’s brow lifted, looking to Dorian for confirmation that his pride did not wish to
alow.



Everything about the relationship with his sister only made him wish to argue and
protest over even the smallest things.

“1 cannot claim to have been there for whatever bad blood lay between you. Lord
knows that neither of you wants to sit here and talk about your feelings, but your
brother must have had his reasons for making the choices that he did,” Cordelia
finished with a parting shot at Mary, “Do you truly believe that he would harm you or
your son on purpose?”’

Mary bit down on the inside of her cheek and leaned back into her chair once more. If
she had anything else to say on the subject, she kept her mouth shut about it and her
opinionsto herself.

On the one hand, it was a nice surprise to have somebody stand up for him the way
that Cordelia was. He would not have expected it from anyone, not in a hundred
years.

But that did not change the fact that she was wrong. He had been fighting the guilt
since he had lain with her the first time. He could not keep himself from her addictive
body, and he knew that there was no point in even trying to deprive himself of
something that had become a need.

Would she think the same of meif she knew what | did to her father?

Sooner or later, Cordelia would find out the truth—and she would hate him, too.
There was no other option. The closer that he allowed himself to come to her, the less
sure he was that he was going to be able to survive the fallout.

Cordelia looked from one sibling to another and nodded contently to herself that the
argument appeared to be finished. With her brow arched, victorious, she started to eat
her breakfast once more.



How was he supposed to handle the look of horror on her face when he found out his
true crimes? There would be no defending him then. She would likely not even be
able to look him in the face. He was being ruthless and selfish to allow himself to
indulge in her. But how could he deprive himself of the woman who was becoming
more important to him than he knew how to handle?

| am going to hell for all this. | should keep my distance from her beforeit istoo late.

Chapter 18

Cordelia woke to the soft light of dawn filtering through the curtains and an empty
bed again. Each morning that she woke to find herself alone, she was disappointed for
reasons that she could not even begin to explain. She stretched lazily beneath the
blankets, her mind still hovering in that peaceful place between sleep and waking.
But something was different. There, resting on her pillow beside her head, was a
missive. A folded piece of parchment sealed with Dorian’ s distinctive wax seal.

What could that be?

Her heart quickened, and she sat up, blinking away the last remnants of sleep as she
reached for the letter. Had he left the estate? She hoped that it did not mean that he
was planning to start traveling again; things had just started to seem like they were
reaching progress between them. Had she really been that wrong?
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As her fingers brushed the paper, she felt something small and hard. She broke the
seal and carefully opened the note. A small, delicate key dlid into her palm. For a
moment, she smply stared at it, her mind racing.

The greenhouse?

The letter was short, written in Dorian’ s sharp script:

Y ou have waited long enough. Go make something beautiful.

— Dorian.

Cordelia' s breath left her in a rush. A wide, uncontrollable smile split her face. She
could not believe it. It felt impossible. She did not think that she was truly going to let
herself get excited until she had the doors to the greenhouse open in front of her.

In her excitement, she forgot all pretense of decorum. She tossed the letter onto the
bed, yanked her dressing gown over her shoulders, and took off the stairs at a run.
Her feet made almost no sound as she bolted through the estate, her fingers clutching
the key tightly as though it might vanish if shelet it go. She did not care that her hair
was loose, cascading in messy waves down her back. She did not care that she was
dressed entirely inappropriately for the morning, let alone going outside.

She had to seeit.

She needed tofedlit.



The house was still quiet, the staff not yet fully awake. She dlipped through the halls
unnoticed, her feet pattering lightly against the marble as she burst out through the
front door and into the morning air.

The grass was still dewy beneath her feet as she ran across the lawn, the cool breeze
brushing against her skin. She did not feel the chill. Her heart was racing far too fast
for that, each step bringing her closer to the one place she had dreamed about since
she had first seen the estate.

And then, there it was. The greenhouse bathed in the soft light of the rising sun.

Cordelia slowed as she approached, her breath coming in small, excited gasps. She
reached the door and paused, her hand shaking as she fit the key into the lock. The
chains that she had started to think of as a permanent fixture were gone, al hints of
rust brushed away like it had never truly been locked away from her in the first place.
For a moment, she hesitated, savoring the anticipation. Then, with a soft click, the
door swung open.

It was real. He was truly giving her the space to do the one thing that she loved above
nearly everything else.

A single tear slipped down her cheek as she smiled. She could already see it in her
mind’'s eye—the flowers, the herbs, the vines trailing up the walls. It did not matter
how long it was going to take her, she located a pair of old garden gloves covered in
grime and hit them against the same table that still bore her knee and handprints. She
fought against the instant surge of arousal thatseemed synonymous with her husband
now. When the gloves were as clean as she could get them, she pulled them onto her
hands.

No matter how difficult it was to control the things outside of this building, her
mother—Dorian, and Mary, Matthew—this was a place where she could control the



outcome, an outlet that she so desperately needed. It was all up to her.

Cordelia pushed up the dleeves of her nightgown, her heart still racing with
excitement as she stepped further into the greenhouse. Her work was certainly cut out
for her. Rusted hangers for potted plants hung haphazardly from the ceiling, and the
wooden tables were warped with age and water damage. She moved slowly through
the space, her fingers trailing over the surfaces as she imagined what it would look
like once she breathed life back into it.

But despite its worn-down state, the heart of the greenhouse—the central garden
bed—still had a spark of life. In the center stood a single tree, its branches stretching
upward toward the broken glass ceiling. Against all odds, it appeared healthy, its bark
dark and sturdy. Even though the trunk was covered with moss and vines, it seemed
to have endured. A small smile tugged at the corners of Cordelia’ s lips as she reached
out, gently brushing her fingers over the rough bark.

It was so much like the greenhouse that her father had promised to her when she was
little. Even from a young age, she had had a green thumb. She had started with just
flowers and pretty things like butterflies and how they liked to linger on the
prettiestflowers. She wanted to make beautiful things grow and nurture them.

Every time that her father had traveled, he had always been sure to bring her back
seeds that were native to wherever he had gone. Though, after he had died... she had
ruined most of her garden. She had not understood. She could not grasp why a man
who appreciated such beautiful things in the way that she did, would take his own
life. It ssimply made no sense. He had seemed so happy.

Thiswas not the time for tears.

Quickly, she brushed them from her face so she would not sour her new adventure
with sorrowful memories. Her mother would come to at least pretend to appreciate



the garden. But the enthusiasm was not the same. She appreciated beauty in the form
of pretty, sparkly things like diamonds and jewels, new dresses, and fine paintings.
Growing things and nature were not exactly her forte. Something that Cordelia had
never begrudged the woman in the dlightest.

But, at timeslike this, it only made her miss her father that much more.

As she circled the garden bed, something moved in the corner of her eye. A flicker of
motion caught her attention, and she turned just in time to see a barn cat dinking in
through a hole in the side of the greenhouse. The feline, a scrappy tabby with a
patchy coat, prowled through the undergrowth, tail twitching as it stalked a small
mouse darting across the floor.

Cordelia paused, watching the cat. He must have entered through the same panel that
had saved Dorian’s life al those years ago. Perhaps he had made a home here,
fending off the vermin. Cordelia knelt down slowly as the cat caught its prey, and
when the feline noticed her, it hesitated, eyeing her warily.

“Good job, thank you for helping me clean up,” she whispered, her hand reaching out
to offer a gentle pat. The cat gave a rumbling purr and brushed against her fingers
before darting off. At least Cordelia was in good company here. First things first, she
set off to start pruning anything dead and broken to be placed in a pile outside.

Before she knew it, she was humming again.

“I will see you later, al right?" Cordelia got up, leaving her breakfast plate half-
empty.

She seemed to have started a whole new routine. Every morning, she hurried through
breakfast just conversationally enough to be still considered polite before hurrying to
the greenhouse. She had made remarkable progress in such a few days. It was harder



to coax her inside for meals now, but Dorian was happy that at least she had
something to occupy her time with. That was the point, was it not? He certainly
hoped so.

Y et, the few times he encountered her in the halls, she still seemed paler than she
ought to despite the sun she was getting. The exhaustion he could excuse as nothing
more thanthe additional physical labor paired with the intimacy that they shared. But
there was still something off that he could not quite put his finger on. He had even
surrendered his pride enough to inquire with his sister if there was anything that she
still complained about. But Mary said no every time. Matilde was at a loss, and
naturally, Georgie did not see anything amiss at all. He was overjoyed to be helping
his aunt in the gardens and was regaling them with vivid retellings of plant facts and
explaining the various flora to them over dinner each night.
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But, even with the greenhouse she claimed she coveted above all else, something was
missing. He could not explain how he knew. But for some reason, she was not happy.

So, what was it?

Watching her through the window was not nearly informative enough. He was
working to keep some distance but some things were wholly unavoidable at this
point.

With Matilde's help, he had ordered a special dinner just for the two of them and
ensured that Mary and Georgie would be otherwise occupied for the evening. All her
favorite dishes were prepared, even if it was a surplus and more than the two of them
could eat. Roasted mutton, turbot with hollandaise sauce, peas pudding, with all of
the sides to accompany it, and he had ensured that Blancmange be available for
dessert so that she could be as happy as she possibly could be.

When she arrived in a stunning plum-purple gown, Dorian nearly forgot the entire
reason that he had wanted to be alonewith her in the first place. It was so hard to keep
his wits about him when faced with her beauty. The short, tantalizing moans that she
made when he was deep inside her—no.

Dorian cleared his throat roughly and gestured politely for her to join him. Candles
decorated the table instead of the normal overhead chandeliers' light, and their place
settings were moved closer together.

“Isit just the pair of us tonight?’ Cordelia asked with a smile as she moved toward
her chair almost hesitantly. “1 feel so very underdressed for whatever occasion this



iS.

“You look perfect. It is nothing like that, | just thought it might be a nice change,”
Dorian said as they both took their seats.

“Oh, isthat right? No ulterior motives at all?’

“Very honest motives,” Dorian answered honestly.

Cordelia laughed, a rich sound that amost echoed around the room. He was taken
aback by how freely the sound left her lips considering he did not think it was
because of him that she had cause to laugh. He had merely been honest with her—not
trying to be funny in the slightest.

She looked at the confusion on his face and laughed anew. “Apologies, I... it isjust,
thisis so nice... and you...” She pulled her napkin onto her lap and angled herself

toward him. “ So, what business are we discussing?’

Dorian gestured to the servants who started to serve the prepared dishes to them both.
He only spoke again when they were finished. “You, if that isall right?’

“Oh! Then | suppose that | should tell you again how grateful | am that you
reconsidered the greenhouse for me. Truly. | asked Matilde to order new iron stems
for the hanging planters. Was that not all right? Is that what thisis about?’

“Are you happy, Cordelia?’

Whatever she had been expecting him to say, it was not that. She snapped her mouth
shut so swiftly that her teeth clicked together. “I beg your pardon?’

“1 thought that access to the greenhouse would make you happy?’



“Of course, it does,” Cordelia answered easily. She could not figure out where he was
going with the line of questioning for the life of her. “Have I... missed some fight
that we have had? | am not sure what cause you have to think that | am unhappy?’

Dorian leaned forward, his hand lifting to cup the side of her face, delighted in no
small part when she leaned her face into his hand. He let the pad of his thumb brush
softly over the bags under her eyes that never seemed to leave no matter how much
she dlept.

“You look... worried.”

“Oh, that. I...” Cordelia started as Dorian pulled his hand away, noting the way her
features seemed to be even more sunken under the dim lighting. “I worry about my
mother, you know that.”

“1 do. The care that she has now has been wholly replaced. She has around-the-clock
company that serves as companionship as well as monitors for the amount of wine
that she consumes. | can start having their reports delivered to you, if you like?’

She nodded. “That would be fine.” Cordelia' s fork plunged into her fish, but there it
stayed. She did not take a single bite. “Do you want the truth? I miss my father. All
the reports about my mother will not change the fact that she lost the love of her life
and | my father. And here | am, renovating a greenhouse while sheisin pain.”

“If thereisanything | can...”

“Can you tell me why a seemingly happy man would take his own life?’

Cordelia amost looked like she was about to cry.

Dorian did not know what to do with tears. His hands tightened until his knuckles



were white.

“lI know you said that you were not his friend, that you did not actually know him
but... but | cannot help but to think there is still more that you are not telling me.
Dorian. Y ou have shared somuch with me, and | know it was not easy for you... so
why can you share that but keep whatever knowledge that you have about my father
from me?’ Cordelia said flatly. A single tear rolled down her cheek that she wiped
away just as quickly.

Because | killed him.

Awkwardly, he pushed his napkin in her direction, but she shook her head.
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“No, | did not mean to cry. Y ou have planned this lovely evening for us and | do not
mean to sound ungrateful for all of the effort you have gone through on my behalf, |
promise. | was just caught off guard by your question,” Cordelia answered, but she
would not look him in the face as she spoke.

Guilt reared its ugly head in Dorian’s gut. It spread and festered as he watched his
wife suffer.

It isall my fault.

It hurt him more than he thought was possible to see her in so much pain.
The truth would crush her.

It wouldcrushher.

Perhaps it was endlessly selfish, but he could not tell her—he could not be the one to
break her. Not if there was any other possible option.

“Is that what keeps you up at night? | hear you pacing some nights,” Dorian asked
softly, keeping his gaze focused on his plate.

“Is my pacing why you will not share a bed with me?’
The softness in her voice was unlike anything he had heard from her. His gaze jerked

up, clashing with her own. Her bottom lip was trapped between her teeth as she
awaited his answer.



“1 beg your pardon?’

“Why will you not sleep in the same bed with me? Y ou will lie with me, and then the
moment that we are finished... you abandon me. Every time. What isit? Why do you
leave?’

A muscle in Dorian's jaw feathered uncomfortably. His fingers twitched as he
struggled for an appropriate answer. “I... it would complicate things between us.”

“How? What is it about this entire marriage that has not been complicated already?’
Cordeliainsisted.

She had a point. How was he supposed to combat her logic?

“1 do not like dleeping alone, Dorian. | feel alone so often than when | know you are
there... when you are near and | can hear your heart beating, no matter how large and
frightening this house can be at night, | know | am al right.”

Dorian was at a loss for words. What could he say to that? He was afraid of crossing
that line. If he did not continue to keep some boundaries between them, it would only
hurt them both in the end. If he slipped and told her the truth? If he alowed her to
feel close enough to rely on him for restful sleep? All of that would backfire
eventualy.

He was far too aware of each and every risk he took when it came to her aready.
But when she looked at him like that... reason went straight out the window.
If that was truly how she felt about him in her heart, did he truly have any right to

refuse her? It was more affection than he deserved, more than he would have ever
thought was possible. He had been so certain that she was merely being a dutiful wife



most of the time, but could she actually have begun to feel safe around him? Truly?

“If you could find it in your heart to stay with me, perhaps that would help.”

Cordelia' s eyes locked onto his own. She was begging in her own way, begging for
him to spend the whole night with her, to share her bed, to wake in the morning with
her sweet face nestledagainst his chest. Dorian never thought he would have gotten so
lucky in any version of thislife. It felt surreal. It was not even as if she was asking a
lot from him. On the contrary, this should have been something far simpler to grant
her than giving her the greenhouse that was so painful for him.

“Oh, dear. Listen to me,” Cordelia said with a scoff as she blotted her eyes with her
napkin. “Y ou must think me so foolish.”

There were a great many words that he could have tied to her, and foolish never
would have been one of them.

“l do not,” Dorian said gently. Quite the opposite. Which was the issue that he was
having. “But what you are asking me for would only complicate things between us
further. | do not think that it would be wise.”

“Complicate? We are married, Dorian,” Cordelia continued softly.

The gentleness that she was showing in this conversation was going to shatter him.
She looked so vulnerable, so open. His wife was asking him for something that she
needed and he was unable to give it to her. The guilt over being unable to provide her
with something so simple was breaking his heart.

“Corddlia... I...”

“1 know that you are unaccustomed to such things. Truly, | do. But | think that if you



would perhapstryto...”

Dorian pressed his fingersinto the bridge of hisnose. “That isnot...”
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“1 want to sleep with you, Dorian. To share a bed with my husband. | have never had
to slegp alone before coming here. It is harder for me than | ever expected it would
be. | do not know how to...”

Dorian’s hand dropped, and he watched as she seemed almost moved to tears while
speaking before she stopped and shook her head. He could not stand being the one to
make her feel like this. He hated that she was so upset, and he knew it was wholly
and completely his fault. Why was it that every time he thought he was starting to do
the right thing, it was backfiring on him?

If it would help, did he truly have the right to refuse her? Was this whole arrangement
not supposed to ease the suffering that he had placed upon her family in the first
place?

“All right,” Dorian conceded. “I will try, | cannot guarantee that it shall-"

Cordelia’'s answering smile silenced everything that he had been about to say. To
keep her smiling like that, there was aimost nothing he would not do. He would
simply have to find a way to make it work, one way or another. He just had to hope
that, in the meantime, the feelings that were nearly overwhelming him were not going
to make him fall for her completely.

Chapter 19

Is this how | lose my mind?

Perhaps it was the very last vestiges of sanity fraying and slipping out of his grasp.



Had he wholly and completely overestimated his capacity here? He had only taken
her as his wife in the first place to assuage his guilt over his involvement with her
father... and now it was only growing.

Never beforein hislife had Dorian doubted his own capabilities of handling whatever
task that he set his mind to. He was a gentleman of firm morals and standards. Even if
they were his own, instead of what society might have otherwise deemed
unacceptable or acceptable.

Every passing day that was spent with Cordelia, the love in his chest grew painfully.
It filled his heart until he could not take it. The guilt was still in equal measure. Every
time that he thought about telling his wife the truth, he ssmply imagined the horrified
look on her face. He imagined her crying, perhaps crumbling tothe floor, telling him
how much she hated him. All of which were outcomes that he ssmply could not allow
to happen.

“Brother?” Mary asked from the doorway to his study. It was messier than it had been
the last few times she had come to visit. Dorian had not even properly noticed the
way his study appeared to be in shambles until he was aware of the fact that a second
pair of eyeswere now upon his space.

He looked up from his work, awkwardly starting to push papers aside to make space
for the tea tray his sister held in her hands. He was of a mind to attempt to explain
that things were not the way they looked, or perhaps apologize for his
uncharacteristic untidiness, but the words would not come out. However, he could
feel her judgment in the way her eyes swept over the space, examining the books
propped open, the bits of ink where they ought not to be, and the sheer number of
ledgers and papers scattered over his desk.

“You did not need to bring me anything,” Dorian said as she placed the silver tray
down on the cleared space of the desk. Mary did not answer at first, humming a noise



of assent and rolling her shoulders. Silence stretched as she set about pouring them
both a cup of tea and extending his out to him. He took it, even if he did not much
feel like drinking it. “Is there something that | can assist you with, Sister?’

Mary turned and looked about the room, her eyes roaming over the bookshelves and
the general unkemptness he had surrounded himself with. Then, she finally stopped at
the curtains that were still snapped shut behind him despite theafternoon sun still high
in the sky. He had already spent far too many hours peering out of that window
toward the greenhouse, and he could not afford to become any more derelict in his
duties than he already was. “When was the last time you got some fresh air, Dorian?’

“Is that what you came in here to ask me?’ Dorian’s hand rubbed the stubble on his
chin as he answered, hating that she might have a point already and that he was in
denia of it.

“l camein hereto see to my brother, isthat a crime?’

Dorian was sorely tempted to point out that any time she hadevercome to see himin
here had resulted in an argumenteverytime. But he forced himself to stay quiet.

“No. | do not think so, but | will reserve my final answer until | know the reason for
your visit.”

“Are you always so suspicious of everything? It is awonder that your forehead is not
covered in wrinkles,” Mary said with a sigh as she stirred her tea slowly. “I think you
arein this study far more than Father ever was.”

Dorian’s brow flattened. “I am not interested in discussing history right now, Mary. |
am very busy with work, and discussing our father is certain to put me in a terrible
mood.”



“Oh, is there a time when you are not in a foul temper?’ Mary teased, the hint of a
smirk lifting the corner of her lip that she quickly covered with her teacup and drank
slowly.

“Why do you not just go ahead and say whatever it is that you were hoping to
accomplish with this visit so that you can relocate elsewhere?’ Dorian said with a
heavy sigh.

“Honestly, why you are so determined to be miserable at every possible opportunity
is something | shall never understand.” Mary set her teacup down on his desk just
softly enough to keep the contents from sloshing over as she fell heavily into one of
the seats across from him. “Despite what you might think, Dorian, | do care for you. |
might not have forgiven you, and | might not ever truly forgive you for abandoning

me back then, but this? | cannot stand by and watch you self-destruct like this.”

Dorian frowned and set his quill down. He moved the papers in front of him absently
in hopes that he could ignore her words. “1 do not understand your meaning.”

“Do not play dumb with me, it isnot alook that flatters you,” Mary snapped. “Do not
cheapen my concern for you with your quips either.”

“What would you have me do?’

“1 think you should tell Cordeliathe truth,” Mary said simply.

The bluntness of her words took him off guard momentarily.

“Beredistic,” Dorian said and shook his head.

“lambeing realistic, Dorian! | see the way you look at her. You spend hours pining
after the woman who is yourwife. You do her no credit by constantly underestimating



what sheis and is not capable of handling! Y ou should not be making that choice for
her. She is not some frail little wallflower for you to make choices for. She is a
woman who knows her own mind and is far stronger than you believe her to be.”
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“You presume that you know my wife better than | do?’ Dorian’s temper flared as he
rose from his desk. “Do not insert yourself into matters that do not concern you, and
my marriage does not concern you.”

“Oh, | see,” Mary huffed. “So, your marriage concerns me just fine when you feel
you need help or insight, but when | show concern for my friend, then it does not
concern me?’

The muscle in Dorian’s jaw ticked as he shook his head. “1 do not have to listen to
this.”

“You cannot simply ignore every conversation that makes you uncomfortable,
Dorian!” Mary continued, following him out of his study and into the corridor. “You
have to face this sooner or later! Marriage is for life! You have been barely hanging
on just the last month!”

He tuned her out and walked with long strides down the hall. He grabbed his coat
from the foyer and did not stop at any of Mary’ s shouted words or insults.

He knew enough about his wife to know that this news would break her.

London was not as inviting to him as he had hoped it would have been. He had hoped
when he had left, that putting physical distance between himself and the problem
might have soothed his nerves, even just alittle bit. But that was proving not to be the
case. He could not get Mary’s annoying voice out of his head. Now, it sat there right
at the forefront of his mind, right beside how he imagined Cordelia's face would
crumble the moment he told her what he had done.



She would never forgive me.

And then what? He had to purchase her another home in the country so that she could
be far enough away from him? Perhaps he should have done that from the beginning.
At least, then, he would not have come to desire her so greatly. He would not have
ever alowed himself to miss her face, to see the sparkle in her eyes when she smiled.
Perhaps then he would have been able to have actual control over this whole situation
instead of allowing this to become the mess that it presently was.

The doors of White's were opened for him as he arrived, the servants keeping their
gaze dutifully straight forward. Another came to relieve him of his coat as he moved
without stopping toward the main room. There was the usual scent of cigar smoke
and tobacco pipes, the sweet almond of whiskey, and cherry notes of brandy that
seemed to be the constant perfume in theair. There was a low hum of conversation
converging from the various card tables as well as seating areas.

Dorian was only interested in one particular table occupied by three familiar faces,
and aman he did not recognize. Still, he did not wait for an invitation to sit with them
and simply pulled out the chair for himself. Patrick was the only one who rose to his
feet to shake Dorian’s hand. He almost did not wish to do it, given how he felt about
the whole situation with Mary. But it would only bring about more questions if he
refused to greet him properly.

One of the attendants brought him his usual order and placed it on the table for him,
which he was only too happy to accept. He gestured with his hand to keep the drinks
coming and took hisfirst sip. He hoped that the alcohol would help steady his nerves.

He should have been doing that this whole time.

“We did not expect to see you for another week or two, Your Grace. To what do we
owe this unexpected pleasure?’ Patrick asked conversationally.



Dorian’'s brow arched. “1 was not aware that there was a schedule that | was meant to
follow.”

Patrick faltered, shuffling the hand of cards that had been dealt to him, arranging
them differently as he watched Dorian over his cards. “Well, we are always happy to
share your taciturn company, Y our Grace.”

Patrick spoke without any sort of inflection to his words, but Dorian understood
anyway. But out of all the men at the table, Patrick was the one he wished to hear
about the least. Certainly not after he had just gotten into yet another fight with Mary.

Xander tried to diffuse the situation. “So, Davenport. Let me introduce Aaron to you.
He is the Duke of Harper. He does not go out much, but we managed to convince him
to join ustoday.”

Dorian shook his head in a nod when Rhysand moved to deal him in, easing back in
his chair. He could tell why he had not seen Harper around White's. The man sported
a big scar along the right side of his face, and Dorian tried not to stare too much. He
shifted his attention elsewhere. The hands in front of him moved; cards were dlid
across the table as one round faded into another. He knew that they were giving him
sideways glances from time to time, but he was still attempting to process everything.

Or, rather, he was—until Patrick started to press the issue once more.
“When you return home, you would do me such a great favor if you could relay my
well wishes to your sister,” Patrick said happily. “I do hope that she is in good

heath?’

Normally, Dorian would simply tell him to ask her himself, but that was the last thing
he wanted.



“| shall consider it.”

“Oh, come off it, Davenport,” Xander interjected with a sigh. “Let the man be
smitten.”

That was the entire heart of the issue, in his opinion. He had been watching Mary
pine after the man relentlessly. She and Cordelia spoke of him at every tea and meal.
Mary was constantly humming around the house as she played with Georgie.
However, it was when Georgie himself started to ask more questions about Patrick
that made Dorian realize the seriousness of the situation. His sister was falling for
Patrick Hislop, and Dorian was unsure what that would mean.

Mary deserved nothing but the best. No matter how they argued or any sibling spat
they might have had—it was his duty to protect her. The very same duty that he had
failed in before and he was not the sort of man who was simply going to repeat such a
huge mistake by being anything less than diligent. If Patrick expected Dorian to
consent to this marriage, then he was going to need to earn his approval.

“It ismy duty to do everything in my power to ensure that my sister iswell taken care
of,” Dorian answered flatly.

Patrick’s brow arched. “ Are you accusing me of something, Y our Grace?’
Dorian finished off his third glass and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Are you telling me that | should not be concerned? That you only have my sister’s

best interests at heart?”

“| could! Because it isthe truth!”
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Dorian scoffed. “I have heard such things plenty of times before.”

“l1 have nothing but honorable intentions toward Lady Mary, as | have expressed
before. | am quite fond of her, and she of me!” Patrick insisted, his voice rising
dlightly.

“She has been hurt enough in the past.”

“I am not going to hurt her, Your Grace.” Patrick continued, the game of cards
seemingly forgotten by everybody at the table. “ lintendto marry her.”

Dorian shook his head. “Not without my permission, you are not.”

Something that Patrick had not even done him the courtesy of asking for. He had not
met with Dorian privately once on hisvisits. Out of deference to Mary, he had chosen
to overlook what might have otherwise been considered a slight against him, given
how serioudly the pair seemed to be courting.

Perhaps Patrick needed a firmer reminder that it would only take one word from
Dorian to end this whole thing.

“Let us not be hasty,” Xander said firmly. “Tempers can flare high; Patrick and | had
a rocky start as well when | first methim.” He turned to Dorian as he set his cards
down. “But he is areformed man. Have you not punished him enough?’

It would be so easy to continue to escalate the situation. Some large part of him,
perhaps the alcohol-fueled part, was itching to work his frustrations out in afight. But



it would solve nothing. Mary was unlikely to forgive him if he were to inform her
that he had injured Patrick when he knew that she, too, was rather fond of him.

Rhysand, who looked bored the whole time, decided to step in. “Patrick might look
like afool at first sight, but he is also my wife' s brother. | can vouch for him if | have

to.

Patrick bristled from where he sat, turning to Rhysand as he spoke. “I amost killed
you once, you know. | do not need vouching for.”

Rhysand smirked and shook his head. “We both know that you would have died if it
had been anactualduel.”

Some of the tension at the table started to lessen.

“Besides, will it not be to your advantage to have your sister and nephew out of the
house? | imagine it must be quite a lot to have such a full house as newlyweds,”
Xander said easily as he picked back up his cards. “It sounds like a win-win situation
for everybody involved, no?’

Dorian did not answer, he did not know what to say.

“Frankly, it would be beneficial for usall,” Rhysand interjected.

“What is that supposed to mean?”’

“1t means that Penelope will not stop talking about how enamored Lady Cordeliais
with you. So, if | have to sit through another dinner, hearing aboutyourmarriage, |

will come for you,” Rhysand finished.

Enamored? With him? If anything, it was he who was-



And then it hit him. He could deny it to himself no longer. Cordelia was a constant in
his thoughts and an ever-present fixture. It was not supposed to have gone this way.
She was not supposed to be so important to him. It was supposed to merely be a
convenience, and atonement for the wrongdoings but now... oh, he could not picture
his life without her.

Dorian glanced down at the glass in his hand, his heart feeling heavier with each
passing moment. The alcohol was making him sentimental. What would his life be if
she had not entered it... stagnant and stale... the same thing every day. She had
forced him to look at parts of himself, things about his past that he had been
convinced he would have kept buried forever.

Cordeliamight be infatuated with him, but he was absolutely in [ove with her.
“Eleanor is also concerned about Cordelia’ s infatuation with you. So, stop playing so
hard to get, Davenport, and save us al some nagging,” Xander said, downing his

drink.

Silence fell at the table, and all eyes turned to the Duke of Harper. When he did not
add anything to the conversation, Xander elbowed him.

“Well, truth be told, Marinais quite concerned about her friend as well. She fears she
will have her heart broken.”

Dorian nodded and accepted his fourth glass of whiskey with a polite hum.
If only that were true.
But what reason would Cordelia have to lie to her friends? Was not the information

she gave to them in private an accurate representation of her true feelings? They
would have to know better than he did, right? Was Mary right after all? What a



chilling thought.

Could telling her the truth be not so bad after all?

Dorian certainly loved her enough to try.
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Chapter 20

“Oh, by Jove, Cordelial You have done al of this by yourself?’ Penelope gasped as
she stepped into Cordelia s greenhouse, her neck craning as she looked this way and
that.

“Oh, that is exactly the reaction that | had been hoping for!” Cordelia said with a
happy clap. “I have been working on finishing it for over a week now just to make
sure that everything is exactly where it needs to be.”

“Your hard work has certainly paid off!” Eleanor continued as they moved further
into the room.

Cordelia stopped by the doors of the greenhouse, watching her dear friends move into
the transformed space. She had not yet been able to replace all of the glass celling
panels, but everything else felt amost renewed. All of the rust and tarnish had been
scrubbed from the brass fixtures, and the spiral staircase to the back of the
greenhouse that led up to the second floor wasreplaced. She wished to fill the whole
place with flowers from everywhere that she could think of. She had managed to pot
and fill so many different variations asit was!

In the main part of the greenhouse, positioned around the massive tree that dominated
the space, was a small collection of tea carts and circular tables. Each was decorated
to reflect a different flower and color scheme while the tea carts were covered in
aromatic blends of tea and steaming pots of water, along with various finger foods.
She had wanted to go all out for her dear friends and the looks of shock and awe on
their faces was everything that she had wanted.



“Please, fedl free to look around as you see fit. Careful with the orchids in the back,
they have been alittle sensitive lately. Tea?’ Cordelia offered helpfully and moved to
sit at one of the tables herself. Matilde stepped forward right away to start placing
biscuits and small sandwiches on a plate for Cordelia as well as poured her a floral
blended tea that put her right at ease. Which was good, because Cordelia was starting
to speak atouch too quickly, allowing herself to become flustered.

“I simply do not know how you have turned this old place into... this...” Mary
gushed as she sat down beside Cordelia. “Of course, | saw you hurrying in and out
every day, hem soaked in mud, and | had not wished to distract you, but | will not
deny being powerfully curious!”

“1 know that my hands-on approach is not always appropriate, but | cannot deny the
sense of accomplishment and satisfaction that comes from a hard job well done,”
Cordelia answered asshe sipped her tea. If only her mother could have been able to be
here to see it. While Lavinia never seemed to care much about what Cordelia planted,
or the names of flowers, she was always there to listen and nod along. It had been a
very hard choice not to invite her, but she did not wish to make her friends
uncomfortable and she knew how Lavinia had come to be whenever she was feeling
as if she were not the center of attention at all times. Perhaps it was simply her being
a bad daughter, or selfish, but she did not wish to have this greenhouse tainted with
any more negative memories. Not when she had worked so hard to turn it back into
something of arespite.

Maybe, just maybe, someday Dorian would be willing to come in here with her and
feel happy, instead of consumed by the bad things that had happened to him in his
past.

“| do not care what is, or is not fashionable when thisis the result! | have never seen
so many colors in one place before!” Eleanor answered before taking her seat and
pulling a pastry toward herself. “What does your husband think of al of this?’



Mary and Cordelia exchanged glances, and Cordelia shifted the topic with her
answer. “Well, | am hoping that when | invite him to join me here, he will be so
overwhelmed by the beauty that he will not hear me tell him that | wish to raise my
own bees aswell.”

“Oh, how exciting! Bees are so pretty.” Marina was the only one to love all animals,
even insects.

“Bees!” Penelope shuddered. “Whatever for!”

“To pollinate the flowers of course!”

“Y ou wish to handle them yourself? | cannot handle even thethoughtof them buzzing
around me, let aone touching them!”

“Well, there are certainly protective garments to wear.”

Mary snorted. “| beg your pardon; | was merely envisioning the vein in my brother’s
neck bulging from stress at the thought of you having bees here.”

“Oh, is he the overprotective sort? How sweet, he does not wish you stung! | cannot
blame him,” Penelope added, taking a bite of a strawberry.

“l do not think there is any world where | could be comfortable touching bees!”
Eleanor interjected with a soft shudder.

“They are smply misunderstood, is al! They are hard little workers,” Marina
continued.

“1 have abook about them, should anyone be curious,” said Cordelia.



Mary snorted. “Is that why you were climbing all over the library muttering about
horticulture?’

The conversation flowed quickly, all of the women speaking over one another as they
added in their thoughts on their favoriteflowers, their own hobbies, and the things that
they liked and disliked until the tea carts were nearly empty and the sun was starting
to climb lower in the sky. An afternoon absolutely well spent—at least until Eleanor
spoke next.

“Oh, how pretty it is going to be when you have a little one of your own running
around here. | bet they will have the natural green thumb that you do, Cordelia.”

She meant no harm by the words, of course. Cordelia knew that her friend would
never say anything to intentionally hurt her. She also had no idea that the duke had no
intention of having children. No, only Mary knew that. But what was the point of
keeping pointless secrets? They were her friends, after all.

Cordelia nodded, tracing the rim of her teacup with the pad of her finger. “Dorian
does not wish for children, actualy.” A small bubble of hope rose in her chest. She
could not help it. It was something that she had been thinking about over and over
again but did not dare to voice out loud. “Or, well, he did not... | do not know if that
was simply because he did not know me all that well yet, or if it istruly because heis
opposed to children. | will not deny that | keep hoping the closer that we get...”

Mary shook her head. “Oh! Thisis my brother you are speaking about! Please, spare
my ears the details!”

All women laughed, even as Penelope leaned in closer. “But you are...
consummating, right? Would not a child result naturally from laying with your
husband?’



Cordelia flushed a deep red; she couldfeelit. “Well, of course, |-’
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“1 beg of you, please do not finish that sentence,” Mary groaned.

Cordelia could not help but laugh. “I just mean to say that maybe he will change his
mind about children. Perhaps he was just afraid of the prospect of being a father.”

Eleanor nodded and suppressed a giggle. “It is normal for a man to be a touch
apprehensive about such things.”

“Itistrue, it is always said that a woman becomes a mother when she is pregnant, but
aman does not truly feel afather until he holds his child in his arms for the first time.
Trust me, Rhysand was like that,” Penelope assured her.

Cordelia nodded, hoping that maybe that would be the case but she was not entirely
certain.

“1 have always desired alarge family of my own, and | know that if he allows himself
to be, he would be a wonderful father,” Cordelia explained absently as she accepted
another cup of tea.

“Do you truly feel that way?’ Marina asked gently.

Cordelia s brow furrowed. “Why do you ask?’

“Well,” Eleanor paused, glancing around at the other women as if looking for their

support. “I do not mean to be crass or anything, but we have heard his reputation,
same as you. We are well aware that he harmed his own father... so maybe...”



Cordelia s eyes widened at the same time that Mary’ s narrowed.

Before her sister-in-law had a chance to speak, Cordelia answered. “1 understand your
concern, truly, | do, but that is all a misunderstanding. Things are not like that, not
exactly.”

Her friends did not look convinced. She wondered if she would have been if the
positions were reversed. It was only natural for her to defend her husband. But
Cordelia loved him, and she wanted her friends to see the side of him that she knew
and loved. Like herself, they likely just needed to spend a little bit more time with
him.

“A... misunderstanding that resulted in—" Penelope started, but a loud crash of the
greenhouse doors interrupted their conversation.

Cordelia's mother stood at the entrance to the greenhouse with her arms stretched
over her head and a bright smile on her face.

When had she arrived?

The doors banged shut behind her, and Cordelia internally winced at the thought of
the new glass panels being broken from her mother’s erratic motions. Even from
across the greenhouse,she could see the ruddy color of her mother’s cheeks and the
red tint to her chest.

“1 see you started without me!” Laviniasaid loudly, her hands lifting over her head as
she dramatically waved to them all. “But | am here now!”

“Excuse me, ladies, this will only take a moment.” Cordelia hurried over to her
mother, second-hand embarrassment flushing through her. “Mama, what are you
doing here?’



“My daughter is having a tea gathering, and you thought that | would miss it?’
Lavinia giggled and reached between them to pinch Cordelia’'s nose between her
fingers with awet giggle.

“How did you even know about it?”’

“Do... does my daughter not want me here?’ Lavinia spoke with her voice raising
with every word as she dramatically started to pout.

“That is not what | said, of course, | am happy that you are here, Mama,” Cordelia
answered, looking back over her shoulder for Matilde, who was at her side quickly.

“What are we gossiping about, ladies?’ Lavinia shrugged out of Cordelia’s hold and
moved toward the table, her eyes narrowing as she was no doubt looking for wine.
Lavinia seemed unable to even stay on her feet properly as she swayed this way and
that.“Men? Y ou have to be careful ... most men are pigs. My husband was a pig. That
iswhy he left me all alone.”

Lavinia staggered over to the seat Cordelia had abandoned and sat in it.

“You must al listen to me; | know what | am speaking about,” Laviniasaid in a sage
voice as she helped herself to whatever she wanted on all of the ladies plates. “My
husband left me all alone. Y our husbands will leave you all aone, too. That is simply
what men do. Y ou cannot trust them!”

Cordeliawanted to cry.

Matilde squeezed her hand and took over the situation gently. “My lady? | believe
that you were wanted in the parlor. Come, | shall assist you.”

“Hm? Wanted? Oh, you... yes...” Laviniasaid as she pushed another sandwich in her



mouth before allowing Matilde to escort her back into the house.
Cordelia could have melted right into the floor.
Matilde wrapped a supportive arm around Lavinia, guiding her back toward the

door—but Lavinia stopped beside her daughter. There was something that Cordelia
could only read as remorse on her features as Lavinia frowned.
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“l have doneit again... have | not?’ She asked softly, her voice barely audible.

Cordelia did not know what to say. Lavinia swayed in place, only to be caught better
by Matilde's steady, strong hold.

“Let us get you upstairs and a nice cup of tea, hm?’
But Laviniawould not move, not yet. “I have embarrassed you... again...”

Corddlia’s instinct was to decline that anything was wrong, to tell her mother that it
was all fine and that she would handle everything like she always did. But the whole
reason that she was here was so that they could take care of her... and she had been
doing well on her drinking. At least, she had thought that she had.

No matter how she tried to speak, the words would not leave her lips. She did not
wish to make her mother feel poorly for what had happened, but how could she deny
the way she felt? She did not wish to lie to her mother.

“l am... | am sorry... Cordelia...” Lavinia reached up and cupped the side of her
daughter's face affectionately. “I can still see so much of your father in you
sometimes...”

Cordelia steeled herself against the sudden onslaught of emotion.
Lavinia nodded to Matilde, and the pair of them left the greenhouse, leaving a weight

of feelings tangled into a knot in Cordelia’'s chest before she inhaled deeply, and
turned to face her guests once more.



The last of Cordelia’s guests had left after dinner, and Cordelia found herself the last
one in the dining room. Dorian had not returned home all day. He had not been
present for dinner, and she did not know how to take that. She did not know if she
had upset him or if this was how things were to go after their little talk. She had
thought that today was going to be the day.

He must have decided that what she asked him for was too much to handle.

In her mind, she had thought that they were going to go up to bed together tonight
and that when he had finished making love to her, he would pull her into his arms and
keep her there until the morning light. Had he decided to take it back already? She
did not know how she wasto handle that, if that was what had happened.

“Your Grace, you have avisitor,” the butler announced.

“At this hour? Cordelia glanced over her shoulder to the setting sun outside
curiously. She had not been expecting anyone, and it certainly was uncommon for
anybody to call upon her at this hour. She was of half a mind to deny the visitor given
that her husband was not even here. “Who isit?’

“The Viscount of Debonaire, Y our Grace.”

Matthew?How unlike him to show up unannounced, and at such a late hour too. It
must have been something very important that he wished to share with her to come
here this late. “Very well, invite him in please.”

The servant bowed and left the room. Cordelia looked over the empty dining table
and wondered if she ought to call for dessert, cognac, or something given the room
that she was in. She could have taken the time to have the parlor prepared, perhaps,
but she did not wish to keep him waiting.



When Matthew walked in, she stood to greet him. He wasted no time crossing the
room and taking her hand; he brushed a polite kiss across her knuckles as he smiled
brightly at her. “I am glad to see you, as aways, Cordelia.”

“And | you, Cousin, but | did not think that it would be at such an hour,” she said as
she invited him to sit, which he did—but it was strange that he chose to sit at the head
of the table, directly where Dorian was meant to be.

“1 understand that it is unorthodox but | have something to discuss with you that
simply cannot wait,” Matthew continued.

Cordelia could not help but laugh as she summoned one of the servants. “Y ou sound
so serious, Matthew. Wine? Port?’

Matthew started to shake his head and then stopped. “Either would be acceptable,
thank you.”

“See? Nothing needs to be so grave, right?” Cordelia let her elbow rest on the arm of
her chair, her chin resting on her bent wrist.

“l am afraid what | am about to tell you is.”

Part of her wanted to ignore whatever was about to come. The last time they had
spoken, she had lost her temper more than she cared to admit. Given that he was once
a great friend to her, she hoped that this was him coming to apologize to her so that
they could put things back the way they were.

The servant placed the drinks on the table, but she did not touch hers. Matthew,
however, downed the whole thing in one gulp. Her eyes widened, but she said
nothing.



“I have long struggled with whether or not | should bring this piece of information
forward to you. It brings me no pleasure whatsoever to have to be the one to bring
this news to you, but it is apparent to me now that your husband is too much of a
coward to tell you the truth, and | will see you played the fool no longer,” Matthew
said in one breath.

“Do not start this again, Matthew, | am not in the mood.” Cordelia sighed and sank
back into her chair, crossing her legs. “I understand that you dislike my husband, you
and half of theton, but that does not give you the right to speak about him likethis. He
has not done anything to you to warrant this witch hunt you seem determined to hold
against him.”

“How can you sSit here and defend a man like that? Y ou might have been forced to
marry him, but you cannot play ignorant to the accusations against him! He is a
murderer, Cordelia. If you are unwilling to keep yourself out of harm’s way, then |
shall be forced to protect you from yourself aswell,” Matthew said firmly.

So firmly, in fact, that Cordelia was dightly intimidated by how worked up he
seemed to be. She had never seen him like that before. He certainly had never spoken
to her in that tone. “I beg your pardon?’
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What right did he have to pretend that he was the one who had the right to protect
her? And where was he when her family needed him before?

Matthew’s jaw tightened. “Your husband killed your father, Cordelia. Has he
admitted that to you yet?’

The comment was so far-fetched that she could not even believe it. It would have
been more feasible to hear that flowers were falling from the sky outside. “What?’
Cordelialaughed. “Y ou have truly gone mad. Honestly, | have heard enough.”

“Dorian is aruthless, cruel man. Heis akiller. He does not, and never will care about
anything but himself,” Matthew continued with a serious expression.

Something about him speaking so informally about her husband truly got under her
skin. It crawled deeper, making her more uncomfortable with each passing moment.

“Do you have proof?”’
“Proof?’ Matthew echoed.

“l know that you did not come uninvited into my home, to accuse my husband of
such horrible things without evidence. | will see your proof now, or you are going to
get out,” Cordeliasaid firmly, all hints of her smile gone.

“You are seriously not going to say anything else?” Matthew did not move as he
spoke. “I have known you nearly your whole life, and you are just going to dismiss
me like that?’



“S0, you have no proof. You have come here uninvited at such a late hour to throw
around baseless accusations about my husband. And, for what? Do you truly think of
me as such a cloud-headed woman as to not have taken the time to properly get to
know my husband? Y ou are wrong. | certainly know him better than you ever shall.
Now, go.”

Cordelia nodded her head toward the door, determined not to say another word.
Could he truly not see how much his words were hurting her? He was one of her
oldest and dearest friends, and to say such very hurtful things to her... it was like he
was tearing their friendship apart, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

“Listen to me, Cordelia. | do not like you being alone with that man. He is dangerous.
If nobody else iswilling to caution you away from him or is trying to shield the truth
from you—nhe is responsible for your father’s death.” Matthew concluded as he rose
from the chair. “If you do not believe me, ask him yourself.”

She glared a him, as he stood there waiting for her to buckle or to come to her
senses. Had he really thought that he could say such things and she was just going to
blindly believe him? Dorian had confessed things to her that made her understand

him, and she certainly was not going to make light of that effort.

When it was clear that she was not going to budge in her stance, Matthew hissed and
started to leave.

“Fine. Have it your way, Cordelia.”

He paused in the doorway and had the audacity to look at her with longing.

“1 shall be waiting for you when you find out the truth but do not say | did not warn
you. | can be afar better husband to you than him.”



Was that what this was about? Did he think that if he was the one to ruin her
marriage, she was going to throw herself into his arms and beg and plead for him to
help her? Was this just misplaced affection? Either way, he was hurting her. How
could he choose to be so blind to the pain he was putting her in with such terrible
accusations?

“Enough. Get out,” Cordelia hissed.

Matthew turned his heel and left Cordelia, sitting at the table with a head full of
guestions.

Chapter 21

“lwondered if you were coming home tonight...” Cordelia's sweet voice greeted
Dorian when he staggered into her bedroom.

The hour was late, and it would have made perfect sense for her to have already been
asleep. Despite the last vestiges of whiskey still soaking his mind, he had not meant
to make her wait around for him. He had just needed to mentally sort through some
things before he had been able to return to her.

There was absolutely nothing about the conversation that he was going to have with
her that was going to be easy. He had made up his mind that this was going to be the
right move for them, but it made nothing easier. Dorian pulled off his boots and
started to undo his waistcoat. He was moving with deliberate slowness in an attempt
to compose himself or think of the best way that he should mention thighs... where to
even start. If he was being wholly honest, he was stalling.

“You missed quite an eventful evening,” Cordelia continued when he did not speak.
“Though, that might be for the best, considering one of the events was less than
pleasant.”



Oh, he had missed her tea, had he not? He had been so distracted, so consumed with
his own thoughts that he had been careless about it. Now he would have to make that
up to her, too.

Dorian glanced at his wife; the way she was holding the blankets clutched to her
chest, waiting for him to join her, or to say something. She looked so very beautiful
like that, with her hair loose around her shoulders and her cream-colored nightgown
dlipping off her shoulder just ever so dightly. It would be easy to go over there and
crawl into bed with her. Even simpler to affix his lips to hers and seduce her, to quiet
her troubles with his tongue and hands until she was writhing under him. But, if he
did, then he knew that he would not tell her anything.

She was so painfully beautiful that it made his heart clench.

“What happened?’ He asked, hoping he did not slur his words. It had been... more
than alittle liquid courage that he had needed.

“My mother invited herself to my tea party, for one,” she said as she shifted in bed so
that her legs were in front of her, her arms wrapped loosely around her knees. “And
then Matthew came to call after dinner.”
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Dorian paused, his hands untucking his shirt and quickly thinking better of it.
“Debonaire?’

“Mmhm,” Cordelia agreed with a hum.

As if Dorian had not made his feelings toward the man perfectly clear on al fronts.
At least, he had thought that he had. “What did he want?’

“Honestly, | do not have a proper answer for that question,” she started with a sigh,
her eyes seeming to follow his movements as he loosened the fit of his clothes but did
not wholly remove them. “He said the strangest things.”

“Such as?’

“Well,” she laughed humorlessly. “First, he tried to convince me that you murdered
my father.”

Dorian’s shoulders seized. How was that possible? A cold sort of dread froze his
lungs and threatened to stop his heart in his chest as she continued speaking.

“1 told him that he was being ridiculous and threw him out, of course.” Cordelia
shrugged one shoulder, smiling until she seemed to realize that he was not smiling
back. He could not even blink as he stared at her. Here it was, the moment and
opportunity; it was now or never. He had no idea how Debonaire knew or if he had
merely been grasping at straws that happened to be factual. Whatever the reason was,
he could not lie to her anymore.



“Dorian? What is the matter?”

“Heiscorrect.”

“What?" Cordeliarolled her eyes and shook her head. “Dorian, that is not funny. Y ou
know how sensitive of a subject that is.”

Dorian nodded, his focus shifting to his hands as he took a seat on her bed close to
where shewas. “| am being perfectly serious.”

“No. You are not,” Cordeliainsisted as she scooted away from him.

There it was, the wary look full of caution on her face that he had been dreading.
Next would be the outright horror and demanding to never see nor hear from him
ever again. He deserved it all.

“1 am afraid that | am, Cordelia. | cannot lie to you any longer. | apologize for being
dishonest with you about such things. | came here tonight to tell you the truth, to tell
you that | have fallen in love with you,” Dorian said softly, feeling a touch rawer than
he had expected to fedl.

“What... what are you saying?’

“1 am directly responsible for your father’s death, but | had no other choice. | am
sorry that his passing caused you pain. Believe me, that was not the intention, but...
let me explain,” Dorian continued. He struggled to speak directly and without too
much inflection, but he found himself nearly choking up at the words coming out of
his mouth.

“l cannot hear this.” Cordelia shook her head, her hands lifting to cover her ears. “I
will not hear any of this!”



Dorian shifted, pressing a knee into the bed as he pulled her arms from her ears. “You
can, and you must. | will only say this once, so please lend me your full attention.
Then, if you wish never to see me... if you...” Dorian could not get the words out, he
feared the outcome of this conversation far too much. “Just listen.”

Cordelia s breath was sucked in so deeply that her chest heaved.

Dorian mustered his courage and started to speak. “Two years ago, | was leaving a
pub in some back alleyway of London in the hours before dawn. | was on foot,
staggering through the streets, hoping that the cold morning air and the long walk
would help sober me up enough before | got home. | had not made it more than
halfway home before the sounds of distress came screaming at me from another
alleyway. A woman yelling for a man to get off of her, to leave her alone, punctuated
by soft sobs...” Dorian trailed off as he noticed Cordelia shudder. “Well, | did what
anyone would do—I ran to her aid. | might be aterrible man, but | will not stand by
and allow awoman to be harmed if there is anything that | can do to stop it.”

Dorian paused, the memory of that night two years ago flashing so vividly in his
head. No doubt, since it often was a focal point of his nightmares, that he was
destined to keep reliving it. The poor barmaid was shoved up against the brick wall,
her nails torn and bloody from the struggle as the man shoved her face against the
wall. He had hiked her skirts up over her rear, exposing her tothe world as he worked
on opening the front of histrousers when Dorian arrived.

He had seen red.
“The young woman was being accosted by your father. | did not know who he was at
the time, but | ran into the alleyway, grabbed him by his shirt, and shoved him off

her,” Dorian continued.

Her father’s mocking laughter still echoed in his mind. Dorian would not tell Cordelia



how he offered for Dorian to wait his turn as Dorian pulled the woman'’s skirts down
where they ought to be and told her to run. That was when her father’ s expression had
soured. The moment Dorian had deprived the man of his alleged ‘prize’ something in
him had snapped. He had charged at Dorian like he was more animal than man.
Dorian had barely caught the glint of something metal flashing in the moonlight
before the burning hot pain in his stomach.

Dorian cleared his throat carefully, giving himself a minute to speak. He dared a
glance at Cordelia, and the tears ran freely down her cheeks as she kept her hands
firmly clamped over her mouth to let him finish speaking.

“We fought, and he pulled a knife. | shoved him away from me... the marquess fell
back into the wall and hit the corner of the brick.”

The sound of his skull hitting brick was one that he would never forget. The man had
gone from a near-snarling rage to beingoff balance to sounding indignant, and then...
nothing. The marquess’ eyes had unfocused as his fingers twitched, and he slid down
the wall slowly, his eyes wholly unseeing by the time he hit the ground.

“l am ashamed of the fact that | ran instead of taking proper accountability for my
actions. | should have... maybe then | could have arranged for better care for you and
your mother from the beginning. But | disappeared instead, trying to keep as good of
an eye on the pair of you as | could from a distance. When it all happened, | never
imagined that he would have been atitled man, let alone a man with afamily. When |
learned who he was...”

Dorian shook his head and scrubbed his hands up and down his face. He had taken
the cowardly way out, in his opinion. He had panicked and run. The woman had
never come forward with what had almost happened to her, to his knowledge.
Nobody else would have had any cause to know that he was even in that alleyway.
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“No matter how it happened, nor my intentions, does anything to change the fact that
his death is in my hands. | am nothing more than the murderer that everyone
presumes meto be.”

With his story concluded, Dorian waited. He had no idea how much time must have
passed between his final words and when the tears stopped pouring down her face
and over her fingers. He longed for her to say something, to do something, anything.

“Cordelia,” Dorian said when he could not take the silence for a moment longer. He
turned toward her, his hand reaching—but she flinched away.

“Do not touch me,” she hissed, her eyes still brimmed with unshed tears. “You
promised me that you would not lie. And you have done nothing else since the day |
met you.”

Dorian flinched, out of all of the things that he had expected her to say, it was not
that.

“I-1 did not know how you would react; this is not exactly the ordinary sort of
secret.”

“The scar on your stomach is not from the greenhouse then, like you claimed that it
was, but it was from my... when he...” Her breath hitched, wholly unable to say the
words, and he could not blame her. Dorian had been worried that she would call him
a liar in the capacity that he had made up the story or that she was going to try to
defend her late father or something of the sort.



“Corddlia, I-”

“No lies!” Cordelia choked as she swallowed back the tears in favor of what seemed
to be rage. “You had the nerve to marry me, to bring me here! All the while sitting
there, giving my mother false hope of stories or closure when you haveknownthis
whole time.”

“l did it to help you.”

“Help?’ Cordeliaasked incredulously. “Get out of my room.”

There it was, the look that he had been dreading this whole time—the look of pure
disappointment and heartbreak that she was finally seeing him for the monster he
truly was. All he had done was prolong the inevitable.

“Get out!” Cordelia sobbed. “I never wish to see you again!”

Something in Dorian’s chest broke, seeing her shudder like that, the pure desperation
in her voice as he pushed off of her bed. What else could he do? While every instinct
begged to pull her into his arms and make it all better, he knew that would never be
possible.

Dorian left her room and softly shut the door behind her.

He heard her sobs all the way down the hall.

Sleep was an impossible goal for Cordelia.

Outside of her window, the sky was still and quiet. She had sat in her window seat for

a good long while, watching the stars above her. She must have played the
conversation with her husband in her mind at least a dozen times over. It did not



make better sense the twelfth time she had replayed it any more than it had when it
had first happened.

For hours, she had been drifting in and out of sleep. It felt asif every time she closed
her eyes, she drifted back into the nightmare that normally only plagued her when it
rained. She kept waking herself, over and over, with the intention of pushing the
nightmare away. Yet, it just kept coming back, pulling her further and more deeply
into the nightmare.

First, she was lost in the storm.

Then, she was lost in the maze.

Every time, her childhood self would start screaming, pleading for help, and wishing
to be rescued. She woke up each time, only to fall fitfully right back where she left
off. Hours of restlessness as the moon moved further across the sky.

Most troubling of all, was when she found herself in the clearing in the middle of the
gardens.

She was looking up at the sky in her young body, and the sky seemed so far, and so
high up over her and such a plain gray. The rain had stopped, it was like the scene
that she found herself in was frozen in time, the moment still. Impossibly, her adult
self walked behind her own smaller frame. Each step perfectly mirrored. Surreal asit
was to see herself from outside of her own body as it was, it felt as if she could see
more of the nightmare than she had ever been able to before.

Up ahead was their gazebo, the focal point of so many of her parent’s parties. Mama
liked to have her tea out in the gazebo more than anything else. But, the person up
ahead of herhad frightened her so deeply last night that she had had this nightmare,
and no one was there to rescue her.



The body of the second person had been hidden behind the other. The man’s broad
shoulders nearly obscured the woman’s body from view entirely until she could see
hands, pushing at the man’s shoulders—a scream that was just barely hidden under
the clap of thunder as the nightmare suddenly spurred right back into motion.

Rain poured down as the couple in front of her struggled with one another. The man’s
hand lifted, striking the side of the woman'’s face, and she collapsed to the ground in a
heap. Cordelia could hear herself yelling, screaming even louder and the man spun,
looking at her with wide, frightened eyes.

Cordeliawoke in a cold sweat, and could not sleep again.

Chapter 22

“Are you sure that you want to do this?’ Penelope asked as the pair of women stood
outside a pub labeled only as ‘The Boot’. The wooden sign hung above the wood,
swinging in the light breeze. Cordelia stood with a small scrap of paper clutched in
her hand tightly, blinking at the door as she tried to come up with an answer to that
very question.
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Getting even the name out of the pub from Matthew had been difficult. He had tried
to stand there and gloat, to boast that he had been right all along even though
Cordelia’s only words to her cousin had been that she wanted the name of the pub
and how he came to have the information that he did. He had been rather glib on his
sources, and she still was inclined to disbelieve him just because he refused to be
open and honest with her.

Neither he nor her husband seemed to be any better than the other.

Thankfully, Penelope had been willing to come with her to find out the truth of the
matter for herself. There was no guarantee that the woman she was looking for was
even still in employ here, but she had been given a name and she had to try. No
matter how uncomfortable it might be. She deserved the truth.

“Yes, | am certain.”

“l do not love the idea of spending longer in this pub than we have to,” Penelope
admitted in asmall voice.

“l agree.” Cordelia nodded and boldly walked into the pub. She had never been inside
of such a place before. Nearly everything was furnished in wood, with little to
nothing on the walls. There was a small lifted stage area that was presently
unoccupied, but she was certain that it had lively music in the evenings. The single
bar had a surly looking gentleman with a long beard who glared at them without any
semblance of a proper greeting. Penelope pulled closer to her side as Cordelia looked
around the room.



“We are looking for a Miss Rebecca, is she here?’
The man behind the counter did not pause cleaning the glass in his hand long enough
to speak. Instead, only his small eyes drifted to the side door that must have led to the

kitchens. Thankfully, awoman walked out only a moment |ater.

“MissRebecca? Who is asking?’ The woman demanded the moment she was in the
room.

“l am,” Cordelia answered, but she was slightly put off by the sarcastic tone that the
woman was using. Why was she so defensive?

“And you are?’

“I... well. | am the Duchess of Davenport.”

It felt strange to use her formal title in such a place as this.

“1 have no business with no titled ladies.”

“Areyou Rebecca? | promise | only need a moment of your time. Please, | just have a
couple of questions to ask you,” Cordelia explained, but the woman was not
convinced.

“It will cost ya,Y our Grace.”

Cordelia and Penelope exchanged a glance. This was fully out of their depth, but
what choice did they truly have if they wanted answers? “All right.”

Rebecca nodded them toward a dingy-looking table. Penelope seemed hesitant to sit,
but neither wished to be rude so they joined her.



“If it ismoney that you are after...” Cordelia started, but the woman shook her head.

“1 do not want your money, thisis putting me at risk. | want something that matters,”
she explained flatly.

Cordelia pulled off her pearl earrings, holding them out to the woman in front of her.
“Isthis enough?’

Rebecca took them, eyed them, and then put them in her pocket. “What can | do for
you?’

“Well, | just hoped to ask you about something that might be rather uncomfortable
that happened two years ago...”

Rebecca’ s brow arched, clearly not understanding what she was referring to. Cordelia
reached over, took Penelope’s hand and squeezed it tightly to give herself strength to

keep talking.

“A lot of things happened two years ago; you are going to have to be more specific.
Or else | have work to do.”

“Two years ago, a man attacked you in an alleyway... or, | was told that was what
had happened. | do not mean to bring up a painful memory, but | was hoping that you

could shed some light on the subject. Y ou see, the man who interrupted the attack—"

“Do you know him?’ Rebecca asked quickly. “I did not get his name. Do you know
where heis? | have wanted to... thank him for what he did for me that night.”

All hesitance and pretense of detachment was gone from the woman'’s face instantly.

But she had just confirmed that she had, indeed, nearly been taken advantage of in the



alleyway. Dorian had told her the truth. The sour feeling in her stomach only grew as
she sat here, hoping that it would magically be the wrong man or a case of mistaken
identity or something of the sort.

“Well, he was-is-my husband and I...”
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Rebecca pulled her pearl earrings right back out of her pocket and practically forced
them back into Cordelia’'s hands. “Why did you not say so earlier, Your Grace?
Please, | cannot express how grateful | am. | do not... the man had come out of
nowhere. | do not think of myself as a woman surprised by much but that night, my
whole life could have gone in a very bad direction if your husband had not been there
to save me. Heis nothing less than a hero.”

Cordelia could not help but smile at that. “The man who attacked you, | am not sure
if you know... but he died.”

It was hard to speak about her father like this, even though she was not naming him.
“Good. That rat bastard deserved what he got then,” Rebecca continued.

“They claimed that his death was a suicide... do you have any idea why they would
have thought that?’ Cordelia asked, aimost afraid of the answer.

Rebecca exchanged glances with the bartender, who nodded once. “When | ran away,
Moe was the first person that found me after... | told him what had happened. He did
not want anything that could tie the incident to the pub, of course. He went back with
me to make sure that it was handed... so... he made it look like he had taken his own
life... so that nobody could come looking around for us, or me...” She trailed off,
knowing that what she was confessing to was awhole other crime in and of itself. But
a least it gave Cordelia some closure. “We were not too certain if it had been an
accident... or if the man had done it... it did not seem right to have that man get in
trouble for saving me when he did not have to.”



Cordelia did not know what to say. Penelope squeezed her hand more tightly in
support.

“l1... wait here, | have a letter that | would be honored for you to pass along on my
behalf,” Rebecca continued quickly.

“Of... of course,” Corddia stammered and was frozen as the woman hurried out of
the room to fetch the letter.

“Areyou all right?’ Penelope asked gently.

13 NO.”

It was the only answer that she could give with any honesty. Her father had attacked
this poor woman. It was too much. It was entirely too much to fit in her mind.

“1t would be strange if you were,” Penelope agreed, pulling closer to her as Rebecca
came back downstairs and pressed the letter into Cordelia s hand with another bow of
gratitude.

“Here, Your Grace. | had the vicar write thisfor me, and | kept it just in case.”

“1 shall be sure to pass this on, on your behalf. | promise.”

“Thank you,” she agreed. “Any time that you or your husband come here, drinks will
be on me. All right?’

Cordelia smiled softly. She doubted that Rebecca would feel the same if she knew
that the man who had almost attacked her was actually her father. “I must be going.
Thank you for speaking with me.”



The pair of women left the pub quickly. Cordelia did not know if she was ever going
to be able to process this properly.

The other question nagging at the forefront of her mind—how was she going to tell
her mother? Lavinia was not going to take the news well. Assuming, of course, that
she even believed her in the first place.

Chapter 23

When they arrived back at the duke's manor, it took almost little to no convincing
Lavinia to escort her back to their home in London. She claimed that she was feeling
nostalgic, but in truth, she did not wish to have either of them under the same roof as
the duke until Cordelia could sort out her feelings. Besides, with how much her
mother had been grieving lately, there was no promise that she would not attack the
duke herself. The whole ride from their manor back to their home, Cordelia said not a
single word. She merely peered out of the carriage window and let the scenery
attempt to calm her mind. She felt as if she were grasping at straws or looking for
evidence in her memory that might not even exist.

Some part of her knew that it was the truth the moment Dorian had told her. But
why? Why had she not outright refused him? If somebody had said such slander
against Dorian himself, she would not have stood for it and instantly rebuked the
person. But... maybe it was the way that he had been speaking to her thatwas so raw
and real... but then again... perhaps she knew that there was something off about her
father.

Cordelia mourned her father, of course, she did, but not to the same extent that her
mother had.

Until now, she had just assumed that it was because her mother had lost the love of
her life, and Lavinia smply was capable of feeling things more deeply than Cordelia



must have been herself. And yet, that was not right either.

“Are you going to be so silent the whole time? My head is pounding. You did not
bring me anything to drink, not even a hint of wine with breakfast, and now you are
leaving me aone with my thoughts? Have some mercy on your poor mother,”
Laviniawhined, rubbing at her temples as she spoke.

At first, Cordelia was going to rise to the bait. She could have pulled a random topic
from out of nowhere that would have appeased her mother but then when she found
out the truth, she would only be mad at Cordelia for waiting. They were presently in
such a small space for her to share such volatile information. She did not wish to
break her mother’ s heart either.

“What is the matter with you? Has the cat got your tongue, daughter?’ Lavinia asked
as she crossed her arms over her chest like a petulant child.

Cordelia closed her eyes and focused on her breathing for a moment.

“Honestly, Cordi! Dispense with the dramatics!”

When Cordelia opened her eyes again, her mother was halfway to fuming. “I found
out some information about Father that | do not think that you are going to like.”
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Lavinia huffed. “Oh, isthat al? | could have told you that already. Most of the things
that man does vex me. He did |leave me here~’

“All done. | know, Mama.” Cordelia leaned forward, letting herself sway in time
with the carriage. “1 have learned that he did not take his own life after all.”

Now, she had her mother's complete and utter attention. Lavinia seemed to sober
instantly and was more the mother that Cordelia had known her to be.

“Do you remember the night that | got lost in the hedge mazes in the rain? | could not
have been more than eight or so | believe. It was night, and | was wandering in the
maze for hours...”

Lavinia nodded. “And you had nightmares for months after that.”

Cordelia was not going to dispute that or inform her that in truth, she had been
afflicted with nightmares as a result of that night even to this day. “I aways
wondered how | had found my way back inside. There has been this gap in my
memory frombeing terrified in the maze and then | remember being in a warm bath,
and then in my bed.”

It was so strange to see Lavinia so still and quiet these days.

“All morning | have not been able to get the memories out of my head. | just keep
thinking about it over and over again.”

“What did you find out about your father? Who has come forward with information?’



Lavinia asked flatly.

“On that night, he died because someone pushed him, and he hit his head. It was done
in defense of the woman that he was attempting to force himself upon,” Cordelia said
quickly, fresh tears starting to swim again.

Lavinia scoffed and shook her head. “No, | do not pretend to know your motivation
for such lies but—" and then Lavinia looked at her, really looked at her, saw the
distress on her face and the unshed tears in her eyes and silenced herself.

“Recently... | have come to remember some parts of that night in the maze that | had
been choosing to forget al of this time. It was not because of how scary the
thunderstorm was, or at least it was not completely that, but it was because | saw
Father with another woman. My governess with her bodice ripped and Father behind
her... | was too young to understand what | was seeing. | did not know how to
process it... Father had to let my governess go so that he could attend to me, and she
ran...”

Lavinia's eyes widened. It had been atopic of heated debate in their house as to why
Cordelia’s governess had simply disappeared overnight. They had blamed her for
why Cordelia had been out of bed in the first place. They thought that she had run
away due to shame for her actions. Her father had claimed that.

Her mother switched over to where she was sitting, and pulled her into her arms,
holding Cordelia tightly against her chest while she finally released everything that
she had been keeping trapped inside of her chest. Every emotion that she had been
attempting to repress since speaking to Rebecca seemed to overflow as she alowed
herself to be held. She did not move until the carriage had stopped.

When the footman opened the carriage door, Lavinia squeezed Cordelia s shoulder,
gathered her skirtsin a huff, and stomped off toward the front door.



“Mama? Mama, where are you going so quickly?’ Cordelia called after her, hurrying
to catch up.

“1 need to speak with the housekeeper. There is not a single thing that has happened
under this roof that she is not aware of. If your father was being dy, then she would
have had to hide it from me,” Lavinia seethed through her teeth.

How long had it been since she had seen her mother in quite atizzy like this one?

Up the stairs and through the house, Lavinia hunted until she could corner the poor
housekeeper, the one that had been with them for nearly Cordelia' s entire life. The
woman was working on changing the linens out in one of the many spare rooms.

“My lady! Your Grace! What an unexpected pleasure!”

Lavinia was having none of it. Her hands were firmly planted on her hips as she
narrowed her eyes. “You and | have some talking to do, Agatha. Do we not?’

Agatha cast an amost panicked glance from her to Cordelia and back again. “Is
something the matter, ma am?”’

“1 should say so! | find out that my housekeeper has been keeping things from me
about my husband. How many years have you served this family, Agatha? | know
that | can be a handful but you are more than fairly compensated! What reason could
you possibly have to keep such things from me?’ Lavinia nearly shouted.

Cordelia knew that, since the duke had taken over the day-to-day affairs, nothing had
been anything but fairly compensated, if not generously. At least Agatha had the

decency to look embarrassed over it.

“l am not sure... that | know to what you are referring,” Agatha started, her voice far



softer now.

“My husband is dead! You have no reason to defend him! | demand to know the
truth!”

Cordelia wanted to assure her that they merely needed closure and confirmation. She
wanted to tell her that that was all there was to the story but she was not certain what
her mother was going to do after she learned more.

Agatha clearly was reluctant to speak.

“Please, we just need to put the pieces together, Agatha. Any information that you
might have that could-"

“Tell me!” Laviniayelled.
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Cordelia whipped to the side, a default apology ready to roll from her lips about her
mother’ s behavior—but she was crying. Maybe it was the tears that moved Agathato
speak; it did not truly matter what the cause was because she started to tell them what
had happened all of those years ago.

“1 was grateful when the master of the house no longer came home,” she admitted
softly, keeping a wary eye on the two of them. “I always pitied you, mistress, for the
master was not a virtuous man.”

Lavinia staggered, a single tear falling as she slumped heavily onto the bed that
Agatha had only half finished making and hung her head, but she did not stop Agatha
from speaking.

“Please, go on,” Cordelia answered as she moved to take her mother’s hand
supportively.

Agatha hesitated for only a moment longer before speaking. “The rate at which we
had to hire and fire new maids here had been... high, as you are well aware, my lady.
Those that were caught with him... those who were found unwed and with child as a
result of his philandering... the lord attempted to hide it, of course, but you know
how the staff can speak... the young petty women that were hired and would leave
with heavy pockets...”

Cordeliawas going to be sick.

“...with child?’ Lavinia asked.



“Yesma am, | never wished to be the oneto tell you... | am sorry, | know that it was
not my place.”

Lavinia waved her hand dismissively as she stared hollowly forward. He had been
operating behind their backs this whole time, pretending to be something that he
simply was not. Every memory that she had ever had of her father was going to be
forever tainted now.

“1 cannot believe that | had been so blind. | feel like such afool!” Lavinia muttered. It
was like her whole demeanor shifted, changing right in front of Cordelia's eyes.
“Well, | spent so many months now calling him a pig, but | had no idea just how
correct | had been thiswhole time. | am done ruining my health for aman like him!”

Lavinia stood, strolling out of the room with purpose and quickly moving into her
own bedroom. Cordelia watched in silence as her mother pulled bottle after bottle out
of their hiding places. She followed her mother mutely through the whole house as
she went from place to place, gathering bottles until her arms were full. She kept
depositing them in the kitchen and then going to fetch more. It took at least half an
hour to gather everything up and carry it al down into the kitchen.

Lavinia shoved a bottle into Cordelia’'s hand and uncorked her own, dumping the
liguor and wine in the buckets. Slowly, somewhat more hesitantly than her mother

was, Cordelia started to do the same thing.

“l am never going to drink or cry ever again from this day forward. Mark my words,
Cordi.”

Cordelia could not help but smile. She certainly hoped her mother’s declaration was
true.

Chapter 24



“Your Grace?' Agatha asked several hours later. Cordelia and Lavinia had been
sitting together, swapping stories and going over theories and such for hours now.

She felt amost like a child again, being so close to her mother. While it was such
horrible news that had brought them to this state, perhaps there would be a positive
ending in sight.

“Yes?' Cordelia answered with a gentle smile. There was still so much that they
needed to go over, so many events from their history that were only slowly starting to
add up and fall into place, and likely would take many months to come... but at |east
the pair of them had closure now. At least they knew that her father had not taken his
own life and abandoned them. She also knew that Dorian had not even meant to kill
him; it had been self-defense.

“The duke has been waiting outside for you, Y our Grace.”

Cordelia did not know if she was ready to speak to her husband just yet. It was not
surprising to her in the dlightest that he had come all this way to meet with her when
he realized that she was not home. Dorian had been waiting outside for hours now,
having only asked that she allow him to explain. “Perhaps | have punished him
enough for one day?’

There was just so much that they all needed to speak about, so many things to be
covered.

“Shall | invite him inside? It is starting to rain, after all. The butler and | agree that
there is a storm brewing on the horizon. | predict that the storm shall hit before
nightfall.” Agatha advised softly. She had never been wrong about the weather
before. At least not when it came to predicting when storms were going to happen.
She had come to rely on that in her youth to help keep her from panicking.



If there was going to be a storm tonight... she certainly did want Dorian here. The
nightmares were never half as bad when she was around. “Very well, bring him in,”
Cordelia answered, and Agatha left them. With weary arms and tired legs, she pushed
herself up off of thefloor. “Do | look al right?’

Lavinia smiled up at her with a nod. “At least you managed to marry a man with
virtue, my dear. Sort of.”

Cordelia could feel herself blushing as she pressed the back of her hand into her
cheek. “I shall bein the parlor, then, if you need me?’

Cordelia made it halfway to the parlor when Agatha came rushing back toward her,
meeting in the middle of the hall, looking distressed right as the sky seemed to open
up. A shock of thunder clapped, and Agatha frowned. “His Grace seems to have
left...”

“Heleft?

That was not like him in the dlightest.

“Well, | mean, he is not outside anymore, but his horse is still tethered out front...”

A knot of dread curled in her stomach as lightning flashed outside of the window. It
was so much more than mere panic over the storm that plagued her now.
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Where could he have gone without a horse or carriage in this weather?

“Please tell me that you at |east have some sort of grand plan for al of this?’ Dorian
asked his captor.

Matthew paced back and forth in front of where Dorian was bound, seated, and his
arms tied behind his back. Matthew had found Dorian in front of Cordelia’ s family
home and forced him into his carriage at pistol point. At the time, it had not even
occurred to him to fight him on it. Cordelia was finished withhim, that much was
obvious. She had refused to allow him into her house, not even to let him explain, and
he could not imagine what she thought of him.

“You know that you will not be walking out of this room aive. Do you not?’
Matthew warned him, still pacing.

Dorian’s brow arched. “Are you planning to talk me to death, or will you just get on
with it?’

“You are that eager to die? How cowardly!” Matthew laughed.
Cowardly had nothing to do with it, and he was certain of that. “I do not care what
happens to me anymore. If | cannot have Cordelia, if she hates me... then what is the

point?’

Matthew scoffed. “As if you do not deserve her hate? You are nothing more than a
dirty murdering bastard!”



“And yet, here you are, wishing to reduce yourself to my level.” Dorian sighed. It
was all too ironic for him. This was a waste of time. If he was to die here, if that was
truly Debonaire's plan, then he ought to get on with it as quickly as possible so that
he did not have to waste his last moments. It was aready bad enough
thatDebonaire,of all people, was going to be the last thing on earth that he saw.

“1 shall never understand what she sees in you,” Matthew scoffed, stopping to squat
down in front of where Dorian knelt.

“Are you looking for a list of reasons why | am superior to you?’ Dorian prodded,
knowing very well that it was only going to serve to make him even angrier over the
situation. “Or is it that you have no plan? Were you hoping to kidnap my wife
instead? Did you think that abducting her would somehow make her choose you? She
could have, and she chose me.”

It might not be the wisest thing that Dorian had ever done, provoking such a madman,
but he was not going to meet his death as a coward or with any fear in his heart.
Cordelia had become so important to him, his everything, and now that she knew
what he truly was... well, what was the point of anything else?

“For now. | have told her the truth, you know! | have told her what you have done
and she is never going to trust you again. | am merely doing her a favor by hurrying
along the process. | will save her from your loveless marriage and then when | swoop
in to support her, she will be only too grateful for me!” Matthew finished with a grin.
He pressed thetip of his pistol just under Dorian’s chin as he spoke.

So that was his end game all along? He thought that he could handle a woman like
Cordelia? How very unlikely. If anything was to be said about Debonaire, then it was

certainly something to be said about the sheer ego that the man possessed.

“Have you ever even held a pistol before today?’ Dorian pressed further.



“Do you redlly think that it is wise of you to continue pushing me like this?’ Matthew
sneered, his teeth clenching as the vein in his forehead started to stand out
prominently against his pale skin during hisrage.

“If you are going to kill me, then do it!” Dorian sighed, allowing his eyes to drift
closed. “If you think that you have what it takes to pull the trigger anyway.”

If he pushed the man hard enough, then perhaps it would actually just end it all.

It would be doing him a favor. It would be what was best for Cordeliato be free and
able to live any life that she chose. Matthew could not have been more wrong about
the loveless marriage. He was absolutely head over heels in love with his wife. So in
love with her, in fact, that he could not accept a future where she was not his. If he
could not have her... he deserved death for the crimes that he had committed in this
life.

Chapter 25

“Dorian! Dorian!” Cordelia shouted in what seemed like a futile attempt. She could
hardly hear her own voice as the rain continued pouring down in sheets.

Oh, Dorian, where are you?

Overhead, the storm raged on, the sky an angry mixture of blue and purple that was
punctuated by yellow and white bolts of lightning every few moments. Cordelia was
half soaked through with rain as her poor horse fought against the rapidly
strengthening winds. It was hard to see in front of her, but she had to find Dorian. If
something had happened to him because she had refused him entry into her home, she
would simply never forgive herself.

But the man that she loved was nowhere to be found.



How could they fix things and have even the slightest chance at their happily ever
after if he was gone? She knew in her heart that he would not have left her doorstep
by choice. He was far too stubborn of a man to ssimply give up like that. He would at
least want to hear her first. Was she truly so wrong about him?

She had asked the footmen and the stable hands, who had pointed her toward where
they had thought that they saw another carriage headed. It had to be wherever Dorian
was. There was no time to waste.

Perhaps he managed to find shelter here?

The wind was freezing when she rode into the courtyard of Matthew’s home. She
dismounted and pulled her horse toward the barn, roughly tying him and hoping for
the best as she took off toward the main house. Her dress clung to her legs as she
went, making moving difficult as she entered through the unlocked servant’ s quarters.

“Matthew!” She called up the stairs. The whole house was asleep, but she could not
alow herself to care. Her gut told her that this was where she needed to be. If
anything, her cousin could help her in the search for Dorian. However, the same halls
she used to play in as a child felt somehow sinister now. “Matthew, are you home?”’
She called again as she reached the main hallway, dripping al over the floor as she
went.

Are there no servants around here? What is going on?
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Slowly, she ascended the stairs, which got darker and quieter as she went.
Something iswrong here.

Then there it was—something soft was calling to her. It aimost sounded like her
name before the sound was so sharply cut off.

“Who is there?”

She moved blindly, looking in every open room that she passed and feeling very
much like she was simply grasping at straws. If her cousin was indeed here alone, she
was going to feel quite foolish and not have a single word of explanation to offer him.

But there, at the end of the hallway behind the library door, came a crashing sound.
Not enough to have been a bookcase falling, but very close. She gathered up her
heavy, soaked skirts and hurried toward the origin of the sound as her heartbeat
started to climb anxiously up into her throat.

She pushed open the door slowly, but apart from the moonlight coming in from the
very far windows, the library seemed otherwise wrapped in shadows. “Is everything
al right?” Shetried again. “Matthew?’

The door closed behind her with a soft click, and it took a moment for her eyes to
adjust to the low lighting. She could not breathe. Why was she so scared? Adrenaline
started to course through her as she moved, eyes straining around the cornersuntil she
crossed to the open seating area in the center of the library and promptly tripped over
something very large and very solid.



Cordelia crashed into the floor and hit her elbow heavily at just the right angle to
make her see stars burst along her clenched eyelids. Pulling her legs back toward
herself, she caught a better glimpse of what she had tripped over—a prone male form.
She crawled closer, ignoring the pain in her arm, and started to roll the man onto his
back—and gasped.Dorian! He was unconscious, it seemed, with a swollen knot on
his forehead and a bleeding cut in the same area. Her fingers probed against the
tender skin gingerly.

“Oh no... what happened?’ She whispered, hoping that somehow her cold hands
would soothe the pain enough to rouse him... but nothing changed.

“Leave him,” adark voice said, startling her.

Cordelia whipped around, straining for the source just as Matthew leaned forward in
one of the chairs, showing just enough of his sinister seeming face in the moonlight to
frighten her. She had never seen him make that face before.

Keeping herself between Matthew and Dorian’s unconscious body, she tried to
summon whatever strength and courage she had left, even if her teeth chattered with
cold when she spoke. “What have you done? Why is he here? What did you do to
him?’

“Nothing more than what society ought to do with unruly mutts like him. Animals
like that do not deserve land and titles, and theycertainlydo not deserve wives like
yourself, Cordelia. Do you truly not understand how far beneath you he is? | should
have never allowed you to marry him,” Matthew said pityingly.

Cordelia could not believe what she was hearing. “Allow me? | was not aware that
you had any influence on my choices!”

Matthew smirked in a way that made her skin crawl. “You were always meant to



belong to me, Cordelia. It might take some time for you to come around to the truth,
but you were meant to be with me.”

Cordeliaturned and started to shake her husband; she needed him to wake up, and she
needed him to be awakenow. Her hands fumbled with the bindings on his hands
behind him, untying him as best as she could. “Have you lost your mind, Matthew?
Do you think that | could ever be with a person so cruel to another?’

Matthew laughed mockingly. “How can you say that? Y our husband is a murderer!”

“You do not knowanythingabout him!” Cordelia nearly shouted back at him.

Matthew shrugged. “I know the end result, that is all that matters. Just as | know that
he would never have been enough to deserve you, not like | do.”

“How did you even find out about al this?’

“You would be surprised by how much you can find out at this pub with a few
shillings. | knew that there was something off about your duke and this sham of a
marriage the moment he said that he knew your father.”

“Since you found out that he was involved in my father’s death, then you must know
the whole story. Dorian acted out on instinct to protect the barmaid. My father’s death
was practically an accident.”

Matthew let out a scoff. “I care little for a nameless barmaid. What | wanted and
managed to prove is that your swine of a husband killed a man, your own father, and
hid the evidence.”

Cordelia’s eyes narrowed. “The only thing that you have proven is that you are
insane. | hate you.”



Matthew rose from his chair and started advancing toward her. “It is such afine line
between love and hate, isit not? Y ou will come to forgive me; you have forgivenhim.
And if not, then you can take the rest of our lives learning how to live with it, to
accept that your rightful placeisby my side.”

“I will do no such thing!”

“You do not have a choice,” Matthew sneered, his hand jerking out as if to grab her,
but a flurry of movement behind her stopped his hand. Blood dripped down Dorian’s
face; the ragethat had contorted his features had opened the cut on his forehead once
more. Dorian squeezed Matthew’s arm so tightly that even in the low lighting,
Cordelia could see his face pale. He winced and tried to thrash away from Dorian, but
it was of no use.

“Take your hands off my wife,” Dorian seethed, speaking through his clenched teeth.

Matthew tried to speak, tried to snarl in rage as Cordelia scrambled away quickly
from the two men.
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“She is not some possession for you to claim, and she most certainly and will
noteverbe yours. It does not matter if | am dead or not; she willneverbe your little
possession,” Dorian continued to seethe.

It was perhaps somewhat inappropriate for her heart to flutter at his words, but she
could not help herself.

Matthew swung wide, his arm arcing toward Dorian’s face but was swiftly blocked
with his other arm. Dorian attempted to subdue Matthew, twisting his arm behind his
back and lifting it as Matthew cried out in pain. She wanted to look away from the
struggle, but she could not.

The men were a flurry of movements, grunts, and punches as they moved over to the
floor until she could take it no more and had to close her eyes. Cordelia curled into as
small of a ball as she could manage, shaking with the cold as she covered her ears
against the sounds.

The next thing she knew, she was being touched softly on the shoulder, but she
flinched anyway until she noticed that it was Dorian on his kneesin front of her.

“Itisal over now, Cordelia? Areyou al right?’ Dorian asked softly.

Clearly, he was very unaware of the state of his face to actually be askingherif she
was all right. Her chest tightened before she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms
around her husband’s neck and pulling him close to her until her arms ached from
holding onto him so tightly.



She risked a glance over his shoulder to where Matthew lay on the floor, his arms
restrained with what appeared to be bits of fabric torn from his shirt. But he was
unmoving, and his eyes were closed. She could till see the shallow breaths that he
took, but he was wholly unconscious.

“It is al over now; | am here, | promise. But we need to summon the constables at
once,” Dorian reasoned, speaking gently so as not to frighten her more as he pulled
out of her arms and pulled his jacket off. There was blood on the collar. She could not
stop staring at the spot as he wrapped the coat around her shoulders, rubbing at her
arms softly to warm her.

He started to pull away, and she latched onto hisarm. “No! Do not... do not leave me
here with him!”

“l promise you; he is unconscious,” Dorian assured her, but she was still not
convinced. “All right, here.”

He pulled her to her feet, and arm in arm they walked down the stairs.

It took a few hours for the constables to finish their business. A physician was called
to check on both Dorian and herself to ensure that there was no lasting damage.
Presently, Cordelia was seated close to a roaring fire to help stave the chill out of her
bones. Dorian was finishing giving his statement to the constables, but she could not
listen to aword that they were saying.

It was only when the very last constable left that Dorian came to rejoin her. Instead of
taking the seat beside her, he knelt in front of her just between her knees. His hands
hovered over her thighs and waited for her soft nod of permission before he touched
her.

“We ought to get you home, and changed out of these wet clothes before you catch a



cold,” Dorian said softly.

Her hand lifted between them, ghosting over the knot on his brow. “Are you truly all
right?’

“1 have endured far worse than this, | assure you. | am perfectly fine,” Dorian told
her.

“1 do not see how you can be al right when your forehead is dented and your eye is
swollen...” Cordelia spoke around the knot of emotion in her chest.

He grabbed her hands softly and lowered them. “The only thing that would have hurt
me, was not seeing you again. | cannot believe that you braved your fears to come
after me. Y ou continue to surprise and impress me every day.”

She threaded her fingers through his, scooting closer to him on the chair as she shook
her head. “No, 1-”

“1 do not deserve you. | have done nothing to deserve alove like yours, Cordelia. |-

“1 am sorry that | did not believe you, Dorian. | was so afraid of what it might mean if
you were right. You were trying to be honest with me and at the first test of my
loyalty to my husband, | failed. If it were not for me then-"

Cordelia's frantic speech was cut off by Dorian’s impossibly gentle hands on either
side of her face, pulling her closer so that he could kiss her. A soft, tender press of his
lips against hers seemed to say al the things that words were unable to. She arched
into his hold, letting her hands wrap around his shoulders as she pulled close enough
to feel the warmth of him through her dress. Their kiss broke only as she pressed her
forehead against his, breathing himin.



“Never apologize to me again, Little Flower. | am the one who needs to make
amends, and |-

“No, let mefinish. I... | have something that | need to tell you. Y ou were honest with
me, and if | am to be perfectly honest withyou aswell... there is something that | will
sharethat | am afraid you will not like,” Cordelia said quickly.

It was the same news that had been sitting heavily on her heart since she had asked
him to stay the whole night with her. She had wanted to be closer to him before
sharing the news that she was so certain of. Only, she did not know if this was going
to cause more issues...so before they left this house, before anything else happened
between the two of them... he deserved to know.

“ Anything; you can tell me anything,” Dorian said.

He might believe so, but she was directly violating one of his wishes. “I... Dorian, |
am with child.”

She studied his face, carefully watching for any sign of rejection or anger. She did not
know what she would do if he was cross with her. She knew that he had no desire to
have an heir or to be a father, but she had been hoping so desperately that he would
change his mind on theissue... she had beendreamingof having afamily with him.

Dorian said nothing for a long moment, his hands dropping from where he cupped
her face down to her belly, pausing over her womb as if he could fedl their child
through her skin.
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“l am not very far along... and of course, there will be plenty of time left to figure

things out...” Cordelia continued, speaking too quickly.

“Shh, Little Flower, | amthrilled,” Dorian said with a bright smile so wide that it
made her heart ache. “Y ou have made me the happiest man in the whole world... |
was wrong about so many things. | want to leave the past behind me. And have a
family with you. If you will have me.”

“You mean it?’ Cordelia could hardly believe her ears; how lucky she felt.
Dorian nodded. “I am absolutely, wildly in love with you.”
“And | you, husband.” Cordelia beamed. “Take me home.”

Dorian stood and scooped her up into his arms, her head cradling against his chest. “|
would love nothing more. Let me show you how much | missed you.”

Epilogue
Three Months Later

“Where is my brother?” Mary asked for the fifth time that morning as she paced back
and forth in her bedroom. She was still in her undergarments with her hair half pinned
up as she waffled between which earrings she wanted to wear. Mary’ s wedding dress
hung over the edge of her four-poster bed, ready and waiting for her if only she
would stop pacing long enough to put it on.



Cordelia smiled kindly at her sister-in-law. “Y ou asked him not to see you before the
wedding. Remember?’

Mary nodded, her hands rubbing together anxiously. “What if he says something to
Patrick? What if he scares him away?”’

“That is just your cold feet talking, Mary. You and | both know that he would not do
such a thing. I know he can be hard-headed, but he would not do anything to keep
you from your happiness.”

“1 do not have cold feet!” Mary protested.

“Perhaps | am mistaken.” Cordeliawalked over to Mary, standing directly in her path
and forcing her to stop pacing. “It would be only natural for you to feel apprehensive
over this.”

Mary nodded. “I mean, the last time... the man who was supposed to marry me, he-"

“Mr. Hidlop is not like that; he adores you. He is going to treat you properly, you and
Georgie both. And if for any reason he does not,thenyou can allow your brother to
lose histemper... or me,” Cordeliasaid with agrin.

“Y ou cannot do anything; you are with child,” Mary countered, her brow arched.

“That is al the more reason that you ought not to anger me then, is it not? Would not
wish to distress the baby,” Cordeliateased, her hands falling to the slight swell of her
abdomen. It would still be a few months yet before she was truly starting to show.
Every milestone the physician had warned her about thus far had only been exciting,
and she could not deny that she was looking forward to all of them still yet to come.
Mary had been an indispensable help so far with her pregnancy, and she only wanted
to repay every bit of kindness shown to her.



“For now,” Mary sighed. “I am nervous.”

“lI know.” Cordelia released Mary’s hands and moved to the wedding dress waiting
for her. “I think it istime to put this on. Do you agree?’

Mary nodded, smiling softly. “I never thought that | would ever get married. | know
that | shall be joined with him before God so very shortly, but it still feels so surreal.”

“1 think Mr. Hislop came along right in time for you to have what you truly needed.
Y ou deserve a happy marriage with a man who truly loves and cares for you... that
will treat you and Georgie well,” Cordelia assured her as she helped her friend into
her wedding dress. Mary’s maid stepped forward to finish all of the buttons and laces,
making sure that every part of the gown fit perfectly.

“l just do not wish for anything to go wrong. Georgie is so excited about having a
new father figurein hislife... what if | have allowed myself to move too quickly?’

Cordelialaughed. “Y ou have not moved half as quickly as| did, so do not fret. Every
couple will face their own challenges and strife, but | know that you are more than

stubborn to work it all out.”

Mary grinned. “Y ou are right about that. | will not have any qualms about expressing
myself.”

The maid finished applying just the slightest hint of rouge to Mary’ s cheekbones and
finally, they were ready. “You said that Georgie was waiting downstairs with
Dorian?’

“Yes. | am sure he has driven his uncle half insane by now.”

“Good. He should get used to a little madness, it is good practice for him and what is



to come.”

Mary snorted a laugh. “I still cannot believe that | am going to be an aunt. That is
something that | never thought would happen.l cannot tell you enough how happy |
am for the two of you and how happy | am that all of the rest of this has been put
behind us.”

“$0, does this mean that you and Dorian have worked things out between you?’
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“I... We did talk. | admit that | have been unfair to him and blamed him for al the
bad things that happened to me. But | forgive him.” Mary tried her earrings on. “How
do you feel about the issues with your family?’

“Y ou mean the unpleasantness with my cousin?’ Cordelia said with a somber tone. “I
am glad that it was al over.”

“Dorian finished with the trials last week, did he not?” Mary asked gently.

For the entirety of last week, Dorian had been in and out of the estate. He had been
obligated to split his time between London and home as he had to attend Matthew’s
trials and give his statements. Cordelia had been tempted to go, but secretly, she had
been relieved that her husband had been able to handle those issues for her. She did
not know what she would have done if she had to face Matthew again. So many years
of friendship were just thrown away like nothing.

“He did, and Matthew was sentenced to exile to...” Cordelia answered ssmply. “I
think either North Holland or the West Indies.”

“Areyou... al right?’

“It is for the best.” Cordelia forced a smile. “It is as it ought to be. | am just happy
that we can all move forward and closethat chapter of unsavory darkness. Now we
can focus on much happier things like your union! Though, it will be strange not

hearing Georgie running around the house and seeing you every day.”

Mary surprised her by throwing her arms around her and holding her tightly. “I never



thought | would be so lucky to have a sister like you. | am going to miss you, and |
promise to come to visit al the time!”

“You better notdareto come to visit me!” Cordelia laughed. “Not for a good long
while anyway!”

Mary nodded. “All right, | will wait until after the honeymoon, at the very least.”

“You shall have to come back to collect Georgie anyway!” Cordelia continued. They
were going to be keeping him here during the period of the honeymoon so that the
newlyweds could have some proper time together.

“l still think that | am going to end up caving and cutting the honeymoon short
because | will miss him so much. This will be the first time | have ever been away
from him; do you know that?’

“Heis going to be but a carriage ride away, never fear.”

“With you? Never,” Mary teased as they linked arms with one another. “Do | look all
right?’

“More than al right! Mr. Hislop is not going to know what to do with you.” Cordelia
winked as they headed downstairs, where the sounds of conversation and distant
music greeted them. Mary had chosen to be married at the estate. The lanes had
beentransformed beautifully with every color flower imaginable from Cordelia’ s own
garden. She had taken great care to make it a veritable floral wonderland for her and
Patrick to be married. She had even managed to decorate an archway with the flowers
for them to stand under. It was certainly pretty enough to be a painting, and she hoped
that the artist they had commissioned for the event was going to capture their image
quickly enough.



Mary and Cordelia stood at the end of the long aisle with all their friends and loved
ones seated in rows to either side. Slowly, Mary released Cordelia and walked up the
aisle, and Cordelia trailed behind her at a respectable distance before taking her own
seat next to her husband. She had been incredibly honored to be asked to accompany
her sister.

Rhysand and Penelope stood proudly watching from the front of the aisles. Patrick’s
younger sister, Lydia, and her husband, Phillip, smiled as Mary moved toward her
future husband.

The happy couple stood facing one another, the priest reciting the familiar words and
having them repeat their vows, even if Patrick stumbled over the words in quite an

adorable fashion.

“He had better make her happy,” Dorian muttered under his breath so softly that
Cordeliaamost did not hear him.

“Oh, hush now, they love one another very much,” Cordelia silenced him with an eye
roll.

“And if he mistreats her?’

“You know that he will not. Do not fret, my dear husband, you will not make the
same mistakes twice with her. You are not the same man that you had been before,
and we both know that to be true, do we not?’

Dorian nodded somewhat reluctantly.

“And besides, you are thrilled to spend more time with your nephew, are you not?’

“He has insisted upon riding lessons every day for the next fortnight,” Dorian



groused.

“And what if he has? Presuming that he does not tire of it, thereis certainly no harm.”
Cordelia sighed. “And then, when this is all over with and he is taken to his new
home, we both know that you shall miss them both dearly.”

Dorian did not answer, though he shifted his weight anxiously from one foot to the
other with a curt nod. It was more difficult for him than he wished to admit, the
thought that his sister might be out and vulnerable again, but he could not hold too
tightly to what he loved.

“Then, | shall have you all to myself, shall I not?” Cordelia whispered just low
enough for him to hear.

Thetips of Dorian’s ears reddened and he did not answer that either.

Most of all, Lavinia had moved back to her London home for good. She had been true
to her word, and she had not had so much as a single drop to drink since that night
that they had dumped everything. She was thriving again, so much more the mother
she had grown up with instead of the dramatic mess that she had become. With the
amends she was making to her reputation, Lavinia hoped to be back in the good
social graces of thetonwith proper standing... no more making a fool of herself
because of how her heart ached.
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Her mother was healing, and Cordelia was working on doing the same. She felt that
so long as she had Dorian by her side, all things were going to be possible moving
forward. It would be a whole new chapter for the pair of them to live alone in the
great house, but it was an adventure that she was greatly looking forward to
undertaking.

Before she knew it, applause came from every direction for the happy couple and
Mary’s smile was so wide that it ailmost looked like it would split her face from how
happy she was to be on her now husband’s arm.

The quartet played them out of the garden as they headed inside, but Mary stopped
for but a moment just before she went into the house to look back for Dorian, who
tightened his grip on Cordelia' s waist the moment that he caught Mary looking at
him.

It was their own silent goodbye to one another as she smiled softly at her brother, and
Cordelia amost felt as if she were witnessing something too intimate. At least, until
Georgie jJumped down off of his chair and started to sharply pull at her dress.

“Do we get to go to dinner now, Aunt Cordelia?’

Dorian sighed and bent to scoop his nephew up to carry him into the house after all
the other guests. Her hands dropped to the rounded swell of her belly as she watched
Dorian and Georgie speaking to one another. Her heart fluttered in her chest at the
sight of it. She just knew that he was going to be a great father. Cordelia could not be
more thrilled.



The End?



