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      Sophie couldn’t stop watching the tall, black-haired man.

      The opera had not long finished, and the theatre’s foyer was filled with some of the most elegant people Sophie had ever seen. Everywhere she looked gave her a new sight: silk, chiffon, and lace dresses shimmered in the candlelight. Decadent flower-and-feather headwear bobbed as the ladies moved through the crowds. All around her was a cacophony of laughing voices and eager conversation. And yet, in the busy room, one person commanded Sophie’s attention.

      He stood nearly a head above the patrons surrounding him, and his long, pale face contrasted strikingly with eyes so dark they could have been black. He seemed to have stepped out of a colder, grimmer world. If he’d enjoyed the opera, he didn’t show it. Sophie thought he must have been searching for something; he stood at the base of the stairs, scanning the crowd, his restless eyes skipping from silk-clad guest to silk-clad guest, until they landed on Sophie and her uncle.

      Sophie looked away as a flush of embarrassment rose across her face. Did he see you staring? You should know better!

      Her Uncle Phillip, who had stopped to greet a friend, waved his companion off and turned to Sophie. “Well then, how did you enjoy the show?”

      It was the third time he’d asked, but Sophie replied just as enthusiastically as she had the first time. “It was beautiful! I’ve had a wonderful night. Thank you.”

      Her uncle’s substantial chest swelled, and he beamed at her. Sophie loved his visits; he was a kind, generous man who liked to indulge her and her siblings whenever he could. Her own father preferred spending his evenings at home, so the opera had become a rare treat since her mother had passed away shortly after Sophie’s debut.

      Her uncle was on the verge of saying more, but then his eyes rose towards someone behind Sophie’s shoulder, and a broad grin bristled his moustache. “Well, Mr Argenton, I wasn’t expecting to see you here! How did you like the show?”

      An instinctive part of Sophie knew whom her uncle was addressing even before she turned. The tall, captivating man towered above them. His cheeks seemed a little gaunter at a close distance, and his eyes were dark enough to match his pitch-black hair. Sophie tried to guess his age; she thought he must be close to thirty.

      The man inclined his head towards Sophie’s uncle and said, with a voice as clear and cold as winter air, “Very well. Thank you, sir.”

      “Excellent, excellent. It was a superb show.” Her uncle patted his pocket watch absent-mindedly as he spread his smile on both of his companions. “Have you met my niece, Miss Hemlock, yet?”

      Mr Argenton’s eyes turned to Sophie. They held her gaze then flicked to her hair for a split-second before returning to her face. “I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure. Miss Hemlock.” He bowed, and Sophie returned the gesture.

      She was used to her hair drawing attention. It was long, fine, and almost pale enough to be white. Her father had convinced her to wear it in a simple open style with small flowers woven through it, but she was beginning to think that had been a mistake. Even in the foyer packed with showy gowns and glittering, feathered headdresses, her hair drew too much attention. She wished she’d covered it.

      “Mr Argenton imports,” Sophie’s uncle continued happily. “He’s had several joint projects with your father.”

      “I came to enquire after Mr Hemlock, in fact. Is he presently at home?” Mr Argenton faced Sophie’s uncle, but his eyes lingered on Sophie.

      She tried to smile. His scrutiny made her feel clammy and uncomfortable, but she didn’t want to appear rude—especially if Mr Argenton had business dealings with her father.

      “At home, for the time, though I believe he’s planning to travel out of town next week.” Sophie’s uncle, oblivious to his companion’s divided attention, continued to beam and pat his pocket watch. “Will you be in town for long, sir?”

      “Not for long, no.” Mr Argenton’s gaze finally left Sophie to settle back on her uncle.

      Sophie let her smile fade. There was something strangely, unsettlingly intense about the man. He was cultured and polite, but she thought there were subtle hints—the slight inflection in his voice and the intense edge to his eyes—that suggested he was capable of terrible, dangerous things. A sleeping wolf. She was suddenly grateful to be surrounded by company, even though the theatre was quickly emptying.

      “I was hoping to visit Mr Hemlock before I return home,” Mr Argenton continued. “Perhaps tomorrow, if it’s convenient.”

      “Yes, yes, I’m sure it would be. I know he has plans in the morning, but he should certainly be available after three.” Uncle Phillip seemed in the mood to continue talking, but Mr Argenton bowed before his companion could move to a new subject.

      “Good day, sir.” He nodded to Sophie. “Miss Hemlock.”

      Sophie bowed in reply and felt the tension in her shoulders relax as the tall, mysterious Mr Argenton moved through the lingering guests and towards the street entrance.

      “Well, well, fancy meeting him here,” Phillip said, more to himself than to her. “Such an odd fellow. I was starting to think he’d never leave that house of his. Well now. Did you enjoy the show?”

      Sophie found it more difficult to fill her voice with enthusiasm after being pinned in place by the dark eyes. Still, she managed to praise the singers enough to make her uncle swell happily as he fished his pocket watch out. He took one look at the time, gave a shocked little scoff, and offered his arm to Sophie. “I wasn’t expecting us to be this late. I’d better get you home before your father has me shot.”

      Sophie laughed at that. She let her uncle lead her onto the busy main street, to a row of coaches waiting to ferry their charges across the city.

      She was already intending to be out of the house well before Mr Argenton’s visit.
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      All of Sophie’s plans were foiled.

      Despite having been told to come at three, Mr Argenton rode up to their home not long after one. It was unforgivably early; Sophie had only just changed into her afternoon half-dress, and her father hadn’t returned from his appointment with their lawyer.

      Sophie had intended to return a visit to one of her friends. It was a long walk and would have easily kept her out until five. She’d hoped Mr Argenton would have paid his visit and safely departed by then.

      Instead, the housemaid brought Sophie his card while another maid was fixing her hair. Sophie tried not to look shocked as she read it.

      “I explained Mr Hemlock was presently out,” the housemaid, Hill, said with a small curtsy. “The gentleman said he would be glad to pay his respects to you.”

      “Oh.” Sophie sucked a deep breath in through her nose and straightened her shoulders. “I’ll be down in a moment.”

      She’d taken on the role as hostess of the house twelve months before. She tried her hardest to do the job with as much grace as her mother had, but she knew there was no comparison. Her mother—always kind, always with a clever or insightful remark ready to break through awkward pauses—had made enough friends in the city to fill a theatre. In stark contrast, Sophie mishandled more situations than she saved.

      “You’ll get better with practice,” her father had said one evening as he read a book at the dinner table. “You just need to give people a chance to know you.”

      Sophie looked down at her simple pale-blue dress. The comfortable outfit was meant for a visit to a close friend, not to impress anyone. It makes me look childish. There wasn’t any time to change, so Sophie sucked in a breath and stood, squeezing her trembling fingers into fists.

      You’ll be fine. Talk about the poor weather we’ve been having. Ask him how his trip was. He won’t stay for more than fifteen minutes, surely.

      She left her bedroom and pressed her back to the wall as her younger brother, Thomas, chased their sister Lucy down the hallway, waving a bug at her. Lucy shrieked with laughter and darted into one of the guest rooms. Their governess gave an apologetic smile as she followed in their wake, and Sophie cringed as Thomas slammed the door. The walls were thin; Mr Argenton had certainly heard. The noise wouldn’t have bothered her so much with any other guest, but Mr Argenton had radiated such a cool dignity the night before that it almost felt like a sin to disturb his tranquillity.

      She fought to keep the embarrassed blush off her face as she took the stairs to the ground floor. She paused with her hand on the sitting room’s cool brass doorhandle and took a moment to fix what she hoped was a gracious smile onto her face before entering.

      Mr Argenton stood in front of the window, examining the busy street outside. He seemed even taller inside their home, giving Sophie the impression that their ceiling had been accidentally built a foot too low. He wasn’t a large man, but his leanness didn’t make him seem weak, either. On the contrary, his pose radiated quiet strength. He turned when he heard the door open, and a faint smile flickered over his lips.

      “Miss Hemlock, I hope you’re well today.”

      Sophie gave a small bow. She desperately hoped he wouldn’t notice how shaky it was. “I am. Thank you. I’m afraid my father is out, and isn’t expected to return for another hour at least.”

      “That’s no concern.” His crisp voice was entirely devoid of warmth and life. “I had business near your home and thought it might be a pleasant diversion to sit with you until your father’s return.”

      It wasn’t to be a brief visit, after all. Sophie prayed her father would arrive quickly to save her. She indicated to a spare seat and sat opposite. Mr Argenton crossed his legs and rested his top hat on his knee as his dark eyes skimmed over his host. Once again, Sophie felt faintly embarrassed by her dress. I should have worn the maroon pattern instead.

      Her mouth was dry, and she wet her lips before speaking. “Can I offer you some tea?”

      “Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      She nodded and cast around for a safe, easy subject. “Are you planning to be in town for long?”

      “Not at all.” A hint of faint amusement lingered around his otherwise-bleak eyes. “I came to acquire some furniture for my house; that’s all.”

      “Mr Johnson in West End has an excellent range—”

      “Mr Johnson’s furniture is suited to comfortable homes, such as this one,” Mr Argenton interjected. “I’m afraid it would look sadly out of place at Northwood.”

      Sophie scrambled to find something to say in reply, but all she managed was, “Oh.” Under Mr Argenton’s disconcerting gaze, she felt vulnerable and weak—a lamb sat before a wolf—as though the civility could be dropped at any second and replaced with a danger she couldn’t have imagined in her darkest dreams.

      Mr Argenton inclined his head slightly, as though he knew his reply had been too harsh. “Though Mr Johnson certainly is an excellent woodworker.”

      Realising she’d lost her smile, Sophie forced it back onto her face. “Yes, of course. I…” She’d lined up a list of subjects before leaving her room, hadn’t she? There’d been something about the weather. Why couldn’t she remember even one of them?

      “You have younger siblings,” Mr Argenton observed, saving Sophie from the silence.

      “Y-yes,” she stammered, heat flooding her face again. Should I apologise? “Two sisters and a brother.”

      “I was an only child. I sometimes wonder how different things might have been with siblings.”

      There was nothing to say to that. Sophie searched for another safe subject. “What part of the country is your house in, sir?”

      “A part not many people are familiar with. It’s beyond Garlow Town and nearly entirely surrounded by woods. My ancestors didn’t make the best choice in location, I’m afraid. Do you like it here?”

      The question caught Sophie off guard. “Yes. I’ve always loved the city. That is—the country is beautiful, too—”

      That secretive little smirk was back. “Some of it, certainly.”

      “Do you live alone?”

      “No, my uncle, aunt, and cousin stay with me. Though I’ll admit it offers somewhat limited society. None of them play, for instance.” He nodded towards the grand piano nestled in the room’s corner. “Do you?”

      “Ah, yes. A little—”

      His dark eyes fixed on hers. They were so intense that Sophie felt the hairs rise on the backs of her arms. “I’d like to hear you, some time,” he said.

      A door slammed, and Sophie gasped. She thought it might have been Thomas and Lucy again, but then she heard her father muttering to himself as he shed his coat. Relief at being rescued from the uncomfortable meeting washed through her.

      “Sophie?” her father called, his feet clicking on the tile foyer as he crossed to the sitting room. “Are you in here? Ah—” He broke off as he entered the room and caught sight of Mr Argenton.

      Sophie felt a chill run through her at her father’s face. It was blanched white, and he looked a full five years older than he had when he’d left that morning. She rose from her seat, and Mr Argenton followed smoothly.

      “Pardon the intrusion, sir,” Mr Argenton said, stepping forward. “I was hoping I could speak with you.”

      A myriad of emotions quickly replaced the shock on her father’s face. Sophie saw confusion, frustration and reluctance. He looked as though he would have given anything to excuse himself, but there was no polite way to avoid the meeting. “Yes. Of course. Would you follow me to my study?”

      “I think I might take you up on that offer of tea,” Mr Argenton said to Sophie as he passed her.

      She nodded mutely as the door closed behind the gentlemen. Feeling a confusing and alarming mix of sensations, she wrapped her arms around her torso. Mixed into the adrenaline of a danger narrowly escaped was a small hint of euphoria. It was the same rush that made an emboldened man poke at the lion’s cage for a second time.

      As small and frightened as she felt in Mr Argenton’s presence, Sophie realised she found him strangely fascinating. She would have hated to have sat with him for longer, but conversely, she was disappointed that their conversation had been cut short.

      Her mind turned to the interruption—her father. He’d been agitated and had sought her out as soon as he’d arrived home. Is something wrong? Has he heard bad news?

      Her father had recently invested in a large shipment of silks from France. It was the sort of import he would have normally split with one or more business partners, but his companion had pulled out at the last minute, leaving him with full ownership of the trade. He’d said he had never before invested such a large amount in a single order. Nothing could have gone wrong there, could it?

      Sophie remembered that Mr Argenton had requested tea. Shaking off her stupor, she hurried from the room to find a maid to pass instructions on to, then retired to the library to wait for their visitor to leave.

      It wasn’t a short wait. Mr Argenton and Mr Hemlock remained in the study for more than three hours.
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      Sophie stood when she heard the study door open. She stayed in the library and listened at the lock as Mr Argenton crossed the foyer and left their home with brisk, even steps. Once she was sure he was gone, Sophie went into the foyer and waited for her father.

      He didn’t leave his study for several long minutes, and when he came out, he looked like a changed man.

      Sophie hurried to him and put her arm through his to support him. “What’s wrong? Are you unwell?”

      He opened his mouth but didn’t speak. Sophie had the impression there were so many things to say that they all collided on his tongue and choked him. At last, he said, “Come in to the study, my dear. Summon some fresh tea.”

      Sophie sat on the guest’s side of the desk. Her father first went to the decanter and poured himself a large glass of brandy. That worried her; Mr Hemlock never drank before dinner. He then sat next to Sophie, in the second guest chair, rather than in his usual seat behind the desk.

      He stared into his glass without speaking for a long time. The maid arrived with a tray of tea, and Sophie poured two cups. Once the maid had left and the door was safely closed, Mr Hemlock said, “I’ve made a terrible mess of things, Sophie.”

      There was nothing she could say, but she leaned closer to encourage him.

      “I thought I was being clever. I knew there would be risks, but the rewards would have been so great that I was willing to take the gamble. And now I’m tasting a very, very bitter defeat.” He sighed, drained his glass in one swallow, and set it aside. “We’ve lost the silks. It was foggy last night, the Victor Isle lighthouse keeper became drunk and forgot to refill the lamp’s oil, and the ship ran aground on the rocks. Two lives lost… as well as all the cargo.”

      Sophie knit her hands together. She wished she could say something—anything—to help, but her father wasn’t looking at her, and he seemed to want to talk uninterrupted.

      “I think I told you that our co-investor pulled out shortly before the order was finalised. I took up his share of the order, which was a substantial amount more than I’ve ever invested before. But the silks were a good quality at an excellent price, and the turnover would have set us up comfortably for quite a few years.”

      “How much?” Sophie asked.

      Her father finally raised his eyes to meet hers. They looked weaker than she’d ever seen them. “It’s not everything we own, but it was a large enough sum that it may as well have been.”

      Sophie let her breath out and focussed on her hands. “What does that mean for us?”

      “We have enough to hold us for a few more months, but we would need to give up this house. We may be able to afford a smaller place in the country, but the comforts we’re used to—the carriage, the maids, the cook—will be too extravagant to keep.”

      Thomas, who was eight, had been enrolled in an excellent boarding school for the following year. Sophie hardly dared ask what would happen about it. “Thomas’s schooling—”

      “No, even if we tightened our belts to the point of starvation, we wouldn’t be able to afford a full education for him. He will have to be raised as a farmer.”

      “A farmer!”

      Her father bowed his head. “I’m afraid there’s no chance of pulling our situation back without assistance, my dear. We don’t have enough to invest in a new import—let alone to wait for it to arrive and sell. We are effectively half a step above poverty.”

      Sophie sat back in the chair. She felt dizzy, and the candles seemed too bright. Thomas’s face rushed through her mind, grubby from poking around the library’s dusty upper shelves, as he’d proudly announced that he would be a lawyer. There was no longer any hope for that—or for Sophie’s two sisters to make a good match when they came of age. They would either become governesses—if a family would take them—or marry other farmers.

      Her mind flitted to Mr Argenton and how insistent he’d been to see Mr Hemlock. He works as a merchant, too. Did he hear the news? Did he come to offer sympathy or advice?

      “That brings me to the second issue,” Mr Hemlock said, almost as though he had read Sophie’s mind. “Mr Argenton.”

      She felt too weak to sit upright, but managed to raise her head to look at her father. “Yes? Did he offer assistance?”

      There was a very long pause. “In a way.” Sophie’s father stood, carried his glass back to the decanter, and refilled it generously. As he poured the brown liquid, he asked, “How well do you know Mr Argenton?”

      “Not well. We met last night at the opera; Uncle Phillip introduced us. And we spoke for perhaps twenty minutes before you came home.”

      “Well…” Mr Hemlock leaned against the desk, glass clutched in one hand, and shook his head. There was a bitter smile on his face. It was the sort of smile that a person wears when life is so cruel that there’s nothing left to do except laugh at it. “He certainly makes his mind up quickly.”

      “Father?”

      “Mr Argenton has asked for your hand in marriage.”

      Sophie frowned. She couldn’t decide if she’d misheard or if her father was joking.

      “Laugh if you want,” Mr Hemlock said then sipped at his drink. “I almost did when he first proposed it. But I can assure you, he’s serious. He wants you to be his wife.”

      “No,” Sophie said, feeling a bemused smile creep across her face. “You’re joking. Either you are, or he’s joking.”

      “I don’t think he knows how to.”

      Her smile faltered. “He truly—”

      “Asked to marry you, yes. I didn’t give him an answer, of course, but he will need one promptly.”

      “What… why… why on earth would he want me?”

      Sophie’s father quirked an eyebrow. “Apparently, he likes your hair.”

      “My hair?”

      “Men have married for sillier reasons.”

      Sophie sat forward and covered the lower half of her face with clasped hands. Her, married to Mr Argenton? It was beyond ridiculous. If he was truly serious, she would have to reject him immediately.

      “I’m not going to insist—or even encourage—your decision either way,” Mr Hemlock said before pausing to take another drink.

      Sophie thought he was choosing his words carefully.

      “But, my dear, I wish you to understand what this proposal means. Mr Argenton is a very, very wealthy man. He’s done incredibly well for himself in the import business; he always seems to buy just the right shipments at precisely the right time. He’s either the luckiest human on earth or the smartest. I suspect it’s a mix of both.”

      Wealth. The one thing we desperately need. “If I were to marry him… what would that mean for you? For Thomas and Lucy and Bella?”

      Her father shook his head. “Truthfully, I’m not entirely sure. He said it would be in his power to make reparations for the lost shipment. I’m not sure I believe him. It’s a very significant amount of money—I doubt I would even trust a man who was violently in love to keep that kind of promise. And yet, that’s what he offered.”

      Sophie stared at her folded hands. If Mr Argenton kept his word… if her father and siblings could be returned to their fortunes…

      “Putting us aside, I would like you to consider his offer, even just for yourself. You would be mistress of what is, by all accounts, a magnificent house. You would have status and wealth and be established in a higher society.”

      Sophie opened her mouth, but her thoughts couldn’t be expressed in words.

      “My dear.” Her father’s voice was both gentle and sad. “I wish I had managed our finances better. I wish you were still in the position to marry for love. But I’m afraid, now…”

      “Yes,” Sophie said. She felt numb. No decent, respectable man would want a woman with no dowry or title and whose relatives were reduced to poverty. No man except for Mr Argenton, apparently. “Is he really serious?”

      “It took quite a while for him to convince me, but I believe he is.”

      “And he understands our situation?”

      “He persuaded me to give him a full account. He knows you have no inheritance.”

      Sophie shook her head. Everything she knew and everything she was comfortable with had all disappeared in the span of ten minutes. It was so abrupt that she almost felt as though she and her father were discussing a stranger’s future. “I still can’t understand. If he’s that wealthy, he could have almost any girl in the country. Why me?”

      “I truly have no idea. Perhaps he wishes to marry quickly and produce an heir for his estate. Or maybe he believes his personality would make it impossible to secure a lady’s affections. I’m sure you’ve noticed—he is quite startling when you first meet him.” Mr Hemlock drained the last of his brandy, set aside the glass, then sat back in the chair opposite Sophie. She chewed on her lower lip, grateful that her father let her think in silence. “Do you know much about him?”

      “Almost nothing. His house is a fair way from any town, and while it’s supposed to be the most breathtaking building in that part of the country, very few people see it. He doesn’t entertain much. Though that’s liable to change after he’s married.”

      “And his personality? Is he a kind man?”

      “I can’t say either way. He’s fair and intelligent, but even when we’ve received shipments under the same account, most of our communication has been through letter. Though I can vouch that his handwriting is straight and neat, just the way it should be.”

      Sophie managed to chuckle.

      Her father, smiling, took both of her hands in his. “My dear, this is your choice, and your choice alone. I swear I will love you just as dearly no matter which path you take.”

      She stared at her father’s hands. They were aging; he wasn’t as young or fit as she remembered him. These later years of his life should have been dedicated to comfort and enjoyment, not the gruelling, taxing life of a farm worker. She knew he would work hard to keep food on the table and shelter over their heads… but it was in her power to ensure he never had to. And Thomas, dear clever Thomas, could attend his school and become a lawyer. Lucy and Bella would grow up amongst their peers and enjoy equal society and good education.

      “This is your choice,” Mr Hemlock repeated.

      Sophie squeezed his hands back, too overwhelmed to speak.
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      “Wilt thou have this woman to be thy wedded wife, to live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?”

      Mr Argenton’s eyes were darker than night as they fixed on Sophie. “I will.”

      She knew her hands were shaking. She was sure he could feel it, even through her glove. The priest nodded solemnly then turned to Sophie and began repeating her share of the vows.

      Barely sixteen days have passed since I first met him, fifteen since I accepted his proposal. Has there ever been such a short engagement before?

      Mr Argenton had insisted on a quick wedding. He wouldn’t be able to stay in the city for long, he’d said, and didn’t know when he would return. The implications weren’t lost on Sophie—if Mr Argenton didn’t expect to visit the city any time soon, how long would it be before she saw her family again? Years?

      The priest had finished and paused for Sophie’s answer. She glanced to her right. It was a small, intimate gathering of a couple of her closest friends and family. Her father, uncle, brother, and sisters sat in the first row of pews. Her sisters looked beautiful in their new dresses, and her father was wearing his best suit. His eyes were troubled, and she could read the look he gave her as clearly as if he’d spoken.

      You can still back out, it said. You can say no.

      She turned back to Mr Argenton. If he had any apprehension about his bride’s answer, she couldn’t see it; his face could have been carved from granite.

      “I will.” She breathed the words more than spoke them, but they were just loud enough for the priest to hear. He nodded and continued the ceremony.

      Sophie heard the words but couldn’t understand them. Fear coiled through her like a cold, thick snake, ready to strike at her heart. She could only stare at her intended husband, stunned that she was tying her life to that of a stranger.

      She’d barely seen him since their engagement. He’d visited her father twice, and she’d greeted him and said goodbye each time. There had been no chance to know him more, though; he’d spent all of his time arranging the wedding. She half wondered if that was his intention in making their marriage day so close—that she would have no time to change her mind.

      Though it was impossible to save Sophie from the scandal that would accompany such a brief engagement, it had at least spared her family from having their reduced circumstances known.

      The priest offered her a wafer, and Sophie realised she and Mr Argenton were taking their first communion together. The bread stuck in her dry mouth, but she swallowed it dutifully then sipped the wine.

      The ring wrapped her finger, foreign and unnatural. She glanced at Mr Argenton’s eyes and thought she caught a faint glimmer of triumph hidden in their depths. The expression was gone in a flash, though, and he offered her his arm to lead her out of the chapel.

      She felt dizzy. As they neared the stairs, her legs buckled, and she had to clutch at his arm to keep herself upright.

      “Steady,” he murmured, then the doors were opened, and guests showered them in flowers and seeds as they emerged into the bright morning sun.

      This isn’t the right weather at all, Sophie thought dully as she followed Mr Argenton down the path of petals and towards the waiting carriage. It should be raining.

      She passed her father and paused to hug him tightly. She wanted to say something—not goodbye, though; she couldn’t bring herself to say goodbye—but the words failed her. She thought she saw tears shining in his eyes. Then firm hands helped her up the carriage’s stairs.

      She leaned forward in her seat to maintain sight of her family for as long as possible. Mr Argenton climbed inside and sat beside her. Then the door was closed, blocking her view, and the carriage drew forward with a sharp crack from the coachman’s whip.

      Sophie let the carriage’s motion push her into the seat, and she stared wide-eyed at the ceiling, fighting with herself to hold the tears at bay.

      “Are you comfortable, my dear?” Mr Argenton asked.

      My dear. The phrase seemed so alien coming from his cool, calm voice that Sophie couldn’t immediately reply. She stole a glance at him. He faced directly ahead, but watched her through the corners of his eyes. She thought she managed a smile, but she wasn’t sure. “Yes, thank you.”

      She was grateful when he let them lapse into silence.

      They were forfeiting the customary celebration meal because Mr Argenton had said it was urgent that he return to his home before too much time passed, and they needed to start early on the long trip. Sophie’s luggage was already loaded onto the carriage. They would pause at an inn ten miles down the road, where they would have a meal and Sophie could change into more comfortable travelling clothes. She had no idea what to expect from their journey beyond that. She’d never been farther north than Abbott, and none of her friends were familiar with Garlow, the closest town.

      The trip passed in a blur. The carriage was large, but Mr Argenton was so lanky that their knees kept bumping. She could feel him watching her. As soon as her throat had cleared enough for her to speak coherently, she said, “It’s a beautiful day.”

      “Yes.” A faint smile crept into his voice. “Very fortuitous weather.”

      She fixed her eyes on her hands, which were clasped in her lap. Her dress was beautiful; it had been made in the latest patterns and layered generously in lace. Her father hadn’t said anything, but Sophie was almost certain Mr Argenton had paid for it.

      She wanted to know more about her new home and what sort of life she could expect there, but couldn’t find an easy way to bring it up. Instead, she asked, “Is the town a very large one, sir?”

      “Joseph.”

      She glanced up at him, confused, and he raised his eyebrows. “You can call me Joseph.”

      “Oh.” Yes, they were married, but it still felt far too soon to use his Christian name. Far too intimate. She didn’t want to start their life together on a sour note, though, so she said, “Sophie.”

      “Sophie,” he repeated.

      She felt a thrill skip up her spine at the way he enunciated her name. She’d never heard it spoken so carefully before.

      “To answer your question, the town is quite small, but pleasant. There are some very good people living there. We don’t visit it often, though. Our house is situated nearly twenty miles away.”

      Twenty miles! That would take hours by coach. Sophie tried not to let alarm show on her face, but she knew she’d failed when Mr Argenton chuckled. It wasn’t a warm or friendly laugh, but something quite bitter. “Yes, my forefathers had exceptionally bad judgement in their choice of location. But my family has lived there for generations.”

      Sophie tried to come to terms with this news. It would mean isolation to a degree she’d never experienced or even contemplated before. Her father had said few people saw Northwood, but she’d thought that was due to her husband’s preference, not circumstance.

      Husband. The word hung in her mind. She wondered if she would ever become used to thinking of him as her life partner.

      “You’re beginning to regret your choice,” Mr Argenton said.

      Sophie hurried to fix a smile onto her face. “No, no, not at all! I—that is—it’s been so sudden. There’s a lot to take in.”

      He didn’t look as though he believed her, but the smallest hint of gentleness crept into his voice. “Your family has been taken care of. I’ve ensured they will have no concerns for money. You needn’t worry for them.”

      Sophie closed her eyes and exhaled. He’d kept his word, then. Thomas could begin his schooling in the new year as planned. Her sisters would be cared for. And her father could return to the merchant business with no gossip about their misfortune tarnishing his name. “Thank you.”

      At the same time, something ominous lurked in Mr Argenton’s final phrase. You needn’t worry for them. It implied that she shouldn’t worry about them ever again. By saying “I will,” she’d separated herself from her birth family forever. It was a horrible idea, and Sophie turned towards the window until she could compose herself.

      “You said your aunt, uncle, and cousin stayed with you,” she said after a moment. “What are they like?”

      Mr Argenton didn’t answer immediately. “I expect they’ll like you. I know my cousin, Elise, at the very least, wants company. She’ll be glad to have someone a little closer to her own age.”

      “How old is she?”

      “She turned twelve last July.”

      That made her about the same age as Bella. Sophie was surprised he considered her close to the child’s age, but then, at twenty, she supposed she might be nearer to Elise’s than to Mr Argenton’s. She didn’t like how that made her feel. Young. Inexperienced.

      They lapsed into silence until the carriage finally pulled to a stop. Sophie peered through the window to see the inn. It was small but looked comfortable. One of the footmen opened the door and helped her out. Mr Argenton followed. Then he froze, one hand still on the carriage’s door, and squeezed his eyes closed. His face had blanched white. Sophie hesitated, uncertain if she should say or do anything, but then he blinked his eyes open and stepped towards her with a tight smile. “Let’s go in.”

      Is he sick? Sophie glanced at his face as he led her through the inn’s door. He’s still pale. Does he have an illness he hasn’t told me about?

      They were shown to a private room where a meal was already laid out for them. Mr Argenton waited until Sophie was seated before saying, “I’m afraid I must continue on alone.”

      She raised her head, surprised. “Sir?”

      “Joseph,” he corrected. “I have urgent business at Northwood. It’s faster if I travel alone, on horseback. You will continue in the carriage. My men will take care of you.”

      It wasn’t a suggestion, but a command. Sophie stared at her plate as she tried to understand what had caused the abrupt change in plans. In some ways, she was relieved by the idea of travelling alone, without the pressure to make small talk with the cool, intense man. It also disturbed her, though. They’d been married less than two hours. It felt too soon to be separated.

      “I’ll wait for your arrival,” Mr Argenton said. He took her hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed the backs of her fingers. A shock ran through Sophie, and she felt heat rush to her face. But before she could speak, Mr Argenton turned, left the room, and closed the door behind himself.

      Not for the first time, Sophie was left feeling as if she’d escaped a wolf attack. Her heart pounded and her hands trembled as she picked up her cutlery, trying, and failing, to act as though nothing had happened.

      She ate quickly, then one of the inn’s maids helped her change from her wedding dress into her travelling outfit before she returned downstairs. The footmen, who were waiting by the carriage, helped her inside without a word.

      The following three days of travel blurred together into a constant stream of rocking carriages, brief meals, and fitful sleeps. Sophie began to feel the solitude acutely. The footmen never spoke to her, even though she said good morning and thank you each day. She wondered if they’d been instructed not to interact with her. She started looking forward to the breaks at the inns, where she could have a brief conversation with the maids who brought her food and helped her change.

      Every part of the journey had been arranged for her. She was always lodged in the largest room the inn provided and served with far more food than one person could be expected to eat, all of it fresh and expensive. She asked after Mr Argenton at each stop, and the innkeepers’ stories were always the same: he’d stayed overnight but had slept for only a few hours before returning to the road with a fresh horse. The last innkeeper mentioned, with genuine anxiety, that Mr Argenton had seemed unwell.

      That worried Sophie. As she returned to the carriage for the final stretch of the journey, she hoped he wasn’t suffering. A small, cruel corner of her mind whispered, What if he dies? But she pushed the thought aside with a grimace. No new bride should ever wish for such a thing.

      It was late afternoon when a voice broke through her thoughts. It was the footman, speaking for the first time since their journey had started. “Welcome to Northwood, Mrs Argenton.”
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