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      Brighton.

      The name itself tasted of salt and social obligation.

      The driver’s “Whoa!” cut through the air as the carriage shuddered to a halt on the sandy gravel. Before Emmaline Goode could reach for the door, it was flung open by an invisible footman.

      Blinded by the combined assault of lamplight and the overpowering perfume of hothouse lilies, which seemed to blanket every surface from the drive to the entry hall, she simply sat in the darkness, allowing the relief to seep into her bones.

      Every muscle, from her shoulders to her ankles, ached with the rigid posture required for hours of travel. Outside, the cries of gulls cut through the rhythmic hush of the waves against the shore—a sound that ought to have been soothing but instead felt like the preamble to a siege.

      The house didn’t welcome; it announced. It declared its own importance, and by extension, the triviality of anyone who felt intimidated by it.

      Not for the first time, Emmaline ached for Fairhaven. Her small country seat where the stables were as large as the manor house, the hills of Hampshire her racing grounds.

      She counted the windows—sixty-three visible, not including the basement.

      How many guests were already installed behind those glowing panes? How many of them had polished themselves to a glossy shine in anticipation of the Goode wedding party’s arrival.

      Did anyone else fight the beginnings of a headache blooming at the thought of the social gauntlet awaiting inside?

      Inside.

      Better she go and get it over with.

      The entry hall was a riot of marble and gilt. Servants buzzed about like bees in dark coats, whisking away hats and gloves, piling trunks, and proffering drinks on silver trays with the blank, mechanical precision of well-trained machines. Emma watched one of them, a youth not much older than herself, struggle to balance a stack of hatboxes and a sleeping spaniel. She felt a surge of sympathy for him, but said nothing.

      Sympathy, like opinions, was best kept in reserve until it could be deployed with strategic advantage.

      At the center of the chaos, her eldest half-sister, Nora, presided like a battle-tested general, her voice calm and her directives pitilessly efficient. “Mercy, take the yellow suite. Felicity, the east chambers, nearest the library. Emma, you are in the garden rooms—there’s a private exit for your…morning walks.” The way she said morning walks was both a kindness and a rebuke, as if Nora both pitied and envied Emma’s need for solitude and air.

      Mercy, a golden-haired spark of energy, turned to wink at her. “If you see any ghosts, Emma, do send them my way. I prefer my company unpredictable.”

      “Don’t be absurd, Mercy,” Nora snapped, “there are no ghosts in Brighton. Just bored aristocrats and overfed lapdogs.”

      Felicity, Mercy’s twin in appearance only, trailed her gloved fingertips along the banister, and observed, “Technically, Mercy is correct. Ghosts abound where the living are too vain to realize they’ve died inside.”

      Emma snorted. Felicity was a quiet love, but her wit could be astonishingly cutting. “This hall is full of people but empty of husbands,” she observed. “Where are the Goode men?”

      Felicity offered a smile as thin as her wrists. “When it comes to weddings, men are more often in the way. They’ll arrive tomorrow with the rest of the guests.”

      The twins, who’d married two Monegasque brothers, had recently arrived from a year touring the world on a scandalous French duchess’s yacht, THE HELENE. When once they’d been perfectly pampered and prim, the twins now had a worldliness and confidence Emma deeply admired.

      And secretly envied.

      She allowed herself to be herded down a corridor lined with ancestral oil portraits, their dark eyes following her with either disapproval or faint, bored curiosity.

      “You’re not my ancestors,” she muttered. “I’ll thank you to keep your opinions to yourselves.”

      Her room was not, as promised, a “garden suite,” but rather a glorified closet. The walls had been papered in an unfortunate green that reminded her of the local apothecary’s tonic, and the narrow bed was made up with linens so crisp they might have been starched by military decree. A quick survey confirmed that yes, there was a private exit, a door opening on the scuffed servants’ path to the stables.

      Emma shrugged out of her coat and inspected her reflection in the little mirror above the washstand. Her hair, as Mercy had predicted, had worked itself loose in a dozen places. Her face, tanned by years outdoors, looked even more out of place against the pale, doll-like features of her sisters. She tried to smooth her dress and only succeeded in making it more wrinkled.

      A knock at the door. Rosaline, the youngest Goode and perhaps the only one who’d ever understood her, poked her head in. She held a basket of cut flowers and wore a conspiratorial grin.

      “They’re making you eat with the family tonight,” Rosaline whispered, as if imparting news of an impending execution.

      Emma grinned back, wishing her ash brown hair held the gloss of her youngest sister’s. “Will they serve me raw or roasted?”

      “Depends if you talk back to Nora again. I’d suggest roasted, with a side of bitter greens.”

      They both laughed, a sound that felt illicit in the muffled hush of the house. Rosaline set the basket on the windowsill and began to arrange the flowers with the careful precision of someone who’d learned to find beauty in small, controlled bursts.

      “I saw a dog in the drive,” Emma said, more to fill the silence than anything. “And one being carried by a porter.”

      “Our guests are bringing seven dogs, actually,” Rosaline said. “And a monkey. Mercy’s friend brought it from Vienna. Apparently it eats only sugared almonds and bites men with mustaches.”

      “Aunt Edna better watch out then,” Emma let out a genuine laugh, and for a moment, the ache inside her eased. She watched Rosaline for a while, marveled at the effortless way her hands moved, then reached over and plucked a sprig of rosemary from the basket.

      “For courage,” she said, tucking it behind her ear.

      Rosaline shook her head. “I’ll need a whole bouquet.”

      With that comforting, if somewhat self-pitying thought, Emma squared her shoulders and marched out into the corridor, the scent of rosemary trailing after her like a promise.
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      Emma’s fingertips traced the cold edge of her silver fork as she surveyed the dining room.

      Light splintered from the chandelier, fracturing across the mahogany table in dazzling pinpricks that made her eyes water. She shifted forward in her chair, the silk upholstery whispering beneath her, careful to maintain the half-inch gap between her back and the ornate carving that pressed against her shoulder blades whenever she relaxed. Each breath came shallow and measured against the unyielding pressure of whalebone. A footman leaned between guests to pour wine, his sleeve brushing against the towering arrangement of lilies. The petals shuddered, releasing a fresh wave of perfume that coated her tongue with a sickly film.

      It was a beautiful room, an opulent room, and she had never felt more like a trespasser.

      Across the table, her brother Emmett fiddled with his cravat, his expression as strained as her own.

      Poor Emmett, a baron more comfortable with ledgers and wood planes than with the delicate architecture of society small talk. Beside him, his fiancée, Lucy Pembroke, was a vision of pale, romantic loveliness, her gaze fixed adoringly on him. And beside Lucy, a thundercloud in mauve silk, sat her mother, Lady Brackenfeld, whose pinched face suggested she was enduring the dinner only through sheer force of will.

      It was their unhappy union that brought them all to Brighton. A place away from London to have a quiet, more intimate wedding for the reclusive Baron Cresthaven and his young bride.

      As much as Emma disliked her brother’s soon to be mother-in-law, she felt exactly like the grimace permanently affixed to Lady Brackenfeld’s drooping features.

      The weight of the family’s future, of restoring the Goode name from the mire of their father’s scandals, rested on this match. Emma could feel the pressure of it in the air, heavier than the scent of roasted meat and too many competing perfumes.

      The conversation, thankfully, did not require her participation. It eddied around her, a dull murmur of gossip and pleasantries, until one of the men—a baronet with a florid face and an opinion on everything—began pontificating on the Corn Laws. He spoke with the unshakeable confidence of a man who has never missed a meal in his life about the necessities of keeping bread prices high.

      “…a matter of protecting our landowners,” he boomed, gesturing with his fork. “It is the very bedrock of our national prosperity.”

      Emma listened, her stewed squab growing cold on her plate. She had read the pamphlets, the arguments from the manufacturing districts, the accounts of families in Manchester who could barely afford a loaf. Her fingers tightened around the stem of her wine glass.

      “But surely,” she said, her voice clear and carrying in a momentary lull, “a prosperity built on the starvation of the laboring class is no prosperity at all? It is a sickness in the nation’s accounts.”

      A sudden, profound silence descended upon the table. Forks paused halfway to mouths. Lady Brackenfeld’s nostrils flared. Emma felt a dozen pairs of eyes turn to her, not with interest, but with a kind of horrified shock, as if a horse had just offered an opinion on the sherry.

      Pru’s lips compressed to a single, bloodless line.

      Then, a gentle pressure on Emma’s arm.

      Honoria. Nora.

      Her raven-haired sister, who had ruled the family with a velvet-gloved iron fist since the scandal broke, leaned close. Her perfume, a subtle and expensive lavender, was a stark contrast to the lilies. Her voice was a low, urgent whisper, meant for Emma alone.

      “Emma, dear,” she murmured, her tone infused with a genuine, painful concern that was somehow worse than anger. “You know I adore your opinions on the state of the world.” She paused, her grip tightening almost imperceptibly on Emma’s forearm. “It’s only…this wedding is so vital, Emmett fears one misplaced word could bring it all down around our ears. Please, darling, for his sake. Try to be…be less…less…you know. Just for this week.”

      The words struck Emma with the force of a physical blow.

      Less.

      Less herself.

      A request to erase the very substance of her being. To sand down her sharp edges, to quiet her inconvenient thoughts, to become one of the smiling, silent, sibilant women who populated this world.

      A hot, furious shame washed through her, so potent it threatened to choke her. Blood rose in her cheeks, a traitorous blush broadcasting her humiliation to the entire room.

      She yearned to stand up, to throw her napkin on the table, to stride out of this gilded cage and back to the honest world of mud and horses and open sky of Fairhaven.

      Instead, she drew a breath, forced her lips into a brittle approximation of a smile, and looked directly at the eldest Goode sister. “But who would be the family’s designated scandal-maker, Nora?” she quipped, her voice tight with defensive irony. “It seems the position has been vacated recently, and I do hate to see an idle opportunity.”

      Mercy, who had been watching the entire exchange with eyes that missed nothing, coughed violently into her wine glass, her shoulders shaking with what was clearly not a respiratory ailment. She raised the glass to her lips to hide a grin, her azure eyes sparkling with wicked amusement over the rim. “A position most recently held by me,” she chuckled. A single, defiant note of support in a symphony of disapproval.

      Emmaline smiled ruefully at her sister.

      The conversation resumed its flow, but for Emmaline, the current had shifted, leaving her stranded on an island of misery. She retreated into herself, a spectator at her own family’s dinner party. She watched Mercy charm the florid-faced baronet, her wit a bright, sharp thing that deflected his pomposity without giving offense. She saw Felicity engaged in a quiet, intense conversation with a scholarly gentleman, her amber eyes alight with intellectual fervor. Rosaline chatted about astronomy with their neighbor, the Earl of Wheeldon.

      Her beloved siblings… They navigated these treacherous waters with such inherent skill, while she, Emma, could only ever seem to crash against the rocks.

      Nora’s careful words echoed in her mind—be less—and a cold knot of despair tightened in her stomach.

      She was tracing the pattern of her water glass with a fingertip, lost in thought, when the dining room doors banged open and the butler cleared his throat with enough drama to warrant an audience.

      “Her Grace, the Duchesse de la Coeur.”

      The room froze, as if the very announcement had doused all conversation in a bucket of ice.

      Emma looked up, the name turning to ash in her mouth.

      Amélie Beauchamp, the Duchesse de la Coeur.

      She was all potent essence, her age distilled into grace rather than whittled into bitterness. Her gown was the color of a midnight sky, a deep, fathomless blue silk that whispered against the floor and seemed to drink the candlelight. It was cut with a daring simplicity that spoke of Parisian ateliers and absolute confidence. Dark hair, the color of polished jet, was swept up in an elegant style, secured by a single, ornate pin that looked carved from a magic wand. She moved with the deliberate, fluid agility of a dancer, her posture straight, her shoulders set with a poise that felt less like training and more like an innate claim to the space she occupied.

      Inflate your lungs, Emma ordered her traitorous body.

      She simply couldn’t when she looked at the duchesse.

      The high cheekbones, the olive tint of her skin, the knowing, almost sorrowful curve of her full lips. But it was her eyes that seized Emma’s attention—dark, expressive, and intelligent, holding a hint of amused weariness, as if she had seen all the world’s follies and decided to be entertained by them rather than dismayed.

      The duchesse’s gaze swept the room, a cool, assessing glance that acknowledged everyone and lingered on no one.

      Until Emma.

      Not a glance, nor a glare, and yet it landed with devastating physical impact.

      A jolt, sharp and electric, shot through Emma’s body, from the base of her spine to the tips of her fingers. A dizzying heat bloomed in her cheeks, a furious, mortifying blush that had nothing to do with her earlier gaffe and everything to do with the woman standing in the doorway. Her pulse, which had been a sullen thud, began to hammer against her ribs like a trapped bird.

      Emma very carefully made a dedicated study of the congealed sauce on her uneaten squab, but the image of the duchesse was burned onto the inside of her eyelids. The physical reaction was so violent, so involuntary, it terrified her. It was accompanied by a familiar, sickening wave of shame, the old, secret horror she had spent years burying, pretending it did not exist.

      This feeling—this breathless, consuming awareness of a woman—was her deepest, most guarded flaw.

      And this continental stranger had unearthed it with a single look.

      The duchesse was seated, her placement at the host’s right causing a minor shuffling of the other guests as she made lovely apologies for her tardiness.

      A tardiness that might have been constructed to make just such an entrance?

      Emma risked a glance from beneath her lashes. She couldn’t stop herself. She watched as the duchesse unfurled her napkin with a quiet economy of movement. She watched the long, elegant line of her throat as she sipped her wine. She noted the strength in her hands, the fingers long and capable, not fragile and ornamental.

      Emma watched, transfixed, as the duchesse inclined her head to her sister Pru, then to Nora, before allowing her gaze to sweep the length of the table. It passed over Mercy—who smiled with genuine delight—over Felicity—who nearly dropped her pen—and finally landed on Emma.

      The contact was brief, but it detonated something inside her, a shock so sudden she nearly toppled her glass. The duchesse’s eyes were an unplaceable color, neither blue nor green nor gray but a shifting amalgam of all three, and when they fixed on Emma, it felt as though every hidden, shameful part of herself had been laid bare.

      Lord, but she was breathtaking. The very act of breathing the same air felt both profane and exhilarating. Emma felt large, clumsy, her practical dress a sack, her calloused hands objects of grotesque utility. How could she possibly eat, chew, swallow, in the presence of such a creature?

      “What interesting conversation have I so rudely imposed upon?” the duchesse asked in a voice dripping with unapologetic honey.

      The baronet, his face even more flushed, resumed his political discourse. “Your Grace, we were just discussing the necessity of the Corn Laws for national stability. I’m not certain you’d have an opinion on the matter.”

      The duchesse smiled, a slow, captivating curve of her lips. She did not look at him, but at the flame of a nearby candle, as if it were a more interesting conversationalist. “Ah, yes. The stability of the roof, maintained by cracking the foundations,” she said, her voice a low melody with the ghost of a French accent. “A most peculiar theory of nationalistic political architecture, is it not? So ubiquitous it’s almost boring.”

      The words were almost identical in sentiment to what Emma had said. Yet where Emma’s had been a stone, thrown bluntly into the placid pond of conversation, the duchesse’s were a perfectly skipped pebble, creating elegant, widening ripples of meaning. The wit was effortless, the observation lethal, the delivery a masterpiece of social grace.

      Emma felt the last of her composure shatter. To be so clumsy, and then to see her own clumsy thought rendered with such exquisite, devastating perfection by the very woman who had just electrified her to her soul—it was unendurable.

      How, when she prided herself on being a callused, imperturbable woman, did she become a raw, open nerve around the duchesse?

      “If you will excuse me,” she murmured, her voice a strangled whisper that was lost in the ensuing polite laughter. She pushed her chair back, the legs scraping harshly against the floor. “The heat… I am not feeling quite the thing.”

      She did not wait for a response. She fled, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs, escaping the opulent room, escaping her family, escaping the terrifying, magnificent presence of the Duchesse de la Coeur.
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