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      Sophie was trapped inside the smothering red-and-gold hallways. The walls seemed to grow impossibly high to either side, and her breath plumed in the icy air as she scuttled away from the huge, dark shape that stalked her. It opened its vast black jaws, and ropes of saliva dropped onto the wood floor.

      “No!” Sophie shrieked. Her back hit something solid, and she looked up. The red door was to her back, but its handle was far too high to reach.

      Somewhere in the distance, Joseph screamed. He’d been torn open by the beast, and there was nothing she could do to save him. She couldn’t even hold his hand and comfort him as he bled out.

      The Grimlock reached its claws toward her face. Its maw stretched wide, and she could smell its fetid, rotting breath as it prepared to tear her in two.

      Sophie screamed. The Grimlock’s hands squeezed her, and she thrashed to pull free. But instead of feeling the sharp, cutting pain of teeth, Sophie realised she was struggling against something soft and giving. She opened her eyes and sucked in rapid, panicked breaths.

      She was in her room. It was dark, but the coals in the fireplace still glowed, and the air was crisp, telling her it must be early morning.

      She rolled onto her side to feel for Joseph’s comforting warmth, but his half of the bed was empty. Dream and reality bled together for a second, and Sophie struggled to her feet, heart fluttering, as she prepared to search the labyrinthine Northwood for her husband.

      No. Northwood was burnt to the ground. It can’t touch us any longer.

      Sophie sank back onto the edge of her bed. The icy air sent chills through her as she gazed about the room.

      She and Joseph had come directly to her father following their escape from Northwood, and they were staying at his city house until they could secure a property of their own. While the building wasn’t tiny, it had a limited number of rooms, and Sophie and Joseph were sharing her old bedroom, which was still decorated in powder blue with bronze trimmings.

      Sophie was glad to have her husband’s company at night, but she couldn’t stop the creeping worry that her feeling wasn’t reciprocated. Every morning during the past week, she’d woken alone.

      She tried to tell herself that Joseph was simply an early riser, but the sun hadn’t yet breached the skyline, and when Sophie turned towards the window, she could make out a myriad of barely visible stars.

      He’s avoiding me. Sophie’s hands were still shaking from the nightmare. She squeezed them together to keep them still and tried to slow her breathing. But when we left Northwood two weeks ago, he loved me. I was so sure of it. I couldn’t have misread his intentions, could I?

      “No.” The word seemed to hover in the lonely room. He told me he loved me. Once.

      Unable to sit any longer, Sophie rose and pulled her gown around her shoulders. The fireplace’s glow was strong enough to show that Joseph’s coat and hat no longer sat on the chair where he’d placed them the night before. That meant he’d gone out rather than simply moving to a different room in the house. Sophie crossed to the window and squinted at the ghostly shimmers of light that caught on the rooftops and cobblestones and hovered amid the fog. The street was undisturbed by man or beast.

      It’s not safe out at night. The only people still awake would slit Joseph’s throat for his money.

      Sophie squeezed her eyes closed and gripped the windowsill so tightly that her fingers ached. No, he’ll be safe. He’s not foolish, and he can defend himself if it comes to that. But why did he go out so early? Did he have trouble sleeping, or did he want to be alone?

      A faint tapping made Sophie open her eyes. The sound came from the street below, but it echoed between the houses and made Sophie unsure of its direction. Just as the noise resolved itself into brisk footsteps, a figure swept into view, its long legs gliding through the tendrils of mist. Sophie recognised the posture and quick pace as her husband’s, and the band of anxiety around her chest loosened.

      She turned from the window, intending to go downstairs and greet him at the door, but stopped herself. He left so that he could be alone. Don’t smother him; wait for him to come back to you.

      Sophie shed her gown and slid back into the bed. She listened to the downstairs door close with a muffled click, then she heard footsteps move through the foyer. She stayed awake for hours until the sun rose and dispelled the fog and the house was filled with the maids’ footsteps and voices, but Joseph didn’t rejoin her.
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      Sophie spent longer than normal on dressing that morning. Joseph had once told her he liked her light-gold hair. She’d had her maid recreate a style she’d seen on a fashionable woman in town and weave tiny fake flowers through it. The style was more appropriate for an afternoon out than breakfast, but she didn’t care about impressing the city’s elite. She only wanted one man’s notice.

      By the time she hurried downstairs, the early-morning bustle had faded. Sophie’s father, Mr Hemlock, had left early for an appointment with his lawyer. Sophie was half-afraid that Joseph might have gone out too, but she found him in the breakfast room, reading the newspaper while he sipped tea.

      “Good morning.” Sophie moved towards the serving table and helped herself to cold meat and toast. “Did you sleep well?”

      Joseph looked at her. Sophie felt a small spark of joy as his eyes flicked to her hair, but her triumph was crushed when he immediately returned his attention to the paper. “Yes, thank you.”

      “I’m glad.” Sophie sat opposite her husband and furtively examined him. His pitch-black hair and dark eyes contrasted sharply with his pale skin. Sophie had always found his angled features deeply attractive, but his cheeks were a little too sunken for her to be happy about his health. The Grimlock, the creature that had inhabited their old home and had bound the Argenton family to its ancient bargain, had injured Joseph before they’d escaped. The only remnants of that battle were a myriad of ice-white scars across his torso and a lingering gauntness. He’s still healing, she reminded herself. Uncle Phillip has been treating him, and there’s no one I would trust more to care for Joseph.

      Sophie picked at her food as she struggled to find a way to break the silence. “Is there any interesting news?”

      Again, she earned herself a brief glance before he returned to the paper. “Not today. A theft. Scandals. A fire that was contained before it could spread. Nothing that affects us.”

      “Well… I suppose I prefer dull news to bad news.”

      This time Joseph’s eyes met hers and stayed there. A smile flickered over his lips. “Yes, I suppose I do too.” He didn’t speak for a moment then murmured, so quietly that Sophie wasn’t sure she was supposed to have heard, “You look beautiful.”

      Sophie couldn’t stop the heat from spreading over her face. She beamed and knotted her hands in the folds of her dress as her heart jumped. His smile, his words, the warmth in his eyes—she felt as though she’d been transported back to the days following the Grimlock’s defeat, when Joseph’s affection had been unguarded and generous. “I—”

      A door above them slammed, followed by a shriek of laughter from Sophie’s younger brother and a hushed scolding from the governess. The noise intruded like a knife cutting them apart, and Joseph turned to his newspaper with the same indifferent expression he’d worn when she’d entered the room. Their brief moment might as well have not existed.

      Sophie tried to swallow the disappointment as she returned to picking at her breakfast. Is there something wrong with him? Have I made him unhappy? Or is it this house? I can’t imagine him wanting to live with my family for much longer. Yet he still hasn’t raised the subject of moving. Has he already started looking for a suitable property, or would he tell me first?

      As Sophie examined the man opposite her, she was struck with the unsettling sensation that she was watching a stranger. They’d been married for barely three weeks, and most of their first days as husband and wife had been muddied with secrets and lies. Following Northwood’s destruction, they’d shared a brief euphoric period when Joseph had kissed her eagerly and kept her awake late into the night. But within days of their return to her father’s house, his attentions had stopped.

      She’d spun through every excuse she could find. He’s not used to the bustle of the city, and it’s exhausted him; he’s recovering from his injuries; he’s still coming to terms with the change in circumstances; he’s grieving his aunt’s death; he misses his uncle and cousin.

      But as the days passed and Joseph showed no symptoms of stress, pain, or loneliness, Sophie had been forced to turn to more distressing options: the source of his discontent was either their house… or her.

      You were a fool to think he would love you, a cruel little voice whispered in the back of her mind. It was a loveless marriage; what did you expect the result to be—that you would defy the odds and find a partner who would reciprocate your feelings? Stop being naïve. He needed a wife to sacrifice to the Grimlock. He chose you on a whim. And now that he’s free from the beast, he’s begun to regret his decision.

      “Have you thought about where we should move?” The words escaped her in a desperate rush, and her insides turned cold from embarrassment. Sophie hadn’t intended to speak so brashly or quickly.

      Joseph looked up. “I’m pleased to stay here as long as your father welcomes us.”

      “Oh.” Sophie tried to place her cutlery on the plate but released the fork too soon and grimaced at the sharp clatter. She cleared her throat. “I thought… I…”

      Joseph folded the paper and set it to one side. He clasped his hands on the table and leaned forward so that Sophie couldn’t avoid his gaze. Although the force of his attention was unnerving, his voice was soft. “Go on.”

      “It might be nice… to be established in our own house…”

      Joseph let the silence stretch until Sophie began to worry she’d made the situation worse. Then he said with no discernible emotion, “If you like.”

      Is he annoyed? Did I speak out of turn?

      Sophie opened her mouth, floundering for some words to ease the tension, but was spared having to speak when the housekeeper entered the room in a bustle of thick skirts. “Begging your pardons, but a letter has arrived for Mr Argenton. Express.”

      Joseph’s eyebrows drew together as he held out his hand for the note. The housekeeper passed it to him, bobbed a curtsy, and left. Joseph was silent as he broke the letter open and read.

      Sophie tried to guess his thoughts. They clearly weren’t pleasant. His expression hardened, his lips tightening and his brow lowering until he was glowering at the paper. A strange intensity entered his eyes. Not for the first time, he reminded Sophie of a wild animal barely contained behind a veneer of civility.

      She couldn’t read the contents, but she could see that the note was short. Joseph read it twice before dropping it to the table and lacing his hands under his chin.

      “Well, my dear,” he said at last. His voice, raw and cold, sent chills through Sophie. “It seems we will not escape today without bad news after all.”
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      Joseph nodded towards the note. “Read it. You deserve to know.”

      Sophie hated the hard tone of his voice. She reached for the paper with cold hands and smoothed it out. Even though the writer didn’t have an even hand, the message had clearly been formed with care. Every new line brought a different emotion to Sophie—shock, then horror, then dread—thick and cloistering and freezing the air in her lungs.

      

      Joseph,

      It’s not dead.

      The Grimlock escaped Northwood’s burning. It has attached itself to Elise. We have retreated to the Kensington property, where I request your immediate assistance.

      Forgive me.

      Garrett

      

      At the base of the letter was an address.

      “No…” Sophie murmured. “It can’t be possible.”

      She looked at Joseph and saw the grim lines marring his face. He clearly didn’t doubt the letter’s contents. Despairing, she dropped her gaze back to the note and searched through her memories of their last night at Northwood. It had been full of fire and smoke and the screams of those long dead. She’d been frantic, and the images bled together like those in a dream, but she recalled the Grimlock in detail, its oily black flesh scorched by the flames, its eyes rolling madly in its skull as it staggered through the building. She’d instinctively known that it was near death. Northwood had not only been its home but also its heart—the place that anchored it to the human realm—and the manor’s destruction should have caused the beast’s death.

      “It has attached itself to Elise.”

      Sophie remembered how Rose, loyal to the Grimlock, had thrown herself at its feet and pledged her aid. In response, the Grimlock had attacked and eaten her.

      It was starving that night; Rose was the first victim it had consumed in years. How much energy did it gain? Enough to transfer its anchor to a new vessel?

      Then she remembered sitting on the grass with Joseph, Garrett, and Elise as they watched Northwood burn. She’d been too worried for Joseph to pay her other companions much attention, but she’d noticed a dazed look in Elise’s eyes. She’d assumed the girl was in shock. What if it had been something far worse, and none of them had identified the symptoms?

      “It’s not dead.”

      Sophie raised her head to see Joseph watching her. A cold ferocity smouldered in his eyes, and his jaw was set. She didn’t want to ask if he was going because she already knew the answer. Joseph would travel to his family and fight the Grimlock. And he would die.

      Her throat tightened. A distorted, high-pitched ringing filled her ears, cutting off rational thought, and tears burnt at her eyes. Sophie pushed away from the table and turned towards the door.

      “Sophie.”

      Joseph’s bark turned her walk into a run. She couldn’t stand to sit with him and discuss the inevitable. She needed time to think. Sophie took the stairs two at a time and followed the hallway towards her bedchamber. She pushed the door closed behind her and rested her back against the wood. No footsteps followed.

      She made herself draw several long breaths then wiped the wetness off her cheeks. The room felt bizarrely calm compared to the turmoil scraping at her insides. She crossed to the window and leaned against it, her eyes roving across the milling crowds and coaches below as she tried to arrange her thoughts.

      She hadn’t heard of Kensington before, which meant it was at least several days’ travel by coach. Joseph would respond to Garrett’s request. That much was certain; he was loyal to his family and wouldn’t ignore their suffering. And even if Sophie managed to convince him to stay—whether by begging, tears, or some combination of the two—he would never forgive her for it. She had to consider Joseph’s actions as outside her control, but the other half of the equation—what happened once Joseph arrived at Kensington—was still alterable.

      At Northwood, the Grimlock had been restricted to living behind the red door, which opened into a mirror version of the mansion. Sophie was still unsure exactly where or how that mirror Northwood had existed, but she’d read a phrase in a book that seemed surprisingly apt: other dimension.

      In the mirror house, the Grimlock had been a tall, inky-black, naked beast with claws longer than Sophie’s forearm and hollow lights instead of eyes. Now that Northwood was destroyed and the creature had latched itself onto Elise, Sophie didn’t know what to expect. Would it be an intangible force controlling the girl—who had always been susceptible to its influence—or would it still retain its physical shape? Why couldn’t Garrett have been more detailed in his letter?

      Sophie turned and paced the room as she chewed on the corner of her thumb. As horrified as she was to think of Elise being manipulated by the monster, she feared its physical manifestation far more. The Grimlock was strong, fast, and intelligent. Sophie also suspected it held grudges, which would explain why the Grimlock had latched onto Elise rather than one of the house’s servants.

      It will try to kill Joseph. Another memory came, this one unbidden and far more horrible than any of the previous: Joseph, lying on the mirror Northwood’s tiled foyer, his limbs twitching as the Grimlock tore flesh from his torso.

      Sophie pressed her hand over her mouth as nausea rose. He’s not dead. The bleeding stopped as soon as he was carried through the red door. Don’t dwell on it; we were able to rescue him.

      Sophie dropped her hand and raised her head to blink away the tears. I saved him last time—I set Northwood on fire, stayed with him while the building filled with flames, and helped Garrett carry him outside. Maybe if I go to Kensington with him…

      She took a deep, slow breath and laced her hands together as a grim hope built inside of her. At the very least, we’d be together even if it meant death for both of us.

      It was pure insanity to return to the Grimlock, but the idea of losing her husband was far more abhorrent. The tall, black-eyed stranger had become dear to her during her stay at Northwood, and the thought of him dying alone and at the Grimlock’s mercy made her shake. If I were with him, though—if I could help a little, watch over him, and maybe even protect him…

      Sophie turned to her wardrobe, threw the doors open, and began pulling out clothing.
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      Sophie’s travel case was nearly packed when Joseph entered their bedroom. Sophie resisted the temptation to turn around and instead focussed on folding a coat.

      When she’d moved to Northwood, she’d packed clothes the mistress of a great estate would be expected to wear. This time, however, she only cared about practicality. Which dresses could she run in? What clothing would keep her warm if they weren’t able to light a fire? What was comfortable enough to sleep in?

      Joseph didn’t speak but stood in the doorway as he watched her. Sophie, unnerved by his silence, licked her lips and tried to keep her voice light. “How soon will we leave?”

      “We?” There was a smile in Joseph’s voice. Sophie gave in to the temptation and turned to face him. The tall man watched her keenly, his arms folded and eyebrows raised. “I shall depart at first light. You will stay with your father.”

      Sophie had been expecting resistance. She returned to the luggage and hoped her voice sounded calmer than she felt. “The Grimlock’s return is as much my concern as it is yours. I helped destroy Northwood, and I can help again now.”

      A warm hand stroked the hair away from the back of her neck, and Sophie shivered. Joseph had approached her so carefully that she hadn’t even heard his footsteps. “You’re a brave woman. But I will not allow you to fight my battles. Your involvement at Northwood was unavoidable and something that I severely regret. And it is also a very strong argument for your staying here.”

      Sophie frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “You were responsible for the destruction of the Grimlock’s home. You nearly killed it. The Grimlock is no longer indifferent towards you, my dear, which means bringing you to Kensington goes beyond simple endangerment; it would be offering a dove to a lion.”

      Sophie rotated. Joseph stood so close that she could feel the warmth from his chest. She wanted to touch him—to wrap her arms around him and relax into the safety and comfort his presence gave her—but knotted her fingers together instead. “I will be in less danger than you. Yes, I dealt the final blow, but you, Garrett, and Elise had been fighting the Grimlock for decades. If you hadn’t gone through the red door to challenge it, I wouldn’t have followed. The Grimlock may hate me, but its anger will be directed at the Argentons.”

      A smile tugged at Joseph’s mouth. “You are also an Argenton now.”

      “I-I meant—”

      “I know.” His fingers, exquisitely gentle, brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “I admire your willingness—even your enthusiasm—to accompany me. But you are to stay here. It is not a matter I wish to discuss any further.”

      Sophie didn’t know where to look or what to say. Frustration and fear tangled inside her, but Joseph’s tone had been so final that she suspected her arguments would harm more than help.

      Joseph’s hand lingered on her neck where he’d brushed the hair away. Warmth spread from the connection, and Sophie leaned into the touch. Before she knew what was happening, Joseph’s lips were on hers, his spare hand tangling in her hair. The kiss promised all of the love and desire that Sophie had been starving for. She melted into him, eager and pliant, as he tugged her closer. Then Joseph pulled back with a gasp and stepped away.

      “Your father was asking for you.” His voice held an edge of rawness, but the shutters had returned to his eyes. He nodded towards the door. “I have already explained to him that I will be travelling and do not know when I will return.”

      Sophie opened her mouth, but Joseph had already turned and swept out of the room. She realised she still had her hands raised as though to clutch at him and prevent him from leaving, and she lowered them. Her mind buzzed. The kiss had been everything she’d wanted, but Joseph had broken it off so quickly and followed it with such dispassionate words that she was left even more confused than before.

      He didn’t mean it, the cynical voice at the back of her mind whispered. He only kissed you because he was tired of arguing and knew it would silence your objections. And look—it worked.

      “Quiet,” Sophie hissed and strode out of the room. The house’s air tasted stuffy, and she struggled to breathe as she hurried to the ground floor. The two sides of her mind argued during the entire walk, and she wasn’t conscious of where her feet were carrying her until she looked up and found herself in front of the door to her father’s study.

      Sophie closed her eyes to calm her fragmented mind. When she touched her hair, she found the careful arrangement had been mussed by Joseph’s attentions. She flushed and tucked the loose strands back into a respectable order before knocking on the old wooden door.

      “Come in.” Mr Hemlock sat behind his desk but rose as Sophie entered. “Ah, my dear.”

      Sophie managed a smile. The room was airy, warm—thanks to its fire—and decorated with dark wood and plush chaise lounges. She took the seat her father indicated and waited as he sat next to her. “Is everything all right?”

      “I was hoping you could answer that.” Mr Hemlock laced his fingers under his chin as he examined her. To Sophie’s eyes, he’d aged remarkably since she’d married Joseph. The wrinkles about his brow were more set and his grey hair a shade lighter, but the creases about his mouth, built up by a lifetime of smiles, were as strong as ever. “Your husband just told me that he was leaving and had little intention of coming back.”

      Sophie hesitated then spoke carefully. “Did he explain why?” She and Joseph had conferred about how much of their experience to share when they returned to society. They’d decided to say an unnamed servant forgot to extinguish a fire one night, and Northwood had been burnt to the ground. At the time, there had been nothing to be gained by trying to convince their peers of the existence of a dark, malevolent monster.

      Mr Hemlock frowned. “No. And—forgive me for saying this—he’s not the sort of man I would want to impose too many questions on. I was hoping you would tell me.”

      Sophie inhaled but didn’t have any words to breathe life into. She wished she could avoid her father’s scrutiny; she hated seeing worry and sadness etched in his face.

      “Did you argue?” Mr Hemlock asked. “My dear, don’t think you are the first couple to have a spat. Breaches can be repaired—”

      “No, nothing like that.” Sophie twisted her hands in her lap. She wanted her father to know what was happening but couldn’t tell him about the Grimlock without raising a thousand difficult questions. Then an idea, a half lie that would let her share her worries without causing alarm, occurred to her. “Joseph intends to duel an old enemy.”

      Mr Hemlock’s eyebrows rose. “Ah.”

      “And—and his opponent is an excellent marksman—”

      “I see. And you fear your husband won’t return.”

      Sophie’s throat had tightened too much to speak. She nodded.

      Mr Hemlock leaned forward in his chair. “Duelling is a foolish sport that rarely fixes wrongs and often wastes a great deal of potential. Is it something you can convince him to give up? Your uncle and I will gladly add our voices; I know Mr Argenton holds a great deal of respect for your uncle.”

      Sophie shook her head again. She tried to speak clearly, though a quiet panic was choking her. “Thank you. But he is determined. It is… a very old grievance and one that the other party is pursuing more than Joseph. There is no way to dissuade him.”

      Mr Hemlock sighed and held a hand towards her. “I’m deeply sorry, my dear.”

      Sophie took the hand and let herself be pulled into a hug. She buried her face against her father’s shoulder and squeezed her eyes closed as he patted the back of her head.

      “I understand this is painful, my dear,” Mr Hemlock murmured. “But if it must happen, at least it is early in your marriage and before too much attachment can develop. And think: in case of the worst outcome, you’re still young enough to remarry if you wish.”

      A cold horror twisted through Sophie’s chest. She knew her father meant the words as comfort, but they made her want to scream. She pulled out of his embrace and managed a thin smile. “I-I’m not feeling well. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to retire early.”

      Mr Hemlock sighed. “Of course. Poor child; of course this is very distressing for you. Should I ask the maid to bring you some warm milk?”

      “Thank you, but I just need rest.”

      Mr Hemlock squeezed her hand then waved her towards the door. “Good night, my dear.”

      “Goodbye,” Sophie replied. Her dry eyes ached as she climbed the stairs and entered her room. The travel case still stood on the bed, waiting to be unpacked. Sophie regarded it for a moment then carefully placed the final cloak inside, closed the lid, and slid it under the bed.
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      Sophie read her letter a final time. It was short, but she hoped it managed to express all of the gratitude and affection that she felt for her family without sounding like a final goodbye.

      That was its purpose, of course—not just to explain why she’d left with Joseph but also to provide comfort in the event that she didn’t return. It hadn’t been an easy balance; a dozen prior versions had been turned to ash in the fireplace.

      Her bedroom door opened, and Sophie slipped the note into the desk’s drawer before turning to face Joseph.

      He looked exhausted. “Your father said you weren’t feeling well.”

      “I’m fine now, thank you.” Sophie rose and went to him, but he made no move to kiss her. She tried not to let the disappointment show. “I—is there anything I can help with—”

      Joseph folded his coat over the back of the chair beside the door. “Thank you, but everything is prepared. I spoke to my accountant. If I don’t return inside of three weeks, he will arrange for my assets to be released to you. They will provide a comfortable living for you for the remainder of your life.”

      He talks as though his death is certain.

      Joseph crossed to the desk and placed his hat and a letter on its edge. His voice was disturbingly calm. “Please don’t feel you have any obligation to remain loyal to me. If you wish to remarry after the mourning period—”

      “Don’t say that,” Sophie said, choking on the words. The cold dread was rising inside of her again. She moved to Joseph’s side and took his hand. “You’re strong. You’ll return.”

      Joseph didn’t respond. Sophie searched his eyes but couldn’t find any trace of fear. Instead, a deep sadness saturated them, and the expression frightened her even more than his silence. She tightened her grip. “You can’t have given up all hope. W-We don’t know what to expect at Kensington. The Grimlock could be vulnerable a-and weak.”

      The sadness dissolved into a wry smile, and Joseph’s hand rose to caress her cheek. “I didn’t mean to distress you. Don’t worry for me, my dear. Of course, I fully intend to return if possible.” The fingers moved past her jaw and down her throat to tease at the dress’s neckline. The touch sent heat rushing into her face. “It’s late, and I will have to leave early tomorrow. Are you ready to come to bed?”

      Later that night, Sophie lay on her side, watching Joseph breathe. His face was relaxed and black hair ruffled. One of his arms draped across Sophie’s waist, a remnant of their earlier embrace. They’d been intimate for the first time since returning home. Joseph’s intensity had thrilled Sophie but also frightened her. It had felt like a goodbye.

      Moonlight fell through the curtained window and scattered shadows across their room. Sophie felt exhausted, but a combination of adrenaline and anxiety kept her awake. She was grateful for that; there was an important task to complete before she could sleep.

      When she judged Joseph’s slumber deep enough, Sophie carefully squirmed away from him. The loss of his touch made her feel cold, but he didn’t stir as Sophie slipped out of bed and pulled her nightgown on.

      She padded towards the desk and collected the letter from under Joseph’s hat. As she’d hoped, it was Garrett’s note. The writing was too small to read by moonlight, so Sophie took a candle from the desk and lit it in the fireplace’s embers. She glanced back at Joseph as the wick flickered to life. He remained still.

      Back at the desk, Sophie pulled out a clean sheet of paper. Garrett had included Kensington’s address below his message, and Sophie copied it. She gave the paper a quick wave to dry the ink then slid it into the drawer beside her letter to her family.

      She turned back to her bed and gasped. Although Joseph remained still, his eyes were open, and the candle’s light reflected off the black irises.

      When did he wake? Did he see me take Garrett’s note? “I-I—”

      “Couldn’t you sleep, my dear?” Joseph’s voice was low but surprisingly gentle. Sophie shook her head, and he finally shifted to stretch his hand towards her. “Come back to bed. I want to be near you tonight.”

      Sophie’s heart thundered so loudly that she was sure he would hear it, but there was no recrimination in his face as he gently pulled her back under the sheets. She settled at his side and relaxed as he pressed a kiss against her forehead. “Sleep, my dear,” he whispered.

      She intended to stay awake through the night, but Joseph caressed her back until the tension fled and tiredness rolled in to take its place. She fell into a fitful, disjointed sleep.

      It was still dark when she woke. Joseph had disappeared from her side, and the room was quiet and empty. She turned over and saw the fire had been revived, though, which meant he couldn’t have been gone for more than an hour.

      Sophie stumbled out of bed, too anxious to move carefully but still too sleepy to be coordinated. She struggled into her travelling clothes and pulled the packed case out from under her bed.

      “Slow down,” Sophie told herself as she lifted the case onto the bed. “There’s no use in rushing.”

      She planned to travel to Kensington in Joseph’s wake. If the journey was as long as she anticipated, he’d have a difficult time turning her away when she arrived. He’d be angry, but she’d rather face his displeasure than spend the next month at home, listening to every carriage that passed their door and praying that one would contain her husband.

      Sophie went to fetch the address from the drawer and felt her heart skip a beat when she found it gone. He saw me copy it after all. The letter she’d written to her family remained, but Kensington’s address had been destroyed—burnt in the fire most likely.

      Sophie closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Joseph might have removed the physical directions, but he couldn’t erase her memories. She could still picture the address written out in Garrett’s scratchy scrawl.
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