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Chapter 1: The Proposal
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To say that the Linwood residence was as quiet as the dead would have been a little too accurate, given the corpse of Harold Linwood lying in repose in the parlor with his hands clasped over his chest. 

But it's also quiet due to the presence of his sister, Sarah Linwood, and his widow, Anna. They sit at opposite ends of the parlor in their full mourning garb, holding court with their respective families and friends. Occasionally they glance up at each other from their cups of tea and the room holds its breath until they look away. 

Sarah's side is looking very empty—of people, that is; but not of flowers. White roses cover every inch of the room, each of them tied lovingly with a black ribbon and wrapped in black velvet. The wife of Harold’s business partner examines a tag on one of the bouquets.

“Sarah, darling, these flowers are beautiful! But why are all of them tagged from Lord Rufus of Rosehorn Hall?” She flips the card over. “Rosehorn Hall is all the way in Briar Garden! Goodness, Sarah; who is this Lord Rufus?” 

The entire room suddenly looks expectantly at Sarah. Even though she can't see Anna's face behind her own veil, Sarah knows her eyes are fiery with anger. 

“Lord Rufus and the Rufus lineage have been close with the Linwoods for centuries,” Sarah explains in a strained voice, “when our family was noble, Sir Linwood saved Lord Rufus at the Battle of Tewkesbury during the Wars of the Roses, and Lord Rufus proclaimed that the families of Linwood and Rufus would be intertwined forever.”

There's excited tittering from the gathered mourners. “How romantic!”

Anna scoffs and Sarah coughs. “Yes, well, it would be very romantic had Lord Rufus and Rosehorn Hall not been afflicted with a mysterious illness upon his return. We've not seen neither hide nor hair of the Rufus', but they make their presence known in...” Her gloved fingers brush against the petals of a nearby rose, “...other ways.”

Outstanding debts paid by accounts with the Rufus name. Flowers at funerals; always white roses. And mysterious packages on your porch, containing just what you need, always accompanied by a card reading OUR DEBT IS NOT YET PAID.

Perhaps it was a little ominous, but the Linwoods literally could not afford to be suspicious. Their family no longer bore a noble title or lands, and it had been whittled down to Sarah and...well. 

Now it’s just Sarah.

Not even the enigmatic and powerful Lord Rufus could shield them from the inevitability of death. 

The procession of mourners leaves the house like a trail of ants; a long line of black leaving the Linwood residence and marching towards the cemetery. Gentlemen stop and remove their hats in respect. Ladies cluster together and whisper as they watch the mourners go by.

“Do you know who passed?”

“It was Mister Linwood.”

“Oh.”

As if it was a minor inconvenience: some spilled tea, a broken cup, a ripped seam. Just fix it and move on as if it never happened. But even the smallest inconvenience will have consequences. The spilled tea will cause a stain, there will always be that missing plate, and the rip in the seam will eventually open again. 

As Harold’s coffin is lowered into the ground, Sarah resists the urge to throw herself into the grave and beg to be buried with him. Let the Linwood line die with us. It’s not worth saving. 

It's not that Sarah and Harold were particularly close growing up; the seven-year age difference meant they never would be. Harold only insisted that Sarah move in with him after the death of their parents because he wanted to sell the family home.

But as the procession returns to the house, Sarah is quietly panicking. Anna will no doubt turn her out onto the street when all the mourners go home. With the Linwoods gone, Sarah will have to turn to her maternal side of the family, most of whom live on the other side of the country and haven't seen Sarah in years. 

As soon as the last mourner’s carriage disappears around the corner, Anna slams the door shut and rounds on Sarah. When she lifts her black veil, Sarah flinches at the cold fire in her green eyes.

“Sarah. I have been a good sister-in-law to you as Harry asked me to be, but I am afraid it is time for you to stop leeching off your family.” 

Though not often roused, Sarah's anger flames in her stomach. “Leech? How dare you, Anna. Harold invited me to live here.” 

“But I did not!” Anna's voice breaks on the word “not,” and she takes a step towards Sarah, who refuses to budge. “I will grant you a week to gather your affairs and your belongings. If you do not go quietly, I will have you removed by force. My brother and sister-in-law will be staying in your former room, so I expect it to be thoroughly cleaned and tidied before you leave.”

Sarah opens her mouth and shuts it with an indignant click. Her fiery rage has been extinguished by Anna’s cold logic. No matter what position Sarah tries to take, Anna has the high ground in this argument: Harold bequeathed her the house so she's well within her legal right to throw Sarah out. A whole week to find new lodging is entirely reasonable.

And it's not as though Sarah is destitute. The deaths of her parents have left her with a healthy inheritance that she's been very careful with over the years, as well as the inheritance she will receive from Harold’s passing. Sarah has enough money to survive. 

But while Sarah admits that everything looks very tidy on paper, the optics of it are poor. Spinster or no, it's improper for a woman of any age to live alone. Most of Sarah’s friends are wedded, and she would be intruding on their marriages. 

And her own opportunities for marriage are laughable at best. 

Anna takes her silence as acceptance and retires to her bedroom for the rest of the afternoon, leaving Sarah alone in the front room of the house. It's a lovely house; Sarah enjoyed living here despite Anna's chilly demeanor and Harold's increasing illness. She spent many hours in the garden pulling weeds or in the parlor, sitting with her favorite book and some tea, watching the people pass by.

When her parents died, it was different. Sarah was never very attached to the big, draughty house she grew up in. It was the last, desperate gasp of a dying family trying to be proud of their heritage. Harold once called it a place where people go to die, and Sarah couldn't find it in her to disagree with him.

But as she slowly makes her way back to the parlor, Sarah reflects on the house where she spent the last five years with Harold and Sarah. It has none of the feeble grandeur that Linwood Run tried to maintain, but instead mirrored Harold's and Anna's—and to a lesser extent, Sarah's—desire for a functional home rather than a lavish one. The furniture was sturdy, the curtains were thick, and the fireplace was always stocked. Visitors to the Linwood home never found themselves without a fresh biscuit or a hot cup of tea.

And now Sarah would never have that privilege ever again. 

........

There's a hole in the parlor when she walks in. The place where Harold's body lay in state is empty and cold when Sarah stands in it. 

This isn't right. This isn't fair. Sarah wants to stomp her feet and wail like a petulant child, but she knows Anna will hear her and make good on her promise to have Sarah removed from the premises.

Instead, her rage comes out as a stifled whimper. As though acknowledging her suffering, one of the white roses sheds a single petal. It lands near Sarah’s foot, and she bends to pick it up.

And an idea immediately comes to her mind. 

Darting upstairs, Sarah runs to her room and slams the door behind her. With her heart beating in her throat, she fetches her pen and some stationery. Dipping it into some violet ink, Sarah writes hurriedly. 

“My dear Lord Rufus,

“I thank you for your deep compassion in sending white roses for my brother's funeral. It brings me great relief to know that in these dark times, your family has watched over ours as a guardian angel would.

“But I must call upon your generosity once more. As I am sure you are well aware, the Linwood family line has been whittled down to a sole member. My mother's family is far away, and I would not know where to start to contact them. My sister-in-law, Anna, has informed me that I have one week to find myself alternate living arrangements and leave the house, which my brother has bequeathed to her. 

“While I have goodly money to find my own lodgings, I am sure you can understand the optics of a woman from a once-respected family, regardless of her spinster status, living alone. As much as it pains me to impose upon you, I must ask for your assistance in this matter. I am willing to take a position as housekeeper, librarian, governess, and even a gardener if need be. 

“Please write to me as quickly as possible. Time is of the essence.

“Yours, Faithfully,

Sarah Helen Linwood.” 

She barely has enough time to send it with the evening post. Sarah spends all night tossing and turning as her mind is flooded with images of horrible things: the train crashing in a marsh and her letter swallowed by the mud, a lightning storm striking Rosehorn Hall and burning it to the ground, Lord Rufus dying before her letter arrives...

Sarah spends the next day obsessively checking the mail. They are still inundated with condolence cards and flowers from distant relatives, friends, and acquaintances, so Sarah awkwardly hovers over Anna's shoulder as she rifles through them in the parlor. 

“What are you doing?” She looks up at Sarah with an annoyed expression.

Realizing that she's intruding on her sister-in-law, Sarah clears her throat and steps back. “I sent a letter to Lord Rufus requesting his aid, perhaps in the form of a position at Rosehorn Hall.” 

“You sent it yesterday?” When Sarah assents, Anna barks a laugh that makes her shrivel up. “Do you think if you check the mail more often it’ll come sooner? Keep trying, Sarah—do know that I won’t extend your time in the house if Lord Rufus deigns to reply to you when the week is up. But I shall be good enough to forward your mail, should it arrive here.” 

Sarah mutters some excuses about needing fresh air and hurries herself to the garden. 

With the help of their cook and maid, Sarah has turned the garden into a beautiful and tranquil place—but, being of the same mind as her brother, it is a functional space that provides fruits and vegetables for the kitchen.

“The tomatoes are just starting to ripen,” Sarah murmurs as she kneels on a flagstone to cradle an orange tomato in one hand. “I won't be able to taste the fresh tomatoes of the season. Or use the chamomile to make tea. Or the—"

Her voice cracks on another whimper. Even if Lord Rufus answers her letter, this is the last time Sarah will ever be in this garden. She'll never be part of helping it grow again. Who will take care of it after she leaves? Anna never showed great interest in gardening, though she happily took advantage of Sarah's passion in the form of fresh cut bouquets and various fruit pies. 

'I wish there was a way for me to bury myself under the garden so that I may continue to nourish it with my body.' Can she take some of it with her to Rosehorn Hall, or would it come off as insulting?  Clearly Lord Rufus has his own gardens, judging by the quality of roses he sent for Harold's funeral. The place is quite literally called “Rosehorn”, and it's located in “Briar Garden.” 

As the morning sun lifts into the sky, Sarah puts herself to work in her garden. She weeds the tomatoes, waters the basil and chamomile, refills the bird bath with water, and rakes up fallen leaves for composting. Sarah will put every single drop of sweat and broken fingernail into her garden before she leaves. She wants the soil to know that she is not abandoning it willingly. 

By lunchtime, Sarah had spent the majority of her morning outside in the garden. It's quite unladylike of her to come inside, her hair askew in its loose bun, her face shining from exertion and red from the sun, and dirt underneath her fingernails. But Sarah feels accomplished, and she finds that is more important than any "propriety" that Anna might demand of her.

At least, of course, until Sarah goes inside and is immediately greeted by Anna. Still wearing her full mourning, Anna looks strikingly like Sarah's least-favorite teacher after she failed a question during class. 

"You did not tell me you were expecting guests today."

Sarah blinks at her in an excellent imitation of an owl. "I have guests?”

"They arrived in a carriage, waiting outside for you." Sarah bristles at Anna's condescending tone, thinly layered over a simmering pot of anger. "I've done them the courtesy of showing them to the parlor while you played in the dirt, despite the fact that I should be in seclusion, mourning for my husband." She spits the word "mourning" at Sarah. 

"Thank you for hosting them, Anna. I will go wash up and dress before seeing them." Sarah brushes past her before going upstairs to her room, feeling Anna's glare between her shoulder blades but refusing to rise to her anger. Once in her room, Sarah undresses and washes at her sink before donning a new dress. Unbinding her dark hair, Sarah brushes it out before braiding it back into a bun, secured with a black ribbon. 

By the time Sarah heads down into the parlor, Anna is nowhere to be found. Sitting among the white roses are a man and a woman that Sarah has never seen before: the woman is short and stout with blonde hair and pink cheeks, while the man is tall and skinny with red hair and a freckled face. Both of them are wearing red and gold uniforms and sit primly with their cups of tea.

The woman addresses Sarah first, looking up at her with a smile that nearly knocks Sarah off her feet. "Good afternoon, Lady Rufus! It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Josephine Woods." 

As Sarah continues her owl imitation, the man stands up and offers Sarah a sealed envelope. "My name is Bert Woods, Josephine's husband. I understand that this letter will explain our presence." 

Numbly, Sarah accepts the envelope. The outside reads "To Sarah Helen Linwood" in elegant handwriting that she doesn't recognize, and the other side of the envelope is shut with a red wax seal. Sarah's heart nearly stops when she sees the insignia imprinted on to the seal: a ram with roses curling around its horns.

The insignia of Lord Rufus and Rosehorn Hall.

........

In a fugue state, Sarah opens the envelope and withdraws the summons from within, written on high-quality paper that feels heavy in Sarah’s hand. The handwriting on the inside is the same as the outside; elegant and very curvy; written with a dutiful but delicate hand:

"My Dear Miss Linwood,

"I must once again offer my condolences for the passing of your brother, Harold Linwood. I can only hope the flowers have offered you some semblance of comfort in knowing that you are not alone in this world. The Rufus lineage will always come to the aid of Sir Linwood's line. We are forever intertwined. 

"It disturbs me to hear that your sister-in-law is dismissing you from your late brother's home so soon after his death. She should at least wait the full year of her mourning to do so, though I suppose since he has bequeathed the house (as you explained,) then there is little recourse.

"I am, naturally, in support of your coming to live at Rosehorn Hall, though I must protest your suggestion of taking a position here. The idea of a Linwood serving a Rufus is so unconscionable that I fear my ancestors will rise from their graves to strangle me in my sleep. However, it is equally unconscionable that an unmarried lady lives in the home of an unmarried gentleman. So I must propose another option.

"I will not insult your intelligence (nor mine) with coyness. I am in need of a wife, Miss Linwood, and you are in need of a place to live. I believe our needs may come together and serve one another. I do hate to put you in this position, for I understand time is of the essence and such a decision ought to be carefully considered. Still, I invite you to come to Rosehorn Hall where we may discuss the finer details of our marriage in person. Josephine and Bert are at your service just as I will be.

"Yours, Eternally,

Augustus Xavier Rufus, Lord of Briar Garden, Order of—"

"Miss Linwood!"

Sarah doesn't register that her knees have given out from under her until Bert has pushed his chair over to her and she abruptly sits in it. "Are you all right, dear?" Josephine hurriedly puts down her cup and feels Sarah's pulse. "Your heart is beating like fox during hunting season!"

"I'll be all right," Sarah gasps, still clutching Lord Rufus' letter in her hand. She's afraid that if she lets go, it'll disappear into the ether never to be seen again. Sarah reads it again just to make sure she read Lord Rufus' offer right.

Marriage? Marriage! At her age? Sarah thought it impossible. Her parents gave up on it long ago and Harold never tried, despite Anna's insistence that Harold find a husband for Sarah among his co-workers at the bank he managed. 

"I did not expect him to answer so quickly," Sarah murmurs. "I haven't packed a single thing." 

"You'll be returning to Rosehorn Hall with us?" Bert and Josephine watch Sarah excitedly.

"I suppose I will be. Give me time to pack and change into something more suitable for traveling. I've never been to Briar Garden, but I understand it's a decent distance away from London."

"It will take the rest of the day," Bert confirms, "we shouldn't waste time. Jo, will you be a darling and help Her Ladyship pack? I will call a carriage for us." 

"Yes, of course." As Sarah is still processing being called "Her Ladyship," Josephine helps her out of her chair and escorts her upstairs into Sarah's room. She's suddenly very self-conscious over the fact that her sheets and blankets are still messy from her tossing and turning from the night before. 

"Apologies for the mess," Sarah offers. Josephine tuts quietly, patting Sarah's hand before walking to the wardrobe and opening it, beginning to take out her clothing. Sarah winces once again as she realizes that her attire is not exactly appropriate for the wife of a lord to wear. Middle-class and sensible, but unworthy of the future Lady Rufus.

Lady Sarah Rufus. Goodness! 

Sequestering herself behind a screen, Sarah dons a traveling gown in black fabric with a green and blue plaid pattern. Her straw hat has a black ribbon wrapping around it. It's dark enough that Sarah feels comfortable wearing it in a kind of pseudo-mourning. 

“That looks very handsome on you, my lady.” Josephine nods in approval as Sarah steps out from behind the screen. She’s in the middle of folding one of Sarah’s chemises and placing it into her traveling trunk. 

“It will take me some time to get used to people calling me that.” Sarah smooths down her skirt with one hand. "I don't quite look like a lady, which doesn't help. I'm afraid I'm not as impressive as you were perhaps expecting me to be." She fetches a carpet bag from under her bed and places her jewelry box, journal, and knitting inside. 

"Don't you fret. Lord Rufus has already made an appointment for you to see the seamstress before your wedding." Josephine closes the lid of Sarah's trunk with a muffled thump and locks it. She lifts it with surprising strength and brushes off Sarah's attempts to help her. 

Downstairs, Bert waits patiently by the door, attempting to make conversation with Anna, who has turned so that he's talking to her shoulder. Just outside the door, a smart-looking hansom cab awaits them. As soon as Sarah and Josephine descend the stairs, Bert turns to face them with a bright smile. 

"Good timing; the cab is here to take us to the station. Josephine and I will load the carriage. Please join us when you are ready, Lady Rufus." 

"Thank you both." An idea appears in Sarah's head, and she rushes past Anna to grab a spade and an empty pot from the garden. Digging up a brilliant orange dahlia, Sarah plants it into the pot and tucks it under the arm not holding her carpet bag. By the time she returns to the front room, her trunk is loaded into the carriage and Bert and Josephine wait patiently for her on the front steps. 

"Anna—" 

Before Sarah can say anything more, Anna grabs her shoulders and begins pushing. "Don't send me a wedding invitation," she hisses, "don't send me a calling card, don't come by for the holidays—just go!" 

Not giving Sarah a chance to get a word in edgewise, Anna bodily shoves her out the door. When Sarah turns to at least admonish her for her poor behavior, the door is slammed in her face.

And Sarah can't help but give into the childishness brewing in her stomach: she sticks her tongue out at the closed door.
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Chapter 2: The Acceptance
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“I do apologize for my actions. It was not ladylike of me to stick my tongue out at my sister-in-law like a child.” Sarah flinches as Bert and Josephine usher her into the hansom cab. This was not the first impression she was hoping for, especially as they will immediately inform their lord of Sarah's behavior upon returning to Rosehorn Hall. 

“Do not think anything of it.” Bert closes the door to the cab and drops some coins into the hand of the driver. The whip cracks in the air and the cab lurches forward as the horses begin down the street. “It was equally rude of your sister-in-law, if not moreso, to remove you from the home with such short notice. She should at least give you the time to mourn Mister Linwood before leaving.”
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