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Chapter 1 — The Martyr in the Moonlight
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The trouble with being the reliable sister was that no one ever noticed when you were committing social suicide.

Lady Rosamund Vane stood at the edge of the terrace, the muffled swell of a Strauss waltz thrumming through the soles of her silk slippers. Inside the Duchess of Berwick’s ballroom, the air was a suffocating soup of beeswax, expensive French perfume, and the desperate hopes of two hundred debutantes. Out here, the air smelled of damp earth and the impending catastrophe of her family’s reputation.

"Hyacinth, if you do not come out of those shadows this instant, I shall tell Mother you’ve taken up the habit of reading radical political pamphlets," Rosamund whispered into the dark.

A soft, frantic rustle emerged from the laurel bushes, followed by a squeak that sounded suspiciously like a sob.

"It isn’t what it looks like," a breathless voice insisted.

Rosamund stepped off the stone path and into the grass, ruining her hem without a second thought. "It looks like the youngest Vane daughter is currently hiding in a shrubbery with a man who hasn't a shilling to his name and even less in the way of scruples. If there is another interpretation, I should dearly love to hear it."

Hyacinth stumbled out into the moonlight, her blonde curls disheveled and her bodice significantly more askew than the laws of decorum—or physics—allowed. Behind her, Lord Sterling emerged with a sheepishness that didn't quite mask the predatory glint in his eyes.

"Lady Rosamund," Sterling said, attempting a bow that was far too graceful for a man caught in a garden shed. "I assure you, my intentions are—"

"Bankrupt," Rosamund cut him off, her voice like the snap of a fan. "Your intentions are entirely bankrupt, much like your estates in Sussex. Now, if you’d like to avoid being challenged by my father—who is, I remind you, a terrible shot but a very loud shouter—you will climb that wall and vanish."

"Rosie!" Hyacinth gasped, clutching her lace shawl. "He loves me."

"He loves the idea of a ten-thousand-pound dowry," Rosamund said, stepping between her sister and the rogue. She didn't look at Hyacinth; she kept her gaze fixed on Sterling. She knew men like him. They were the reason she had spent three seasons hovering near the punch bowl, observing the predators from the safety of the wallpaper. "The wall, Lord Sterling. Now. Before I decide that my own reputation is sturdy enough to withstand the scandal of screaming for the watch."

Sterling looked at the wall, then at Rosamund’s narrowed eyes. He was a coward at heart; most fortune hunters were. With a muffled curse and a distinct lack of gallantry, he turned and scrambled over the brickwork, the sound of his boots hitting the street on the other side echoing like a gavel.

Hyacinth let out a low wail and sank onto a stone bench. "You’ve ruined everything. I’ll never find another man who understands the poetry of my soul."

"You’ll find a man who understands the geometry of your bank account, which is far more useful," Rosamund snapped, though her heart was hammering against her ribs. She grabbed Hyacinth’s shoulders, hauling her upright. "Listen to me. Go inside. Use the servant’s entrance through the pantry. Straighten your hair, find a damp cloth for your face, and reappear in the ballroom as if you’ve spent the last twenty minutes discussing the merits of the botanical drawings in the gallery. Do you understand?"

"But what about you?" Hyacinth sniffled, wiping her nose with a scrap of silk. "If anyone saw us—"

"No one saw you. They saw a woman in a pale blue dress. Luckily for you, half the women in that room are wearing pale blue. Including me." Rosamund pushed her toward the house. "Go. Now. I’ll stay here for a few minutes to ensure he doesn't double back. If anyone asks, I was merely seeking the night air to soothe a headache."

"You’re always so good at this," Hyacinth whispered, a flicker of guilt crossing her face. "Being the sensible one."

"It is my only hobby," Rosamund said, forcing a small, tight smile. "Go."

She watched her sister vanish into the shadows of the stone archway. Only when the girl was gone did Rosamund allow her shoulders to sag. She leaned against the cold stone of a fountain, the spray of water misting against the back of her neck.

This was her role. She was the sturdy one. The dependable Lady Rosamund, whose face was pleasant but unmemorable, whose wit was sharp but rarely directed at the men who might actually propose. She was the daughter who ensured the carriage was packed, the accounts were balanced, and the scandals were smothered in their cradles. Her value was measured in the disasters she prevented.

She closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of crushed mint. She just needed a moment. One moment of being no one, of doing nothing for anyone else, before she had to return to the bright, biting glare of the ton.

"A noble effort," a voice rumbled from the darkness. "Though I suspect the 'poetry of her soul' will be redirected toward a baronet with a decent stable by Tuesday."

Rosamund bolted upright, her spine snapping into a rigid line.

A man stood ten paces away, leaning against the trunk of a massive oak tree. He was a shadow within shadows, but the moonlight caught the glint of a signet ring and the stark white of a formal cravat.

"I beg your pardon," Rosamund said, her voice regaining its polished, social armor. "I wasn't aware the garden was a theater tonight."

The man stepped forward. As the moon hit his face, Rosamund’s breath hitched—not in the fluttery way the novels described, but in a sudden, sharp intake of air. One side of his face was the image of ducal perfection: a high cheekbone, a deep-set eye, a jawline that could have been carved from granite. The other side was a map of silvered, jagged lines that pulled at the corner of his eye and ran down into his collar.

The Duke of Keswick. The Beast of Waterloo.

The gossip had been a constant hum all season. The recluse who had returned from the war with half a face and an inheritance that made him the most hunted bachelor in London, despite his refusal to be seen in a ballroom.

"It wasn't much of a play," Benedict Thorne said, his voice a low, gravelly rasp. He didn't move to hide his scars; if anything, he tilted his head to let the light hit them, a silent challenge. "The hero was a cad, the heroine was a fool, and the stage manager is currently standing in the mud with a ruined hem."

Rosamund didn't look away. She had spent years training herself not to show surprise; in her world, a flicker of the eye was a confession. "The stage manager is merely ensuring the evening concludes without a riot. And you, Your Grace, are trespassing on a private family crisis."

"On the contrary. I am trespassing on a Duchess’s garden. It’s my aunt’s house, which gives me a certain degree of squatter’s rights." He moved closer, his gait carrying a slight, rhythmic hitch. "You’re Lady Rosamund Vane. The useful one."

Rosamund felt a prickle of irritation. "It seems my reputation preceded me. How disappointing. I had hoped to remain mysterious for at least another season."

"There is nothing mysterious about self-sacrifice, Lady Rosamund. It is the most predictable of the feminine virtues." He stopped three feet away. He was tall—impossibly so—and he smelled of sandalwood and the cold, sharp scent of the night. "Tell me, do you often stand in the line of fire for your sister’s indiscretions, or was tonight a special performance?"

"I don't know what you think you saw—"

"I saw a young lady who looks remarkably like a blonde version of you nearly lose her virtue to a man who probably has three sets of vowels currently being traded in the East End. And I saw you dispose of him with the efficiency of a seasoned sergeant-major." He leaned in slightly. "But here is the problem. My aunt’s gardener is a notorious gossip. He was sitting in that potting shed with a jug of ale. He saw a lady in a pale blue dress. He didn't see the blonde curls, but he certainly saw the confrontation."

Rosamund’s stomach bottomed out. "He saw me?"

"He saw a Lady Vane. If your sister goes back inside and resumes her place, and you are found out here... well. The arithmetic is simple. You are the one who will be ruined."

"I can handle a bit of gossip," Rosamund said, though her hands were beginning to shake. She tucked them into the folds of her skirts. "I’m twenty-six. I’m a wallflower by trade. My reputation isn't a fragile thing; it’s practically made of cast iron."

"Is it?" Benedict’s gaze was heavy, unblinking. "Because a scandal like this doesn't just touch you. It will follow your sisters. It will make your father’s creditors nervous. It will turn that 'useful' life of yours into a very lonely one."

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked, her voice sharpening. "If you intend to blackmail me, Your Grace, I should warn you that I have very little to offer besides a collection of pressed flowers and a truly impressive knowledge of the Vane family’s debts."

Benedict let out a short, dry sound that might have been a laugh. "I have enough money to buy the Vane family and turn them into footmen if I so desired. I don't want your money."

"Then what? Are you simply enjoying the view of my impending social execution?"

"I’m offering you a trade," he said. The air between them suddenly felt thicker, charged with a strange, uncomfortable weight. "I find myself in a predicament that requires a specific kind of solution. One that involves a woman who understands the value of a bargain and has very little left to lose."

Rosamund frowned. "I don't follow."

"I am under a deadline," Benedict said, stepping into the full wash of the moonlight. He looked like a monument to something broken and beautiful. "My grandfather’s will is a masterpiece of spite. If I am not married by the end of the month, the Keswick estates—and the livelihoods of four hundred families—pass to a cousin who spent the last decade gambling away his own mother’s jointure. I need a Duchess. But I do not want a wife."

Rosamund stared at him. The waltz inside had changed to a more energetic quadrille. "You want a marriage of convenience."

"I want a business arrangement," he corrected. "A woman who wants the protection of a title, the freedom of a massive settlement, and the common sense to leave me entirely alone. I’ve spent three weeks watching the debutantes. They either scream when they see my face or they start measuring the windows for new curtains. You, however..."

"I don't scream," Rosamund said quietly.

"No. You fix things. You take the blame. You manage the mess." He took another step, closing the distance until she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. "You’re already ruined, Lady Rosamund. Or you will be by tomorrow morning when the gardener tells his tale. Marry me, and the scandal becomes a romantic elopement. A Duke’s bride is never ruined; she is merely 'eccentric.'"

Rosamund’s mind was racing, clicking through the possibilities like a counting frame. If she took the blame for Hyacinth, she was done. No one would marry her, and her sisters’ chances would vanish like smoke. But if she married Keswick...

"What is the price?" she asked.

"One year," he said. "You will live at Thorne Castle. You will manage the household, which is currently a disaster. You will appear at my side exactly four times a year to satisfy the executors. At the end of the year, I will provide you with a house in the Lake District, a spectacular allowance, and a quiet separation."

"And the... marital duties?"

Benedict’s gaze flickered to her lips, then back to her eyes. His expression remained unreadable, but a muscle jumped in his jaw. "I am a man of my word, Lady Rosamund. I have no interest in the physical complications of a real marriage. You will have your own wing. I will have my privacy. We will be two ships passing in a very large, stone night."

It was the perfect solution. It was a cold, transactional, utterly joyless rescue. It was everything she had ever been taught to expect from her life.

"You’re serious," she whispered.

"I am never anything else." He reached out, his gloved fingers hovering just inches from her arm. He didn't touch her. "The gardener is already heading toward the kitchens. You have about thirty seconds to decide if you want to be a disgraced wallflower or a Duchess with a very convenient husband."

Rosamund looked back at the house, where her family was currently blissfully unaware of the cliff they were standing on. She thought of Hyacinth’s impulsiveness, her mother’s fragile nerves, her father’s mounting bills. She thought of her own life, a long, gray stretch of being the person everyone relied on until she eventually faded into a maiden aunt who was tolerated but never truly wanted.

She looked back at Benedict. At the silver scars and the hard, lonely eyes of a man who was asking her to be useful one last time.

"I have one condition," she said, her voice steadying.

Benedict arched a dark eyebrow. "Already negotiating? You truly are a Vane."

"I want the settlement to include a dowry for Hyacinth and a commission for my brother. Irrevocable. Even if the marriage ends sooner than a year."

"Done," he said without hesitation.

"Then I suppose we should give that gardener something worth talking about."

Benedict’s eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"

Rosamund took a breath, stepped into his space, and reached up. She didn't kiss him—that would be too much, even for a scandal—but she unpinned her hair, letting the dark curls tumble down her back in a mess of silk. She took his hand and placed it firmly on her waist.

"If we’re to be caught, Your Grace, let’s make sure there’s no room for doubt. I’m not just a lady in a garden. I’m your future Duchess, and I’ve clearly been overcome by your... rugged charms."

Benedict’s hand tightened on her waist. His palm was warm, even through the layers of her gown. For a fleeting second, the "business arrangement" felt dangerously like a physical reality.

"You’re a terrifying woman, Lady Rosamund," he murmured, his voice dropping an octave.

"I’m a useful one," she corrected. "There is a difference."

A lantern flickered at the edge of the path. A heavy-set man in a waistcoat appeared, blinking into the darkness. He stopped, his mouth falling open as he saw the Duke of Keswick—the legendary, reclusive Beast—holding a disheveled woman against his chest in the moonlight.

Benedict didn't flinch. He didn't move his hand. He looked the gardener dead in the eye, his scarred face looking more formidable than ever.

"Get the carriage, Higgins," Benedict said, his voice echoing with the absolute authority of his rank. "And tell my aunt that the search is over. I’ve found the woman I’m going to marry."

The gardener bolted.

Rosamund let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. She moved to step back, but Benedict’s hand remained for a heartbeat longer than necessary.

"The performance has begun," he said, his gaze searching hers.

"Then I hope you’re a better actor than you look, Your Grace."

"Oh, I’m not acting," Benedict said, and for the first time, a ghost of a smile touched his lips—the good side of them, at least. "I am in need of a scandal, Lady Rosamund. And you, it seems, are currently overstocked."

He let her go then, the cold air rushing into the space where his body had been. Rosamund began to pin her hair back with shaking fingers, her mind already moving to the next task: the announcement, the packing, the transition from being the daughter who was ignored to the Duchess who would be feared.

She had saved her sister. She had saved her family. She had sold herself to a man who wanted her for her silence and her stamina.

It was, she told herself as she followed the Duke back toward the lights of the ballroom, exactly what she had always wanted. To be needed.

But as she caught the reflection of her own dark eyes in a windowpane, she realized with a jolt of something that wasn't quite fear and wasn't quite excitement that for the first time in her life, she had no idea what was going to happen next.

The "sensible" Lady Rosamund was gone. In her place was a Duchess-elect with a ruined hem and a husband who looked like he might be the most dangerous thing she had ever tried to fix.

And as the Duke of Keswick offered her his arm to lead her into the lion’s den of the ballroom, she realized the most terrifying part of all.

She hadn't just saved her family. She had started a war.
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Chapter 2 — The Terms of Surrender
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Thorne House was exactly the sort of residence one expected of a man who had spent the last three years being described as a "spectral menace" by the morning broadsheets. It sat on a quiet corner of Berkeley Square, looking very much as if it intended to devour the neighboring townhouses for breakfast.

Inside, the atmosphere was thick with the scent of beeswax, old leather, and a silence so profound it felt like a physical weight. As the butler—a man whose face appeared to have been carved from a particularly dour turnip—led Rosamund toward the library, she adjusted the tilt of her bonnet. It was a modest thing, trimmed with a ribbon that had seen better days, but she wore it like a crown of war.

The butler opened the double mahogany doors and announced her with a voice that suggested he was delivering a summons to the gallows. "Lady Rosamund Vane, Your Grace."

Benedict Thorne did not look up from the massive desk that occupied the center of the room. He was surrounded by towers of vellum and ledgers that looked old enough to contain the original blueprints for the Tower of London. The morning sun, streaming through the tall sash windows, was unforgiving. It caught the silvered lines of the scars on the left side of his face, making them gleam like silk threads against his bronzed skin.

"You’re late," he said, his voice a low, raspy vibration that seemed to rattle the teeth in Rosamund’s head.

"I spent the better part of the morning convincing my mother that the world was not, in fact, ending," Rosamund replied, crossing the room with a confidence she didn't entirely feel. She chose a chair directly opposite him, a heavy thing of green velvet that made her feel like a very small bird in a very large cage. "It took quite a bit of effort; she’s remarkably fond of the world when there is a Duchess’s coronet involved."

Benedict finally looked up. His right eye was a piercing, icy blue; the left was partially shadowed by the pull of a scar, giving him an expression of permanent, cynical observation. "And your sister? Is she currently composing sonnets to her own tragedy?"

"Hyacinth has entered a state of religious fervor. She’s currently debating whether to join a nunnery or simply pine away until she becomes translucent. I give her forty-eight hours before she starts noticing the curate’s ankles."

"Charming," Benedict muttered. He slid a thick stack of papers across the polished wood of the desk. "The contract. My solicitors worked through the night. They are very expensive, very discreet, and very tired."

Rosamund reached for the papers, her fingers brushing the edge of the vellum. "You move quickly, Your Grace."

"I move efficiently. Time is the one thing my grandfather’s will doesn't allow me to waste. If we are to be married before the month is out, we have precisely three weeks to convince the Ton that this was a whirlwind romance born of mutual, if baffling, passion."

"Passion," Rosamund repeated, the word feeling strange and heavy in the quiet room. "I’m not sure the Ton will believe that a man who hasn't attended a ball in three years suddenly fell into a state of uncontrollable longing for a woman who has spent three years hiding behind the ferns."

"They will believe anything if it is sufficiently scandalous. People prefer a juicy lie to a boring truth every time." He leaned back, the leather of his chair creaking. "Read the terms."

Rosamund scanned the lines. The legalese was dense, but the core of the arrangement was clear. One year of marriage. A residency at Thorne Castle in Cornwall. Four mandatory public appearances. A separate wing of the house.

"The settlement is... substantial," she noted, her eyes widening at the number of zeros following the pound sign.

"It is the price of your silence and your presence. I find it’s better to pay for loyalty upfront than to negotiate for it later."

"And the 'separation' clause?"

"After twelve months, you will be granted a house in the Lake District and an annual allowance that will allow you to live in whatever degree of splendor or seclusion you prefer. We will remain legally wed—to avoid the mess of an annulment or the disgrace of a divorce—but we will not be required to see one another again."

Rosamund looked up from the page. "You’ve planned for everything except the possibility that we might actually like each other."

Benedict’s mouth quirked with something that might have been a sneer if it weren't so dry. "I don't 'like' people, Lady Rosamund. I manage them. I protect them. On occasion, I tolerate them. But I have no use for the sentimental clutter of affection."

"How very tidy for you." She turned the page. "And the castle? Is it as grim as the stories suggest?"

"It’s a ruin on a cliff. The wind howls, the salt eats the stone, and the local village thinks the place is cursed because the last three Dukes died of nothing more exciting than old age and bad tempers. It’s perfect."

"It sounds lovely. I’ve always wanted to live in a Gothic novel. I’ll be sure to pack my most dramatic shawls for wandering the battlements."

Benedict watched her, his gaze unwavering. "You’re remarkably flippant for a woman who is selling her life to a man the world calls a beast."

"The world calls a great many things by the wrong names," Rosamund said, her voice softening for the first time. "They call my father a 'gentleman of leisure' when he’s actually a man drowning in debt. They call my mother a 'social leader' when she’s a woman terrified of a whisper. I’ve lived my life surrounded by polite labels that hide the truth. Why should your scars be any different?"

Benedict’s hand, resting on the desk, tightened into a fist. "They are not just labels, Lady Rosamund. They are a warning."

"Consider me warned. Now, about Section Four: The Household Management." She pointed to a paragraph. "It says here I am to have 'total authority' over the domestic staff. Does that include your personal valet? Because if he looks as miserable as your butler, I may have to insist on a change of scenery."

"Leave Pringle alone. He’s been with the family since the Regency began, and he treats joy like a contagious disease." Benedict leaned forward, his shadow falling across the contract. "Why are you doing this? Truly. Don't give me the 'useful daughter' speech again. You’re an intelligent woman. You could have found a way to hush up the gardener. You could have waited for a man who wanted a real marriage."

Rosamund met his icy blue gaze. "I’m twenty-six, Your Grace. In the marriage market, that makes me a relic. I’ve spent my life being the person who ensures everyone else gets what they want. My sisters want love. My parents want security. And I..." She paused, the truth caught in her throat. "I want to be the one who makes the decisions. Even if the only decision I have is to choose my own cage."

"A Duchess is no one's prisoner."

"A Duchess is the most gilded prisoner of all. But at least the keys will be in my pocket."

Benedict watched her for a long moment, the silence in the library growing heavy. "I chose you for a reason, Rosamund. Beyond the garden. Beyond the convenience."

"Oh?"

"I needed a woman who was already 'ruined'—or at least willing to be. A woman who knows the cost of a mistake and won't expect the one thing I am no longer capable of giving."

"And what is that?"

"Affection. Softness. The sort of romantic delusions that make a marriage a mess." He tapped the vellum. "I need a partner who sees this as the business it is. You’re damaged goods in the eyes of the Ton, and I am a monster. We’re a matched set."

Rosamund felt a sharp, sudden pang in her chest—not of hurt, but of a strange, fierce recognition. He was trying to push her away with the very things she had used to protect herself: her plainness, her utility, her lack of expectations.

"You’re trying very hard to be the villain in this story, Benedict," she said, using his name for the first time.

His name seemed to startle him. He blinked, the icy blue of his eye momentarily clouded. "I’m not a villain. I’m an honest man. There is a difference."

"Then let us be honest." Rosamund picked up the quill from the inkstand. It was a heavy thing, topped with a silver feather. She dipped it into the well, the black ink clinging to the nib like a secret.

She didn't look at the section detailing her allowance. She didn't look at the clauses regarding the house in the Lakes or the carriage she would be granted upon their separation.

"I don't want your money," she said, her voice ringing clear in the quiet room. "The settlement for my family is enough. For myself, I want something else."

Benedict’s expression sharpened. "What?"

"I want your protection. Real protection. Not just a name on a calling card. If the world comes for me, or for my sisters, I want to know that the Duke of Keswick will stand in front of us. No matter what the truth is."

Benedict didn't hesitate. He reached out and placed his hand over hers, his skin warm and slightly rough against her own. "You have it. For as long as you bear my name, you are under my shield. I may be a beast, Rosamund, but I am a beast who guards his own."

Rosamund looked down at their joined hands—his, large and scarred; hers, pale and steady. She felt a jolt of something visceral, a spark of connection that had nothing to do with contracts or wills. It was the feeling of a door locking, and the realization that she was finally on the inside.

She signed her name. Rosamund Vane.

As she handed the quill back to him, Benedict’s gaze dropped to the signature. He signed his own name with a quick, aggressive flourish of his pen.

"It is done," he said.

"So it is." Rosamund stood, smoothing the skirts of her blue gown. "I suppose I should go home and begin the process of becoming a Duchess. I imagine it involves a great deal of lace and a terrifying amount of stationery."

"I’ll send the carriage for you tomorrow," Benedict said. He didn't rise; he remained in the shadows of his desk, looking like a king who had just signed away his kingdom. "We’ll go to the Vane house together. We have a performance to give."

"I’ll be ready, Your Grace."

"Benedict," he corrected, his voice like gravel. "If we are to be 'madly in love,' you might as well start with the name."

"Benedict," she repeated, testing the weight of it. "Until tomorrow."

She walked toward the door, but just before she reached it, she turned back. Benedict was still watching her, his face half-hidden in the light of the morning.

"One more thing," Rosamund said.

"Yes?"

"You said you chose me because I wouldn't expect affection."

"I did."

"You should know, Your Grace... I’ve always found that the things we don't expect are the only things worth having."

She didn't wait for his answer. She walked out of the library, the heavy mahogany doors clicking shut behind her.

As she stepped out into the bright, busy air of Berkeley Square, Rosamund felt the weight of the contract in her reticule. She had sold her year. She had sold her future. And yet, for the first time in her life, she didn't feel useful.

She felt dangerous.

And as she hailed a hackney to take her back to the world of tea and gossip, she realized with a start that the Duke of Keswick hadn't looked at her as a wallflower once. He hadn't looked at her as a martyr or a bargain.

He had looked at her as a woman who was worth the price of his privacy.

And that, Rosamund decided, was a far more terrifying thing than any scar.
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Chapter 3 — The Social Death Warrant
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The drawing room of the Vane townhouse was currently a masterclass in controlled hysteria. Mrs. Vane was vibrating with so much nervous energy that the crystal drops on the nearby candelabra were chiming a faint, frantic accompaniment to her breathing.

"Twenty minutes, Rosamund," her mother whispered, adjusting a lace doily for the fourteenth time. "The Duke of Keswick is arriving in twenty minutes to ask for your hand, and you are sitting there as if you’ve merely been invited to a particularly dull lecture on soil rotation."

"Soil rotation can be quite riveting if one has the right temperament," Rosamund replied, smoothing the skirts of her morning dress. She had chosen a shade of lavender that was neither festive nor funereal—the sartorial equivalent of a shrug. "And technically, the Duke already asked for my hand. Tonight is merely the formality of informing the witnesses."

"Inform the witnesses? It is an engagement, not a deposition!" Her mother clutched at her throat. "And you! You’re wearing lavender! At your age, you should be in something that screams 'fertile and available,' not 'resigned to the parish choir.'"
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