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​CHAPTER 1
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Arabella had expected sin to feel more... sinful. A thunderclap in her soul. A gasp caught between scandal and ecstasy. A trembling of the knees, perhaps, or some dark bloom of wickedness spreading delightfully through her belly. Instead, it mostly felt damp.

She was lying flat on her back in the hayloft, her shift bunched inelegantly around her waist, one garter sagging, her stays only half-undone and itching in all the worst places. The straw poked her unforgivingly through the linen and the young man hovering over her — Tom, or maybe Ted, it really didn’t matter — was gamely attempting to unlace her corset with the concentration of a man diffusing a bomb using a pair of mittens. His fingers were calloused and clumsy, and every third tug on the laces resulted in a muttered curse and a fresh burst of dust from the rafters above them.

Arabella watched him with vague detachment. She did not feel particularly wicked. She felt vaguely sticky, uncomfortably hot, and a little annoyed by the angle at which the hay bale was jabbing her in the shoulder.

She had, in a moment of foolish romanticism, imagined that losing one’s virtue would at least come with a bolt of lightning or a half-decent metaphor. That her skin would feel electrified, her breath stolen, her senses overwhelmed. What she had not envisioned was the overwhelming smell of horses, the persistent squeak of mice overhead, or the slow and dismal realisation that the only thing currently being ravished was her patience.

“You’ve caught it again,” she murmured, her voice utterly devoid of passion. “The lace, not... oh heavens, no, not there. You’ve tied it tighter. How did you even...? Never mind. Have you no sisters?”

Tom (or Ted) looked up, red-faced and blinking. “I’ll get it, my lady. Just hold still.”

“I am holding still,” she replied, lifting her brows as if that might assist in loosening her stays. “I’ve been holding still so long I may soon fossilize. Truly, it’s a miracle of restraint.”

He chuckled, perhaps thinking she was flirting. Or perhaps he was simply proud of managing to get her chemise halfway open. He leaned down to kiss her neck, the motion awkward, the sensation worse. His lips were damp, his breath sweet with cider and hay dust, and the entire act vaguely reminiscent of being snuffled by a milk calf.

Arabella closed her eyes. Not out of pleasure, but in the dim hope that pretending to be unconscious might expedite matters. “Have you done this before?” she asked, opening one eye with weary suspicion.

“’Course I have.” Too fast. Too loud.

“Hm,” she said. “And did she also spend the encounter offering helpful pointers?”

If he took offense, he didn't show it. If he took the hint, he ignored it. He resumed his attentions with renewed enthusiasm, rutting against her thigh in a motion she imagined he thought primal and masculine but was, in practice, more suggestive of someone attempting to start a fire with damp kindling.

She waited. Counted the seconds. Twenty-seven of them.

And then, with the gentle air of someone taking charge of a mismanaged picnic, Arabella reached down herself and guided the situation to its logical, if brief, conclusion. It was not particularly arduous. Nor particularly memorable.

Still, there was something to be said for the novelty of it all. A young lady of the ton, flat on her back in a hayloft, knees exposed to the moonlight, dress in a heap, pride stubbornly intact. It would certainly horrify Aunt Honoria. Which, if Arabella was honest with herself, was half the appeal. The other half, she had hoped, might be pleasure. Instead, it was mostly the discovery of how many shards of straw could wedge themselves into the folds of a woman’s corset.

She was adjusting her chemise and contemplating whether she might demand a hot bath and a biscuit when the trapdoor to the loft slammed open.

The scream that followed was so piercing, so deeply saturated with outrage and religious fervour, that it echoed off the beams like the call of an avenging angel, or, more accurately, an enraged spinster who’d caught her niece mid-scandal with a half-naked farmhand.

“ARABELLA FLETCHER!”

Tom (no, Ted) yelped and flung himself backward, tangling his boots in his trousers and collapsing into a heap with all the grace of a dropped sack of oats. Arabella, for her part, merely sat up and began plucking straw from her bodice, unhurried and undisturbed.

Her aunt’s voice was still shrieking, some combination of the Ten Commandments and a lamentation of familial doom. She was screeching so violently that a barn owl took off from the rafters in disgust.

Arabella stood, brushed off her shift, and looked down at the man sprawled in the hay. “Do be a dear and pull up your trousers,” she said. “And try not to cry. It’s terribly undignified.”

Then she descended the ladder with the poise of a woman exiting a ballroom rather than a tryst. Her bare feet touched the earth with a whisper, her hair a wild crown of golden tangles, hay sticking from it like rebellious laurels.

“Well,” she said, straightening her spine and smoothing what little remained of her dignity, “that could’ve gone better.”



The Fletcher drawing room, normally a haven of overstuffed upholstery and tea-stained doilies, had been transformed into a tribunal. An inquisition conducted in floral brocade. Every cushion bristled with disapproval. The walls, smothered in pastoral watercolours and ancestral portraits, seemed to lean in, peering down their gilded noses in silent condemnation. Even the teapot had been set aside like it could no longer bear to be party to such disgrace.

Arabella sat in the centre of the room like an accused witch awaiting the pyre. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, the tips of her gloves biting into her palms where she had curled her fists out of sight. Her expression was polite, serene even, the sort one might wear at a garden party. Her hair had been hastily pinned, her gown, modest dove grey, chosen not by her but by the silently furious maid tasked with dressing her. The implication was clear: if one could not be a virgin, one must at least look like a governess.

Across from her, her father sat like a statue commissioned for some minor monument. The Marquess of Penfeld was not a man who raised his voice. He did not shout or scold or strike. He simply stared, silent and unblinking, and let the sheer weight of his disappointment suffocate the room like a gas leak.

Her mother had fared worse under the scandal. Lady Penfeld had dissolved into a series of fragile sobs muffled by a monogrammed handkerchief she clutched as if it were the last remnant of a once-proud bloodline. The handkerchief, Arabella noticed, was not even her mother’s. It bore the initials of Cousin Euphemia, who sat nearby stiff as a poleaxe, her spine so rigid it looked punitive.

Cousin Euphemia had not spoken a word, but her glare had delivered entire sermons.

“I cannot believe we are entertaining this conversation,” hissed Aunt Honoria, snapping her fan open with a flick that could slice air. She wore her mourning black like a badge of moral superiority, as though Arabella’s tumble in the hay had killed off any hope for civilisation. “A Fletcher. In a hayloft. With a farmhand. There are dairymaids with more discretion.”

“His name is Thomas,” Arabella said, entirely too reasonably. “Or possibly Terrence.”

That earned a fresh sob from her mother and a wince from the vicar, who had been summoned from the village for spiritual reinforcement and now looked like he deeply regretted accepting the invitation. He coughed gently, adjusted his spectacles, and made a brave attempt at mediating. “There is always the possibility of marriage, of course. A simple ceremony. Quiet, but respectable. It would go some way to restoring her... ah... social standing.”

“To whom?” Arabella asked, eyebrows lifting. “The parish goose?”

“You cannot marry a stable hand!” Aunt Honoria exploded, the fan snapping closed like a guillotine. “Good God, what would the Lynleys say?”

Arabella fought the urge to laugh. The Lynleys employed a footman who regularly impregnated parlour maids like it was a hobby. “Yes, we must all consider the delicate sensibilities of Lady Lynley, who once mistook the Turkish ambassador for a coat rack.”

“Bella,” her mother said through a sob, “please. This is serious.”

Oh, she knew. Knew it down to the marrow of her bones, where the weight of a thousand expectations had settled like sediment. She was twenty-two, unwed, too clever for comfort and now, worst of all, experienced. The drawing room buzzed with quiet horror at the fact of her fallen status, as if she had exposed some revolting wound instead of a very boring bit of thigh.

“If I’m to be married off,” she said pleasantly, “can we not at least be impressive about it? A disreputable poet. A married viscount. An Italian. Something with flair.”

Honoria inhaled sharply as if the devil himself had just taken a seat beside her.

Her father shifted at last, his voice deep and flat as winter. “You are not being clever, Arabella.”

“No,” she agreed, gaze fixed on a thread unraveling from the edge of her glove. “But it is preferable to being pitiable.”

A new silence settled over the room. The kind that came just before decisions were made. The kind that hung in courtrooms and sickbeds and, now, the Fletcher drawing room.

“There is,” Aunt Honoria began, in a tone that suggested she was about to offer either a solution or a ritual sacrifice, “an option. Discreet. Certain families have... made use of it. For daughters who have wandered. There is a place. Belgrave House.”

Arabella looked up. “A brothel?”

Honoria turned purple. “Certainly not! It is a... refinement institute. For young women who have temporarily lost their way. There are prayers. Embroidery. Needlework. Scripture. It is run by a duke, for heaven’s sake. It has an excellent reputation.”

“For housing wayward women?” Arabella asked, dry as champagne left out overnight.

“Reclaiming them,” Honoria corrected. “You’ll be reformed. And then, perhaps, presented again. Quietly. With improved... instincts.”

“So I shall be punished until I learn to be more boring?”

Her father said, “You will go. And you will not return until you understand the magnitude of your disgrace.”

Arabella met his gaze. She did not flinch, though her fingernails bit crescents into her palms. She wanted to laugh, to scream, to set the whole room ablaze with one well-timed truth. But instead, she smiled, tight-lipped and elegant.

“Very well,” she said coolly, voice like silk pulled taut. “Send me to your House of Reclaimed Morals. Let me sew my sins into samplers and recite Psalms until my spine snaps. I shall be the most virtuous creature to ever thread a needle.”

She stood with practiced grace, dipped the slightest curtsey, and turned toward the door before anyone could see how hard her hands were shaking. Pride, after all, was the only dowry she had left.



Arabella sat in the family carriage, seething politely. Her maid, Lucie, had dutifully packed the trunks with sensible gowns and lavender sachets, as if respectability could be folded neatly into muslin. Arabella, on the other hand, only made sure to sneak in the one romance novel she owned. What’s the worst a ruined woman can do? she mused, watching the hedgerows blur past. Learn to enjoy her exile?

The carriage lurched over another rut in the road, and she rocked with it, her spine curved as she reclined against the velvet squabs and stared at the carriage ceiling with all the listless fascination of a prisoner counting cracks in the stone. The suspension was terrible. The air was thick with the scent of crushed greenery and disappointment. Her chaperone, a sour-faced cousin from the Dorset branch, long widowed and possessed of the conversational charm of cold oatmeal, had fallen asleep three minutes outside the village, blessedly lulled into unconsciousness by the rhythm of the wheels and the weight of her own self-importance.

This, then, was what became of a girl who dallied. She wasn’t even thoroughly ruined. There had been no satisfaction, no rapture, no shattering loss of innocence, unless one counted the moment she realised orgasm might be something other people had lied about in novels; but she’d been sullied enough that her family had bundled her off like laundry to be beaten clean in someone else’s basin.

She shifted, corset stays creaking faintly under her traveling pelisse, and exhaled through her nose. Her gloves were creased at the knuckles where her fingers had curled in annoyance for the better part of the hour.

Her gaze drifted to the window. The countryside flickered past in waves of soft, green sameness: grazing sheep, hedgerows, distant clumps of trees too idyllic for her mood. She hated how charming it all was. It ought to have looked bleaker, as befitted her descent into the social underworld. A sky full of crows, perhaps. Or a signpost reading Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Took Off Your Corset Without a License.

She sighed and let her head fall against the window frame, cheek pressed to the cool glass.

It wasn’t the sex that troubled her, not really. It was that it had been so monumentally unworthy of the fuss. If the act was so sacred, so central to feminine virtue and reputation and dowry negotiations, then why had it felt like being mildly jostled during a particularly tedious quadrille? Why had her partner, allegedly full of youthful ardor and rustic charm, grunted like he was lifting turnips and finished before she’d properly arranged her thoughts?

“Did pleasure skip me entirely or was he simply that bad at it?” She mused aloud.

“Mmnnrrh,” said Cousin Margaret, shifting in her sleep and clutching her reticule like it contained the Holy Writ.

Arabella turned her attention back to the window and let her mind wander into speculative absurdity. What awaited her at Belgrave House? She pictured a convent full of trembling debutantes forced to needlepoint verses from Leviticus into decorative pillows. Or a sanitarium of virtue, where each morning began with cold baths and a moral inventory administered by women named after flowers. Or worse still, a polite prison with musical chairs and compulsory harp recitals. There would be hymns. So many hymns.

Perhaps they would rename her. Sister Chastity. Lady Silence. The Marchioness of Shut Your Legs.

“I’ll last a week,” she murmured to the glass, which fogged beneath her breath. “Two, if the embroidery patterns are lewd.”

As if summoned by her internal monologue, a flash of russet darted across the road ahead, a fox, sleek and sharp, its coat glossy as sin, its eyes bright with the wild glint of something untamed and rather pleased with it. It paused mid-step, turned its elegant head toward the carriage, and flicked its tail once, as if to say good luck, darling, before vanishing into the underbrush.

Arabella smiled again, a real one this time. There was something comforting about a creature that refused to be caught, no matter how many traps the world set for it. “I bite too,” she whispered, lips curling as she nestled deeper into her corner.

Eventually, the weariness of the week, of the screaming, the shame, the silent meals and tighter stays, pulled her under. She dozed, not deeply but with the liminal half-dreaming that made time stretch and contract like taffy. Her mind danced with nonsensical images: a corset made of fox fur, Duke Belgrave with a halo and a birch rod, a hymn written in French that sounded suspiciously like an invitation to bed.

And then... clang. The gate. Her eyes snapped open just in time to glimpse the tall iron arches bearing the discreet, austere name: Belgrave House. The gates swung inward, not slowly, but smoothly, like arms prepared to either embrace or imprison.

As the carriage passed beneath them. Arabella straightened, smoothing her skirts with deliberate care. Whatever waited for her beyond those gates, it would not find her cowed.

The carriage wheels crunched to a halt on a courtyard so well-ordered it could only be the product of an aristocrat with both means and mild control issues. Symmetrical hedges flanked the gravel drive, pruned into submission with the kind of fervor usually reserved for religious purges. Statues loomed just beyond. Greek, glossy, and muscular in ways that suggested far more knowledge of the human form than scripture would recommend. One of them held a lyre. Another held a fig leaf. Neither held any illusions about modesty.

Arabella alighted without waiting for the footman’s assistance, choosing instead to step onto the gravel with unhurried poise, her chin tilted in that particular way that made her look either regal or insufferable, depending on whether one had ever tried to marry her off. A breeze stirred the hem of her pelisse. She eyed the façade of Belgrave House with wary amusement. It was grand, of course it was, but not ostentatious. The kind of place built by someone too well-bred to brag and too wealthy to care.

A footman in livery, approached and bowed low. Suspiciously low. The sort of bow that came not from reverence, but from enjoyment of the view. Arabella, in no mood to be ogled like a late-season goose, fixed him with a stare of glacial civility until he straightened, cheeks pink. Behind him, a maid loitered with a smirk tugging at her mouth, eyes dancing with the kind of recognition that suggested Arabella’s reputation had arrived a full half-day before she had. Wonderful. Even the linens probably knew about the hayloft.

And then, a voice behind her, smooth and deep as warm wine and twice as intoxicating. Measured but lazy in a way that only very powerful men could afford to be. “Lady Arabella Fletcher, I presume?”

She turned and promptly lost all her sarcasm for three entire seconds. The man who stood before her was tall in the way that filled doorways. Dark hair, neatly combed but not obsessively so, a strong jaw touched with the hint of evening stubble, and a mouth curved in the most aggravating half-smile she’d ever encountered. He was aristocratically devastating. The sort of man whose mere presence inspired moral conflict in duchesses and unwise pre-marital decisions in debutantes. His coat was black. His cravat white. And his gaze, when it settled on her, was entirely inappropriate for a man presiding over a house of reformation. He looked like sin. Not the clumsy kind. The expert kind. The kind that knew how to knock and let itself in.

Arabella arched a brow. “Are you the chaplain?”

The smile deepened, though not in kindness. “Not even slightly.”

She clasped her hands before her and gave him a slow, appraising once-over, like a buyer inspecting a horse she had no intention of purchasing but every intention of riding. “Shame. I was hoping for confession. I’ve committed all sorts of acts that deserve very... close inspection.”

His lips parted slightly, either in amusement or something altogether more carnivorous, and then recovered into the perfect curve of polite civility. “We tend to focus on instruction, rather than condemnation. Belgrave House is a place for learning.”

Her grin turned sly. “Are you the headmaster, then? Should I curtsy?”

“You may do as you please, Lady Arabella,” he replied, offering his arm with a courtly elegance that felt, somehow, less like a gesture of politeness and more like a challenge. “But I would advise against underestimating the curriculum.”

She regarded his arm for a moment too long, as though weighing its dangers. Then, with the faintest flicker of mischief behind her eyes, she placed her gloved hand atop his and allowed him to guide her forward. His touch was firm, his stride slow and certain, as though he’d already measured the length of every scandal she might cause and welcomed them all with advance notice.

The great doors of Belgrave House opened before them, and as they stepped inside, the heavy wood creaked shut with a sound that felt both final and faintly suggestive. And so Lady Arabella Fletcher, fallen debutante and newly-minted inmate of morality, entered the House of Moral Reclamation on the arm of the devilishly composed Duke of Belgrave, shoulders square, chin high, and a wicked glint in her eye that promised she might not be so easily reformed after all.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Arabella entered the dining room and was immediately far too preoccupied with not gaping like a newly plucked debutante at her first ball. She had been prepared, or so she thought, for penitence: a cold supper of boiled carrots, perhaps a lecture from a bony spinster with an evangelical squint. Instead, she stepped into what looked like a salon of moderate debauchery disguised as respectability.

The dining room glowed, but not of spirituality. There was no aura of repentance here, unless repentance came with wineglasses and laughter that peeled through the air like a well-tuned string quartet. The long table was set with embroidered linen and silver so polished it might have flirted with the moonlight. Scattered amongst the place settings were women. Real women, not ghosts of fallen virtue. They were lounging in silks that shimmered too much for modesty and sipping something that was very much not weak tea.

Arabella paused on the threshold, uncertain whether she’d misstepped into a different sort of institution altogether.

“Oh, splendid,” said a voice dry as gin and thrice as biting. “The new scandal has arrived.”

The speaker was tall, lounging sideways in her chair with feline grace and a positively wicked eye. Her gown was the color of overripe plums, and her dark hair had been coiled atop her head like a crown that dared anyone to knock it askew. A single eyebrow lifted as she surveyed Arabella with interest only slightly concealed by her general aura of boredom.

“Theodosia Grey,” she introduced herself, voice lilting with mock courtesy. “But everyone calls me Theo. Even the Duke. Especially the Duke.”

“Is that meant to impress me?” Arabella asked, stepping forward with chin lifted and gloves still firmly buttoned.

“Only if you’re the sort who needs impressing.” Theo’s lips curled. “You’ll soon discover he has a knack for sniffing out the ones who do.”

“Sniffing out?”

“New arrivals.” This came from a softer voice, half-apologetic, entirely sweet. The speaker had enormous eyes, the color of spring violets, and the innocent air of someone who blushed at the word ‘ankle.’ “Forgive Theo. She likes to see how much a girl can take before the soup course.”

“Marianne Bright,” Theo supplied. “Poetess. Blushes on cue. Don’t be fooled, she once composed a sonnet about a footman’s thighs.”

“I... it was metaphorical,” Marianne whispered, visibly wilting. “And it didn’t rhyme.”

Arabella’s mouth twitched. “Sounds promising.”

The room had quieted just enough to eavesdrop while pretending not to. Arabella took her seat, placed, no doubt intentionally, between Theo’s lounging slink and Marianne’s crimson cheeks, and found herself being observed by a dozen other curious eyes. There was a statuesque blonde with an anchor tattoo curling up one arm, sipping wine. A freckled girl in merchant’s muslin who wore a quizzical smirk and no corset. And several more besides, each with their own air of unfinished rebellion and a story behind their eyes that no amount of Scripture recitation would scrub clean.

“So,” Arabella said, settling her napkin on her lap and lifting her brows. “Are we all here to be reformed, or is this simply a highly exclusive sorority of bad decisions?”

“You’ll find the place quite educational,” Theo replied smoothly. “Though not necessarily in the way your mother might approve.”

“Don’t you mean the chaplain?”

“Darling,” Theo purred, “if you think there are chaplains in Belgrave House, you truly haven’t been briefed.”

Marianne leaned in. “The Duke is the one who oversees the... curriculum.”

Arabella sipped the rich chocolate in her cup and raised one brow. “The Duke offers lessons?”

A murmur passed between the women like a breeze stirred by shared mischief.

Theo turned her face, eyes glittering. “Only to the ones who need... extra polish.”

A footman cleared his throat discreetly by the door. It was, Arabella noted, the same one who had bowed with suspicious enthusiasm when she arrived. His gaze slid toward her, lingered for a heartbeat too long, and then flicked away again—like he’d been told to report back on her conduct, and had just taken copious notes.

She turned to Theo. “Tell me. Who decides which of us require that particular shine??”

Theo’s grin widened, slow as honey. “Why, the Duke, of course. He has a discerning eye.”

Arabella leaned back in her chair, dragging one gloved finger idly around the rim of her cup, allowing her lips to curl into something thoughtful and dangerous. “How fortunate,” she murmured, “I’ve always been eager to impress my instructors.”

Marianne choked into her chocolate.

Theo’s eyes sparkled like a wolf offered cream. “Then I expect you’ll be called to his study before the week is out.”

Arabella sipped, slow and unhurried, letting the rich liquid warm her tongue and throat. “Let’s hope he proves worthy of the effort,” Arabella said, lips curved with delicious insolence.

The laughter that followed her words was ripe with promise, tinged with too much wine and too many secrets. Theo raised her glass again in unspoken approval, while Marianne clutched her teacup as if it might shield her from the heat that had risen in her cheeks.

Arabella took another bite of her spiced pear tart, letting the clove-laced sweetness coat her tongue as she pretended not to wonder what sort of man could make women giggle like girls and whisper like whores.

After dinner, she returned to her room on a tide of candlelit warmth and murmured laughter, the scent of roasted chestnuts and cardamom still clinging to the air. The corridor was quiet now, muffled beneath the thick hush of midnight and carpets soft as whispers. Arabella’s slippers made no sound as she crossed the threshold into the chamber that had been assigned to her. It was ornate without ostentation, the kind of luxury that presumed itself too old to bother with showing off. Gilt-edged sconces threw gentle light over embroidered drapes and a writing desk that had likely borne the confidences of dozens of women before her.

It was there she found the note. Folded and sealed not with wax but a Duke’s insignia pressed into deep indigo paper. She shrugged off her shawl and gloves, unbuttoned one boot, then the other, and only then sat on the edge of the bed to slit the seal with the silver hairpin she kept tucked into her chignon.

The message was brief. The sort of brevity that implied power, not discourtesy.

Lady Arabella,

His Grace requests your company for tea tomorrow afternoon. Three o’clock. His study.

Arabella stared at the words long after she had committed them to memory. There was no signature. No flourish. Nothing of apology for the late-night missive, nor any indication of what, precisely, she had done, or failed to do, to warrant the Duke’s personal attention.

The hearth had gone out, and still she sat in the soft silence of the room, the only sound the faint ticking of a clock far down the corridor. She imagined the study, oak-paneled and masculine, shadowed and still, with afternoon light slanting over decanters and leather-bound books. She imagined him behind a desk, watching her read the note, watching her sit just so on the bed, ankle tucked behind ankle, lips slightly parted in surprise.

She folded the paper again, slower this time, and slipped it into her nightstand drawer as if it were a talisman or perhaps an invitation to some rite for which she had not yet learned the proper language.

By the time she readied herself for bed, the house had sunk into hush once more. Even the wind beyond the heavy curtains seemed to still itself, as if in deference to whatever tomorrow would bring.

When morning arrived, it did so with the soft, insistent rhythm of Belgrave House itself — measured, genteel, and utterly assured of its own authority. Arabella rose from bed to the scent of linen pressed with lavender and the distant strains of a pianoforte lilting through the hallways like a siren’s call.

She had barely finished her tea when a knock sounded at her chamber door. It opened to reveal a gentleman of middle years and serene composure, his hair silvering at the temples and his manner the very picture of refined benevolence. He bowed and addressed her as Lady Arabella with a deference that suggested neither condescension nor artifice.

“I am Mr. Carrow,” he said in a voice so pleasantly modulated it seemed born to deliver sonnets or dismiss scandals, “one of Belgrave House’s resident tutors. I shall be guiding you through the shape of your mornings here.” He did not offer his arm, merely inclined his head with such quiet confidence that Arabella found herself rising before she’d quite meant to.
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