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Chapter one
Beatrice

It was not unusual for Beatrice Montgomery to be carrying a stack of books taller
than she was.

It was unusual for her to drop them.

She stared at the pile of books around her feet and sighed. It hadn’t been a good day,
and dropping all the books didn’t make her feel any better about the rest of it. She
began picking them up carefully, smoothing out wrinkled pages where books had
fallen open.

It was a clear sign of how flustered she was. As the first librarian in their tiny town in
the Northlands, she took her job seriously, and dropping books was not part of that
responsibility.

Beatrice took a deep breath as she began to stack the books on her desk. She would
have to put them away later. It was amost time for her meeting with Lord Alexander
Dunham, the local noble who had established the library after his mother passed.
Lady Dunham had been a great reader, but, apparently, he was not, since he'd filled
an entire building in town with her books.

At least he had the good sense to share the books with others, rather than keeping
them locked away where no one would read them.



Lord Dunham didn’'t usually ask her to meet with him in winter. Her spring and fall
walks to the estate were a welcome, enjoyable activity...but it was cold out, and
Beatrice was not looking forward to this trip.

Beatrice grabbed her cloak and began to tie it around her neck just as the door
opened.

“Hello, dear,” Eugenia's cheerful voice said as she popped her head in. “Did | catch
you at a bad time?’

“l was just leaving,” Beatrice admitted, “but | can always stay an extra moment for
my favorite patron.”

Eugenia smiled. “And that’s why you are my favorite librarian.”

“I'm the only librarian,” Beatrice muttered as she undid her cloak. Eugenia never
stayed a short amount of time. Lord Dunham would have to wait, and he couldn’'t be
upset with her because she was just doing the job that he paid her to do.

“1 finished the latest one,” Eugenia said, holding out the mystery novel that Beatrice
had lent her. “Have you read this one yet?’

“1 haven't,” Beatrice admitted. “Y ou are far ahead of me, Eugenia.”

“1 suppose that’s what happens when you don’t have much to do,” Eugenia said with
amischievous grin.

“Yes, | suppose that would make a difference,” Beatrice admitted. It wasn't that she
was terribly overworked, but she certainly had more to do than Eugenia, who seemed
to spend most of her day running around town, poking her nose in everybody's
business.



Fortunately, everyone in town seemed to enjoy Eugenia, even if she was a bit
meddiesome. She liked to think she’d named half the babies in town and matched
multiple couples. She had even been in the library when she'd first seen Caspian and
Sophia for the first time, as she regularly reminded Beatrice. Their love story had
been so adventurous, it belonged in a romance novel—and Eugenia was convinced
that it was all her doing.

But no one would dare to tell her that Sophia and Caspian had been a thing long
before her involvement. She was a cantankerous old woman when she wanted to be,
and nobody wanted to get her in a mood.

“l don't suppose you've gotten anything new?’ Eugenia asked, returning from
browsing the shelf closest to the door, even though she'd already read all the books
shelved there.

Beatrice grinned. She'd had her father pick up the next book in the series on his last
run to Riyel.

The fact that he was a trader going back and forth between Riyel and the Northlands
was very convenient for her.

“1 might have a surprise for you,” she admitted, sitting back behind her desk.

Eugenia grinned and clapped her hands together as she bounced on her feet, her soft
gray curls bouncing around her face. “Y ou spoil me,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“It'smy job,” Beatrice said with agrin.

Eugenia gave her alook, but Beatrice pretended that she didn’t seeit.

It wasn't her fault if she spent a little of her salary on buying the new books that



Eugenia loved so much. Lord Dunham was a more than generous employer, and
while the library was full of books, it had been lacking some of the newer ones that
she’' d had her father purchase.

She'd brought her own books—at least some of them—into the library when she
became the librarian, and Eugenia had fallen in love with them. What was not to
love? They were good books. She saw no harm in buying a few more of them for the

library.

“S0, where were you off to this morning?’ Eugenia said as she signed her name to the
list of people who had taken a book oui.

Beatrice took the notebook back and filled out the book’s title and author. “I have a
meeting with Lord Dunham today,” she said.

“Isn't it abit cold to be headed out to Eldenwilde?’

“Yes, it isabit cold out,” Beatrice said with a grimace, “but I’'m sure it’s something
important, or he wouldn’t ask me to come out today.”

“I’'m sure,” Eugenia said, nodding. “That one seems to have some sense, even if heis
ahermit.”

“ As opposed to the others who don’t have any sense?’ Beatrice asked.

“Well, we all know Caspian has sense,” Eugenia said. “ After al, he chose Sophia.”

“Hedid,” Beatrice said with asmile.

“And | suppose his brothers probably have some sense too.”



“1 would hope so,” Beatrice said, “given that Lord Kellan will also be in charge of an
estate someday soon.”

“Though not too soon,” Eugenia said, wagging her finger at Beatrice. “Wouldn't
want to wish ill upon Lord Rendon.”

“Of course not,” Beatrice said. “I would hope you know better than to think 1 am
wishing ill upon Lord Rendon.”

“Of course,” Eugeniasaid. “I do think he has some sense too.”

“So, which ones don’t have any sense?’ Beatrice asked with agrin.

Eugenia tsked. “I don’'t know what’s going on in Duke Vaughn's head,” she said.
“Leaving his estate for so long—"

“1 would assume it’s because it's painful for him to be here,” Beatrice said, “given
how he lost his daughter.”

“1 know that,” Eugenia said, “but still, he's left the Northlands for far too long, and |
hope he'll come back. His estate needs him.”

Beatrice nodded, though she didn’'t particularly care if the duke didn’t come back
anytime soon. If Duke Vaughn came back, she would have much less time to spend
with Dietrich, since he would actually have to do hisjob again.

Although it would probably be good for him to have something to do with his time
instead of being free to roam the whole region as he pleased.

“Anyway,” Eugenia said, picking up her book and wrapping her scarf more tightly
around her neck, “I just wanted to come see if you had anything else for me. | should



let you get started. It's only going to get colder.”

Unfortunately, Eugenia was right. It was not a warm day. She had a long walk to
Eldenwilde, and it wasn't going to get any warmer. Beatrice snagged her notebook
and dlid it into her bag before putting the strap around her neck and reaching for her
cloak.

“Oh, and be careful, dearie,” Eugenia said, as the two of them exited the library and
Beatrice turned the key in the lock. “Roan is out and about today.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Beatrice said with asigh.

Of course he was. The tavern owner was far too fixated on the fact that he thought
Beatrice should marry him, and he had no qualms about making sure everyone knew

it, apparently.

“Have agood day,” Beatrice said to Eugenia, who was holding the book tightly in her
arms as if she would never let it go.

“l intend to,” Eugeniasaid with agrin. “I plan to spend the rest of the day reading.”

Beatrice laughed as she waved goodbye and turned the corner of the library, bumping
straight into a person.

Her heart dropped when she realized who it was.

“Hello, Beatrice,” Roan said, his voice dropping into a tone that nearly made her
wince. “Can | help you with anything?’

Beatrice shook her head and took a step back from him. Roan had been suggesting for
several months now that they would make a good match, and she had no interest in



becoming his wife.

Not just because she suspected that he wanted a wife who would work in the tavern
with him, and she was far too busy to do so, but because marrying him was entirely
unappealing.

“I'm just off to the café,” she said as she took another step back.

“You know, you're always welcome at the tavern,” he said.

“l know, thank you,” Beatrice said before scurrying off. “Have a good day,” she
called over her shoulder as she made her way across the street.

Fortunately, she didn’'t have to lie about her plans this time to spend less time in his
company.

She hurried into the Cozy Cat Café and was immediately greeted by Thea smiling on
the other side of the bar. The air was warm and smelled of spices and baked goods,
and Beatrice relaxed instantly upon entering. There was something about being here
that could make any day better, even one in which she dropped books and
bumped—Iiterally—into Roan.

“Good morning!” her friend called as Beatrice made her way to the counter. “What
can | get for you?’

“1 have to go out to Eldenwilde,” Beatrice said with a grimace. “ So, something very
hot.”

Theafrowned. “In this weather? Why is he having you go out now? That's unusual.”

Beatrice shrugged and dropped a few coins on the counter. “I'm not sure, but he sent



amessenger this morning and asked me to come over at my earliest convenience, so |
assumed | shouldn't make him wait too long.”

Thea nodded, already busy preparing a drink for her, and Beatrice wandered over to
the fireplace to thoroughly warm herself before she went back out into the cold.

There was a gentle meow, and Beatrice looked over to see the resident café cat,
Ginger, looking up at her.

“I'm sorry,” she said to the cat. “How could | forget you?’

The orange cat let out a grumble, clearly asking the same question as Beatrice hurried
to rectify her wrong and pet the demanding feline.

“1 don't suppose you and your long fur want to go to see Lord Dunham instead of
me?’ she asked Ginger, who didn't answer, because she was a cat.

“l didn’t think so,” Beatrice said with agrin.
A moment later, Thea came over with a mug of hot tea and handed it to Bestrice.
“Stay warm and let me know when you're back safely. I'm surprised he didn't send a

carriage for you with how cold it is. | didn’'t think he was as cold and uncaring as the
rumors would lead me to believe.”

Beatrice shrugged. “He’ s not, and he knows | like to walk.”

“And yet, you aren’t usually walking all the way there in the snow,” Thea pointed
out.

Beatrice shook her head. “I'd rather walk than ask for a carriage. | just needed
something hot to warm myself before | leave.”



Thea frowned but didn't say anything else as she bustled away to wait on another
customer. Beatrice smiled at her friend’s retreating back. It was sweet of Thea to
worry, but al would be well. It was a cold day, but it wasn’t currently snowing, and
she would rather get it over with than wonder what Lord Dunham was so urgently
asking to see her for. Because Thea was right—it was unusual for him to ask to see
her outside of their usual times.

She sat in a cozy chair by the fire and enjoyed the ambience of the café while
drinking her tea, Ginger purring at her feet. Taking a moment to breathe always
helped—and so did visiting the café and spending time with Ginger. After finishing
her drink, she brought her empty mug back to the counter, and with a cheerful wave
at Thea, set off into the snow.

Whatever had Lord Dunham in such a rush to speak with her, she was ready to hear
it.
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Chapter two
Alexander

Lord Alexander Dunham of Eldenwilde paced his study as he waited for the librarian
to arrive.

It was not unusual for him to see the librarian, but it was unusual for him to be this
Nervous.

His palms were sweating, and he had a hard time drawing enough air into his lungs.
As he continued to pace, one foot in front of the other, back and forth across his
study, his mind raced.

If she didn’t agree to his plan, he wasn’t sure what would happen.

He glanced out the window, hoping to see her arriving, but there was still no one in
sight.

His message had requested that she come as soon as she could, and she usually came
very promptly. But he’ d never had something so important to tell her before, and he'd
never been waiting for her to arrive like this.

Rose stared at him and yowled in disapproval.

“1 know,” hetold her, glaring at her. “I know you don't like it, but | don't know what
elsetodo.”



Rose ignored him, turning away.

Alexander sighed. “It's not as if | can see any other way out of it,” he said. “Believe
me, | have thought through so many scenarios, | don't even know how to tell you how
many there have been. But the fact remainsthat if | am not married, | am vulnerable.”

Maybe even if he was married, but he didn’t want to think about that.

“You know Lohndrey is coming back,” he said, his voice beginning to sound a little
desperate, even to himself. “And if | don't have a wife, he's going to force me to
marry his daughter.”

Rose |ooked unimpressed.

“l just can't. Not to mention the fact that it would then give him access to my estate,
with his daughter as its mistress, and | can't be responsible for allowing a sorcerer
access to an estate like that. My people deserve better from me. There is too much at
stake for meto stand idly by—not when time is running out.”

If his father was to be believed, the sorcerer would be coming back with his daughter
on the eve of histhirtieth birthday.

If only he could talk to Jenkins about it...but he hadn't been able to tell a soul.

Every time hetried, his voice would stop working. Over the years, he had tried to dlip
references to the curse into his daily conversation, but no matter what he said, it never
seemed to click—not that he expected it to.

Since magic had been outlawed years ago, no one he spoke to on a daily basis had
any reason to suspect that he was under a magical curse. It simply wasn't something
that would be in the normal realm of possibilities.



But, as he had learned on that day so many years ago, magic was real. And even
though it was outlawed, there were still people practicing it, like the sorcerer who'd
had a need for vengeance against his family.

So now he needed a wife, and fast. Because if there was one thing he knew, it was
that he could not marry the murderer’ s daughter.

He stopped pacing and collapsed into the chair by the fire. Rose, sensing that he had
stilled for a moment, followed him, jumped up onto his lap, curled up there, and
began to purr. He methodically stroked her back and took a deep breath.

Getting married before his thirtieth birthday wasn’'t something he’ d planned on doing,
but it didn’t seem out of the realm of the ordinary. And while marrying someone just
for the sake of being married wasn't his favorite plan, it seemed like the best option
to protect both him and his people.

He could only hope that the sorcerer wouldn’t take it out on them—or his wife.

Hopefully, Beatrice would say yes, because of al the girls he knew in the region, she
was the only one he could imagine marrying. None of the nobility were
eligible—Lord Taylor's daughters and Lady Liliana Rendon were far too young for
him. He could have gone to Riyel to find a bride, but he didn’t want to risk Lohndrey
arriving when he wasn’t home.

A local bride was necessary, and Beatrice Montgomery fit everything he needed.
She was surprisingly well-educated, and she wasn't vapid like many of the ladies he'd
met in Riyel. She was less afraid of him than the rest of the commoners, and at |east

they could discuss books if they had nothing else in common.

It didn’t hurt that she was beautiful, too.



But that was entirely inconsequential. She was the most suitable option, and if she
turned him down, he would be stuck.

All he could do was hope that he would be persuasive enough to convince her that
marrying him was a better option than staying alibrarian.

He shot to his feet at the sound of footsteps in the hallway, displacing the cat, who let
him know she was displeased by digging her claws into his shin.

But he didn’t pay attention to Rose.

Was she here already?

But when the door opened, it was simply Jenkins, who opened the door and frowned
at him. “You're going to ruin the floor with your pacing, my lord,” he said. “Why

don’t you sit?’

Alexander shook his head, shaking the cat off and beginning to pace yet again. “How
can | sit?’ he asked. “You know what I’m about to ask her.”

“You know | don’'t approve,” Jenkins said, a sour look crossing his face.

“l1 know,” Alexander said.

Jenkins had been there for the aftermath of the sorcerer’s first visit. He'd been there
helping to extinguish the fire and had been there when his father and mother
succumbed to their wounds.

But he didn’t know everything.

Jenkins hadn’t been there when Alexander’s father had told him, his voice cracking,



that the sorcerer had forcibly bound him to a betrothal agreement before disappearing
in the flash of fire and smoke that set their rose garden ablaze and mortally wounded
his parents. He hadn’'t been there to overhear that Alexander and his parents were
cursed to silence about the whole matter.

He hadn’'t been alone, wrestling with the fact that he was betrothed to a murderer’s
daughter, for the past fourteen years.

The investigation into the fire hadn’t turned up any trace of the sorcerer, and if it
weren't for the fact that his voice wouldn’t work any time he tried to discuss it, he
could almost pretend he' d imagined the whole thing.

“What will you do if she says no?’ Jenkins asked, raising an eyebrow.

“1 will do everything in my power to make sure that she doesn’t,” Alexander said.

From the corner, Rose muttered a yowl, and he turned to her and shook his head.

“That’s enough from you,” he said. “He's already upset with me. | don’'t need you
being cranky with me, too.”

The orange cat let out another disapproving sound and turned her back to him.

“She’s an odd one,” Jenkins said, frowning at the cat. “It's almost like she can
understand you.”

“Yes, itis,” Alexander said, sighing at Rose’ s antics. She could understand him, even
if she didn’'t like to let it on. But he needed to return to the matter at hand.
“Regardless, it was my father’s will that | be married by thirty, and | must fulfill his
wishes.”



He' d conveniently left out the fact that it wasn't legally in his father’ s will. His butler
didn’t know better, and his lawyer had gone back to Riyel, so there was no one to
contest his statement.

Jenkins frowned, but didn’t say anything else.

“1 know it’s sudden, but I’'m hopeful that we will have a good marriage,” Alexander
said.

Hopefully it would be both good and long. He didn’t want to think of the alternative.

There was a rap at the door, and Jenkins took a deep breath. “ She's here,” the butler
said, turning on hisheel. “I’ll bring her in. Good luck to you.”

Jenkins disappeared and Alexander stood behind his desk, planting his hands into the
firm wooden surface that had survived so many Lord Dunhams before him and would
hopefully survive many more. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the
conversation ahead.

He could only hope that Beatrice would say yes, and once she had, that she would
understand the importance of protecting his family's estate and the people who relied
on him.

Barely a moment later, there was a rap at the door, and Jenkins opened it and
announced Miss Beatrice Montgomery.

And there she was.
The librarian’s reddish-brown hair had escaped from its usual braid, and her cheeks

and nose were a bright shade of red as she walked stiffly toward him, her arms tucked
in the folds of her cloak. The cloak looked damp, and not the kind of damp that



would appear in the space between a carriage and the front door.

Had she walked through the snow?

“Did | not send a carriage?’ he asked, hurrying toward her and guiding her toward the
blazing fireplace. “I’m so sorry, Miss Beatrice. | don't know what | was thinking—or
not thinking.”

“All is well,” Beatrice said, but her teeth chattered as she spoke, and she willingly
went with him to the fireplace. “1 enjoyed the walk. It was only the last few minutes
where the cold got to me. Y ou know | enjoy the exercise.”

“That doesn't mean you should walk when there are six inches of snow on the
ground,” he said, ushering her into his favorite chair. Shame filled him as he looked
down at her shoes, which were soaked through. “May | take your wet shoes off?’ he
asked.

“l candoit,” Beatrice said, as Jenkins appeared with hot tea and a blanket.

“No, you hold the tea,” Alexander said firmly, looking at her red hands. “Would you
rather have me send for amaid?’

“You needn’t trouble yourself,” Beatrice said as she began shivering.

Alexander nodded to Jenkins as he handed her the mug of hot tea, her fingers having
difficulty curling around it, and laid the blanket over her lap. The butler understood
his gesture and hurried out of the room to fetch amaid.

How could he have forgotten to send a carriage? He was about to ask her one of the
strangest questions she had probably ever heard, and he couldn’t even be bothered to
send a carriage to get her here safely.



“1 apologize for not sending acarriage,” Alexander said.

“It is quite all right,” Beatrice said softly. “Please do not trouble yourself any further
on my behalf.”

She smiled at him, and though he still felt riddled with guilt, Alexander almost smiled
back. Something about her had away of aways lifting his spirits.

It was hard to be upset with anything when Beatrice Montgomery smiled at you like
that.

“May | please take your shoes off so your feet can warm up?’ he asked. He didn’t
want to wait for amaid when she was still so cold.

“If you wish,” Beatrice said, glancing away from him toward the fire.

Alexander began unlacing her shoes, doing so carefully, not wanting to hurt her. His
hands were large enough to wrap around her ankles, and the wet knots were more
difficult to untie than he had expected. He had never been this close to her before, and
looking up at her brown eyes, which sparkled despite how cold she was, made him
feel discombobulated, his heart beginning to race.

He pulled off one shoe and then the other, just as a maid came bustling in. He quickly
stood and distanced himself, gesturing to Beatrice's feet, alowing the maid to do the
more intimate job of taking off her soaked-through wool socks.

Once the maid had gone and Beatrice was sipping her tea, Alexander cleared his
throat.

She looked up at him, her brown eyes questioning, but the words stuck in his throat.
Not because of the curse, but because he could hardly believe he was about to say



them.

There was no choice, though. He had to protect his people, and this was the only way
he could think of to do so.

He didn’t want to look at her, but he owed her the courtesy of looking into her eyes
when he asked the question. This was one of the biggest moments of his life, and
perhaps hers as well.

Alexander cleared his throat one more time and blurted out, “Miss Beatrice, will you
marry me?’
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Chapter three

Beatrice

Of all the things Beatrice had considered on her long, cold walk to Eldenwilde, she
had never considered the fact that Lord Dunham would want to marry her. It hadn't
even crossed her mind. And if she had to guess again, she still wouldn't imagine

something of this nature.

If it wouldn't be super obvious, she would pinch herself to make sure that she was, in
fact, awake and not merely dreaming all of this.

“Miss Beatrice? Did you hear me?”’

Beatrice shook herself dlightly. She must not be dreaming, and she would have to
answer.

“l am...not sure,” she admitted. How could she be sure when she had never expected
to get married in the first place, much less to Lord Dunham?

“1 know this must be a shock,” he said, “but | must find awife immediately.”
She could hardly believe the words coming from his mouth.
It was so unbelievable, one could consider it to be a joke.

Her eyes widened. Was it a joke? “This isn't a prank, is it?" she asked, just to



confirm. “Dietrich isn't about to pop out and laugh at me?’

Lord Dunham shook his head. “I don't know who Dietrich is, but no, it's not a prank.”

“l didn't think it was,” she said with a sigh, leaning back in her chair. It was
extraordinarily comfortable, and the warmth of the fire was beginning to help her
thaw out. If she had been alone, she would have been tempted to take a nap.

But one couldn’'t take a nap when a man was proposing marriage, which was
apparently her current situation.

“Why must you find awife immediately?’ she asked.

Lord Dunham took a deep breath and opened his mouth, then paused. “It was my
father’ swill that | marry before my thirtieth birthday,” he said after a moment.

Beatrice considered his statement. She'd heard before of nobility having legal
requirements to fulfill before they could inherit their estate, but wasn’t Lord Dunham
already Lord of Eldenwilde?

“Is there no one else for you to marry?’ she asked.
He shook his head. “The young ladies of the nobility in this region are far too young
for me, and it’s very unlikely that | could travel to Riyel to find a bride in time. The
simpletruth is, | need you, Miss Besatrice,” he said.
She felt butterflies in her stomach at the words. She could hardly imagine Roan or her
father admitting to needing someone in that way. Dietrich might, perhaps, but he was

more boy than man when it came to her.

No one had ever needed her before.



“When would you need to know the answer?’ Beatrice asked.

Lord Dunham grimaced. “About thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes?’ Beatrice said, almost to herself, her head suddenly feeling light.

She had thirty minutes to decide if she would marry him and become Lady Beatrice
Dunham of Eldenwilde.

A thought pushed to the forefront of her mind. “What about my library?’ she
demanded.

He glanced away from her, toward the fire. “As my wife, you would not be able to
run the library in town. But | have a library here on the estate, which contains even
more books than the library in town, and you would be given free rein to manage
both as you seefit as the lady of the estate, of course.”

The thought of giving up her library was like a knife to her chest. “I would have to
give up my library?’

“Yes,” he sad, turning back to her, and there was true regret in his eyes. “And |
apologize for prodding, but unfortunately, my time runs short. If you will not marry
me, I'll be leaving in half an hour for Riyel to search for amaiden to marry.”

“1 see,” she murmured.

Lord Dunham took a deep breath. “Y ou would be given the full power of the title of
Lady Dunham as long as you live. You'd never want for anything, and | would be as

much or as little of a husband as you wish.”

Her eyes widened at the implication. “And an heir?’



“We can discuss that in a year or so,” he said, not quite meeting her gaze. “It's
certainly not something we' d be rushing toward.”

Beatrice took a deep breath. She could hardly believe she was actually considering
the idea. Surely, this was something that she should run far, far away from.

Y et, the truth was, the idea of stability that would last the rest of her life was very
appealing. She’'d grown up with so little stability that the idea of marrying a man who
was tied down to an estate and wouldn't leave it felt like a dream come true.

It wasn't as if she had many men beating down her door in town. Roan had been the
only one to even hint at marriage, and she had no interest in him. There were few
men who were interested in a woman more educated than they were.

That wouldn’t be an issue with Lord Dunham.

And she would be mistress of her own home...not ssmply managing her father’s and
being at the mercy of his every whim.

When she thought about it like that, the decision suddenly became much clearer.
Even if she might regret it, even if no one else understood why she had doneit.

Her one regret would be leaving her library. But Lord Dunham had promised a large
library of books here at Eldenwilde, and she would ensure that her library was well
looked after.

Perhaps Eugenia would be interested in the position. She spent alarge amount of time
at the library aready, and she had no qualms about telling people what they needed.

She would probably love the chance to help Beatrice with running the library.

It would change everything about her life, but Beatrice had never been one to shy



away from achallenge.

Maybe it was time to try something new.

Marrying alord seemed new enough.

With her mind made up, Beatrice looked at Lord Dunham and nodded her head.

“1 will marry you,” she said.

The sigh of relief that he gave made her smile.

“Let us make haste then,” he said. “I will have a maid take you to your room so you
can prepare while | send for the priest.”

Beatrice took a deep breath. He was wasting no time. She aready had aroom?

L ord Dunham took a deep breath. “ Thank you, Lady Beatrice.”

Her eyes widened at the new title. Lady Beatrice.

She was about to become nobility.

“Of course, Lord Dunham,” she said as she stood, her bare feet connecting with the
cool floor. “I owe my current situation to you, and it has treated me well thus far. |

am sure that trusting my future to you will also work well.”

He let out adlight chuckle. “I hope it will work well for you, too. And please, call me
Alexander.”

Beatrice glanced down at the floor, her cheeks heating at the thought.



Marrying Lord Dunham was one thing.

Calling him Alexander? Another thing entirely.

The maid from earlier appeared and led her out of Lord Dunham's study, toward the
grand staircase she had always seen, but never climbed.

“I"'m Beatrice,” she said. “What’ s your name?’

“I"m Colette, ma am.”

“Have you worked for Lord Dunham long?’ Beatrice asked as she followed Colette
up the stairs.

Each step took her further and further into her new life. Within the hour, she would
be married. This would be her new home, and she would be Lady Dunham.

“Most of my life,” the maid said. “My family has been at Eldenwilde for years.”
Beatrice should have paid more attention, but she was distracted as she climbed. The
grand staircase she had always seen and wondered what lay upstairs would become a

staircase that she descended regularly.

How was this her life? This seemed stranger than the romance novels that she
occasionally read.

Well, perhaps more than occasionally.

But since she'd had no expectation of getting married, it had seemed a way to enjoy
the romantic stories that she never expected would happen to her.



WEell, now she was getting married...but there was no romance involved here, either.
So she had been both right and wrong.

The maid led her up the stairs and turned left toward a large door.

“The housekeeper will be right with you, maam,” Colette said, bobbing a dslight
curtsy before hurrying down the hallway and disappearing down what must be the
servants' staircase.

Beatrice pondered the doors in front of her. Should she go in? Should she wait for the
housekeeper? Colette hadn't given any instructions, and it felt odd to open a door in
someone else's home.

But then again, this was to be her home.

What would Sophia do?

Beatrice grinned at the thought. Her friend Sophia had also become nobility after
being raised as a commoner. Perhaps she should visit her soon and ask her advice.

Even if she couldn’'t visit Sophia, she’d need to send word, and soon, because Thea
would be very concerned if she didn't go to the café tomorrow. She wouldn’t want
Thea and Dietrich to be worried on her behalf or to assume that Lord Dunham was a
beast who had held her captive.

He' d ssimply asked her to marry him instead.
The townsfolk believed he was cold and uncaring, but that was just because they

didn’t know him like she did. Any man who would establish a library and pay her to
spend her life in aroom full of books couldn’t be a beast.



No, he might be surprising, but he wasn't cold and uncaring because he didn’t go into
town.

Perhaps, as his wife, she could help him to change hisimage in town. She could start
by going to town tomorrow to tell Thea and Dietrich that she was married to Lord
Dunham.

She grinned at the thought as she |eaned forward and threw the door open, gasping at
the sight before her. The room was large enough that even the enormous bed with a
canopy and four posts that towered high above it couldn’t fill it.

Thiswasto be her room.

The room wasfit for a queen, or at least alady...which she was shortly to become.
She spun around, taking in the large, airy room, and her mouth dropped open when
she redlized that the room aso contained three large bookcases filled with an
assortment of books.

She hurried over, greedily taking in all the books that were about to become hers
when she became mistress of the estate. She would have been lying if she said this
marriage thing didn’t seem worth it for the books alone.

She was till taking in the soft, velvety exterior of one particularly gorgeous leather
tome when there was arap at the still-open door and a middle-aged woman wearing a

gray dress and with streaks of silver in her hair bustled in.

“Hello, dear,” the woman said, her eyes bright and warm and her voice cheery. “I'm
Mrs. Jenkins, the housekeeper, and | am here to help you prepare for your wedding.”

The words, stated so matter-of-factly, made Beatrice giggle.



“Iseverything all right?’ the housekeeper asked with asmile.

“Only, when | left my house this morning, | didn't expect to be getting married, much
lessto Lord Dunham,” Beatrice explained.

“I can only imagine, dearie,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “When | married my husband, | was
fully in love with him, and even then, | was nervous. I'm sure you must be even more

SO.

“Will you tell me about the man | am marrying?’ Beatrice asked as the housekeeper
hurried over to the wardrobe and opened it to reveal that it was overflowing with
dresses. Beatrice's eyes widened yet again. If this house and these people didn't stop
surprising her, she might permanently appear to be an owl.

Where had all these dresses come from?

“Lord Alexander is a kind and just man who has had a hard life,” the housekeeper
said, clicking her tongue. “I am very glad that he has found a wife who will accept
him as he is and help him with this next phase of hisjourney.”

The housekeeper's shrewd eyes looked her over. “You're about the same size as his
mother—God rest her soul—so fortunately, we should be able to find something in
here for you to wear for the ceremony. You'll not want to wear your wet things. What
he was thinking, not sending a carriage for you...” she said, clicking her tongue again.
“And my Jenkins didn't remind him! I'll have aword with him later.”

Beatrice startled at the realization that Mrs. Jenkins must be married to the butler,
Jenkins.

She allowed Mrs. Jenkins to help her dress quickly in a stunning blue gown that laced
up in the back and showed off her figure. “This color reminds me of the dress you



were wearing,” the housekeeper said as she finished lacing it, “so | thought it might
help you as you go from the old to the new.”

“Thank you,” Beatrice said, smiling at the woman in the mirror as she pulled out a
pair of slippers and set them on the floor. Beatrice slipped her feet into them, her feet
instantly warming.

The housekeeper pulled a brush out of the drawer and undid the braid that was falling

apart. “I1 am not talented when it comes to dressing hair, but | can brush it out and it
will ook beautiful.”

Beatrice stood patiently and waited as the housekeeper finished, tying part of her hair
back with a blue ribbon that matched the gown.

“Are you ready to become Lady Dunham?’ the housekeeper asked gently as Beatrice
inspected herself in the mirror.

She looked like alady.

Whether she was ready or not, she was on her way to becoming the new Lady
Dunham, and her life would never be the same.
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Chapter four
Alexander

Beatrice entered his study wearing a dress in a stunning shade of blue that had once
belonged to his mother, and all the air left Alexander's lungs in one fell swoop. If he
hadn't been expecting her, he might have thought it was an angel walking into the
room.

But instead, it was his bride.

He considered himself very fortunate to have found a bride who was as sweet, kind,
and beautiful as Beatrice Montgomery. Or, as she was soon to be, Beatrice Dunham.

He had been anxioudly pacing his study yet again as he waited for her to reappear, but
she met his gaze with a look that somehow steadied him. It promised she would be
with him through this, no matter what, and made him less afraid of the future.

After al, if she was willing to marry him without knowing al the reasons for his
urgent marriage, surely she would understand about his curse when she found out.

She drew nearer, a smile beginning to reach the corners of her eyes as she approached
and looked him over. He had changed, too. He'd argued that it wasn’'t a formal
wedding, and Jenkins had argued that was all the more reason for him to wear his
finest clothes. Seeing Beatrice wearing his mother's gown, Alexander was glad that
he had allowed his butler to send him upstairs to change.



“You look very handsome,” Beatrice said with a smile as she approached. Her cheeks
flushed as she said the words, as if she wasn't quite sure if she should be so familiar
with him.

“So do you,” Alexander admitted before realizing what he'd said. “Beautiful, | mean.
Y ou look beautiful.”

He wasn't sure how to be so familiar with her, either. But her smile at his words was
big enough to light the whole room.

“Thank you,” she said. “Are you ready for this?’

“Are you?' he asked, searching her face for signs that she wasn't—that she knew
what she was getting herself into, that she wasn’'t going to back out of the room and
run screaming to town, declaring that he was a madman who had tried to trap her into
marriage. But she stood firm, a smile on her face, as there always was.

Somehow, his lack of smileshadn’t run her off yet.

“l am ready,” she said.

Alexander offered his arm, holding his breath until she took it.

They were doing this. It was actually happening.

He was about to marry the librarian in the hopes of preventing an evil sorcerer from
taking over his estate.

“Thank you,” he said softly as he began to walk her toward the door.

“Of course, my lord,” she said. “Though you should know, I'm only doing it for the



books.”

He looked down at her in surprise, and she gave him awink.

Oh, she had been teasing him. He wasn't used to people teasing him, but perhaps he
would have to get used to it.

He' d seen hints of this side of Beatrice, but marrying her would certainly allow more
of her playful side to come out than the brief visits from before, when she was merely

his employee.

“Well then, | suppose it's a good thing we have the priest waiting for us in the
library,” he said.

She froze, her breath catching as she looked up at him with starry eyes.

“Thelibrary?’ she asked, asmile on her lips.

“The library,” he confirmed. “If | must marry you in haste, with no one to see you
off, | thought maybe you would enjoy the comfort of having books by your side.”

Her eyes began to mist over.

“That is one of the most thoughtful things anyone has ever done for me,” she said
softly. “Thank you, my lord.”

“It's Alexander now,” he reminded her.

Beatrice colored dlightly.

“1 will try, but it may take me some time to remember to address you so informally,”



shesaid.

“Even though we are about to be married?’ he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Even though we are to be married,” she admitted. “Y ou have been my employer for
two years now; that is not something | can forget so quickly.”

“1 hope you will forget it soon enough,” Alexander said as they turned the corner and
entered the library.

He turned to watch her face, and he had been right to do so, because the emotions that
played out there were beautiful to see. Her eyes opened wide in shock and then in
wonder as she took in the room with bookshelves along every wall. A dliding ladder
adorned the half full bookcases on the western side, and to the north, a wall of
windows along the breadth of the room allowed light to flow in and illuminate the
whole room in awarm glow. The orange kitten had even joined them, lying stretched
out in one particular patch of sunlight, reminding her of Ginger at the café.

“1 have never seen so many booksin my wholelife,” Beatrice breathed in awe.

“And these are the ones that are left after we filled your library,” Alexander reminded
her, and she laughed.

“1 cannot believeit. Did your mother read all of these?’

“Goodness, no,” Alexander said with a chuckle, “but she loved to collect them. She
had more than one bookseller in Riyel who would send her regular packages, and
every time my father came back from the city, he would bring even more. Nothing

made her happier than when he presented her with a package full of books.”

Beatrice let out asigh. “I can imagine,” she said, letting go of his arm to twirl around



and take in the full sight of his mother's collection. “There must be hundreds of books
in here still.”

“Probably,” Alexander admitted. “It wouldn't surprise me if she collected more than a
hundred every year.”

Beatrice closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “It even smells like books,” she said,
contentment filling her voice. “Oh, | could die happy in this room.”

The priest came out of the chair in the corner where he'd been sitting, and Alexander
reached for Beatrice' s arm again.

She startled when she saw the priest, apparently so enraptured by the books that she
hadn’t noticed him.

“Hello,” she said, smiling warmly at him.

“Hello, Beatrice,” the priest said.

“He will be happy to tell your father you'll be staying with me when he goes back to
thevillage,” Alexander told Besatrice. “| wouldn’t want him to worry for you.”

Beatrice nodded. “I would appreciate that, although it's not my father you need to
notify—it’s Thea, at the café.”

The priest nodded, but Alexander was confused. “Where is your father?’

“My father runs the trade route to Riyel,” Beatrice explained. “I don’'t expect him
back for another few days.”

“Hejust leaves you at home?’ Alexander asked, frowning.



“Yes,” Beatrice said with a dight shrug. “He has to provide somehow. And it’s better
when he’s not home.”

“l see,” he said, till frowning. There were ways to provide without leaving your
daughter home alone for days or weeks at atime, Alexander thought darkly, and your
daughter should never think that it’s better without your presence. His opinion of her
father was only going downhill the more he learned about him. He'd made inquiries
about Beatrice and her father when she first started working for him, but he hadn’t
realized just how little time Gerald Montgomery spent at home.

“If you are ready, my lord,” the priest said, looking between the two of them as he
broke into Alexander’ s thoughts.

“Of course,” Alexander said, turning hisfull attention to Beatrice. “ Please begin.”

The priest turned to Beatrice. “Y ou are willingly entering this marriage?’ he asked, a
frown creasing between his eyebrows.

“1 am,” Beatrice said with a dlight smile. “Thank you for your concern.”

The priest nodded and stepped forward. “Then we shall begin,” he said, and he
started the shortest marriage ceremony possible, as Alexander had instructed.

Alexander couldn’t help but watch the woman who was soon to be his wife. He could
only hope they would be happy for the length of their marriage, however short it
might be. His eyes never left hers as the priest spoke. Even the shortest marriage
ceremony, apparently, took longer than Alexander remembered.

But at the end of it, she would be his bride and would hopefully stand by his side
through thick and thin.



“Beatrice Montgomery,” the priest began, “will you take this man to be your
husband?’

Even though Alexander thought he knew the answer, he held his breath as he waited
to hear what she would say.

“1 will,” Beatrice said, her brown eyesfilling with warmth.

“Do you, Lord Alexander Dunham, take this woman to be your wife?’ the priest
asked.

“1 will,” Alexander replied, the words catching in his throat.
“By the power vested in me, | pronounce you husband and wife. Y ou may kiss your
bride,” the priest said, his eyes widening as he realized what he had just said. “1—I

mean—"

But Alexander didn’'t hesitate. He leaned forward, took Beatrice's hand in his, and
placed a gentle kiss on the back of her knuckles.

It might not be the wedding kiss most girls dreamed of, but it was all he was capable
of at the moment.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.
“You're welcome,” shereplied, a solemn smile gracing her face.
And just like that, with the ssmple exchange of vows and a quiet moment between

them, their lives were bound together, forever altered by the vows they had taken and
the uncertain path they were about to walk.
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Chapter five
Beatrice

Beatrice allowed her husband to lead her toward the dining room, where he said Mrs.
Jenkins had prepared awedding meal for them.

The priest was staying to enjoy the meal, so Beatrice would not be aone with her
new husband just yet, but he was leading her across the house, her hand resting on his
arm, and she had never felt this way before.

She wasn't even sure she could describe how she felt, only that her stomach felt a
little odd, and she wasn't sure if she would be able to eat any of the dinner that had
been so carefully prepared for them in celebration of their wedding.

She had a husband now, and once the papers were sent to Riyel, she would officially
be Lady Beatrice Dunham of Eldenwilde. Her throat felt tight. What would her father
and her friends say?

Her father probably wouldn’t even notice, except that she wouldn’t be there to cook a
meal for him when he was in the Northlands.

But Dietrich and his mother and Thea were sure to have opinions on the matter, and
she wasn’t sure what their opinions would be.

On one hand, she could see Thea being excited for her, and on the other hand, she
could see Thea being appalled that she had married a man she barely knew.



Asfor Dietrich, well, he was likely to be upset that she’ d gotten married without him
there, and his mother would also be sad about that. The fact that Danise and Dietrich
had missed her wedding hurt more than she had expected it to, but perhaps someday
she would be able to have a simple ceremony with Lord Dunham that their loved
ones could attend.

Although he didn’t have any loved ones, so perhaps it was selfish of her to want a
ceremony for her loved ones to witness. He had to have friends, though, right? It
wasn't as if he’d been entirely alone for the past fifteen years or so since his parents
had passed.

She couldn’t remember exactly how long it had been. She had only been maybe ten
years old, and the death of two nobles was not something that affected her life much
at that point. She might have remembered more about it had she known that someday
L ord Dunham would hire her...or that one day she would be his wife.

They turned into the dining room, and he pulled out a chair for her. The heavy skirts
of the new dress were more than she was used to, and she was grateful for the help.
As she dlipped into the chair and adjusted her skirt, Lord Dunham’s hand brushed
against her shoulder as he pushed the chair in, and she had to stop herself from
jumping.

It would take time to get used to him being so close to her.

“Lady Beatrice,” the priest said, suddenly drawing her attention from across the way.
“1 hope that you are well and that your library has been doing well?’

“It has been,” she said kindly. The library did not have much in the way of religious
texts, so the priest was not often a visitor, though occasionally he came in for one of
the tomes on gardening. He had been a staunch advocate for the library when it first
began and many in town were unsure of how they felt about it, and she appreciated



the support.

“What will happen to the library now?’ he asked, glancing between the two of them.

“lI would like Lady Dunham to appoint her successor,” Lord Dunham said as he
settled into his own chair at the opposite end of the very long table. “| don’t suppose
you'’ ve thought about it yet?’ he asked, looking at her.

“1 am hopeful that Eugenia may be interested in the role,” Beatrice said.

The priest nodded. “Y es, she would be well-suited to the task,” he said. “It would not
take her from anything she's currently doing, and she does enjoy seeing everyone in
town.”

“It would require her to stay in one place for more than a few minutes,” Beatrice said
with agrin, “which might be difficult for her.”

“That is true,” the priest said. “However, if we can convince her that enough people
will come to her, that might do the trick.”

Beatrice nodded. “We shall see. | have no high hopes for her to actually stay put, but
it would be niceif shedid.”

Colette, the maid who had helped her earlier, entered with another girl Beatrice
hadn't met yet. She would have to make friends with all the staff as soon as she
could; if she was to be the mistress of Eldenwilde, she wanted to know all her people.

The maids began serving them food, and Beatrice smiled and thanked them, noting
that Lord Dunham did not. Perhaps there was something to be said for the rumor that
her husband was not the friendliest, though she’'d seen nothing yet that could
convince her he was as callous as the villagers would lead her to believe.



That was another stumbling block in her plan to convince Dietrich and Thea that she
was fine—if only her husband had a better reputation in the community. As it was,
she would have to do some convincing.

But she had been the first librarian in a town that did not value literature, and she had
grown used to convincing people. If the people that needed to be convinced were
Dietrich and Thea and her father, at least she knew what would make them more
easily swayed, as opposed to the townspeople who did not give her such an
advantage.

The meal passed quickly, with no one saying anything, just eating as quickly as
possible. Before she knew it, Lord Dunham and the priest had gone back to his study,
and she was alone.

She took a moment to take a deep breath as she looked around her new home.

The ideafelt strange. This was home now?

She would have to go home at some point to get her things. Not that she would need
clothes or any of the kitchenware that she used, but she wouldn't want to leave her
books behind. They didn't deserve such afate.

Even if her new husband had promised her alibrary.

Oh, the word “husband” felt strange.

She had a husband now.

Her, Beatrice Montgomery, the librarian whom no one in town had ever been
interested in—except for Roan.



Beatrice didn't care, though. It was no longer her problem. Because she was married.

Beatrice took a deep breath and rose from her seat. She wasn't going to just sit here
waiting for him to come back. Lord Dunham had been apologetic as he had led the
priest away to do some paperwork, but he hadn't thought to tell her what she should
do once he left her, and she had little idea what she should do to occupy her time.

So, she would explore.

As she opened the door, she nearly ran into Mrs. Jenkins. The friendly housekeeper
smiled at Beatrice and said, “I was just looking for you, Lady Dunham. | thought
perhaps you would like atour.”

Beatrice nodded. “That would be lovely, Mrs. Jenkins.” As much as she wanted to
protest the new title, she had a feeling Mrs. Jenkins was not going to budge on it.
Perhaps she was right—she would have to get used to it eventually. Even if the idea
still seemed strange.

She followed Mrs. Jenkins through the hallway and did her best to pay attention as
she was ushered through a sitting room, through the foyer, and toward Lord
Dunham’ s study.

“And where is the library?’ she asked. She had been so distracted earlier, she had no
idea where the library was actually located.

Mrs. Jenkins smiled and led her to the library beyond the study, and Beatrice opened
the doors to take it in once more without the distraction of her impending marriage.

It truly was the most stunning thing she'd ever seenin her life.

And thislibrary was hers?



“It' simpressive, isn't it?’ Mrs. Jenkins asked as Beatrice sighed happily.

“Itis,” Beatrice said, already itching to disappear into achair and read a book.

“Would you like to see the kitchen too?’ the housekeeper asked.

“1 would,” Beatrice said, nodding. “1 would like to meet everyoneif that’s possible.”

“Of course, my lady.” Mrs. Jenkins led the way through the servants' door and
toward the kitchen, where everyone stopped what they were doing to stare as she
announced, “ Everyone, thisis the new Lady Dunham.”

There was a whirlwind of introductions, too many to remember, and a few moments
later, Beatrice was being led from the kitchen back into the dining room, a full circle
of thefirst floor complete.

“l1 must return to my duties, but before | do, let me show you to your room,” Mrs,
Jenkins said. “Now that you've had a little more of the house shown to you, it might
be helpful to orient yourself to your room again, too.”

Beatrice agreed that it would be helpful and followed Mrs. Jenkins up the grand
staircase from before. As they entered the stunning room she had been in earlier, she
turned to the housekeeper. “Thisistruly my room?’ she asked.

Mrs. Jenkins smiled. “It is. Now, we haven't alady’s maid on the premises, but one
of the girls, Guinevere, is talented with hair and such. I've asked her to come take the
position of your lady’s maid for the time being, and we can decide in aweek or so if
you'd rather have a formally trained maid from the city. She'll be up in the morning
to take care of you, and I’ [| help you with anything you need tonight.”

“I’m sure Guinevere will be lovely,” Beatrice assured Mrs. Jenkins. She had no need



of alady’s maid, except maybe to do up her dresses if they were all as complicated as
the one she was currently wearing. “Do you suppose Lord Dunham would mind if |
joined them in his study?’

Mrs. Jenkins gave her asmile. “I’m sure he would be delighted to see you.”

Beatrice doubted that. The man barely knew her.

But since she knew him more than she knew anyone else here, and Mrs. Jenkins had
her own work to do, it seemed best to go see him and discuss what she should do with
her days.

She had no experience with being alady, and thus far hadn’t been told much of what
she was expected to do in that role. Some clarification would be useful before she
decided to spend all of her daysin the library reading.

Perhaps she could ask for some paper to make a list of everything she needed to do.
She needed to make sure her library was taken care of, her things were fetched from
her house, and her friends were told where she was.

Y es, avisit to the study was in order.

And maybe she would get to pet the kitten she had spotted earlier.

As she made her way back down the grand staircase, her heart pounded in an
unfamiliar rhythm. The feeling surprised her. Why should she be nervous? She was

only going to Lord Dunham’ s study, a room she had been in plenty of times before.

Though this would be the first time she would enter the room as his wife.
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Chapter six
Alexander
Alexander opened the door to his study just in time to watch his new wife descend the
staircase. She was absolutely stunning, dressed in the blue gown his mother had worn
so often, her chestnut hair tumbling down around her face in waves that looked
absolutely effortless.
The word “wife” felt strange, and yet, also completely normal.
“Hello,” he said as she approached, smiling at him.
She was shorter than he'd realized. He' d never been so close to her, except for their
wedding ceremony, and he' d been rather distracted then. “I don’'t suppose you would
like to go for awalk with me?’ he said.
She glanced at the window, then back at him.
“l know it’s cold out,” he added, “but | enjoy getting a little fresh air in the evenings
before | retire, and | thought perhaps you would like to see a little more of your new
home.”

Beatrice smiled at him. “That would be lovely, my lord.”

“It's Alexander,” hereminded her.



“That would be lovely, Lord Alexander,” she said, with an impish grin.

He could acknowledge the effort she was making, even if he would rather her be
more comfortable with him. “I will accept that for now,” he warned, “but | hope that
you will soon consider using my name, Lady Bestrice.”

“We shall see,” she responded.

“Shall we?’ he asked, offering his arm. “Let us see if your cloak is still around here
somewhere.”

Before he could even call, Jenkins had appeared with his coat and Beatrice's cloak in
hand.

“That is what you came in?’ he asked, staring at the lightweight cloak, the shame of
not sending a carriage for her once again rushing through him. “I cannot apologize

enough, my lady.”

“It is perfectly al right,” Beatrice said, as Jenkins helped her with her cloak. “I am
used to the cold, my lord.”

“Bethat asit may,” heresponded, “1 should know better than to expect alady to walk
miles through the snow.”

“But this morning, | was not a lady,” Beatrice teased, her eyes bright. “So it is not
your fault, and you should not blame yourself.”

Alexander nodded toward her. “I will accept your grace,” he said, “and promise to do
better in the future.”

She smiled widely, and he offered his arm as Jenkins opened the front door for them.



He hadn't yet been outside today, and the cold whipped right through him with the
northern wind howling around the corner of the building. “Was it this bitter this
morning?’ he asked, turning to her with wide eyes.

“No more shame, my lord,” she reminded him, clutching his arm tighter. “I survived,
and you were more than generous in helping me to warm myself by the fire when |
did arrive. And | dare say that | should not expect to be that cold again for quite a
long time, maybe even the rest of my life.”

Alexander agreed. Not if he had hisway.

As Jenkins closed the door behind them, a blur of orange shot out and settled between
Alexander’ sfeet.

“Who is this?’ Beatrice exclaimed in a bright voice as she crouched down to pet
Rose.

She was till in her kitten form. She must not be ready to trust Beatrice with her true
form yet.

“ThisisRose,” Alexander said. “I named her after the rose bushes | found her under.”
He had been more surprised than anyone to find the tiny dragon in his garden, and his
surprise had only grown when the tiny hatchling transformed into an orange striped
kitten in front of his eyes. But transformation or not, leaving her outside hadn’t
seemed smart.

And as much as he wanted to share both of his secrets with Beatrice, he could not.

Rose’s identity wasn't his to share, and even if he wanted to share the details of his
curse, it wouldn't et him.



He waited for a moment until Beatrice stood, smiling down at Rose, and took his arm
again. Though they both wore multiple layers, the warm pressure of her hand on his
arm was reassuring.

Even if she didn’'t know everything, he was no longer alone.

He had aways had Jenkins and his wife, but they had kept themselves apart, and he
had become very lonely. To have a wife of his own filled a hole inside him that he
hadn’t realized existed.

“One moment,” he said, kneeling down and letting Rose climb up onto his shoulder.

“Isyour kitten riding on your shoulder?’ Beatrice asked, raising her eyebrows at him.
“Isthat normal for her?’

“Itis,” Alexander said, reaching up to scratch Rose under the chin. She purred and
rubbed her head against his, digging her claws into his shoulder to hold on. “She's a

strange one.”

“l can see that.” Beatrice’'s grip on his arm tightened as the wind began to blow
harder.

“Let me show you the gardens,” he said, leading her forward.

“lsn’t it winter?’ Beatrice asked with asmile.

“Yes,” he admitted. “But we have a greenhouse, and | think one of our gardeners
must have a magic thumb, because our garden tends to remain beautiful for

uncommonly long. | believe we even have afew rose bushes still blooming.”

As he spoke, the words filled him with a sense of doubt. Did he have someone on his



staff who could use magic? And if he did, would they be able to help him at all? The
thought had never occurred to him, but maybe Rose was in his garden for a reason.
Maybe she had been drawn there by magic. It had seemed the rose bushes should
have long since faded for the year when he had found her curled up underneath them.

As they turned the corner of the manor house and came into view of the greenhouse,
a young woman backed out of it with a bucket of dirt in her hands, the door closing
behind her. When she saw them, she bobbed a small curtsy, despite her full hands.
“Hello, my lord,” she said.

Alexander nodded. “Hello. May | introduce to you Lady Beatrice Dunham, my
wife?’ The words felt foreign, and yet they filled him with a warm glow that battled
the wind.

“Congratulations, my lord, my lady,” the gardener said, curtsying again. “1 believe |
am to be Lady Dunham’s maid for the time being,” she said. “I was just finishing in

the greenhouse before | ventured inside to clean up.”

Beside him, Beatrice perked up. “You must be Guinevere,” she said, her smile wide
enough to brighten her whole face.

“That's me, my lady,” Guinevere said with an echoing smile, her gaze settling upon
the cat perched on his shoulder before looking at him again.

“|s the greenhouse presentable?’ he asked.

“Yes, it is, my lord,” Guinevere said, before scurrying out of the way. “I hope you
enjoy it.”

Beatrice waited until Guinevere had retreated down the path and turned the corner



before turning to him. “Y ou could smile at them,” she said, her eyes dancing merrily.
“1 think you may have scared her half to death.”

“What do you mean?’ he protested. “| just asked if the greenhouse was presentable.”

“In a tone that implied it was her fault if it wasn't,” Beatrice said, tsking at him.
“Now, let me see this greenhouse. | do love flowers.”

Despite the scolding, it felt asif the warmth of her smile should have melted the snow
that surrounded them.

“Of course, my lady,” he said, opening the door for her.

Beatrice stepped insde and sighed dreamily as she took in the sights of the
greenhouse. It was full of beautiful flowers, blooming long past when they should
have due to the warm air, and it was perhaps his favorite place on his estate. He
reached out and plucked arose, offering it to his new wife with aslight bow.

“For you, my lady,” he said.

“Thank you, kind sir,” hiswife said, bringing the flower to her nose and taking a deep
breath. “It smells wonderful. I’ ve never been in a greenhouse before—I can't believe
you have this many flowers still in bloom.”

“l told you,” he said. “It’s quite impressive, isn't it?’

“1 think | could stay in this greenhouse for the rest of my life,” Beatrice said as she
turned in acircle to take in the full effect.

He could spend the rest of hislife here, too—with her and the flowers and the warmth
from the sunshine, and the hope that maybe his wife would be exactly what he



needed.

The fact that he had awife felt odd, and yet somehow, so right.

“l think we should go in,” he said. She was probably growing cold, even in the
warmer environment of the greenhouse. He'd have to see about getting warmer
clothing for her. “We can explore more tomorrow, if you'd like.”

“1 would like that,” Beatrice said with a smile as he opened the greenhouse door for
her. “1 am looking forward to learning more about the estate.”

“And | look forward to showing it to you,” he said, offering his arm.

Why did the world feel brighter when she accepted?

He' d never considered what it would be like to have a wife that he wanted to spend
time with, but he didn’t want to say good night to Beatrice. Perhaps it was because
she had always seemed to see the real him, or perhaps it was the way she always
smiled at him, but it was confusing.

Why did she change everything?

But he didn’t have time to puzzle through it all tonight. His wife was shivering, and
the light was beginning to fade, and he ought to return to his study and get a little
more work done before bed. He should send afew things to Riyel with the messenger
who was bringing their marriage license to the king, but that was work he didn’'t
particularly feel like doing when he could instead spend time with Beatrice—which
was odd, because he shouldn’t have wanted to spend this much time with her. And
yet...

She was beginning to shake, and he should have noticed sooner. He was freezing her



for the second time today—he needed to be more considerate of his wife's comfort,
even if she did enjoy being outdoors.

He led her through the hedges and pulled her closer to his side when the path
narrowed. It made for a convenient excuse, when really, he just wanted her to share
some of his warmth. He almost expected her to lean away from him but instead, she
moved closer, her side pressing up against him as they walked.

It was more connection than Alexander had felt with another human since his parents
had passed away. It was amost too much, a flood of emotion roaring through his
body.

His head urged him to pull away, to avoid the connection, to avoid being hurt again.

But his heart urged him to pull her ever closer.

Beatrice was shorter than him, though not by too much. In fact, she fit against his side
like she’ d been made to do so.

He would dream about this moment tonight.

Not only because it was the first time he’d had a wife, but because his new wife felt
so right.

Alexander opened the front door and ushered his wife into the warmth of the foyer,
his hand resting on her lower back. Rose jumped off his shoulder as they entered the
house, landing on her feet and launching into a run.

Beatrice laughed as she watched the kitten run away before turning to him with a
smile as he helped take off her cloak.



“Thank you for showing me the greenhouse,” she said, her eyes warm and bright.

Not for the first time, Alexander wondered why she had said yes to him. Surely, he
was not the only person who had noticed Beatrice Montgomery and been interested in
her...and for some strange reason, she had chosen him, of all people.

He was the luckiest fellow in the world.

“1 hope you have a good night,” he said, awkwardly. What did you say to a woman
who, less than twelve hours ago had no idea that she was going to marry you, and
was now your wife? “I must work, but Mrs. Jenkins will see to your needs tonight,
and Guinevere will assist you tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” Beatrice said with a smile.

Alexander gave her a slight bow, surprising himself—but it felt like the right thing to
do. “Good night, my lady,” he said.

“Good night, my lord,” she responded with a sweet smile before he turned and
walked away.

Did she ever stop smiling?

She was dangerous, and he should keep his distance.

It would be far too easy to fall in love with his wife, and the future was far too
unknown. Perhaps if he was not afraid of a sorcerer coming back, he could let himself
enjoy her company. But until his birthday, it was better to keep his distance. Until he

knew, for better or for worse, what would happen.

Falling for his wife was an unnecessary distraction, and he would avoid it entirely.
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Chapter seven
Beatrice

Beatrice woke several times during the night, which was unusual for her. But then
again, so was sleeping in a bed that was nearly the size of her entire room back home.

More than once, she thought she heard sounds coming from the room on the other
side of the door—the door that Mrs. Jenkins had nodded meaningfully toward when
she had mentioned her new husband. It didn’t take much to realize that Lord Dunham
probably lay in a bed much like this one on the other side of the wall...not that she
had any interest in seeing for herself.

She was more than happy to pretend that she was not that close to his chambers.

When she woke yet again, there was light streaming into the room, and she hurried
out of bed and made her way to the windows. What did the view look like in the early
morning?

The warm glow of sunrise streamed in through the window, and she opened the
window for amoment. The fire had died down and the room was already cold, but the
fresh air wasworth it. It looked as if it had snowed more, and the air was so bitter she
had to close the window almost immediately, but she didn’t regret letting the breeze
into the room.

She had only been married overnight, and she was already feeling a bit stifled in the
new role that she had to play.



But perhaps learning more about the people of the estate would help her to feel more
fulfilled in the role. If she had to give up her librarian job, she could at least learn
how to help the people who relied on Lord Dunham, much like she had until
yesterday.

That would be her task today—Ilearning more about the Dunham estate. About
Eldenwilde.

It was a beautiful name for a beautiful estate, and yet she still wasn't sure if she
would ever grow used to being its mistress.

The door opened with a bang, and Beatrice turned to see Guinevere entering, a
grimace on her face. “I’'m so sorry, my lady,” she said, her arms full of gowns. “Mrs.
Jenkins sent me with these, and | didn’t realize the door would be so loud when |
used my foot to open it.”

Beatrice laughed and hurried over to help the maid. “No need to apologize,” she said.
“Goodness gracious, where did she find more gowns? | thought the wardrobe was full
of more than enough.”

“1t seems those were not all of them,” Guinevere said as she placed them on the bed.
“1 shall hang these after you go down to breakfast. What are your plans for the day,
my lady?’

Beatrice gave her a little grin. “I don't suppose | can convince you to call me
Beatrice?’ she asked with a hopeful tone.

“No, my lady,” Guinevere said with a grin as she went to the wardrobe and began
looking through the dresses there. “1I’m afraid we were told last night, in no uncertain
terms, that you were the lady of the house.”



Beatrice raised an eyebrow. Lord Dunham had told everyone she was the lady of the
house? When had he done that?

“What else did you hear?’ Beatrice asked.

“That as the lady of the house, we are to afford you every respect due to your station,
and to help you with anything you require.”

“Anything?’ Beatrice asked, a million mischievous possibilities running through her
mind. What she could do with the ability to do anything? Not that she would. She
wouldn’t take advantage of Lord Dunham that way, even if the idea of being allowed
to do anything she wanted sounded fun. “So, if | wanted to take a tour of the estate, |
could do that?’

“Of course, my lady,” Guinevere said, coming back with a dress in her arms. “I
would be happy to give you a tour if that is what you desire, unless Lord Dunham
wishes to show you around.”

“Isthat what alady’s maid does?’ Beatrice asked.

After thinking for a moment, Guinevere admitted, “| don’t know.”

“Me neither,” Beatrice said, and Guinevere let out a chuckle.

“1 suppose you wouldn’'t,” she said. “Isit true that you were the librarian in town?”’

Beatrice nodded.

“1 never made it to the library in town,” Guinevere added. “We have the books here,
you know, and | only go to town a few times a year. | don't know what it will ook
like now, though. Maybe I'll go to town with you?’



Beatrice took a deep breath. She had changed more than her own life in the moment
she became Lady Dunham.

“1 don't know how it works either,” she admitted. “But speaking of town, can you
please confirm that Lord Dunham sent a message to my friends in town? If Thea does
not hear from me soon, she will send out a search party herself.”

“Thea certainly wastes no time when it comes to her friends,” Guinevere said as she
began helping Beatrice into the gown.

“Oh, you know Thea?’ Beatrice asked. “I don’t think I’ ve ever seen you at the café.”

“1’ve seen you there before,” Guinevere said with a smile. “But | don’t go often, and
you are usually laughing with your friends when | do go. Do you not have an
agreement with the young man | often see you with?’ Then she blushed. “I’m sorry,
that was an impertinent question. Forgive me, my lady.”

Beatrice laughed. “Dietrich? No, he and | are good friends who grew up together, but
nothing more. But he will also be concerned for me if he does not hear that | am safe,
and | would not be surprised if Thea sent him out thisway.”

“He sounds like a good friend,” Guinevere said as she led Beatrice to the mirrored
table against the wall. Besatrice sat at the seat in front of it, and Guinevere began
pulling her hair away from her face.

“You have beautiful hair, my lady,” Guinevere said. “Fortunately, | do know what to
do with hair. It may be the only quality | have that lends itself to being alady’s maid,
though.”

Beatrice looked up at Guinevere and smiled at her in the mirror. “I am glad that you
are by my side for this adventure,” she said. “We shall figure it out together, and |



think you and | shall be good friends.”

“1 hope so, my lady,” Guinevere said. “Friends have been in short supply for me.”

“l hope so too,” Beatrice said. “Otherwise, I'm afraid | would be very lonely here.
And | am very much looking forward to you becoming my friend.”

It might be the hardest thing about her new position as Lady Dunham. She had grown
accustomed to visiting the café every morning and meeting her friends there and
seeing all the patrons of the library.

She gasped. “The library! | aso need to know if Lord Dunham has found anyone to
take over the library. | cannot leave it unopened for long. | would suggest Eugenia to
take over the position, at |east temporarily.”

“1 shall speak to Jenkins about it as soon as | am done with your hair, while you are
breaking your fast. | believe Lord Dunham iswaiting for you,” Guinevere said.

At the mention of his name, Beatrice's stomach was suddenly full of butterflies, or
perhaps a more violent winged animal—crows, maybe. “He's waiting for me?’ she
asked, and to her embarrassment, her voice cracked at the words.

Maybe Guinevere hadn’t noticed.
Guinevere noticed, though, and gave her alook that Beatrice couldn’'t quite decipher.
“Yes, | believe he wished to break his fast with his wife. Should | send your regrets

and ask for atray instead?’

“No.” Beatrice shook her head. “I am able to face my husband. | have no qualms
about dining with him. | was surprised, that’s all.”



Her voice wobbled on the words, and once again, Guinevere said nothing, but swiftly
finished arranging her hair before smiling at her in the mirror. “You look beautiful,
my lady. Y our husband will be in awe of you.”

Beatrice assessed herself in the mirror. She had to admit Guinevere was right—she
did have a skill with hair. It had been artfully arranged in a woven plait from the
crown of her head to the nape of her neck. The rest of the braided hair swept over her
shoulder, making it easy to contain when she put a cloak hood on. The dress that
Guinevere had chosen was warm, made of wool, and would make her trip outdoors to
tour the estate much more comfortable than the simple cotton dress she had worn to
walk to the estate the day before. Guinevere had also found a pair of warm and sturdy
boots for Beatrice' s feet.

“Thank you,” Beatrice said.

“Of course. Do you remember the way to the dining room, my lady?’ Guinevere
asked.

“Yes,” Beatrice said. “Will you see about sending word to town for me?’

“Of course, my lady,” Guinevere said, before hurrying out the door.

Beatrice followed her and then realized that Guinevere was heading for the servants
staircase at the other end of the hallway. She turned around, her cheeks heating, as
she made her way toward the grand staircase.

She would get used to this eventually, right?

She placed her hand on the banister and began walking down the stairs, careful not to
trip over the dlightly too-long length of her dress.



“Which way was the dining room again?’ she wondered aloud, trying to think back to
the night before. All she could remember was that Mrs. Jenkins had led her there.
Was it through the sitting room?

As she reached the bottom of the staircase, her toe caught on the hem of the dress,
and she fell down the last step.

She lay on the floor, unsure if she should laugh or cry, when the sound of a door
opening caught her attention, and a moment later, her husband loomed over her.

“Areyou al right?’ he asked, offering a hand to help her up.
“l am,” Beatrice said, feeling her whole face redden as he helped, his other hand
coming to her elbow to steady her as she stood. “Doesn't everyone fall down the

stairs on their way to breakfast?’

Lord Dunham's cheeks twitched. He might have almost smiled as his hand slid down
her arm to take her other hand.

“1 personally don't make a habit of that,” he said. He hadn't let go of her hands yet,
though she was aready standing, and the warmth of his hands felt so good.

Beatrice tried to tell herself it was simply because her fingers were cold.

“Thank you,” she said, pulling her hands out of his.

“Of course,” he said, offering his arm. “What kind of husband would | be if | didn't
help my wife off the floor after she decided to fall down the stairs?’

“You’ re such agentleman, my lord,” she said.



“Alexander,” he reminded her gently as shetook hisarm.

“Lord Alexander,” she said, hoping her tone was enough to show that she was teasing
him.

“Lady Beatrice,” he said, raising an eyebrow at her.

It wasn't asmile, but it might aswell be for him.

He might not smile much, but perhaps she would enjoy their conversations if this dry
humor made more of an appearance.

Perhaps she could enjoy this marriage.
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Chapter eight
Alexander

He had known that Beatrice Montgomery was an interesting girl, but Alexander
hadn't been prepared for how quickly she had turned things upside down for him.

He hadn’t expected to find his wife on the floor at the bottom of the stairs when he'd
heard the noise from inside his study, but from the moment he’'d offered a hand to
help her up, his heart hadn’t slowed to its normal beat.

Perhaps he should have expected marriage to be more life-changing than he'd
thought. But since it was simply a marriage of convenience, he hadn't expected to
find himself so concerned about his new wife. The fear that had gripped his heart
when he saw her lying on the floor had surprised him.

Although, to be fair, he probably would have felt the same fear had it been Jenkins
falling down the stairs.

The image of hisbutler falling down the stairs was almost enough to make him laugh.
If Jenkins was ever undignified enough to fall down the stairs, he might suspect that
the butler himself was dying.

“What made you fall?” he asked, turning to glance at the staircase behind him.

“These dresses are just a bit too long,” Beatrice said, smoothing her free hand over
the front of the beautiful gown she wore. He recognized it as another one of his



mother’s.

“l see,” he said. “My mother must have been just alittle taller than you.”

“This was your mother's?” she asked, looking down at the gown with new
appreciation. “ She had very good taste.”

“Yes, she did,” Alexander said fondly. “It was always said she was one of the best-
dressed in aroom, though I'm sure her dresses are out of fashion now.”

Beatrice shook her head. “I don't care if they are out of fashion. I'm honored to wear
something so beautiful, especialy since it was worn by your mother.”

Alexander's heart warmed at her words. “Thank you,” he said gruffly, resting his free
hand on herswhereit laid on hisarm. “1 agree. Y ou are beautiful.”

Beatrice looked up at him, her eyes wide, and he realized what he had just said. But
he couldn't bring himself to take the words back. Even if he hadn't meant to say
them, it was true. She was beautiful. Her hair was pulled back in aloose braid, the top
braided in an intricate pattern.

“Was the maid Mrs. Jenkins assigned to you helpful 7’ he asked, gesturing to her hair.
“I'm assuming thisis her handiwork.”

“Itis,” Beatrice said with a smile. “Guinevere is lovely. Thank you. | have no doubts
that we will get along wonderfully.”

“I'm glad to hear it,” Alexander said. “ Shall we go to breakfast?’

“We shall. But first, | have a confession,” Beatrice said, looking up at him with a
winning smile. “1 am rather glad that you heard me fall and came out.”



“So | could help you up?’ he asked.

Beatrice shook her head. “No, that was a lovely side benefit. But...I couldn't
remember how to get to the dining room, even though | told Guinevere that | did.”

Alexander’s lips quirked up. “Why didn't you ask her to show you?’ he asked.

Beatrice shrugged as they entered the dining room. “I don't know,” she said. “By the
time | realized what | had told her, it was too late. She was already gone, so | just
found the stairs and hoped that from there, | would somehow remember my way to
the dining room.”

Alexander fought the urge to roll his eyes. Of course, he had picked the most
independent woman he could find to be his bride. It was a trait that would serve her
well in her new position, although it might make for some interesting situations as
they came to know each other in the days to come.

“I'm glad | was able to assist you,” he said, as he ushered her to the seat at the foot of
the table that she' d used the previous night and pulled it out for her. His hand brushed
against her hair as she sat and he pushed in the seat, the chestnut strands sliding over
his hand smoothly.

What would it feel like to run his fingers through her hair?

He jerked his hand back and walked across the dining room to the head of the table.
He had no intention of falling for his wife, and the less touch there was involved, the
better. Even if the sorcerer never came back, he didn’'t want to fall for his wife. He
didn’t want a love match, or a woman who would die for him, as he would die for
her.

He'd grown used to being alone and while he might have needed a wife, he didn’t



need to fall in love with her.

Perhaps he’' d known that it would be harder to avoid falling in love with Beatrice than
it would be if he’'d chosen some other young lady. He had always felt drawn to her
for some strange reason that he couldn't understand.

Maybe it was the way she was fiercely independent, but she was willing to work with
others when it was necessary. Or perhaps it was the way she always treated him as
though he were a man, not some sort of god. Or maybe it was simply the way she
smelled wonderful at all times.

It didn’t matter. Beatrice Montgomery was dangerous, and he would be wise to stay
far, far away.

They spoke little during the meal, their seats far enough across the table that it was
necessary to raise one’s voice to be heard, which was not conducive to conversations.

Perhaps it was better that way.

He could spend time with her this way, without getting emotionally tangled.

As they finished breaking their fast together, Jenkins came in to greet them. “My
lord, my lady,” he said, nodding respectfully to both of them. “I heard from

Guinevere that Lady Dunham isinterested in atour of the estate today.”

Alexander turned to Beatrice, who smiled. “Yes, that would be lovely,” she said.
“Guinevere offered to take me around if you are busy.”

Alexander shook his head. “1 will take you,” he said. “It would be good for the people
of the estate to see me with my wife.”



If something happened to him, they needed to accept her as his bride.

And...it would be nice to spend more time with her. Even if he shouldn’t.

“Are you ready now,” Beatrice asked, “or do you have pressing tasks that must be
donefirst? | can wait, if you have things you must do.”

“There is nothing more pressing than spending time with you,” he said, the words
coming out before he could stop them.

They shouldn’t have come out, but somehow, he didn’t regret them. That definitely
had nothing to do with the way she lit up when he said them.

He could have waited for Jenkins to help with her cloak, but he didn't. Instead, he
opened the closet and pulled it out, helping her fasten it over her shoulders. She
smiled up at him as he did, but he didn't return her smile.

He stepped back and reached for his own coat, ignoring her for a moment.

Why did she affect him so much? He wasn't sure...and he didn’t want to find out.

He let Jenkins open the front door and offered his arm to Beatrice as they walked out
the door and down the stairs, Guinevere following them for some reason.

It would be ungentlemanly not to offer his arm, and as much as he didn't want to get
closer, he couldn't resist the opportunity to feel her touch.

It was concerning just how much he wanted to be near her all the time, because he'd
had no intention of letting her get this close. Y et somehow, she had wormed her way
in, and they had only been married for half a day.



What would it be like when they had been married a full week—or even longer?

How long would his heart be able to withstand her?

Probably not as long as he needed it to. He was not prepared to fall in love with his
wife, and he needed to find away to stop it. But what was the harm in letting her hold
his arm while they walked through his estate? Surely, being chivalrous wouldn’t
cause him issues.

He showed her around the buildings closest to the manor, the stables and the
outbuildings where they stored food and other things. She wouldn’t have much use
for those buildings, but it would be good for her to know where everything was.
Besides, those buildings were warmer than outside, so it was nice to linger there for a
while.

Beatrice exclaimed in delight when his horse held out her nose for attention and
laughed at the antics of the yearling goats, who chased each other around the pen for
her benefit.

“My friend has goats,” she told him, her eyes dancing with amusement. “Or at least
she had them.”

“Had?" he asked.
“She’s now Lady Sophia Manning,” she said, and it was his turn to be surprised. He'd
heard of the “goat girl” who was marrying Caspian Rendon, but hadn't realized

Beatrice knew her.

“You'll have to tell me their story sometime,” he said. “I’ve only heard hints of it.”
He'd been invited to the wedding, of course, but he hadn’t planned on attending.



Caspian had been much younger than Alexander, but the Rendon brothers were some
of Alexander's only childhood friends. Quite a few of his happiest childhood
memoriesinvolved Lord and Lady Rendon and their boys.

And now that he was married to Lady Sophia's friend, he probably wouldn’t escape
going to the wedding. The thought of attending such a crowded event made his heart
beat faster and he took a deep breath.

It would be good to see the Rendons again, even if being so vulnerable was
absolutely terrifying.

“1 hope we can invite them for dinner,” Beatrice said shyly, “and you can hear it from
them.”

Alexander took another deep breath. She wanted him to invite people to Eldenwilde?

That was maybe going too far.

But images of goofing off with the Rendon brothers around the table flashed through
his mind, and the corner of his mouth turned up before he could stop it.

They had al grown, but maybe they would still be interested in being his friend.

If he made it through his birthday without a murderer smiting him where he stood, he
would have to invite them out for dinner.

“1 think that'salovely idea,” he said, and Beatrice lit up.
“1 shall write her soon and ask when they will be back in the Northlands,” she said. “I

believe they are in Riyel a the moment, but they should be coming back for the
holidays.”



“1 look forward to it,” Alexander said, surprised to find the words coming out of his
mouth. “Now, would you like to meet some of the tenants?’

“Yes, please.” Her eyes shone with interest as Alexander turned toward the area
where most of the tenants lived. “How many tenants do you have?’

“We have quite afew now. There were more when my father was in charge, but after
he passed, severa of them moved on. | don’'t blame them after what happened.”

Beatrice looked up at him, her eyes speaking in a way that suggested she wasn't
likely to verbalize her thoughts.

Alexander sighed. He hadn’t wanted to get into it right now, but the words had
dlipped out of his mouth before he had thought through what saying them would
mean. He should have known better than to say something around her and expect her
not to show interest.

“There was a fire,” he said, his curse stopping him from speaking further, and
Beatrice frowned.

“They never found where it started,” Guinevere supplied after a moment, when
Beatrice's frown persisted and the silence grew too long. “There was some question
asto whether it was natural or not.”

Alexander took a deep breath. Perhaps it was fortunate that Guinevere had come
along; maybe she could fill in the blanks where he couldn’t say anything and make
Beatrice wonder what had happened. If someone asked questions, sometimes the
words could dlip through, and maybe Beatrice was curious enough to figure out that
something wasn't quite right.

Even if Beatrice didn't connect all the dots on her own, Guinevere was suddenly



looking at him with eyes far too keen. Did she know more than she was letting on?
The thought of someone else figuring it out filled him with hope.

He still wasn't sure how the sorcerer would react to him having a wife, but the
thought of him arriving with his daughter made his stomach turn. Maybe it wouldn’t
change anything if Beatrice found out, but at least he wouldn’t be alone anymore.

He just wanted to tell her, but he couldn’t.

The words wouldn’t come out, no matter how much he wanted them to.
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Chapter nine
Beatrice

As they made their way to the first tenant's cottage, Beatrice puzzled over the fact
that Lord Alexander wasn't telling her everything about the fire.

Was it the one that had killed his parents?
Wasit adifferent fire?

Was he silent only because it was a painful memory, or was there something else
there?

She couldn’t think long, though, because soon they were drawing near to the first
cottage.

She had never visited the tenants as the lady of the estate before, but she knew many
of the families from her time in town. They would come to town occasionally to shop
or for events put on by the school.

The children walked into town to go to school in the warm months, but in the winter,
it wasn't practical for them to come. She was lucky to see them a few times a month
when the snow was easier to traverse, and she was hoping to see a few of her
favorites here.

She allowed them to take out more books in the winter so that they had something to



read if the weather turned, so they might not even know that she was no longer the
librarian.

Would the children be sad that she was no longer the one presiding over their books?

She'd always been happy to purchase more children’s books with her salary. She had
never told her father just how much she made, so she had plenty to spend on books.
She probably shouldn't have kept it from him, but if she hadn't, he would have spent
it al himself.

She wanted that money to go toward something other than funding the tavern, so she
bought more books with it.

It was well worth it to see the smiles on the children's faces.

“Herewe are,” Lord Alexander said as he knocked on the door of the first cottage and
it opened amost immediately.

Beatrice was pleasantly surprised to find a large, cheerful home with two bedrooms,
judging by the number of doors, and a warm fire. Several children were seated at the
table, engrossed in books.

The sight instantly made her smile.

The cheerful woman who opened the door greeted them with a smile and Beatrice
grinned. She knew her already. “I was wondering if we' d see you, my lord,” she said
to Lord Alexander with awink.

“Oh, you heard the news aready?’ Lord Alexander replied, pretending to frown,
though Beatrice could see the twinkle in his eyes. He had probably hoped the news
would spread.



“I heard she’s a girl from town,” the woman said, turning to Beatrice with a smile.
Recognition dawned on her face. “Oh, hello, Miss Beatrice. Are you the new Lady
Dunham then?’

“l am,” Beatrice said, smiling at the woman and the baby on her hip. “I see the
children are enjoying their books.”

Mrs. Dorman had been one of the first to come to the library and collect books for her
children. “They are,” Mrs. Dorman said with a wide smile. “We're finishing up that
adventure novel you gave us, and when | can’'t read to them, they’re busy reading
their own books.”

Lord Alexander raised his eyebrows. “Adventure novel? | don’t remember that being
in the collection | gave you.”

Beatrice shrugged. “| may have expanded the collection on my own abit.”

“With what funds?’ Lord Alexander asked.

“My salary,” Beatrice replied with a grin. “So you can’t reprimand me. Consider it
my own personal book collection that | ssmply shared with everyone.”

“l wasn't going to reprimand you,” Lord Alexander said with a shake of his head. “I
was going to tell you that you should have asked me if you wanted funds to buy more
books. | would have paid for them.”

Beatrice widened her eyes. “Y ou would have given me more money for books? My
salary was enough to purchase them without any financial strain. | didn’t need more.”

Lord Alexander gave a half-hearted shrug. “ They were important to my mother, and
they’ re important to you. | think that should be rewarded. And I’m sorry that | did not



think to offer afund specifically for helping to expand the library.”

“We can offer it to the next librarian, because you' re right, they’ re important.”

“They’re important to me, too,” atiny voice piped up from the table. Beatrice turned
to see the youngest Dorman girl, maybe six or seven years old, who had just begun to
read. Finding new books for her was one of Beatrice’s great joys. “ This one’ s the best
oneyet,” she said enthusiastically.

“I"'m glad to hear it,” Beatrice said with a smile. She had never asked Mrs. Dorman
where they lived, and finding them at Eldenwilde was a wonderful surprise.

“We just wanted to stop in and say hello,” Lord Alexander said. “We have a few
more stops to make.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Dorman said with a smile. “You're welcome anytime, especially
you, Miss Beatrice—I| mean, Lady Dunham.”

Mrs. Dorman bobbed a small curtsy, and Beatrice felt a pang of discomfort. For the
first time, becoming Lady Dunham felt like a barrier between her and the people she
had known as the librarian.

“Thank you,” Beatrice said with a smile, addressing everyone in the room before
allowing Lord Alexander to open the door and lead her toward the next home

Each house was similar—full of cheerful women with happy children, and most of
them familiar faces from the library. In fact, nearly all the patrons of her library
seemed to be from this estate.

Did none of the other estates have tenants who enjoyed reading? She had known that
not many from the village had visited, but she hadn’t expected nearly al her patrons



to come from one estate, especially since Eldenwilde was the farthest from town.

She would have to work with Eugenia to expand the circle of readers to include those
from the other estates. Perhaps they should start a library cart to bring books around
to people who couldn’t get to town easily. Even if the tenants didn't expect them at
first, she didn't think the nobility would have a problem with it, and she knew how
important it was for the people of the region to read.

Reading was the thing that had perhaps the single biggest impact on her life, and she
wanted the chance to share that with more children and adults.

Books had offered her freedom when she had been old enough to stay at home, but
too young to escape her father's attention. While he had never hurt her, he could be a
bit cruel at times, and reading had brought her to other worlds, far away from the
cutting remarks. She hoped no one else would ever be in the same position she had
been in, but she knew all too well that there were other people who needed a
distraction, whatever their reason might be.

Beatrice pondered this as they made their way back to the manor. She had met most
of the tenants, all of whom had welcomed her warmly, especially those who knew her
as Beatrice the librarian.

“lI didn’t realize so many of your tenants shared your mother’s love for reading,”
Beatrice said to Alexander as they walked toward the front door.

“I encourage them to take time to read,” Alexander said as he opened the front door.
“My mother was the one who started it, of course. But when my father realized that
our tenants made better decisions about their farming and their households when they
read books about those topics, he was on board with my mother’ s plan.”

“Do they get the books from the library in town only, or do you have a library here



for them as well?’ Beatrice asked as Alexander helped her remove her cloak, handing
it to Jenkins, who had appeared out of nowhere.

“Yes, we have afew books for them here,” he said, “but the majority come from your
library. | wanted the farming books my father had gathered to be available to anyone.
Although | have ordered a second copy of some to keep here, since they were in such
high demand.”

Beatrice’s mind was whirling, and she accepted his arm automatically as they started
walking down the hallway. “And they all enjoy reading?’ she asked. It was

surprising, given that so few in town seemed to share the same passion.

“Most of them do,” Alexander said, leading her past his study toward the library. “Let
me show you their section of the library.”

Beatrice paused inside the door, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

She could live on the estate for the rest of her life and never tire of entering this room.

“1 still don’t believe you gave me most of the books,” Beatrice said as she opened her
eyes and glanced around at the mostly full shelves.

“l said | gave you a large portion,” Alexander’s voice rumbled beside her. “But this
room could not be emptied without ruining its glory. Don’t you think?’

Beatrice could hardly find the words to respond. “I agree,” she finally managed,
spinning in acircle to take in the full effect of the room yet again. Even though she'd
seen it all before, it was still overwhelming to take in the sheer magnitude of the
library.

Alexander chuckled. “And now it's yours. My mother would be happy to see her



books in the hands of someone who clearly loves them.” His voice caught on the last
word, and Beatrice turned to him.

“Thank you, my lord,” Beatrice said, offering asmile.

“Alexander,” he reminded her.

Besatrice swallowed.

She was his wife.

She would have to get used to calling him by his name.

“Thank you, Alexander,” she said, putting emphasis on the word.

When she said it, his eyes it up in away she hadn’t yet seen. “Thank you,” he said,
his voice thick with emotion. “No one has called me by my name since my parents

died. It feels good to hear it again.”

Beatrice stared at him, the weight of what he had just said crashing over her.
“Nobody....” she began, her voice trailing off. “How many years?’

His jaw clenched. “Too many. It wasn’'t proper for Jenkins or anyone here, and my
friends always called me Dunham.”

Beatrice couldn’t imagine. Even without her parents, she'd had Dietrich and his
mother, Thea, Sophia, and many others who cared for her.

No wonder he was so disinclined to smile.

He needed someone to love him, and who better to do that than his wife?



Feeling a surge of boldness, she reached for his shirt, stood up on her tiptoes, and
planted a kiss on his cheek.

His palms came to rest on her waist, holding her loosely, like he was afraid he might
break her if he held her with the full strength of his hands. Alexander closed his eyes
and rested his forehead against hers, taking a deep breath.

“1I"m sorry you were so alone,” she said quietly, looking up at him.

At her words, he released her and took a step back, opening his eyes and clearing his
throat. “All iswell,” he said, shaking his head as if to dismiss the moment. “I am just

glad to hear my name again.”

He would soon become sick of hearing it, because she was going to use it as often as
she could.

No one should ever be so alone that they didn’t hear their own name.

And now, he no longer was.
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Chapter ten
Alexander

Alexander was in his study, trying to apply himself to paperwork and pretending that
he hadn't let himsalf be vulnerable with his wife when there was a knock on the door.

“Comein,” he caled, and Guinevere walked in and closed the door behind her.
He raised his eyebrow. “May | help you?' he asked.

“1 hope s0.” She stepped forward and made her way to the front of his desk. “I have a
rather impertinent question, my lord, and I’ m hoping that you will help me with it.”

Alexander’ s eyebrow couldn’t get any higher. He waited for her to begin.

“Do you know what caused the fire?’ she asked.

Alexander didn't say anything. When he continued to remain silent, Guinevere
nodded. “I see. And do you by any chance know of a magic spell that prevents people
from saying things?’ she asked.

Alexander’ s heart began to beat faster.

Guinevere knew about the spell.

He didn’t say anything, merely leaned back in his chair.



Guinevere let out a huff. “And one more question, my lord: are you deceiving your
wife as to the reason why you needed a hasty marriage? If you'll forgive my
impertinence.”

Alexander frowned at her but still didn’t say anything.

“Well,” Guinevere said, “I was afraid of that.” She frowned back at him before
adding, “You are still capable of speech, right? Y ou haven’'t gone mute?’

Alexander shook his head. “1 have not gone mute,” he said.

The fact that she had so quickly realized something was amiss was both concerning
and heartening. Perhaps she would be able to help his wife figure out what had
happened. “1 don’t suppose you are able to give me any other details?’ Guinevere
asked.

He shook his head.

Guinevere sighed. “You know, I’'m not a miracle worker,” she said. “Plants are one
thing, but secrets and curses are another thing entirely.”

Alexander shook his head. “What do you mean, ‘ plants are one thing?” he asked.
She raised an eyebrow. “Surely you've noticed that the plants in your gardens and
greenhouse are always far better off than they should be,” she said. “Even the best

gardeners should not be able to keep rosesin bloom for this long.”

Alexander thought back to the day he had found Rose under the bush. “1 assumed that
it was adragon,” he said offhandedly.

Guinevere' s eyes widened. “Y ou’ve seen adragon?’ she asked.



Rose appeared from underneath his desk and let out a meow. Guinevere narrowed her
eyes at the kitten. “And just where do you think you' re going with that attitude?’ she
said, addressing Rose.

Alexander didn’t know what to say to that. “Y ou can understand her?”

“Of course | can,” Guinevere said. “It's one of my specialties. Although they don’t
usually speak quite so plainly, which leads me to assume that this is not, in fact, an
ordinary kitten.”

Alexander watched as Rose transformed from her kitten self to the young dragon that
shereally was.

Guinevere's eyes widened. “I was not expecting that one,” she admitted, staring
down at the dragon. “Hello,” she said, bowing dlightly to the young dragon. “I am
Guinevere.”

Rose let out a series of chirps and squawks that sounded far more like a chicken than
the kitten noises she usually made. “You can really understand her?’ Alexander
asked, looking between Guinevere and his pet.

“Of course,” Guinevere said. “She’s telling me how you found her under the rose
bushes, which would make sense if you assumed that the roses were the result of a

dragon. She may have helped, but no, the roses are my handiwork.”

Rose let out a puff of air and turned her back on them, making her way to a patch of
sunlight on the floor and curling up in it.

Alexander took a deep breath. “I don’t suppose you know anything about—7"

His mouth closed of its own accord, and he sighed.



Guinevere shook her head.

“No,” she said, “I don’'t know anything about curses, and even if | did, | have a
feeling that the one you're under is far above my talents anyway. I’'m not good with
magic.”

Any hope that had been beginning to stir in his chest disappeared. “But you said—"
Guinevere shook her head. “I am only good with plants and animals. All the tinctures
that your healer uses come from me,” she said proudly. “And they do afine job, but
they will not work on a silencing curse without me doing some incredibly difficult

work.”

“Canyou doit?" Alexander asked, the words pouring out in a pleading tone before he
could stop them. “Please.”

Guinevere bit her lip. “Isthere atime limit?’ she asked.

Alexander nodded. He couldn’t force the words out.

Guinevere sighed. “A year?’ she asked hopefully.

Alexander shook his head.

“Lessthan that?’ she asked in aglum voice.

Alexander nodded.

She grimaced. “ Six months?’ she asked.

He shook his head and pointed down. “Three months?’ she asked.



It was Alexander’ s turn to grimace as he continued to point down.

“Two months? A month? Three weeks? Two weeks? A week?’ Guinevere' s voice
rose incredulously when he finally nodded. ‘Y ou want me to figure out how to break
acursein aweek?’

“Less,” Alexander said miserably.

Guinevere frowned. “Your birthday?’ she asked, her tone suggesting that she’'d given
up expecting anything other than the worst news.

Alexander nodded, and Guinevere took a deep breath. “I can’t promise anything,” she
warned.

“Anything would be better than nothing,” Alexander managed before the words
caught in his throat.

“How bad isit?’ Guinevere asked.

“Bad,” he admitted.

“And I’'m going to assume that your need for a wife had something to do with that?’
she asked.

Alexander nodded his head, the movement triggering the lump in his throat.

Guinevere took a deep breath. “ And she knows nothing?’

“Unfortunately,” Alexander said.

The maid took another deep breath, and her fingers began drumming the surface of



his desk. “Pen and paper?’ she asked.

After amoment of rummaging, Alexander pulled out a pencil and a notebook, ripping
out a sheet of paper for her.

“You know, | can't promise anything,” she warned.

“You already said that,” Alexander said.

“And you know that she needsto know,” Guinevere said.

Alexander nodded.

“But you can't tell her,” Guinevere guessed when he didn't say anything.
Alexander shook his head.

“And you can't tell me anything,” she added. After a moment, he shook his head
again.

“Stupid magic,” Guinevere muttered under her breath as she began scribbling things
on the paper that he'd given her. “Y ou don't have any books on magic in the library,
do you? My grandfather taught me what little he knew, but it's been years since he
passed, and | don’t know anything about curses.”

Alexander thought about it for a moment. “Probably not,” he said. “But you never
know. After it was outlawed, | think most of the books were destroyed.”

Guinevere pursed her lips. “I'll have to see if | can find anything,” she said. “But
again, | can't...”



“Promise anything. | know,” he supplied for her before she could finish her sentence.
“But like | said, anything is better than nothing.”

Guinevere nodded. “I imagine so. Do you wish me to say anything to her?’ she
asked. “I think she should know.”

He shook his head. “ Give yourself aday or two first,” he said. “If you are able to find
something that will help, then there's no need to worry her.”

“Isshein danger?’ Guinevere asked quietly.

The words stuck in Alexander's throat. How could he admit that he had chosen
selfishly and put another human being in danger without her knowledge or consent?
What had seemed like such a good plan a few days ago suddenly seemed like the
worst plan ever.

His silence seemed to be answer enough, because Guinevere smply sighed.

“1 will giveyou aday,” she said quietly, “but she deservesto know.” Guinevere made
her way to the door, then paused and turned back to him. “I am going to trust that you
had a reason, but | hope the deception will be worth it.”

She dlipped out the door, and Alexander stared down at the tiny dragon basking in the
sunlight in the corner of the room. “You revealed yourself,” he said, his tone almost
accusing. “Like her, huh?’

The dragon purred, and the sound of satisfaction coming from an animal other than a
cat was so comical that Alexander couldn't help asmall smile. But it quickly vanished
as he thought back to the dilemma at hand. “What am | going to do?’ he asked Rose.
“She needs to know, but | can't tell her, and Guinevere doesn't know anything else
yet.”



The dragon simply continued to purr, her tiny green snout twitching.

Alexander sighed. “You're no help,” he said.

Rose opened one eye long enough to stare at him as if to say, what did you expect?
before closing it again.

If the fact that he was cursed wasn't enough to drive a man crazy, the fact that he was
reduced to talking to a dragon might just be enough to send him over the edge.

But then the door opened again, and his wife dlipped through the doorway.

She looked up at him and smiled, but her gaze was drawn to the corner of the room
where Rose sat till in her dragon form. “What's that?’ Beatrice asked, her eyes wide.

“l...um...it's a dragon,” Alexander said, with what he hoped was a winning smile.
“Meet Rose.”

Rose opened her eyes and instead of ssmply ignoring Beatrice, decided to stand up
and scurry over to her. Beatrice knelt down and reached her hand out to pet the
dragon with wonder on her face. “Y ou have adragon?’ she said quietly. “Who knows
about this?’

“Almost no one,” Alexander said.

“Does Jenkins know?" Beatrice asked. “He didn't tell me.”

“Jenkins doesn’t know about her,” he admitted. “He thinks she's just a kitten.”

“Wait, she's the kitten?’ Beatrice asked, laughing as she looked down at the little
green dragon. “Y ou’ ve got everyone fooled, don’t you, little one?’



Beatrice sank down into a seat, and the dragon immediately climbed into her lap,
settling in with adecidedly catlike purr.

“She purrs?’ Beatrice said in a high-pitched squeal.

“Yes, she purrs,” Alexander said, with asigh.

“She's perfect, Alexander,” Beatrice said, looking down at Rose, and Alexander
couldn't help the smile on his face. There was something about the way Beatrice was
so excited about his secret pet that made it impossible not to smile.

If only she would be so excited for his other secret. But she wouldn't be. No sane
person would find themself excited to be involved with a curse. And the fact that he
had to find away to tell her dampened his mood.

But he would wait for tomorrow and pray that Guinevere would be able to find
something first.

If anyone could help him break his curse, surely it would be the girl who had
admitted to using magic under his nose. Perhaps she assumed that since Alexander
was under a curse, he wouldn’t turn her in to the king for using magic, and she would
be correct.

Perhaps she was exactly the person he'd needed to break the spell, and he would
never have to break the news to his wife. Perhaps he could always keep the smile on

Beatrice'sface. It was alovely smile.

He made hisway over to his wife and knelt next to her to show her how Rose liked to
be scratched under the chin. Her delighted gasp made his whole day better.

He' d never imagined that marrying the librarian would be the best thing he'd ever



done, but he couldn’t imagine life without her now.
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Chapter eleven
Beatrice

Beatrice spent the rest of the day happily ensconced in her new library, a purring
dragon on her lap and a book in her hands.

She could hardly believe that it belonged to her, that this was her new home, that she
was now Lady Dunham. But she wasn't going to question it at the moment—not
when she had aroom full of hundreds, if not thousands, of books to explore.

It was dinnertime before Guinevere came and fetched her, and she reluctantly left the
room to join Alexander for the meal. But she hurried back to the library as soon asthe
meal was over, curling up in the large chair in the corner—perfectly situated for
tearing into a good book—and picking up the romance novel she'd found.

Maybe her first choice of a book to read, out of all the options in this huge library,
should not have been a romance. But at the same time, she didn’t think anyone else
was going to care what she read, and reading a romance made her happy. So why

wouldn’t she?

Her life as Lady Dunham was beginning to feel like a fairytale romance of her own,
despite how it had begun.

So surely there was no harm in reading a romance novel.

It wasn't long before she looked up to find Guinevere smiling at her with an



indulgent smile and a candlestick in her hand. The windows were no longer letting in
much light, and she had been reading in near darkness for far too long.

“Hello,” she said to the maid with an unrepentant grin.
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Chapter twelve
Alexander

Sunlight began to drift through the curtains and Alexander's eyes opened, squinting as
he looked out the window.

Something told him it was going to snow later, but the sky was currently blue, so
maybe he was wrong. Even if he usually wasn't.

He began to stir, and something fell off his arm. He glanced over, expecting to see
Rose perched next to him, but his eyes widened when he saw his wife sitting in his
bed.

Beatrice was propped up against a pillow, sound asleep, her hand resting on the
blanket next to hisarm.

When had she come into his room, and why was she sitting in his bed touching his
am?

He rolled onto his side and took a moment to study her features without her noticing:
the few freckles that dusted her cheeks, her tiny nose, her lips, and the way her hair
trailed down across her chest.

He had occasionally imagined being married, but he’d never imagined that his wife
would be this beautiful, nor that he would already feel so strongly about protecting
her from all harm.



It was merely a marriage of convenience—and yet his feelings couldn’'t be less
convenient.

He shifted as his arm began protesting the weight upon it, and her eyes fluttered open.
She looked at him for half a second before they widened dramatically. She pulled her
arm back and crossed it over her chest, leaning away from him.

“Forgive me, Alexander,” she began, looking away from him.

“Do not worry,” Alexander said, wanting to ease her mind. She looked like a
frightened rabbit that had been caught in a trap. But even while anxious, she'd said
his name, and warmth flooded his soul at the thought.

“1’m not upset, merely curious as to why you are asleep sitting upright in my bed. But
you don’'t need to fear. We are married, after al.” He let his voice take on a teasing
tone with the last words, something that didn't come naturally to him, but was worth
it when she uncrossed her arms and began to fidget with her nightgown instead. “Are
you not cold?’ he asked. The fire had died down overnight, and she was not covered
by any of the blankets.

“It's not too bad,” Besatrice said, still avoiding meeting his gaze.

It would not do for his wife to be cold. Alexander swung his feet over the side of the
bed and walked to the armoire. He returned after a moment with a blanket for her,
spreading it over her legs before climbing back into his bed and pulling the covers

over himself again.

If Beatrice noticed that he was not wearing a shirt, she didn't say anything, but the
color of her cheeks confirmed that she had, most likely, noticed.

Either that, or she was more embarrassed than he thought about being caught in his



bedchamber.

“Were you having trouble sleeping?’ Alexander asked. “Y ou could have woken me.”

Beatrice frowned at him. “You don't remember?’ she asked. But then she shook her
head. “No, you wouldn't. | couldn't wake you. So why would you remember?”’

“Y ou couldn't wake me?’ he asked.

“You were having a nightmare,” she explained, reaching up and playing with the
ends of her hair. Her fingers twisted and tangled in the reddish-brown waves, and he
wanted to reach out and seeif her hair felt as silky smooth as it |ooked.

He folded his handsin hislap instead.

“You said some things in your nightmare,” Besatrice began slowly. “I don't know if it
was just a nightmare or if it was a memory.” The words came out in halting half-
sentences, as if she was questioning her own memory of the incident.

“What happened?’ he asked gently, reaching out his hand in asilent offer.

She stared down at it for a moment before slowly, so slowly, reaching out her own
and placing it in his. Her fingers were ice-cold, and Alexander immediately reached
over and adjusted the blanket, tucking it more securely around her with his free hand.
“You're cold,” he said.

“Yes,” she admitted softly.
The movement of tucking the blanket in had brought him closer to her, their faces

mere inches apart. This close, he could see that her eyes were not nearly the color he
had imagined. They were a rich brown, the color of freshly poured coffee, deep and



bright, promising to make his day better from the very start.

They already had.

Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips, and his gaze flickered down to them and
back up to her eyes.

He cleared his throat and settled back against his pillow, his shoulder brushing
against hers.

This was dangerous.
Something shifted on the end of the bed, and both of them looked up to see Rose in
her kitten form, stretching widely across the bed. She looked up and noticed them

staring at her before sauntering over and curling up in Beatrice' s lap.

His wife pulled her hand away from his to pet her, and a moment later the purring
started.

“1 would love to hear more,” he said, looking back at Beatrice, “if you are willing to

share.

His wife glanced over at him.

“Whatever it is,” he encouraged her.

Beatrice took a deep breath. “It sounded in your nightmare as if you were under a
silencing curse.”

The words came out in a rush, as if she was afraid of his reaction, and Alexander's
heart stopped beating for a moment.



In al his deliberation on how to tell her, he had never considered that she would hear
it directly from him in a dream.

Apparently, the curse could be circumvented in specific situations.

“Isit true?’ Beatrice asked.

He looked down at her, her eyes full of vulnerability, and said nothing but silently
nodded.

Her eyes searched his, asif she could peer into his soul.

How could a woman who had barely known him for longer than three days see
through him so clearly? Y es, she'd been his employee, but they’ d had more contact in
the past three days than the previous two years doubled.

“It'sreal,” she said.

Alexander nodded. He couldn't say it, but he could confirm it.

Beatrice looked away from him. Her gaze settled on some unseeing point far, far
away. “Why?’ she asked, her attention snapping back to him.

Alexander said nothing. He couldn't talk about that part either.
“Isthat why you had to marry me?’ she asked. “Am | part of it?’
Alexander tried. What words could he say that wouldn't be stopped by the curse? He

opened his mouth to begin, but his tongue stopped working before he could say
something about him marrying someone else.



“It's not you specifically,” he finally managed to get out.

“Isit stopping you from speaking?’ she asked.

“You could say that,” he said, surprised that the words came oui.

Beatrice frowned. “Isit dangerous?’

Alexander shrugged.

“Does anyone else know?’ she asked.

“Guinevere discovered it yesterday.”

Her eyes widened. “And she didn't tell me?”’

“1 asked her to wait until today,” Alexander admitted. “I was hoping to find some
way to tell you myself. | didn't expect it to be in the middle of the night, but | was
completely unaware of that.”

Beatrice grinned. “Well, | aways was too nosy for my own good.”

Alexander let out a laugh. “I think that you and your nosiness is the best thing that
could have happened to me.”

His wife froze, staring up at him, suddenly looking as if she might cry. “The best
thing?’ she asked, her voice breaking.

“Yes,” he said, nodding at her. “I think so. At least, the best thing in avery, very long
time.”



Beatrice sniffed. “No one's ever told me that before,” she said.

“No one's ever told you what?’ he asked, frowning at her. “ That you're the best thing
that's happened to them?”’

She shook her head.

“Not even your father?’ he asked, even though he already knew the answer. He was
beginning to hate the man. Why had he been given a daughter like Beatrice? He
didn’t deserve her in the least.

She shook her head once more.

“l1 am sorry you've never heard it before,” he said, “because you deserve to hear it
every day. | know we haven't known each other long, but | can aready tell that you
are perfect for me, and | can't wait to watch us grow together.”

The words felt foreign in his mouth, even as they felt so right. Hed never said
something like that to anyone before, and yet they felt absolutely true. He knew
without a doubt that Beatrice Montgomery—or Beatrice Dunham—was going to be a
big part of his life, and he could only hope that they would get to live together for a
long time.

He'd never really thought about living along life with his wife before, probably aside
effect of his parents dying well before their time. He couldn't wait to see what that
could look like. And he couldn't wait to see it with Beatrice—assuming, of course,
the sorcerer didn’t come back and try to kill them both.

“Unless, of course, you're scared and plan to leave me,” he said. He said the words
jokingly, but deep down, he wondered if she would take him up on it. It wasn't every
day you discovered that your husband was cursed.



“Of course not,” Beatrice said, looking at him as if he'd suddenly sprouted a second
head. “1 am your wife, and | plan on sticking with you for the rest of our lives. You
can't get rid of me that easily. If it was that easy, | would have left my father behind
years ago.” The last words were muttered and seemed more for her benefit than his.

He raised an eyebrow at her, but she didn't seem inclined to give more information,
and he didn’t want to push the matter, so he didn’t ask.

“I’m your wife,” she said firmly, coming out of her thoughts, “and whatever happens,
we will see it through together.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it before
letting go quickly, amost as if she was afraid of his reaction.

He smiled at her and squeezed her hand. “Thank you,” he said, the words sticking in
his throat for a reason other than a curse. “1 never could have imagined that I'd find
someone like you.”

“1 suspect you never imagined you would be hit with a silencing curse, either,” she
pointed out. “I still have to figure out why you were cursed and who cursed you, and

how long | have before things could be dangerous.”

He didn't say anything. He knew better than to even try. The fact that he'd managed to
say this much was a bit of amiracle.

“1 don't suppose you can tell me how long we have,” she asked.

He shook his head.

“Can | guess?’ she asked.

“Maybe,” he said.



Beatrice frowned. “A year?’

1 No."

“More or less?’ she asked.

“Less,” Alexander said.

Having just been through this with Guinevere yesterday, he wasn't surprised when it
took several guesses to get even remotely close.

“Lessthan aweek,” shefinally said, and he nodded.

She thought for a moment, looking down at Rose and stroking her back before she
looked up at him with her mouth wide open. “It’ s your birthday.”

It shouldn’t surprise him that she'd figured it out so quickly. One of the reasons he
had chosen her to be his bride was because she was smart—she’'d proved it over and
over again. But till, the fact that someone had figured out that he was cursed and so
quickly narrowed it down to the day of reckoning was shocking.

Beatrice took a deep breath. “Well, | suppose there's only one thing to do. | wish you
had told me yesterday so | didn't waste time on something as frivolous as reading a
romance novel when | might need to save your life,” she teased. “But now that |
know, | shall get to work straightaway.”

“Doing what?" he asked.

His wife raised an eyebrow at him. “Doing what you paid me to do,” she said. “I'm a
librarian. We read.”
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Chapter thirteen
Beatrice

By the time Guinevere arrived in Beatrice's bedchamber, Beatrice had returned from
Alexander's room and was sitting at her boudoir table, waiting for her.

“Good morning, Guinevere,” Beatrice said cheerfully as Guinevere walked in.

“How can | help you this morning, my lady?’ Guinevere asked, standing behind her
and reaching for the comb.

Beatrice met her eyesin the mirror. “You can tell me what sort of curse you think my
husband has gotten tangled up in.”

Guinevere froze. “He told you?’

Beatrice shook her head. “You know he can't, but | figured enough of it out when |
overheard him having a nightmare last night. He was talking in his slegp.”

Guinevere's eyes widened. “He can talk about it in his sleep? That means the curse
probably had something to do with not telling anyone else and isn’t specifically about
stopping the words. | wonder if he can tell the cat.”

Beatrice grinned at the thought of Alexander baring his soul to Rose the dragon. “I
don't know,” she said. “Maybe he'stried it, but | don't know what the result was.”



“So what do you know about it?" Guinevere asked as she began working the comb
through Beatrice's hair.

“Not much,” Beatrice admitted. “1 know that he is under a silencing curse and that we
have until his birthday to prepare for whatever is going to happen that he can’t talk

about. | just can't believe he'sunder acurse. | didn’t think curses werereal.”

“There are many things that most people in Galamere don't think of as real,”
Guinevere said.

“Like what?’ Beatrice asked suspiciously, narrowing her eyes.

Guinevere shrugged a shoulder. “| wouldn't know.”

Beatrice took a deep breath. There were too many secrets here. “All right, then, keep
your secrets, but know that I'm on to you,” she said, “and | will figureit out.”

“1 have no doubt,” Guinevere said with a smile. “ So now that you know, what do you
intend to do about it?’

Beatrice sighed. “I’'m not sure. | plan to start in the library as soon as we are done
breaking our fast and look for any books that have anything to do with magic.”

“And sorcery,” Guinevere said darkly. “It’'s the most likely culprit for acurse.”

As if that wasn't suspicious. “You seem to know more than you're letting on,”
Beatrice said.

Guinevere said nothing.

“Are you under asilencing curse too?’ Beatrice asked.



Guinevere shook her head. “No, I just know that magic isillega in our country.”

Beatrice took a deep breath. “Of course,” she said. “Forgive me, | ought not to pry.
But if there is anything you know that will help my husband—"

“Of course,” Guinevere said. “Lord Dunham has done many things for my family and
for me, and if thereis anything | can do to help him, you can be sure that | will do it.”

“And if there's anything else you think will help me to begin my search in the
library—"

“Maybe | will join you in the library,” Guinevere said. “It may be helpful for both of
us. And I'm working on something else that | hope may help.”

When Beatrice opened her mouth to inquire, Guinevere shook her head. “No. | am
not ready to share what it is yet, because it may come to nothing.”

Beatrice sighed but stopped asking questions as Guinevere helped her get dressed.
She made her way down the grand staircase and was relieved that she didn't dlip or
fall on her face thistime, and it only took her a moment to remember the way to the
dining room.

She wasn't sure how she would react when she saw Alexander again.

It had been a little awkward when she had to leave his bed to go back to her room.
Even though nothing had happened and they were married...it still made her unsure
of what would happen next between them.

It had been so natural to sit next to him and make sure he didn't continue to have
nightmares. Every time she’d let go of hisarm, he'd started trembling again. So she'd
stayed until at last, she had succumbed to sleep after what felt like two or three hours.



But somehow, she couldn't shake the fact that he had talked in his sleep and said
things that he probably would never have said had he been awake.

She could not change the horrible things that had happened in his past, but she could
help prevent whatever was going to happen next. She just had to figure out how to do
that, and if that meant she spent the next five days in a library researching, that was
what she would do, because her husband needed her.

She was already sitting at the breakfast table when Alexander walked in. There were
hollows under his eyes, but he was immaculately dressed as always, and he appeared
completely normal as Jenkins brought in the mail.

Beatrice wasn't sure if she should be flattered or frustrated that he seemed completely
unaffected by finding her in his bed this morning.

Perhaps the nightmares hadn’t affected him as much as they had seemed, other than
making him tired. Maybe they had affected Beatrice more than him.

Or maybe he was pretending it didn’t affect him, and he was more rattled than he was
letting on. He certainly had enough things to worry about—perhaps finding his wife
in his bed didn’t even make the first page of hislist of concerns.

It only gave her the determination she needed to focus on the task ahead.

“Alexander,” Beatrice said, catching his attention from the envel ope he was opening,
“if I was planning to search for a particular subject in the library, is it organized in
any particular manner, or should | just start looking?’

Her husband frowned. “I know my mother had a system,” he said, “but she didn’t
write it down anywhere, as far as | know, and it would be difficult to guess. If you
want my help, | could come and help you look for alittle while.”



Beatrice shook her head. “I’m sure you have other things to do. Guinevere and | can
manage it.”

“Guinevereis helping you?’' he asked.

“Yes,” Beatrice said. “She and | are both interested in discovering a little more about
thelibrary.”

With several servants wandering around the dining room as they ate, Beatrice didn’t
know what she could say and what she couldn’t, but figured it was probably best to
stay vague. Alexander knew what she was talking about, and as far as everyone else
was concerned, she was simply being her normal librarian self.

But when she retired to the library with Guinevere after their meal, she had to take a
deep breath at the sight of all the books on the shelves. “This is going to take a
while,” she said to Guinevere.

The sheer volume of books that had felt like such a gift only last night was suddenly
overwhelming. How were they supposed to find a book about magic among the
hundreds of books here?

“1 know,” Guinevere said with asigh, “but the good news is there are two of us.”
“You start on that end,” Beatrice said, pointing to the left, “and I'll start on this end.
Perhaps Lady Dunham kept items grouped similarly. Once we find the right section,
hopefully, we will find all the books on the topic.”

Guinevere nodded and headed | eft, and Beatrice went the opposite direction.

She started at the first bookcase, opening each book to read the title and thumb
through its pages if she thought it might have anything to do with magic. She would



have preferred to read them all, but for now, she contented herself with taking a deep
breath of that old book smell.

“ Another benefit,” she called to Guinevere, “is that by the end of this, | should know
what books we havein the library.”

“I’'m surprised you're not cataloging them,” Guinevere said with a grin. “Isn’'t that
what librarians do?’

Beatrice sighed. “Yes, it is. And unfortunately, that is a task | should like to
accomplish at some point, but we don’t have the time to do it now. So we'll have to
go back through a second time.”

“And I’m sure you will love every moment of it,” Guinevere said.

Beatrice smiled and returned to looking through the books.

If she weren't searching for something that had completely turned her world upside
down in the past twelve hours, she would have enjoyed this task. But the idea that she
and her husband were in danger and she knew nothing about it didn't make for a very
enjoyable search.

After nearly two hours of work and finding absolutely nothing related to magic,
Beatrice grew fatigued. The thought of continuing to sort for another few hours
without any progress was discouraging. “I think | might take a walk,” she told
Guinevere. “Some time to clear my head would be helpful, and | think | will be better
off for it.”

“That sounds like a great decision,” Guinevere said. “1 will keep looking, unless you
want me to accompany you.”



“No, no,” Beatrice said. “I have some thinking to do about everything that's
happened.”

“That’s understandable,” Guinevere said with a smile. “Would you like help with
your cloak?’

“1 am capable, but thank you.”

Beatrice left the library and made her way to the front door. She was a little surprised
that Jenkins didn't instantly appear, but he was probably helping Alexander
somewhere.

Beatrice opened the wardrobe and reached for her cloak, fastening it around her
shoulders before slipping out the front door and setting off to the south, toward town.
It was a route she was familiar with, and she knew she could find her way back to the
manor, unlike the north, where she had no idea where things were.

She didn’'t need to get lost on her first foray out as Lady Dunham.

She made her way toward town slowly, not interested in exerting herself overly, but
very interested in thinking through everything that had happened in the past three

days.

Had it really only been three days?

How had her life changed so quickly?

She walked for maybe fifteen minutes before the wind began to pick up, and she
turned toward the forest to the west, hoping for alittle more shelter from the wind.

Dark shadows began to cover the land, and she looked up at the sky. The light cover



of clouds that had been there when she left the estate had grown into one massive
dark cloud that threatened snow.

The wind picking up had been a warning, and her thoughts had been racing too fast to
heed it.

Beatrice turned around and began making her way back to the manor quickly. Could
she make it back before the snow started?

She stuck close to the trees, hoping for some protection from the snow as light flakes
began to fall.

Until there was a crashing sound in the underbrush, and a dark form that was
suspiciously bear-shaped bolted past her.

Her heart beating furioudly in her chest, she veered away from the trees.

There was no use in avoiding the snow if she got eaten by a bear.

The snow began to fall faster, and her visibility decreased. Beatrice picked up her
pace. If she had been wearing fewer layers, she might have attempted to run. She
knew the way back to Eldenwilde, but if the visibility got bad, she didn’t want to miss

the estate and get lost.

She had to make it back before the storm got worse.
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Chapter fourteen
Alexander

Alexander stared out the window, where the snow was coming down harder than it
had yet this year, and grimaced. It was going to be a cold night.

Fortunately, he didn’'t haveto go out in it.

He turned back to his papers and frowned at them. He'd undertaken writing a will
when he realized he had no idea what the sorcerer was going to do after he refused to
marry the man’'s daughter. The task of allocating all his assets was tedious, and he
wastired of it.

There was arap at the door and Jenkins opened it.

“There is a man to see you, my lord,” he said stiffly before a young man in a
servant’ s outfit pushed his way through the door.

“Hello, my lord, I’'m here to see Beatrice,” he said.
“And who areyou?’ Alexander asked, frowning at the intrusion.
“I’m Dietrich,” he said. “I’m sure Beatrice hastold you about me.”

Oh, this was Beatrice's friend, the one she'd said was likely to come looking for her
if he didn’t tell them where she was. “Oh, right,” Alexander said. “ She did. Jenkins,



would you show him to the library? | believe that’s where sheis.”

“She’s not there, my lord,” Jenkins said. “I was thinking perhaps she was here with

youl.

A chill ran down Alexander’s spine. “What do you mean she's not there?’ he asked,
standing and pushing his chair back forcefully. “ She was there. Where did she go?’

“I don't know,” Jenkins said.

Someone cleared their throat behind Jenkins. “I might know,” Guinevere said. “She
said she wanted to go for awalk to clear her head.”

Alexander glanced back outside, and the chill down his spine turned into something
worse. “ She' s out there?” he asked. “And you didn’t see her?’ he asked Dietrich.

Dietrich, who looked as scared as Alexander felt, said, “No, but I’'m going to go look
for her.”

“Metoo,” Alexander said, hurrying for the foyer with Dietrich.

“There’s no need, my lord,” Dietrich said. “1 will find her. You needn’t go out in the
storm.”

“Asif I’m not going to go look for my wife,” Alexander growled.
“Your wife?’ Dietrich asked, his voice harsh.
Alexander grimaced. He had forgotten he'd left that part out of the note he'd sent to

town. “She’ll explain when we find her,” he said as he grabbed his coat from Jenkins.
“But yes, she’'s my wife.”



He looked over at Dietrich. “Is that a problem?’

Had Beatrice had an understanding with this man and neglected to tell him?

Dietrich shook his head. “Not a problem, as long as she’'s happy and you don’t hurt
her,” he said. “I suggest we find her because if we don’t, | might have to kill you.”

Alexander grinned. If Dietrich was a friend of Beatrice's, enough of a friend to
suggest killing a noble on her behalf, then he would be worth having around to look

for her.

“1 understand,” he said. “Let’s go find her so she can yell at both of us for going out
in the storm.”

Dietrich grinned. “It sounds like you understand Beatrice pretty well,” he said, as the
door opened and an icy blast hit them in the face. Before Alexander could say
anything, Rose scampered out between his legs into the storm.

“Get back here, Rose!” he growled at her.

“I think she wants to help you look for her,” Guinevere said, her voice carrying a
hidden meaning that he wasn’t sure he understood.

But then realization hit him. Rose wanted to use her dragon senses to find Beatrice.

He looked down at the kitten, then over at Dietrich. “Y ou might as well,” he told the
kitten. “We' |l take whatever help we can get.”

The kitten chirped and, in the blink of an eye, had transformed into her dragon self.

Dietrich blinked a couple of times, then nodded his head. “I think | like our odds



better now,” he said. “Let’s go find her before it gets worse.”

They made their way into the storm, following Rose, who flew on tiny wings with no
hesitation or sign of sowing down. They walked quickly—the snow had already
passed their ankles and was growing higher with every minute. The two men walked
side by side, their arms brushing against each other occasionally, a reminder that the
other was there and hadn’t been lost to the snowstorm.

All they could do was follow Rose and hope that she could find Beatrice, because he
couldn’t see more than afew feet in front of them.

They walked in silence aside from an occasional call for Beatrice, the unspoken need
to find her, and fast, taking over their every step. Alexander’s heart was filled with
fear at the thought of losing her.

It felt odd to feel so strongly about her. He had only known her for a couple of years
and had only been married to her for three days. It shouldn't make his heart stop
beating to think about the fact that hers might have already stopped.

He shook his head to himself—he couldn’t think like that.

She had to be dlive.

They trudged through the storm for what seemed like an hour before the dragon
started making new noises and zoomed ahead at a speed so fast, there was no way
they could keep up. They began running anyway. Hopefully they were staying in a

straight line and not getting lost in the storm themselves.

Wouldn't that be a story for everyone if, in trying to find Beatrice, they ended up
frozen themselves?



But then through the storm, he could see a dark shape wrestling its way through the
snow in slow but steady steps.

It had to be her.

Alexander somehow forced himself to run even faster, and when he was close enough
to recognize his wife's face through the blowing snow, her blue lips and pale face
signaling just how cold she was, he opened his arms wide, and she stumbled into
them, collapsing against his chest.

“You came for me,” she muttered into his chest.

“Of course | did,” he said, wrapping his arms around her so tightly he worried he
might break her, as if she were a frozen icicle that might snap in two at the dlightest
breath.

“1 can’t believeit,” she said through chattering teeth. “But how did you find me?’

“Your husband's dragon found you,” a dry voice said, and Beatrice gasped and
lunged out of hisarms.

“Dietrich!” she cried, throwing herself at the other man, and Alexander had to fight
the urge to throttle him. “Why are you here?’ she asked, letting go of him.

“Wak and talk, my girl,” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist and turning
himself around. “Let’s get you back.”

Beatrice dslipped out of Dietrich’s grasp and turned to Alexander, which gave
Alexander an immense amount of satisfaction. She closed the distance between them
and walked by his side as they followed Rose toward home.



“I thought the girls of the Northlands were done needing me to rescue them from
snowstorms,” Dietrich quipped.

“Technically, Sophia wasn’t from the Northlands,” Beatrice pointed out. “And | was
on my way home.”

“Oh, so it's home now?’ Dietrich asked. Alexander could hear the question in his
voice.

“Itis,” Beatrice said, and Alexander couldn’t help the grin that swept across his face.
Eldenwilde was her home now. Her home was with him. It was a simple declaration,
and yet it meant everything. He tucked her into his side, pulling her close and
wrapping his arm around her shoulders.

It was purely for warmth, not at all because he wanted her closer.

“ And when were you going to inform us of this fact?’ Dietrich asked. “It's not every
day aman learnsthat hislittle sister is now alady.”

“Did Theanot tell you?’ Beatrice asked.

“No, she did not,” Dietrich said dryly. “She told me that you were at Eldenwilde and
had been for three days. One would think you would send me a note telling me
directly.”

Yes, it was surprising that she would message Thea but not her own brother.

But no, that didn’t make sense. When he'd hired her, she had told him her only
family was her father.

“I didn’t know you had a brother,” he said to her.



Rose began chirping up ahead, and Beatrice chuckled through chattering teeth. “I
think she's telling me that she knows he's not my brother,” she said. “When my
mother left, Dietrich’s mother Danise became like my own, and Dietrich became a
brother to me. My father didn’t know how to raise alittle girl, so | spent most of my
time with them.”

It made more sense when she put it that way. “Yeah, we're not blood-related, but
she's the only one who gets away with treating me the way she does,” Dietrich
teased, his voice barely loud enough to be heard through the whistling wind.

Alexander was glad to hear that she hadn’t lied to him, but he was even more glad to
hear that she thought of Dietrich as a brother. Although the fact that Dietrich now
knew they had a dragon could pose some problems. He'd just have to make sure the
man knew to keep quiet about it.

Magic was illegal, and while dragons weren't technically...they hadn’'t been seen
since magic was legal in Galamere. He had no reason to share Rose' s existence when
she tended to keep herself in her kitten form, even if she was currently leading their
way back homein flight.

The rest of the walk back to Eldenwilde was spent in silence, though Alexander kept
looking down to check on his wife. At one point, she looked up at him, and even
though she looked as if she was about to freeze solid, she was the most beautiful
thing he' d ever seen.

He didn’t want to admit it, but he was falling for Beatrice. What was he supposed to
do with that information?

The lights of home shone bright through the snow. When they reached the front steps,
Rose transformed into her kitten form, fluffing out her coat.



“Thank you, Rose,” Beatrice said, leaning down to pet her and stumbling over a step.

Alexander’s grip on her shoulder tightened and he kept her from falling flat on her
face. “We can thank her later,” he insisted, guiding his wife up the final stairs toward
the door.

The moment they walked through the door, Jenkins was waiting with a pile of
blankets and immediately sent amaid for hot tea.

Dietrich and Rose hung back as Alexander undid his wife's wet cloak, then swooped
her up into his arms and carried her into his study, where the hottest fire he'd ever
seen blazed in the fireplace. She let out a surprised whoop, throwing her arms around
his neck, and he grinned down at her.

He hadn’t realized how fun it could be to pick up one' s wife, but he suddenly wanted
to do it more often.

The tension of the search began to melt along with the snow currently coating his
hair, sending cold drops sliding down his neck.

She was safe.

Jenkins hurried into the study after them with the blankets, followed by Mrs. Jenkins,
as he placed Beatrice in the chair that had been pulled up next to the roaring fire.

“You al needn’'t make such afuss,” Beatrice said, and there was a chorus of voices
instantly informing her that they had every right to make a fuss and she should not
have gone out in the storm. “I didn’t know there was going to be a storm,” Beatrice
protested. “If | had, | wouldn’t have gone.”

“You shouldn’'t have gone anyway,” Alexander said as he knelt down and began to



unlace his wife's boots. This was the second time in three days that he’ d done so, but
thistime, he didn’t feel the urge to pass off the task to amaid.

He unlaced her boots and set them aside before he reached for the top of her sock and
began slowly pulling it down off her foot. She was so cold that she was trembling,
which made pulling the wet sock away from her skin harder than it should have been,
but he went slowly and gently so he wouldn’t hurt her.

He finished with one foot and reached for her other foot, carefully doing the same on
the other side. Her feet were so cold. He began rubbing them, and she winced in pain.
“I'm sorry,” he said. “We have to get them warm.”

Guinevere arrived with dry clothes for Beatrice, catching his eye from the doorway.

“Everyone out,” he announced.

Everyone looked at him in surprise, including Beatrice.
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Chapter fifteen

Beatrice

Beatrice was finally beginning to warm up again when Alexander and Dietrich came
back into the study, both of them wearing dry clothes. Guinevere had tucked her in
under the blankets and moved her chair even closer to the fire, which felt so
wonderful. The painful tingles in her feet were beginning to subside, her teeth were

no longer chattering, and the shivering had calmed a bit.

She hadn’t expected to be so cold once she came into the warm air, but it almost felt
worse than being outside.

She looked up at Alexander and Dietrich and smiled at them.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” she said. “I don't know what | would have done
without you.”

“You would have made your way back to the manor,” Dietrich said, “I have no
doubts—you are one of the strongest women | know.”

“Aside from your mother,” Beatrice said with asmile. “And | owe it all to her.”
Dietrich shrugged. “ She would suggest otherwise.”

“Wherever it came from,” Alexander said, “I am thankful, but I'm afrad we must
discuss a more serious matter.”



Beatrice raised her eyebrows and waited for him to continue.

“We must discuss what is happening,” Alexander said. “Dietrich has expressed
interest in joining our efforts.”

Beatrice glanced at Guinevere, who was frowning. “Can you tell him?’ she asked,
looking back at Alexander.

“No,” Alexander said.

“| see,” Beatrice said, glancing between Dietrich and Alexander. “And you want me
to tell him everything?’

“That was my intention,” Alexander said. “1 think having someone else on our team
will be helpful.”

“Does Jenkins know?’ Beatrice asked. “I might suggest getting his take on the issue
aswell.”

Alexander shook his head. “I haven't been able to tell him, but he and Mrs. Jenkins
should be on their way.”

“So we'll wait for him,” Beatrice said as Rose jumped onto her lap. She began to pet
the kitten, who curled up in her lap and began to purr.

Dietrich would either think they were al playing a prank on him, or he might have
some insight. Y ou never could tell with Dietrich.

“Is anyone going to actually tell me what’s going on?’ Dietrich asked.

“Be patient,” Beatrice scolded. “You're worse than a child. Wait for Jenkins to get



here.

Dietrich huffed and leaned against the wall. “Y ou’ re mean,” he said.

“You areincorrigible,” Beatrice responded with agrin.

“Areyou aways like this?” Alexander asked, looking between the two of them.

“Well, heis my brother,” Beatrice teased. “Of course.”

The door to the study opened, and Jenkins arrived with Mrs. Jenkins in tow. “How
can we help, my lord?’ Jenkins asked.

“Come and sit,” Alexander said, gesturing toward the sofa. “We need to talk.”
Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins looked at each other. “I think this conversation needs tea,” Mrs.
Jenkins said, ringing the bell by the door and instructing the maid who came running

immediately to bring refreshments before sitting on the sofa next to Guinevere.

“Beatrice will explain,” Alexander began, looking at Beatrice and nodding slightly,
so Beatrice took a deep breath and turned to Dietrich.

“Alexander is under a silencing curse,” Beatrice said with a grimace. “| don’t know
much more than that yet. Oh, and we only have until his birthday to figure out how to
break it before something is going to happen, but | don’t know what it is.”

Dietrich stood frozen, staring at Beatrice. “You're joking, right?’

“Unfortunately not,” Alexander said, his voice deep and strong, despite the topic.



He stopped and frowned.

The kitten on her lap let out a chirp and Beatrice turned her attention to Rose. “Y ou
have something to say?’ she asked. What if the dragon knew more about the curse
than any of them?

“Does she know anything?’ Beatrice asked Guinevere.

Guinevere tilted her head. “1 suppose she could,” she said, looking at Rose. “Do you
know anything about Lord Dunham’ s curse?’

The dragon started chirping again, and everyone in the room turned to Guinevere the
instant she finished speaking. “So, it turns out she was surprisingly informative,”
Guinevere said. “ She knows the sorcerer who cursed Lord Dunham, because the same
sorcerer discarded her egg when it no longer had enough magic for him. She's here
because of him.”

Alexander’ s mouth opened, then closed.

“And she said that he is coming back soon.”

“Is that what we're waiting for?’ Beatrice asked, turning to Alexander. “Why is he
coming back?’

“We are to prepare for awedding,” Alexander said. “I received aletter this morning.”

Beatrice frowned. “ Y ou received a letter this morning, and you didn’t tell me?’

“I'm sorry | didn't get a chance to tell you before you disappeared into a snowstorm,”
Alexander said pointedly. “You were still in the library, so | didn't want to disturb

you.



“And I'm assuming that the wedding is not for you?’ Beatrice said, her tone just as
pointed. “ Given that we already had one.”

“1 think we could make it for us,” Alexander said, his face turning serious. He may
have been sitting across from her in a room full of people, but when he spoke, it felt
like she was the only one in the room. “I would love to give you area wedding,” he

continued.

“And when are we supposed to have this wedding prepared by?’ Mrs. Jenkins asked
practically.

“In four days time,” Alexander said, taking a deep breath. He stood, picking up a
piece of paper and walking over to hand it to Beatrice, who scanned the contents
quickly.

Dunham,

| will betherein four days time with my daughter. | expect a wedding prepared.

Lohndrey

“You are to marry his daughter in four days?’ she asked, her voice rising as she
spoke the words. “But we're already married.”

“Indeed, we are,” Alexander said.
Beatrice's mind began to race. “ That's why you wanted to marry me. If you're already
married, you cannot marry his daughter. But what will he do when he finds out?’ Her

voice caught.

“That’s agood question,” Alexander said, his mouth closing again.



“Y ou don't know?’ Beatrice asked.

“1 hope not,” Alexander said.

Beatrice pressed her lips together. The answer didn't convince her that he didn’t know
more. Did he have his suspicions? But the only way for it—

No.

It couldn’t be. “Was he the cause of the fire?’ she asked quietly, dreading the answer.

“Yes,” Alexander said quietly. Beatrice's heart broke for him al over again. “My
father tried—I wasn't ready for marriage,” he said, his voice choking up.

Was it the curse or the emotion?

“Your father was a good man,” Jenkins said, his voice trembling. “I am sorry that you
were |eft alone to deal with this, al thistime. | wish | had known.”

“So your father told him you weren't ready for marriage and tried to resist, so
Lohndrey started a fire?’ Beatrice asked, her voice shaky. “And you don't know what
he'll do thistime?’

Dietrich let out a grunt of anger, glaring at Alexander. “You put her in this danger,”
he said, hisvoice harsh. “Y ou knew this was a possibility, and you did it anyway.”

Alexander looked miserable. “I did,” he said, “but | didn’t know for a fact until this
morning that any of thiswas real or that he was coming back.”

“S0 you chose Beatrice to be your sacrificial lamb,” Dietrich said, his voice bitter.
“And you didn't tell her any of it.”



“Dietrich,” Beatrice said firmly.

“Don't you see the danger he's putting you in?’ he asked, his voice softening. “Don’t
you care?”’

“Of course | care,” Beatrice said, her voice firm. “But Alexander wouldn’t have done
itif it wasn’'t important. Now we need to figure out how to keep everyone safe.”

“Do you have a plan?’ Dietrich asked, turning to Alexander. “Or was your plan to let
Beatrice take the fall?’

“Dietrich,” Beatrice said, her tone calm. “He has gone through enough. He doesn’t
need you attacking him right now.”

“l deserve it,” Alexander said. “It was my biggest regret the whole time, but |
couldn’t see another way to—"

He swallowed hard, his eyes pleading with her to understand.
Beatrice hoped he could see that she was on his side, even with Dietrich’s logical
points. What must it have been like to be so aone for all of this, not able to ask for

counsel or even share the heavy burden for all those years?

Dietrich glared at all of them. “If you think I'm leaving you alone to deal with this,”
he said to Beatrice, “you're wrong. I'm not leaving until thisis over.”

“What about your job?’ Beatrice asked.
He shook his head. “Even if the Duke came home tomorrow, I’'m still not leaving.

Y ou’re more important to me than a job, and I’'m not going to stand here and watch
while they decide your future without you.”



Beatrice sighed. “Dietrich, it's not their fault. It's the sorcerer’s fault. And now we
must come up with a plan to defeat him together.”

She handed the letter to Guinevere, who looked it over herself before handing it to
Dietrich.

He glanced at it, hisjaw clenching.
“So well prepare for a wedding,” Dietrich said, leveling his gaze at Alexander. “But
you will be marrying Beatrice again, not this other girl. And if anything happens to

hurt Beatrice, | will kill you myself.”

“And as | said the last time you threatened me,” Alexander said, “I understand and
accept it.”

“You've dready threatened him?’ Beatrice asked, glaring at Dietrich. “Did your
mother not raise you to have any manners? He's a lord. You could get in serious
trouble.”

“l don't care,” Dietrich said. “Not if you'rein danger.”

“Well, you better care for your mother’s sake,” Beatrice said with a frown. “Or know
what she would do if anything happened to you.”

“She would have you,” Dietrich said, “and | intend to make sure she doesn’t lose you.
So we're preparing a wedding, but that’ s not enough. What else are we doing?’
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Chapter sixteen
Beatrice

Beatrice watched the sunlight fade through the curtains as she prepared for bed with
Guinevere's help. It had been a long day, with many shocking discoveries, and she
was exhausted.

But she couldn't shake the feeling that Alexander might want to see her before they
went to seep in their separate chambers. She would not be making the mistake of
falling asleep in his bed again, even if it had been nice to wake up with someone else
for thefirst timein her life.

She hadn't felt as alone as she usually did.

It didn’t matter, though—it didn't seem possible for her to be with someone the way
marriage required. She didn't know how to live with someone else. What if she
messed it all up?

Her father had been working the trade routes since she was a tiny child, and she'd
often spent the night with Dietrich and his mother until her father had deemed her old
enough to spend the night on her own.

She was used to being alone.

Which was why it was so surprising that she was feeling drawn to spend more time
with Alexander before she fell asleep.



It hardly seemed possible that she had someone in her life now, but she was already
enjoying it, even if their future was uncertain.

She felt ill at the thought of everything Alexander had revealed. It didn't seem
possible for someone to hate him so much that he had murdered Alexander's parents,
and the fact that he was coming back was terrifying.

And they didn’t know how he would react to Alexander aready being married.

Guinevere murmured a good night, and Beatrice responded with a quiet smile.
Neither of them had felt much like talking tonight while Guinevere helped with her
hair and dress, each preferring to ponder in silence after the events of the day.

Dietrich had chosen to stay at Eldenwilde. Between the storm and the fact that he was
unwilling to leave until Beatrice's safety was assured, he was very adamant that he
was not leaving yet, so he had borrowed some of Jenkins' clothes and was staying in a
guest suite not far from Beatrice’ s room.

But Beatrice didn't feel the urge to go talk to Dietrich. She wanted to talk to
Alexander.

After Guinevere left, she took a deep breath, made her way to the adjoining door, and
knocked. She waited for his muffled “come in” before she opened the door and

entered, suddenly shy, even though she' d done the same thing the night before.

“Are you well?” Alexander asked. He was already sitting in bed, the covers tucked
around hiswaist.

“1 was hoping to talk to you,” Beatrice said, looking away from his bare chest.

It was the first time she had ever entered a man’s bedroom for the express purpose of



talking to him, and she wasn't sure what to say or what to do or where to go.

“Come sit,” Alexander said, patting the bed beside him.

Beatrice glanced sideways at the bed.

“We don't have to fal asleep,” Alexander said with a grin. “I will help you stay
awake, but it will be easier to talk if you're not standing across the room.”

So Beatrice crossed the room and gingerly sat down on the bed next to her husband.
He reached over to take the blanket placed on the table beside his bed and give it to
her. Had he put it within reach in case she visited him?

The adjoining door snicked open, and an orange kitten padded through from
Beatrice's room, hopping up onto the bed and settling in Beatrice's lap with a
contented purr.

“Are you going to transform?’ Beatrice asked her, “or do you prefer to purr as a
kitten right now?’

Rose turned into adragon in an instant but continued to purr.

“Was she akitten or a dragon when you found her?’ Beatrice asked.

“A dragon,” Alexander said. “She looked so tiny and pitiful and cold, surrounded by
broken pieces of a green shell, and | knew | had to do something to help her. | had no
idea what to do with a baby dragon, but thankfully, she transformed into a kitten
before | got her into the house. | could only hope that her kitten insides were the same
as her dragon parts and that she would be able to digest milk. Mrs. Jenkins was more
than happy to oblige. | think she was happy to see me find a friend, even if it was
only akitten.”



“They seem to care for you very much,” Beatrice said.

Alexander reached over to pet Rose, and his fingers brushed against Beatrice's.
“They were the closest thing | had to parents after | lost mine,” he said. “1 don’t know
what | would have done without them, but | would not be the man that | am today.”

“I’'m very thankful that you had them,” Beatrice said. “1 happen to be partial to the
man you are today.”

Alexander let out a sound that could maybe be described as a chuckle. “I should hope
SO, given that you married me.”

“Did | have achoice?’ Beatrice asked, bumping his arm with her shoulder.

“Absolutely,” Alexander said, his voice turning completely serious. “You had the
choice, and | would never have pressured you to change your mind if you had turned
me down. | will admit, though, that I'm glad that you didn’t,” he added, his voice
turning a little less serious. “It’s been lovely having someone who knows my secret,
and it hasn’'t even been aday. | can’'t begin to tell you how much weight it has taken
off me to know that | am not alone.”

“Well, you'll never be alone again for the rest of your life.”

“However long it may be,” he said glumly.

Beatrice shook her head. “We are not thinking like that,” she said. “We are going to
figure this out, and we will protect you from him.”

“I’m more concerned with protecting you,” Alexander said. “You didn't go into this
with the full knowledge of what you were entering into, and | am not going to place
Importance on my life over yours.”



Beatrice looked at him with emotion warring on her face. “I would rather not be
mistress of Eldenwilde without you,” she said after a moment, “but hopefully it won’t
come to that. | am still hopeful that we will discover away to break your curse so you
can tell me anything else you might know. Then we will find a way to prevent him
from hurting you for aready being married.”

She sighed. “But | didn’t want to talk about that tonight. | wanted to talk about other
things and pretend for a moment that we are not a couple who married not out of

necessity, but because we actually like each other.”

“Not that | don’t like you,” she added hastily, her eyes widening. “But perhaps we
could pretend to be a normal couple for an evening.”

What was she doing? She was bungling this terribly.

“What does anormal couple do?’ Alexander asked.

“1 was hoping you would know,” Beatrice admitted. “My mother left when | was only
a baby, and my father has been gone more often than not ever since. | had a good
example of a mother in Dietrich’s mother, but his father died not long after | moved

in with them. So I’ ve never really had a model of what marriage should look like.”

Alexander thought for a moment before he shrugged. “I know something we could
try,” he sad, “if you're willing.”

Beatrice glanced at him, narrowing her eyes. “What exactly do | have to be willing to
try?’

“We could play the game | used to play.”

“What kind of game?’ Bestrice asked. “Do married couplesreally play games?’



Alexander shrugged again. “We've already established that neither of us knows what
we're doing, so we might as well do something fun. And | don’t know about you, but
| could certainly use the distraction right about now.”

Beatrice admitted that a distraction sounded like a good plan. “What sort of game is
it?" she asked.

Alexander sprang out of bed and made his way to the wardrobe. He opened a drawer
and rummaged for amoment before pulling a wooden box from the bottom.

“1t’ s about running your own estate,” he explained as he came back to the bed.

“That sounds...fun,” Beatrice said, wincing alittle bit. “This is what you did in your
free time growing up?’

Alexander laughed. “Yes. My version of free time is probably not much like yours,
but | think it's fun, and | think you might also. It seems like the sort of thing you
would enjoy.”

“If that’s what you would like to do, | don’t have a problem with that. But you’'ll have
to teach me how to play.”

“l can do that,” Alexander said with a grin. It was the most excited Beatrice had ever
seen him, like he had reverted to childhood again, and it was adorable to watch. He
dumped out the game pieces and opened up a piece of fabric with a pattern stitched
into it.

“How exactly do you play?’ she asked.

“It's simple,” he said, before launching into one of the most convoluted descriptions
Beatrice had ever heard. She stared at him blankly as he began putting piecesin front



of her. “It's easier to play than it is to understand,” he admitted. “You'll figure it out,
and I’'ll help you, although | might beat you.”

“I'm sure you will,” Beatrice said with a laugh. “In fact, if you don't, | will be
incredibly surprised and maybe a little disappointed in your skills as lord of the
estate.”

“If you win, it will be luck,” Alexander said confidently as he continued to lay out
piecesin front of her.

Beatrice leaned forward to inspect the pattern stitched into the fabric—it clearly had
something to do with the game—and Rose squirmed out of her lap and settled on the
bed in front of her instead. “I’m sorry,” Beatrice said, shaking her head at the dragon,
“did you not like being squished?’

The dragon let out a disgruntled chirp and Beatrice chuckled. “Terribly sorry, I'll pet
you more when we're done.”

The candles were beginning to burn low by the time they finished their game, and
surprisingly, Beatrice was the winner.

“How did you do that?” Alexander asked, staring at the board incredulously. “I didn’t
think you would beat me.”

“1 didn’t either,” Beatrice admitted with a giddy laugh, “but it feels great.”
Alexander was a little put out, staring at the game with a grumpy expression. “I can't
believe you beat me,” he said. “Please don't tell Jenkins. He will never let me hear

the end of it. He had to play me more than once, and | always beat him.”

“Then | shall be sureto tell him first thing in the morning,” Beatrice teased.



Alexander groaned and pushed his extra pieces off his lap with a huff. “You must
have cheated somehow,” he said. “I’m going to look at the rules again.”

He reached for the book inside the wooden box and began flipping through it.

“I’ve never even heard of this game before—how could | have cheated?’ Beatrice
said with agrin. “You don’t actually think | cheated.”

“No,” he said with a sigh. “One of the reasons | chose you is because | knew that you
would always do the right thing.”

Alexander had paid enough attention to her to notice that? She didn’'t realize he'd
been so aware of her. “How do you know that?’ she asked.

“Because | was willing to give you more pay when | first started the library, and you
told me to use that money to pay for schoolbooks for the school instead.”

Beatrice smiled at the memory. She remembered that, though she was surprised he
did. “And that’ s the reason you chose to marry me?’ she teased. “Because | wouldn’t

let you pay me enough money?’

Rose noticed that they were done playing and climbed back into Beatrice's lap,
rubbing her head under Beatrice swrist.

“Did you need more?’ he asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I didn't need more. | aready had more than
enough.”

“1 still think | should have paid you more.” Alexander shrugged. “But | wasn't going
to lose you by insisting on paying you more than you would take.”



Beatrice smiled. “| wonder how the library is getting on without me,” she said.

“Well, you told me who to put in charge of it,” he said. “So | did that, and I'm sure
it's getting along well. Besides, even if it wasn’t, you don’t have to worry about it
anymore.”
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Chapter seventeen
Alexander

As Alexander stood in the foyer and waited for his wife to come down the stairs, he
took a deep breath.

Her father should be home from his travels by now. So while he was bringing
Beatrice home to get her things, he was also potentially meeting his father-in-law for
the first time.

The thought should not have rattled him. He was a lord, and Beatrice's father was
merely a trader, but the idea of meeting his wife's father made him twitchy and he
wasn't sure what to do with that.

Beatrice hadn't said much about her father, but she'd hinted that he wasn't a
particularly kind man, and something in Alexander wanted to grind him to a pulp for
even potentially mistreating Beatrice.

What kind of man could have a daughter like Beatrice and not make her the center of
his entire world?

And from what he'd gathered, the man had been leaving her alone for most of her life.
He probably should have asked Beatrice for more details instead of snooping, but
he' d discussed it with Dietrich. He'd found out just how often Beatrice had been with
Dietrich and his mother while her father continued working and pretending she didn’t
exist.



Alexander had never particularly considered having children, but if he ever had a
daughter with a smile like Beatrice's, there was no way in the world that he would be
able to leave her for that long.

His thoughts were interrupted by a noise at the top of the stairs as his wife began to
descend. The corner of Alexander's mouth started to turn up at the sight of her. She
was wearing one of his mother's smpler gray dresses, probably in an attempt to
appear less grand in front of her father and the folks in town. Knowing her, she
wouldn't want to appear as if she was lording her new status over them, and he
admired her for it.

But even in asimple dress, she looked stunning.
“Are you ready, my lady?’ he asked her as she reached the ground. He held out an

arm to steady her, just in case she fell. For some reason, she was prone to falling
around him.

“l am ready,” she said, with one of her smiles that instantly made him want to give
her anything in the world.

Why did she have such an effect on him? It blew his mind that he could be so
enamored of her when they had only just gotten married.

Thiswasn't normal, wasit? It couldn't be.
But as Jenkins opened the door and ushered Beatrice out to the waiting carriage, he
couldn't help wondering if maybe it was like this for everyone. If these feelings were

the reason why so many people loved being married.

His parents had had a good marriage. Not that he'd particularly cared to notice when
he was a young man, but he had never seen them speak harshly to one another, much



like Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins. It seemed as if he'd had two good examples of being
married, but that didn't mean he wanted to fall in love with his wife.

On the contrary, the thought of opening up to Beatrice the way his parents had been
in love with each other was terrifying. Surely he could have a more neutral marriage,
one in which they respected each other and cared for each other, but not one where
his wife would be willing to die for him.

That seemed a step too far, and yet, it was dangerously close to his redlity.
He settled into the carriage next to Beatrice, their shoulders brushing. Perhaps he
should have sat across from her, but sharing warmth was a good reason to sit next to

her.

It wasn’t as if he was looking for reasons to be close to his wife...but maybe, just
maybe, he was.

He could pretend that he wasn't, but if he was being honest with himself, he knew
that there was nothing he wanted more than to sit next to Beatrice and hold her hand.

But holding her hand seemed like reaching too far.

What if she tried to hold his, though?

The drive to town seemed to take far less time than it usually did. Not that he went to
town often; he knew what the rumors were—that he was standoffish and didn’t like

people—but he had never had much reason to go to town.

The nobility didn’t spend much time there except for the festivals, and a big bonfire
didn’t hold any appeal for him for obvious reasons.



But going to town with his wife felt different. It felt like he was a part of something
because she was a part of something there, and he was looking forward to meeting all
the people who were important to her in her life.

Except her father.

“1 thought we could start at your home and collect your things,” Alexander said.

Beatrice smiled up at him. “That sounds like a plan,” she said. “I would love to
introduce you to my father. He should meet you.”

“Yes,” Alexander muttered. He would not love to meet her father, but he had no
choice.

It would probably be good to meet him though, even if only to cement the fact that he
didn't like him and to put a face to the name he knew too much about. There was
something to be said for knowing the person you didn’t like.

The corner of Alexander's mouth tilted up in a smirk. Perhaps it was wrong of him to
be so prejudiced against his father-in-law before he'd even met him, but he had never
been one to think the best of everyone. Gerald Montgomery had never had his good
opinion and most likely never would.

But he would tolerate the man for Beatrice' s sake, if that’s what she wanted.

As they hit the northern edge of town, Alexander tried to think about the last time he
had been into town himself. He didn't go often—in fact, he hadn't been in years. The
idea of being around so many people did not seem appealing when he had no idea

what their intentions were.

A lovely side effect of your parents being murdered.



No, he had no reason to be around others.

There was alump in his throat as he watched the houses roll by. Maybe he shouldn't
have come. Perhaps it would have been better for Beatrice if he hadn’t come.

He was starting to feel nauseated, and they hadn't even gotten out of the carriage yet.

What would happen if he threw up in front of everyone in town? The last thing he
wanted, in addition to freaking out, was to be humiliated.

He could always stay in the carriage and |let Beatrice go aone.

But no, that was cowardly.

He had come with his wife for a reason. At some point, he would have to join the
townsfolk again. He couldn't remain a hermit for the rest of his life. Even if he
wanted to, it was not an option—especially not now that he was married and had a
wife who was from the town.

She deserved to have a husband who was able to meet her friends without having a
panic attack. Even if he wasn't sure he could be that husband for her.

He started breathing alittle harder as they rode past the mayor's home and toward the
center of town. He still recognized it, which surprised him. Things hadn’t changed
much.

It was almost easier that way, because he could pretend he was just going into town
to spend time with the Rendon boys.

While they’d all had private tutors at their own estates, there had been children’'s
activities in town that they’ d attended. Those had been some of hisfavorite timesasa



child.

Alexander took a deep breath. He could do this. He didn't have a choice. He was
already in the carriage, and it was quickly rolling through town.

He looked over at his wife, who was watching the buildings roll by outside the
window. He took another deep breath before returning his attention outside, and then

something occurred to him. “Does the driver know where your home is?’ he asked.

“Yes, he does,” Beatrice said. “I told Jenkins before we left, and he informed the
driver.”

Alexander nodded. “1 see. | am glad you had the forethought to tell him.”

“Of course,” she said. “Being prepared is my job. One could argue that as the lady of
the manor, | should be even more aware of the need to be prepared than | was as the
librarian in the Northlands.”

The words coming out of her mouth were right, but the tone of her voice was off.
What was wrong? Was she concerned about her position at Eldenwilde?

She hadn’t had much chance yet to become the lady of the estate. She was learning
quickly, though, despite only being in her new role for a few days. He aready
couldn't imagine his estate without her.

So why did she sound so stiff?

The carriage pulled to a stop, and Alexander took a deep breath.

Apparently it was time to meet his father-in-law. Figuring out why she was acting



strange would have to wait.

He turned to Beatrice. “Are you ready?’ he asked.

She seemed frozen for the first time since he’d met her, at least from something other
than snow. Her hand clutched at the side of the carriage. “We don’'t have to go in.”

“We need to get your things,” Alexander said.

“And you should meet him.” The words were stilted, as if she were resigned to the
fact.

Thiswasn’'t the Beatrice he knew.

“What'swrong?’ Alexander asked, reaching for her hand.

Beatrice took a deep breath. “He's probably not going to be very happy that I'm
married,” she said slowly. “He enjoyed the fact that | was here when he came home,
that he had a kept house, that | would be at his beck and call. He won’t be thrilled that

has changed.”

Alexander frowned. His wife, who was usually so confident and bubbly, was
sounding unsure of herself and maybe even alittle intimidated.

He was ready to do battle on her behalf.

“Has he ever hurt you?’ he asked, hating that he had to ask it.

But Beatrice shook her head. “No, he wouldn’t, but he will be very upset,” she said
with asigh.



Alexander clenched his jaw as the footman opened the carriage door, and he stepped
out, turning to offer a hand to Beatrice.

If Gerald Montgomery thought he was going to intimidate his daughter, he thought
wrong, because Besatrice was no longer alone.
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Chapter eighteen
Beatrice

Beatrice took Alexander’s hand as he helped her out of the carriage, and she stood in
front of her childhood home.

It hadn't changed in the few days she had been gone, but she had.

Standing here holding her husband's hand, it was difficult to remember why she had
aways felt at home here. The small cottage held few happy memories for her, and
she was dreading the moment her father opened the door. Once he realized she was
back, he wouldn’t want her to leave again.

Alexander pulled his hand away, and she almost reached to snatch it back. But then
he placed it on her lower back, warm and reassuring, and Beatrice smiled up at him.
This was more support than she’ d thought she would have when she came back to get
her things. She' d assumed she would be staring down her father alone,

But with Alexander at her side, she was not as nervous.

Alexander's presence bolstered her as she walked up to the front door and rapped
gently before letting herself in. Her father would be surprised that she would walk
into the home that had been hers only a few days before, but he would have to deal
with it. With any luck, he would be at the tavern. She just had to get in, get her things,
and get back out.



It wasn't as if she had many things to collect. She didn’t need to bring anything to
Eldenwilde, because Alexander had been more than generous in taking care of her
needs. But there were some things that she would be loath to leave behind, such as
her personal collection of books and her mother’s hair comb—the only thing she'd
left behind when she disappeared.

“Who'sin my house?’ avoice roared, and her father stumbled out of his bedroom.

“Oh, it'syou,” he said when he saw Beatrice, and he made as if he was going to turn
around, but then he looked back at her and saw Alexander. His face darkened.

“And who'sthis?’ he said, making his way toward them. “ Are you the man who stole
my daughter?’

Beatrice opened her mouth, but Alexander beat her to it.

“1 did not steal your daughter, Montgomery,” he said, taking a step forward so he was
closer to her father than she was. “Beatrice married me willingly, and we are going to
be very happy together.”

He was protecting her.

“And you couldn’'t wait for me to get home?’ her father said, glaring baefully at
Alexander. “1 think you married her for areason, and I’m going to find it out.”

“He did not force me to marry him,” Beatrice stated firmly. Alexander's touch on her
waist became firmer, as if he was lending her support, and she took a half step
forward to stand beside him. “I married Alexander of my own free will, and there is
nothing you can do about it.”

Her father stared in surprise. She had never stood up to him in this way before.



“He has no claim on you,” her father said.

“He does,” Beatrice said. “I am his wife, and that gives him more of a claim than you
have.”

Her father glared. “He only married you because he wants something,” he announced.

“Asif you don't?’ Beatrice asked. “You only ever wanted me to take care of you. As
soon as | was old enough to live here without an adult, you took me from a home
where | was loved and brought me here to take care of you. Alexander has taken me
to aplace where | already feel at home, and | feel loved.”

She didn't dare look at her husband as she uttered those words. She didn't know how
he would take it or what he would say, but it was the truth. She felt more loved at
Eldenwilde than she ever had with her father.

Even if Alexander wasn't in love with her, he respected her, he cared for her, and he
made her feel safe.

She could never return to her father's house, not after experiencing what it felt like to
be cared for by a man who was good.

The thought surprised her. All along, everyone had said that Alexander was callous
and uncaring. The rumors had called him everything from arrogant to a beast, and
she' d foolishly believed them.

But she knew better now. Alexander was a good man, and her father was the beast.
“Your daughter has chosen me,” Alexander said, his hand still firm on her lower

back, like an anchor holding her steady in a storm. “Everyone on my estate has
already fallen in love with her, and she is welcome to leave if she ever wishes to do



so. But | pray she won't, because | would never be able to find another wife like her.
She is kind and caring, she is adventurous and brave, and she is independent but she
puts up with me. | hope that we will never be parted.”

His words were spoken swiftly and firmly, and Beatrice glanced up at him in surprise.
If he had asked her before today what she thought his feelings were about her, she
would have said he was indifferent, that he had married her because he needed awife
before his thirtieth birthday and she was merely a means to an end.

But he was defending her to her father asif he loved her. Even though he hadn't said
It in so many words...was it possible that her husband was beginning to feel the same
way she was? Could their marriage of convenience become something more?

Her father was turning red in the face, but he seemed unable to find words to refute
Alexander. He took a step forward, and Alexander swiftly moved between her and
her father, blocking her view of him.

“Touch her, and you will regret it,” Alexander said, his voice low and lethal.
Her father muttered something incoherently, moved around Alexander, and cursed at
her as he walked out the door, slamming it behind him. Beatrice's knees began to

shake.

Alexander turned to her, concern etched on his face as he wrapped an arm around her
waist and pulled her to him.

“Thank you, Alexander,” she muttered into his chest as the tears began to flow.
Hearing him stand up for her meant more than she could have ever imagined. “I'm

glad you came with me.”

Alexander didn't say anything, but he held her tighter, and that alone said enough. He



held her until her breathing had slowed and the tears had ceased.

She had been under her father's thumb long enough, and she never would be again.

“Let me just get my things, and we can leave,” she said, taking a step back with a
sniffle and wiping her hand over her face. “I don't need much.”

Alexander watched as she hurried around the room. She gathered her books and
gently put them into the bag that Alexander held open for her, then crossed the room
toward the loft where she had slept for so many years.

She quickly climbed the ladder and looked down at the pallet she had slept on, with
the one quilt she'd had since she was a child. It was too small for her now, and she’'d
had to curl up underneath it to stay warm.

In an act of defiance, she grabbed it. If she left it, her father would simply take it and
put it on top of his other quilts. This one was hers.

She gathered the hair comb her mother had left and the two books she kept up
here—her Bible and the last book she'd been reading before she left—and turned to
climb down the ladder. But Alexander was there, poking his head over the edge of the
loft, taking in the only space that had been hers.

“Can | carry anything for you?’ he asked, his eyes meeting hers.
She nodded and handed him the quilt, then turned to grab her extra clothes. Her father
had no use for them, and she could give them to someone on the estate who might.

She felt no need to leave him anything.

Having taken the last of her things, Beatrice glanced around the loft, which now only
held the bare mattress and the lantern she used to read at night. Feeling a surge of



anger, she grabbed the lantern too.

Her father didn’t need that, either.

Alexander chuckled and handed her a bag, into which she shoved everything.

“I'll takeit,” he said, holding out his hand for it.

There was a lump in her throat as she handed everything she had once held dear to
her husband, who slung the bag over his shoulder and descended the ladder. He
respectfully took a few steps away as Beatrice also climbed down, averting his eyes
to avoid looking up her skirt.

He was truly a gentleman.

Beatrice looked around what had once been her home and took a deep breath.

She would never come back here again. It held no happy memories for her.

Alexander held out his hand, and she took it. He laced their fingers together, and the
gesture felt more meaningful than anything they had previously shared.

Her father had been the person who was forced to have her, but Alexander was the
man who had chosen to keep her.

She looked up a him and smiled. It wasn't her usual smile, one full of joy. It was a
smile that said all the things she couldn't say—that she was glad this part of her life

was over and that she was ready to move forward with Alexander.

“Shall we go to the café and see Thea?’ Alexander asked, squeezing her hand gently.



Beatrice's eyes threatened to fill with tears again. How did he know exactly what
would make her feel better?

“That would be wonderful,” she said, her voice catching in her throat.

Alexander squeezed her hand again as he led her toward the door. She paused in the
doorway, looking back one last time, then turned to smile at Alexander.

No more looking back. She was ready to look toward the future.

“Should we walk or ride?’ Alexander asked, as he handed the bags with her thingsin
them to one of the footmen waiting with the carriage.

“1 think we should walk,” Beatrice said, allowing a teasing tone to enter her voice as
she added, “if it's not too far for you.”

“1’d follow you anywhere,” he said, offering his arm.

She didn’t want to take his arm. She wanted to walk through town holding her
husband’ s hand, so instead of taking his arm, she reached for his hand.

Alexander’s eyes widened, but he allowed her to take his hand, his fingers lacing
between hers again as if they belonged there. She began walking and he followed,
looking around town asif he'd never seen it before.

“You don’t know where we' re going, do you?’ she asked with agrin.

He shook his head. “1 haven't the slightest clue, but | trust you.”

Warmth bloomed in Beatrice' s chest at his words. He trusted her.



A cold breeze whistled through the slushy streets, but Beatrice felt warm and safe
with Alexander. The melancholy that had overtaken her while getting her things
disappeared. She was on her way to the café, to one of her favorite places, with her
husband for the first time. She couldn’t be sad anymore.

Things were only going to get better from here.

Inspiration struck and Beatrice turned to Alexander, who raised an eyebrow at her.
“Do you want to stop in the library?’ she asked, her heart begging to visit the place
that meant the world to her. She needed to see if it had fallen apart without her, or if
Eugenia had risen to the task.

“1 hoped you would take me there,” he said, the words melting her heart.

“You could have asked,” she teased, if only to avoid him noticing how much it
affected her.

“l wasn't sure if you would be glad to visit or if it would make you sad, and | didn’t
want to put you through too many emotions in one day,” he said.

Beatrice took a deep breath. He had spared a thought for her emotions?

“1 appreciate that,” she said, “but | want to show you, and | do want to check in with
Eugenia,” she admitted with a grin. “I'll be honest, | don't know how she's going to
handle this job. | want to make sure that all is well before we leave her there for the
long term. And we're not far from the library—it's only across the way from the
cafe.”

“Which must be why you spent so much time there,” her husband said.

Beatrice grinned. “Yes, that's part of it. When my father was not in town, it was



much easier to go to the café for ameal rather than make my own at home. And since
| had a more than generous salary, | was able to do so far more often than | probably
should have.”

“1 am glad that you had the café and Thea,” he said, “and I'm very glad that you were
not alone.”

“l am too,” Beatrice admitted. “It would have been very lonely without her.”
Walking through the streets that had been her home for so long felt so surreal now
that she no longer lived here. Everything was familiar, the people were familiar,

even—

She grimaced as one particular person came into focus, walking toward her with
purpose.

“Not him,” she said with agroan. “How did he find me?’

“Who isit?’ Alexander asked, asif he was ready to whisk her away if he needed to.

“It's Roan,” she said with a sigh. “My father must have told him | was here when he
left.”

“You don't have to say anything,” Alexander said. “1 will take care of it.”

Beatrice smiled. “ Thank you for being sweet, but | can handleit.”

She took a deep breath as Roan drew near. She hadn’t wanted to do this today, but
apparently, it was the day for her to see al the people she didn’t want to deal with.

“l can take care of it if you want,” Alexander said once again, looking down at her in



concern.

Beatrice shook her head. “It will be okay,” she said. “I just need to speak with him.”

Not that she wanted to, but she had to tell him that she was married, and he no longer
had any reason to be interested in her.

“I will be right here if you need me,” Alexander said, letting go of her hand and
placing hison her lower back.

Beatrice stopped walking and leaned into him, craving his support, as she waited for
Roan to close the distance between them.

She wouldn’t give Roan the satisfaction of walking to him. She’d make him come to
her.

“Hello, Beatrice,” Roan said as he approached. “| heard you were back in town.”

“Yes, | am,” Beatrice said. “With my husband.”

She didn't miss the way Roan's eyes widened at her words. It gave her immense
satisfaction to see him realize that she was no longer in hisreach.

“Y our hushand?’ Roan asked. “Isn't that alittle sudden?”

“Not at all,” Beatrice said with awinning smile. “Good day.”

With that, she walked past Roan and up the front steps of the building just beyond
him before opening the door and pulling Alexander inside.

Once they were safely in, she grinned. “Did you see the ook on his face?’ she asked



Alexander. “That was worth every moment.”

Alexander laughed. “1 am glad it was satisfying.”

Before she could make a comment about Alexander laughing—had he actually
laughed?—Eugenia appeared around the corner.

“Who'sthis?’ she asked, before gasping. “ Beatrice, you're back!”

“l am,” Beatrice said, hurrying forward to give her friend a hug. “1’ve missed you.”

She took a step back and grabbed Eugenia by the shoulders. “And how are you
getting along here?’

“We are getting along just fine,” Eugenia said. “Tom has been helping me.”

Oh, really? That was interesting news.

“Tom?’ Beatrice asked with a grin, winking at the older woman, who began to blush.

“It's nothing,” Eugenia said.

“l don't think it is,” Beatrice said with a grin, “but | think you'll just have to tell me
what happens the next time | come back.”

“You needn't rush to come,” Eugenia said, pointing her finger a Beatrice. “I'm
getting along just fine. And apparently, you are too,” she said, turning to look
Alexander over.

“I’m doing well enough,” Beatrice said. It was her turn to blush. Trust Eugeniato see
straight to the heart of the matter—and she probably thought Alexander was



handsome, too.

“l can see that. Now, you' d better get along and see Thea or she'll be very cranky,”
Eugenia said. “Get out of here and let me take my nap in peace.”

“Y ou'’ re not napping when you have people in the library?’ Beatrice asked.

“Of course not,” Eugenia said, shaking her head. “Who do you think | am?”’

“A very tired human,” Beatrice said.

Eugenia reached out and gave her a little shove toward the door, pushing her into
Alexander, who caught her easily.

Beatrice stared up at him, forgetting for a moment that they had an audience.

“Now you two lovebirds tell Theal said hello,” Eugenia said, giving Beatrice a wink
before heading back to the desk that had once been Beatrice's.

Therewas alump in her throat as Beatrice said, “I will. And Eugenia?’

The old woman looked at her, a knowing look in her eyes.

“Thank you,” Beatrice said.

Eugenia nodded and Beatrice stepped away from Alexander, aready missing his
warmth, before leading him to the door.

She held his hand as they walked to the café, and when he opened the door for her,
the familiar smells hit her and she nearly started crying again. She had missed this
place, even though it had only been a couple of days.



“Beatrice!” Thea exclamed when she saw her, hurrying around the counter to meet
her halfway. She threw her arms around her friend, and Beatrice melted into the hug,
the tears threatening to pour out of her.

“What happened?’ Thea demanded, pulling back and putting her hand on Beatrice's
shoulder.

“l got married,” Beatrice said with a dazzling smile, knowing that Thea was about to
interrogate her and hoping to head it off at the pass.

“We heard,” Theasaid shortly.

“lI married Lord Dunham,” she said, turning and gesturing to Alexander, who stood
behind her, his arms crossed uncomfortably.

Thea's eyes widened. “My lord,” she said, bowing dightly. “It's a pleasure to meet

you.

“1’ve heard much about you,” Alexander said, coming up behind Beatrice.

Thea looked at Beatrice, her eyes still wide as an owl’s. “It's along story,” Beatrice
said with agrin. “But | was hoping | could get a drink from you.”

“Of course,” Thea said, hurrying behind the counter. “What would you like, Lord
Dunham?”’

He turned to Beatrice and gave a dlight shrug. “1 don’t know what | want,” he said,
“but | bet you can find me something I'll like.”

Beatrice smiled at her husband. “You'll like anything here,” she said. “It's all
amazing.”



“Then we'll have to keep coming back until I've tried everything,” he said.

And if Beatrice wasn't aready falling for him, that statement would have pushed her
over the edge.
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Chapter nineteen

Alexander

Alexander was in his study, still hard at work on the document full of notes he was
making for Beatrice, when the door opened without a knock and his wife strode in
with a grin on her face. She was followed by Guinevere, who looked slightly less

excited.

“We found a book, and Guinevere has something for you to try,” Beatrice announced
as Rose scurried toward her.

“You do?’ he asked, not daring to hope.

Hope was a dangerous thing. If you allowed it to take root, it would grow...then
leave you with nothing but ashes when it burned.

“What do you have for me?’

Guinevere closed the door of his study and looked around the room before saying
quietly, “I have a potion for you to try.”

Alexander frowned at the small jar in her hand. “A potion?’ he asked. “Like amagic
potion?”’

Guinevere shushed him. “Not so loud.”



“I will make sure nothing happens to you,” Alexander reassured her. “If this potion
will fix me, then you will have my eternal gratitude.”

“1 don't know if it will work,” Guinevere cautioned, arriving at his desk and handing
it to him. “But | thought about the basics of your curse and how you cannot speak the
words. So | played with that after reading the book Beatrice found, and came up with
this potion that may help you to speak more freely.”

“Really?’ Alexander asked, eyeing the jar. “| don't suppose you'vetried it yet?’

“She doesn't have a problem with speaking,” Beatrice reminded him as she picked up
Rose and began to cuddle the kitten in her arms. “What harm can it do to try it?’

“1t might taste gross,” he said.

“It probably will,” Guinevere admitted. “I haven't learned how to make them taste
good in addition to doing what they need to do.”

“Of course | get the apprentice,” Alexander muttered. Beatrice shot him a glare, and
he took a deep breath. “Fine, | will try it,” he said. “Just don't let it kill me.”

He took the potion and didn't dare to take a breath before pouring the contents down
his throat. The first breath he inhaled after swallowing tasted as if he had just eaten
the contents of afrog's stomach.

“What was in that? he croaked. Guinevere began to list several herbs and other
ingredients. He wasn't paying attention. He hadn't really wanted to know, and now his

stomach was beginning to gurgle.

“Just wondering,” he asked, “what happensif it comes back up? Will it still work?’



“I don’t know,” Guinevere admitted.

Alexander clutched at his stomach as the potion began to bubble inside him.

“Is it supposed to feel like I'm boiling a pot of water in my stomach?’ he asked,
grimacing.

He tried to stand, but Guinevere appeared and pushed down on his shoulders.

“l wouldn't stand yet,” she said. “Just let it do itsjob.”

As Alexander grew lightheaded, he glared at the maid. “This is the last time I'm ever
taking a potion,” he muttered before slumping over on his desk.

When his eyes opened again, everything was hazy. How long had he been out? He sat
up, glaring at Beatrice and Guinevere. His wife was making her way around his desk
with fear on her face, so he probably hadn’t been out long.

When he sat up, she let out asigh of relief, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder.

“Are you well?’ she asked quietly, almost as if she was afraid to say anything. Rose
jumped from her arm to sit on his desk in front of him, licking her front paw asif to
say shewasn't at all concerned for him.

He opened his mouth to ask what they had done to him, but no words would come
out. It was as if he had been completely silenced by the potion, not merely sentenced
to not speak of his curse.

“What happened?’ he roared, though no sound came out of his mouth. The girls
stared at each other.



“It may have been too little,” Guinevere said with embarrassment. “1 shall have to
make another potion, my lord, to bring your voice back.”

Alexander glared, and Beatrice let out agiggle. He turned to glare at her.

“I'm sorry, Alexander,” she said, still giggling. “But you must admit, it is a little
funny.”

He shook his head and pointed at Guinevere, then pointed at the door.

“Right away, my lord,” she said, bowing her head before scurrying out of the room.
Beatrice continued to laugh at him as she attempted to talk to him about what she had
found in the library that morning. Apparently, there had been a book on potions,
which is where Guinevere had found the recipe for the particularly nasty concoction
she'd forced down his throat.

“1 need something else to eat,” he wrote, showing the paper to Beatrice. “So | can get
the taste of frog out of my mouth.”

Beatrice grinned and rang the bell for Jenkins. She asked for tea and sandwiches to be
brought, then returned to his side.

“What are you working on?’ she asked, leaning over to look at the paper spread in
front of him. She grimaced as she realized it was hiswill.

“You mustn't give up hope,” she said.

Alexander shook his head. He wasn't going to try to explain it to her. Beatrice would
have to hope enough for both of them.

“Well, | won't give up hope,” Besatrice said, as if reading his thoughts. “Because



we're not going to let this defeat us. | plan on growing old with you here, and you'd
better not let anything get in the way of that, especially not your own doubt.”

Alexander shook his head again. He wasn't letting his doubt win. He was simply
being redlistic. If he hadn't been able to figure out what to do by now, how were they
going to manage it?

Before she could say anything else, there was a knock on the door, and Dietrich
strodein.

“Ah, good. | was looking for you, Begtrice,” he said. “| was hoping that we could go
over plans for setting up a guard around the place. They may not be able to help with
magical problems, but if the sorcerer arrives with men of his own, we can make sure
that we are at least protected on a human level.” Dietrich looked at Alexander. “What
do you think?’

Alexander turned and glared at Beatrice.

“Alexander may be having a little difficulty speaking at the moment,” she said in a
measured tone that didn't at all imply that she was at fault.

Alexander glared at her some more.

“1 am hopeful that his voice will return to him momentarily,” Beatrice said with a
grin.

“What did you do?’ Dietrich asked, sighing. “I'm sorry, Lord Dunham. She is quite a
troublemaker. | should have warned you before you married her.”

Alexander sighed and rolled his eyes.



He would have married her anyway, but it would have been nice to know that she had
a devious side before he did. He would have been more prepared for her to do
something like have him drink a potion that would take away his voice.

Fortunately, it was only a little while before Guinevere came scurrying back into his
study with another potion for him to try.

He held his breath as he accepted it. Should he even attempt to try this one? If he
didn’t, he wouldn’'t be able to speak...but who knew what would happen after he
drank this one?

And if hedidn’t drink it, he wouldn’t have to taste that awful mess again.

But it wouldn't do for him to be mute for the rest of hislife.

He closed his nose and took the potion in one big gulp. As it slid down his throat, it
burned. Was it going to make his situation even worse?

His stomach began to rumble as it bubbled inside him. If he'd thought the first one
tasted like frogs, this one tasted even worse.

He gagged and turned to Beatrice and Guinevere. He didn't want to open his mouth,
fearing his voice wouldn't work, but he did.

“That is the most awful tasting thing | have ever tried in the world. Why on earth did
you make me do that?’

He couldn’t stop more words from pouring out. “I can't believe you took away my
voice with the first potion, and then the second potion to make it come back was even
worse. What am | supposed to do now? I'm just going to keep talking about it because
| can't seem to stop talking. Guinevere, what did you do to me?’



Guinevere, Dietrich, and Beatrice stared at him in horror.

“Somebody give me another potion. | don't want to be talking like this for the rest of
my life. Beatrice, this is your fault. What happened? Go find that book you found.
Where isit? | need to find the recipes and make it so you can make me stop talking
because | can't make myself stop talking and this is going to drive me mad, and it's
going to drive you mad, and it's going to drive Dietrich mad, and Guinevere mad, and
the whole world mad because | can't stop talking and nobody is going to want to be
around me and | am going to be sick of myself.”

Beatrice turned to Guinevere, who shrugged.

“Somebody figure out right away how to make this stop before | have to start
screaming.”

“Why don't you talk to Rose?’ Beatrice suggested, picking her from her spot on his
desk and shoving the kitten into hislap as al three of them scurried out of his study.

Alexander kept talking to the kitten, the words driving him wild as he couldn't stop
talking. Rose stared at him in the way only a cat could, asking silently if he had truly
gone mad. He tried to explain to the kitten what was going on, but he wasn't sure she
understood any of it because, frankly, he didn't understand it either.

As he kept talking and talking, his voice began to grow hoarse. He stumbled to the
door and yanked on the bell pull.

Jenkins popped his head in and Alexander said, “Would you please get me some
tea?’ before turning back to the cat and beginning to talk to her again, hoping that

Jenkins wouldn't realize he couldn't stop talking.

This was worse than the silencing potion from before. How were they going to turn



this off, and what was it going to do to his tongue? Would he be able to speak after
thisat all? Would he even want to hear himself talk?

Maybe it would be enough for him to be quiet forever. Maybe he didn't need the
silencing curse broken, maybe he could just be quiet for the rest of his life. That
would suit him better than the never-ending monologue.

Jenkins came in with the tea and stared at him curiously as he poured it, while
Alexander continued his monologue to the cat. “ Thank you, Jenkins,” Alexander said,
before returning to Rose and telling her a story about his childhood when he had been
playing with some kittens of his.

It was more information than had come out of him in years. But since he couldn't stop
talking, telling his kitten about cats seemed like a decent enough way to pass the time
while he waited for the others to come back with a potion that would hopefully stop
theissue.

It felt like hours before they came back, and his throat was quite sore when Guinevere
approached, her fingers trembling as she handed him another potion bottle. “I'm so
sorry, my lord. That one must have been too much. Let's see if this one will work
better.”

Alexander growled as he held his nose and drank the rest of the potion. This one,
surprisingly, neither tasted like frogs nor made him want to vomit. It tasted fine, and
as it settled in his stomach, there were no unpleasant side effects. Was it possible that
this potion was just right?

He waited for a moment, taking a sip of tea now that he was no longer talking
nonstop.

“Can you speak?’ Beatrice asked after a moment.



“l believe so,” Alexander said, then closed his mouth and waited to see if the
unstoppable stream of words would start again. But it didn't happen. He was able to
control whether he talked or not.

That was something he hadn't taken for granted until the past couple of hours.

He never should have listened to Beatrice or Guineverein the first place.

“Now, what was al that for?’ he growled, turning to Guinevere. “It's not like it's
actually going to let me talk about the sorcerer and the stupid curse he put me under.”

He stopped talking, his eyes wide. Beatrice and Guinevere grinned and hugged each
other, and Dietrich clapped. “You did it,” Beatrice squealed to Guinevere.

Alexander looked at the women with an apologetic grin. “I'm sorry for doubting
you,” he said. “I should have trusted you both.”

His wife shook a finger at him. “And don't you forget it,” she said. “I am almost
always right, especially when it's something | find in a book.”

Alexander laughed and turned to Dietrich. “Is she aways like this?’ he asked.

“Unfortunately,” Dietrich said with asigh.

Alexander stood as Beatrice approached him with a giddy grin and threw her arms
around him.

“I'm so glad you can talk about it,” she said, her voice muffled by his chest.

“l am, too,” he admitted, wrapping his arms around her, leaning down, and taking a
deep breath. Her hair smelled like flowers, and she fit into hisarmsjust right.



He never wanted to let her go.

And for the first time in many years, he felt a bit of hope. Maybe he could win, and
maybe he could enjoy the rest of his life with Beatrice. And maybe, just maybe, the
feelings he had for his wife were turning into love. And that was more than he had

ever dared to hope for.
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Chapter twenty
Beatrice

Beatrice came down the stairs and made her way to Alexander's study. He was
waiting for her at his desk, a frown on his face as he stared at the papers in front of
him. They didn't have much time left, and she could tell the waiting was wearing on
him. If only she could promise that it would be okay.

She sighed and made her way to him. “Hello,” she said when he didn’t seem to see
her, completely lost in thought. “ Are you ready for dinner?’

He looked up at her, and his eyes brightened for a moment. “Hello,” he said, running
his fingers through his hair. “I would love to go to dinner with you. | need to get
away from this for a minute.”

Beatrice smiled sympathetically and offered her hand as Alexander came around the
side of his desk. She wasn't sure if he would take it, but she thought maybe he could
use the comfort. He stared at her hand for a moment before accepting it, his fingers
twining through hers.

“| trust you had a good day,” he asked, “aside from the part where you tried to poison
me?’

Beatrice giggled. “We weren’'t trying to poison you,” she said. “I'm sorry that
Guinevere is new at the illegal magic she practiced to try to break your curse, but
really, she did the best she could.”



“1 should be grateful that her best didn't actually poison or maim me, | suppose,”
Alexander said sarcastically.

Beatrice nodded in approval. “ Exactly. It could have been so much worse.”

She chuckled at the look Alexander sent her way. “It’s true,” she protested. “You
could have died.”

“Don’'t remind me,” he said. “I’m never going to listen to you again.” But his fingers
squeezed hers.

“1 found something else interesting in that book,” Beatrice said. “I thought you might
want to know about it.”

Alexander raised an eyebrow and waited.

“1t seems that sorcerers can siphon power from dragon eggs,” she said. “The dragon
retains more of the egg’'s power as it grows, so there's less for the sorcerer to use.
And when the dragon is full-grown and ready to hatch, there’s no magic left for the
sorcerer. SO Rose's theory that the sorcerer left her here is very plausible,” she
continued. “If he couldn’t draw any more magic from her egg, he might have just
discarded it.”

“Why would he throw it away?’ Alexander asked.

“The only thing that makes sense to me,” Beatrice said, “is if he didn't know the
dragon inside survives the process. If he assumed it killed the dragon, then | can see
why he would discard the egg and move on. He probably found another egg

somewhere.”

Alexander frowned as they entered the dining room. “Where would he get more



eggs?’

“My research indicated that many dragons are born in the north mountains, where the
terrain helps hide them and protect their magic from unscrupulous humans,” Beatrice
explained. “ The question is how he could get there.”

Alexander thought about it for a moment. “If he's living somewhere where magic
isn’'t illegal, such as Delthu, he would have to pass right by us to get to the north

mountains.”

Beatrice nodded as Alexander pulled out her chair and helped her sit down. “So he
would be able to keep an eye on you at the same time.”

Alexander shivered. “| hate the thought that he' s been watching usfor so long.”

“1 do too,” Beatrice said softly. “I wish | could know exactly what he's been up to.”

“1 think it’s probably better that we don’'t,” Alexander said as he moved to the far side
of the table and took his seat.

Beatrice frowned at the distance between them. It had been one thing to sit so far
apart when they were merely married for convenience. She didn’'t want to sit so far
from him anymore.

She stood and walked around to the empty seat to his right.

Alexander raised an eyebrow at her as she sat down.

“That’ s better, isn’'t it?’ she asked, smiling up at him.

“What are you doing?’ Alexander asked.



“Sitting next to my husband,” Beatrice said triumphantly. “I would think that would
be obvious.”

Alexander shook his head at her. *Y ou amaze me,” he said.

“In what ways?’ she asked, surprised at the sudden compliment.

“You broke my curse,” he said, “and | haven’t thanked you yet. | didn’t realize how
heavy it was weighing on me that | couldn’t talk about the sorcerer and the curse until
that weight was lifted. Without you, | never would have known | could be free of it.

So, thank you, Beatrice.”

It took everything in her not to well up with tears at his words. “Y ou’'re welcome,”
she said smply. “I couldn’t have my husband unable to talk to me,” she teased.

“You're making light of the situation,” Alexander said, tilting his head, “and I'm
trying to tell you how much it really meant. Thank you for pushing through when |

had no hope.”

“l sad we were a team, and | meant it,” Beatrice said, reaching for his hand and
taking it.

“You did,” he admitted. “But | didn’t realize you took it so serioudly.”

Beatrice gasped. “Have you ever known me not to take something seriously?”’

Alexander chuckled. “1 suppose that’ s true. Y ou do take everything serioudly. It’s one
of the reasons [—”

He stopped himself, and Beatrice' s eyes widened. Had he been about to say he loved
her? There was a vulnerability in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. She leaned closer,



and so did he, the distance between them closing inch by inch.

Beatrice' s heart thumped wildly in her chest. Was he going to kiss her? She would let
him if he did. The closer she got to him, the more she wanted it. And there was
nothing in the world that could—

The door burst open, and Dietrich strodein.

Beatrice and Alexander sprang apart. For not the first time in her life, Beatrice
mentally cursed Dietrich. Blast him and his inconvenient timing.

“What's for dinner?’ he asked, strolling in as if he hadn’t noticed the near-kiss. “I’'m
sureit’'ll be delicious, just like every other meal here.”

“Our cook is certainly good at what she does,” Alexander said, his tone sharp as he
turned to Dietrich.

Dietrich’s arrival triggered a flood of servants bearing trays. They served the food
and disappeared amost as quickly as they’d come.

“Thank you, Colette,” Beatrice said as the last maid | eft.
“Oh boy, this looks good,” Dietrich said, digging into his plate of roast chicken,
mashed potatoes, and vegetables. “I could live here with you forever, right, Beatrice?

Y ou don’t need me to go back to my job.”

Beatrice shared a glance with Alexander, whose cheeks were flushed. It was probably
agood thing she couldn’t see her own face.

“1 think when thisis over, you should go back home,” she said decisively.



She had a husband to kiss, and she didn’t need Dietrich here to ruin it anymore.
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Chapter twenty-one
Alexander

Alexander glared at Dietrich, who lingered at the table even after dinner had ended.
What he was waiting for, Alexander didn’t know, but if he didn’t leave soon, he
would face Alexander’ s wrath.

Alexander hadn't realized until now how much he wanted to kiss Beatrice. There
hadn’t been any signs or warnings, the feelings had ssmply crashed into him. Perhaps
it had something to do with how she had saved him from his curse, or maybe it was
just that she was the first woman he' d ever grown close to emotionally. Whatever the
reason, the need to kiss her was stronger than anything he had felt before, and he
wasn't sure what to make of it.

Why did she affect him so much?

It wasn't entirely surprising that he wanted to kiss her. He'd nearly admitted that he
loved her—an admission he hadn’t even made to himself. The fact that the words had
amost dlipped out when he least expected them seemed like a sign that perhaps the
feelings were real. Maybe he wasn’t as stone-hearted as he thought. Maybe his wife
was bringing out his human side.

As the servants began clearing the table, Beatrice stood and thanked them before
leaving the dining room. She glanced back at Alexander as if to say, are you coming
with me?



Dietrich bounded to his feet as though to follow her, and Alexander shot him a glare.
The man grinned and sat back down, the audacity of it all only fueling Alexander’s
irritation.

Alexander followed Beatrice out, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Dietrich
stayed put. He did, remaining in his chair with a smirk that made Alexander want to
pummel him.

Beatrice led him into the sitting room, which had been cleared of furniture and
decorated in preparation for their second wedding. She turned to him, smiling as she
held out her hand.

“l have arequest,” she said.

Alexander raised an eyebrow.

“Will you teach me how to dance?’

He shouldn’'t have been surprised by the question, but he was. It had never occurred
to him that she didn't know how to dance. Some part of him had assumed that
everyone knew.

Maybe she only knew the ssmpler country dances?

“It would be my honor,” he said gruffly, taking her hand. “But we don’'t have any
music.”

“We don't need music,” Beatrice replied with asmile. “We can pretend.”

Alexander took a deep breath before placing his other hand on her waist and pulling
her closer. “Would you like to start with awaltz, or something else?’



Beatrice smiled up at him. “Whatever you think is best. Y ou're the expert here, not
me.”

“Surely you’ ve read about dancing,” he said.

“Reading and experiencing are two very different things,” she replied. “ For example,
| could read about magic all | want—and | have these past two days—but I’d never
be able to perform it like Guinevere. It's simply not my gift.”

Alexander frowned. “That seemslike an odd example.”

“And yet, you understood it,” Beatrice said. “I’m sure you'll be able to teach me to
dance much more easily than Guinevere could teach me to use magic.”

“1 think you'll learn quickly,” Alexander said. “Y ou seem to be good at thinking on
your feet.”

His voice grew quieter as they stood there, poised to begin but unmoving.

“l would love to dance with you at our second wedding,” Beatrice said softly. “So
hopefully, it will be easy enough for me to learn.”

“1 think it will be,” hereplied.

“You already said that,” Beatrice teased, her lips curling into her ever-present smile.

“Did 17" Alexander asked. For some reason, he felt breathless. Why couldn’t he
move?

“1 think thisiswhere you spin me,” Beatrice said. “But I’ m not the expert.”



Alexander nodded. “Yes, this is where the dancing begins. And this is the proper
position, isit not?’

“Itis,” Beatricereplied. “At least, | think so.”
He couldn’'t explan why he was frozen. Something about holding her like
this—standing so close to a beautiful woman who smiled up at him with such

trust—rendered him unable to move.

Perhaps, for the first time in his life, he wanted something more than just a fleeting
moment.

“Y ou want to dance?’ he asked, hisvoice low.

“Yes,” Beatrice replied, her eyes twinkling.

Her gaze seemed to acknowledge how ridiculous he was being, and he knew it too.
Why couldn’t he just start?

Maybe he needed to kiss her first. Maybe that would fix everything.

“l... don't know what to say,” he began.

“1 think it’'s as simple as telling me which way my foot is supposed to go,” Beatrice
replied, a saucy smirk on her face.

Alexander shook his head. “Not the dancing part. Therest of it.”

She must have understood what he meant because her smile softened.

“You don't have to say anything,” she said. “We can just dance. We'll have the rest



of our livesto say things.”

Alexander could barely breathe. Why did she have to be so wonderful ?

He leaned down, and she pressed closer. The world seemed to stop as the distance
between them vanished inch by inch—

Until the door to the dining room swung open, and Dietrich popped in.

Alexander turned and glared at the man, who, for perhaps the first time, looked
genuinely repentant.

“I"'m sorry,” Dietrich said. “I didn’t think you'd still be here.” He grimaced, glancing
between Alexander and Beatrice. “Sorry. I'll just... go.”

The man practically ran out of the sitting room, and Beatrice started giggling.

“He has the worst timing,” she said.

Alexander sighed. “He does, doesn’'t he?”’

She smiled up at him. “Y ou should teach me how to dance.”

Acknowledging that the moment had passed, Alexander began to spin her around.
Beatrice picked it up quickly, proving once again that there was little she couldn’t do.

After only a few short dances, Alexander felt confident that she would handle their
wedding dance with ease.

“l don't suppose you have any other friends who might show up at inopportune
moments?’ he asked as they paused, letting her go reluctantly.



“1 think Dietrich is it,” Beatrice said, her eyes twinkling. “I’'m sorry he has such a
knack for interrupting moments.”

“At least he's protective of you,” Alexander said. “I’'m glad you have someone on
your side.”

“But | already have someone on my side,” Beatrice replied. “1 have you.”

Her words filled him with a warmth he hadn’t felt before. His heart seemed to
understand what his mind hadn’t yet accepted: he loved Beatrice.

Now, he just had to find away to show her how much.
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Chapter twenty-two
Beatrice

Beatrice watched in amazement as Mrs. Jenkins bustled around the library. She had
been excited to prepare a proper wedding for Lord Alexander, even if it wasn't under
the happiest of circumstances, and she was doing an incredible job. Details were
coming together overnight, and she was making this the wedding of Beatrice's
dreams.

Now, none of Beatrice’s dreams had included a sorcerer trying to marry her husband
off to someone else, but that was a small detail. If she overlooked that, everything
was practically perfect.

Beatrice took a deep breath and began to sort through the list of invitations once
again. Dietrich had promised to deliver the invitations by hand if she had them ready
within the hour. If she hadn’t known better, she would have said he ssmply needed to
get out and do something different. He was never very good at staying in one place
for long.

She was hoping Sophia would still be in town, but Dietrich was unsure whether she
and Caspian had gone back to Riyel before the storm hit.

She hoped they hadn’t, and her friend could attend her wedding.

She took a deep breath and reached for the next list after checking off everyone on
the invitation list. Mrs. Jenkins was remarkably thorough, and she'd had to change



very little.

The big question...would her father be in attendance?

Would he even see the invitation?

Part of her hoped that Dietrich wouldn’t give it to him, that he’d give in to the part of
himself that hated her father and avoid him entirely.

But she had to send an invitation. It was his fault if he didn’t come.

The thought was rather depressing, but she could no longer pretend that she didn’t
notice how little he cared. Alexander had learned more about her in the past week
than her father knew after her entirelife.

She'd always thought that marriage was not for her after seeing the way her mother
had disappeared and her father had, too, in his own way. But after being Alexander’s
wife for aweek, she could almost believe that their marriage would be different.

It was aterrifying thought, but she couldn’t pretend otherwise. She was falling for her
husband, and it was only a matter of time before he realized it.

She had no idea how he would respond after everything he’ d been through. Would he
be willing to givein to love, or would he be more inclined to act asif it didn’t exist?

He seemed particularly determined to pretend that he had no hope. But Beatrice had
seen it often enough over the past week to know that instead of his life turning him

bitter, it had simply turned him into a man unwilling to let anyone get close to him.

But she' d seen the thorns around his heart beginning to disappear.



Not to mention the fact that he'd almost kissed her twice last night.

“What do you think? Anything else I'm missing?’ Mrs. Jenkins asked, coming back
in with a handful of tablecloths and napkins. “Tell me which of these you like best,
my dear.”

Beatrice grinned. “1 think they all look lovely, Mrs. Jenkins, and whichever of those
options you pick, | would be thrilled.”

Mrs. Jenkins shook her head. “That's not how this works, dearie,” she said
indulgently. “Thisis your wedding. If you had to marry him in solitude the first time,
theleast | can do is make this the grandest event possible.”

It seemed hardly fair that she had to make all the decisions alone. “Speaking of my
husband, shouldn’t he be here helping with this?’

“1 believe he's talking with the menfolk about setting up a perimeter,” Mrs. Jenkins
said. “I think it’s probably best for you to just do the deciding.”

Beatrice sighed. Of course he was busy. What good was a husband if he didn’t help
you make al the decisions you didn’t want to make yourself?

She would just have to choose and hope that he didn’t mind any of the results.

Though he didn't seem likely to mind any decisions she made—if anything, he
seemed more likely to want her to be happy no matter what.

The thought was so lovely she couldn’t quite stand it. After years of being ignored
and belittled by the man who should have loved her most, the fact that she had found
someone who seemed willing to love her no matter what was thrilling.



Did he love her, though, or was it ssimply her imagination?

“You seem lost in thought, my lady,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “Can | help with anything?’

Beatrice turned to Mrs. Jenkins. “Do you think Alexander will ever love me?’ she
asked.

He'd come so close to saying something last night...and she'd thought maybe it
would be that he loved her. But he hadn’'t said anything else and had even seemed to
be avoiding her this morning, despite last night.

Mrs. Jenkins' eyes widened. “Now that’s a question | wasn’t expecting,” she said.

But her eyes softened as she sat down next to Beatrice. “I think that young man of
yours has a very good head on his shoulders and he genuinely cares. Despite the fact
that everything in his life seems to be going wrong most of the time, he has never
once taken it out on anyone else and has always tried to do what’s best for everyone
around him. | think he could be easily convinced to love you if he thought it was in
your best interest for him to do so.”

Beatrice shook her head. “1 don’t want to convince him to fall in love with me. | want
him to just fall in love with me.”

Mrs. Jenkins shrugged. “1 find that love is a fickle thing,” she said. “Sometimes it's
hard to know whether you love someone because you've fallen, or because you've
chosen to.”

Beatrice pondered that for amoment. Would he choose to love her?

“And even when you've fallen in love, it doesn't stay those happy butterflies forever.
Loveiswork, dearie, and for those who are willing to put in the work, it is rewarding



and wonderful.” Mrs. Jenkins smiled softly to herself. “I think if you were to
convince Lord Alexander that allowing him to love you is worth the potential
heartbreak, he would work for the rest of hislife to love you as hard as he could. And
you would have to do the same.”

“1 am willing to do the same,” Beatrice said. “l just don’t know that I'm capable of
it.” Tearsfilled her eyes at the words, even as she tried to hide them. From what she'd
gathered over the years, her mother’s disappearance hadn’'t been foul play. She'd
simply given up on her husband and daughter and disappeared.

What if she did the same thing to Alexander?

Mrs. Jenkins reached over and patted her hand. “| understand, dearie,” she said. “I’ve
gathered from your young friend that you didn't have the easiest start.”

Beatrice's ears burned at the thought of Dietrich sharing her life story with Mrs.
Jenkins. He never did know when to keep his mouth shut.

“But he told me that despite it al, you are one of the most amazing young women he
has ever met, and that if you weren’t practically a sister, he would have already tried
to sweep you off your feet. But given your friendship, he thought it best that you had
married Lord Alexander.” Mrs. Jenkins laughed. “He is an odd one, that friend of
yours, but he is a good man.”

“1 think heis, too,” Beatrice agreed. “| suppose you're right, though. | should allow
myself to love my husband...even if I'm scared.”

“Love can be scary,” Mrs. Jenkins said, wrapping her arm around Beatrice’ s shoulder
and giving her asgueeze, “but | think you'll find that it’s worth it, dear.”

She let go of Beatrice and stood. “Now, why don’'t you run along for a bit. If you



truly don’'t care about the linens, | can make that decision for you. | think you should
go look for Lord Alexander.”

“Thank you,” Beatrice said, nearly hugging the older woman in relief.

Beatrice hurried out of the library, eager to escape the other decisions, and amost ran
into Alexander.

“Hello,” he said, reaching out to steady her as she stumbled.

“Hello,” she said shyly. “What are you doing?’

“1 was looking for you,” he said. “I heard it's almost dinner time, and | wanted to see
if you would take a short walk with me before then. | know how much you like to

walk outside, and most of the snow has melted.”

Beatrice smiled at her husband. “That would be wonderful,” she said, accepting the
arm he offered.

“Do you need to change your shoes?’ he asked.
Beatrice lifted her skirts to show him the warm boots Guinevere had helped her don
that morning. “No need. | think she's realized there's always a good chance I'll be

heading outside and | shouldn’t be wearing slippers.”

Alexander as they arrived in the foyer. “1 see she's a smart one. You're happy with
her asalady’s maid?’

“Very,” Beatrice said, nodding her head. “ She suits me just fine.”

Jenkins was waiting by the door with her cloak in hand. Her husband reached for it



before Jenkins could help her, and he wrapped the cloak around her shoulders and
fastened it tightly, gently pulling the hood over her hair.

There was atenderness in his gaze that hadn’t been there before.

Perhaps he was taking her on awalk so he could kiss her without being interrupted?
The thought made her heart beat faster.

Jenkins opened the door, and Alexander led her out toward the gardens. The remnants
of dush piles were scattered around the yard, and the sound of snow melting and
running down the edge of the roof was familiar and comforting. Beatrice took a deep
breath, drawing frosty air deep into her lungs.

“l see nearly dying in a snowstorm hasn't dampened your enthusiasm for the
outdoors at all,” her husband said as they turned the corner into a more secluded part
of the gardens.

Beatrice looked up at him, the corner of her mouth turning up. “Are you teasing me?’

“Am 1?7’ he asked, looking genuinely surprised.

“1 see nearly kissing me twice hasn’'t changed your inability to smile,” Beatrice teased
back. “Clearly I’'m going to have to work on that some more.”

Alexander stopped walking, staring down at her. “Beatrice,” he began, before closing
his mouth.

“Are you cursed to be unable to speak about matters of the heart?” Beatrice said
gently, giving him awink. “Because |’ ve had some issues with that myself.”



“You find it hard to talk about too?’ he asked.

“Of course,” Beatrice said, reaching for his hand. “Thisis new for me, just asit’s new
for you. We have to figure it out together. | find it hard because of my parents, and
I’m sure you do too, even if it's for a completely different reason. But | believe that
you and | have a chance at along, happy marriage.”

“If we make it through tomorrow.”

The words were said quietly, but she heard them.

“We will make it through,” she said, reaching for his other hand. “I have to believe
that.”

“Beatrice,” he began again, taking a step closer to her.

“Alexander,” she said softly.

“He has a betrothal agreement,” he said miserably. “He forced my father to sign it. |
couldn’t tell you earlier because, well—"

“I'sinvalid. You're already married,” she said with a shrug. “The position of your
wife has been filled.”

“I"'m sorry | dragged you into this mess,” he said, his features crumpling. “I didn’t
know—"

“I’m not,” Beatrice said firmly. “I’m not sorry at all. And we'll figure it out together.
Do you believe me?’

“1 want to,” he admitted as she took a step closer and let go of his hands to grip the



lapels of his coat.

“Then believe me,” she whispered.

Instead of answering, her husband cupped her cheeks with his hands, leaned down,
and pressed hislipsto hers.

Emotions swirled through her mind as she kissed him. Fear, uncertainty, but
overpowering everything else, love.

Sheloved him.

She could no longer deny it, even if she wanted to.

She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, pressing
herself into him.

One of his arms wrapped around her waist, strong and sure, and his other hand swept
through her hair as she pulled back for air, a few breaths required to fill her lungs
once again.

So that’ s what kissing was like.

No wonder people enjoyed it so much.

She opened her mouth to say something, but something hurtled into her shoulder,
knocking her into him. A frantic chirping filled the air as Alexander wrapped his arm

around her shoulders, holding her steady.

“What'swrong?’ Beatrice asked.



Rose began dashing back toward the house, then paused, waiting for them to follow
her, looking back at them and chirping in alarm.

Alexander and Beatrice looked at each other.

Thiswasn't normal.

Beatrice reached for Alexander’s hand as they ran toward the house, where they were
met in the foyer by a grim-faced Dietrich and Guinevere, who was openly panicking.

“They’'re nearly here,” Dietrich announced, and Beatrice's heart sank into her
stomach.

They weren't ready.
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Chapter twenty-three

Alexander

Beatrice let go of his hand, and Alexander forgot propriety for a moment and
wrapped his arm around her. Whether it was for her comfort or for his, he wasn't sure,
but he didn't want to stand aone at the moment.

“They were heading into town,” Guinevere said.

“And you know this how?’ Alexander asked.

“Rose told me,” Guinevere said. “Apparently she’'s been sneaking out to fly around
and look for them.”

Alexander frowned at Rose. “ Are you trying to get yourself shot down?”’

“Are they coming this way, or are they going to spend the evening at the inn?’
Beatrice asked.

Guinevere looked at Rose, who started chirping. “They’re coming this way, and
nearly here,” Guinevere interpreted.

“1 thought we had until tomorrow,” Beatrice said, her voice shaky.

“1 thought so, too,” he said, holding her tightly to his side, “but | suppose we weren't
going to sleep tonight anyway.” His attempt at a joke to make her smile instead had



her staring at him like he'd suddenly turned into afrog.

“Did you just make ajoke?’ she asked. “I knew | was going to rub off on you.”

Alexander smiled down at her, glad to see her smiling in return.

“] assureyou,” he said, “you will continue to rub off on me for many yearsto come.”

“And you're being optimistic?’ she asked, her eyes wide. “What happened to you,
and where isthe pessimistic lord | married?’

“He realized that he has important things in life still to do, and giving up is not an
option,” Alexander answered.

And he's fallen in love with you , he thought. If Dietrich and Guinevere hadn't been
standing there, he might have been brave enough to say it out loud, but the words
would be hard enough to say to her alone—with an audience, they were practically
impossible.

“Go get dressed,” he said to her.

“In my wedding dress?’ she asked, frowning.

“No,” he said, “but the most ladylike gown you have other than that one.”

“I'll seetoit,” Guinevere said.

“Alexander,” hiswife said, clinging to him.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead, closing his eyes and breathing in the floral
scent of her hair. If this was to be the last time he would smell it, he wanted to



remember it for the rest of hislife. “Go get ready, Lady Dunham,” he said, releasing
her. If he didn’t let her go now, he wasn’t going to be able to.

Guinevere took Beatrice' s hand and led her toward the stairs. He didn’t want to watch
her leave, but he waited and watched anyway as she ascended the staircase.

She paused at the top and looked down at him, emotions warring on her face, before
she followed Guinevere. Alexander took a deep breath as she disappeared.

They had to win, because he couldn’t | et this be the last time he saw his wife.

He looked over at Dietrich, who was grinning at him.

“1 seeyou,” Dietrich said.

“You seewhat?’ Alexander said, glaring at the man. “Y ou don't see anything.”

“You'reright,” Dietrich said cheerfully, “I don't see you falling in love with her. Not
aal.”

Alexander glared, and Dietrich grinned, completely unrepentant.

“Your secret is safe with me,” he said, “but | would suggest telling her before too
long. | don't know how long shell wait before she gets upset that you haven't told

her.

“1 didn't know myself,” Alexander growled, glaring at Dietrich, who simply turned
and walked away toward the study.

“Are you coming?’ Dietrich called over his shoulder. “We'd better hurry.”



The plan was for Dietrich and Alexander to wait in the study, and Dietrich would get
Beatrice when it was time.

How they would know when it was time, Alexander wasn't sure, but Dietrich seemed
to think that everything would be okay. And for someone who was completely
unused to optimism, he chose to believe Dietrich and follow his lead...because the
alternative was trying to figure out how to be optimistic himself, and he was not
prepared for that.

“1 think,” Dietrich announced as they entered his study, “that you should be reading a
book when he comesin.”

“l don't want to make him mad right away,” Alexander said. He still wasn't used to
being able to speak about the sorcerer plainly. “I thought I could meet him in the
foyer.”

Dietrich shook his head. “1 don't think so,” he said. “That would be a man waiting to
meet his future father-in-law. He is not your future father-in-law, nor is he a peer.
Y ou wouldn't go to the foyer to meet me if Beatrice didn't ask you to. You treat him
the same way.”

Alexander could both see the sense in Dietrich's argument and be terrified of it at the
same time.

“What if it doesn't work?’ he asked, allowing himself to be vulnerable with Dietrich
for amoment.

“Then the girls are safely upstairs, and Guinevere will get her out through the
servants' staircase,” Dietrich said smply. “And | will be here with you.”

“Why?" Alexander asked. “You could leave now, and he wouldn't know any



different.”

“Because Beatrice loves you,” Dietrich said simply. “And if | left now and left the
two of you to figure this out on your own, | would never forgive myself.”

“Sheloves me?’ Alexander asked, oblivious to everything that he had said, except for
that part. “How do you know?”’

Dietrich sighed. “I should have known that would be your key takeaway. Yes, you
fool. She lovesyou.”

“Why?’ Alexander asked.

“1 don't know, but | look forward to figuring it out. In the meantime, | look forward to
saving the two of you.”

Alexander should have been able to focus more, but all he could think of as he sat in
his chair with a book open before him, not seeing the words, was what Dietrich had
said. Beatrice loved him, and he loved her, and he would do anything to have a future
with her, including facing down the man who had murdered his parents and cursed
him.

Time ticked by so slowly that it felt like an eternity before he heard the foyer door
open and Jenkins answering gravely, “Heisin his study.”

Alexander glanced at Dietrich, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the pages of
the book. Dietrich ssmply nodded, asif encouraging him to stay the course.

Alexander could barely breathe. Was Beatrice safely hidden away, or had she grown
tired of waiting and decided to come downstairs? He wouldn't put it past
her—hopefully, Guinevere had been able to keep her away.



All he wanted was for her to be safe.

“l don't like to be kept waiting,” the voice he had heard so many times in his
nightmares said as his study doors were pushed open and the sorcerer walked in.
“Why are you hiding here?’ he sneered. “Too scared to come out and greet me like a
man?’

“Simply busy,” Alexander responded, standing up and putting his book down.
“Running an estate takes quite alot of work.”

Across the room, Rose stretched lazily in her kitten form. Her posture screamed
ignorance, but her attention was fixed on the sorcerer, and that gave him hope.

Perhaps Rose would be able to help them. She certainly had enough reason to want
to.

“You didn't care to come and meet your bride?’ the sorcerer asked with a scowl as a
young woman entered the study. Alexander glanced at the young woman in surprise.
Could she even be an adult? No wonder it had been so many years between the
betrothal and the wedding.

She looked absolutely terrified.

“I’'m sorry,” Alexander said, “but she cannot be my bride.”

He wished he till held the book and had something for his hands to squeeze as he
stared down the man who had the power to destroy everything—and everyone—he

loved.

“For you see, I'm aready married.”



At hiswords, the young woman let out a choked sigh of relief before turning pale and
glancing at her father, who was slowly turning a bright shade of red.

“You cannot be married,” Lohndrey said. “I’ve been checking every time | travel
through. Y ou think you can lie to me, but | see no wife.”

Alexander glanced at Dietrich and nodded, and Dietrich dlipped out of the room,
smiling at the young girl as he did so.

Now that he had seen her, Alexander no longer felt hatred toward his intended bride.
If anything, he felt sorry for her, for she clearly didn't want this any more than he did.
Perhaps that was something he could use to his advantage.

“You are to marry my daughter,” Lohndrey said, “and | will not hear any different.
Besides, if you are married, why are there preparations for a wedding happening in
your foyer? Surely you do not decorate that way in everyday life.”

“1 am renewing my vows with my bride tomorrow,” Alexander said. “Y ou asked for a
wedding to be prepared. Y ou didn't specify who the bride would be, and the position
of my bride has already been filled.”

Movement in the doorway caught his eye, and Alexander smiled at Beatrice as she
entered the room, Guinevere behind her, and made her way to his side. She looked
beautiful, wearing a stunning golden gown that swished around her ankles as she
walked, her hair up in afanciful arrangement.

She looked every inch like Lady Beatrice Dunham.

His wife dlipped her hand into his and looked up at him with a gentle smile.

The trust she was placing in his ability to protect her was astounding, and he didn’t



deserve it. He wasn't sure he could keep her safe, and the thought made him move to
stand partialy in front of her.

“Meet my wife, Lady Dunham,” he told the sorcerer, who was a shade of red that
Alexander had never seen on a human before.

“1 won't stand for this,” the sorcerer said, raising his hands and pulling a wand from
his pocket. At the bottom was an egg that looked remarkably similar to the cracked
shells Alexander had found near Rose when he'd found her in the garden.

Was that where he drew his power from?

The sorcerer began muttering, and Rose stood and sauntered over, jumping onto
Alexander’ s desk before transforming into her dragon form.

The sorcerer stopped talking, staring down at her with wide eyes.

“1'm going to assume you thought she was already dead when you abandoned her egg
in my roses last spring,” Alexander said, as the dragon flew to perch on his shoulder.
“But as you can see, she hatched. And it turns out that a dragon is quite loyal, and she
does not take kindly to you threatening me or my wife.”

The sorcerer glanced nervously from Rose to Beatrice, then back to Alexander, but he
raised his wand again and began to chant.

For once, Alexander didn't feel afraid. He could feel power surging through Rose,
and as the sorcerer's wand began to glow, so did Rose.

When a spark of light shot from the sorcerer's wand, it met Rose's halfway, and the
two sparks of light danced for a moment before the sorcerer smply disappeared with
aflash of light.



Everyone in the room gasped.

“Is he gone?’ the girl asked, after a moment of everyone staring at each other. “Am |
free?’

“You're free, Miss Lohndrey,” Alexander said as he glanced down at Beatrice, who
immediately hurried to the girl and offered her arms for a hug. The girl collapsed into
Beatrice's arms, bursting into tears, and Beatrice rubbed her back and murmured
something in her ear.

“Where did he go?’ Dietrich asked.

Rose began chirping, and everyone turned to Guinevere for atrandation.

“She simply says, ‘He is far away,” Guinevere said, confusion on her face. “I don't
know what that means.”

There was more chirping. “She says that he will not bother us again,” Guinevere
added.

“Are we going to get any more explanation than that?’ Alexander asked, and the tiny
dragon shook her head.

“Shetalksto you?’ the girl asked.

“She talks to Guinevere,” Beatrice said. “Now let's get you taken care of, dear. | think
we need some tea. What's your name?”’

Ashiswife led the girl out of the room, Alexander collapsed into his chair.

It felt rather anticlimactic that after all those years of fear and worry, it was



just...over. He was safe, and his wife was safe, and Eldenwilde was safe.

Perhaps Lohndrey would come back, but they had time to learn more about magic
before then, and they would be better prepared.

Alexander took asigh of relief for thefirst timein years.

It was over. They were free. He could discover what he and Beatrice were going to
be. And he couldn't wait to find out.
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Chapter twenty-four
Beatrice

Between getting Miss Lohndrey settled in a guest room for the time being, eating
dinner, and helping Guinevere research where Rose might have sent Milton
Lohndrey, it had been several hours since they had watched the sorcerer disappear.
And Beatrice still hadn't had a moment alone with her husband.

She waited for Guinevere to leave before picking up the three-piece candlestick,
making her way to their adjoining door, and knocking gently on it.

The door opened before she could say anything, and she stared up at her husband,
who was smiling down at her.

“Hello, wife,” he said.
“Hello, husband,” she replied.

He reached out and took her free hand, pulling her into his room and settling down on
his bed.

She sat next to him, and he took the candlestick from her to set it down on the side
table. Then, turning to her and taking both of her hands in his, he said, “I have
something | want to tell you. I'm very nervous, but | want to get thisright, and | think
you should hear it from me.”



He took a deep breath before continuing. “1 know that | went about this all wrong,
and | should have told you from the beginning what was happening. | wish that |
could have and that we could have started our marriage on a better footing, but | will
never regret the fact that you are my wife and that you chose me, even if it may have
seemed like you had no other choice.”

Beatrice opened her mouth, but he shook his head. “Let me finish, please. | know we
don't know each other very well, but | would love to spend the rest of my life getting
to know you more and spending the rest of my life with you, because | love you.”

Beatrice's eyes widened. Had she heard him correctly? “You love me?’ she
squeaked, the words barely coming out.

“1 love you,” he said again, reaching up to cup her cheek with his hand. “And | hope
someday, you will love me, too.”

“But | already do,” Beatrice said, the words tumbling out so fast she wasn't sure he
could understand them. “I love you, Alexander. | love the way you smile when you
think I'm not looking, and the way you put up with Dietrich because | love him, and
the way you care for Rose, and the way you care about your mother's books, and the
way you love me. And I'll stop talking now,” she said, taking in the way he was
leaning closer.

His thumb stroked her cheek, and she leaned into the palm of his hand, feeling, for
the first time in her life, completely safe and loved. She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath, just taking in the moment and all its wonderfulness.

“lI never imagined | would find someone like you,” Alexander said, and her eyes
fluttered open as her husband kept talking. “But you have made me a better person.
Y ou helped me break my curse, and you stood firm even when there was danger. I'm
so thankful that you did.”



He reached up and brushed an errant curl out of her face, tucking it behind her ear.

The movement brought him closer...or perhaps she was leaning closer...or maybe it
was both of them. Either way, they were moving closer and closer to each other, as if
drawn by magic, like two sparks of light that were meant to dance with each other
forever and ever.

She reached for his shirt and pulled him closer as his hand tangled in her hair, and she
tilted her face just right as he closed the distance between them.

It wasn't unusual for Beatrice Dunham to think about what it would be like to be
kissed, but it was unusual for her to have her whole world reduced to a single
moment as her husband tenderly kissed her.

All time and space ceased to have meaning, and all that mattered was Alexander.

He pulled away, and she chased after him, resting her head against his shoulder. He
wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer until her whole side was
pressed up against his, and she could feel his warmth and solid dependability. She
knew without a doubt that her world would never be the same. Because he was hers
and she was his. And nothing, not even magic, could come between them.
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Dietrich

Dietrich stood in the doorway and watched as Beatrice and her husband joined their
guests in the library for a wedding reception, despite having defeated a sorcerer only
the day before.

It was not a large wedding party, but everyone important was there. Jenkins and Mrs.
Jenkins were there. Beatrice had insisted that they come, not in ther officia
positions, but as Alexander's family. Guinevere was there, too, the maid staying out
of the way with Rose.

Dietrich had aready said hello to Sophia and her husband, Caspian. They had been
on the verge of heading back to the capital city when the snowstorm hit. Beatrice had
been so excited that her friend was able to come to the wedding, along with the rest of
the Rendon family.

Thea had closed the Cozy Cat Café to be there, and Dietrich wasn't sure if she would
ever do so willingly again. She looked almost pained as she walked around the room,
paying attention to the food more than the people.

Dietrich preferred to stay on the fringe and watch rather than be a part of the chaos
unfolding in the library. But Besatrice found him and hurried up to him—at least, as
much as her huge dress allowed.

“What are you doing?’ she scolded. “Your mother is over there talking to Lord
Rendon on her own. The least you can do is be with her, so sheisless nervous.”



Dietrich allowed Bestrice to pull him toward his mother, who gave him a reproachful
look. He joined her and Lord Rendon.

“Ah, Dietrich,” Lord Rendon said. “Have you heard yet if Duke Vaughn is coming
back anytime soon?’

“1 believe they are planning to come in afew months, my lord,” Dietrich said, bowing
to Lord Rendon. He liked the lord, if only because he had taken in Sophia and seemed
genuinely to love his daughter-in-law, despite the fact that she had started as their
goat girl.

“1 hope we will see them soon,” Lord Rendon said. “It’s been too long since they’ve
visited for more than a brief stay.”

“Not since their daughter went missing,” his mother said sadly.

Dietrich tried not to think about it. “1’ m sure the Duke and Duchess will be pleased to
hear you are asking after them,” he said to L ord Rendon.

A girl he didn’t recognize stood on the edge of the room with a tray of food in her
hand. “If you'll excuse me,” Dietrich said, bowing and excusing himself to the edge
of the room to join her.

“You look asif you need someone to keep you busy,” Dietrich said with agrin as he
helped himself to a piece of freshly toasted bread with something on top of it. He
wasn't sure what it was, but he was willing to give it atry.

“l don’t know what I’'m doing,” the girl confessed. “They hired me for the party, but
I’ ve never done this before.”

“WEell, you're doing a splendid job of standing there holding food,” Dietrich said with
agrin. She offered him a slight smile, and Dietrich took that as a challenge.



“1 haven't seen you around town before,” he said.

“We're new,” the girl said quietly. “I just moved here with my stepmother and
stepsisters.”

“And where did you move to?’ he asked.

“We live next to Widow Danise,” the girl said, nodding in his mother’s direction.
“She' s the one who recommended me for thisjob.”

Dietrich’'s eyes widened as he turned to look at his mother. So, she had new
neighbors, and one of them was this beautiful girl.

Things were about to get very interesting.

“Thank you for the food,” he said, bowing dightly to her and hurrying away. He
probably should have asked her name, but he had no doubt that he would find out
what it was soon enough.

Before he could get to his mother, Beatrice caught up to him. “You know you're
next,” she said, poking him in the chest. “I love you too much to let you waste your
life without having someone to love.”

Dietrich laughed. “Y ou keep saying that, and yet | am still happily single.”

But as he looked back at the young woman with the haunting blue eyes who was now
living next door to his mother, he caught himself and shook his head.

He had no intention of falling for anyone, even if their eyes did seem to hold the
secrets of all the world.



