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Chapter One
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Miss Doreen’s Home for Girls was not the only orphanage in the town, but it was the only one willing to accommodate a request as peculiar—and as dangerous—as Harrison Graham’s. In truth, little in the world was ever denied to the Duke of Fallbridge. His titles, his staggering fortune, and the sheer, relentless force of his will opened doors that were otherwise sealed to lesser men. Even scandals that might have destroyed another’s reputation merely brushed off him, like dust shaken from a fine coat.

Yet even he had understood that this particular errand could not be whispered in the drawing rooms of polite society. It could not be negotiated through discreet letters passed between titled matrons. It demanded discretion. It demanded distance. Hence the grueling journey that had left him weary, dust-covered, and singularly determined as he now stood in the cramped, low-ceilinged office of Miss Doreen.

The room smelled of old papers and damp wood, overlaid by the cloying sweetness of cheap perfume. Miss Doreen herself was a plain, rough-hewn sort, slathered in rouge so thick it cracked at the edges of her leathery cheeks. To Harrison’s discerning nose, she was largely unfamiliar with the virtues of soap. He concealed his distaste behind a polished mask of civility, schooling every muscle of his face to stillness.

He had traveled too far, invested too much, to allow fastidiousness—or pride—to cost him the prize he had come to claim. Whatever indignities Miss Doreen chose to inflict, he would endure them. He would meet her demands without flinching. He would leave this place with a wife, and no amount of squalor or discomfort would deter him.

“This is a most unusual request, Your Grace.”

Miss Doreen leaned back in her worn chair, the legs creaking ominously under her considerable weight. Her eyes, small and sharp as awls, raked over him in frank appraisal, as if weighing him against an invisible ledger. She had no deference for his rank, only the greedy calculation of a merchant sizing up a customer with deep pockets and shallow patience.

The silence stretched between them, thick and cloying as the air in the room.

Harrison remained perfectly still, towering over the battered desk with the stoic air of a man long accustomed to getting what he wanted. Beneath the smooth veneer of his expression, his temper simmered, a slow, controlled burn. It galled him to be beholden to this crude woman, this peddler of human flesh. But necessity bred humility, and he had long since mastered the art of patience when the prize was worthy. He said nothing, allowing her to play out her little power game, watching with a cold, detached interest.

Miss Doreen was no fool. Years in this sordid trade had stripped her of sentiment and shame alike. She had sold and bartered away more girls than she could remember—some to farms, some to factories, some to grim marriages that barely cloaked what they truly were. If a nobleman sought her wares now, she would make him pay dearly, both in coin and in pride.

When news had come that the Duke of Fallbridge would be arriving in person, she had cracked her whip across the orphanage with ruthless fervor. Girls had been scrubbed until their skin was raw, dresses mended with frantic, clumsy stitches, hair combed until tears streamed down grimy cheeks. Not that it mattered. She knew he would not choose based on appearance alone.

She had never laid eyes on the Duke before today, but the rumors had been plentiful, and if even half were true, he was no man to trifle with. Young, powerful, ruthless when crossed. His was not a reputation built on charm. He was no foppish lordling, seeking a sweet plaything for idle hours. He was a man who understood the value of possession, of ownership, of binding something—or someone—to his will with chains far stronger than gold or affection.

Still, she held the advantage, and she savored it. If she chose not to show him her girls, there was little he could do. She had turned away other men before—those whose appetites veered too close to the grotesque, or whose pockets sagged a little less heavily than they ought. Money spoke, but survival spoke louder.

For all her coarse dealings, even Miss Doreen felt a prickling of disquiet under the Duke’s stare. He was not like the others who came slinking to her door, all darting eyes and sweaty palms. There was no sickly desperation clinging to him, no fevered edge to his presence. His gaze was steady, clinical, assessing. There was a glint of iron behind it, a hint of something colder and more implacable than greed or lust.

A man who would not beg or plead, but simply take, if pushed too far.

It unsettled her in a way she could not name, and for the first time in many years, she found herself weighing her own odds of survival.

“I understand the nature of the expense,” Harrison said, his voice low and threaded with warning, the faintest edge of impatience sharpening the words. “And I have no objection to paying it. But I expect you to provide exactly what was promised.”

He did not raise his voice; he did not need to. The words hung between them, heavy with unspoken threat, and for the first time, Miss Doreen’s smile faltered.

She swallowed hard, patting her heavy bosom as if to reassure herself of her own authority.

“No, no, Your Grace,” she said quickly, her tone switching from coy calculation to brisk compliance. “I am certain I have just the girl for your needs.”

At that, Harrison allowed a slow smile to cross his face, though it was little more than a baring of teeth. It was not a smile of gratitude, nor even of satisfaction—it was the smile of a predator who knew the trap had finally closed.

He stepped back as Miss Doreen hauled herself from her chair with a grunt and bustled from the room, her skirts rustling like dry leaves. Eager now. Eager to secure her payment. Eager to be rid of him.

Left alone, Harrison let his gaze drift around the shabby office, noting every peeling scrap of wallpaper, every scuff on the battered furniture, every water stain blooming across the low ceiling. This was not the world he had been born to—polished marble floors, gleaming chandeliers, rooms heavy with velvet and mahogany.

But it was the world he must enter now, for the sake of duty, necessity... and something deeper he refused to name, even to himself.

He moved to the cracked window, peering out into the muddy courtyard beyond. Children darted between puddles, their thin limbs flashing pale in the gray light, laughter rising in brittle, uneven bursts. They were used to disappointment. Used to hope dangled like a sweet before being snatched away.

He wondered if the girl he would choose had already given up hope—or if she would look at him with the same fragile, luminous hope he had no business crushing.

No matter. He would take her anyway.

He would not leave here empty-handed.
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Chapter Two
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“Daddy said he would be coming for me soon,” Annabelle announced with solemn certainty, standing before Maggie in the sewing room, her thumb already creeping toward her mouth as her free hand worried the frayed hem of her dress.

The room smelled faintly of soap and dust, the afternoon light slanting through the cracked window panes and casting long golden bars across the wooden floor. Maggie set aside her embroidery, swallowing the tight knot that formed at the back of her throat.

She smiled, though it cost her something deep.

“I’m sure he will, sweetheart.”

Her voice was gentle, a balm meant to ease the bitter truth lodged beneath her ribs. It had been more than a year since Annabelle first arrived at Miss Doreen’s Home for Girls—far too long for any father to reclaim a child. But Maggie would not be the one to shatter the fragile hope Annabelle clutched so fiercely. Seventeen she might be, but in so many ways, Annabelle was still a child, clinging to the wreckage of abandoned dreams.

Maggie smoothed a hand over the tangled threads of Annabelle’s hair, murmuring soothing nonsense as the younger girl pressed closer, seeking warmth and reassurance. The needle and thread she had abandoned dangled loosely from the unfinished hem of a pillowcase, forgotten now as Maggie offered the only comfort she could.

Hope, even false hope, was better than despair.

Maggie herself had turned eighteen just a month past. Too old now for adoption, too old for dreams. Miss Doreen had permitted her to remain in the home only so long as she earned her keep—scrubbing floors, mending clothes, tending the younger girls with a quiet diligence born of survival. It was hardly a choice at all. The world beyond Miss Doreen’s sagging roof was vast and merciless, a void Maggie had glimpsed often enough to know better than to step into it unprepared.

Her earliest memories were hazy, half-formed things—a woman’s warm embrace, the scent of lavender clinging to soft skirts, a man’s deep, rumbling laugh as he tossed her into the air and caught her with strong hands. Ghosts now. Miss Doreen claimed her parents had died when she was but a toddler, and no one had ever come to claim her. Over the years, Maggie had watched dozens of girls come and go—some spirited away to relatives she could scarcely imagine, some placed with new families who promised salvation, some simply disappearing one day without explanation, swallowed whole by the world beyond.

And now she lingered, suspended in a strange, aching limbo, caught between the innocence of childhood and the cold, hungry pull of adulthood. Between the life she had always known and the uncertain, terrifying unknown beyond it.

The needle slipped from her fingers at the sharp crack of Miss Doreen’s voice bellowing from the hall.

“Maggie! Front hall, now!”

The sound snapped through the air like a whip.

Maggie jumped to her feet, abandoning her embroidery without a second glance. Annabelle whimpered softly behind her, but Maggie forced herself not to look back. She smoothed her skirts with trembling fingers and hurried down the corridor, heart thudding unevenly against her ribs.
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