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    A Pause to Start 
 
    Gbogbo alangba lo d’anu dele, a ko mo eyi t’inu nrun. 
 
      
 
    (All lizards lie flat on their stomach; therefore, it is difficult to determine which has a stomach ache.) 
 
      
 
    — Yoruba proverb 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter One 
 
    “You must be joking.” Lily said. “Whoever put you up to this?” 
 
    Her gaze snapped to the interloper half-hidden in the corner of her drawing room. Then back again towards her father. His words still swirled inside her mind like a cloud, some strange miasma of incomprehensible sound.  
 
    It had to be a joke. Could not possibly be anything else. And yet, the Duke of Lichfield wasn’t smiling.  
 
    “Come now. Confess.” She laughed, a practised tinkle of bells which she’d perfected during countless balls, but even to her own ears, the sound held a frantic edge. “Is this a hint? I know I came out more than a season ago, but I am only twenty. There’s still plenty of time, surely, before anyone should call me spinster.” 
 
    “I’m deadly serious,” her father said. “Please meet your fiancé.” 
 
    The stranger tipped his top hat. Beyond the quick, slick movement, he stayed perfectly still, as though his broad shoulders were cut from marble. His features blurred into the shadows, his lack of motion only amplifying his imposing height. Like a statue staring straight at where she stood in the open centre of the room, bathed by the glow of the gas lamps. Piercing her with his eyes. 
 
    Lily shifted from foot to foot. She should have grabbed her bonnet when Father had called for her, if only for appearance’s sake. But then, she hadn’t been prepared for company this evening. And even less so for the male kind. Father wasn’t prone to bringing visitors into their home.   
 
    He wasn’t prone to spending time at home in general, at least not whilst Lily was in residence. Who knew what he did during those months when she remained in Herefordshire, and he was living here in London?  
 
    Scheme to turn her life upside down, apparently. She ought to have known that something was amiss the very moment that he’d called for her to return so soon after Christmas. The new year was still fresh as the bite of the morning frost, and yes, of course it had seemed odd when she usually stayed at Helena Hall until much closer to the start of the season…   
 
    But Lily had been so eager to prepare ahead of time this year, for her own reasons. So eager she’d dismissed the strangeness of Father’s request. She ought to have known.  
 
    A sharp pop pulled her back into the present, and her head whipped towards the offending sound. How many times had she ordered Fanny to fix that broken lamp? Could nobody do anything correctly around these parts? 
 
    Never mind. She’d handle Fanny later. Right now, there were more pressing matters to attend to.  
 
    “My fiancé,” she echoed, incomprehension still blanketing unease. “Father, I don’t understand. This must be a mistake. You are a duke. If I’m to marry anyone at your request, then surely I ought to marry royalty. Have you gone blind? Can you not see that he is…” Her hand rose, then dropped as she tamped down on the impulse to gesticulate like some common street urchin. It wouldn’t do to say it. The Bankcrofts had a servant just like him, and if Lily had learnt anything during her visits, it was that the genteel way of handling this topic was to skirt around it entirely.  
 
    Safest for everyone to pretend it wasn’t even an issue. 
 
    “Yes?” The man spoke for the first time since she’d stepped inside the room. His voice was resonant and rich, its timbre as deep-hued as his skin. If it had not been for the bright splash of his cravat, he might have blended entirely into the wood-panelled walls of their London townhouse. Perhaps if Lily narrowed her eyes until her vision swam, then he still would.  
 
    And she would wake, and all of this would reveal itself as some bizarre dream.  
 
    “What am I, milady?” he prompted when she didn’t respond immediately. “I’m ever so desperate to know.” 
 
    How dare he? How dare he invite such conflict when he’d stepped into her space, her home, whilst she’d been minding her own business, dreaming about her goals for the upcoming season…  
 
    “Not fit to be my husband, that much is certain.” Although‌ his accent might have fooled her, had she not possessed a pair of eyes. Deceptive, too, then. She pinched her lips. “Father, please put a stop to this farce, I beg of you. If you wished to raise the matter of my rejecting suitors in the past, then you have well and truly done so. I am quite open to discussion.” 
 
    “You did say that she had good manners,” the stranger said. “It appears you were mistaken, Your Grace.” 
 
    “There’s hardly any need to mock me.” Lily smoothed down her skirts. “I think perhaps you ought to leave.”  
 
    The man floated from the shelter of the corner like a cloud, still every bit as tall as he stepped out into the wash of lamplight. No moustache, counter to the current style. Freshly shaved—how droll. A strong-cut, square jaw to match his shoulders. Plump lips which split to reveal remarkably even teeth. “Oh, there is every need. I desire my future wife to treat me with respect. Sadly, you appear to lack it.”  
 
    “Father, now. This is preposterous!” 
 
    “None for the man who gave you life either, I see.” His mouth twisted, more disdain than smile. “Although it’s apparent why he hailed you a diamond of the first water when he sold the idea of this union to me. The colour of your hair is most unusual. What a shame that beauty seems to be your only gift.” 
 
    Lily brushed the heavy weight of her locks back over her shoulder. Far from her only gift, but her most prized possession, indeed. Even when bonnets were an absolute necessity, she took care to leave the length of her tresses flowing past her shoulders, inviting whispered comments about their likeness to burning flames against the contrast of her milk-pale skin.  
 
    There was a mild satisfaction in knowing that even a heathen like the man before her could appreciate its appeal. 
 
    “I don’t know what my father has discussed with you, but evidently there’s been some kind of misunderstanding,” she said, looking him straight in the eye. “He would never… offer me up to someone like you.” 
 
    “Oh no? And why is that?” 
 
    Her father finally broke free from his trance. “Mr Smith—” 
 
    By God, even the name was common as dirt.  
 
    “Bankole.” The man emphasised the second syllable, his gaze still fixed on Lily. Something about it chased alternating hot and cold shivers across her skin. Probably its intensity. As though something raw simmered beneath the crisp enunciation of his vowels.  
 
    “Edmund, you must forgive my daughter. In fact, you must forgive me, as this is entirely my doing. I ought to have prepared her better for this meeting. It’s clearly more of a shock than I’d anticipated. Please, allow her some time to adjust.” 
 
    “A shock,” Lily echoed. Not a joke then. This was not a joke. The last shreds of her humour fled, and the shivers amplified, wrapping around her neck like a too-tight scarf. Regardless, she wouldn’t be the first to look away. “This is a travesty, and an incomprehensible one at that. You cannot possibly expect me to comply. By all that’s holy, why would you ever”—she shook her head—“apologise to him?” 
 
    “Lily…” 
 
    Propriety be damned. “I don’t care what you say!” She threw her shoulders back. “I’m not marrying such riff-raff, not in my lifetime! This isn’t happening!” 
 
    “Perhaps your daughter is correct. I ought to go for now.” Mr Smith—Bankole—Edmund—whatever on earth his name was—turned towards her father. “Allow you to… correct your little mistake. I assumed this meeting would be purely a formality instead of a tedious, unnecessarily dramatic discussion of what’s established fact.” 
 
    Ludicrous. Ludicrous. Any minute now, she would wake up.  
 
    “No need,” Lily snapped, already turning on her heel. “I’d sooner leave myself. I can’t say it’s been a pleasure making your acquaintance, mister. Nor will you meet with satisfaction if you presume that you’ll receive my hand in matrimony. In fact, I doubt we’ll ever meet again. Father.” 
 
    Her only answer was a laugh. Its harsh note cracked the air apart as she wrenched open the door and burst into the corridor, storming towards the stairs, towards the safety of her room.  
 
    Was that Fanny scurrying around the corner? Had she been listening in on them? How many times had Lily told her— 
 
    “Lily.” A firm grip on her arm held her in place just as her foot hit the first step. She hadn’t even noticed Father following her. “Please don’t be rash. Come back inside the room. Let’s discuss this civilly. Like adults.” 
 
    “Discuss it?” she hissed. “Discuss what? That you’ve lost your wits entirely, dear Father?” 
 
    Perhaps she wasn’t being all that respectful. Not that it mattered much right now. Not when he’d clearly lost his mind. Whatever would their friends think? His associates? Heaven forfend, why was she already thinking about this situation as if it were a done deal?  
 
    “I can see you are surprised…” 
 
    “Surprised? Surprised?” She ground her teeth and closed her eyes. Took several deep breaths. Mother had always said she needed them so desperately with Father, and finally, Lily understood only too well. “You are a duke. That… that… man in there, he’s not merely a commoner. He is—” 
 
    “I’m well aware of what he is.” 
 
    “You think that this will be accepted? By your peers? By society?” 
 
    “That’s the entire point of the matter.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “For him to be accepted.” She couldn’t read Father’s expression, the way his lips pressed tight together. “By way of association with myself. Hopefully, enough so that our venture may become successful. My name carries a lot of weight in certain circles.” 
 
    Her head was spinning. “So why taint it like this? What venture could be that important? What could someone so far beneath our station possibly have to offer us?” 
 
    It didn’t make a lick of sense. 
 
    Her father sighed. Stared off to the side, as if the answer resided in the grandfather clock nestled in the corner. It ticked endless seconds away before he answered. “Money,” he said eventually, his voice dropping low. “Not that it’s any of your business, but that’s the heart of it.” 
 
    Lily swallowed. “What do you mean? Whyever should we have to worry about money?”  
 
    “Do you have any idea of what this costs? The house, the country estate, the staff, your dresses? How much the doctors for your mother cost, near the end?” 
 
    That familiar hard place at the bottom of her stomach tightened further, suddenly heavy as a stone. “Do not bring Mother into this.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re young, my Lily. You cannot fathom the position I am in right now.” 
 
    “But I can fathom marrying him? I can be sold off like your prime racehorse?” She huffed a bitter laugh and tamped down hard on the anger. It wasn’t pretty, Mother had always told her. Nobody liked outbursts in a lady. They made her look unrefined. Common. More fit for the underclasses than their precious heritage demanded. “What of our name? Our ancestry? It goes back centuries. Does that not matter? You’d… you’d drag it through the mud like this? Father, please, I am your only child. If we need money, then let me secure a match which suits, and which will bring us the security you seek. The start of the season is not far off, and I am confident that Cassius will finally—” 
 
    “There is no time.”  
 
    “But there is always—” 
 
    “There are debtors. Debtors he can satisfy immediately. Right now. Not in six or twelve months’ time. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    How had she missed this? Then again, how could she not have? He never spoke to her about anything else of note. As far back as Lily’s memories went, Father had always been a ghost, floating from the breakfast table to his study, out to Parliament, and then back again to stare at her across the drawing room with that smile which turned the corners of his mouth down instead of up. Like she was both his most precious belonging and the one he most desperately wanted to be rid of.  
 
    That hadn’t exactly improved since Mother had passed.  
 
    He’d never prevented Lily from speaking up. But he’d never truly listened, either. 
 
    “There must be other ways. Perhaps if I ask Grace…” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. I will not be beholden to them. The shame of it… it is unthinkable.” 
 
    “But you will be beholden to a stranger? You will accept this shame?” 
 
    “It’s different.” 
 
    “Different how?” She had to fight to keep her voice level. “How do you even know someone like him? Where did you meet?”  
 
    “Never mind that.” 
 
    All this evasion. And yet, he appeared resolute. “You cannot make me do this. Father, please.” 
 
    And with that word, the tight core inside her cracked apart, the wet heat of tears rising to her eyes. Lily let them fall against every instinct. She’d never enjoyed crying openly, as much as Mother had insisted that doing so in front of men was one of those simple necessities of life. An essential tool in any woman’s arsenal. The only way to sway them. Men didn’t comprehend affection. Only pity.  
 
    A shame that Lily wasn’t naturally gifted at shedding tears before an audience. Anger had always come more readily to her. That ball of fire in her chest, red and raw. Some days, it took all her energy to hide it in polite society. 
 
    “Mother would not have wanted this. You know it’s true. You know she wanted something different for me. She always said…” Her breath hitched. “She promised me I’d marry for love one day. You know that.” 
 
    He knew that. Didn’t he? He’d listened enough to take that in. Surely he had. He must have done. 
 
    There was a darkness in her father’s gaze, some twisted blend of emotion all mixed up with defeat. “Your mother isn’t with us any longer, dear Lily. She hasn’t been in more than two years.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, his lips like ice. “Get used to it and do your duty. I’ve been too lax by far enforcing it. It’s about time.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’ll see our guest out.” He made as if to turn away, then held his step. “The wedding’s in a week, just so you’re aware. I have already served the notice on your behalf.”  
 
    “Notice? No banns? You mean to say you intend for this to be a registry wedding?” Would the humiliations never cease? “Father—” 
 
    “By God, be quiet, girl!” His voice rose for the first time. “Edmund was correct, you don’t possess an ounce of respect for me. Yes, a registry wedding. It will do. It’s perfectly legal and much quicker. Cheaper, too. Pick whichever dress you like. You have so many, you should be spoiled for choice.” The look he shot her next was nothing like his usual subdued self, a stern command, a warning. “And don’t dream for a single second that you can challenge me any further. It isn’t in your interests. Not unless you’d like to find yourself living in the gutter near Bow bells before the month is out.” 
 
    The soundless tears were not enough. A sob rose inside Lily’s throat, determined to tear it open. But she wouldn’t, couldn’t let it. Instead, she spun on her heel and raced up the stairs, nearly tripping over the lengths of her skirt, not paying attention to the shadows which suddenly lurked in every corner. Then the door slammed shut behind her. 
 
    There it was. The sanctity of her bed. She threw herself straight on it, burying her face within the softness of the sheets, and finally allowed the sound to escape.  
 
    A sob. Or perhaps a scream.  
 
    She’d wake up any minute. And this would be a dream. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    It wasn’t a dream. Even once Lily could breathe again and the tears had poured themselves out, leaving her hollow and aching, nothing had changed. She lay on her bed alone, unmoving, whilst the city’s buildings swallowed the last of the day’s light, drenching her room in darkness.  
 
    At long last, she rose and wandered over to the window, gazing out at the gas lamps which lined the border of the park. The chill of the late January evening crept past the gaps in the window, licking her fingertips. Ice flowers melted away beneath the heat of her body when she touched the pane. Outside, the winter blanket of fog hung thick in the air. Streaks of orange merged damply with the black of night, obscuring her view of the lights.  
 
    She should have stayed at Helena Hall for longer. Ignored Father’s message. 
 
    But the truth was, she’d been bored in Herefordshire. She’d barely spared a thought as to what his motivations might be, too excited at the opportunity to travel to London earlier than usual. The additional time in the capital would be beneficial, so she’d reasoned. It would allow her to prepare. To get ahead of everybody else. To have the finest dresses sewn for her by the modiste. More beautiful than any she’d possessed to date, fashioned of silks which contrasted so strikingly with her red locks that not a soul would remember she wasn’t on the list of debutantes this year.  
 
    Oh no, she’d shine every bit as brightly as she had when she’d first come out. And everyone would notice her.  
 
    Everyone, but most importantly, her Cassius. She hadn’t been joking when she’d told Father that she eagerly anticipated his proposal. This year was meant to be the one. The one when he would finally conclude their courtship. The time was ripe, and Lily knew it. She knew it.  
 
    Except now all of that… up in the air. Like inclement weather she couldn’t banish. 
 
    She should have stayed in the countryside for longer.   
 
    With a sigh, Lily headed back to her vanity, lighting the lamps nestled on the wall and on either side of the mirror. Arranging her bustle so she might sit comfortably, she sank down on the velvet stool and faced the polished surface.  
 
    Her eyes were red-rimmed even in the gloom. A fine look. It could not be borne. Not with all the effort she put into her appearance on the daily. With all the drive Mother had instilled in her to banish those damnable freckles which accompanied the gift of her hair. Lily could still hear her voice echoing in her ears. He’d marry her for love, her future husband, Mother had promised, but to men, love rested wholly in a woman’s looks. So Lily had better make the most of all she had been given. Especially when grace and delicacy did not come naturally. Everything in life came at a price, and it had to be paid. 
 
    Lily had learnt her lesson well. The sting of lemon juice and other bleaching agents was her fast companion, and during these past two years, sun umbrellas might as well have been her second name. Anything to steal the most eligible bachelor in town.  
 
    Anything to capture Cassius’ attention. 
 
    She shuddered.  
 
    And now her name was to become more common than coal-soaked fogs instead? Dirtied? Too foreign to pronounce with ease? 
 
    She reached for her powder, dabbing some on the skin around her eyes. Reflect the light. Look pretty. She could still do that much, at least. 
 
    There must be a solution. Father had ordered her not to protest, but how could she simply sit here and accept this travesty? The unravelling of her entire life? For more than two years, she’d fought for the future she’d always dreamt of. Since the day her feet had first touched a ballroom floor, since those sweetest sparks which had ignited when she’d laid eyes on Cassius… Lily had held on, knowing that they were guiding her towards her destiny. She couldn’t possibly let anyone take it away from her now.  
 
    Mother wouldn’t have wanted that for her. And Cassius wouldn’t have, either.  
 
    She’d write to him. This second. She’d write to him, and she would ask him to protest on her behalf, and he would come and save her. Exactly like in those novels Mother used to hide away on the farthest shelf because no well-educated lady read in her spare time.  
 
    They’d seen Mother through all those months she’d been laid up in bed, nevertheless. Their promise had been such a balm to her, long past the point that she could read them by herself. And they’d soothed Lily every bit as much whenever she read them aloud to help her pass the endless hours, the rustle of their pages a familiar refrain against her fingers.  
 
    But that was then. This was now.  
 
    She reached for a sheet of paper, flattening it with her palm before she dipped her quill into the ink.  
 
    My dearest Cassius, she wrote. 
 
    It is with great distress I pen this missive. You must forgive my bluntness, my lack of artistry, which is, I’m fully aware, most unbecoming of a lady. But I find myself utterly out of options. So I shall address the point directly and without too much prevarication, in hopes you shall forgive me. My father has made an unexpected match for me. Although I take my duties as a daughter seriously, I felt that you and I, we’ve had an… understanding for a while now. One which was of utmost import to me; one I had hoped might find its culmination this upcoming season.  
 
    If I am not mistaken, please take heed: the situation is most urgent. I am to be wed a week from today—at the local registry office, no less. If you could send words of assurance to my father that you shall take my hand in matrimony instead—or better yet, object directly with the registrar, affirming that a prior commitment is in existence—then I believe we may still find the future we dreamt of together.  
 
    Should she hint at the peculiar circumstances? No, the risk of making him shy away was too great. Once he had openly committed, he’d stay true to his promise, regardless of her financial situation. She was worth that much to him. There was no doubt about it.   
 
    So please make haste, my love. I’ve longed most ardently for the day when I may call you husband. And whilst the manner in which it has come upon us may be unusual, I am confident that you will find me a most satisfactory companion and wife.  
 
    Yours, always 
 
    Lily Featherstone 
 
    The ink had barely finished seeping into the paper when a knock came on the door. Lily hastened to fold up her missive, sealing the envelope and adorning it with the address. “Yes?” 
 
    “Milady.” Fanny slipped into the room. “Are you quite well? You missed your dinner. And there appeared to be some… commotion earlier.”  
 
    Lily smiled a tight-lipped smile. “I’m fine. A minor disagreement. Nothing to concern you.” 
 
    “Would you prefer supper served here in your room instead? I could bring some up right now?” 
 
    Lily couldn’t possibly eat. Her stomach was a mass of twisted knots churning away inside her guts. Besides, it wouldn’t do her harm to skip a meal. Those fashionable waistlines were growing ever tighter.  
 
    “No, no, that’s fine. Fanny, dearest, I have a task for you.” 
 
    “Of course, milady.” 
 
    “You are to get this letter to the Earl of Hastings. Ensure it goes by priority mail. It’s urgent and important.” 
 
    Fanny’s brown eyes lingered on the envelope as she took hold of it, but her soft smile never wavered. “Of course,” she said again and curtsied. “Straight away.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    With a rustle of her skirts, her maidservant disappeared. It would be fine. Cassius would come for her, and once Father had the reassurance he so sorely needed, he would see sense. All those threats about ending up in the gutter were just that—mere threats. The situation couldn’t possibly be that dire. 
 
    Lily shut her eyes and brought the image of Cassius forth. That day when she’d first floated into the ballroom, head held high. How all eyes had been on her, but her own gaze had stuck to him and him alone: those perfectly bright teeth flashing in that lopsided smile, those golden brown curls, those deep blue eyes… 
 
    He’d stolen both her breath and her heart within an instant. Henceforth, she’d known that she could never marry another.  
 
    And now she knew that he would come for her. 
 
    He wouldn’t let her fall. 
 
    Her Cassius. 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    There was no word from Cassius in the morning. Lily had slept fitfully, waking at intervals from nebulous dreams, gasping as though she was being smothered by her blanket. It took a double dose of powder to make her sallow skin glow its usual white.  
 
    Had he received her missive? There ought to have been at least one last slot for the mail yesterday.  
 
    Perhaps he wasn’t yet in London, and the letter had been redirected. But that seemed most unlikely—Cassius usually returned with the earliest sitting of Parliament in January, so for once, they ought to be in the same place at the beginning of the year. He had often—and in utmost confidence, of course—regaled Lily with tales of how irksome he found his great-aunt’s ceaseless stories over Christmastime. Her prattling never ceased, he said, filling the rooms of their family estate from sunrise until sunset, and his only escape remained a solitary ride through frigid air and open fields. He’d told her how he grew bored with even this treasured pastime. London, by comparison, had so many more frivolities on offer, so many clubs where gentlemen could meet, so many institutions where he might improve his learning.  
 
    He looked so regal on a horse, however. So at ease. Accompanying him during the hunts had made up some of the finest moments of Lily’s life. Particularly during the second hunting season she’d attended, after she’d missed so many social occasions due to her time in mourning.  
 
    She could still sense it. The crisp bite of the fresh September air enveloping her riding costume. Could see it, the sunshine bringing out the glint of gold in his hair like dappled leaves raining down from the trees… 
 
    Perhaps Fanny had dallied and failed to make the last post of the day. Lily wouldn’t put it past her. She really only had herself to blame, trusting servants with such important matters.  
 
    She ought to go out for a ride. It would take her mind off the wait, and with some luck she might even stumble upon Cassius in the park by accident. Was this not how the truest tales of love went? Chance encounter after chance encounter, pushing destined hearts ever closer? 
 
    A ride it was. Lily rang the bell for Fanny and questioned her about the letter whilst getting dressed. Her maid asserted that she had delivered it to the nearest post office immediately, although whether she was to be believed was quite a different matter. At least she was still somewhat competent at the remainder of her duties. She laced Lily’s corset with practised motions, cinching her waist in tight, then coiled her hair and arranged her hat with precision. Finally, Lily sent her ahead to call for their mares to be brought out front.  
 
    “Milady,” the butler greeted her as she approached the front door with determined strides. “You were planning to head out?” 
 
    “Evidently, Ralph.” She raised an eyebrow and swept her arm towards the door in a plain command. “To ride.” 
 
    The door remained closed. 
 
    “I’m afraid your father has informed me that he wishes for you to stay home on this day.”  
 
    “I see,” Lily said. “Well, I wish to go out.” 
 
    “And that he is unable to accompany his young lady on any excursions as he should, by rights.” 
 
    “He rarely accompanies me. You know that just as well as I.” As if Father cared. As if he’d ever cared. He’d never been invested in supporting her when she’d needed to show herself off in the parks following her debut. No, it had been up to Lily to seek clemency from the ton for her solitary rides, accompanied only by a female chaperone. To beg forgiveness for breaking convention. Thank the heavens that the reality of Mother’s illness had met with some compassion.  
 
    Ralph shook his head. Was that a hint of feeling in the turn of his mouth? “I’m afraid I’ve been given very clear instructions, milady.” 
 
    Lily pressed her lips together. “Where is he?” 
 
    “I believe I last saw him in the drawing room, breaking his morning fast.” 
 
    She turned towards the room in question, but before she could take more than a few strides, Father emerged of his own accord, walking the other way. Lily rushed over and placed a hand upon his arm to stop him in his path.   
 
    “You’re keeping me prisoner?” She took great care to turn her voice into a whisper. 
 
    “Hardly. I’m giving you time to reflect on your situation. Please go to your room, Lily. You wouldn’t want the staff to get the wrong idea, would you? You know how quickly word travels.” 
 
    Lily cast a glance at Ralph. He stood still as marble, hands loosely clasped behind his back. The very picture of a man who never heard a thing.  
 
    “This isn’t fair.”  
 
    “Life isn’t fair,” her father muttered. “Get used to it.” 
 
    And he strode off, leaving her to fight the bitter sting of tears.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    “I’m to be married, Fanny,” she said, some days later. 
 
    The words sounded louder than they had in her head. Starker. She watched her lips move in the polished surface of the mirror. They couldn’t possibly be her own. 
 
    “Yes,” Fanny acknowledged. “His Grace informed me of your upcoming nuptials. So I might be prepared to move with you to your groom’s house on the day. So I might pack all your belongings, too. It is a big upheaval. There is a lot to do.” 
 
    “I do not want to be,” Lily said.  
 
    “You’re hardly on your own with that. It’s you and every other woman.”  
 
    Fanny continued brushing out her hair. She was always so matter-of-fact about what truly mattered. She never understood. Never seemed to comprehend how hard all of this was. Was it not her purpose, as a lady’s maid? To see to Lily’s every need? To understand precisely all the ups and downs the life of a lady entailed? 
 
    The cheek of her. Lily ought to have shown her the door.  
 
    Regardless, Fanny kept brushing her hair. And Lily spoke no more.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    The day was here.  
 
    A week, only a week, and yet it had felt so endless. A week of pacing the rooms of the townhouse, back and forth, back and forth, praying for some miracle to interrupt her torment. Although the worst of the fogs had passed, Lily found it abominably hard to breathe. She attempted to stitch, to draw, to read, but her mind failed her, fraying apart at each task like loose threads unwilling to form a cohesive string.  
 
    She thought of penning another missive to Cassius, even getting so far as setting pen to paper, but the moment that she did, Fanny quietly informed her that she was forbidden from passing any mail out of the house on Lily’s behalf.  
 
    Had Father intercepted her first letter? Was that why Cassius hadn’t come for her? But how could he have known about it in the first place? Had Fanny betrayed her?  
 
    The thought stuck inside Lily’s mind like a familiar nursery rhyme. She eyed her maidservant whilst Fanny carefully wrapped up her belongings, emptying Lily’s wardrobe until only a single dress remained within its shell. The dress she had reserved for today: a costume the colour of deepest wine. Its high bustle draped artfully over a skirt as black as the night, and its fabric shimmered with metallic hues, gleaming whenever she moved.  
 
    “I thought this one would suit you best,” Fanny said brightly as she fixed the buttons at the front. “Or would you have preferred the blue one? I can still get it from the luggage.” 
 
    Lily shook her head. Any words she might have picked had been stolen from her lips. They remained impossible to find when she finally climbed into the carriage with her father.   
 
    “I know you don’t understand this yet,” he said, “but it is for the best.” 
 
    She cast her eyes at the polished leather of her boots. Then out the tiny window of the carriage as the horses leapt into motion. The weather today was quite the opposite from that night when she’d first met her groom. Gloriously clear skies opened blue above the world, the sunshine promising that the warmth of spring would wrap around them soon despite the chill. A fine day for a winter wedding. 
 
    And yet she felt so cold inside as they stepped out onto the broad stairs of the registry office. Like a cocoon of ice wrapped all around her, shielding her from the world with a thin sheet of glass. Shards of it had already lodged themselves in her throat earlier that morning, refusing to let her swallow any of her breakfast.  
 
    She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t go. She couldn’t give it up.  
 
    Her promised future. Her home. 
 
    Everything she’d ever known. 
 
    And yet her feet drifted along the flagstones of their own accord. The pressure of Father’s hand at her back guided her up the steps and through the mazelike corridors of the building, all the way towards a small, contained room.  
 
    The sunlight which streamed through the window put paid to any remaining fantasy Lily had clung on to. Her groom was everything that she remembered. Tall and imposing, a terse strength echoing through his movements which should perhaps have thrilled her, but didn’t. Respectably dressed in a well-tailored suit and fine coattails—and quite in opposition of the current fashion: black instead of lavender and blue. His skin like London fogs wrapped around nightfall, the vivid brown of autumn leaves.  
 
    Her groom. The ruin of her name. Of every piece of reputation which she’d built with Mother’s help. 
 
    All for nothing. Forsaken.  
 
    She should protest again. Make a scene. She couldn’t seem to find the energy. What good would fighting do at this stage? She’d sobbed into her sheets most nights. Stormed into Father’s office and yelled at him until he’d thrown her out. Lost every last shred of ladylike behaviour which Mother had refined in her, rage tumbling to despair and back again for the entire week. 
 
    She was exhausted. She had nothing left.  
 
    And Cassius hadn’t come. He shouldn’t have abandoned her like this. He wouldn’t have, not if he’d known. He loved her. 
 
    Fanny must have waylaid her letter.  
 
    She couldn’t cry. And so she merely smiled her tightest, most polite smile and curtsied in greeting when the men shook hands, when Father introduced her to the registrar and the three of them conversed as if she wasn’t even in the room. Her groom barely acknowledged her with a nod. He did not grasp her hand to adorn it with a kiss. But then again, why would he? Soon, he’d own her lips. And all the rest of her. 
 
    Best not to think of that. 
 
    The thunder of her blood roared in Lily’s ears. She sat, balancing delicately on the chair’s edge, faint echoes of the men’s conversation washing over her as they settled around her. Something about waiting for the second witness. How impolite, to be late to a wedding. Who’d do such a thing? 
 
    The sounds around her merged into a uniform, dull hum. The wallpaper before her drew her in, demanded her focus. It was decorated with the most intricate floral design, swirling vines which curled in a repeating pattern…   
 
    Her father’s elbow nudged her side. “Lily.” Mumbled under his breath. “Rise.” 
 
    She startled into awareness. Four pairs of eyes rested heavily on her as she stood. “I beg your pardon.” When had the missing member of their party arrived? She looked him over with a sidelong glance. Her groom’s brother? He must be. They looked so much alike.  
 
    The registrar cleared his throat. “Very well. Now we’re all fully present, repeat after me. I, Edmund Smith, take thee, Lily Featherstone—” 
 
    “That’s not correct,” her husband-to-be interrupted. “My name’s Tayo Bankole.” 
 
    “Oh.” A rustle of paper as the man shuffled through the sheets of parchment on the table. “Are you quite sure?” 
 
    “I do believe I know which is my name and which is an alias.”  
 
    “Ah,” the registrar said. “So you have gone by Edmund Smith in the past?” 
 
    “Out of necessity.” His tone was biting. “Now seems to be the perfect time to reclaim my true name. The one my father gifted me with.”   
 
    “But Edmund Smith has been your common name? The one you’ve used to conduct business and suchlike? To purchase property or hire lodgings?” 
 
    “Out of necessity.” 
 
    “I see. I’m afraid the paperwork here says Edmund Smith, as well.” 
 
    “There must be a mistake. I submitted it myself.” 
 
    “Is there… any chance both names were on the application? Or perhaps that your common name was on your wife’s?”  
 
    Her groom shot a sharp look at her father, irritation flickering across his features. “Possible.” 
 
    “Well. I presume if there was any such discrepancy, the clerk would have corrected the application so it could be filed under the most reasonable sounding name.” 
 
    “Most reasonable—”  
 
    “Tayo.” A mutter from her groom’s witness, so low it barely drifted across to Lily’s ears.  
 
    “If you’ve gone by Edmund Smith prior,” the clerk said brightly, “there’s nothing to prevent you from getting married under that name, of course.” 
 
    “And if I do not wish to marry by that name?” 
 
    “The marriage won’t be legal. The papers must match.” 
 
    Lily’s heart skipped a beat. Then leapt and sped. Could this be her escape? 
 
    “Of course, if you wish to submit another application and wait out the required time…” 
 
    “No. We’re here now. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Fine. In that case, repeat after me—” 
 
    “No need. I know the words. I, Tayo Bankole, alias Edmund Smith, take thee, Lady Lily Anne Featherstone of Lichfield, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.” 
 
    Lily took him in. The tension in his jaw. His gritted teeth. His eyes locked on hers, dark and foreboding.  
 
    She’d wanted joy to light up her groom’s eyes. She’d wanted joy. Sheer delight. 
 
    The registrar coughed. “Very well. And now the bride? I, Lady Lily Featherstone of Lichfield, take thee, Edmund Smith, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and to obey, till death do us part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I give thee my troth.” 
 
    Lily must have spoken, because she felt her lips moving, shaping words. And yet the sound of her voice was fast receding, wrapped in thick clouds and drifting away. That rushing noise filled her ears again until she could no longer hear anything else through it. All she could do was let him grasp her hand and lift it, the metal of a ring sliding cool along her finger.  
 
    To love, cherish, and to obey. 
 
    What was the part they usually said here? The men? Something about worshipping their wife? 
 
    The registrar gestured at the parchment which lay on the table. Sign here. And here. Lily watched her hand move like a ghost without her volition. Bright spots of light danced across the paper. 
 
    The ink soaked into it. Her future sealed. Once and forever. 
 
    “—may now kiss the bride.”  
 
    The wallpaper was full of curling vines. Lily stared at them, her focus narrowing until they grew immense and filled up all her vision, until two fingers slipped beneath her chin and turned it, lifting her gaze to meet her groom’s. There was no kindness in his eyes. No kindness in the grim set of his mouth. Strange, how his face was blurring… 
 
    The next thing that she knew, she was half on the floor. Something was digging hard into her back. His fingers again. In fact, his arms were wrapped around her, and he was crouched beside her. Like he had caught her fall.  
 
    She’d fallen? 
 
    “Oh dear,” the registrar’s voice filtered down towards them. “The lady’s fainted. All this excitement, undoubtedly. Never mind, never mind, we shall—” 
 
    “Some water,” her groom—no, husband—barked. He shifted Lily further onto his lap, half turning her, one hand running along her back. The scent of musk and vetiver enveloped her. “It’s these godforsaken contraptions that you women insist on wearing. Can you loosen it? Where does this bloody thing even open?” 
 
    “I beg—” She coughed. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    No man had ever touched her like this. Her head was spinning, but the urge for propriety resurfaced beneath the dizziness with a vengeance. Shame propelled some vigour back inside her veins. “Unhand me!” 
 
    He instantly let go and rose, letting her tumble to the floor. “Fine. If you desire to suffer.”  
 
    “Tayo…” That voice again. Almost a scold. Another hand closed around her arm and pulled her upwards, steadying her as she dropped into the chair. “Did you eat this morning?” 
 
    “Where are your smelling salts, my dear?” Her father’s voice. “Ah, here. Take a good sniff.” 
 
    The sting of ammonia bit her nostrils, and the world sharpened around its edges. The stranger kneeling before her came into focus. Undoubtedly her husband’s witness. On second glance, they did not look that much alike after all—his face was a much rounder shape, his eyes more wide-set.  
 
    And kinder.  
 
    “Have you eaten today?” he asked again.  
 
    She shook her head. She didn’t even know his name.  
 
    “Let’s get you home, then,” her husband said over his shoulder. His arms were crossed. “And quickly, before we have a repeat performance. Ah, the water. Finally.” He passed the glass. “I refuse to carry you out of the building.” 
 
    Lily took a sip, then stood, the steel of pride strengthening her spine. “There won’t be any need. I’m fine.” Curse her traitorous fingers. They shook when she placed the glass back on the table, causing the registrar to frown and stifle a cough behind his hand.  
 
    “My Lily, are you certain?” Her father’s hand brushed against her elbow. “You look very pale. If you need…” 
 
    “I’m fine. Did you have anything else to say to me? Or am I excused now? Shall I leave with him as you two planned?” 
 
    There it was again, that tangle of emotions twisting Father’s wrinkles into a grimace. Was he concerned for her? Was she doing him a disservice? Did she even care? Some wretched thing was tugging at the inside of her throat. 
 
    “By all means, go.” He bent forwards to kiss her cheek. “I’ll visit soon, I promise. Give you some time to settle into your new home.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Come, then.” Her husband’s hand at the small of her back this time, an unfamiliar warmth, pushing her forward. A stranger guiding her out of the room. A commoner.  
 
    None of this could be real. It was too strange by far. Too bizarre.  
 
    They walked through the building in silence, accompanied by his friend. On Lily’s way up, no one had spared her or Father a second glance, but now the eyes of every passerby kept sticking to them, whispers trailing their footsteps.  
 
    Perhaps that was why Father had stayed behind. He could so easily have left alongside them and said his goodbyes outside.  
 
    Lily lifted her chin. Just treat them as if they were the usual admirers. As though nothing had changed. What had Mother always said? If you will it, then it will come true?  
 
    To her surprise, her husband’s witness did not part ways with them outside the registry office, but climbed into the sizeable carriage which waited for them there. The vehicle was well-maintained, its horses in admirable health, their manes as glossy as the polished wooden frame they pulled. Not what she would have expected from a man like him… except, of course, she was marrying him for money.  
 
    The two men sat close together, speaking in hushed tones throughout the ride, although Lily couldn’t make out any words. Not that she cared. Silence. That was all she wanted. Silence and to be left alone. And perhaps some food—the hunger had finally caught up with her, gnawing a hole into the centre of her belly.  
 
    Their journey was quicker than she’d anticipated. It culminated on the steps of a respectable Mayfair address in Cavendish Square. Not quite the most exclusive square in town, but not far off, in truth. One of those areas which had the newly rich creeping in amidst aristocrats like the first ants preceding their colony, ready to leave their nest. Or that was how Cassius had once described it. Lily had readily agreed. Acknowledged the quiet threat to the established social order.  
 
    Now she’d turned into one of them. Was legitimising such heresy. She already longed to be back on Piccadilly.  
 
    A butler opened the door for them, and her husband ushered her inside. “Miles, my wife requires an early lunch. Please ensure she receives it promptly.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” 
 
    He turned to her and raised a brow. “And you shall eat it. We wouldn’t want you to faint a second time now, would we?”  
 
    Lily folded her hands in one another. How could she possibly respond? She mustn’t give in, mustn’t look weak. Every bit of her pride still urged her to fight this travesty. Even so, she had a role to play from this moment onwards. To become the lady of the house. God only knew what that would look like. But if in doubt, the social niceties should reign… 
 
    “Edmund—” 
 
    “Tayo,” he cut her off. “It’s Tayo, as you well know. What is this? More disrespect?” 
 
    She swallowed. Shook her head and instantly regretted it as the world seemed to wobble with the motion. “No. Forgive me, Tayo. I only meant to ask… what next?” 
 
    “Eat. Loosen that damnable contraption. Rest. Beyond that, I don’t care. It’s a day like any other, and I’ve business to attend to. Have the servants show you around, if you please. You’re free to spend your time as you see fit.”  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And ensure you’re dressed more comfortably tonight. I refuse to waste unnecessary time on that monstrosity.” 
 
    A cold shiver prickled along Lily’s spine. Tonight. “Yes.” 
 
    He looked her over once more—or for the first time, properly, in fact: a cold and speculative assessment.  
 
    “Come, Francis,” he said. “My study. I’ll take you through the latest plans.” 
 
    And he strode away.  
 
    Lily swallowed again. Her chest still felt abysmally tight. It had to be the lack of food. Once she’d taken some nourishment, she’d be all right. She would be fine. 
 
    “He’s not so bad beneath all that,” a voice came from behind her. “Just give him time.” 
 
    She turned around to smile at Francis. “Of course. I thank you for your kindness earlier, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” He tipped his hat and vanished after Tayo. How someone with such polished manners should be so closely acquainted with someone so crude… They couldn’t possibly be related. She’d clearly jumped to conclusions too quickly.  
 
    Funnily enough, his accent rang much rougher than Tayo’s did. Hard to place, though. But then, what did she know of such things beyond the fact that any commoner desirous of serving the more exclusive households ought to be intelligible? Lily scrubbed her palm over her eyes. Too much to keep track of, to make sense of.  
 
    “Would you prefer your luncheon served up in the drawing room, milady?” the butler asked. “Or in your room?” 
 
    “In my room, thank you. My maidservant—” 
 
    “—arrived earlier and has already unpacked some of your belongings. Shall I see if she’s down in the kitchens? Send her along with your food?” 
 
    Fanny. Frustrating yet familiar Fanny. “That would be much appreciated.” 
 
    “And perhaps a tour of the premises later. Once milady feels more rested.” 
 
    “Perhaps.”  
 
    Not that she truly cared for taking on her duties as mistress of the house in any haste. Undoubtedly, the staff already knew their way around without her. Regardless, she paid heed to her surroundings as she followed Miles. The usual steep stairs nestled against the corridor wall, covered in plush, heavy carpet, a shade of red almost deeper than that of her dress. Everything looked neat and tidy, and yet all the living spaces she caught glimpses of through open doors seemed sterile, like they lacked something. A woman’s touch. No flowers anywhere, not even on the table in the hallway. No knick-knacks dotted about. No paintings on the walls.  
 
    Of course there weren’t. There was no ancestry to honour. He probably didn’t even understand that concept. 
 
    Her room matched the house. Dark wood on dark wood, the curtains suitable shades to prevent them from showing the early signs of soot. Impeccably clean surfaces everywhere, from the dressing table to the full-length mirror, to the large four-poster bed, its moss-coloured drapes pulled back and tied into place by thick ropes with golden threads. The room even possessed its own water closet, a splendid, tiled affair hidden by a door nestled behind the empty bookshelf. It had evidently been installed not long ago and with no expenses spared: the taps on the bath and basin promised the latest revolution of running water.  
 
    There wasn’t possibly any complaint Lily could have raised about her accommodation, unless she wanted to protest that it wasn’t home. Which it most definitely wasn’t; it felt every bit as sterile as the rest of the house. The only sign that the room belonged to her were the toiletries and assorted creams already set out on the dressing table. Fanny must have unpacked them whilst they were at the registry office. On further examination, the cupboards were filled with her dresses, too. They looked strange on new hangers. Out of place. Nothing was where it ought to be. 
 
    Lily had just perched on the chair in front of the dresser and reached for her powder when a knock announced her servant’s presence at the door. Fanny was wearing her usual white apron over a long-sleeved black dress, her starched bonnet impeccable on top of her chestnut hair. Familiar, indeed. Unremarkable. 
 
    “Congratulations, Lady Featherstone.” She scurried over, setting the tray before Lily. “My apologies. I mean Lady Bank—” 
 
    Lily held up a hand. “Don’t. When it’s only the two of us, I would prefer to remain Featherstone when you address me.” 
 
    Fanny’s expression did not falter. “Of course. I shall endeavour to remember.” 
 
    “And please loosen my corset. I think it is too tight.” 
 
    “Oh dear. I heard you fainted, milady. You should have said something this morning. I would have ensured that you were comfortable.” 
 
    Nimble fingers were already working their way along her back, and within seconds, Lily’s breaths began to flow more easily. A palpable relief washed over her. In that moment, she would have forgiven Fanny almost anything.  
 
    “It’s quite all right,” she said. “I know you only wanted me to look my best.” 
 
    “On your special day, yes. But I should have known you might be nervous. Come, eat something. You’ll feel better.”  
 
    Lily complied, picking up one of the delicate sandwich triangles and biting off a corner. Ham and mustard. Fine quality meat, the kind she would have expected at a luxurious afternoon tea. She’d dimly known that she’d been hungry, but all of a sudden she felt ravenous, unable to stop herself from scoffing down the whole lot. She lost herself in the taste of the food, discovering the different flavours arranged on the plate, one after the other. The crunchy pickle and cheese, the fresh liquidity of the first cucumber of the season. The familiar bitter kiss of Earl Grey to wash it all down. Again, there was hardly any cause for complaint. Father’s cook couldn’t have offered her a more tempting spread.  
 
    It wasn’t home, though.  
 
    “I’ll lace you back up later,” Fanny told her. She had been bustling about in the background whilst Lily ate, opening cupboards and rearranging what she’d packed away earlier. “So you may be presentable when your husband calls on you this evening.” 
 
    “No need.” Her cup clinked against the saucer. “He said he did not wish to be… unduly bothered by complicated sets of laces.” 
 
    “Ah.” Fanny froze. “Your most elaborate nightdress, then. The one with the lace. It’s very pretty. Now, where did I put it?” 
 
    And there was Lily’s heart again: a rising drumbeat in her throat, picking up speed by the second as she watched the other woman rifle through the cupboard and drawers.  
 
    “Fanny…” she began, only for her voice to stick inside her throat like smoke. She couldn’t possibly ask. Shouldn’t ask. It wasn’t decent.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Her mother should have told her about this. Should have explained to her what to expect. Shouldn’t she? That’s what had happened for her friends. Grace had hinted at such a conversation around the time of her own nuptials, unless that had been a misunderstanding on Lily’s part. The books hinted at it, too, hinted at secrets. But there had been no time for Mother to speak to Lily before it was too late. Or perhaps Mother had avoided the conversation deliberately. That, too, remained a possibility.  
 
    She shouldn’t think so ill of the departed.  
 
    “There it is. Yes, milady?” Fanny pulled a ream of white cloth from the cupboard and laid it flat across the emerald bedspread. “Beautiful. I’m confident he’ll like it.”  
 
    Perhaps that final sandwich had been a mistake. Lily felt sick all of a sudden. 
 
    “I don’t… I do not know”—the words burst out in a rush—“what’s meant to happen. When he calls on me for the night, I mean. What I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    Fanny looked up. Their gazes met and held, far longer than was customary between them. Far more uncomfortably as well.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lily said, and that was equally uncomfortable. Usually it was Fanny doing the apologising for all her myriad mistakes. Which Lily always had to draw her attention to in the first instance. “I realise it is indelicate to ask. But you must be aware…” 
 
    After all, Fanny had been married before Father had hired her. A stroke of luck for her to stumble into this position so quickly after being widowed, Lily had always thought. Most fortuitous. Undoubtedly, she must have been overjoyed that she could improve her circumstances.  
 
    “You know nothing at all?” 
 
    Fanny sounded almost surprised. By God, this was unbearable. Lily stared at her lap where she was intertwining her fingers, loosening and tightening them in a rhythm she couldn’t stop. “No.” 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself too much over it. He’ll know what to do. And it usually doesn’t take all that long.” 
 
    “I see,” Lily said, not seeing anything at all.  
 
    A long pause stretched, then Fanny sighed. “Simply think of husband and wife as… as lock and key. You are the lock, you see. Where every month you… You will be fine, my dear.” 
 
    “I see,” Lily said again. Did she? It hurt, didn’t it, every month, when she was indisposed. Sometimes so much that she was dizzy with it. Was that what Fanny meant? But then, how could that be? If love was meant to be the promise of sweet, lingering kisses and warm sparks in the pit of her stomach, how could that be? 
 
    Mother had promised her this: that to fall into the arms of the one she loved would be a sheer delight. That she had every beautiful dream ahead of her on the day of her marriage and beyond. Implied: at night. 
 
    But then, Lily didn’t love her husband. By all rights, the situation should be different. She was out in the cold. Tapping through the densest fogs she’d ever known.  
 
    “It is the greatest duty of a wife,” Fanny said.  
 
    Mother had also always told her this.  
 
    “You will get used to it quite quickly.” 
 
    Lily nodded with some force. Her stomach was still twisting. Silly of her to ask in the first place. She was none the wiser for it.  
 
    “Well,” Fanny said, in her most cheerful tone. “A bath, perhaps, in preparation? It ought to relax you. It’s clear you’ve thought too much on this. You need a distraction, that’s all.” 
 
    A distraction. She would have preferred some answers. But then, Mother had always chided her for that as well. It wasn’t becoming of a lady, to be so inquisitive. Not when her primary purpose was to be decorative.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    The evening came too soon and much too slowly. Lily didn’t venture from her room all afternoon, preferring to let Fanny show her where she’d stored her belongings—her cross-stitch and her other needlework, her sheet music for the piano, her clothes, and hats, and shoes. Her boxes of books were still lost somewhere downstairs, but Fanny promised that she would make certain they followed soon. It figured that she would forget the most important thing of all.  
 
    Normally, Lily would have chastised her for her inefficiency. Today, she could not find the will for it. In fact, she could not focus her mind on a single thing of note, not even once she was alone. Her thoughts tripped over one another in her head, an endless chorus on repeat. Lock. Key. It will be sweet if he’s the one, Mother had said. That’s how you know it’s love, you see. That each and every moment in his company will be sweet.  
 
    She’d never seemed that sweet in Father’s company herself. Mostly, she’d turned away from him whenever she’d caught him watching her with one of his lingering looks. It didn’t seem to matter whether they came from up close or from far across the room. Once, Lily had asked him how the two of them had met, and Father’s gaze had turned cloudy as if he was drifting far away. An unfamiliar warmth had seeped into his tone, a reverence, almost, as he’d spoken about the girl whose acquaintance he’d made during her first season. About the delicacy in her bearing, the sweet shyness which marked her lips. How, even though he was already so advanced in age that he’d given up all hope of finding his match, he’d known that instant she would be the one. That he desired her above all others.  
 
    He’d sounded almost rapturous. The conversation had left Lily terribly confused—how could it be that Mother was so cold with him when clearly the lack of affection wasn’t as mutual as she’d always assumed? Why reject someone who was so devoted to you? 
 
    You’ll know if he’s the one, Mother had told her.  
 
    Lily’s new window looked out across the gardens. Through it, she could see the servants bustling to and fro on their errands like busy ants. She’d never longed to be in their position until today, but right this second, the prospect seemed like it might be a blessing. At least if she was focusing on menial tasks, she might not feel so frozen in this restless energy which thrummed through her veins with a bitter burn. On the outside, she must appear the picture of poise where she sat by the window frame, hands folded neatly in her lap. And yet, a whirlwind raged inside her.  
 
    Nothing was the same. Not even her finger felt like it belonged to her any longer. The unfamiliar weight of her wedding ring kept tugging at her, demanding her attention. She’d resisted its call to inspect it since it had slid home, as if doing so would make it real.  
 
    It was already real. And the longer she ignored it, the heavier it grew.  
 
    What a silly notion. It was only a ring. Only a ring. And she was a Featherstone, with blood so old that she could have traced it all the way back to the Normans. She raised her hand and watched it gleam in the light. A single large ruby, encased within an oval of sparkling diamonds, all set against the warm hues of the most fashionable rose gold. The stone matched the shade of her dress perfectly. What a coincidence. Almost as though it was meant for her. 
 
    Perish the thought. Tearing her gaze away, she dropped her hand and returned her focus to the servants, lost herself in their rhythmical wanderings. For hours, Lily watched them cross the courtyard for the outhouses at the back of the plot only to venture back into the house again. She stared at the perfectly pruned hedges until dusk bled their leaves into a seamless greenish grey. Thoughts kept swirling in her head, knotting themselves up in uncertainties and confusion, even as her limbs knotted themselves up in tension until she resembled a statue.  
 
    Fanny returned at suppertime, reporting that Lily had a choice: to head downstairs for a solitary meal in the dining room, or to have it served up here again. Apparently her husband was still locked away in his study. Busy working. 
 
    Her husband. Tayo. She really ought to start calling him that. It seemed to matter to him a great deal. And what was the point in further confrontation? She was his now. She had a role to play. 
 
    The ruby rested heavy on her finger. 
 
    She stayed. The vegetables were steamed to crisp perfection, served alongside salted mash and delicate slices of roast beef. Remembering the morning, Lily forced a few bites down her throat, but it was an undertaking. Fanny kept her company throughout the meal, nattering away about the other members of the household staff whom she had met, and Lily nodded at select points to give the appearance that she was listening. They didn’t speak of how this evening should have been a celebration. A giant table bursting to the brim with the most extravagant of dishes, with guests offering up toast after toast after toast. With the dulcet sounds of strings coaxing couples to the dance floor once their appetites had been sated. With Lily the centre of it all: the pearl revealed by the opening of the oyster, riveting and gleaming and admired by everyone—but most of all, by her husband.  
 
    She did not feel much like a pearl, having a lonely meal in a quiet room. Not that she wanted her husband to join her. 
 
    Afterwards, Fanny helped her change into her nightshirt. She brushed Lily’s hair out until it shone like molten copper and spilled well past her shoulderblades.  
 
    Then she left her alone.   
 
    The room suddenly felt so much colder.  
 
    Lily wandered towards the bed and perched on its edge. The gas lamps embraced her with their low, flickering light. When was it he intended to arrive? Would he keep her waiting? Was her only task now to sit here, anticipating?  
 
    Anticipating. Flooding with dread, more like. Each second which dripped between the cracks of time twisted her thoughts into more of a tangled web. He would undress her, wouldn’t he? That much was certain. She wasn’t stupid. If the nightshirt was for ease, that meant he’d strip her bare, down to her skin. She’d always known that much, really, had understood this truth without quite knowing where she’d gained it. Had dreamt so many times of the heady kisses which Cassius would bestow on her as he unravelled the laces of her corset. How rapturous he’d look whilst he caressed her cheekbone with his thumb. 
 
    She hadn’t dreamt too far beyond that point, however. Of what came next. Lack of information had turned her imaginations into vague, grey mists which refused to take concrete shapes. 
 
    It wouldn’t take that long. She’d soon get used to it.  
 
    But Tayo hadn’t even kissed her yet. Was he planning to? Would this be easier if he did, or if he didn’t? Did she even want him to try? Would it change a thing? 
 
    Lily closed her eyes. And tried to breathe.  
 
    The door clicked shut, the noise so loud and so abrupt she almost leapt off the bed.  
 
    “Good evening,” Tayo said.   
 
    Her heart did leap. She turned with some hesitation, taking him in through the gloom. This man, so utterly the opposite of her fiercest dreams, moving closer. This was her special moment? This stranger striding towards her… someone she’d barely even met…  
 
    Tayo did not look rapturous in the least. His movements were brisk and efficient as he undressed. Mechanical, almost, as though he were attending to some necessary yet undesirable business. She watched him shed his jacket, how the strong lines of his muscles rippled beneath the starched cotton of his sleeves. How his fingers rose to loosen his cravat and casually dropped it as he sidled past the dressing table. How they twisted a button from its hole and then another and— 
 
    Perhaps she shouldn’t look at all. The sheets lay underneath her hand, pristine and white. Would they remain this way? Like every month. Did that mean that she’d bleed? She’d misunderstood, most likely. If the marital act was so holy it had to be reserved for man and wife, it made no sense that there’d be blood. What could he possibly do—stab her with something? 
 
    Holiness was pure. Purity was holy. Why didn’t any of this make sense? Like lock and key. The muscles in her body were most definitely locked, as though she’d never move again. With each and every breath, iron chains wrapped tight and tighter around her chest. If only Fanny had been more elaborate in her descriptions. If only Lily had not been so ashamed, if she’d asked further questions…  
 
    Tayo’s footfalls reverberated against the floorboards. At the periphery of her vision, his legs blurred into sight. He was still partially dressed, at least, still wearing his trousers. He’d take them off, soon, wouldn’t he? And then he would— 
 
    God only knew what he would do.  
 
    The bed dipped with his weight.  
 
    She closed her eyes. Her breaths came fast and shallow.  
 
    It wouldn’t take too long. She would be fine.  
 
    His fingers ran along her hair. Brushed it aside, exposing the open curve of her neck, right there, where her pulse sped. He was close enough now that she could sense the heat emanating from his body. She ought to turn towards him. Lift her head. Offer that kiss which had been stolen from him by her fainting spell. Any dutiful wife would. 
 
    She turned her head away instead. His lips pressed to the square inch of skin behind her ear, his right hand trailing up her forearm to rest on her shoulder. Her blood was thundering in her ears. His breath fanned hot against her neck.  
 
    She couldn’t help the shudder, when it surged through her like a tidal wave. Could only drown beneath it, trembling uncontrollably. 
 
    Tayo’s hand stilled. The silence stretched.  
 
    “I’m not doing this,” he said.  
 
    Lily blinked. The warmth of him vanished. The rushing sound still filled her ears, but it receded as a fresh wave of confusion washed through her. “I beg—I beg your pardon?” 
 
    He was already standing in the centre of the room, shirt clutched in one hand, when she looked at him. This time, there was no escaping his nakedness. The glimmer of light cast streaks of gold across his chest, accentuating the definition of his muscles, the way they dipped along his breastbone and flowed into pure strength along his arms. She’d never seen a man undressed before. Were all of them like this? Their bodies painted with such harsh strokes, no softness whatsoever to his physical being, every line of it imposing? Yet there was such liquidity within his movements as he shrugged back into his shirtsleeves… 
 
    She tore her gaze towards his face. It was a thunder. Just like her heart. 
 
    “What’s hard to understand?” His words were clipped. “I’m not having you against your will. It’s abhorrent and unnecessary. Goodnight, my wife.” 
 
    He spun on his heel, long legs moving him swiftly past the threshold. It took a while for Lily’s pulse to slow. And even once it did, a heaviness lingered inside her like a streak of soot. Like she’d committed some terrible crime which she couldn’t quite define.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    She could have stayed in her room the following morning. Perhaps she should have done precisely that, but last night had emboldened her, although an edge of uncertainty still clung to her, regardless. Not that she claimed to understand her husband’s motivations, but the worst—whatever that might be… It hadn’t happened. 
 
    Perhaps that meant she was safe enough to explore the house. It didn’t change the misery of her current situation, but staying in her room wouldn’t achieve that either. 
 
    The dining room looked every bit as splendid as her chambers, with a lavish breakfast for two people set out alongside cups and plates of elegant china. At the head of the table, Tayo sat immersed in the broadsheet, his fork emerging periodically from behind the wall of paper to spear a bite of scrambled eggs only to vanish again. Lily observed him long enough for the fork to be laid to rest and for the cup of tea to begin the same journey.  
 
    Eventually, she cleared her throat. “Good morning.” 
 
    The paper dropped. Then rose again. “Morning.”  
 
    She passed behind him, struggling to pull the heavy oaken chair out far enough to accommodate her dress. It took an equal effort to wrestle it back towards the table by herself. A bit of help wouldn’t have gone amiss. Where were the servants? There ought to be someone waiting right beside the door. It was only proper. “I don’t understand,” she muttered.  
 
    “Don’t understand what? The purpose of breakfast?”  
 
    The tea pot stood steaming before her. Her cup remained empty. She needed tea before she could have this conversation. Desperately. “Where are the servants?” 
 
    “Giving me space.” Tayo caught her gaze. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Don’t tell me you don’t even know how to pour a cup of tea. Is that the cause of your confusion?” He set the paper down, already leaning forwards. “Here, let me instruct you. You lift the pot by placing your hand around the handle thus”—his fingers folded hers around the china—“and then you—” 
 
    Lily whipped her hand away. The pot clattered against the tabletop, and she steadied it, lips pursing as she fought the urge to glare at him. Best not to fight this battle now. She picked it up again, unencumbered by his grasp this time.  
 
    “See.” He watched her pour a thin stream of amber liquid. “It’s hardly all that difficult.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. I’m perfectly acquainted with how one pours a cup of tea.”  
 
    “But?” 
 
    Why did she feel like she was being led? “But I shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “Of course not. It’s quite beneath you, isn’t it? Such a menial task.” 
 
    The bitter liquid was still fresh enough to nearly scald her throat. There’d been a split second this morning when Lily first awoke—when she’d recalled how he’d pulled away from her last night, as though her comfort was of some concern. A split second whilst she lay there only half awake, replaying the memory in her head. She’d almost wondered if there might be something civil in him after all. Whether they might stand a chance of… 
 
    Never mind. If he wanted to lead her here, then who was she to protest? Besides, it was nothing but the truth.  
 
    “Evidently,” she said, and took another sip.  
 
    His lip curled. The wall of paper rose back up.  
 
    Lily drank her tea, its warmth awakening some of her usual confidence. She grasped a slice of bread, buttering it lightly. Eggs. That sounded good right now. Where were the eggs? 
 
    Tayo had probably eaten them all himself. Speak of entitlement. Where was the bell? Was there a bell, or had he done away with all the proper procedure that ought to be found in a respectable household? Ah, there it was, hiding behind the carafe of juice. She picked it up and shook it with some vigour.  
 
    The paper dropped again. “Must you? I was enjoying the quiet.”  
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have invited another person into your life then, should you?” 
 
    “Believe me, I wish I’d had a choice in the matter.” 
 
    Lily couldn’t help it. She barked an incredulous laugh.  
 
    For a long beat, she looked him straight in the eye. Tayo stared back, as if the situation wasn’t the slightest bit amusing. Which, admittedly, it wasn’t.  
 
    “You,” she said. This wasn’t wise, giving voice to this rumbling heat which was gathering in her chest. “What could you possibly know about having no choice?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, naturally. My entire life has been handed to me on a silver platter. I simply pick whichever dish I feel like sampling at any given moment. Sometimes, I reject them. After all, there are endless, delectable morsels on offer. I need only devour them whenever fancy strikes me. It’s all been terribly easy.” 
 
    Lily drew a deep breath through her nostrils. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” a voice cut in gently from the side. “Somebody rang the bell?”  
 
    “Yes,” Lily managed. “I would like some eggs for breakfast. Please.” 
 
    “Of course, milady.” Miles leant across the table and lifted a silver dome in the very middle, revealing a plate piled high with eggs so fresh that curls of steam were still escaping. He ladled several spoonfuls on Lily’s plate before replacing the cover. “Anything else I might assist you with?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. Thank you.” She waited until he’d left the room. “You might have told me they were there.”  
 
    “Oh?” Tayo leaned back in his chair. “Was I supposed to read your mind to know that you desired eggs? You probably expected me to serve them to you as well, didn’t you? That’s how you envisaged this working? Marriage? Just an excuse for another soul to serve you?” 
 
    Lily stabbed at her eggs. The worst of it was, he wasn’t entirely wrong. She’d dreamt that her husband would want to spoil her. And what was so terrible about that? “I don’t know what would have given you that impression.” 
 
    “Other than how you conducted yourself at our first meeting?” 
 
    “Our first meeting.” She was glaring daggers now, no longer making any attempt to suppress her ire. “You mean the one where I was informed I was to be sold like so much cattle at Covent Garden market?” 
 
    “Come, now. As if you’d have had the first objection if I’d been one of your precious lords. Or perhaps a marquess would have been more to your liking?” 
 
    “I would have had objections, as the matter stands. I’ll have you know, I had a suitor waiting in the wings. A particular one.” 
 
    “Did you? I see.” 
 
    “And then you, you had to come and—and ruin it all.” Lily brought her fork to her lips and chewed a mouthful of eggs. They tasted like dust. “What I don’t understand is why you’d profess to having little choice yourself when this union is entirely your doing. Or why you would… act as you did last night, if Father sold me for my beauty. If you were so ready to pay off his debts in exchange for me, why not—” 
 
    She was saying too much. This wasn’t wise. This was what Mother had always warned her of: her temper getting the better of her when she ought to stay quiet.    
 
    Tayo’s lips curved in clear amusement. “He told you this? That you were the prize?” 
 
    “You said it yourself. That night.” 
 
    “Did I? I must have forgotten. I had far more important things on my mind.” He paused, tapping his finger against closed lips in a rhythmical pattern. “Or did he tell you something else entirely, and you only took it to mean you were the prize? Did you misunderstand me as well?”  
 
    Lily blinked.  
 
    “Yes,” Tayo said, evidently satisfied he’d answered his own question. “That seems more likely.”  
 
    She swallowed. “He said that we had debts. That once you’d married me, you’d pay them off.” 
 
    “All very true. The mortgage on that townhouse alone…” A low whistle, followed by a shake of the head. “The very thought of it hurts me. But it’s an investment.” 
 
    “You’re confusing me. I’m either an investment or I’m not.”  
 
    “You’re not the investment, my dear. You’re mere security. The prize is in the access to a duke. In the connections. In light of those, you’re almost… immaterial, one might say. A pretty face. A wax seal on an envelope. But not much else.” 
 
    Father had said something to that effect. About Tayo being accepted. About a venture.   
 
    “How better to legitimise my place as a trusted advisor in his business dealings than by becoming family? How else to trust myself that he won’t renege on the deal we’ve struck?” 
 
    “So you… you will do business in his name?” 
 
    “Precisely. Undoubtedly, it’ll propel my fortunes to new heights, although it’s really for his benefit as well. I am much better at finding sound investments than he could ever dream to be.” A soft snort of derision. “Vastly better.” 
 
    “And so long as he grants you this influence, you’ll treat me well?” Her stomach lurched unpleasantly. “That’s why… you left last night?”  
 
    Tayo laughed. “The stories that you tell yourself. By all means, keep them. It’s not as if I’m not used to it.” He rose. “Entertaining though this little chat has been, I’ve more important things to attend to.”  
 
    “You would imply such threats, then leave…” 
 
    “Any implications or threats you may have heard”—Tayo was suddenly leaning over her, his voice a blade—“I can assure you, they’re solely dreamt up by your mind. You see, I really didn’t desire to take a wife in the first instance. My needs were very well met in that regard. It’s an unfortunate necessity of my position that I should find myself tied to you, every bit as much as it is for you. You’re a business transaction, Lily. The fine print on a contract. Nothing more. Yet here you are, conjuring up lofty tales with the sole goal of making it all about yourself. It’s not. Now we are bound together legally, you do not matter to me. Not one bit. Not even as a bargaining chip.” 
 
    The bitter sting of tears made her blink rapidly. “I see.” 
 
    “As for last night, it’s very simple. Unlike your own, my father did teach me respect. A shame that what you give, you do not necessarily get, isn’t it?” He straightened, studying her for a moment. “But then I doubt you’ve learnt that lesson yet. You don’t appear as if you’ve ever given anything away without intending to receive some recompense.” 
 
    And he swept from the room as if he hadn’t just torn her world to shreds. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Pride was a sin. Excessive pride at least. It wasn’t beautiful either. Lily knew that.  
 
    She wasn’t all that prideful, though. Was she? That’s what Tayo had implied. But surely there was a difference between knowing the value of one’s blessings and using them to the fullest effect and being conceited. However fine that line might be.  
 
    Days drifted on by without anything of note occurring. She explored her immediate surroundings, but there really wasn’t much which required her attention, even if she’d desired to focus all her efforts on her role as lady of the house. Miles, it turned out, was also in charge of running the household and did so competently. Whilst he offered her the opportunity to direct the day-to-day schedules with all the courtesy befitting a well-trained servant, it was also readily apparent that he felt satisfied with the status quo—and Lily couldn’t fault anything about his approach. There were no broken, flickering gas lamps in this home. Nothing was missing. Well, except perhaps some flowers. Naturally, the very day after she happened to mention this, bright blooms appeared in every corner. White and yellow narcissi soon vied for attention alongside burgundy hellebores which Miles advised her not to touch just to be on the safe side. Some things, he pondered, as they discussed how poisonous plants could still make such fine decorations, were best observed from a distance so they might remain beautiful.  
 
    It was the most normal conversation Lily had been in since the day of her wedding.   
 
    Tayo was curt whenever they ran into each other at breakfast, which didn’t happen often; apparently he rose at the crack of dawn. He spent as much time locked away in his study as he did away from the house, travelling all over town on business during the week. If it hadn’t been for Francis’ frequent visits, Lily might never have known when her husband was present at all. He was constantly busy. Ever industrious. Always working.  
 
    By contrast, Lily suddenly found herself locked in an idleness which was unlike the life of leisure she’d dreamt would follow her nuptials. No, this was something else entirely. Whilst the season wasn’t in full swing yet, anyone who’d returned to town early could usually find some social engagements by now to break up the monotony of their days. There ought to have been balls to prepare for, the modiste to visit to have gowns sewn and altered to her tastes, wintry walks through Hyde Park to take whenever the fogs lifted and the inclement weather wasn’t too bad. And yet, Lily hadn’t even dared to attend church, owing to her change of circumstances. For heaven’s sake, she hadn’t even dared to step out of the front door. The very thought of people’s reactions, of the questions they might ask, of the looks of pity she might receive—it sent ants crawling underneath her skin. Locking herself away without a pastime wasn’t much better, however. Was it possible to die from boredom? 
 
    In her desperation, she proposed a retreat to the countryside one morning, seeking Tayo’s consent for her absence as a good wife should. Perhaps, so she’d reasoned—in quiet, to herself—perhaps if she extended her stay in the country, she could avoid confronting the ton altogether. If her husband spent so much of his time in London, she might be of more use to him if she took over some responsibility for his second property, wherever that might be. If questioned on her absence by acquaintances, then she could easily cite such obligations, even if her role was only to become a quiet presence there. And if he wanted nothing much to do with her, then living apart might suit his impulses all the better.  
 
    Her hopes were dashed the moment that she raised the idea with Tayo. He laughed and informed her that he had no second property to retreat to, nor any intention to acquire one at present.  
 
    “An utterly foolish waste of money that would be,” he said. “What would I do out there? Sit and twiddle my thumbs all day? Pay an expensive staff to maintain crumbling buildings? The work and growth is here, right here inside this city. This is where the future is.”  
 
    Then he called Lily spoiled and abandoned her to her rapidly cooling cup of tea.  
 
    Should she return to Herefordshire instead? But then, Father hadn’t visited since the wedding. Not once. She had enquired, cautiously, if Tayo had met with him since, and received an affirmative answer. In fact, they saw each other on the regular, by the sounds of it. At her father’s townhouse. In social clubs. Around. Just never here, where he might stumble across Lily.  
 
    His absence left a bitter taste inside her mouth. Had she truly been that horrible? So disrespectful that he couldn’t face seeing his own daughter as a result? With all the choices he had made, didn’t he owe her the balm of his company to soothe their sting? He’d told her he would call on her, and yet he hadn’t. What had she done to deserve this? 
 
    No, Herefordshire was out of the question. She would have to seek permission from him to abide by etiquette, and she’d rather be cursed than be the one to take the first step. As rude and ill-mannered as she might have been, Father had disappointed her as well. After all, he was the one who’d thrust her into this gloomy isolation.  
 
    Nevertheless, she couldn’t spend the rest of her life idling within these four walls. She’d soon lose her mind. Perhaps she was making a mountain out of a molehill whenever she convinced herself to stay inside. If Father’s good name and reputation could be such a boon to her husband, despite his… impediment and lack of status; if Father was continuing to go out and about without a second thought—then perhaps the consequences to her wouldn’t be as dire as she anticipated. The season was approaching, and Lily could at least do everything in her power to prepare for it. She’d start by tending to her social calendar. Some home visits to begin with. How hard could it be?  
 
    Grace would receive her, no doubt. They’d practically grown up together. Had ever been the most intimate of friends. And since she’d married two years ago, she often returned to London earlier than most of the ton. Anything to support her husband’s political aspirations.  
 
    Yes, that was it. Lily would gather up some confidence by seeing her first, and then she’d take it from there.  
 
    Grace received her, although the butler made Lily wait on the doorstep instead of sweeping her inside with all the usual pomp and glory. For agonising moments, she shifted her weight from foot to foot, darting glances at the pavement and the square behind her, whilst repositioning her hat. She felt oddly exposed. The entire point of this visit was to be seen, but now that she stood out here, she only longed to hurry home and hide away.  
 
    Finally, the door cracked back open. Admittedly, Grace did not appear too thrilled with her presence either. “Lily,” she said, her eyes flicking from side to side. “Come in, then, if you must. Quickly.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you.” Lily stepped across the threshold and extended a gloved hand. “Did you have an enjoyable Christmas down in Cornwall?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, same as it ever was. Come, this way.”  
 
    She was already turning, heels clicking against marble floors.  
 
    Lily dropped her hand. A clear snub. Best to breathe through it. She could set this to rights. She would set this to rights.  
 
    She trailed her friend through the corridor and into the drawing room, following her invitation to settle on the ample Chesterfield. Grace looked impeccably presented as ever in a day dress which was buttoned to the neck, dark purple taffeta near blending into its black folds. Her brown tresses were pinned in place in tight ringlets. Lily had deliberately chosen a subdued colour scheme herself today, although the forest green shade of her dress still set her hair alight.   
 
    A servant floated over from the corner. “Would milady like some tea?”  
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” Grace said. “Our visitor is only passing through. We wouldn’t want to keep her.”  
 
    There was that tightness in her chest again. Lily painted a smile on her lips in spite of it. “Oh, don’t be silly, Grace, I’ve only just arrived! I would love a spot of tea. Surely there’s much for us to catch up on.” 
 
    “Yes, well.” Her friend waved the servant off. She did not speak again until he’d vanished out of earshot. “That’s part of the problem, isn’t it? In truth, I am not certain Edwin won’t have words with me for receiving you at all. He’s working hard to push his latest bill through, you see. Doesn’t need any… waves right now.”  
 
    “Waves,” Lily echoed.  
 
    “You know what I mean.” Something turned hard in her gaze when Lily failed to respond immediately. “Come, now. You can’t be this naïve. You must be aware that the news of your recent nuptials has spread.” 
 
    “Of course. It’s true. I am no longer Lily Featherstone.” She dropped a little laugh alongside a coquettish lift of her shoulders. “Who would have thought it? Snatched up right before the season. There’ll be so many disappointed souls.” 
 
    But Grace’s features remained frozen in stone. “Then you must understand why I can’t possibly receive you here again. How inappropriate it is for you to visit me in the first place.”  
 
    Exactly as she’d feared. Only much worse. Still, Lily pressed on. “I don’t. It’s not like anybody is ostracising Father.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “He—” 
 
    “He is your father. Don’t be preposterous. No one would ever turn away the Duke of Lichfield. To do so would be political suicide. Besides, he clearly has been exceedingly gracious during this terrible affair.” 
 
    “Gracious. Terrible affair. I don’t… I’m afraid I don’t take your meaning.” 
 
    She seemed to be saying words to that effect a lot these days. And that tightness in her chest—soon it would be her closest companion. The only companion she had left. 
 
    “Don’t be coy. It’s tremendously generous of him to accept this outrageous misstep of yours.” Grace dropped her voice. “A shotgun wedding. Because you’ve been caught in an… indelicate position. With someone like him, to boot. By God, Lily, you couldn’t have chosen… someone halfway acceptable, at least?” She shook her head, disapproval radiating off her in waves. No, not just disapproval. Disappointment. As though Lily had done her some personal ill by way of her transgression.   
 
    Her transgression. Her transgression? 
 
    “It really speaks to your father’s largesse that he wouldn’t simply opt for finding you an appropriate place to retire to in the countryside,” Grace continued smoothly. “Presuming that the worst might come to pass. That instead he’s chosen to accept that man as his son-in-law. I suppose it also speaks to your husband’s”—her nose wrinkled—“well, I wouldn’t exactly call it morals. But I suppose at least he’s tried to do the right thing by you as well. In a fashion.”  
 
    For long seconds, Lily’s lips did not seem to want to move. “I didn’t—” she managed finally, “—that’s not—that isn’t how it happened.”  
 
    “Whatever were you thinking, Lily?” 
 
    “It didn’t happen that way!”  
 
    She hadn’t meant to shout. She hadn’t. But from the way the servants’ heads whipped towards them from the far end of the room, it was self-evident she had.  
 
    Grace pursed her lips. “Keep a hold of yourself. I understand you’re not delighted with the consequences of your actions—” 
 
    “—but it didn’t happen like that,” Lily whispered again, as fervently as she could.  
 
    “Well. Be that as it may, the damage is done. Perhaps in time the scandal will blow over and people won’t pay as much attention to all this. It will become old news. Turn into one of those curiosities everyone accepts. The loose woman married to the—” She cleared her throat. “But as of now, you understand, it really is at the heart of every conversation in respectable circles. I’ve already had some letters trying to ascertain if I have further information because people consider us so closely acquainted with one another. That will only get worse as the season starts in earnest. I cannot risk being associated with you any further.” 
 
    “Why won’t you believe me?” 
 
    “Why in God’s name would I, Lily? What other reason could the Duke of Lichfield have to welcome someone like that into his family?” 
 
    Lily opened her mouth. Then shut it again. Even if she revealed the truth—was there the slightest chance that she’d be heard? Grace’s mind seemed made up. Her resolve firm. It was as if she stood before a battlement.  
 
    “Besides,” Grace continued, “it’s always been so apparent.”  
 
    “What has?” 
 
    “That you’ve enjoyed male attention in a manner which was never proper in the first place. Unbecoming of a lady. You’ve had your pick of suitors since the day you made your debut. They were all over you whilst average girls like myself were languishing in the corner, watching you cavort. Yet you kept stringing them along from season to season. I know I’ve never spoken of this plainly before because it’s not becoming, but now your true nature is out in the open, I suppose it makes little difference. It always bothered me, how much of a thrill you got from them chasing you. All a bit tasteless, especially in light of your… circumstances.” Her gaze turned speculative. “He must have been very charming, very good with his words then, to reel you in, seeing how practised you were at brushing them off. Tell me, did he beat you at your own game? Or perhaps he was very good with something else?” 
 
    Lily stumbled into standing, her legs suddenly made entirely of liquid. “I’d better take my leave.” 
 
    “Yes.” Grace rose with perfect poise. “I think that’s for the best.” 
 
    She escorted Lily to the door, as if everything was exactly as it should be. As if the floor wasn’t tilting beneath her feet. Was this the same girl she had giggled with, who she had paraded and posed in front of, modelling her latest gorgeous gown? Who had always been her first port of call to regale with tales of the most recent suitor, the love letters which she’d read out with great glee? How could this be the same woman, this cold creature who now watched her step across the threshold as if she was delighted to be rid of her? 
 
    As if she’d always secretly longed to be rid of her.  
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Lily said, one final, fervent plea. “I wish you’d listen. That’s not what happened. I’m completely innocent.” 
 
    She didn’t recognise her own voice. It sounded far too small. Not proud at all. 
 
    For a split second, something seemed to wash through Grace’s features. The flicker of a doubt cracking some certainty apart, perhaps.  
 
    Then the door slammed shut.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    She burst into her husband’s study without heeding Miles’ gentle suggestions that now might not be the best time, that Tayo was busy working. Did it even matter? Was there ever a time Tayo wasn’t working, plotting, scheming to get ahead in some way?   
 
    He’d given her the cold shoulder so many times. Ignored her, passed her by in the corridor as though she was invisible, treated her like she was nothing. Not now. Not any longer. She wouldn’t take this indignity. She couldn’t take this lying down.  
 
    Hah. Lying down.  
 
    She strode up to his desk and slammed her hands against the wood with full force. “Did you know about this? About what they’re saying about me?” 
 
    Tayo barely even looked up from whatever paper he was studying. At his side, however, Francis did. He appeared every bit as startled and concerned as Tayo… didn’t.   
 
    It only made Lily’s blood boil hotter. “Answer me, goddamn it!” 
 
    “It’s customary,” Tayo said, calmly reaching for another sheet of parchment, “to knock before one enters a room. Then, generally, one says hello.” He raised his gaze. “It’s considered a mark of respect. In polite society at large, but especially towards one’s husband.” 
 
    “How dare you.” She swept a pile of papers off the desk, her hands trembling with the intensity of her rage. “How dare you speak to me of respect after what you’ve done to me?” 
 
    Francis cleared his throat. “I’ll make myself scarce.” 
 
    “No need, Francis,” Tayo said. “You know I’ve no secrets from you.” 
 
    “And you know I’ve no desire to be embroiled in your theatrics, Tayo,” Francis said, already halfway towards the door. 
 
    “My wife’s theatrics, you mean,” Tayo called after him.  
 
    Was that an eyeroll by way of answer? It was too quick for Lily to catch before the other man slipped out of the room. Never mind.  
 
    “My theatrics? Hah.” She leaned towards Tayo across the table. “I’m not the one going around telling stories.” 
 
    He propped his chin up on one hand with an air of boredom. “And I am?” 
 
    “Someone must be!”  
 
    “Last that I checked, I was too busy working to spend time on such frivolities. But go on, then. Tell me this riveting tale you’ve caught wind of. Enlighten me precisely as to what’s upset you, my dearest wife. I see it’s causing much distress indeed.” 
 
    She wanted to strangle him. “I just returned from paying a visit to my closest friend, and she insinuated…” Lily bit her lip, chest heaving. “No, not insinuated, but stated outright, in fact, almost with delight—” 
 
    “—yes?” 
 
    “—that there are rumours making the rounds that we married solely because we were found in a compromising position together. That you disgraced me prior to our wedding.” 
 
    “Did she? That’s really quite amusing, given the actual state of affairs.”  
 
    “It’s not amusing in the least! I’m being ostracised because of it. Cut off from all society.” 
 
    “Because of me? Or because of your newfound status as a harlot?” 
 
    “Both, obviously! And don’t call me that!” 
 
    Tayo leaned back and crossed his arms at a leisurely pace, a broad smile lighting up his face. God, Lily hated him. She hated him so much.  
 
    “Har-lot?” He stretched the syllables with evident pleasure. “I don’t know, I’ve always liked the word. My wife, the harlot. I suppose it makes sense. You must be deeply deficient in some way to have ended up with me, hmm? Even more deficient to have ended up here willingly.”  
 
    “You think that this is entertaining?” 
 
    “Oh yes. It’s utterly delightful. The way you tear even one your own apart, when it suits your flimsy excuses for morals?” He shook his head. “For Queen and country. God save you all.”  
 
    If Lily had been trembling earlier, then now she was shaking. “There’s nothing comical about this situation. She won’t receive me again. I’m being shunned because of a lie. By my best friend.” 
 
    Tayo laughed. “Then she’s not much of a friend, is she? Let alone your best. But I suppose we gain the friends who match what we put out into the world. If the thread’s frail, it will snap easily. Perhaps she didn’t have much cause to be your friend to start with.”  
 
    Something about that stung. Like it pierced her much deeper than the anger. “So you knew about this, then? You helped to spread this nonsense? Was this… all part of your deal with Father?”  
 
    “I hardly could have been the one to spread it,” Tayo said. “Who’d put much stock in anything I said? But, yes. I knew this was the narrative he intended to push if the question ever arose of how we had become acquainted. I’m afraid your father came up with it all by himself, though, my sweetness. It’s a compelling story, isn’t it? And certainly one which only aids my reputation.”  
 
    “Only aids your reputation? That you’d be labelled a seducer of unmarried maidens? A rake as well as…” 
 
    “…yes?” he stretched the sound out, tilting his head. Like he was waiting.  
 
    She let that drop. “A seducer. A man lacking utterly in morals. You see that as an improvement on your current station?” 
 
    “I see it as a tactical asset. That I should be viewed as a man who was so overcome by the charms of a beautiful woman that he couldn’t help himself. Trust me, Lily, there are far more men out there in this world who’ll understand that than you comprehend. To them, it’ll only serve to make me human. More… relatable, shall we say. To the other ones, well, they’ll merely think me weak. Either way, they will dismiss my influence more readily. Which works to my advantage, for now.” 
 
    He stood and walked around the desk, coming to a stop mere inches from her.    
 
    “Shame it’s only a fiction and that you’re not compelling in the least. My wife, the harlot. It has a nice ring to it. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Lily glared up at him. “A shame that you possess none of the seductive qualities my friend ascribed to you so she could justify how I’d been led astray.” Her eyes stung. “I mean, whyever would I have done such a thing with you? Willingly?” 
 
    He was suddenly remarkably close to her. His hand rested on her jawline, his thumb digging into the divot on her chin. Almost like on the day of their wedding. “Yes,” he echoed. “Whyever would you have?” 
 
    Lily swallowed.  
 
    “Whatever you may think, I assure you, it’s your loss. Thus far I’ve not had many complaints. Rather the opposite, in fact.” 
 
    She could smell the vetiver in his cologne again. Make out the darker marks of two tiny moles on his right temple. The faint warmth of his breath gusted across her skin. Her pulse thrummed inside her wrist, hot with rage. 
 
    Definitely with rage. 
 
    “One more thing,” Tayo continued. “Don’t ever presume to invade my space like this again. You’re lucky I’ve remained so calm, but don’t mistake me. I’ve half a mind to spank you for your insolence.”  
 
    “But you would never do such a horrid thing, of course,” she said, lacing her words with sarcasm to cover up the way her stomach flipped. “Because you are a man of morals.” 
 
    “Of course. But every human being has its limits. Don’t we?” And he released Lily, pushing her away and striding past her to pull open the door and lean out into the corridor. “Francis, come back. We’re done here.” 
 
    Francis looked eminently doubtful when he reappeared, taking in Lily where she stood frozen in place, still working hard to keep her breaths even. “Are you quite certain?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Tayo said. “I’m certain. My wife was only just leaving. Weren’t you, Lily dearest?” 
 
    Lily lifted her chin. “If you do say so, my lord and protector.” 
 
    Tayo’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t test my patience.” 
 
    Or what? she wanted to ask. Except she already had her answer, didn’t she? His threat still hung between them, palpable and dense in the air. Why did it feel as if she wanted to keep pushing in spite of that? What on earth was wrong with her? She was losing her mind, locked up inside this house with nowhere to go. 
 
    And yet, she hadn’t felt this alive since the whole affair had started. Like arguing with him had lit her up inside.  
 
    “Next time, you knock,” Tayo said. “Understood?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I understand.” 
 
    She hated him so much. If anyone was prideful here, then surely it was him. How dare he speak about whatever filth he’d done with other women as if it were some kind of accomplishment, then act as if he still possessed the moral high ground? Playing all these games with Father without her even knowing about them until much later. Like she was a mere chess piece on a board, to be moved about at their whim. 
 
    Whatever they might say about her, whatever embellishments people were adding to the rumour to paint it in vivid colours and satisfy their overactive imagination—at least she knew those stories were fabrications. She wasn’t anything like him. She’d never be like him.  
 
    Lengthening her spine, she nodded at Francis in passing. At least he was still treating her with some modicum of respect. Surely that was worthy of some acknowledgement. Because she wasn’t defined by her pride, whatever Tayo might imply. She was defined by her innocence. By her fine breeding. By her manners and delicate composure. As any woman of worth ought to be.  
 
    And perhaps Francis, unlike her husband, had the capacity to see that. 
 
    “—really being very harsh with her,” she thought she heard him say as she stepped past the threshold and into the corridor. “…a lot to adjust to.” 
 
    …or perhaps the man simply pitied her. By God, how much of the sorry tale had he heard through the door? Would the humiliations never cease?  
 
    She wouldn’t let it get on top of her. She was better than this. Much better.  
 
    And indubitably better than Tayo. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The humiliations did not cease. In fact, they became worse. Much worse indeed.  
 
    Another week passed by. During that time, Lily did little of significance, each day blending into the next like the murky grey of the river Thames blended into the clouds on an overcast day. She exchanged the odd barbed comment with Tayo at breakfast; trivial, empty remarks about passing the butter and the rustling of the paper. Whenever they found themselves in the same space, Lily made a point of ringing the bell for the servants loudly and repeatedly. He could hardly punish her for something so commonplace, now could he? A thoroughly petty act, naturally, but her heart thrilled at whatever small inconvenience she could bring to his life. 
 
    The claustrophobic nature of the townhouse eventually drove her to take some exercise, but promenading along the Serpentine in Hyde Park was nothing like it had been in the days before she’d become a married woman. Curious eyes rested on her every step of the way, and clouds of whispers floated close behind her and Fanny as they strolled past the manicured flower beds, which were bursting with all the colours of spring. Lily tried to not pay them any heed, tried to dismiss the looks of judgement, to hold her head high as if she didn’t have a care in the world, but they seemed to seep beneath her petticoat and crawl their way up her body, wrapping more tightly around her ribs than her corset. The more she pretended she couldn’t hear them, the more they stole her breath away. 
 
    That night, they pursued her in her dreams: dull, distorted echoes hard on her heels as she stumbled through mazelike corridors. They followed her into the darkest corners, mocking, taunting, laughing whilst she tore at doors and ripped them open, only to find another empty passageway ahead. However fast she ran, she couldn’t shake them off.  
 
    She woke to wet cheeks and a pillow soaked in tears.  
 
    She couldn’t bear this. Better to stay cooped up inside and take her exercise in the courtyard. At least there, only the servants were watching Lily. The trees and hedges were beginning their annual transition into bloom, so she wasn’t left entirely without beauty.  
 
    She tried to find some comfort in that, but like the sparkling jewel on her finger, the glimmer of dewdrops on petals felt empty. Hollow.  
 
    And then, one bright and blue-skyed morning, Father came. He arrived without so much as a telegram to announce him, marching into the first-floor drawing room where Lily sat at the piano. She’d only just convinced herself to practise some sheet music for want of anything better to do. Not that there seemed to be much of a point to it, with no one around to hear her play. 
 
    And there he was. Unexpected and certainly without an invitation. 
 
    Her heart sank at the sight of him.  
 
    “Father,” she said cooly. “How good of you to finally pay me a visit. You have been well?” 
 
    The Duke of Lichfield shook his head. An odd tension rolled off him in waves. It left Lily’s skin prickling in turn. He stuck his head out of the drawing room door, peered down the corridor and listened for a moment, then pulled it shut behind him.  
 
    Lily folded her hands together, folded her composure around herself. She wouldn’t leave herself exposed this time. Wouldn’t show him how much she cared about everything he’d done. Not when she knew it hardly mattered to him. “May I help you in some way?” 
 
    “You had one task.” His voice dropped low as he approached her. “One task, Lily.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Her father huffed a breath. “This is uncomfortable to say the least, having to pay you this visit. But I’ve no other option. Your duty, Lily. You may help me by doing your duty. I’ve never asked a thing of you except for this. To become this man’s wife.”  
 
    “And so I did.” Lily frowned. “I do not understand. You’ve all you’ve wanted now. You should be happy.” 
 
    “Don’t play pretend.” He shook his head. “There are rumours, Lily.” 
 
    She straightened, swallowing forcefully against the lump of anger in her throat. “Oh yes. I’ve meant to thank you for those. Was it not enough to sell me off? You needed to destroy my reputation, too, whilst you were at it?” 
 
    “Not those rumours. But yes, my dear, since you are asking—that was quite necessary, indeed. Except now it’s beginning to look like all my careful planning was for naught. You couldn’t simply play along for once, could you? Even when it’s entirely in your interests?”  
 
    Her patience was fraying thin. “You aren’t making sense. Nothing here is in my interests, Father. It hasn’t been since the day you introduced me to that man. My life’s a wretched—” 
 
    “They say this marriage is a sham.” 
 
    Lily laughed. “Well, it is nice to know the truth persists in spite of all your better efforts.” 
 
    “So you admit it, then? That you’ve not consummated it? The marriage?” 
 
    The question knocked the wind out of her. “I—I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    “I hardly see how that is any of your business. Or anybody else’s. What does it matter?” She rose from the piano bench, retreating several paces. Space, she needed space. Despite her best efforts, her breaths were speeding. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, asking me such a thing. Where’s your sense of decorum?” 
 
    “Decorum, decorum! It matters because it casts doubt on the story which I so carefully devised. It was so perfect, too.”  
 
    “Well, perhaps you ought not to tell tall tales then. It appears that such a strategy backfires.” 
 
    “What other option did I have?” Her father laughed. “You think that this was merely about some specific tidy sum which needed to be paid off? That once I handed you over, all would be done? It’s far more complex than that, Lily.” 
 
    “Complex how?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Explain it, then! You ask me horrid things beyond any reasonable bounds of decency, and yet you won’t explain a single thing.” 
 
    She could see his teeth grinding. The tight set of his jaw. He dropped his head, rubbing at the bridge of his nose before meeting her gaze again. “This is about the business ventures I’m involved in. They’re numerous, my dear. This is about the boards of companies I own. About the men there who would instantly have lost all trust and given up their investments in the business if the truth about our financial situation had come to light. Paying out all those shares at once means further debt. Means bankruptcy.” 
 
    “But Tayo—” 
 
    “—paid off a significant portion of said debt, yes. He bought me time. But in exchange he wanted influence, you see. Influence over those same companies. Enough of a stake to buy him a seat at the table. The greatest irony of the matter is, him being there is such a weight off my shoulders. He’s got far more of a head for the minutiae of the business than I ever did. I’m meant to debate laws, Lily. Make decisions on what’s truly important. Not dirty my hands with… numbers. And in time, I hope the shareholders will see that, too, that he can be an asset to us all. But they’re obviously reluctant, given his background. Suspicious of his motives. They’d have rebelled if I had simply introduced him as a new business partner. And we’d have been in precisely the position I needed to avoid. Loss of trust. Most of them abandoning ship.” 
 
    Had he always been this calculating? Had she ever seen this side of him before? “I still don’t understand what any of this has to do with me.” 
 
    “Everything! Don’t you see? If Tayo’s introduced as a mere coincidence, because of your actions instead of mine, then his presence becomes far more tolerable. The way I’m viewed changes completely. I’m simply accepting the situation. Taking him under my wing. As any decent father would.” 
 
    Unbelievable. And yet, that’s what Grace had said, too. How gracious Father had been. That it spoke of his honourable nature, of his largesse. Of his trustworthiness.  
 
    “But that’s contingent on the story standing. And now instead the rumour’s circulating that this marriage is a sham. That you and your dearest husband haven’t so much as touched. Which presents a problem. For all of us.” 
 
    A shiver raised the hairs upon her neck. “How would they even know?”  
 
    Grace. It had to be. Lily had left a seed of doubt behind and it had grown, then spread like dandelions in the wind. This was Lily’s own doing.  
 
    Her father shrugged. “You only need a single man who wants to cast doubt on something. Beyond that, the walls have eyes and ears. A loyal servant’s hard to find and everyone—everyone, Lily—has a price. So, you see, as uncomfortable as this conversation truly is, I must request you do your duty so we may nip this rumour in the bud once and for all. For everyone’s sake.” 
 
    “As any decent father would,” Lily muttered. “You are disgusting.” 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic. It’s not as if I’m asking for anything out of the ordinary. Your mother didn’t want to marry me either.”  
 
    And yet, he’d always said he loved her. But Lily knew now how it felt to be given away to someone who one’s heart did not desire. It didn’t feel much like love to her. Not like the love she’d always longed for in her dreams. How then could both be true? Who was this man? She’d thought she knew him, distant though he’d been. He’d still always remained… her father.   
 
    “I think,” she said, turning away towards the window, “I’d quite like you to leave now.”  
 
    “Lily.”  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “Lily. Listen. The walls have eyes and ears. The servants talk. You know this, everyone does. It’s in your interests, too, to help us not disturb this balance.”  
 
    “Why? What does it matter to me now if you go bankrupt?”  
 
    “You’d see your own father starve in the gutter?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily hissed, pure spite pushing the word past clenched teeth. And still, for some strange reason, her heart ached at the notion. Perhaps it shouldn’t. She should despise him for the things he’d done. For how he’d used her. Was still using her.  
 
    “Well.” He had the nerve to sound hurt, the bastard. “Be that as it may… The debts were significant. Tayo’s not paid them off entirely, if you must know the whole truth. He’s merely tied himself into an agreement on my behalf. So if these businesses go under, I’m not the only one who’ll be in dire straits financially.” 
 
    Of course not. It couldn’t be that simple.   
 
    “You think you’re suffering? You think your life is hard? Just wait until you’re forced to move out to the slums with him. You think your husband will grant you the same forbearance he’s offering you at present if your circumstances change? Let you do with your days as you please when you can no longer afford any servants? Do you truly want to discover what it’s like not to have enough food to last the week? Can you possibly imagine? I know I can’t. And I know that I don’t want to. And that, my Lily, was why I struck this bargain in the first place. For the both of us. To protect us. To protect you. My only daughter. And you are being spiteful, whilst I have always had your best interests at heart.”  
 
    “Please leave.”  
 
    “Think about it, Lily. The walls have ears. The servants clean your sheets. It really isn’t so difficult a task. Use your gifts. Do your duty. With any luck, you’ll even get a child out of the arrangement. And that’s all any woman ever wants, isn’t it?”  
 
    He sounded bitter now. Far more bitter than Lily had ever heard him.  
 
    She kept staring out of the window. Clutched the curtain tightly in one hand. It seemed her only anchor now, everything else in her field of vision fast receding, growing blurred and distant.  
 
    The door fell shut behind him with a resounding thump.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Lily tried to block the visit out, to push it from her mind. But it kept niggling at the edges of her awareness, kept tugging her away from any of the books she settled down with on the patio over the following days.  
 
    What if Father was correct? Distasteful as his visit had been, a part of Lily couldn’t argue with the facts. Tayo held no love for her in his heart. He’d openly admitted as much. She was a stepping stone to greater things.  
 
    And what if those things failed to materialise because of what she’d done, because she’d failed to heed her father’s warning? What if she ruined Tayo’s goal to rise from the dirt he’d so evidently come from and pulled him right back down to the ground with her instead? How would he treat her then? How would she learn it all—to run a household with no help whatsoever? To become a commoner? 
 
    She’d no desire to find out.  
 
    She watched him over breakfast, face angled away from her as he concentrated on the paper. There was something familiar about his features now, even whilst he remained a stranger: some imprint left behind inside of her, simply by virtue of having spent so many hours in each other’s presence. The way she knew with certainty that his lip would curl in distaste at least once whilst he perused the morning news, for example. That she’d grown used to the sound of the broadsheet snapping back open whenever he turned a page.  
 
    It was so very far from love. But there was nothing for it. She needed to grow up. Accept the inevitable. Or accept worse yet to come.  
 
    She watched the sway of the pink magnolia tree beyond the glass doors to the garden for a good while before she could bring herself to speak. It had flowered early this year.  
 
    “We ought to consummate this marriage.”  
 
    “Oh?” Tayo glanced across. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily said, bidding her voice be firm. “At the earliest opportunity.”  
 
    “That’s quite the ardent seduction.” 
 
    “It’s not intended to be ardent. It’s like you said before. A business transaction.” 
 
    Tayo set the paper to the side, regarding her, his face impassive. “And what’s prompted you to initiate such negotiations?” 
 
    Lily shrugged. Best not to reveal too much. “It seemed sensible, that’s all. Time for me to accept the reality I’ve put off facing thus far.”  
 
    His forehead wrinkled. “To what end, precisely?” 
 
    Why wouldn’t he stop asking questions? “To ensure this union is legitimate. To know that I have done my duty by God’s laws and by men’s.” 
 
    “You’re hardly pious. I haven’t seen you attend church a single time since you’ve come to live with me.” 
 
    “Neither have you.” 
 
    “That’s because I don’t pray to your god.” 
 
    Her ire was rising already. “You know full well that I can’t attend services nowadays because I’m shunned by society.” 
 
    “Your god would refuse you entrance to his halls of refuge at your time of need?” 
 
    “No one would refuse me entrance. But everyone would stare at me for sins we both know I did not commit.” 
 
    Tayo picked the paper back up. “Well, then you need not concern yourself with God’s judgement, seeing how you’re blameless. Or with men’s, as it appears a little late for that.”  
 
    Lily opened her mouth. Then shut it again.  
 
    Several long moments passed before Tayo set the paper down again, this time with an extra flourish. “Never mind. I’m biting.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I confess, I’m much too curious to let this go. Where did this come from? Why the sudden concern with the legitimacy of this marriage? Not two weeks ago you were enraged that anyone should think we’d ever been intimately acquainted. Clearly, that has not changed.”  
 
    Doubt crept up her spine, mingling with the irritation. “God only knows,” she muttered. “I can’t believe I’m trying to convince you of this.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Tayo said. “It’s hardly in your interests, is it? And let’s be truthful—you don’t do anything that isn’t driven by self-interest.” 
 
    “As if you’re any better,” she snapped.  
 
    Besides, if that were true, then surely she’d have revealed the why already. And yet, she hadn’t. It would have been the simplest matter in the world, to speak of Father’s visit, to lay out his concerns in a straightforward, logical manner. But for some reason, Lily couldn’t seem to bring herself to do so. Almost as if some part of her were shielding him from Tayo’s judgement. Trying to hide the fact that their conversation had ever happened.  
 
    It had just been so distasteful. So shameful. And still, he always remained her father.      
 
    “Lily. Answer my question.” 
 
    “I told you. It is my Christian duty—” 
 
    “And I don’t believe a word of that. If your foremost concern was to obey your duties in that arena, you’d happily attend your church, no matter what anybody else thought. You’d be willing to bear some uncomfortable glances along the way. Particularly as you know the reasoning behind them to be untrue.”  
 
    “I’ve thought it through, that’s all,” she hastened to say. “I’ve had so much time on my hands lately. Don’t you ever worry, what it might mean if people were to look at us and wonder at how queer a union we are? Whether it’s all a story?”  
 
    “Whether what’s a story?” 
 
    “How we met. Why we married. I mean, what would happen if somebody suspected… the truth behind the rumours? I worry for it so. That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s quite a leap to take from worrying that they’ll believe the rumours to be fact. Tell me, what might it mean? What do you think might happen?” 
 
    She shrugged. “They might begin to question your position, too. Cast doubt on your right to be here.” 
 
    “Nothing new there, then.” 
 
    The frail thread of her patience tore apart. “Why aren’t you taking this seriously? We might lose everything!” 
 
    “But see, why would you think that?” Tayo was frowning again, studying her as if she was a puzzle he’d not quite solved yet. “You haven’t so much as peeked beyond the limits of your own horizon since this began. You’re too self-centred for that. And all you know of my… position is that I’m well-placed to keep you in the luxury you’re used to. That you have everything you’re accustomed to. More, in fact. That your father sold you precisely for that reas—ah. I see.” He folded his hands, steepling his index fingers and pressing them to the bow of his lip. “Your father put you up to this. It makes sense now. This reeks of him. All over.” 
 
    Lily turned her head away. Why on earth was she ashamed? 
 
    “When did he visit?” 
 
    “Three days ago.” 
 
    “He ought not to have done that. It isn’t any of his business, what I do with you when we’re alone.” 
 
    “Of course not.” She huffed a laugh. “I belong to you now, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tayo said. “You do.”  
 
    It should have riled her, hearing him say that. How matter-of-fact he sounded about it. Yet, when her gaze swept back to him, something in his eyes sent goosebumps prickling up her arms instead. It was an uncomfortable feeling, a subtler version of that surge she’d felt during their confrontation in his study. Thick like the kind of fog you couldn’t cut with a knife. 
 
    “To answer your question, yes, I assessed the risks. I’m well aware this was a gamble. And I am comfortable with it.”  
 
    “Father didn’t sound nearly as confident.”  
 
    “That’s why he lost such a fortune gambling. Incredibly poor at assessing risk, that man. Men who are weak and fearful often veer wildly between risking nothing whatsoever and then risking everything at once.” 
 
    Wait. Had he said… “Gambling.” 
 
    “Yes. He didn’t tell you about that part, did he? Or what that would have meant for his reputation if it had been revealed? No, he would prefer to keep that quiet, I’ve no doubt. Too shameful by far.”  
 
    This was getting worse by the minute.  
 
    “When he offered you up of his own accord, that’s when I understood I had far more of an opportunity than I’d dreamt of initially. When I grasped how cowardly he was. No other man would think to sell his daughter to someone they deemed unsuitable to cover up their own sins. You speak of duties… well. He had one responsibility as your father—to find you a good match.” 
 
    Why was he telling her this? “I had a match,” Lily said tonelessly, fingering her napkin.  
 
    “So you said. And he’d arranged that?” 
 
    “No. I did.”   
 
    “Because he could not be bothered to become involved until he found himself in dire straits.” 
 
    “Because he understood I sought to marry for love! And he respected that.” 
 
    Tayo chuckled, chin dipping into his chest. “Oh, Lily. You are such a child.” 
 
    Her hands curled into fists. Why did he have to be so smug? 
 
    “The irony of course,” Tayo continued, pouring himself another cup of tea, the smugness not abating in the least, “is that he did find you a good match. The very best, in fact.” 
 
    “Really? A man so overconfident he’d lead me into certain ruin?” 
 
    “Cease being so dramatic. Whatever fears your father’s filled your head with, I assure you, they’re exaggerated. I’ve got this quite in hand. And as I said, what I do or do not do with you when we’re alone is nobody’s business but my own. You are my wife. Not theirs.” 
 
    There was something almost comforting about his words. About how little he appeared to care about what the rest of the world thought. Or perhaps they would have been comforting if he wasn’t being such a bastard.  
 
    “Unless, of course”—and he reached across the table, his fingers trailing along the inside of her arm, skimming a path from elbow to wrist—“you’ve changed your mind and you desire me to share your bed?” 
 
    Lily snatched her arm back quickly.  
 
    “I thought as much.” Taking a final sip of tea, Tayo rose. “Quit worrying. It serves no purpose but to drive you mad.” 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She tried to quit worrying. Again. She couldn’t.  
 
    Tayo had sounded so very confident, but what did Tayo truly know? He called Lily a child as if he knew it all, but he was the one who was new to this life. New to the upper echelons of society. However he’d arrived here, wherever he had laid the foundations for his fortune, surely he’d started off somewhere far baser. Far less complicated. Somewhere where the rules were different.  
 
    Lily knew in her heart of hearts that rumours mattered. They drove everything around these parts. They were the lifeblood of each ball. And true, Lily had never sat inside the drawing rooms where men smoked their cigars and played games of politics, but surely it could not be all that different. Father would not be worrying for no reason. He’d been born into this life, just like Lily, had lived in it far longer than she could imagine, being barely twenty years of age herself. This was his world, above all, and he understood only too well how it operated. The true weight of scandal. How vital being well-regarded was to one’s station.  
 
    How could someone like Tayo possibly grasp that? 
 
    She went over it endlessly and without pause, her mind caught in a loop. Everything Father had told her. How frail his esteem in others’ eyes might be. How quickly the house of cards might collapse.  
 
    Then again, he was a duke. That still meant something, even if Lily remembered many occasions of Father complaining that the world was changing far too fast, that titles no longer held the same significance that they once did. But still. Perhaps Tayo did have a point. 
 
    Two men, gambling. Which one was miscalculating?  
 
    Some time into her deliberations—Fanny was brushing out her hair after a bath—another realisation hit her like a punch straight to the stomach. Remarkable, really, that it had taken her so long to make the connection. Fanny knew. She knew Lily had gone to Tayo without experience, without knowledge of the facts. 
 
    She’d sounded surprised, too, on the night, as if she’d not expected Lily to ask. Was that because Father had already tied her up in his fabricated tales of indiscretions prior to the wedding? Or had Fanny simply been amazed that Mother had failed to teach her anything, like Lily had assumed? 
 
    There was no way to know. Nevertheless, Father must be aware that theirs was not a relationship built on closeness. Lily had complained so often of Fanny’s uselessness.  
 
    What if someone had got to Fanny? Had Father thought of that? What if she was the source of the newest rumours, instead of Grace? And if both Fanny and Grace were such likely culprits, if Father had withheld so much, what did that say about who Lily could truly trust at this stage? About what she had left inside this world? 
 
    Perhaps it didn’t even matter. Perhaps the speculations would all pass in time if Lily exercised some patience, like Tayo said. She longed for nothing more than to close her eyes and forget.  
 
    And yet. Her mind spun, full of dizziness.  
 
    “Is everything all right, milady?” Fanny asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Lily said, trying to shake off the paranoia. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Why hadn’t Father bothered to give her more information? This entire mess—it might have been prevented if he’d trusted Lily. If he’d treated her like she might understand. He’d had so many chances, in that week leading up to Lily’s nuptials. Each time she’d burst into his study begging him to reconsider, lost in wild fits of rage. He’d thrown her out, when he could have sat her down instead and spoken to her like an adult, convinced her to play along in his charade. If only he’d explained it properly, then she’d have understood.  
 
    How short-sighted of him.  
 
    He’d probably assumed it wasn’t necessary. That Tayo would simply take what was his due.   
 
    Or perhaps he hadn’t thought of her at all. 
 
    Two men, gambling, miscalculating, and Lily caught in the middle. She’d been so determined to avoid the fate of sharing Tayo’s bed, and yet with every passing moment, it seemed less dreadful. More like it might grant her a tiny shred of agency. Some control. The only choice in this entire mess which she had left. 
 
    She could not take back what she’d revealed to Fanny, nor the protest she had raised with Grace before she’d comprehended what the cost might be. But she could paint a picture of a marriage which was real. Could make it real, if that was what society required.  
 
    It shouldn’t be that difficult. She’d looked at this the wrong way all along. This morning she’d approached Tayo from a place of weakness, of fear, when she had months—no, years—of men following in her tracks to prove her worth. He called her conceited when she was simply observant. Desperate for a smile, they’d been, let alone for a touch. Tayo’s indifference had been so out of the ordinary, so unprecedented, that she’d let it throw her.   
 
    She ought to have seduced him instead. How hard could it possibly be? After all, he was still a man.  
 
    You’ll soon get used to it, Fanny had said.  
 
    And Lily needed to believe it. Because the truth of the matter was, she couldn’t possibly get used to losing everything which still remained within her grasp. The fine foods and the hot water in the bath and the soft sheets; that moment in the twilight where, in the space between dreaming and waking, there was still some comfort to be found. Those hours when she succeeded at losing herself in books, the sugar of the written word sweetening the loneliness of her new reality.  
 
    She couldn’t risk losing them, too. She had to keep them.  
 
    Father had already gambled her away. She couldn’t allow Tayo to follow suit.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    She waited until night had fallen, cloaking the house beneath thick blankets of darkness. Not that there was any need to hide her visit, but neither did Lily seek to announce it. Not yet. Not until she had Tayo on her side. Stupid, really, that she had missed her chance when he’d touched her at the breakfast table and invited something more. She should have jumped at the opportunity. But she’d been lost in her emotions then, and it was reason pushing her towards this, whilst instinct still held her back.  
 
    She dressed in the nightshirt she’d worn on her wedding night, the flimsy, lacy fabric fluttering across her skin as she tiptoed through the pitch-black corridor. She’d brushed her hair out one last time and pinched her cheeks and lips to a flush which matched her bright red curls, trying not to laugh at herself all the while. As if Tayo would notice, in the dark. But then again, you never knew. Any advantage that she could give herself… 
 
    Men always loved her hair. It was too striking not to sing temptation. 
 
    His room was at the far end of the house, sharing the same floor as Lily’s boudoir, but facing the front, whereas her room looked out onto the back. Perfectly appointed for the husband who sought to maintain his privacy and yet desired to keep his wife nearby for regular visitations.  
 
    The irony was not lost on Lily.   
 
    Her heart beat a rapid tattoo against her ribcage as her fingers coaxed the handle downwards and the door crept open. For a brief moment, she feared that she might be too early, that Tayo might still be locked away inside his study on the ground floor, as was so often the case. Thankfully, she was mistaken. This room caught moonlight better than her own, and with the curtains open, a silver spill illuminated a section of the floor. It climbed onto the bed at a jagged angle before landing right on Tayo where he rested, fast asleep. 
 
    Lily almost turned on her heel. But no. She couldn’t. She needed to secure her future. Whatever nervousness she felt—this mattered more.  
 
    Latching the door shut as quietly as she could manage, she sidled past a set of drums in the corner to her left, then past the wardrobe, and then she was right there, right beside his bed. Her fingers, cursed traitors that they were, vibrated with a fine tremor as she lifted the covers and slipped beneath them, settling on her side. Tayo stirred ever so slightly at the movement, and Lily’s breath caught in her throat. Then, just as quickly, he fell still again.  
 
    He’d wake up soon enough. She could allow herself a moment to acclimatise. To grow used to the notion.  
 
    Tayo lay spread out on his back, one arm flung above his head, the other at his side. The sheets pooled around his waist, revealing the flat planes of his bare chest. He looked much younger in his sleep. Not that he appeared that old in daylight, although Lily found it damnably difficult to guess at his age. No, this was different. Like the harshness had been stripped from the corners of his mouth by the sweetness of his dreams. As though there might be a whole other person beneath the barbed comments and cool disregard; a man as naked in spirit as he was in the flesh.  
 
    Was he completely unclothed? That should simplify matters. Not that it made her heart beat any less intensely. Nor her palms less clammy.  
 
    Truth was, she hadn’t encountered many men in states of undress which matched Tayo’s present condition. She’d caught the odd glance at a shirtless farmhand during summers in the countryside, but that had always been from a respectable distance. And then, naturally, she had seen Tayo during their wedding night. But she’d been far too overwhelmed to truly look then, to take him in.  
 
    No time like the present. She allowed her gaze to trail along the prominent line of his neck and lower. Shadows shrouded most of him, although his skin gleamed where the streak of moonlight danced across it, a sheen of copper on burnt umber. It climbed up from the sheets and wrapped around his ribcage, cutting a line across his heart. Lily let her fingers hover over the edges of the brightness, mere inches of air separating them. His nipples were much smaller than her own, more pointed. Hers only rose to peaks like that when the air grew chill—which, to be fair, it was, although the coals in the fireplace were still glowing. She decidedly lacked the well-defined muscles or the smattering of black curls dusted across them, however. They felt rough against her palm when she allowed her hand to drop low enough, brushing against them. Just for a moment.  
 
    Tayo did not wake.  
 
    Her tongue chased the dryness from her lips. This was fine. She need only adjust to his physical presence, that was all. Then everything would be easier. Perhaps if she crept just that touch closer, nestling against his side… resting her head against his chest… 
 
    Tayo sighed when she settled against him, but he did not wake.  
 
    She was near enough to smell him once more, but this time no hint of vetiver filled the air. It must be the cologne he favoured. Without it, only a subtle earthiness tickled her nostrils, a clean musk with a mere hint of sharpness, as though he’d bathed straight before heading to bed. The heat of his body seeped into her skin. And as violently as her own heart drummed inside her ribcage, she could now also hear the rhythm of Tayo’s pulse reverberating underneath her ear, a steady echo. The absence of a reaction emboldened her, and she feathered her fingertips across his nipple before following the trail of hair in the centre of his chest, watching them descend. Down. Down. Further down. Until she reached the border of cloth which still shielded the rest of him from sight.    
 
    She paused, closing her eyes. It was fine. What could possibly go wrong? Her fingers gripped the edges of the fabric, lifting it— 
 
    The vice of a hand clamped around her wrist.  
 
    “Lily,” Tayo said, voice thick with sleep. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to his face. He was already sitting up, pushing her away from him and up, until she came to kneel atop the bed herself. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” she whispered.  
 
    Tayo blinked. The pressure on her wrist relented.  
 
    This. This was her opportunity. Grasping the edges of her nightshirt, she pulled it over her head with trembling fingers. The cool night air hit her skin, but it was not the chill which set her skin to prickling. It was the way his gaze dropped from her face, the way she was suddenly exposed, naked in a way she’d never been before. She fought the urge to cross her arms, pressing her shoulders back instead, ignoring the wild thunder of her heart. Turned her head ever so slightly to the side and down, the way she always used to whilst trying to capture a suitor’s attention at a soiree. Coy. Alluring. That’s what she needed to be. It had worked so well then. Surely it would work the same way now.  
 
    For scant seconds, she thought it might. The ghost of Tayo’s fingertips whispered across her collarbone—and then he gripped her by the shoulders, hauling her from the bed with such force it stopped her breath. Lily stumbled, clawing at his wrists. One pace, two paces, three paces took them across the room, and suddenly he was right in her face, slamming her against the door.  
 
    “How dare you,” he snarled, and Lily made a small noise, some tight, pathetic little thing.  
 
    It didn’t prompt him to back off. Instead, he leaned in even closer. His breath wafted across her lips, his chest pressed tight against her chest. If her heart had been racing before, then now it must be trying to climb out of her body.  
 
    Oh God, she could feel all of him. All of him. This wasn’t what she had expected.  
 
    What on earth had she expected? What had she done? 
 
    “How dare you,” Tayo repeated. Mercifully, he took a step away, although less mercifully he grabbed the length of her hair in one hand, wrenching her head backwards, forcing her to look him in the eye. “By all rights, I should give you what you ask for. Except if Perran knew, he’d have my head, and frankly I don’t even—” 
 
    “Tayo—” 
 
    “—be quiet! Tell me, is this what you desire? You say you’ve changed your mind? Should I have you this very second then, up against this wall? Would you enjoy that?” 
 
    Why did it feel like he was everywhere already? She couldn’t think. He was so near, his eyes so dark, so full of anger. She couldn’t bear the way they pierced her. The way he towered over her— 
 
    “Please stop,” she whispered.  
 
    “I thought as much.” He let her go abruptly, then dragged her away from the door with equal harshness, jerking it open and throwing her from the room. Lily tripped and fell, crumbling to the floor. She was still trying to regain her bearings when her nightshirt followed, landing in a pathetic puddle beside her shivering limbs.   
 
    Tayo must have flung it at her.  
 
    “Get out of my sight,” he barked, and the door slammed closed.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    All right, perhaps that hadn’t been her soundest calculation. Tayo was a proud man, this much was clear by now. And in hindsight, he had insisted that she knock in future, and yet Lily had done rather the opposite, stealing into his rooms whilst he was sleeping. Perhaps it hadn’t been… so wise, to surprise him like that.  
 
    Regardless, she forced herself down the stairs for breakfast the following morning. Mostly because all she desired to do was hide in bed and lick her wounds. To drown in the vastness of her inadequacies and poor decision-making.  
 
    But if Tayo could bask in his pride, then so could she. Not that she had much to be proud of, mind, but she’d still done her best. It wasn’t exactly her fault that she didn’t have the first clue as to what she was doing. Books could only teach one so much. If only he’d listened to her reasonable requests… 
 
    She wouldn’t have needed to try and seduce him in the first place. He’d have taken the lead.  
 
    Besides, if luck had been on her side, she wouldn’t even be questioning herself right now. She might have been successful. It was unfortunate that he’d caught her in the middle of her explorations when he’d woken. Perhaps if he had roused whilst she was wrapping him in warmth instead, softly snuggled to his side, he might have responded differently. After all, he had looked at her for that split second. 
 
    He was already sitting in his usual chair, when she entered the dining room.  
 
    “Good morning,” Lily said.  
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    She settled in her chair, pouring herself some tea. It wasn’t fair, what he was doing. She had been trying.  
 
    And the problem she’d endeavoured to resolve—it persisted. Their house of cards was still exposed to the faintest gust of wind.  
 
    “Good morning,” she repeated.  
 
    Tayo set down the paper, but his gaze sliced through her as if she wasn’t even there. Lily watched him take a piece of toast and transfer it to his plate.  
 
    She drew a breath. “I’d hoped we might discuss last night.” 
 
    The butter followed, smoothly swept across the table with one hand.  
 
    “You won’t even speak to me now?”  
 
    The knife glided over the yellow surface, a perfect curl of butter forming before her eyes. Lily swallowed. For God’s sake, she had only done her best.  
 
    “I’m truly so abhorrent to you?”  
 
    Tayo continued to butter his bread.  
 
    She’d only done her best. She’d tried. She had. This wasn’t fair. She hadn’t even known what she was doing. What she was asking for. What all this meant. And he must know that, too. He had to know. Why treat her like this in addition? Like this mess was entirely her fault? Like she’d committed some terrible sin? Wasn’t this difficult enough? 
 
    She’d tried so hard to make this work. None of this was of her choosing. Why couldn’t everything return to how it had been, way, way back when, before the wedding, before Mother had taken ill? Lily’s future had looked so bright back then. Her first season had been shining like a guiding star, a dream upon a distant, faraway horizon. Hope had been her steadfast companion. 
 
    Now she was scrambling about without it. In the dark.  
 
    And there they were—the thing she hated most of all. Hot, angry tears stung at the corners of her eyes, demanding to be freed. Staring at the far wall, she blinked as fiercely as she could, but they kept rising, gathering, until eventually they spilled along her cheeks in clear tracks. At least she succeeded in keeping the rise and fall of her chest soundless throughout the spectacle.  
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Tayo said. “Quit crying. It’s not as though you’ve lost a lover.” 
 
    His words only made the tears come harder. God knew why. She pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle the first sob and shut her eyes.  
 
    Perhaps he’d spare her the worst of this humiliation and leave her to fall apart in peace. She could allow herself to dream that he possessed such decency. That by the time she recovered, he’d be long gone, and she wouldn’t need to face his judgement. Or his mockery. She’d be alone in here. 
 
    Naturally, when she opened her eyes, Tayo hadn’t moved an inch. He wasn’t giving her the grace of looking away either; no, not at all: he was watching her intently.  
 
    Without the usual mocking curl to his lip, however. 
 
    “The situation is abhorrent,” he said, once Lily had finished dabbing frantically at her face with a napkin and blown her nose as subtly as she could. “That you should feel compelled to feign interest in me where none exists is… distasteful.” 
 
    “The situation?” She blinked. “You were the one who created it!” 
 
    “Never with this aim.” 
 
    “Well, we are here now,” Lily said bitterly. “And there are matters of far greater importance to be dealt with than my… natural inclinations about sharing your bed.” 
 
    “I disagree.”  
 
    A raw noise of frustration escaped her. It sounded so animalistic, close to a growl, that Tayo’s eyebrows shot up in reaction. “You are unbearable,” Lily spat. “You have no qualms about my being banished from society as a result of our association—” 
 
    “Indeed not.” 
 
    “In fact, you almost seem to delight in my public humiliation—” 
 
    “Because you’re vain and selfish and deserve it.” 
 
    “—and you clearly hold me in no esteem whatsoever.” 
 
    “Not really, you’re quite correct. I’ve yet to discover any redeeming features.” 
 
    “And yet this matters to you so much that you’d throw away our lives for it? Why?” 
 
    Tayo crossed his arms. “Well, first of all—and repeating myself yet again—because I disagree that it signifies throwing away our lives—” 
 
    “Then you’re the vainglorious one.” Lily leant towards him, the table reassuringly solid beneath her forearms. “You’re a fool if you believe society will play by your rules.” Every bit as she had been. Not that she would admit that part.  
 
    “—secondly, because I despise being manipulated—” 
 
    “It was no manipulation. I fully intended—” 
 
    “—to see it through? That’s quite beside the point, which is that I had turned you down. To crawl into my bed whilst I am fast asleep in hopes I might forget myself is hardly even subtle, as such female trickeries go. Tell me, Lily, however did you gain those suitors? As I understand it, crass vulgarity isn’t favoured in the circles which you used to frequent, so one wonders where you learnt it.”   
 
    She bit her lip.  
 
    “And last, but certainly not least,” he continued, “because, as I’ve already told you, I comprehend the value of true respect.” 
 
    “Because your father taught you. Unlike my own.” 
 
    “At this point, nothing could be more self-evident.”   
 
    The nerve of him. As though his only aim was to prove himself her better. “You aren’t being fair. Can’t you see that you… you left me with no other option.” 
 
    “Because it was imperative you have your way?” 
 
    “Yes!” she burst out. Tayo’s lips instantly twisted into familiar derision. Oh, for heaven’s sake. This was just going swimmingly. “I did not mean—” 
 
    “I know precisely what you meant.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much,” Lily protested. “This entire situation is so contradictory and tangled up within itself I hardly know myself what I intend at any given moment of the day. It’s thoroughly disconcerting.” 
 
    The smile dropped off his lips. The surge of anger which had propelled Lily’s words followed suit, leaving her to stare at the table, suddenly bereft. She felt almost as exposed as when she’d sat naked before him on his bed. As though the moment of blunt honesty had laid her bare. 
 
    “Who’s Perran?” she questioned after long, empty seconds. “Your father?” 
 
    “No.” The silence stretched. And stretched. Eventually, Tayo relented. “The next closest thing I had to one after my own. A mentor.” 
 
    “He appears to feed into this obsession you have with holding me off.” 
 
    “He taught me manners,” Tayo said. “More than that, he taught me what it looks like when a woman wants a man. His wife was utterly besotted with him. I’ve never met a couple like them in my lifetime.” 
 
    Lily let that sink in. “They were a love match.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see. I understand, then, how I’m such a disappointment. If that’s the standard you have set yourself.” 
 
    Tayo made a noise, equal parts humour and exasperation. “I hardly came to this union with such lofty aspirations. Don’t worry. I’m far more realistic about the purpose of marriage than you were.” 
 
    “It does not appear that way from where I’m sitting. If you were being realistic, you’d listen to my reasonable concerns.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. This wasn’t helping. They were going round in circles with no end in sight. She had to try a different tactic. “Do you not miss it?” 
 
    “Miss what?” 
 
    Lily cleared her throat. “Being with a woman. I understand such matters are important to most men. And are generally considered a core purpose of a marital union.” 
 
    “I’m not most men. I like my women willing. Preferably screaming my name.” 
 
    “You say that… as though it were a good thing.” 
 
    Tayo dipped his head, barely camouflaging another smile. As evident as his mirth was, so was the fact that the joke was on her.  
 
    “Enthusiastically vocalising their pleasure,” he said in silken tones, when their eyes locked again. “Which, I assure you, is how I’ve usually been… received.” 
 
    Ignoring the warmth which rose to her cheeks, she pressed on. “Perhaps that is the real issue then.” 
 
    “By which you mean…?” 
 
    “Perhaps you simply aren’t man enough to do your duty. Whereas I’m brave enough to do what’s necessary to protect our mutual future—irrespective of my personal desires—you… you require simpering tavern wenches who throw themselves before you and fawn over you. Perhaps the issue wasn’t that I came to you last night, or that I was too crude, but rather that I wasn’t crude enough for your tastes? Or perhaps not deferential enough, if what you seek is to be celebrated? Perhaps I’m simply too much of a challenge?” 
 
    Her words did not have the desired effect. Tayo burst out laughing, then took a sip of tea, still chuckling, shaking his head.  
 
    “What could you possibly know of duty,” he said. He studied her, one finger finding the rim of his cup and drawing endless circles. “Aja e e”—another syllable got swallowed by the air—“ogungun ya—” She couldn’t understand the rest. The unfamiliar sounds blended into one another, a mystery to her ears. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “A proverb, one which my actual father taught me. A dog does not eat the bone which is hung on its neck. Or, in words you may more easily comprehend, it is a man’s responsibility to take care of whatever he is entrusted with.” His smile was thin. “Regardless of how aggravating that bone is. That is true duty, Lily. You’re mine now, and as I told you, I despise manipulation. That means I equally despise how your father has chosen to manipulate you. And I refuse to play his game, if nothing else.” 
 
    That was rich, coming from someone who’d played it with great glee so far.  
 
    “He’s right, though,” Lily said, instead of voicing the thought. “If not in his approach, then in the danger which he recognises we all face in our present situation.” 
 
    Tayo sighed. “We have been over this.” 
 
    “My lady’s maid,” Lily elaborated. “She knows that I am… innocent. I spoke to her on the day of our wedding because I was… never mind my reasons. What matters is that she’s aware the more salacious stories can’t be true. She may have even been the one to start the recent rumours which counter them, for all I know.” 
 
    “Of course there will be rumours which contest the status quo. What does it matter? Ultimately, it would be one person’s word against another’s if we were ever questioned publicly. A maid’s against a lady’s. Against a duke’s. Besides, it’s not as though this marriage can be annulled. It’s perfectly legitimate as it stands.” 
 
    “Can’t it?”  
 
    “Of course not. I ensured all the necessary steps were taken to—” 
 
    “And all that business with your name? The clerk said it didn’t match the paperwork.” 
 
    “A technicality.” 
 
    “The foundation of polite society. And of law.” Lily pulled her shoulders back. “And yet you insisted on being named as Tayo in spite of the clerk’s direction.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Because that did matter.” 
 
    “To you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see. Well, forgive me if I say so, but I do believe you’re quite naïve. A technicality is all they need, should anyone desire to contest this marriage. One individual who’s keen to dig into the detail, a few words here or there from a well-connected person of good standing”—she clapped her hands together—“and then we truly are in trouble. You, because you’ve lost the legal standing which you rely on to legitimise your dealings with Father. And me, because these rumours will have tarred my image too thoroughly for me to stand a chance of making another beneficial match instead. If someone challenges this marriage and succeeds, I shall be neither wife nor marriageable. Tell me, are you truly so confident that you’ve not made a single enemy in any of your business dealings? That you’re so warmly accepted by your new peers that not a single soul might be motivated to bring you down?” 
 
    Tayo was no longer smiling. There was something contemplative in his expression now, beneath the cloud of disdainful mockery. And Lily—Lily felt like herself for the first time since that fateful night when she had met him. 
 
    “I thought as much,” she concluded. “If only because you are so aggravating.”  
 
    “That’s hardly the main reason,” Tayo said. But he spoke more quietly this time, sounding less like he was angry. More tired. Resigned.   
 
    “Well. Be that as it may, you must see that it’s in our interests to deter anyone from digging. In both our interests. And you must accept that any sacrifice which results from that is of my choosing.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Assuredly. As much as I don’t desire you, I desire to become a penniless spinster even less. Yet you’re too fixated on what you insist is right to accommodate any perspective beyond your own. Precisely how does ignoring my wishes represent you taking care of me again?” 
 
    “Fine,” Tayo said after a long beat. “Let’s assume I accept your proposition. You do understand that congress needs to be a regular occurrence. If your aim is to convince the staff that this union is so enthusiastic it’s unwise to question it in public, then a single instance of me sharing your bed won’t be sufficient.” 
 
    Heat rose to Lily’s cheeks. “I understand,” she said tightly. “Presumably once I’m with child that will put paid to any doubt cast on our… authenticity. And then we may stop.” 
 
    Tayo still looked dubious that they’d even start. But he also got to his feet, clearly considering their conversation finished.  
 
    “Let’s hope I shall get you there expediently, then,” he said. “I’ll come by your rooms this evening. Be ready.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Be ready. What an utterly ridiculous thing to say. Who taught men such nonsense? Be ready. How was one meant to ready oneself for something one barely understood?  
 
    She couldn’t even ask Fanny for additional guidance, not under the circumstances. Instead, Lily made a point of asking her to find the most beautiful nightshirt in her wardrobe. At least she didn’t have to work too hard to feign embarrassment when the garment was brought over. The sentiment was quite sincere.  
 
    All of this would have been so much easier if she’d chosen her own match. She’d have welcomed Cassius’ visit to her bed. Her heart would have thrilled at the very prospect, even without knowing what lay ahead of her. Just being close to him would have been enough of a gift. The rest would have followed. Naturally.   
 
    But Cassius wasn’t here right now, and she needed to stop thinking along those lines. Fantasies were unproductive.  
 
    Well, perhaps a little fantasy to tide her over. She granted herself the comfort of a book whilst she waited for Tayo, clinging to its solid weight as soon as she crawled beneath the blankets. It helped to pass the time without her thoughts spiralling down dark tracks once more. Not that she could have answered any question about what had transpired within its pages when Tayo finally arrived.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said. The latch snicked shut behind him.  
 
    “Good evening,” Lily mumbled.  
 
    She steeled herself, watching him undress as he traversed the room. There would be more than one occasion of them doing this, so she had best become accustomed to the sight of him. In truth, this part was not so awful. He wasn’t terrible to look at, really, once you’d moved past the obvious differences. His muscles were lean and well-balanced for his stature, his skin smooth and unblemished except for the odd small scar here or there which spoke of the life of a working man. She’d half expected more apparent marks to cover his body, similar to the horrid gashes which peeked out from the collar of an unfortunate beggar from the poor parts of the city. But there were none. No, if Lily was entirely truthful with herself, Tayo’s looks were not off-putting in the slightest. If anything set her pulse racing in a disquieting way, it was the confidence of his bearing. His every movement flowed with ease, speaking of a man who was fully aware of the power of his body—and comfortable with it.  
 
    Lily’s own limbs felt awkward instead. As if her legs hadn’t floated elegantly across countless ballrooms, danced endless dances, bent in impeccable curtsies. As if her hands hadn’t tied pristine ribbons, lifted a teacup with exact precision, covered her laughter in the way befitting a lady. All of these tasks she had learnt seemed so useless for what was to come. How funny, that her body’s purpose here was far more natural by design, and yet she was so ignorant of it. So helpless in how to approach it by consequence. 
 
    Tayo sat on the edge of the bed beside her, already shirtless. He pried the book from Lily’s hands, then set it aside. 
 
    She swallowed. There was nothing for it. She might be ignorant, but she knew where this had to start. Wriggling to kick the blankets off, she tugged at her nightdress.   
 
    Tayo stopped her. “It’s fine.” His hand folded around hers, large and warm. “You can keep this on, if you’d prefer?” 
 
    Lily’s eyes flicked up to his. “It will not be a trouble?” 
 
    “I’m certain I can manage.” 
 
    She nodded, relief flooding her. “That would be… appreciated.” 
 
    He studied her, his gaze intense as ever. If only she could better guess at what he might be thinking. At least he didn’t seem inclined to mock her at present. Some small blessing there, thank the Lord.  
 
    “You can still change your mind, you know.” His thumb dragged along her cheekbone. “I will not argue with you if you do.” 
 
    She cast her gaze down. “No. It’s fine. We should see this through.”  
 
    “All right. You do not have to look at me either, if you don’t desire it.” A nudge at her shoulder. “Turn over.”  
 
    Lily rolled onto her side, grateful for the reprieve; grateful, too, that she did not have to be the one to make the choice. Really, he was acting unusually pleasant. He could so easily have made the same offer alongside some sharp-tongued remark about how much Lily hated the sight of his face, could have imbued it with the spectre of yet another battle. Instead, a softness reverberated in his tone which was alien and new. It was almost as if he was being… kind.  
 
    For a moment she lay there, stretched out on the bed and simply breathing. Only the weight of Tayo’s hand, heavy on her hip, told her that he was still there. It grew heavier as the seconds trickled past.  
 
    What on earth was he waiting for? 
 
    She glanced across her shoulder. “Tayo?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This will not”—unease licked through her veins—“it won’t hurt, will it?” 
 
    The look on his face—she didn’t like it. The way she couldn’t read it in the slightest. Prior to this point, he’d always been so clear in his disdain. Now there was nothing but schooled blankness. 
 
    “That depends.” He brushed her hair off her neck. “I can do this the quick way. Or the pleasant way. Well. The more pleasant way, depending on how you respond. That will take longer, though. The choice is yours.”  
 
    Her tongue darted across her lips. “Pleasant sounds good.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth lifted by the barest fraction. “I’m glad we’re finally agreed. Admittedly, that should make this… easier for me as well.”  
 
    Lily frowned. And whyever should it be challenging in the first place? He confused her so much. She longed to ask him, to find some clarity amidst this grey morass of unknowns, but perhaps now wasn’t the time. Instead, she gave in with a sigh when Tayo bid her turn again. The flat of his palm drew a line along her spine, firm pressure flowing downwards. Then up again, this time with his knuckles leading the way.  
 
    “Relax,” he murmured.   
 
    “I’m trying.”  
 
    “Shh. I know.” The strokes did not let up, although they softened. “Don’t worry if it takes a while. Close your eyes. Breathe.” A moment’s pause. “Pretend I’m someone else, if that will help.”  
 
    What an odd suggestion. And yet, she couldn’t find it in herself to argue. After all, had she not deliberated earlier how much easier this would be if Cassius were her visitor?  
 
    She hadn’t really wanted to think of him too much since he’d failed to answer her missive. The why had burned too brightly in the pit of her stomach. Whether he hadn’t received her letter or whether he had read every single word and cast her aside like yesterday’s news.  
 
    But she shouldn’t think like that. It wasn’t helpful. If she thought of the letter at all, she should think of it differently. Turn it into a dream. She should imagine that Cassius had received it, had seen it, had taken decisive action. That he had come to her posthaste, rushing up the steps to her father’s townhouse and bursting into the drawing room where she was waiting. That he had grabbed her arms and pulled her close and told her fervently that of course he was proposing, that he desired nothing so dearly as Lily’s hand in marriage. That she had cried from sheer relief, and that for once she hadn’t found the slightest bit of shame in the wetness spilling down her cheeks because Cassius was there to kiss every tear away. Was telling her that everything would be just fine. Was claiming her lips in a heady kiss so sweet and heartfelt that her knees went weak with it. That all of her went weak with longing for him.  
 
    She should think of that. Dream that tonight was for the two of them, exactly as it should have been. Their wedding night. Together at last. 
 
    The weight of fingers brushed along the curve of her breast, finding her nipple. Light, flickering touches which felt nothing like when she touched herself there during a bath. They tingled, sparking some sensitivity, an ache which grew deep in Lily’s core at their insistence and which she lacked words to describe. Her nipples turned to pebbles, the fine weave of her nightdress suddenly rough against her skin. And when the fingers withdrew, her chest arched to follow them instinctively, reaching, seeking more of the same. They returned within an instant, repeating their ministrations, rubbing and flicking as her breathing sped and grew uneven. 
 
    Then Tayo’s lips pressed against the back of her neck.  
 
    No, not Tayo. Cassius. She was with Cassius, and she trusted him, and this was fine. It was fine. Whatever he was doing, Lily wanted him to be doing it. She wanted it, and it felt pleasant, it felt nice. She must not let herself become distracted.  
 
    Deep breath in. Deep breath out.  
 
    Trouble was, it did feel nice, beneath the steady simmer of anxiety rolling through her like the ocean’s waves. Nice and new and so confusing, like her body was no longer quite her own. Almost like it had always been an instrument, and she’d never known it, but now those fingers played her deftly, as if they’d learnt just how to elicit the right notes to turn her into song. His left arm crept beneath her, one hand cupping her breast to continue the steady caresses. The other travelled downwards, coming to rest where no one else had ever touched her, between her legs, pushing her nightdress into the gap between her thighs. Lily’s eyes flew open in spite of herself, and the fiction broke apart within an instant: the dark shadow of the hand against pale cloth was so undeniably Tayo’s that she couldn’t maintain the lie.   
 
    Still, she couldn’t tear her gaze away. He continued the massage he’d begun earlier on her back, applying the same deep, even strokes, bestowing them on her most intimate parts. Surely it ought to have been unsettling, watching such indecency take place in front of her very eyes. And yet the contrast looked so stark, the confident flow of his hand so utterly obscene that the spectacle became almost beautiful to watch. Lily swallowed heavily and licked her lips, transfixed. Her pulse thrummed heat through her veins, and tiny shivers chased their way across her skin whenever Tayo’s lips feathered along the line of her neck. She was utterly caught, trapped within sensation, unable to banish the image of him touching her even when her eyes drifted closed again.  
 
    Something hard was prodding at her back. It was equally hard, however, to consider its meaning whilst Tayo was drawing those circles rhythmically across her mound, whilst the friction kept building through the weave of her nightdress. Between her legs felt strange and liquid. It was frightfully hard, too, to bring Cassius back to mind, as though the physicality was forcibly dragging her into the present. Perhaps she should give up on— 
 
    An agony of sparks shot through her belly, wrenching a sound from her throat. Lily attempted to stifle it against her pillow, to swallow it into silence. Tayo paused, then ground the heel of his hand against her in the exact same spot. The sparks returned, as though he’d called them into being, and Lily whimpered.  
 
    Some sorcery, this was.  
 
    “Shh.” He pushed her right leg up and forward, bending it at the knee, her dress riding up along with it. His fingers tugged it even higher until cool air flowed across her skin. They stroked once along the length of her cleft, slipping against suddenly slick skin, and withdrew. There was a pause, the sound of cloth rustling followed by the duller, rhythmic sound of flesh against flesh, but before Lily could turn or try to make sense of it, the length of his body was already moulding itself to her back. And then a pain stabbed through her where she’d grown so warm and wet, sharp at first, then dull and spreading deep. This time she didn’t manage to suppress the noise which pushed past her lips.  
 
    Tayo made a noise, too. It didn’t sound like pain, however. He froze against her, his breathing ragged. “Do you need me to stop?” 
 
    Was this it, then? It had to be. The loss of her virginity. She released the breath she had been holding. This wasn’t half as bad as she’d anticipated, in truth. She’d felt more pain that time her mare had stomped on her foot.  
 
    Besides, now that the sharp sting was beginning to fade, she wasn’t confident that she’d even call it pain. It dissipated alongside her tension, morphing into a peculiar sensation. A fullness. Like she was being stretched wide open. 
 
    She drew another breath. And shook her head. This had been her choice, hadn’t it? 
 
    “All right.” Tayo’s weight rested heavy against her, his arm suddenly snug around her ribs. She tried to grab it, but he caught her hand with his, folding his fingers around hers and pressing them to Lily’s chest. “That’s it, relax. Sweet mercy, but you’re tight.” 
 
    Was that a good thing? Or was it bad? She couldn’t really tell, and then she couldn’t really think at all as he lifted himself off her, his hips pulling back and drawing the fullness away with them, a dragging feeling which pained her in an entirely new way. The hollow, dull, throbbing sensation which his retreat prompted was just as quickly annihilated as his hips snapped back against her body. And then he fell into a rhythm, surging forward only to leave, only to come back again. Lily clung to his fingers because that eased the strangeness of the moment, the reality of it. Any fiction of Cassius had become impossible to hang on to. No, this was definitely Tayo: a living, breathing blanket above her, heavy and hot and undeniable, and filling her to the brim. Oh God, he was inside her, wasn’t he? That’s what Fanny had meant when she’d said they’d be like lock and key. She understood it now. He was inside her, opening her up, spearing her again and again, and Lily ached with it, and then she didn’t, pushed towards something unnamable, vibrating with tension. And all she could do was bury her face in the pillow and whimper, more loudly this time around.    
 
    His thrusts quickened in response, growing rougher, the gusts of breath against the back of her neck increasingly uneven. His fingers had long since abandoned their place between her legs, gripping her thigh instead. One more thrust, two more, and his nails dug into the soft flesh of her hip as he stilled, a low moan reverberating against Lily’s shoulder, a heavy, pulsing sensation echoing deep in her core. For long seconds, they remained entwined, their fingers still clasped tight above her heart, their limbs a tangle as if they belonged to a single being. As if Tayo had turned them into one body by overtaking her own and fused them, shattering Lily’s illusion of separateness.    
 
    Then he withdrew. Releasing her. Leaving her alone. 
 
    She lay there for an eternity, face pressed into the pillow, her heart a thunder. Between her thighs felt even wetter now, so incredibly wet and empty all of a sudden, but still burning with a faint ache and a throbbing warmth. As if something wasn’t quite finished. As if he wasn’t meant to go just yet. As if she needed him inside of her again.  
 
    Not that Lily could have possibly articulated that.  
 
    When she finally rolled onto her back, Tayo was standing by the side of the bed, halfway through buttoning his shirt whilst studying her. She couldn’t read his face at all. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked.  
 
    That wasn’t quite the word. But then again, Lily didn’t have the faintest clue what was. So she nodded. Hopefully, it would suffice.   
 
    “Good.” He popped the final button through its hole, then reached for his cravat. “We’ll give it a few days rest, I should think. Let me know when you believe you’re ready.”  
 
    And with a nod, he left. 
 
    Her heart kept beating deep inside her like a drum. She turned her head into the pillow where he’d rested. A note of vetivert clung tightly to the threads.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Lily slept fitfully. Perhaps it was that damnably wet spot which she kept rolling into, but more likely it was those frail wisps of sensation which refused to vanish from her body long after Tayo had slipped from the room. Pleasant, he had promised, and pleasant indeed they were. Or they would have been, if not for that edge to them, that sense of lack which seemed to turn her blood itself into an itch, which made her long to strip right out of her skin. All night she tossed and turned, and when Fanny woke her in the morning, Lily almost sent her away. She felt so ill at ease inside her own body that her morning ablutions transformed into a source of overwhelm. How was she meant to touch herself when the very act of touching herself seemed forever altered?  
 
    She settled on hastily and tried not to think too hard about Fanny changing her sheets on the other side of the wall.  
 
    Tayo did not seem to notice anything amiss when she settled beside him at the breakfast table, although he watched her more closely than usual.  
 
    “How are you this morning?” he asked.  
 
    Lily pressed her lips together, already reaching for the tea. “Discomfited by how polite you suddenly are,” she said. His gaze pricked her skin whilst she filled her cup to the brim. “I’m perfectly well. You need not worry that you’ve… broken me or some equally ludicrous notion.” 
 
    “I never once claimed to be worried.”   
 
    “Good. Then all is as it should be.” 
 
    Tayo made a disparaging noise and returned to buttering his bread. Taking a sip of tea, Lily eyed him surreptitiously from underneath her lashes.  
 
    The truth was, she suddenly wished him far away, but not for the usual reasons. That damnable feeling lingered against her hopes that it might fade away once she was fully clothed. If anything, it seemed to worsen in his presence. She watched the way his fingers folded around his knife, and her nipples hardened instantly against the confines of her corset. As if they recalled how he’d touched them last night.  
 
    It had felt pleasant. And now her nerves were strung as tight as wires, begging for a replay of these new sensations and Tayo was being… polite.  
 
    This was absurd. She didn’t even like him. And besides, he’d said that they should wait a while before they repeated the act, although Lily couldn’t guess at why. For her sake or for his? Whatever pain she’d feared had already transformed into mere memory—she’d woken with only the vaguest hint of soreness. If she informed him of that, would his instruction change? Had last night been pleasant for him, also? He’d claimed that participating would prove challenging for him, had emphasised so strenuously how he usually enjoyed being with a woman, and how their situation was completely different… 
 
    It still seemed hard to grasp. She’d always assumed that, whatever lay behind the marital act, it would be a delight for any man. Whereas for women it was something to be endured, unless one was lucky enough to find themselves in a true love match. Not that anyone had told her as such, but that had been the picture she’d put together from the morsels of information she’d picked up here and there. 
 
    Now this man she did not love sat beside her, full lips parting as he took a bite of bread, teeth crunching through its toasted surface, tearing it to shreds. And all Lily could remember were the shivers those same lips had drawn from the sensitive skin of her neck.  
 
    That hadn’t been Cassius. That had been him. Her husband. 
 
    “You’re staring,” Tayo said, without looking up from his paper. He turned the page, smoothing the edges with the back of his hand. The same hand which had stirred those foreign feelings. Made her… wet. “Just so you know I am aware.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Lily said.  
 
    Tayo did look up, then, his eyebrows lifting.   
 
    “I shall endeavour to ignore you in the customary fashion henceforth,” Lily added quickly and pursed her lips in emphasis. 
 
    His mouth twitched, and her stomach fluttered. His gaze was always so intense. It seemed much more compelling when the smile which accompanied it rang sincere as well.  
 
    This was ridiculous. She didn’t even like him. He’d ruined her entire life. And he was still… beneath her station. She needed to remember that. Nothing had changed.  
 
    Determined, Lily turned away, reaching for the bread and butter.   
 
    They spoke no further. 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Tayo excused himself shortly thereafter, leaving Lily in favour of his office. She idled about in the drawing room like a ghost, dragging out her cups of tea and poking at cooled eggs until the servants gently persuaded her to let them carry her plate away.  
 
    Nothing strange about any of that. Simply another day.   
 
    Except for how the low simmer in her blood remained. Why wouldn’t it just… go? Was any of this even normal? Perhaps she’d spoken too hastily, and Tayo had broken something last night.  
 
    Oh dear Lord, what if he had? She really ought to ask him. Confirm if this was to be expected. If he’d been so licentious in the past, then surely he must know. And without a female relative to consult, Lily had no one else to turn to. 
 
    She made it as far as his office, then abandoned the plan after hovering on the threshold, chiding herself for looking a complete fool. What was she thinking—that he would answer her? Calm her, relieve her concerns? This was Tayo. At best, he’d laugh at Lily and call her an ill-informed child. And perhaps, this once, he’d even be right. No, she was being quite ridiculous—a diversion was all that she required. The first-floor drawing room offered so many books that surely one would suffice.  
 
    The room was the very picture of peace when she entered, golden beams of sunlight streaming through the windows and setting the polished parquet to glow. Lily grabbed a random volume and settled on the chaise longue, carefully arranging her bustle for some comfort before attempting to sink into the pages. But no matter how hard she tried, her mind kept drifting, and the words blurred before her eyes, forcing her to restart. By the time she caught herself rereading the same paragraph for the fifth time with her hips shifting restlessly, it was clear distraction wasn’t working.  
 
    Perhaps it would be best to check. That everything down there was still intact. That these pulsing waves of sensation she couldn’t seem to ignore signified nothing bad. She hadn’t inspected herself too closely this morning, with Fanny hovering around the corner—the very thought made her cheeks turn to flame—and perhaps that had been folly. If Tayo’s fingers knew some witchcraft which could play her like a violin and open up her body, then surely Lily should feel equally comfortable touching those same parts. If only to assuage her fears.  
 
    After all, they belonged to her.  
 
    Eyes flicking towards the door, she decided she’d be safe enough in here. The room had smelled freshly aired on her arrival, recently dusted by the servants’ morning pass. Nobody would return to disturb her any time soon. And there was nothing of interest stored in here, except for the extensive selection of books which nestled along the far wall.  
 
    She shifted, throwing her left arm over the lip of the chaise longue to raise her legs onto its upholstery. If she wriggled into the right position on her side, she could just about get her bustle out of the way so she could recline in relative comfort. Damnable things, not that the crinolines had been much better. So pretty, yet so cumbersome. The layers of her skirts rustled as she pulled them up over her legs and sneaked a hand beneath her petticoats.  
 
    Thank God for open drawers at least. When they’d still been on speaking terms, Grace had mentioned some new fad of drawers which were sewn shut at the seam—hah. Not in a million years would that catch on.  
 
    Parting her thighs, Lily folded the fabric apart where it split and touched herself, cautiously at first, then with increasing boldness. Her heart began to pound the second that she started, as if some distant voice was berating her for her shamelessness, but she pushed the thought aside. After all, why should she stop? Who was she answering to at this point if not herself? She needed to know. To understand what was happening to her.  
 
    It didn’t really feel like anything was broken. The skin was warm, warmer than she’d anticipated. She usually rushed when washing herself there, a quick scrub with a flannel to get it over with. Now her fingers tripped over her folds, discovering the entrance to her body. Surprising, how pleasingly smooth to the touch it felt. A little damp, but not the sticky texture of blood. Perhaps she ought to explore further. Her body answered with a tingle, and her fingers instinctively followed the trail to the brightest point of sensation, a small, fleshy nub which slid beneath their tips.  
 
    Oh. What in all the heavens—she needed to do that again. And again. Was this what Tayo had been doing, the source of his magic? The sensation was delicious, unbearably delicious. Each brush of her fingers seemed to stoke the same tight warmth inside her belly which had sung through her last night.  
 
    Lily’s eyes slipped shut. She let her fingers dance across that spot, lightly at first, then more firmly, more firmly—no, not too firmly. It almost hurt when she did that, but when she flicked with the barest hint of pressure, like he had touched her nipples, it prompted that glorious warmth to spread and more wetness to spill forth. She settled more comfortably, spreading her legs wider. God, she’d ruin her drawers, if she kept going. Her petticoats, too. Not that it mattered. She had to do this again. And again. She couldn’t possibly stop now, couldn’t have stopped it for the world, this exploration, this heady, dizzy delight— 
 
    A floorboard creaked loudly right behind her, and Lily’s eyes flew open. She jerked her hand so quickly from her skirts she almost tumbled off the chaise longue. It was pure luck that she caught its back with her free hand, that she managed to cling on even as she whipped her head towards the intrusion.  
 
    Less than two feet behind her, Tayo leant against the doorjamb, one foot casually crossing the other. He was watching her intently as she stared at him, her chest rising and falling, her dress in wild disarray. 
 
    “I see,” he said. He appeared remarkably at ease in the face of Lily’s own unease, his lip quirking with smug amusement.  
 
    Heat flooded her cheeks. “I wasn’t…”  
 
    Tayo pushed off the wall and kicked the door shut behind him with his heel. “You weren’t… what?” 
 
    Straightening, Lily fussed over her skirts, smoothing them into some semblance of decency. “Nothing. I wasn’t anything.” For heaven’s sake, that wasn’t even a proper sentence.  
 
    “No?” He sat next to her. “That’s a shame. Because I could have sworn I saw you touch yourself just now. And it looked like you were enjoying it, too.” 
 
    Lily cleared her throat. In spite of her embarrassment, the tingling feeling between her legs hadn’t disappeared. In fact, it was growing stronger under his keen gaze. So did the need to excuse her obscene actions, to explain. “I was only checking everything was fine,” she mumbled. “Yesterday… I don’t know what you did, but it’s as if you… started something, and—” 
 
    “—and then I did not finish it?” He grasped her hand. “You’re quite correct, I didn’t. You see, I did not wish to overstep. Touch you for longer than was strictly necessary, given your initial… aversion.”  
 
    He lifted the fingers which had just been busy, brushing them against his lips. To an innocent observer, it would have appeared like the politest of handkisses. And yet it was nothing of the sort.  
 
    Speak of obscene. 
 
    “Tell me,” Tayo murmured against her knuckles, “would I be overstepping now?” 
 
    Lily raised her gaze. She ought to tell him to go away.  
 
    He dropped her hand a fraction, although his breath still fanned across her skin. Hot, but not as hot as the heat coalescing at the join of her thighs. Despite the bright morning light, his eyes looked nearly black. Like something inside him had awakened which desired to swallow her whole.  
 
    “Because it appears I may have been unforgivably rude instead, if you still find yourself in need. So would you like me to?” 
 
    She hesitated. “To touch me?” 
 
    “Would you like me to finish it,” Tayo said. “Although yes, that does rather require some touching.”  
 
    Lily’s stomach flipped. “Yes,” she whispered. “Finish it.” 
 
    “All right,” Tayo said, voice low, and lifted her skirts, pulling her close until she rested against him, perched on his lap. His hand travelled up the length of her calf and past the layers of lace, inch by agonising inch, before slipping inside her drawers. And then his palm moulded itself to the curve of her body as though it belonged there, his fingers dipping into the space her own had left behind.  
 
    She was so slick from her earlier explorations they slipped inside without resistance.  
 
    “You’re right,” he murmured. “I didn’t finish that at all, did I. And when you’re so ready, too. It’s almost a crime.”  
 
    Lily exhaled. Her hips rose of their own accord. The movement drew his fingers deeper in, drew a whimper from her lips. It wasn’t precisely what she had been doing, but she liked it. Having him inside. God help her, but she liked it. She needed more of it. Now.  
 
    Wriggling against him, she grabbed at his lapels. 
 
    “Relax.” He smiled, the bastard. “Don’t worry. I take good care of what I own. I’ve told you this before.” 
 
    She wanted to protest, but then Tayo ground the heel of his palm against her mound, once, twice, and there were those sparks again, those sweet spikes of agony which destroyed any sensible thought within an instant. They were so much more acute when he pulled them from her than when her own fingers brought them about. As if the unpredictability added to the act. Lily sighed, thighs tensing as she strained into the movement.   
 
    “Close your eyes.”  
 
    She did. Tayo cupped the back of her head with his other hand, and Lily allowed herself to sink against him fully, all of her held and embraced, enveloped by his scent. The darkness only intensified the sensation, heightened her awareness of how she grew ever slicker beneath his ministrations. Soon, the tops of her thighs were positively drenched. Was that normal, for the woman to get this wet? What did it matter—Tayo certainly didn’t appear to mind. He’d changed what he was doing, running his fingers through the wetness with rapid-flickering strokes, all the way out and across that spot which sparked delight before dipping back inside. His movements were so delicate that it was sheer torture, her hips chasing after him instinctively. And yet she couldn’t possibly have born more pressure either. Something was building inside of her, just like it had last night, a tension she could not describe. She grabbed at him blindly, one arm winding around the back of his neck because she needed to hold on to something, needed something to ground her—by God, she was a mess, some strange creature made entirely of gasps and moans, making noises that she didn’t recognise, all wet and aching and clinging on for dear life… 
 
    “That’s it,” Tayo’s voice came, rough at her ear, his fingers speeding. “You’re nearly there, aren’t you?” 
 
    There? Why couldn’t he make sense for once, why wouldn’t he—oh, this was unbearable, the agony between her legs. Like she needed more of something or like she couldn’t stand it any longer, like she might break apart at any given moment, and then, and then— 
 
    She did.  
 
    A wave of ecstasy sliced through her, so fierce it shot lightning all the way through her limbs and inside her belly. Her thighs clamped down around his hand, and Lily shook with it, crying out, burying her face in the crook of his neck. She bit her lip so hard it hurt, and still the wave went on, leaving her shaking as she rode it out; shaking and so sensitive that any further contact with that little spot would surely instantly destroy her.  
 
    Thankfully, Tayo had already stopped touching her.  
 
    Well. Nearly stopped. He continued to swirl his fingers slowly but firmly—deep, deep inside her—sending the muscles there fluttering with aftershocks. Lily groaned and tried to regain control of her breathing as the world stitched itself back together around her.   
 
    “What on earth was that?” she managed, eventually.  
 
    “That,” Tayo said, not without some smugness, “was the reason women have me willingly.”  
 
    “Oh.” Well, that suddenly made sense.  
 
    Lily raised her head to find him looking down at her. A heat shone in his eyes, but it wasn’t the usual anger. She still lay half on top of him, pressed close against his body. A strange hardness dug uncomfortably into her hip. His fingers remained inside her, buried in her wetness. He licked his lips. “I should like to—” 
 
    But she never found out what he should have liked, because downstairs the doorbell rang with gleeful abandon.   
 
    Cursing under his breath, Tayo lifted her off his lap, his fingers slipping free from Lily’s body. He stood, adjusting his trousers as he stalked across the room and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. His fingers glistened faintly in the light. 
 
    “I have a meeting.” He poured some water from a pitcher on a small table, soaking the linen and wiping his hands clean. “I only came up here to find a book.” 
 
    Lily stared until he caught her at it, then hurriedly glanced away and rose to her feet as well. A fine tremor ran through her legs, as though she’d put them through some great exertion. “My apologies. I did not intend to… waylay you.”  
 
    God, she really ought to open a window. She could smell herself.  
 
    The clacking sound of boots on parquet relayed his journey to the bookshelf. “No need to apologise. I quite enjoyed the intermission.”     
 
    Right. She ought to respond to that, surely, but what on earth was one supposed to say when one did not even know where to look? What did one say after whatever that had been? Thank you for the revelation? What utter absurdity. This was still Tayo. She couldn’t possibly compliment him like that. That was akin to handing him a knife with the blade pointed straight at her. And yet revelation was precisely the right word. Her entire body was still thrumming with the experience. 
 
    Lily patted her curls, winding a coiled strand around her finger. Heavens, but she ought to find a mirror. The way she’d pushed back into him, writhing in his arms, her hair was probably all mussed. It would be gloriously obvious to anyone who cared to look what they’d been doing. Then again, that had been the point, hadn’t it? For the servants to know. The more obvious they were about such indiscretions, the better.  
 
    The more often they did this, the better, too. For the sake of the rumours. The rumours. 
 
    “Lily.” Tayo’s voice was close enough to startle her. A split second later, his thumb urged her chin towards him. “Wait for me after dinner. I may be late. But I’ll have need of you.” 
 
    Well. That made for a change. Although it didn’t sound exactly like a question either.  
 
    This was the part where she was meant to tell him no. Show him who was in charge. That she wouldn’t lower herself to obeying his command.  
 
    “Of course,” she whispered.  
 
    And drew a shaky breath as she watched him rush away towards the stairs.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    She hated waiting around like this. So much. In fact, she hated waiting so intensely that she broke her self-imposed rule of staying locked up at home and instead coaxed Fanny out for a ride. Fanny did not comment on Lily’s restless energy, nor on the glances the pair of them attracted, but Lily could sense that her maid was thinking, watching her silently all the while.  
 
    Good. Perhaps if she’d been the one to start the rumours, she’d reflect on the consequences.   
 
    Lily’s mood was much improved after the ride. In order to while away the hours, she even convinced the stable boy to show her how to wash the horse down by herself, much to Fanny’s protestations. But anything would do, quite frankly, and it had to be better than replaying the morning’s events and winding herself in knots about Tayo’s return, growing ever more anxious. What did it matter if such labour wasn’t befitting of a lady? She’d ridden past so many judgemental stares today. It hardly seemed significant what she did inside the four walls of her own home. Particularly if she knew that there were worse things she’d be doing if she didn’t seek a more appropriate way to pass the time.  
 
    Dinner was the usual delicate affair of fresh vegetables alongside a moist roast. True to his word, Tayo remained absent throughout most of it, having left the house before lunchtime. Lily lingered once she’d eaten, remembering his words, but her restlessness soon grew. Was waiting in this precise spot strictly necessary? Surely she might as well retreat to her room and trust he’d find her there… 
 
    It was then that Tayo strode through the door, cutting short her deliberations.  
 
    Strange, how she found it impossible to meet his gaze, even as her heart leapt in her chest.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said, taking in the cleared place setting before her. “I see you followed my instructions.” 
 
    Lily shrugged. “I was just contemplating heading for my chambers, as the matter stands.” 
 
    “Of course you were.” 
 
    “It’s not as though you couldn’t have followed me.” 
 
    “And it was vital for you to be contrary, was it?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I don’t see why you had to order me about in the first instance,” she replied. “Wholly unnecessary.” 
 
    “Wholly unnecessary to speak this way to someone who gave you immense pleasure only this morning. Wouldn’t you say?”  
 
    He’d come to stand behind her chair whilst they were speaking. Now his hands settled on her shoulders, the weight of them palpable through the thin fabric of her dress. Her pulse picked up a notch, thrumming in the hollow of her throat. Could he feel it? Sense what he was doing to her? 
 
    “Perhaps,” she allowed. 
 
    “Hmm.” He turned his right hand over, running the backs of his fingers down the length of Lily’s neck, and her eyes fluttered closed in spite of herself. A full-body shiver prickled over her skin. “It seems you’re quite ungrateful, still, of all that you are given.” 
 
    “Tayo…” 
 
    “Tell me that you enjoyed it.”  
 
    A clear command this time. Lily drew a shaky breath. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’d like to hear you say it.” 
 
    A laugh stuck in her throat. “You must comprehend that it is hard to say.” 
 
    “Is it? Whyever should that be the case?” 
 
    “Because it’s shameful.” The words pushed past her teeth without volition. “To do it, let alone to speak of it. No lady worth her salt should—”  
 
    “It’s some small blessing in this mess, is what it is,” he said, tone stern. “If I had known that you would be so eager to indulge the pleasures of the flesh, I’d have given in to your demands a lot more readily. After all, it benefits me as well.” 
 
    “If someone had informed me that… my wifely duties would feel like they did this morning, I might have been more predisposed to share your bed.” 
 
    Tayo chuckled. “Really? You contradict yourself. I thought we were discussing how terribly ashamed you were. How awful you felt about me bringing you to your crisis like all those—how did you put it?—oh yes, like all those simpering tavern wenches before you.” 
 
    “Well,” Lily allowed. “Even so.” 
 
    Couldn’t they both be true? Everything seemed to grow more nebulous by the second. As though opposing forces were tugging her in different directions and she was sinking beneath the mists of conflicting desires. She must remain a lady because what else did she have left? She was nothing like those slatterns who’d come before her. Nothing like them.  
 
    And yet, she craved more of what he’d given her. A crisis indeed. 
 
    “You liked it very much then, or so it seems. Besides, I did. Tell you that it would be delightful.” 
 
    “Someone who I esteemed.” 
 
    This time he laughed out loud, a sonorous sound of bells. “I see. Not good enough to be esteemed—but good enough to fuck you, now you’ve discovered how it feels. Hmm?”  
 
    Warmth spread across her cheeks. “This is precisely what I mean. You cannot possibly use such language in the presence of a lady. Let alone your own wife.” 
 
    “No? It appears I can.” 
 
    “Only to demonstrate you’ve got no class.” 
 
    “Evidently I do not. Does that put you off?” Both of his hands were dancing along her neck, uniform, rhythmical strokes of his fingers which reignited the fires in her belly. “From what I can observe, that doesn’t seem to be the case. Tell me, my wife, what does it feel like to have your body in such opposition to your assessment of my person?” 
 
    Lily lifted her chin. “It’s quite the traitor,” she acknowledged.  
 
    “So you’d prefer it if I stopped?” His fingers paused.  
 
    “No,” Lily protested—far too quickly. For heaven’s sake.  
 
    “No?” He still sounded amused. More amused. Oh yes, he knew exactly what he was doing. Such vileness, trying to drag her down into the gutter with him. She ought to turn around and tell him where to go. Alone.  
 
    “Don’t… don’t stop,” she heard herself say instead. Because her body was a traitor. And because she’d missed his fingers. Because he was—God help her—right.  
 
    For long seconds, only the sound of her breathing cut through the air.  
 
    “I enjoyed it,” she acknowledged. It didn’t seem worth fighting on this count. Not when they had to do this either way to serve the greater goal. Nor when there was such ecstasy on offer, reprehensible though it might be. She could already feel herself growing wet in memory. “And I want more. Even if I despise you.” 
 
    “Selfish and spoiled,” Tayo murmured. “Just like I thought. Not to mention rude. I really ought to give you that spanking one of these days. Your insolence is outrageous.” 
 
    Lily tensed.  
 
    “But you are lucky. I do not disagree on principle. I don’t have to like you in order to fuck you. What a waste of pleasure that would be. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    His hands slipped lower, dipping beneath the edges of her corset, caressing the bare skin beneath.  
 
    “I confess, I enjoyed the glimpse I caught of your breasts that night you came to me. It was a shame I did not get to look at them properly. I should like to, now.”  
 
    Lily rose, turning to look at him for the first time. “Then we should go somewhere more private.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Tayo said. He strode to the door and slammed it shut. The snick of the lock followed a scant moment later. “See, I also do not care where I fuck you. If I am to have my wife, it shall be whenever and wherever I please.” 
 
    Unease coiled in her belly. Yes. Definitely unease. She glanced over her shoulder to where the lace curtains were wafting ever so slightly in the draught. Miles had cracked the window open an inch at her request. It had been far too stuffy in here with the fire burning so high. Too hot.   
 
    Tayo’s eyebrows lifted. “You are concerned someone might hear us? I thought that was the original plan.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I have to be at ease with the notion. Besides, I presumed we would be overheard in a more… acceptable location. Somewhere proper. Our marriage bed.”  
 
    “Did you?” He came towards her. His expression was so placid. Unconcerned. The coiled strength of his stride reminded her of nothing so much as a cat stalking its prey, smooth and determined and quiet. Well-practised, too.  
 
    No single part of her ought to have liked it.  
 
    God, what was happening to her? 
 
    “No,” he said, grinding to a halt an inch from her face. “I think I should like to have you here, Lily. Right here on this table. Where we eat every morning and every night. So that I may remember. So that you may remember, too.”  
 
    She inhaled deeply, conscious of how Tayo’s gaze dropped to follow the rise and fall of her bosom. Her nipples hardened. “You have no shame.” 
 
    “Indeed. Look at it this way, my having you on a whim wherever we happen to be will appear far more authentic.” He stepped up close, his lips brushing the shell of her ear as he bent down. “But then, we need not be concerned about appearances of authenticity any longer, do we? Not when this part of our arrangement really is authentic now. I bet you are already wet for me.” 
 
    “You’re vile.” 
 
    “For stating facts? Get up on the table.”  
 
    Lily glared at him. “I shall require some assistance. My dress—” 
 
    “—gets in the way, yes.” Tayo was already unlacing the first layer at her back, his motions brisk and efficient. “Utterly nonsensical, those bustles.” 
 
    “We wear them to appeal to men.”  
 
    He scoffed, brushing the outer layers of her garment off. Blue silk pooled on the floor. “You wear them to appeal to yourself and no one else. You’ve no need to exaggerate your body.”  
 
    Was that a compliment? “I thought you told me I was not attractive.” 
 
    “I never once denied your physical beauty.” The words rolled off his lips like honey. Her underskirts rolled down her hips. “Only that of your character. No, Lily, this”—his fingers skimmed along the edges of her exposed corset and over her drawers—“this has always been most pleasing to look at.” He lifted her up on the edge of the table, unravelling the strings at her back, loosening her stays inch by inch. “And now I know that you’ll enjoy my doing so, it will be equally delicious to fuck.” 
 
    She continued to glare at him, telling herself that looks were more effective than mere insults, but in truth, she was utterly bereft of words. The damndest thing was, he was not mistaken. The space between her thighs had already grown damp. And when his fingers brushed along her on his path to pulling down her drawers, the flicker of his lips proved he knew it, too.  
 
    Then Tayo tore her corset off, and she was sitting naked on a dining table whilst he stood there, fully clothed, his eyes roaming over the expanse of her skin. Lily fought the urge to hunch her shoulders, forcing herself to sit up straight as she balanced her weight on both hands behind her. If he felt no shame in exposing her this way, then she ought to feel no shame in displaying her body. This was his fault. She was simply obeying like a good wife ought to. Right? 
 
    “Yes,” he murmured, fingers curving along the edge of her breast. “I like this. I like this very much.” 
 
    His thumb flicked against her nipple, and Lily gasped at the pinprick of sensation. Tayo smiled. And did it again. He held her gaze all the while, unrelenting. 
 
    “You do have beautiful breasts. So full. Whatever shall I do with them?”  
 
    Before she could inform him that it was mightily stupid to ask the innocent that question, he bent low, drawing her nipple inside his mouth.  
 
    What sweet new torture was this? His fingers had been a delight. His mouth was a warm, wet heaven. Oh dear God, he already had her committing blasphemy in her mind. Now she’d need to go for confession, too. Except there would be endless confessions if he kept doing this, kissing and sucking at the pert flesh whilst kneading her other breast gently in one hand. Just when she thought she couldn’t bear the build up any longer, he switched sides and the delicious burn began anew.  
 
    She wasn’t merely damp any longer. She was soaking wet, her insides clenching tightly at erratic intervals. As though her nipples were connected by an invisible cord to everything down there, his mouth pulling sensation straight from her very core.  
 
    As if he’d heard her thoughts, Tayo withdrew and pressed his palm between her legs. “Good?” He smirked. “I could do this forever, you know. Perhaps one day”—he licked her nipple—“I’ll try and make you come”—the sting of teeth—“just from this alone.” A harsh suck which seemed to reverberate all the way into her bones. “You seem like the kind of girl who would.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lily said, letting more of her weight fall onto her arms. 
 
    “Yes. You definitely would. But right now you need something else, don’t you? Something more.”   
 
    His fingers found that little nub, dancing across it, around it, making it wet and slippery just like this morning. Lily sighed with relief even as the tension built.  
 
    “Spread your legs,” he commanded. “Feet up on the table.”  
 
    She almost disobeyed him. Almost. “You can’t possibly—” 
 
    “I want to see you,” he said in a most definite tone, then pushed her thighs wide with both hands. “Yes, like that. There we go.” His thumbs teased the edges of her entrance, flowing up and around, up and around. “Beautiful.” And he spread her open, exposing her most intimate parts as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  
 
    God, how many other women must he have done this with to shed his shame so completely? The thought alone was outrageous. This was outrageous. There was no chance, no chance whatsoever that such a hushed-up act was meant to entail such deviancy if done the proper way. This was not what Fanny had meant when she’d said it would be quick.  
 
    This was not what would have awaited her in a respectable union.  
 
    But still, it felt so good. So nice. It couldn’t possibly be fought. Chest heaving, she gave herself up to the sensation, closing her eyes, knowing full well that Tayo was watching her with absolute focus. He kept rubbing her, fingers flat against her folds until the pressure built into the same tight knot she’d felt this morning, until she dug her nails into the table, hovering on that edge, trembling. She only longed for him to stroke her into oblivion again. Already her thighs were tensing, the pressure building and building, and Tayo— 
 
    Stopped.  
 
    Her eyes flew open. She barely managed to swallow the sob, some strange abrogated croak dying in her throat instead. She needed… she needed… 
 
    Wait. He was unfastening his belt, unbuttoning his trousers. The relentless throbbing between her legs suddenly bled into the background, washed away by a different kind of fascination. Transfixed, she watched the hard length of him emerge from the cloth. She hadn’t seen him last night, hadn’t really wanted to. Nor had she paid much attention this morning, when she’d been so absorbed in her own pleasure, but now her curiosity took over. Propping herself up on her elbows, Lily watched as he touched himself, the tip vanishing in the O shaped by his fingers, then reappearing. Lock and key. It really did make perfect sense.  
 
    She pushed herself upright, moving closer. Tayo released his hold on himself the moment she reached between them, giving her more room to explore. He stripped off his coattails and shirt whilst Lily allowed her fingers to trip hesitantly along his length, feathering them over the tip, where the skin appeared more delicate. It was smoother than the rest of him, more reddish in colour as if it was suffused with blood. A thin sheen of liquid appeared when she rubbed her thumb over it, and he sighed.  
 
    “You get wet, too,” she murmured, a little surprised.  
 
    “When I’m very aroused.” His forehead pressed against hers, but they weren’t looking at each other, were both tracking the tentative paths of her fingers instead. “I’ve wanted to fuck you since this morning, Lily. I’ve thought about it all day. The way you came on my hand. How tight you’d be, coming on my cock.” 
 
    She felt the flush, spreading far wider than just her face this time, all down her neck, across her chest. “You really need to stop talking like that. It’s crude.”  
 
    “You had better get used to it. I enjoy being crude when I fuck.” 
 
    He pushed his trousers the rest of the way down and stepped out of them. Lily cleared her throat, but despite her censure she wrapped her fingers around him the moment he returned, mimicking the movements she’d observed him making earlier. It was a pleasing sensation, the weight of him against her palm. Something about it thrilled her to the core, to feel his naked flesh like this. Perhaps the same thing which seemed to thrill him when he said such forbidden things. Which she wasn’t thrilled by. At all.  
 
    “And you seem to enjoy doing that,” he continued. “You’re good at it, too. That’s it. A little harder.” 
 
    Lily licked her lips and gripped him more tightly. “It felt good inside me.” 
 
    “It did. It felt very good inside you.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant.”   
 
    “Oh, I know.” Tayo smiled, a foreign softness wrapping around his lips. “I’m glad it did. I bet it would feel even better inside of you right now, without any guilt. Knowing that you want it unreservedly.” He nuzzled her neck. “You do want it, don’t you? You want me inside you. You’d like me to fuck you right now.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Beg me.” His voice was rough. “Tell me you want me inside your sweet little cunt.” 
 
    His fingers circled her entrance once, dipping inside shallowly. She gasped. “This isn’t decent. You can’t force me to utter the same filth as you.” 
 
    “It isn’t meant to be decent, Lily. It’s meant to be filthy.” His lips brushed over the shell of her ear. “And you’re right, I can’t force you to say a thing. But I can make you wait. After all, I’ve already waited an entire day. What’s another few minutes? Another few hours?” He pulled back a little. “Would you prefer to wait?” 
 
    He drummed his fingers across her opening, a rapid pulse which echoed her heartbeat. Not enough to build the tension in the way she longed for, but just enough to keep her aching. God, she was aching.  
 
    “You know I wouldn’t.”  
 
    “But you do want this inside you.” Tayo punctuated the statement by thrusting into the circle of her hand. She grabbed him even tighter in response, and he let out a low groan. “You want my cock.”  
 
    “Yes,” she confessed.  
 
    “Then tell me. I want to hear it.” He wound his fingers in her hair, dragged her head back by the length of her tresses so he could pin her with a stare. “Say you want me to fuck you.” 
 
    By all that was holy— “Tayo…” 
 
    “Say the words. And say please.” 
 
    His eyes were blacker than the night. There was that thing inside them again she’d glimpsed this morning. That hunger. “Please Tayo.” She swallowed. “Fuck me. I want you inside me.” 
 
    “There now,” he murmured. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    And with the speed of someone who’d been restraining himself, he brushed her hand off him and flattened her against the table in one move. She felt the tip of him bathing in her slickness as he positioned himself at her entrance, and then he pushed forward and sank inside in a single stroke.  
 
    There was no sting this time, only the feeling of being stretched wide open. It was a glorious sensation. Utterly glorious.  
 
    Clearly Tayo thought so, too, because when Lily rose up on her elbows, he was holding perfectly still, eyes fixed on the place where they were joined. His teeth were digging white into his lower lip.  
 
    “Look at you,” he murmured. “The way you wrap around me…” 
 
    She couldn’t speak. Could only gasp for breath. Obscene. It was obscene, how he seemed to delight in studying their coupling in such detail. 
 
    He looked up. “Tight as a glove.” His right hand wandered between her legs, stroking through the damp curls there, then settled across the lower edge of her belly, pressing down. “Does it still feel good inside you?” 
 
    She couldn’t lie. She didn’t want to. “Yes.” 
 
    He withdrew slowly. Slid back in. “It’ll get so much better. I promise. Let’s find out if you like it slow or fast, hmm?” 
 
    Slow was good. Slow was like last night, a torturous retreat and return, over and over and over. But it was also better because she was facing him this time. In this position, slow brought with it a grinding twist at the end of each thrust which set her nerves to tingling. Whenever they came together, the friction burned bright at the junction of her thighs. Lily would have sunk back against the table, but there was something addictive about holding Tayo’s gaze, something which made it difficult to let go. The way he smiled whenever he circled his hips against her and elicited a gasp—although it should have riled her. He was so clearly doing it deliberately. So evidently finding pleasure in wrenching noises from her. Like it was all a game to him.  
 
    She didn’t know what she wanted more: to abandon herself to this lust or to prove him wrong. To prove that she could fight it. Damnably difficult though that might be. 
 
    Some of her thoughts must have shown on her face because Tayo laughed again; a small sound. Almost private.  
 
    “Still cross with me, I see.” His voice was as husky as it was amused. “All right, then. Have it your way. Enjoy the ride.” 
 
    And he pressed her down against the table, one hand firm in the centre of her chest, between her breasts, until she lay flat against cool wood. Then he took her in earnest. The first thrust knocked the breath from her lungs. There was nothing gentle or delicate about the way he pulled back and filled her body this time, although the wetness eased his path, turning slide after slide into fluid motion. The ache at her core intensified, but then, so did that lustrous edge, the snap of his groin against Lily’s sweet spot a rapid punctuation mark which drove her higher. She’d meant to deny him something, hadn’t she? Her pleasure? That didn’t make much sense. By God, she hardly recognised herself beneath this new onslaught of sensation, hadn’t even known she was capable of making the desperate, urgent noises which clogged the back of her throat. She wanted more, needed more, but Tayo was pinning her in place, and the only thing that she could do was strain against his hand, strain and wriggle and push against him until sweat pooled between her breasts. She clutched at his arm, seeking purchase, folded her legs around the back of his thighs, and—oh, that was nice. So nice. She could pull him in even further that way, try to keep him pressed against her for longer so she could grind up against him— 
 
    Tayo laughed when she did it for the second time. “Little vixen,” he rasped, burying himself to the hilt on the next thrust, and Lily, goddamn her, sobbed.   
 
    She couldn’t help it. It felt so good, so good, and yet it was nowhere near enough and she burned to finish, needed that brilliant release. She fumbled blindly with her free hand, trying to sneak it into the space between their bodies, but Tayo blocked her movement.  
 
    “Don’t you dare. You’ll come when I make you, or not at all. You understand?” 
 
    Not fair. Not fair at all. “Tayo…” 
 
    “Would you like to?” He didn’t slow his pace. Nor did he break eye contact. He seemed to be everywhere at once: inside her, above her, around her. Consuming her.  
 
    “You know I do.” She panted the words more than she said them. Like Tayo had punched them from her with his hips.  
 
    “Then ask.” Another thrust, harsh, right to the core of her. She whimpered. “Ask nicely, Lily.” He dropped his voice. “You know I’ll make it good. Just like this morning. I’ll make it so good.” 
 
    Oh God. She squirmed beneath him. “Please, Tayo. Please.” Was that enough? “I need it—I need it so much.”  
 
    His lips curved in a wide smile. “Good girl.” 
 
    And he reached between them, rubbing, stroking, and coherent thought promptly abandoned her. There was only the explosion of bliss, the knot in her belly tightening and then tearing her apart from the inside, her muscles rippling and clenching around him, and oh, this was so much better with him inside her than it had been with just his fingers. The wave seemed to carry on forever, an endless surge stretched out by his thrusts as Tayo fucked her harder, wringing whimpers from her until all of her body had turned pliant. Dimly, she was aware that he was muttering something underneath his breath. Probably more filth.  
 
    Who cared. She had no anger left, all of a sudden. Such wasted energy. Too much effort. Dazed, she opened her eyes. When had she closed them? It didn’t matter. Every muscle in her body had turned to liquid, and she was drifting on some cloud. She’d never felt this replete in her entire life.  
 
    Tayo was still moving inside her, eyes hooded, breath catching. Still watching her. Lily sent him a drowsy smile, and his fingers dug into her hips as he stilled so deep inside she moaned with it. His eyes fell shut, his face slackening with pleasure, and his groan washed over her, that same slow pulse reverberating in her core which she’d noticed last night.  
 
    This must be it. His culmination.  
 
    It was different, seeing him succumb to it. He looked different, too, the harsh lines gliding off his face, replaced by smoothness. She’d not seen such relief in her lifetime. Astounding, that her body should be able to give him such satisfaction. Was it the same for him, the aftermath? How peaceful everything felt. Like being drowned in relaxation… 
 
    She wanted it to last, this moment. Just a little longer. Lifting herself up on her arms, she extended one hand and ran it along his jaw.  
 
    Tayo’s eyes snapped open. Breathing still laboured, he stepped back, slipping from her body in the process. And the moment broke.  
 
    She sat up, and he brushed his thumb against her lower lip. “Yes,” he said, the usual blitheness wrapping around the word once more. “Quite the blessing in an untenable situation, I should think.” 
 
    Turning away, he bent to pick up his clothes and started to dress. Lily watched him, discomfort settling over her like a thick blanket as reality trickled back inside her awareness. It wasn’t the only trickle which she felt either.  
 
    She snapped her thighs shut. Best not to think of that.  
 
    “That’s it?” she managed, eventually.  
 
    “Hmm?” He glanced at her over his shoulder, fingers busy on his buttons. “Oh, yes. I wish you a pleasant evening, my wife. Thank you for attending me.” 
 
    “Thank you for—” She drew a breath. “You cannot mean to… leave me here like this.” 
 
    “Can’t I?” Tayo himself already looked pristine again, damn him. His eyes licked up and down the length of her body. “I confess, I think I would quite like that. You are a sight right now.” He reached out and flicked her nipple. Casually, this time. Without intent.  
 
    Lily swallowed. Surely there were no words.   
 
    “A sight I wouldn’t mind being my last one as I leave so it’s burned into my eyes,” he said. “Is that quite enough for you?”  
 
    She slithered off the table, shame crawling hot up her spine. “You are disgusting.”  
 
    “Am I?” The corner of his mouth curved upwards. “Careful.” His hand slipped between her thighs, cupping her… She wouldn’t call it what he’d called it. Never. “You don’t want to drip all over the carpet now, do you?”  
 
    She had been right. There were no words. None whatsoever.  
 
    “That’s what I mean,” she settled on in the end. “How can you possibly utter such filth? You’ve no respect.” 
 
    “I thought we had been over this. Because I enjoy it?” His hand rocked against her, once, twice. “Because I think you secretly enjoy it, too, my Lily. It didn’t seem to dampen your ardour any. One orgasm and suddenly it’s all you want, hmm? I bet I could give you another right now. If I really wanted to.”  
 
    Jaw set, she fought to ignore the answering tingle in her loins. “Be that as it may. You will assist me as I dress. I require someone to do up my corset. I will not sink so low as to ask staff to help me in this state.” 
 
    A small smile played about his lips. His hand rose from between her legs, staining her cheek with wetness. The smell of her own musk hung strong in the air, layered over a more pungent scent. He smeared a damp trail over her bottom lip, and Lily’s tongue darted out on instinct. She tasted tartness with a soapy, bitter edge.   
 
    His eyes grew dark. “Of course, my wife,” he said. “Whatever you desire.” 
 
    If this had been a battle, then who had won? She tried to work it out whilst she stood there with her back to him, his fingers rough on her laces. Constraining her. Pulling her in. She was still mulling it over when his hands flowed over her curves one last time before he left her on her lonesome.  
 
    For some reason, she couldn’t seem to find the answer.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She did require another orgasm that night, as it so happened. She found it, too. Alone in her bed, mimicking his strokes by memory until her body gave in.  
 
    It didn’t feel half as good without Tayo.  
 
    Damn him.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Breakfast the following morning was impossible. Impossible.  
 
    How could she bear to sit beside him, drinking tea and eating eggs in decorous silence? She comprehended, now, the true purpose of a honeymoon period. If, behind closed curtains, most marriages went through this phase straight after the wedding, then it made eminent sense that the couple should not wish to spend their time welcoming visitors and making polite conversation. All that talk of newlyweds needing to get acquainted with one another…  
 
    It made sense now. What a show. What a farce. 
 
    Never mind that most honeymoons probably did not include what Tayo had done to her. Right there, not two feet away. On that table.   
 
    Lily tried very hard to focus on her breakfast. And yet her gaze kept tripping away from her plate, her thoughts fluttering about like disturbed leaves in an autumn breeze. Her pulse fluttered alongside them, especially whenever she glanced at Tayo. 
 
    Just like he’d intended. He was evidently relishing every ounce of her discomfort, each furtive glance he caught. He wasn’t even attempting to hide it. Oh, naturally, he’d been reading the paper in the usual fashion when she’d entered, but it had quickly dropped and fallen away to the side so that Lily stayed within his line of sight. A flimsy pretence if there ever was one. Where once it had been a wall between them, now it had transformed into a mere accessory.      
 
    Instead, Lily’s not-so-secret glances had become the morning entertainment. Their gazes locked and cut apart. Locked and cut apart. Throughout it, Tayo kept on smiling. The silly game continued until, eventually, Lily sent him a glare so heated it could not be denied.  
 
    “Yes?” Tayo cocked his head. “Were you in need of something?” 
 
    “You’re vile.”   
 
    “And you’re in danger of turning these accusations into a litany,” he informed her blithely. “They’re getting rather tedious. Wouldn’t it be so much simpler to ask for what it is you seek?” 
 
    “I can see to myself,” she bit out. “I’ve discovered how to, thank you kindly.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” His eyebrows shot up. “And when was that?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “Another one? I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. You did look well on your way when I found you yesterday. Only a matter of time.” He folded the paper flat and set it aside. “A most determined study you must be, however, to get there on the third occasion in one day. Was it that when you lay down to sleep, you couldn’t help but remember the most exciting moments of your day? Did I leave such an impression?” 
 
    Of course it had been precisely that.  
 
    “I’d quite like to watch, sometime,” he continued. “Whilst you see to yourself. If you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Horrendous, perhaps?” she offered. “Instead of vile.” 
 
    “Come now, Lily. You enjoy being watched. Being the centre of attention. Just look at how you dress.” He indicated her outfit of the day, a vivid green ensemble of shimmering silk which turned her hair to flame. “It’s why you thrived at court. It’s why someone with your excellent prospects didn’t get married the instant they entered polite society. Why you extended the process unnecessarily. We both know it. Is this truly so different?” 
 
    “I extended the process because I sought to marry for love,” she said. “You know that. And it’s clearly not at all the same. Besides,” she cleared her throat, “watching me hardly serves the main purpose of congress in a marriage. Which is procreation.” 
 
    “And yet you indulged. Alone.” 
 
    She needed to stop opening her mouth when he had vexed her. It only ever served to give him ammunition, and he was much too sharp to let her get away with it. Best not to credit him with a response. She pressed her lips together.  
 
    She hadn’t expected him to be this smart before their wedding. Of all the things she had anticipated, these endless games of wit had not been it. 
 
    “I cannot offer love,” Tayo said. “But I can offer you release. And to judge by the way you keep glancing across the table, it’s clear that’s what you really need. You’ve been doing it for a good half hour now. You must be in some torment.”  
 
    Exactly like he’d said he wanted her to be. The bastard. “And you are not?” 
 
    “I’m more used to waiting.” He shrugged. “And more accustomed to my body. But then, I also remember when I first discovered the sweetness of completion. There is that time in most young men’s life, I suspect. Where all they do is feverishly obsess about finding as many furtive moments as is practicable to seek fulfilment on their own.” He tapped his fingers against his plate. “I suppose for you women, you wouldn’t even consider it. You’re kept so ignorant of the particulars. Forced into waiting to find out about them until you’re married.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong there. Sweet and passionate kisses she’d dreamt of for many years. And that was where her imagination had ended. Everything beyond that thoughtscape had been swirling, dark mists.  
 
    No book could have prepared her for this.  
 
    “At least,” he added pensively, and with a wrinkle of his nose, “if you are of…fine breeding.” 
 
    She knew an insult when she heard one. “And you were told what to expect?” she asked acerbically. “Someone instructed you in all this as a part of learning the required manners in the social circles you frequented?” 
 
    “Hardly. But you overhear far more when you work in the dockyards. Or in factories.” A shrug. “Perhaps your noblemen are just as clueless as you are.” He laughed. “Now there’s a thought. Aren’t you the lucky one, Lily, to not have to put up with an ignorant husband’s fumbling? Can you imagine? Your much sought-after love match leaving you high and dry. Or worse.” 
 
    Lily flattened her lips and glared at him. As ever, it appeared to achieve the opposite effect she had intended.  
 
    “Let me make this season a memorable one for you,” Tayo said, his voice like silk. “It will not come again and we might as well both enjoy it. To the fullest.”  
 
    “This season,” she echoed.  
 
    “This period of time when your body discovers all the marvellous things it can do. You really are incredibly responsive, you know. Thrice in one day is… far keener than I’ve come across in a while. I’m very glad I bent to your will when you argued so formidably for my sharing your bed. I would have cheated myself terribly otherwise. Years of abstinence or sneaking around did not precisely look appealing.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “And that’s all that matters to you, isn’t it? What you get out of this.”  
 
    “We are a match in this, at least.” He stood and sidled up to her, perching on the edge of the table, feet crossed at his ankles. He folded his arms. “Must we keep belabouring this point? Tell me, with all sincerity, that you desire nothing of me right now.”  
 
    Lily drew her bottom lip between her teeth, gnawing at it. Naturally, she could do no such thing. Not when she could smell the scent of his cologne waft over to her, reeling her in. Not when her body yearned for him to make her feel like last night.  
 
    “Exactly.” Grasping her hands, Tayo pulled her to her feet. “Come here. Let me bring you some relief.”  
 
    He was already drawing her close. Lily sent a harried glance past her shoulder. “The door’s not lock—”  
 
    “I shan’t undress you. Regrettably, I do not have the time.” Then, before she could blink, he dropped to his knees. Buried his face in her skirts and nuzzled upwards to the join of her legs. “Help me lift these up.” And he shifted her backwards until she was flush against the table, her bustle collapsing on its edge. Meanwhile, his hands travelled beneath her petticoats and shoved the whole lot up her thighs.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Lily muttered, even as he was stuffing reams of bunched fabric into her arms. “What are you even—oh.”  
 
    He wasn’t—she must have imagined it. He couldn’t possibly be— 
 
    The sensation returned, unmistakable this time. The slick touch of a tongue.  
 
    “You cannot kiss me there,” she hissed, mortified.   
 
    “No?” Tayo withdrew, grinning whilst he ran two fingers along her seam. “I do believe I am, so that must mean I can. I told you, I don’t have much time this morning. This should be quick, I think.” His eyes gleamed. “Relax. Enjoy.”  
 
    And he bent back over her, sinking two fingers inside her, the flat of his tongue circling her little bud, then laving it intently. Whatever new depravity this was, he didn’t seem to be mistaken. The feeling was unbearably intense, lighting her on fire in an instant. Lily clutched her skirts to her chest, trying to hang on, to relax like he’d instructed, but it wasn’t enough. She reached blindly for him with one hand, her fingers curving around the back of his head, but his hair was too short for her to find purchase, its coarse texture scraping against her palm, escaping any attempts to hold him in place. All the while, the warm, wet suction continued. She wanted to push him away and pull him closer at the same time, wanted to grind against his face so he could give her more of this sweet sickness—for heaven’s sake, what was she thinking?  
 
    “Tayo,” she gasped, and he responded with a hum which reverberated against her skin, leaving her tingling. The gasp turned into a moan. And then into another gasp when he thrust his fingers rhythmically inside her whilst sucking her engorged flesh straight into his mouth.  
 
    Was it possible to dissolve from pure sensation? It certainly wasn’t possible to stay still, and it was a good thing that Tayo’s free hand held her tightly at the top of her thigh because she couldn’t stop writhing beneath his ministrations, her hips rising to meet his mouth of their own accord. Then, even that wasn’t enough, at least not until Tayo pressed his arm flat across the bottom of her stomach, pinning her down, pinning her to the table. He wouldn’t let up, oh dear God, he wouldn’t stop, and she would die from this, surely, would die from these stabs of ecstasy shooting up into her belly and down her legs like his tongue was poison fire.  
 
    Her culmination was so rapid that it almost hurt. But Tayo refused to stop, kept sucking her through the peak of the wave, and that did hurt for a moment, except an instant later it pushed her even further, into another violent convulsion. When he finally reappeared between her legs, licking his lips, Lily was hanging on to the table for dear life, panting. She hadn’t shrieked, that second time, had she?  
 
    “You did,” Tayo said and smoothed her skirts. They fell like an impeccable waterfall over her trembling legs. “I presume that means you liked it?” 
 
    Oh God. Oh God. How dare he look so smug.  
 
    “You haven’t even kissed me yet,” she protested weakly.  
 
    He contemplated her. Still on his knees. “No,” he agreed. “I haven’t, have I?” 
 
    For a moment, she thought he might tell her that of course he hadn’t, and that he never would. That nobody would ever want to kiss someone like Lily, that she must be utterly deluded. That she was no better than a whore, accommodating all his sinful demands like this, not worthy of respect for sacrificing all the poise which made her a lady. But instead he rose in one liquid motion to grasp her chin. And then he was licking her mouth open the same way that he’d licked… her open, driving shadows of her own taste onto her taste buds and chasing them away into a warm, slick tangle of tongues.  
 
    Then he withdrew and reached for his tea, swirling a gulp of liquid through his mouth a few times before swallowing.   
 
    “I’ll see you this evening.” He adjusted himself, plainly aroused. “Enjoy your day.” 
 
    “Wait.” Lily frowned. “You aren’t going to—” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t have much time. Work waits for no man.” He headed to the coat stand in the corner and shrugged his jacket on, buttoning it closed. Its long front fell over him, hiding many sins. “Besides, I relish the anticipation.” 
 
    He left her staring at the remainder of her cooling eggs, fingers still pressed to her lips.  
 
    This was never how she’d dreamt it. Her first kiss.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Tayo returned so late that night that Lily had already taken to bed, half convinced he wouldn’t come at all, reminding herself that she wasn’t disappointed. The knock on the door barely roused her from her slumber, and she was still rubbing at her eyes when Tayo wormed his way beneath the blankets.  
 
    “You’re late,” she mumbled.  
 
    “I know,” he responded, voice low and soothing. “I got held up.” He kissed her knuckles. “Am I too late? Are you too tired to welcome me? Did you already finish the task yourself as you threatened this morning?” 
 
    Lily hadn’t, as the matter stood. She’d been too cross with how he’d made her wait to indulge in memories, pleasant though they’d been. Now she ran her hand along his jaw, a day’s worth of stubble scratching her palm. And drew him towards her by way of answer.  
 
    Their coupling was slow and soft and easy, nothing like the prior evening. Perhaps it was because the night doused them in ink and quiet, causing some reverent part of them to wake in the silence, forbidding even Tayo’s crude words to cut apart the endless dark. Perhaps it was because the sheets embraced them with such softness, hugging them tightly. Perhaps it was the memory of that first night still lingering in the room, infusing the walls with echoes of uncertainty. Either way, Tayo stripped both their clothes completely before he moulded their bodies together, kissing her thoroughly whilst his hands roamed across her skin, setting it alight. He moved inside her like water, and when Lily came she did so with a sigh, drowsily clinging to his shoulders whilst he finished. By the time he climbed from her bed, she was already drifting back off into sleep.  
 
    She thought she sensed his fingers running through her hair, just before he left. But that couldn’t be. Tayo would never have done such a thing.   
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    They fell into a pattern of debauchery. Tayo would see to Lily after their breakfasts, propelling her into shivering climaxes before he vanished into his study or left the house for the day. She’d fill her hours with pointless activities and, increasingly, with rides out to the emptier, wooded parts of public parks. The ones which Fanny reminded her with a frown were really not for ladies to frequent without appropriate company by their side. Not that Lily cared any longer. About Fanny, or what the ton thought of her. She briefly contemplated going for confession in all seriousness, but decided against it. Why confess to something she fully intended to repeat?  
 
    Because in the evenings, Tayo would return and take her without fail. Sometimes in the dining room, sometimes in her bed; once in the drawing room, when he came back much earlier than usual. After a week of their new routine, Lily’s body felt so well-used that she almost welcomed the telltale signs that her courses were upon her. As much as she enjoyed the way he filled her whilst fully aroused, she was feeling increasingly sore the following day.  
 
    She slept through breakfast the day the bleeds commenced, spending the morning in bed and lounging around the house whilst waiting for the worst of the cramps to pass. Nightfall found her in the drawing room, still resting on the sofa. She’d bypassed dinner altogether, settling for a light bite in the late afternoon. She always felt too sickly for a proper meal when she was like this.  
 
    The clacking noise of footfalls on parquet pulled her from her novel.  
 
    “Good evening.” Tayo settled beside her, spreading one arm across the sofa’s backrest. “You were absent at breakfast. And at dinner.” 
 
    Lily sent him a sideways glance. With everything he knew about her body, surely he must know about this, too. “I am indisposed as of this morning.” 
 
    “I see. That is a shame. I’d been looking forward to… connecting.”  
 
    She eyed him. He’d plucked a copper curl off her shoulder and was winding it around his finger. From any other man, the gesture would have been a demonstration of affection. 
 
    “Of course I understand,” he said. “Just let me know when you feel comfortable to resume relations.” 
 
    Lily watched the shadows from the fire dance across his profile. The way they rippled across his cheekbone. She didn’t owe him anything. Not really. But today had felt so endless. In the past, she’d welcomed these intermissions more often than not, grateful for the break from near-constant socialising which they represented. Now the time alone only amplified her general isolation. She’d even been prevented from taking the fresh air she longed for. Any time she’d crossed the corridor, she’d half hoped to cross paths with Tayo, if only to exchange some words. Household staff bowing and curtseying before her just… it wasn’t the same.   
 
    None of them ever spoke to her. They never had, and she had always known it. But it hadn’t mattered then. Now it did.  
 
    Truth was, she welcomed Tayo’s body against her own for more reasons than pure pleasure. It made her feel… connected. As if she was tied into some kind of bigger whole. A whole she’d once been part of. Which had cut her loose and forgotten she even existed. 
 
    She placed her hand on his wrist. “I could still assist you,” she suggested.  
 
    Tayo looked up. He dropped the strand of hair. “I was hardly expecting that.”  
 
    “I could do with a distraction. I’ve been abysmally bored.”  
 
    His lip curved. “And is this different from your usual days?”  
 
    “Not really. I’ve been abysmally bored since I came to live with you, as well you know.” She bit her lip. That had sounded more acerbic than intended, and she did not wish to start a fight. Not tonight. The ceasefire between them had been… a relief. “What I mean to say is that there is precious little for me to do to while away the hours, given that I’m not welcome anywhere. Usually the lady of the house would attend to social visits in the daytime. I’m accustomed to being around people.”  
 
    She’d go so far as to say she missed them. Well. Sometimes. She didn’t miss the artifice. The painted-on smiles. The pretence of being interested in gossip which had frankly always bored her. Her own company just bored her more.  
 
    “That’s funny,” Tayo said. “Perhaps you should grant me some of your hours. I never feel as if I have enough of them, at present.” He rolled his neck. “And entirely too much of people.”  
 
    “They’re thriving, then? Your ventures? If you’re so busy, they must be.” 
 
    Tayo sighed. He rolled his shoulders, too, dropping back against the sofa, stretching his neck. “I do not wish to speak of work right now. Nor to think of it.”  
 
    “All right.” She scooted closer, running her fingers down his lapels. “You would still like… to connect?” 
 
    His arm fell around her. He pulled her close, their faces inches apart. “Yes. If you’re amenable.” And he drew Lily into a kiss, his tongue flickering so softly against her own that she instantly resented her impediment.  
 
    He really was an excellent kisser. Not that she had anything to compare him to, but the way he slanted his lips over hers and toyed with the tension between their tongues, leaving her chasing him, leaving her wanting more…  
 
    Never mind. Best make do with what she had. She loosened his cravat first, unbuttoning his jacket and then his shirt, discovering the heat of smooth skin beneath. Tayo sighed in response and broke the kiss to shrug out of his shirt. When she pulled back to assist him, she could see that he was already erect, the outline showing through the fine weave of his trousers.   
 
    What was it she had meant to help him with? Her fingers were inexorably drawn downwards, the urge to reach for him too much to resist. She traced the shape of him through the cloth, folding her hand around the rigid length and then releasing it again, rubbing lightly. There’d been a few times that she’d touched him during their encounters, but more often than not, Tayo had moved them on so swiftly to the main event that she’d not had much opportunity to explore. It was entrancing, playing with him like this. To discover him slowly.  
 
    When she next looked up, Tayo was regarding her with a smile. “Enjoying yourself?” 
 
    Flushing, Lily went for his buttons with determination. He wasn’t wearing drawers underneath his trousers, and his hot flesh slid sweetly against her palm.  
 
    “I am,” she whispered. “It is a marvel, how different we are. I love how hard it gets.” 
 
    She could’ve sworn that it grew even harder at her words. Squeezing lightly in response, she dragged her hand upwards with a slow pull, watching a bead of liquid appearing at the tip.  
 
    “I still don’t fully comprehend how it can fit inside me.”  
 
    Tayo groaned. “Lily.” He cupped the back of her head, his fingers sinking into the mass of curls and kneading her scalp. “I thought you were averse to speaking filth.” 
 
    She swirled her thumb through the liquid. When he was very aroused, he’d said. Which meant that this was due to her. She’d done this. Made him wet like he made her wet, and so quickly, too. The thought trickled a shiver down her spine. “I was merely musing.”  
 
    He laughed, his head falling back against the settee. “If that’s how you excuse it to yourself, then by all means. Keep at it. Muse away.”  
 
    Gripping him in the circle of one hand, she began a steady motion. “It’s hardly my intention to put on a show for you. If you’re expecting that, you’ll be most sorely disappointed.” 
 
    “No? I believe you’re already doing so. I’m finding it”—he stifled a sound in his throat—“remarkably entertaining. Is it diverting enough for you yet?” 
 
    Lily pulled a little harder. “It would be more so if you made some noise.”  
 
    He laughed again. “So it’s me you’d like to put on a show? I knew you liked it when I was expressive.” He stretched like a cat lounging in the sun. Licked his lips. Moaned demonstratively during the next stroke, eyes locking on hers. “Oh, Lily”—his tone rang, strangely, both exaggerated and sincere—“I love how you touch me. Bring me off with your sweet little fingers. You’re going to make me come so hard. I can’t wait to spill all over your hand.” 
 
    He was making fun of her. And enjoying it. “Stop it!” she hissed with a glare. 
 
    “All over your hand. Can’t wait to get you wet and dirty like a common harlot—” 
 
    She covered his lips with her own to shut him up. Whatever remaining vileness he’d meant to utter was swallowed by their kiss, swallowed by her mouth as she drank him in, and that was infinitely better. In fact, she’d best not let him go at all—too much of a risk. Instead, she gripped the back of his neck to hold him in place, speeding her wrist all the while. And if her anger seeped into the motion, lending it an edge, then so be it. If he could do this to her—hold her down and take her body as if it belonged to him, playing her whilst mocking her—then surely she was more than entitled to repay the favour.  
 
    Tayo didn’t appear to mind. In fact, he went limp, allowing her to control the kiss, allowing her to invade his mouth without resisting. There was something blindingly powerful about having him beneath her like this, about setting the pace for a change, shifting from light touches to firmer ones. Soon, her cautious explorations had morphed into something fast and demanding. 
 
    Despite the pangs of her affliction crisscrossing her belly, she felt herself growing warm and wetter. Was this what it was like for him when he fucked her? When he brought her to completion with his mouth? If so, she could see why he enjoyed it so much. She wanted to unravel him, wanted him to shatter apart beneath her, wanted him to break. Wanted to know that his pleasure was all her doing, that she’d set it in motion. That she could take it away, too, if she desired to. That he was entirely at her mercy.  
 
    Not that she did desire to. So when he tried to soften the kiss, she only wriggled closer and pushed him further into the upholstery, hastening her movements and tightening her hold on him. Tayo moaned low in his throat, and Lily drank the noise down, let it sink deep into her gut. And then there was only the crackling of the fireplace in the background, the darkness of the room wrapping around them like a glove, like her hand wrapped around him. There was only the steady rhythm. His gasps.  
 
    When she did eventually break the kiss—she’d grown breathless herself—Tayo appeared to be close to his peak. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his chest rising and falling in laboured rasps. Lily stared at him, for once not utterly distracted by the pounding beat of her own need between her legs. He looked beautiful like this, really. Not nearly as harsh. There was something almost vulnerable about the way his hips strained to meet her as though he couldn’t help it. About the way his Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed repeatedly, lips parting as he stared at her, pupils blown to black. He wasn’t joking any longer. 
 
    She licked her lips, a strange confidence rising in the centre of her chest. Right now, he held none of his usual power. She did. She’d taken it back. “You will,” she said slowly, eyes fixed on his. “All over my hand.”  
 
    Tayo’s eyes widened, then closed on a groan as he tensed beneath her. And then he came undone, surging into her grip one last time before stiffening and pulsing in the tight cage of her fingers. Lily’s gaze dropped to where strings of white were spilling onto his chest. They pooled in the divot of his breastbone before sliding downwards, and just when she thought they’d stopped, another weaker spurt followed them. And another. She continued to massage him for a moment longer, rubbing her thumb up and down the underside until he made a pained noise like he couldn’t bear it any longer.   
 
    She stroked once more for good measure, then let him go, her hand sinking to his stomach and resting in sticky slickness.  
 
    Tayo promptly burst out laughing.  
 
    Frowning, Lily moved away from him. “There’s no need—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” He pulled her straight back in, kissing her with speed and force. “That was delicious.” He sucked on her bottom lip. “My little vixen. I particularly liked the part where you held me down.” 
 
    “You deserved it.”  
 
    He laughed again.  
 
    “Careful,” Lily muttered. “Don’t get… that all over my dress.”  
 
    “No?” He followed her gaze to his belly, his hand covering her own and dragging it through the pool of liquid. “But you made such a beautiful mess. Look at it.” 
 
    Lily swallowed. All of this. It should disgust her. It should really, really disgust her. 
 
    “Come now,” he murmured. “I can tell that you’re curious.”  
 
    And he lifted her hand like an offering, holding it out right in front of her face. Her fingers gleamed in the light from the fireplace.  
 
    She hated him. And herself, a little. But her tongue darted out in spite of herself, and before she knew it, she was sucking avidly on her own fingers, Tayo’s pupils widening as he watched her. The taste was strong and musky, overpowering almost, rising sharply into her nostrils. And yet, it only seemed to stoke the part of the ache within her belly which came from anticipation rather than from pain.  
 
    “Good girl,” Tayo said, once her fingers were clean. When she dropped her eyes, his thumb instantly lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. “I mean it. You need not have attended me at all. I shall remember your generosity.”  
 
    Her stomach churned, but she couldn’t pinpoint the root of the sensation. “I ought to head to bed. It’s late.” 
 
    “Yes. Go rest.” He gave her a brusque kiss. “Sleep well.” 
 
    There was indeed a stain on the bodice of her dress, which she discovered when Fanny unlaced her not much later.  
 
    Blessedly, Fanny abstained from commenting on it.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    “There is a visitor for you, milady.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Lily’s eyebrows shot up as she paused at the bottom of the stairs. “I don’t know who could possibly—” 
 
    The door to the corridor swung open with vigour. “My girl! My one and only daughter. How good it is to see you.” Her father pushed past Miles as though he wasn’t there. “You look well. I trust you’re well?”  
 
    Of course. Who else would think to call on her these days but him? And in such high spirits, too. Did that mean that whatever ears were always listening—perchance were being paid to listen, even—had relayed the change in their circumstances? That the invisible tide of whispers was turning behind the scenes?  
 
    Lily’s stomach twisted. As did her lips. If this was an accomplishment, she didn’t feel it. She only felt… used. And still, it would be rude to make him—she couldn’t possibly—  
 
    Never mind. Of course she damn well could. She would.  
 
    “Miles,” she said coolly. “I don’t believe I’d made plans to receive visitors today. There must be some mistake. Please see this gentleman here out.”  
 
    And, pivoting on her heel, she climbed back up the stairs.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    “Your father says you turned him out of our home.” Tayo speared a slice of beef.  
 
    “I did.” Lily steeled herself for the inevitable confrontation. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    He contemplated her, chewing slowly. “No,” he said, and took a sip of water. “I only wanted to assure myself that he relayed the tale accurately. He appeared most vexed. Said you didn’t even acknowledge him.”  
 
    “That is correct.”  
 
    She could have sworn his lips twitched. For whatever reason, however, he seemed determined to camouflage his amusement, where normally he wouldn’t have bothered. “Good,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” Lily said, and straightened her back. “How are things at the docks?” 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    He didn’t request her assistance that evening. In fact, he hadn’t requested her company at all since that evening in the parlour, although his eyes lingered on her whenever their paths crossed. And Lily had kept herself from offering purely on account of the frightful observation that, despite her current affliction, she was still… remarkably tempted to do more than assist him.  
 
    Some things, at least, ought to remain holy.  
 
    Nevertheless, that night she slipped into his room once darkness had fallen. Why, she could not have said. Some indefinable force lured her there, like she was being pulled by an invisible thread.  
 
    Tayo didn’t protest when she crawled into his bed. In fairness, he was still awake, unlike the last time, his gaze tracking her as she approached. But he also didn’t protest when she yanked the covers off him, exposing his unclothed body to the chill night air. Nor when she rolled him onto his back and pushed him into the mattress. And he didn’t fight Lily when she coaxed both of his arms up above his head, taking a hold of his wrists and pinning them to the bed.  
 
    He never spoke at all. He simply closed his eyes and let her do to him exactly as she wished, let her hold him right there until she’d brought him to bliss.  
 
    She left before she could forget herself and lose the last remaining shred of her decency. His eyes hadn’t even opened again yet.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    He’d fallen asleep in her bed. The first day that she felt confident to share herself again had remarkably coincided with a Sunday, and although Tayo had seemed determined to work through the day of rest like it was any other day, Lily had quickly disabused him of this notion. Admittedly, it had taken little effort beyond sitting on his lap at lunchtime. His eyes had lit up, and he’d led her to her room and stripped her, sucking at her breasts as though he had been starved of them for weeks or months. 
 
    He hadn’t been joking when he said he appreciated them. He spent an inordinate amount of time dedicating himself to teasing each inch of their flesh.  
 
    It felt good. The caresses and knowing that he’d missed her in some fashion. She’d missed him too, had missed the high. By God, she’d even missed his smug smile when she came down from it.   
 
    They barely came up for air. In the end, Tayo called for dinner to be brought to her room, much to her consternation. He laughed at her discomfort as he ambled to the door with only a sheet wrapped around his waist, reminding her how all this had begun and that the staff witnessing their intimacy still worked out in their favour. Then he fed her morsels of bread and cheese and fruit, licking the juice off her skin before thoroughly fucking her for a second time. They’d drifted into sleep wrapped in a haze of exhaustion and each other, quite worn out.   
 
    And now Lily woke to the unfamiliar weight of an arm around her waist. Confusion gripped her until she realised that it belonged to Tayo. She shifted in his grasp, momentarily disoriented. What had shaken her from her slumber?  
 
    Some commotion from downstairs. People arguing.  
 
    “Stay,” Tayo instructed. He was already slipping out of bed. Drowsily, Lily watched him put on his trousers and tap outside on bare feet.  
 
    The noise continued, washing up the stairs and receding in waves. Lily bit her lip, eyes fixed on the sliver of door that was visible in the moonlight. She could attempt to ignore it… try to go back to sleep…  
 
    But who could it possibly be, at this hour? Something terrible must have happened for someone to intrude like this. Dear Lord—what if it was Father again? Was this the consequence of her insolence? Or had something gone wrong at one of Tayo’s businesses? She knew so little of them.  
 
    There was no way she could return to sleep without knowing.  
 
    She rummaged around for her nightshirt and flung on her dressing gown over the top for good measure. Then she left her chambers, tiptoeing along the landing and down the first set of stairs. She paused outside the drawing room to listen.  
 
    Voices echoed up towards her from the ground floor. From the hallway.  
 
    “—not letting you go home like this,” Tayo was saying. He didn’t sound best pleased. “Come on.” 
 
    “May I assist in any manner?” Miles’ dulcet tones. “Bring you anything?” 
 
    “Water.” A pause. “And a bowl.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” The sound of footsteps trailed into nothingness. 
 
    “‘S no need…” Another baritone. Familiar.  
 
    “There’s every need,” Tayo said sharply. “I can’t believe you’ve let yourself get into such a state. Again.” 
 
    Curiosity pushed Lily past the corner of the bannister. At the bottom of the stairs, Tayo was attempting to coax Francis up the first step, one arm wrapped around his waist. His usually pristine clothes looked rumpled and wet. As though he’d had something spilled all over him. Or like he’d fallen into a puddle.   
 
    “All have our vices.” Francis’ voice came out slurred. “Booze for me. Women for you.” 
 
    “Women don’t leave me injured and bloody. Well. Except that one time.” 
 
    “Deserved that,” Francis muttered.  
 
    “I did,” Tayo agreed. “What on earth are you—will you at least attempt to walk by yourself? Or do I have to carry you all the way?” 
 
    They were moving in a rather odd sway, to be fair, Francis’ drunkenness impeding their progress as he staggered about and kept pulling Tayo off balance. Regardless, they’d almost made it up the first flight of stairs. Close enough to see Lily. She wrapped her dressing gown more tightly around herself, hugging her arms to her chest. If she wanted to sneak back to her room unseen, this was her last chance. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” she called instead. 
 
    Tayo’s head shot up. “I thought I told you to stay where you were.”  
 
    She frowned. “I only wish to—”  
 
    “It’s fine. Nothing to concern yourself with. Go back to bed.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Go back to bed!” 
 
    She flinched at his tone. At the anger in his eyes. It shouldn’t have cut her so. 
 
    “—should speak more nicely to the girl,” Francis slurred as he stumbled up the remaining few steps. Lily could see it, now that he stood before her: the small cut above his eye. A trickle of blood dripped down his temple. Had he been in a fight?  
 
    He didn’t seem the kind of person to get in a fight.  
 
    “Shut up,” Tayo bit out. “You’ve lost the moral high ground for the night.”  
 
    Francis promptly retched. Coughed. “Sorry, Miss Lily.” 
 
    Was he apologising for himself or for Tayo? “That’s quite all right,” Lily said, the heat of Tayo’s glare searing her skin. “I can see that my help is not desired.” She turned on her heel, pausing only long enough to look over her shoulder. “I hope you feel much better in the morning.”  
 
    And she flew back up the second flight of stairs to seek refuge in her room.  
 
    “—thought you’re getting on better,” echoed up behind her.  
 
    And Tayo’s response, half-swallowed, yet clear like a punctuation mark: “—only sex.”  
 
    The door shut behind her. The bed stood there, empty and dark but for the dim glow of the moonlight. The sheets, still rumpled, smelled of the combined scent of their bodies. 
 
    There was a strange ache beneath her breastbone, a hollow, gnawing sensation. It couldn’t be jealousy. Or anything else. That would be silly. 
 
    After all, she was used to Tayo hating her. And she hated him every bit as much.  
 
    Pressing her face into the pillow, she tried to ignore the muffled sounds still washing in through the cracks in the doorway. Tried to will the emptiness away.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She slept late the following morning. Whilst lacing Lily into her corset, Fanny informed her that Tayo had already taken to his office and that Francis was resting in Tayo’s room, sleeping off the aftereffects of the previous night.  
 
    Lily nodded her acknowledgement, knowing full well that she should leave things right there. Undoubtedly, that’s what Tayo would have wanted. But above the gnawing ache, a simmer of heat had begun to bubble, an annoyance at being dismissed so readily. And so, as soon as she’d finished her own breakfast, she asked Miles to make up a tray and carried it up the stairs to Francis herself.  
 
    She was still the lady of the house, after all. And she’d been taught the proper courtesies. If her husband was ignorant of them, then that was neither here nor there. 
 
    At first, there was no response to her knock. When it came on the third attempt, she plastered her brightest smile on her face and strode into the room like sunshine herself.  
 
    “Good morning,” she chirped. “I hope I’m not intruding, but I thought you might be in need of some sustenance to start your day.” She set the tray onto the bedside table with a flourish.  
 
    Francis eyed the food suspiciously. He was in shirtsleeves, sitting up in bed with the covers pulled all the way to his chest. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, but the wound on his brow had stopped bleeding. “You’re far too kind,” he said, scrubbing at his cheek. “Although I’m not convinced I can eat. I fear I’ve… done myself in.” 
 
    “There’s dandelion and burdock infusion as well. With some milk thistle. It ought to help.”  
 
    “I hope you don’t know that because your husband is already driving you to drink.” 
 
    Lily dipped her chin into her chest to hide her grin. “No. My mother used to favour it, some mornings.”  
 
    Father had driven her to drink on more than one occasion. Not that they had ever openly discussed it. Or that Lily had truly understood it at the time.  
 
    She did now. Some days, amidst the loneliness and isolation, she felt as though she were stepping out of a deep, dense fog. Like she was only just now learning to see clearly.  
 
    Then the feeling vanished.  
 
    “I see,” Francis said. “Please, take a seat.” 
 
    Lily dragged a chair from the corner and perched on its edge, watching him sip at the concoction. 
 
    “I must apologise,” he said. “I made quite the spectacle of myself last night. I recall that much.” 
 
    “You’ve no need to worry,” she said breezily. “After all, who would I tell? I hardly have anyone to gossip with, these days.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed a fraction. “One might say it’s enough to embarrass yourself in front of your friend’s wife.” He took another sip of his drink. Pulled a face. “It’s all a tad hazy, but I remember you tried to help.” 
 
    “Well, naturally.” 
 
    “And I must also apologise for how Tayo spoke to you.” 
 
    Just like she’d thought. The acknowledgement of her suspicions warmed the hollow spot within her chest, if only a little. “That you must not. Last I checked, my husband was quite confident in speaking for himself.”  
 
    Francis’ lips twitched. “True. Although not always wisely, so I often feel compelled. To apologise on his behalf, I mean. Not that I’m one to talk right now.”  
 
    He really was the polar opposite of Tayo. Absurd, that she’d thought them brothers at first sight. “We’re none of us perfect.”  
 
    “You’re far too kind,” he repeated. 
 
    Was she? She didn’t really feel like it. The very notion seemed ridiculous, as though some part of her were rebelling at the possibility that it might be true. “Only as kind as you were to me when I first met you.”  
 
    He blinked. “On your wedding day, you mean? I was concerned, that’s true. You looked to me… a touch alone.”  
 
    Her teeth sunk into her bottom lip. The deep blue of her dress shone like a midnight sky beneath the pallor of her hands. It suddenly seemed much easier to look at than the warm brown of Francis’ eyes.  
 
    “But you appear more settled now than you first were?” he continued smoothly. “Apart from last night, I mean. It seems you two have begun to work out your differences.”  
 
    Did he remember Tayo’s words to him last night? Evidently not. Wait. Had there been others? In quieter moments when Lily hadn’t been there to overhear them? “He said this to you?” 
 
    “No. I just observe what’s in front of me.” 
 
    Lily suppressed a cough. “You’re not entirely mistaken. One might say we’re getting used to one another. In a manner of speaking.”  
 
    “He certainly complains of you less frequently.” 
 
    “How charming.” She deliberated, drawing swirling patterns over the silk of her dress. Curiosity won out and urged her to look up again. “You said he wasn’t half so bad. On the day when I first met you. What did you mean?” 
 
    “He’s loyal,” Francis said without a moment’s hesitation. “Once he’s taken you into his confidence. He’s ruthless when there’s something that he wants, but he has his own moral code. You’d be hard-pressed to find a man who abides by it with similar consistency, I’d wager. When something matters to him, it matters. He’s protective if he values you, although he won’t shelter you from your flaws.” A shrug as he lifted his glass pointedly. “That’s probably done me more favours than not, it has. A bitter medicine, at times, perhaps.” 
 
    “You’ve known him long?” 
 
    “Some years. I met him shortly after I returned from the States.” 
 
    “As in, America?” Oh, this was reminding her of how long it had been since she’d had a proper conversation. How long since she’d been allowed to fly beyond the invisible walls of her gilded cage by way of another’s tales. Apart from the keen interest of her paramours, that had always been her favourite part of attending balls—the chance to mingle with so many well-travelled gentlemen during such occasions. They’d all been places she could only dream of visiting. None of her female companions ever spoke of the continent, of climbing the Alps, of studying French and Italian and Greek verse by the Seine or the sea… “How is it over there? I confess, I’ve always longed to go. I hear society is very different. That the balls are nothing like in London…” 
 
    Francis smiled, but a sadness clung to his lips and to the corners of his eyes. “I didn’t exactly go for pleasure.”  
 
    “Why did you go?” The question was out before she could think better of it. 
 
    “The war.”  
 
    …and already she’d misstepped. A few months in isolation, and all her social graces had evaporated into thin air. What was she thinking? Of course he wouldn’t have attended any ball. Neither here, nor over there. That question alone had been so stupid, so naïve—what was wrong with her? Had she become so accustomed to the sight of Tayo that she was now missing the blindingly obvious? Worse yet, to invite conversation about a war…  
 
    Her grasp on history was most impoverished, it seemed. But then, light conversation had been the goal of every outing she had ever been to. Politics belonged to men.  
 
    Lily smoothed out her skirts with both hands. “I beg your pardon.” 
 
    “That’s quite all right.” 
 
    It was impossible to hold his gaze when he continued to regard her with such an even temper. Like it exposed her inadequacy further. She cleared her throat and rose, suddenly desperate to escape. “Well. I’d better give you some privacy so that you may wake up fully. I’ve bent your ear for long enough.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Francis said. “I thank you very much for breakfast. And the tonic.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” With a nod, she swept from the room.   
 
    Perhaps Tayo had only misstepped, too, last night, and that’s why he’d been so harsh to her. He’d simply been too caught up in his worries about Francis. Wasn’t she harsh, too, at times, when she got caught up in emotion?  
 
    More than a lady ought to be. More than was pretty.  
 
    And Mother had always worked so hard for her not to be. Best not to think of how disappointed she would be if she could see her now.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    The door to Tayo’s office stood open by the tiniest crack. Lily hovered beside it for a moment before pushing it open with her foot.   
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    He glanced at her. “Good afternoon, more like.” 
 
    “Well,” she allowed, “I did sleep late. I was most tired after yesterday’s… exertions. You must be even more so. I doubt you got much rest.” 
 
    Only the sound of his pen scratching parchment answered her.  
 
    “I came to let you know that Francis is awake as well,” she said. “I spoke to him. You need not worry. He seems all right.” 
 
    Despite the distance, she could see the wrinkles forming on Tayo’s forehead. “I thought that I expressly told you this did not concern you.”  
 
    Could he not be nice for once? Not even when she was trying to be? “You did. But it is my home too, is it not? I would be a most dreadful mistress if I failed to see to an injured guest.”  
 
    “If you failed to seek some gossip to fulfil your need for entertainment, you mean.” 
 
    That ache beneath her sternum blossomed anew. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “He’s a good man.”  
 
    “I wasn’t making any judgements—” 
 
    “Oh, no? Are you quite certain?”  
 
    “—other than he’s always been much kinder to me than you’ve ever tried to be!” Lily burst out.   
 
    Tayo’s lips pressed into a thin line. He was no longer focused on his papers, staring straight at her instead. Good.  
 
    “I used to sit like this with my mother, you know.” Her hands balled into fists. They could probably hear her down in the kitchen, but she didn’t care. “Before she passed. You always assume that I’m not capable of—that all I am is—” There was something heavy, suddenly, clawing its way up her throat. Something she’d swallowed down for a reason. Something which shouldn’t be seen. She shook her head. “Go to hell, Tayo.” 
 
    She slammed the door in her wake.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Lily rarely left her bedchamber after she had changed into her nightclothes. But she’d forgotten her hair ribbon in the drawing room, and for some reason, her mind kept prodding her with ceaseless thoughts of it until she finally gave up defeat and flung her covers off with a sigh. Nonsensical though it was, it seemed easier just to give in and get it. Perhaps then she might find some peace. From the ribbon, and from the thoughts of how she’d stormed away. 
 
    Two steps into the corridor, she froze. Tayo was standing at the far end, opposite to her. She’d clearly caught him on the way to his room.  
 
    He turned at the sound of her door closing. Their eyes met.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said.  
 
    Lily bit her lip. Crossed her arms. He studied her.  
 
    Somewhere in the guts of the house, a floorboard creaked and groaned.  
 
    “Are you still angry with me?” His voice was low.   
 
    A gas lamp sputtered on the wall. She ought to say nothing. Nothing at all. “Yes.”  
 
    “And would you like to talk about it?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “I see.” The ghost of a smile flickered across his lips. His fingertips tripped along the bannister as he inched closer, the echo of each footfall deafening in the silence. He drew to a halt before her. “Would you like to punish me instead?” 
 
    She glared at him. “I hate you.”  
 
    “I know,” he said, quite calmly. As though it were a reassurance. His hand cupped her jaw, his thumb dragging across her cheek. She could feel the cold metal of his wedding ring against her skin.  
 
    How dare he. She’d reached for him before she fully knew what she was doing, and then she grabbed his arm with one hand, and then the other one, and then she was backing him down the corridor, pushing and shoving until he collided with the door. Until she was right up against him, one wrist in each hand, pressing them tightly to his shoulders. Holding him there. 
 
    Laughable, really. He was much stronger than her. He could so easily have shaken her off. But he didn’t.  
 
    “I like you when you’re angry with me, you know,” he whispered into the gap between their faces. “The way you flush with it. How passionate you get. It’s marvellous.”   
 
    “Shut up,” she demanded.  
 
    The dancing light turned his eyes into glimmering flames. “Make me.” 
 
    His stubble bit at her skin. It didn’t matter. Nor did it matter that she had to stretch up on tiptoes, that she had to contort herself so she could keep his wrists locked within her grasp whilst she kissed him at the same time. She didn’t want to release them just yet, wanted only the rawness of this moment, of the feel of him. Of the way he gave beneath her tongue, how he let her in, let her lick his mouth wide open instead of invading hers for a change. Of the power surging through her as she pushed him flush against the door, feeling him grow hard against her stomach even as she felt herself grow wet.   
 
    She felt dizzy with it. Sick.  
 
    When he extricated his hand to reach for the doorknob, she slapped it away and twisted it open herself. The door opened abruptly, and Tayo stumbled backwards into the room. He almost fell, barely caught himself. And still Lily never allowed their lips to part, her hands fumbling at the fastening of his clothes. She didn’t allow them to separate until his shirt was all the way open and he was shrugging it off, until she gave him a final shove towards the bed, and then she tore his trousers off before he had a chance to fully land. Her own nightgown followed moments later, fluttering to the floor.  
 
    His hands encircled her ribcage as she climbed on top of him. “I confess, this doesn’t feel like much of a punishment,” he murmured. “More like a reward. Precisely what kind of lesson are you attempting to teach me?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said again, already reaching for his cock. And impaled herself in one slick stroke.  
 
    Dear God, it felt so good. It wasn’t fair, how good he felt inside her. It wasn’t fair how it twisted her stomach to see his eyes widen, to feel his hips jerk up against her. How good it felt to know that it felt good to him as well.   
 
    She didn’t want him to feel good right now. She didn’t.  
 
    Except for how she did.  
 
    His hands had drifted to her waist, pulling her flush against him. Lily wrestled them off and flattened them against the bed.  
 
    “No?” He didn’t fight her. Instead, his fingers tangled with hers in some strange surrender.  
 
    “No.” She rolled her hips once, sighing at the sensation of fullness. “This isn’t for you.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” He licked his lips. “By all means. I’m just along for the ride. Let me know if you need my help.” 
 
    Lily shut her eyes. Help. Hah.  
 
    She knew by now how he liked it best. The rapid thrusts he defaulted to near the end of their couplings which were guaranteed to push him over the edge. But that wasn’t on offer now. No, this was for her, and only for her. She rolled her hips in steady circles, grinding until she’d found the perfect angle, exactly the right kind of friction to build the knot in her belly. If he could be so unpleasant, so selfish, then she could seek her own pleasure, couldn’t she? She could listen to her own body. By herself. For herself.  
 
    If he could take her body as though he owned it, then she could take his as well. At least then, they’d be even. It was only fair.  
 
    She didn’t need his help. She just needed him to not fight her for once.  
 
    Surprisingly enough, Tayo didn’t. For a long, sweet while, Lily indulged herself, riding him, rocking against him, discovering a pace which suited her. Soon, the exertion slicked her skin with sweat, and her hair stuck damply to her nape, her thighs aching with the unfamiliar motion. But she didn’t want it to end, wanted to absorb every last bit of the luxurious build, of how she was winding herself up like a clock, pushing herself higher and higher. It was only when her arms began to shake with the strain that she finally straightened, her breath turning to a mewl of frustration.  
 
    Releasing one of Tayo’s hands, she slipped her fingers between her thighs to where their bodies joined, finding that spot and rubbing circles directly over it. Oh, that was so much better. She was so close. So full. And yet, so in control of it all. Not at all at Tayo’s mercy, as was usually the case. She could even stop if she wanted to, let the simmer subside, then build it up again…  
 
    Who was she kidding? She didn’t want to stop. She lifted up sharply and sank back down, fingertips gliding over her flesh.  
 
    The ragged noise Tayo made in response bid her open her eyes.  
 
    “Lily,” he rasped, staring at her like she was the most magnificent thing he’d ever seen. Like he’d been watching her this entire time, like he was dying with desire. And that seemed to be enough to send her flying, her thighs and insides clenching around him, clutching him hard as she clung to his hand.  
 
    He grabbed her hips halfway through her convulsions, the bastard. Not that she could complain when he instantly propelled her into a second round of ecstasy with several fierce thrusts. She collapsed against his chest, soaking up his own groan of completion moments later, relishing the way he held her afterwards. The thunder of his heart mirrored her own, and when she shifted to get more comfortable and their bodies parted ways, Tayo didn’t let her go. He stroked her hair and painted winding patterns all along her spine and back. Feathered kisses to the top of her head.  
 
    Perhaps she shouldn’t have, but she felt safe. Lit up. Like every part of her had been brought alive.  
 
    God, he confused her so much. It was as though he’d cracked her apart at the seams, and all the lines she’d once believed defined her were blurring.  
 
    Did any part of him feel the same? Ever? 
 
    “You’re right,” he said eventually. “He’s a much kinder man than me. He would have apologised to you by now. I’ve never really seen the point of them. Apologies. Much easier to move on and integrate whatever new information has been gained. Surely that has to be better than empty words.”  
 
    Only sex, he’d said. Only sex.   
 
    Then what was the point of this? Why speak to her at all? Why share a single thought he harboured? 
 
    “He’s too kind, really. He takes so much to heart he shouldn’t. Blames himself for things which are none of his fault. For events he couldn’t possibly have changed. When he couldn’t have done more than he did.” 
 
    “Such as?”  
 
    Tayo shook his head. Because he didn’t want to reveal more to her? Or because it wasn’t his story to tell?  
 
    Protective, Francis had called him. And she’d walked right in on it.  
 
    “He apologised on your behalf,” Lily couldn’t resist pointing out. “For how you spoke to me.” 
 
    “Did he?” Tayo laughed. “I’ll have to tell him off. I’ll speak to you however I see fit.” 
 
    “I told him you would say as much.” 
 
    “Clever girl.” 
 
    She thwacked his chest. Lightly, though. It always seemed impossible to remain angry with him in the aftermath of their passion. As though their physical closeness was chipping away at all the other walls which stood between them. Sometimes, when they were sniping at each other at breakfast over nothing, and she caught herself thinking how ludicrous their argument truly was, she fancied them both fortresses in the style of mediaeval castles. With moats and hanging gardens designed to entrap the unwanted visitor who didn’t know the secret path through their mazes. With battlements and arms galore to ensure that no intruder would ever gain the upper hand.  
 
    But this, tonight, it was no battle, was it? Tayo could have flipped her over at any point and taken charge of their encounter. Redressed the balance and shown her who was in charge. He hadn’t. Nor had he thrown her out of his room. He was still adorning her spine with featherlight touches, in fact.  
 
    Only sex, he called this. God, he confused her so much. And frankly, she confused herself in equal measure. She despised him. Then she didn’t. Then she did.  
 
    “He said he fought in a war in America,” she said to distract herself from the spider web of her thoughts. “Which war?”  
 
    Tayo’s fingers stalled against her back. “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “Well, yes,” Lily admitted. “Why else would I be asking? I mean, I vaguely recall some of Father’s associates muttering about rotten investments causing them much inconvenience, but that was so many years ago. I was much younger then. I hadn’t even come out yet.” She wracked her brain. “Some paper headlines, also, about the war ending? I suppose it must have been a significant one, to have made the papers?” 
 
    Tayo made a noise. Of disbelief? Or disapproval? 
 
    Both, to judge by the look on his face when she peeked up to check. Lily quickly dropped her head back against his chest to escape further censure. She shouldn’t have asked. She’d only made herself naked to his scorn again. “I’m clearly ill-informed. I do not know what you desire me to—” 
 
    “Never mind. Of course you would be ill-informed. They’d hardly consider those matters of relevance to a girl.”  
 
    No, they hadn’t. Nor had she considered them of much relevance to herself. Turning herself into a marriageable exemplar of a lady had been foremost on her mind. Mother hadn’t been so ill yet, and she’d been adamant that Lily learn it all, that she perfect every dance move, every smile, every nicety imaginable. Her days had been filled to the brim, but most decidedly not with worldly business.  
 
    Now, however, a new curiosity prodded at her consciousness, battling fiercely with her desire not to appear foolish. But Tayo made it evident that appearing foolish had already happened, so she might as well ask. “I do not understand,” she said. “Why would Francis go there willingly? Why fight in someone else’s war? Or was he born there? Called upon to return?” 
 
    It would explain the softness that sometimes wrapped around his accent. 
 
    “No,” Tayo broke apart her speculations. “But there was this small detail of our brothers’ quest to seek freedom from bondage which drove the conflict. Undoubtedly you wouldn’t have been told that either. Many of us went, by way of support.”  
 
    Us. Us as in…  
 
    Lily frowned. “I assumed you’d always been free.” Otherwise, how could he have climbed his way to such wealth? Prisoners owned neither property nor influence. She knew that much. “Just less…” 
 
    “…yes?” Tayo rolled to his side, propping his head up on his hand. He looked at her intently.  
 
    “…less desirable,” Lily finished lamely. Several more associations sprang to mind, but it seemed wiser not to voice them. Besides, as readily as she’d believed them once, they no longer seemed to pass muster in the same way when held up against the bright light of day. She wasn’t certain she’d ever encountered someone as educated in the matter of running a business as Tayo. Nor as dedicated. And though they’d not discussed it much, his library spanned as wide a range of subjects and languages as she’d browsed in the drawing rooms of the most cultured families. Perhaps wider.  
 
    “I see,” he said. “Well, I knew you presumed that much when we became engaged. Tell me, do you consider me that way still? Less desirable on account of my looks?” 
 
    She wished she’d never asked those questions. Talk about being foolish. Her very thoughts seemed to have turned to quicksand. Did she? Should she? And if she should, when some of the evidence so clearly contradicted it now, who’d told her that she should in the first place? As a matter of fact, had anybody ever said so explicitly? She couldn’t recall a single instance of that happening. Yet it was true: she’d made precisely that assumption when she’d first met him. That he was less desirable. Where had all those beliefs, all those assumptions come from?  
 
    It made her dizzy, trying to unravel it.  
 
    “You know I don’t,” she settled on, at last. 
 
    But Tayo didn’t look as though he knew that at all. There was something very hard in his gaze, something as immovable as steel. His hold on her had loosened, too, as though he was a heartbeat away from pushing her away entirely.  
 
    “I assure you,” Lily said, “when you’re less desirable to me these days, it’s solely on account of how horridly you treat me.” She slipped out of his arms and fell back against the bed. “That may not always have been the case, but it certainly is now.” 
 
    “I see,” he said.  
 
    “Perhaps I’ve been ill taught.”  
 
    “Heaven forfend.”  
 
    “Perhaps I need to educate myself. On all these matters which you speak of. And which I understand so poorly.”  
 
    “By way of the written word?” A laugh. “I doubt you’d find accurate accounts which match reality. Many truths are easily edited out of history books.”  
 
    “Then I suppose I must forever remain stupid, and you must remain condemned to a life with an ignorant wife,” she said, a bright bubble of frustration pushing the words past her lips. “Then again, I also once believed my father loved me, and I no longer do. So it appears I’m capable of learning a few lessons on my own and simply by way of observing what has come to pass. Perhaps I might even consider it time, in light of such discoveries, to reassess a whole host of things.” She crossed her arms. “Heaven forfend.”  
 
    Tayo did not appear to have anything to say to that.  
 
    “Or perhaps you’d like me to apologise. Given that you’ve just informed me of how meaningless a process you consider that to be.”  
 
    She chanced a look across at him. Some of the steel had slipped from his gaze, replaced by amusement.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I do appreciate the way you use my words against me,” Tayo said. “It certainly keeps me on my toes. It also demonstrates you’re actually listening.” 
 
    She frowned. “You say that as if people don’t?” 
 
    “Listen to me? No. Not as a rule. That was the entire point of this farce, wasn’t it? That the moment I whisper the same words I usually say into your father’s ear, and he speaks them, a whole new host of influential people suddenly will listen?” 
 
    Lily contemplated that for a moment. “Well,” she said, “nobody is listening to me either on account of how I’m being ostracised for something that I had no hand in. So I suppose we share that predicament at least.” 
 
    “I thought that your tragic expulsion from society was my fault.”  
 
    True, she’d made that accusation. “Yes.” She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat away. “I wanted to believe that. But perhaps it really is more complex than I initially desired to see. Perhaps society bears some responsibility in that choice, too.” 
 
    Grace could have believed her. Shown her kindness. For that matter, any of her other associates could have reached out to her. Asked how she was adjusting to her change of circumstances. And yet, who had? 
 
    Not a single one of them. They’d all stayed in their safe and tidy little corner of the world. Protected. Neatly locked away from risking anything at all.  
 
    “It’s challenging to buy this sudden change of heart, you know,” Tayo said. “When not half an hour ago, you told me that you hated me.”   
 
    “Because you vex me!” She lifted herself up on her elbow this time, poking his chest with her index finger. “Because I was trying to be nice to you! To you and your friend. And yet you assumed the worst of me because that was all you longed to see.” 
 
    There was that smile again, barely touching the corners of his lips. “So you do want to talk about it?”  
 
    If it hadn’t been so unladylike, she might have roared. She nearly did so regardless. “You are infuriating,” she spat instead.  
 
    “I can tell,” Tayo said. “If only by how your bosom is heaving.” He trailed the back of his hand over the top of her breasts. “I do like you when you’re angry.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Good for you.” 
 
    “Francis was most complimentary about your visit,” he relented. “Said that you eased his suffering immensely. I confess, it surprised me that you would even bother. I didn’t think you had a gentle bone in your body. Not a genuine one, that is.” 
 
    There was something softer in his tone now. Something almost warm. Curious. 
 
    “Perhaps you don’t know me so well, then,” Lily said.   
 
    “Perhaps,” he allowed. “Has it ever occurred to you that people might presume the worst of you because that’s all you present to them?” 
 
    That stung. “You’re hardly in a position to judge me, given the most peculiar circumstances of our association. Besides, Francis seems quite capable of seeing good in me, still.” 
 
    “Francis is far too kind, as I’ve already said. It does him few favours.”  
 
    Lily chewed on her lip. “Does it happen often? The way he was last night—” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Tayo repeated, the edge of a knife tucked behind the vowels.  
 
    “I know. You don’t have to defend—” 
 
    “Much better than me. I take what I need where he doesn’t. He went to fight in that war, you see, because he wanted to help others, and for no other reason. He’d trained as a physician’s assistant so he became a surgeon in the field. But he was injured early on. Had to return to England to recover. It was just one of those things. Utterly beyond anyone’s control. There was nothing else he could have done, and yet he always insists he should have stayed. That he abandoned them out there. Still, to this day.”    
 
    He’d grabbed her hand, twisting their fingers together, winding and unwinding them as though it was a game. Or perhaps a focus. 
 
    “I think the memories haunt him, some nights. He blames himself when he oughtn’t.” Tayo barked a laugh. “Utterly pointless to focus on what you cannot change. I never even left the country, and you don’t see me crying about it, do you? But he does. He blames himself. And then he makes poor choices.”  
 
    The memory of Francis’ repartee to that rose with speed. “As you do with women?”  
 
    “I’ve simply had a lot of them. Many consider that a poor choice in and of itself.” He cupped her face, studying her. “And now I’ve you.”  
 
    “And I’m a poor choice, too?” 
 
    “I haven’t made my mind up yet.”  
 
    “You’ve told me so on more than one occasion.”  
 
    “Because you vex me,” he murmured. “And perhaps because you seem determined to hide any redeeming qualities you may, in fact, possess.” 
 
    Lily would have protested, but Tayo was already pulling her in for a kiss.  
 
    She was breathless when they parted. Breathless and tired, as the yawn which shook its way through her body asserted. When Tayo drew the sheets over them, she nestled against him almost instinctively. 
 
    He curled his arm around her. The moon licked light through the gaps in the curtain, cascading silver shards across the edges of the bed.  
 
    “Tayo?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go? To America?” 
 
    “I had other responsibilities. They took priority.” His gaze swept towards the far wall from which the drum hung by its colourful, stitched belt, its hourglass shape and leather tension cords offset against the slate grey background. “Go to sleep.”  
 
    His tone made it evident there’d be no further answers. And for all the questions tickling her mind, following his command was easier than anticipated. The rhythm of his heart quickly lulled her with its steady beat.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    It was utterly ludicrous, the way she was allowing other people’s opinions to confine her to the interior of this house. She told Tayo as much over breakfast, a few days later.  
 
    “I quite agree.” He folded over the page of his paper without looking at her. “Though I was wondering if you’d ever catch on to that.” 
 
    “I might have done so earlier if my husband had been more supportive and helped me face the social disapproval which came about as a direct result of this union. You could easily have gone for walks with me. Perhaps I’d have felt less wary of people’s censure with someone at my side.” 
 
    “So it’s all my fault again?” He glanced at her. “You did not want me at your side, if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “Well, I do so now.”  
 
    “And I’m a busy man. Do I look as if I have time for pointless perambulations?” 
 
    “You had plenty of time to despoil me atop the piano last night,” Lily pointed out.  
 
    “Much more enjoyable a pastime, that.” 
 
    Lily pursed her lips. Not that she really disagreed.  
 
    “Besides,” he said, eyebrows lifting, “it’s only recently that I’ve grown confident that being seen in public with my dearest wife wouldn’t invite further censure, purely by way of the forthright vitriol she might direct at me at any given moment. You must have some care for my delicate position. I, too, have a reputation to uphold. One upon which both our fortunes rest.”  
 
    Lily laughed at the mock frailty he’d arranged his features into. As if he didn’t give as good as he got. “And if I promise I shall be the most genial, flattering companion in public henceforth? Will you consent to being seen with me, then?” 
 
    She rose, sashaying towards the door without waiting for an answer. Tayo caught her by the waist on her way past him. “I would still much rather fuck you in private,” he murmured. 
 
       
 
    That wasn’t a no. Although the way he made his lashes smudge his cheeks before fixing her with his gaze was really quite distracting. Well-practised, too.  
 
    “Naturally,” Lily said, and shook off the temptation to slide onto his lap. “Let’s resume these negotiations some other time. Today, I shall perambulate by myself. And I shan’t give a care as to what anyone else makes of it.” She twisted out of his grasp, sending a coquettish look past her shoulder. Equally well-practised. “Who knows, perhaps I shall enjoy myself so much I’ll still be out when you return from all your busy comings and goings. I might even take my supper in town.” 
 
    “That would be a shame,” Tayo said. “I would so hate for you to miss out on your reward.” 
 
    “My reward?” 
 
    “For so bravely meeting public censure.” 
 
    The smile didn’t seem to want to leave her lips. “Have a pleasant day, Tayo.”  
 
    “You, too,” Tayo said.  
 
    The honeyed note to his words clung to her on her way out.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Of course, not giving a care about what others made of her was easier said than done. The walls of the townhouse had almost become a second skin to Lily, her rides with Fanny in the late mornings or after luncheon a contained bubble that was nothing like more public outings. Now a tension simmered in her veins which she couldn’t seem to shift. She took great care to dress impeccably, choosing a royal blue gown which made her skin glow like glossy porcelain, and urged Fanny to cinch her corset an additional inch tighter. At least this way she could tell herself it was the lack of air which was stifling. Not people’s judgemental looks and how they still chipped away at some hidden part of her.  
 
    The day was balmy, the fresh May air fanning across her cheeks the moment she exited her carriage near Lancaster Gate. All the trees had burst into green splendour since her last visit, their wafting leaves accompanying her circuit of the park. Funny, how she’d never paid them much heed prior to this year. She’d always been so absorbed in gossiping, too embroiled in conversation to truly notice the finer details of her surroundings. And yet, how could she have missed them? The lilacs and hawthorns were a sight to behold in full bloom, and the sunshine turned the surface of the Serpentine into a polished mirror cast from countless diamonds.  
 
    She suddenly wished Tayo had accompanied her. If only so he might share in this beauty.  
 
    What a strange thought. She shook it off, smiling politely at everyone who passed her by, pretending not to notice how most of them cut her as soon as their eyes met, their steps speeding, their shoulders turning. The Lady Dorchester and the Earl of Luton. Lady Quimby and her entourage. Schoolmaster Brown and his charges, evidently on some excursion, to judge by the way they kept bending over the flowerbeds. Several of the boys returned her greeting, still unencumbered by the weight of social subtlety.  
 
    To be so young again. Lily suddenly felt dreadfully old. And yet, if Tayo had been with her, he’d undoubtedly have laughed at such a pronouncement.   
 
    Why did she keep thinking of him? It really was increasingly vexing— 
 
    A shape up ahead gave her pause. Some paces on, beside the bridge. Was that… 
 
    The man turned, sunlight glinting in his golden hair, and Lily stumbled to a stop.  
 
    “Is everything all right, milady?” 
 
    “Yes, Fanny,” Lily said quickly. “Actually, I find I have a thirst.” She twisted on her heel, pointing at the street vendor they had passed near the entrance of the park. “Would you mind fetching me some lemonade?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Fanny said. “You aren’t feeling faint?” 
 
    “No, no. Just thirsty. No need to worry. I’ll wait for you just up ahead.”  
 
    The moment Fanny’s back was turned, Lily rushed away. Her feet drove her towards the bridge as though they’d taken on a life of their own, as though a fire had been lit beneath them. Was this even wise? Perhaps not. Probably not. Most likely, most definitely, this was a terrible idea. Ill-thought out. Reckless.  
 
    Regardless, she couldn’t seem to halt her steps, an invisible force pulling her towards the man she hadn’t seen in months.  
 
    Towards Cassius.  
 
    He didn’t notice her until she stood beside him, only growing alert to her presence when Lily cleared her throat. Her stomach twisted as she watched his eyes widen in surprise and recognition.  
 
    “Lily,” he said. “What an unexpected pleasure.” He bowed, his top hat cinched beneath one arm. A gesture driven by sheer force of habit or by sincere respect? Why did she need to question this? “I beg your pardon, I’m taking outrageous liberties. Lady…” 
 
    “It’s Bankole now. But Lily’s perfectly fine. I mean,” she laughed a little, “we’re old friends by now, you and I. Aren’t we?” 
 
    Cassius smiled. “You know I’ve always felt as though I’ve known you my entire life.” 
 
    It was true. He had said that. On more than one occasion.  
 
    A surge of memories rose inside her, coating her tongue like bitter bile. She tried to coax them back down, but they would not obey. Being face to face with him brought it all back, everything she had suppressed. The balls. The rides. The evenings when she’d returned home late at night, to sit at Mother’s side.  
 
    She turned her face away, focusing on the glittering waters. “I do confess, I’d hoped to see you again under much different circumstances.” 
 
    “Me too,” Cassius said, voice slick and smooth.  
 
    “I also confess,” she said, before she could think better of it, “I’d feared you’d blank me, just like everyone else is doing presently.”  
 
    “As if I ever could.” 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat. “It doesn’t bother you, then?”  
 
    “What is there that should bother me?” 
 
    “Whatever it is you must have heard.” She cast some hurried looks around them. “And whatever it must be doing to your reputation to be seen speaking to me.”  
 
    Cassius laughed, a subtle chuckle, half suppressed. “Don’t forget that I’ve been privy to the tattling tales of the ton in more than one way before. You know full well that I’ve experienced what it’s like to be on their receiving end. I hardly think a public word exchanged with a dear friend could do me much more harm than what took place last year.” 
 
    That was true. There’d been those whispers all summer, awful whispers, clearly hailing from terrible people. Lily had never once believed them. Thankfully, Cassius’ standing had been solid enough that whoever had wished him ill hadn’t succeeded in smearing his reputation. But it had been one reason amongst many to wait just a little longer for him to propose to her. Only until the storm had blown over.   
 
    She’d understood completely, when he’d explained, although she’d already been in her third year at court and ever keener to tie the knot. But true love waited, didn’t it? True love was patient. That’s what she’d told herself.  
 
    It seemed a lifetime ago, now. Would he have chosen differently if he’d seen the bigger storm brewing on their horizon? That he would lose her to another man? 
 
    There was something so soft in his expression when their eyes locked again. As though he was every bit as enamoured of her as he’d been when they’d last parted ways. It made an ache bloom deep within her chest. 
 
    “You’re treated well?” Cassius asked, after a long stretch of silence. “In your new situation, I mean?”  
 
    Her mind thrust a recent memory of Tayo taking her against a bookshelf to the forefront of her mind. Her hips still bore faint crescent marks where he’d been pinning her in place. She’d reached her crisis three times in a row. “He’s most attentive to my needs.”   
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Cassius said. Was she imagining it, or did his eyes narrow a fraction? “I’m very pleased to see you in such fine shape. I’ve missed your scintillating presence at the usual gatherings. Those balls are dreadfully boring without your company.”   
 
    “Really?” It warmed her more than it should, that thought. The notion that someone might have missed her. That not everyone was indifferent to her vanishing into nothingness. That she hadn’t been entirely mistaken. That she’d been something to someone. 
 
    “What possible reason could I have to lie to you?” 
 
    His smile hadn’t changed one bit, so bright that it was nearly effervescent. But even as Lily was caught in his blue eyes, they didn’t seem quite right. Not precisely how she remembered them. She couldn’t put her finger on what exactly made them different. Perhaps they’d simply become unfamiliar to her, the ghost of a darker gaze seeming to flicker through his features. Her stomach twisted. She really ought to leave this here.  
 
    Yet, there was still that one small matter…  
 
    She ought to leave it. Some stones were better left unturned.  
 
    “I ought to take my leave,” Cassius said, although he looked most regretful. “I hope your sojourn from society will soon come to an end. Because that’s all it shall be, Lily. A brief break. You know this. Yes?” 
 
    “Oh, naturally, I do,” Lily said, letting the brilliance of her smile wipe the lie off her lips. That hope had lived and died on Grace’s doorstep. She knew she’d never be welcome again. “I shall undoubtedly see you soon.” 
 
    Setting his hat back atop his head, Cassius tipped it in her direction and turned away.  
 
    “Cassius?” 
 
    He froze mid-stride. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s only—I wondered, did you receive it? My letter?” 
 
    His face was puzzlement personified. “Your letter?” 
 
    She should never have asked. The uncertainty had been so much better. But his expression said it all, and Cassius had said so himself: what possible reason could he have to lie to Lily? Father must have intercepted it. Of course it had been Father. Interfering in her affairs right from the start. Pushing her into untenable positions. Using her as a pawn. 
 
    If she’d delivered it to the post office herself, would she be striding through this park right now at Cassius’ side? Would it be his ring on her finger? 
 
    Her thumb pressed the weight of the ruby against her skin. If only she’d been clearer on what kind of man had raised her.  
 
    “What letter, Lily?” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said hastily. “It was nothing of importance. Merely a Christmas greeting which I sent but never received an answer to. A silly thing to wonder over, really. I don’t know why I brought it up.” 
 
    “No,” Cassius said, his forehead marred by deep-set lines. “That must have got lost somewhere along the way. What a shame. It would have made the most precious gift.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily echoed. “What a shame.” 
 
    And watched him smooth his thumbs down his lapels, nod his head, and vanish into the wide-open space of the public park.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Tayo was in the corridor when she returned, fastening his jacket. Lily watched his fingers on the buttons, tracking their nimble movements, and it rushed up in her like a wave, the feeling. Something strange, something unnamable, something which cut off her throat and made it hard to breathe, a thunder in her chest. Some desperate, grasping, reaching thing she couldn’t contain.  
 
    It must have shown on her face as well, whatever it was, because Tayo frowned when he raised his gaze.  
 
    “Is everything all right?”  
 
    “Yes,” Lily said, although she could barely hear herself over the rushing blood in her ears. Her mouth felt dry. “I need you to fuck me. Now.”  
 
    Tayo eyed her speculatively. “I was about to head ou—” 
 
    “Now.” She strode up to him, reeling him in by his cravat. “Please, Tayo, please fuck me now.” She caught his lips beneath her own. Nipped at them. “You can be quick if you would like. I don’t mind.”  
 
    This was begging, unprompted begging to boot. Utterly pathetic, and she knew it. But it didn’t seem to matter, couldn’t be borne somehow, the thought of what it might mean if he turned her down. She couldn’t even fathom why she was asking, what all this was, what to name this desperation, this rush. Except that she needed…  
 
    She needed.  
 
    Needed to soothe the storm inside her heart. 
 
    “I can’t wait.” She breathed the words inside his mouth. “I can’t wait until this evening. Please do not make me.”  
 
    “All right,” he murmured. “Shh.” He sounded as bewildered as he did amused, but he was also tugging her towards the cloakroom. “I’m certain I can spare a few minutes.” 
 
    It was closer to half an hour in the end, Tayo cursing under his breath about being late as he cleaned himself up, dotting hasty kisses to the nape of her neck. And although Lily wanted to cling to him, the sweetness of the aftermath was enough to subdue it for now. To hold at bay the strange, overwhelming tide which had threatened to burst forth until he’d fucked it into submission.  
 
    She knew only one thing as she slid off the bureau on trembling legs, watching him go: whatever else she did, she had to keep it there.  
 
    She had to keep it locked away.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Several weeks passed.  
 
    Tayo spent more time at home, increasingly sharing luncheon with her in the dining room. Often, he invited Francis along too, and Lily was grateful for the conversation to break up her day when Fanny’s company remained her sole distraction otherwise.  
 
    It felt almost civil, the way the three of them sat around the table, conversing. Or rather, the way the two of them conversed, batting talk of the docks and the factories and this and that back and forth between them. Knowing nothing of it, Lily usually remained quiet, although she dropped the odd question into convenient silences whenever she could. Thus far, Tayo hadn’t denied her an answer, and she learnt something new every day. 
 
    It felt almost civil. Like he’d opened a door to his day-to-day life. Like a drawbridge had come down. 
 
    Granted, she envied them sometimes, Tayo and Francis. The more often she saw them together, the more apparent the closeness between them became. They flowed with such ease around their differences, sniping at each other on occasion, yes, openly disagreeing quite often, true—but always in a way which made it clear that their foundation was made of stone. It took her a while to grasp it, as she observed their interactions: that even when Tayo outright mocked some of Francis’ criticisms of his ventures, another part of him always considered them in quiet moments afterwards, as if he sought their balance. That he actively invited them.  
 
    And no acerbic comment either of them made ever seemed to shake the palpable goodwill that hung unspoken in the air.  
 
    Had Lily ever known trust like this? She’d thought so, with Grace, but she’d been so terribly mistaken. In hindsight, every conversation that she could recall looked like nothing so much as flimsy wallpaper: a pretty, frail decoration.  
 
    Was that her fault, as Tayo had implied? But then, she’d only ever done as Mother had required. She’d followed etiquette. Avoided any topic that might ruffle feathers or that might be too incendiary. Attempted to hold back any negative emotion that might spoil the mood during their outings.   
 
    She’d never even raised the topic of her grief for fear that it might not be proper. Not once.  
 
    Perhaps it was her fault. Perhaps she’d let too much of herself slip out despite all that. Been too brash. Too brazen.  
 
    Not that Francis appeared to dock Tayo points for the same crime.  
 
    She watched the ease with which the two men spoke and envied them. How had they formed this bond? Surely not purely on the basis of their social positions as outsiders. They were too unalike for that. Like chalk and cheese in every other way.  
 
    She’d never known such openness. Such trust. And given her current circumstances, she likely never would.  
 
    Civility was what she had. And passion. What had Tayo called it? A blessing?  
 
    A blessing. Only sex.  
 
    Still, in select moments she fancied he was different with her as well. As though some intangible quality had seeped into their couplings like invisible smoke, lingering like the soot which Fanny dusted off the windowsills each morning. The way he kissed her whilst she recovered from her bliss, or those moments when he blew air across her neck until she giggled with it and swatted him away. The way he held her just a little longer when they were both replete. How more and more, they fell asleep in one another’s beds instead of sneaking back into their own. He even forewarned her when Father was due to visit for a consultation over business plans, allowing Lily to make herself scarce. She used the hour to finally visit the modiste, arranging for several new gowns to be made.  
 
    After all, if she was to parade in public more frequently, she might as well show everyone she wasn’t lacking anything in this arrangement. Put her best foot forward. Lead with a smile.  
 
    She didn’t run into Cassius again, which was probably for the best.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Lily had seen him irritated. Spiteful. Mean. But apart from that night when she’d sneaked into his room, she’d never seen him furious again.  
 
    Today, though, he was incandescent. Today Tayo returned like some wild storm, slamming his hat into Miles’ hand as if it had caused him a personal affront, tearing off his jacket and launching it in the general direction of the cloakroom as though he couldn’t wait to be rid of it. It was only by sheer coincidence that Lily happened to be in the lobby herself when he arrived, on her way back from some fresh air in the gardens.  
 
    Tayo didn’t even greet her. He shoved past her and stalked into his study, slamming the door in his wake.  
 
    Francis followed several steps behind him, at a much more subdued pace. “Sorry,” he said, with a wry twist to his mouth.  
 
    “Not at all,” Lily assured him with a shake of her head. “What on earth happened?”  
 
    “He lost a deal. One he’d been working towards for a good while. Suffice to say he didn’t take it well.” 
 
    Lily eyed the door. “At the docks?” They were a frequent topic of ire: the cargo that went missing en route, the more unscrupulous traders and how they could not be trusted. The need to keep things moving in the warehouses. Francis assisted Tayo with their running, and there seemed to be a steady tug of war between the two of them on how to best implement the work schedules. Francis, Tayo claimed, was too relaxed by far. Tayo, Francis insisted, was liable to run his good labourers into the ground if he wasn’t careful.    
 
    “No,” Francis said now. “He’s bored with that lot, all right, but whatever we’ve got going on there, it’s well established, all the niggles. This was a big one. Factories up north he was meaning to acquire. Brand new ground to break. You know how he likes a challenge.”  
 
    “When he wins,” Lily said.  
 
    Francis made a small noise of agreement. “Definitely not a win, this. Don’t think they were all that pleasant about it either.” 
 
    No, he wouldn’t have taken that well. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “Best leave him to it for now. Give him time to cool off. I haven’t seen him like this in a while. It’s rare that something gets under his skin to this extent.” Francis’ eyes narrowed. “What? What did I say?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Lily shook off the memory of the vitriol in Tayo’s eyes as he’d thrown her out of his bedchamber. “You’re probably right. Would you like some tea whilst you wait?” 
 
    Francis did attempt to speak to Tayo a bit later, only to be ousted from the room. He made his apologies, urging caution, and so Lily kept herself busy until dinner. When Tayo didn’t show for the meal, her concern grew. No food had been requested, Miles assured her. Would she like some brought to him? 
 
    She shook her head. Better test the waters first.   
 
    To her surprise, Tayo’s study stood empty, only rows of books and reams of parchment greeting her. He must have sneaked back upstairs to his chamber whilst she was eating. 
 
    Sighing, she conceded defeat for the time being. No good would come of this. If Tayo didn’t want to speak to anyone, she ought to give him space. Whatever it was about this lost opportunity, it clearly had cut deep.  
 
    She returned to her rooms, calling for Fanny to unlace her. But all throughout her ablutions, the urge to seek him out kept itching at her. It wasn’t like him. Even Francis had acknowledged that.  
 
    Her sheets were soft and inviting as always. And yet, she tossed and turned.  
 
    Something about this didn’t sit right with her. That he should be this upset, when he normally took everything in his stride… 
 
    It left her insides knotted up. What if there was a bigger issue here? One Francis remained blind to? Tayo trusted him, certainly, but that didn’t mean he shared every detail of his life with him. What if Tayo had wagered more on this investment than was wise? What if he sought to ignore the issue now, like he’d ignored their previous predicament?  
 
    Lily had been able to help, then. Naturally, the circumstances here were different, but what if she could help in some way? Shouldn’t she at least try? Wasn’t that part of her purpose as a wife? To offer counsel? And if she couldn’t offer counsel, wasn’t it part of her purpose to offer something else? To offer… comfort? 
 
    She slipped out of bed and into her robe before she could think better of the impulse. At the very least, if she did this, then she could tell herself she’d tried. 
 
    The corridor was dark. And when she knocked Tayo did answer her. Although he looked decidedly displeased, standing there, naked from the waist up. As though he’d already taken to bed, too. Which wasn’t like him. 
 
    “Not tonight, Lily,” he said. “I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to—” Lily pulled her robe more tightly around herself. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    The muscles in his jaw worked. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you quite sure? Francis said you’d had a disappointment. Perhaps it might ease your mind if we spoke of it?” 
 
    There was a dull thump, like his fist had hit the wall. “Francis needs to shut up, sometimes.” 
 
    Lily pursed her lips. “That isn’t very nice.” 
 
    “Since when have I been nice? Hmm?” He stared at her for a moment, teeth clenching when she failed to answer. “Is that what you expect of me now? What you require me to be? Nice? Pleasant? Perfectly fluent in the manners you’re accustomed to? Smooth and honeyed, dripping compliments into your ear just when you need to hear them, hinting at suggestions at just the perfect time? Ignoring the glances, the remarks, the constant drip, drip, drip”—his fingernails snapped against the doorframe—“and all the while remaining solicitous and yet assertive? But definitely not, decidedly not, no, never once in a million years, not angry. A good sport, isn’t that what you call it? Is that what you would like me to become?” 
 
    Lily blinked, as nonplussed as she was lost for words. “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Tayo stared at her, chest rising and falling swiftly. “I’m tired,” he bit out. “Just go away.” And he slammed the door in her face.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    He didn’t come to breakfast. He didn’t come to luncheon, either. Miles confirmed that he’d sent for food, but also that he’d returned a telegram from Francis with a blunt direction for privacy which was best not repeated in front of a lady.  
 
    Lily promptly sent a telegram to Francis herself, enquiring as to the best route forward.  
 
    Just give him time, was the answer she received.  
 
    How did that man possess such patience? Lily could increasingly comprehend Tayo’s evident—albeit usually much restrained—bouts of frustration with him. It was maddening to be confronted with such calm in the face of one’s own nervous tension. Like it highlighted the inadequacy of her own inability to hold on tight and wait out the storm.  
 
    By early afternoon, she could no longer stand it.   
 
    Tayo was sitting at his desk when she sidled into his study. The door closed with a soft thud behind her.  
 
    “Go away,” he said, without looking up.  
 
    “I know you do not want me here.”   
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “But I’m your wife. And I’m concerned.” She drew to a halt behind his chair. Laid her hands upon his shoulders. Cautiously. “You’re not yourself.” 
 
    He barked a laugh. “And you’re the expert, now, on who I am?” 
 
    “No,” Lily said, stretching the vowel. The tension in his muscles seemed to thrum beneath her palms. She rolled them forward, towards his chest, and then back up again with steady pressure. She’d done this for him once or twice before, in those quietest of moments when she nearly forgot how they’d come to be married. He liked it. Even now, she felt him give, if just a little. And then a little more when she smoothed her thumbs down the back of his neck, the subtle ripple of a shiver answering her. “Although I can assure you, contrary to your assertions last night, I’ve seen you angry plenty of times.” 
 
    “Have you? Or have you seen me stern? Commanding? Confident and unbending in my beliefs? Displeased?” He arched his neck back against her thumbs despite his mocking tone, and Lily met him with increased pressure, digging them in more deeply. “They’re different things, you know.” 
 
    There was some truth to that, in fairness. Although he’d definitely been angry as well. 
 
    “Besides”—a heavy note of resignation, now—“I’m forced to be far more solicitous in my business dealings. The strictures of your fine society demand it.” 
 
    More truth to that, undoubtedly. Come to think of it, Lily knew precious little of how Tayo conducted himself in public. They’d not been anywhere together as of yet. She only knew the man who came home every night, quite clear on what he wanted, on how he liked things. Who didn’t bend or soften easily. It had never occurred to her that he might present differently around others.  
 
    And yet, the notion in and of itself was not so strange. Hadn’t she once done much the same? Clawed at each small thing that she might control at home, whilst out at every ball she’d sparkled bright as stars? No one. No one had ever known the truth slumbering inside her. Not even Cassius.  
 
    Rubbing his shoulders harder, she allowed her hands to slide past his collarbones, then smoothed them up again.  
 
    “You probably wouldn’t even believe it,” Tayo said with a sigh. Had he closed his eyes? “Just how solicitous I am with them. Day after day. How often I feel like a simpering fool for it. How I constantly wonder if it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Perhaps you work too much, if it invades your mind like this,” she said. “Perhaps you need some distance from it all.” 
 
    “I work as much as is required of a man like me.” Bitterness laced every word. “I cannot simply stop. You wouldn’t understand.”  
 
    Father had said something similar once, hadn’t he? She really wished they’d stop treating her as if she was perpetually doomed to ignorance, these men. It was really rather insulting. If she could play Beethoven’s sonatas by heart, then she was capable of learning. But it wouldn’t do to contest the matter right this second. That would only make him more irate. 
 
    “Will you not tell me what has happened, then?” she asked instead. “Is it something so terrible that you cannot share it? Are we in dire straits once more?” 
 
    The muscles underneath her hands tensed instantly, locking back up as if the last few minutes had never been. “No. Rest assured, I’ve got it all in hand. My present frustration is entirely personal in nature.” 
 
    The wave of relief which rose inside Lily swept aside the faint concern at how rapidly he’d turned to stone again. In fact, it only made her more desirous to find some way to grant the same to him. Some relief. Some peace. “And there is truly nothing I can do to ease it?” 
 
    His hand caught a hold of her wrist. A split second later he’d pulled her around and onto his lap. “You had something particular in mind, no doubt?” 
 
    There was something cold in his gaze. Something harsh in his voice. He was still angry.  
 
    “Not really,” Lily said. “Just to please you. To give you whatever you desire.” 
 
    “Quit playing.” 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat. “I’m not. Playing. Tayo…” 
 
    He regarded her for a long moment, eyes glittering. His thumb smudged her bottom lip, rubbing back and forth, eyes catching there, devouring the motion. “Then get down on your knees,” he said. “That’s what you can do for me.” 
 
    For a second, she thought she had misheard, but the way his thumb pushed her teeth apart left little doubt as to his meaning. She swallowed, her tongue pressing the digit against the roof of her mouth, and his eyes darkened further. “I want you to suck me.” His voice was soot. “Is that clear enough for you?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    The chair scraped backwards over the parquet to make room, and Lily went without question. Or perhaps he pushed her, both hands on her shoulders guiding her between the V of his legs as he let his thighs fall wide. Certainly, she didn’t object. That’s how she knew, later, that he must be right, because any woman worthy of her breeding would have objected. Just as she should have objected to the thousand and one licentious acts he’d already committed upon her person. Instead, they seemed almost an incitement right now—if he’d put his mouth on her so many times, why not the other way round? In truth, hadn’t she already wondered about doing this? Hadn’t she wondered about it since that night she’d brought him off in the drawing room? 
 
    She’d wondered. But there’d always been something about the act which made it just that little bit too outrageous. Too shameful for her to be the one to initiate it. After all, no lady in her right mind would contemplate it. And the strictures of her fine society still wound around her too, trickling shame into the empty spaces between thoughts, much though she’d begun to see them more clearly as of late. To resent them.  
 
    But Tayo had been the one to ask. Not her. And if it brought him half of the relief she’d felt in knowing that they weren’t headed for the poorhouse, then surely that would make it right, whatever motive had driven his request. Perhaps he simply longed to sit back for a change. To be taken care of.  
 
    Resting her head against his thigh, she stroked him through his trousers, feeling him grow hard beneath her palm. In truth, there was something terribly addictive about this, about knowing she aroused him, the palpable proof of it rising beneath her fingers. She’d always liked it. It was as though she possessed some kind of magic, a more intense version of the draw which had turned heads on the dance floor. To know that even when he resented her, she could still make him want her, fill him with desire.  
 
    Inching closer, she pressed her face against his cock, the weave of cotton rough against her cheek. She mouthed him, blowing hot air through the fabric, and Tayo groaned, his hand dropping on her head. Then he was loosening her hairpins, sure flicks of his fingers destroying the artful arrangement by twisting out the pieces of metal which held it together. By the time she was undoing his belt, her curls tumbled past her shoulders like messy flames.  
 
    “Better,” he said, just as Lily pulled his cock from his open flies. He wasn’t wearing drawers. “Well?” His hand sank into her hair, cupping the back of her head. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    She ran her thumb along the underside, massaging gently. “You are so impatient.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and there it was still, that edge, coupled with a pull at the back of her head. Bending forward, she ran her tongue up the length of the shaft, swirling it around the tip. He was only a little damp this time, not quite as slick as she sometimes found him when he’d been teasing her for a while. A salty taste, a cleaner, sweeter version of the spills she’d licked off his fingers after past encounters. Pleasing. Perhaps if she sucked harder, she’d get a little more… 
 
    Tayo’s moan was more reward for her efforts than the faint trickle of liquid which brushed her lips. Not a lot, but never mind. The texture itself was satisfying, so smooth against her palate, so firm and soft at once. She allowed her tongue to play over him, exploring the sensation at leisure, before sucking him into her mouth again. Yes, this was delightful, viscerally exciting in a way that felt too deeply hedonistic to be decent. Each inch he slipped deeper into her mouth reminded her of how he usually slipped between her legs, making her so very wet. And yet the urgency was lacking because it was him she was attending to, her own burn relegated to a slow simmer in the background. Just like when she brought him off with her hand, but more immediate and involving. Languid and indulgent.  
 
    It didn’t take much to guess what he’d enjoy, knowing what she was mimicking. And once she’d discovered that steadying him at the base with one hand helped, she soon worked out a steady, flowing rhythm, up and down. It was a little awkward, perhaps, to learn how to breathe through the motion, but he made such lovely sounds, not holding anything back. And it felt so good to have her mouth so full of him, to suck him in, even as her core felt increasingly empty, her muscles clenching in sympathy around nothing.  
 
    God, why hadn’t she attempted this before? It was delicious. They probably discouraged married couples from anything but saintly acts beneath the sheets precisely because the rest of them were just that good.  
 
    When she next took a brief break, Tayo was looking down at her with eyes as dark as coal. “That’s it,” he murmured, his fingers tensing and releasing in her hair. “Take me deeper, next time.” 
 
    Deeper. All right. Was that possible? She could certainly try. When she closed her mouth over him again, she didn’t stop once he hit the roof of her mouth but changed the angle, kept sliding further until he hit the back of her throat, warm and thick and heavy.  
 
    If she opened up and swallowed around him like this…  
 
    Blinking rapidly, she withdrew to suck in a lungful of breath to regain her composure.  
 
    “Too much for you?” He sounded almost equally breathless. And amused.  
 
    Lily stroked him firmly, wringing a groan from him. Then another. “No.” 
 
    And she bent back down to do it again. And again. As if she’d ever admit defeat. If she was doing this, she’d do it properly. Tayo’s helpless sounds of desire alone made it worth it.  
 
    “Fuck, Lily,” he gasped when she resurfaced. “You shouldn’t be so good at this. Not your first time.” 
 
    She licked her lips, stroking him at a rapid pace. The same way that he fucked her when he was close. Another surge of clear liquid appeared at the tip of his cock, and she smeared her lips through it, her tongue chasing the taste away moments later.   
 
    “I’ll come in your mouth,” Tayo said. It wasn’t a question. “You want me to come off in your mouth, don’t you?” 
 
    She sucked him in again by way of answer. Still easier than admitting it out loud. Of course she wanted him to. She wanted all of this. All of his pleasure. Wanted the proof that she had made him come undone. That he cherished this.  
 
    “Of course you do,” he said, hips snapping up to meet her. “I bet you’re wet. I bet I could slide into you like butter right this second.”  
 
    Moaning around him, she took him deep once more. He wasn’t wrong; she was positively dripping, but she couldn’t possibly interrupt what she was doing to touch herself right now. After. After. Only more incentive to bring him to his finish swiftly. She lifted up, sucking hard at the tip, her cheeks hollowing.  
 
    “Close.” His voice was ragged. “Lily…” 
 
    Her name trailed off into a sound of agony when she repeated the action. And then his hand was clenching in her hair and Lily’s mouth was flooded with a surge of salty-bitter liquid, so much of it that some of it spilled past her lips and she drew back instinctively. She stroked him through the shocks, milking the last few drops from him before she lapped them up, wringing another soft noise from his lips.  
 
    It was more cloying of a taste than the sweet nectar right at the beginning. Arousing, nevertheless. God, how she ached with it…  
 
    Letting her head drop to rest against his hip, she fumbled her way up beneath her skirts with one hand, clinging to his leg with the other. The path there was cumbersome, but as soon as she arrived, sparks exploded behind her eyes. They fell shut of their own accord and it didn’t take long, didn’t take long at all to frisk herself into an agony of her own which set her legs to trembling, which had her whimpering against the exposed sliver of Tayo’s stomach. The rush was sharp and bright and gorgeous, and then she was a panting mess, collapsed between his thighs.  
 
    When she raised her gaze, he was staring down at her, lips curled at the corners.   
 
    “Look at you.” Pleasure thickened his vowels, blurring them into trails of smoke. “My wife, the harlot. If I didn’t know better, I’d assume you’ve had plenty of practice. Perhaps I had the measure of your most redeeming quality right from the very start, hmm?”  
 
    His words cut ice right through her. Was that what Tayo thought of her? Was that still all this was?  
 
    Of course it was. Hadn’t it always been? Why would she dream differently? 
 
    A blessing. Only sex. 
 
    She’d wanted to bring him relief. But not like this.  
 
    His hand was still buried in her hair, his grip firm. Lily twisted out of his grasp, strands tugging and snagging as she tore away from him. She scrambled to get her feet beneath her body, wiping her mouth clean on her shoulder, her dripping fingers staining her skirts. “I ought to go,” she managed, although the words half stuck inside her throat. It seemed a travesty, how she had to use Tayo’s leg for support in order to pull herself up to standing because there was so little space. Her eyes felt dangerously wet all of a sudden.  
 
    “Lily,” Tayo said. And then, again, when she didn’t answer. “Lily, listen…” 
 
    But she didn’t listen. The storm was back inside her chest and this time it was cracking her ribs apart as if they were mere twigs. She couldn’t possibly contain it. Not any longer. She stumbled on her first step and then she wasn’t stumbling but running as fast as her legs would carry her, racing from the room and up the stairs. She only stopped once she was safely locked in her own bedchamber, sinking against the door. Then down to the floor.  
 
    This was all she was. All she’d ever been. Never truly a wife. Something traded with him. An asset turned plaything. His whore.  
 
    It wasn’t even like she hadn’t known.  
 
    The tears burst forth as though some dam inside her had broken. And something told her that there was no way she could ever shore it back up into the solid wall it had been before.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    “Lily.” Tayo’s voice, a gunshot through the door. Then a rapping. “Open up now. Don’t be ridiculous.”  
 
    Ridiculous. Yes, that was exactly what she was. The laughing stock of the town. In truth, hadn’t she always been? Before she’d met him? The debutante riding without a proper chaperone. Laughable. A scandal in the making.  
 
    And now his to mock as well.  
 
    God, what must she have looked like? Crumpled in a heap on the floor, her hair a chaos, her lips wet and relishing it. Worst of all, she hadn’t cared. She hadn’t cared at all until he’d spoken. Woken her up to the reality of what that made her. 
 
    She pressed both hands over her mouth to stifle her sobs. She wouldn’t let him hear her cry. She wouldn’t grant him the satisfaction. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” A pause, followed by unintelligible mutters. Then, more loudly, “Of course you can hear me. So listen. I didn’t mean it like that.”  
 
    Why would he lie, all of a sudden? Of course he’d meant it. He’d told her so all along. He didn’t have to like her to fuck her. He’d said that, and she had agreed. He enjoyed her body, and she enjoyed what he could do to it, and that was all there was to their marriage. 
 
    A blessing. It didn’t feel like one.  
 
    Why did it even matter? She was pathetic. Pathetic, to desire more. To need anything else. Like some stupid, idiotic child.  
 
    He’d called her that, too, hadn’t he? A spoiled child.  
 
    “Lily, I don’t have time for this. Contrary to what you believe, my world doesn’t revolve around you.” 
 
    That was the trouble, though. She didn’t believe it did. She’d never been more clear on anything: she’d never truly been the centre of anyone’s life.  
 
    Not in the way that she desired.  
 
    A thump, like a fist meeting wood. Then silence.  
 
    Silence.  
 
    Silence. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Fanny tried to come in at some point. Lily ignored her. 
 
    She changed out of her gown, not knowing why. Perhaps some strange delusion that she might feel less trapped once she’d removed her corset. But neither the free-flowing dress nor the softness of her bed brought her any comfort.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She hated her life. She hated her life.  
 
    In truth, hadn’t she always hated her life? Had she ever truly felt ease, calm, peace, when she wasn’t wrapped up in fantasy? Dreaming of what might be? 
 
    She hadn’t ever been enough for Father. How long had she believed that lie, for how long had she convinced herself he loved her?  
 
    No, Father had wanted Mother. Never her. And she’d been in the way. He’d never wanted Lily for herself. A miracle, really, that he hadn’t got rid of her sooner. He must have been jubilant when Tayo had offered to take her off his hands.  
 
    She’d never been enough for Mother, either. Never refined enough. There were too many faint, near-faded memories proving that. Usually they rested like dull impressions at the back of her mind, but now they all rose up together. Of how she’d been too spirited, too keen to run around the courtyards and skin her knees, more interested in climbing trees than needlework. Too brash. Those threats of leaving her with governesses if she didn’t learn to behave. Then all the ones where Mother had tried to bleach her hair, attempting to strip the brazen red from it. It had refused to take the hint, the washes of lemon juice only making it shine brighter. Eventually, Mother had admitted defeat. By then, Lily’s body had begun to change and there’d been other parts of her to fuss over, to correct.  
 
    We have to hope that you’ll fill out a bit. Get some curves on you to fit with the new styles. It’s a shame. You’d have been a beauty in my mother’s time. Let’s lace you tighter. Oh, don’t look at me like that. Don’t cry, Lily. Sweetheart. You know I only want what’s best for you. 
 
    In the end, Lily had filled out, but Mother had been too overwhelmed by her illness to notice by that point. Or perhaps she’d noticed, but she’d not wanted Lily to experience the joy of her praise.  
 
    God, what horrendous thoughts to have of the departed. She ought to be ashamed of herself. Hadn’t Mother also told her that she only wanted her to experience the greatest of loves? It wasn’t her fault that Lily couldn’t meet the required standard.  
 
    The proof of her true worth was self-evident in the present, in how she’d ended up. And she undoubtedly deserved it if she could stoop so low as to blame Mother for her own deficiencies. The same mother who was gone forever.  
 
    Tayo had been right. She was spoiled. Selfish. Too disrespectful to deserve any respect herself. It was no wonder that he saw her only redeeming quality in acts of debauchery.  
 
    Pulling the covers over her head, she allowed herself to drown beneath the much heavier blankets of shame. 
 
    Day ran into night. Night ran into day. She didn’t move, ignoring Fanny’s gentle pleas to open up the door.  
 
    A little later—or perhaps after many hours, who knew—a firmer knock came on the wood. Francis’ soothing tones soon followed it, wishing her good morning.  
 
    “Tayo has sent me to check up on you,” he continued after a moment’s pause. “To let you know he is away on business for some days.”  
 
    A blessing. At least she might be left alone if he was gone. Much easier that way.  
 
    “He very much regrets his words to you.” 
 
    God, no. He hadn’t— 
 
    “Not that he told me what they were. So please don’t worry.”  
 
    Lily rolled over on her back. The velvet curtain of the four-poster stared back at her.  
 
    A rustle outside the door. “I’ve no desire to intrude, but if you wish to speak to someone, I’ll gladly listen.” A soft thud. “I’ll be in the study for another hour or so. Then I need to head back to the docks. But please don’t hesitate to send a telegram at any point. Miles can easily arrange for it. Meanwhile, there’s some breakfast on the threshold here for you.”  
 
    There was an emptiness gnawing at the pit of her stomach. Was it hunger?  
 
    What did it matter. Nothing mattered.  
 
    She shut her eyes and tried to sink back into sleep.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Thirst drove her from her bed eventually, amidst the thick of dusk. The meal Francis had left had long since disappeared, but a carafe of water waited for her alongside some fresh bread and lukewarm soup, presumably dropped by Fanny around suppertime. 
 
    Lily gulped the water down so quickly she felt sick with it and crawled back into bed.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Dusk bled to black, black brightened into day. More knocks came. The leaves of the trees danced shimmering shadows on the walls. They were so beautiful. Unlike her. She was a mess. A shadow of the ugliness she’d tried so hard to lock away inside herself. 
 
    She’d tried. She had. She’d failed.  
 
    It didn’t matter. Her tears had all dried up, leaving only heaviness behind.  
 
    She felt at one remove from her surroundings. As though she wasn’t even here. Detached. Cut off.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She woke to a racket right outside her door. What was the time? What day was it? The world seemed distant, blurring around her. Like she’d been in and out of sleep so long that she no longer knew where reality began, and where it ended. Like she’d been here forever. Like she was starving and yet too weak to fix it.  
 
    Those voices outside, though. If only they’d be quiet. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? 
 
    “…locked,” Fanny was saying.  
 
    “And no one’s thought to break it down?” The bang at the door was loud enough that it propelled Lily into a seated position. She swayed, dizzy with the sudden movement. “Imbeciles, the lot of you.” 
 
    “Sir, you can’t possibly—” 
 
    “It’s my damn house, of course I can.” Another thump, so violent the hinges shook. “Will someone get me a crowbar already?” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” Another voice. Male. 
 
    Tayo never needed the crowbar. On the third go, the lock gave way. The door burst open, and he stumbled through, although he caught himself with spectacular grace. Behind him in the doorway stood Fanny, a row of other servants mingling in the background.  
 
    Naturally. Everyone had come for the spectacle.  
 
    “You look dreadful,” Tayo said. 
 
    Lily couldn’t even fault him for the insult. How long had it been since she’d locked herself in here? She must be a sight. But even with the servants’ curious eyes licking over her, she couldn’t find the energy to care. She felt so dizzy.  
 
    She hugged her legs towards her chest. If she could only disappear… 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” Tayo barked at the spectators. “Bring some refreshments for the lady. Then give us some peace.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” Fanny, this time.  
 
    She was so tired. She rested her forehead against her knees. If only she could go to sleep again. Just for a little while… or perhaps forever…  
 
    “Lily.” The bed dipped beneath his weight. “Cease with this nonsense. Can you not see this is… quite ridiculous?”  
 
    Ridiculous. He’d said that on the day. And yes, it was. Patently so. She needed to pull herself together. Still, how was she meant to do that? How was she supposed to stop this ache inside her chest? What was she meant to fill it with, this empty gulf, this hole his words had opened? It gaped inside her like an open wound, bleeding her out drop by drop, and she was powerless to stop it. Already, her eyes were welling up again. She wanted it to stop. Wanted the numbness back. That had been better. For God’s sake, she needed it to stop. And yet it wouldn’t listen. The darkness tore at her, no matter how hard she bit her lip.  
 
    It tore at her until she shook with it.  
 
    Tayo made a small noise of frustration. “Would you like me to apologise?” 
 
    “You said you didn’t,” she managed after some moments, in the gap between sobs. Her voice was as hollow as the rest of her. “You said you didn’t see the point of it.”  
 
    “Well, if it puts an end to this, perhaps I do so now. Because I’m sorry if my words have managed to provoke such sorrow. That was never my intention.”  
 
    A mirthless laugh rose up inside her throat. “Why apologise for the truth?” 
 
    He opened his mouth. Closed it again. 
 
    “It’s just,” she continued swiftly, whilst she still could, “it’s just, you see, that you were right. And that I knew you were.” The tears were flowing again, but the words were flowing also, suddenly impossible to contain. Another dam, broken. “That is my sole redeeming quality. What other use do I have these days? I’m obviously not a good person. I can’t be because if I was, then Grace would have believed me. Someone would have believed me. But no one did. You said that was because of who I was, how, how horrid, and you were right. She even said so herself, how disgusting it was, the way I threw myself at every potential suitor, refusing to settle. And it’s true. I mean, I didn’t think it was back then, but it’s true—I wanted them to like me. I enjoyed it, the attention, it made me feel like I might be… something, like I might be… precious. I even wanted you to like me there, near the end. Isn’t that pathetic?”  
 
    She shook her head. It was embarrassing, alarming to hear the words which spilled past her lips, and yet she couldn’t seem to stop. Perhaps this was the confession she’d put off so many times.  
 
    “I couldn’t get enough of it. It must have been so obvious to everyone but me. So is it really a surprise that Father sold me off like chattel to a self-professed libertine? That he told the story that he did, in order to explain it? I mean, he wasn’t wrong, was he? Because once we got going, I couldn’t get enough of what you did to me. And who’s to say if I’d not been born to riches, that’s not precisely what I’d be? A whore?” Her breath hitched. “Clearly, I was always meant for this. I thought I was just trying to find what Mother promised me, but the truth is, I’m not even certain now that it exists. I mean, she didn’t find it in her lifetime, so what if everything she taught me, what if all that was a dream? A lie? It’s the same in the end, isn’t it? We can dress something up until it shines, until it’s beautiful and perfect—but if it always was a lie, it stays a lie. Right?” 
 
    Tayo was frowning now. Probably because she wasn’t making the slightest lick of sense. “Lily—” 
 
    “I miss her so much!” She didn’t even know where the words were coming from. “I miss her! I held her hand as she died, I held it as I was reading to her, and I didn’t even notice that she’d passed, that she was no longer breathing. How did I not notice that?” Another agony shook through her. “But there was no one there, and suddenly she was so still, and I didn’t want to disturb… I should have called for someone sooner, shouldn’t I? And then I thought, perhaps if I could just pretend that tiny bit longer, if I could just pretend—then it hadn’t happened yet, if no one knew. So I finished reading her the book. It had a happy ending, I do remember that. I thought about how much she would have loved it, and how utterly deranged is it, Tayo, that I did that? There must be something really, really wrong with me.” 
 
    “Oh Lily,” Tayo murmured. “Not at all. Come here.”  
 
    There was a texture to his voice she hadn’t heard before. A softness. And there was something in his eyes she hadn’t ever seen there either. A sadness. As though he knew.  
 
    He pulled her into his arms, and Lily couldn’t find the energy to fight him. Besides, his embrace was warm and strong. And she felt so weak and tired.  
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered. “I’ve no redeeming qualities beyond my body. I am the biggest lie of all.” 
 
    “Hardly. I said a cruel thing with intent to hurt you. And I apologise.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t mean to cause me sorrow earlier.” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course I did. Just not… to this extent.” She felt the sigh rush from his body. “I meant for it to sting. I was far angrier than I allowed myself to see. I thought you’d only come to seek assurances for yourself. To soothe your anxieties that your comfortable existence might be disrupted. Out of pure selfishness.” 
 
    The admission was a balm, in some small way. Still—“I don’t see how that differs from what you’d normally expect of me.” 
 
    “Perhaps it did.” His voice was low. “Perhaps I’d hoped your motivation might be… something more, that day.” 
 
    Lily stayed silent. What was it he was saying? She was too dizzy to make sense of it. Her belly ached.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” His chin pressed against the top of her head. “Either way, it was a despicable thing to say. Especially straight after you gave me such pleasure. I told myself I meant it as a compliment for a while, but I was lying to myself. The truth is that I wanted to retaliate. I’m sorry.” 
 
    There was a tentative knock on the door. “Yes?” Tayo called.  
 
    The door was already drifting open of its own accord, the lock torn from its hinges. Fanny tiptoed inside. “I’ve brought some dinner for the lady. Where should I put it?” 
 
    “Just here is fine.” He shifted Lily from his arms and settled her against the headboard, stuffing several pillows behind her back whilst Fanny carried the tray over towards them. She set it on the bedside table.   
 
    “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “No,” Tayo said. “Leave.” 
 
    Fanny curtsied and disappeared, but not without casting a long look over Lily first.  
 
    Tayo picked up the tray and handed it to her. “Eat.”  
 
    “I’m not certain that I can—” 
 
    “Eat,” he repeated. “Unless you’d prefer to be fed?” 
 
    Cautiously, she took the tray, balancing it across both legs. Soft curls of steam rose from the plate, the flavourful scent of gravy making her mouth water. She picked up her fork and stabbed it into one of the potatoes. As soon as it touched her lips, hunger grabbed her like a demon, a ravenous urge which suddenly occupied every last corner of her mind. She fell upon the food, any sense of decorum forgotten. The only thing that mattered was how quickly she could shovel each bite into her mouth. She’d never cleared a plate this fast in her entire life.   
 
    “Not certain you can eat, was it?” The quirk of Tayo’s lip held a grim satisfaction. “When was it you last had a meal? Before I left?” 
 
    Lily was too busy gulping down her glass of juice to respond. The sweetest nectar she had ever tasted. How could anything be this delightful? How could she have denied it? 
 
    “You must not do this to yourself,” Tayo said. “Ever again. No matter what ridiculous a thing I might say.” 
 
    There was a sternness in his tone. It itched at her. “You’re not entirely mistaken.” She scraped the last of the gravy off her plate. “I was concerned about our situation that day. That you might have overextended yourself.” 
 
    “I suppose you would be. Not knowing anything about it.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t the only reason I came. I desired to see you at peace. All the more so once I knew there was no urgent crisis to be solved, actually. You seemed so distraught.” 
 
    “Distraught is a strong term.” 
 
    “Either way, I wanted to bring you relief.” She met his eyes. “Can it not be both? Can one not have… both selfish desires or anxieties and the will to see another person find some happiness? Or must everything be about… winning and defeat?” 
 
    “I suppose not,” Tayo said. “Theoretically at least. I don’t believe I’ve known much of such middle ground.” 
 
    “Me neither,” she allowed, watching him lift the tray away and return it to the nightstand. After a beat, she added, “You must have made some compromises in your line of business. Some level of negotiation must be involved in all such endeavours. It sounded so from what I’ve overheard.”  
 
    “That’s different,” Tayo said. “That isn’t real. It’s not a true concession if one only gives it with intent to gain something else from it later.”  
 
    “It’s a manipulation.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Was that not what she’d done as well, in all her dealings with the ton? Exchanged smiles in hopes of a suit? Flirtations in hopes of finding the perfect husband? Light pleasantries in hopes of invitations for tea? Gossip for a seat at the table? 
 
    “Do you ever wonder what it would be like—to not have to do that? To simply be yourself?” 
 
    Tayo cupped her face, his thumb resting on her cheekbone. “Yes,” he said at long last. “In fact, that was the root of the ire I felt that day. That I may never do so. Not if I desire to succeed.” 
 
    “I wanted you to feel better. Sincerely.” 
 
    “I believe you. I regret that I didn’t before.” 
 
    She pressed her face into his hand. “Sometimes I feel as if I don’t know who I am. I used to. But then you came along, and everything I knew, it all just… fell away. Everything I thought I was. That I had. And you were right, about how superficial it must have been because otherwise, it surely would have stayed. So, you see, it stands to reason that you’d be right about the rest as well. About what’s left of me beneath those pretty little lies.” 
 
    The manipulations, she didn’t say. 
 
    “I wasn’t right.” 
 
    She gave a mirthless laugh.  
 
    Tayo studied her. “Your mother. How long did you care for her?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I cared for her. We did have servants for those tasks. I merely read to her sometimes. Kept her company.” 
 
    “Hmm. Every night?” 
 
    Lily shrugged and dropped her gaze. She’d opened up the topic for discussion, hadn’t she? And yet her heart shied away from it. As if it were the rawest wound of all.  
 
    If he chose to say something hurtful now, how could she bear it? 
 
    “For how long?” he pressed.  
 
    “I don’t recall. She declined over the course of several years. It was a slow illness. Consumption.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I can’t really complain. It was her who missed out on everything. She couldn’t even accompany me to my first ball. And she’d worked so hard, for so many years, to make me presentable. Fit for society. Which was no small task.” 
 
    “I definitely wasn’t right,” Tayo said. His thumb was drifting back and forth across her cheekbone, a hypnotic pendulum. “I would like you to feel better. Will you allow me to bathe you?” 
 
    That did sound nice. Lily nodded, sinking back against the pillows as she watched him disappear to run the water. The food had helped, but she still felt unsteady on her legs when Tayo brought her to the bathroom so that he had to support most of her weight.  
 
    He’d undressed her so many times. Something about it felt different when he pulled her nightshirt off now, when she raised her arms to make it easier for him. She was every bit as bare beneath, her nipples pebbling with the freshness of the air, but he didn’t touch her with the same intent when he lifted her into the water. Its heat soothed an ache in her limbs she hadn’t even known was there, and the delicate way he ran the sponge over her legs filled her with a new kind of warmth, leaving her skin tingling faintly. At another time, it might indeed have felt sensual, the steady motions pulling her towards pleasure.   
 
    But right now, Lily felt as wrung out as a sponge herself. It was clear, regardless, that stimulating her was not Tayo’s aim. That there was no intent to gain anything in return.  
 
    And yet he was still here.  
 
    Letting her eyes fall shut, Lily allowed herself to drift away on the weightlessness of the water. Of how nice this felt. How relaxing. How safe.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you why I didn’t go to America?” Tayo asked, what felt like aeons later.  
 
    “No.” In fact, had he not curtailed that conversation? “You said that you had other responsibilities.” 
 
    “My father. He injured his back in an accident at the docks when I was still young. Could neither walk properly nor work from that point onwards. Not that he didn’t try at first, but it only made matters worse. It fell to me to find sufficient employment to see us through.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “Barely into my teens.” 
 
    She tried to imagine the weight of responsibility. She couldn’t.  
 
    “His condition deteriorated over time. He passed not long before I met Francis.” 
 
    “Your mother looked after him?” 
 
    “She died giving birth to me.” 
 
    Lily opened her eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It was much harder losing him.” Tayo’s expression didn’t shift, his shrug near nonchalant. “You can’t miss what you don’t remember.” 
 
    “He didn’t blame you?” 
 
    He shook his head as though the question were preposterous. “Why would he? He always said I’d been his dream, his gift, and so his gift I always remained. But I could tell it grieved him, if that is what you’re asking. Not a good death, the way she went—too young, before her time. He rarely spoke of her, but when he did, he lamented it. That she would not have passed over to rest with the ancestors because of how she died. That she could not return and be reborn into the family when the time was right.” 
 
    She tried to read his eyes. It was impossible; he seemed transfixed by skimming tiny rivulets of water off her shoulder.  
 
    “Is that what you believe? That we return?” 
 
    “It’s what he believed.” 
 
    A sidestep. Best not to press the matter. “I suppose my mother’s death was not a good one either,” Lily said. “She wasn’t very old at all.” 
 
    “She wasn’t near your father’s age?”  
 
    “No. A lot younger. But everyone assured me she’d gone to a better place. That she would be with God instead of suffering.”  
 
    “And you believed them?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The truth sat heavy in her throat. Like an admission that she shouldn’t make. Something she never should have doubted. And yet she had, in tiny slivers, again and again, pushing the thoughts back and further back each time, drowning them out. “I didn’t want them to speak of it at all. I didn’t want her to be in a better place. I just wanted her back. To read her one last story. To have her smile at me one last time.” She swallowed. Watched her hand as it trailed through the water, ripples forming around the motion. “To look at the door to her room and trust she was still in there. You know?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said.  
 
    “I think Father blamed me regardless,” she confessed. “Not for her death, I mean. But for my birth. Although she was very much alive back then, and you would have thought that he’d be happy to have gained me. Isn’t that funny? Your father didn’t think to blame you in spite of all he lost. Yet mine lost nothing, and he did.” 
 
    “He is a weak man,” Tayo said. “I’ve told you so before. I’d wager that he felt he lost her then, however. Because she became yours first.” 
 
    “I suppose that must have been it,” Lily said. “I was her dream. Not his.”  
 
    She closed her eyes again when Tayo reached for the jug of water and washed her hair. For long moments there was only the sensation of the liquid sluicing through her hair, his fingers scrubbing the soap into her scalp and untangling the knotted strands. The streams of water pouring down her back.  
 
    “If you can’t miss what you never had,” she murmured, “then why do I feel as though I’ve lived my entire life doing precisely that?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Have you never felt that way?” She sought for the right words, but it was like grasping at thin air. “Like there is always something just beyond your reach? Something more that you should seek?” 
 
    His lips quirked. “I know that feeling intimately.” 
 
    “How do you make it stop?” 
 
    He laughed. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be here. Besides, why stop it? It’s got me this.” He indicated the room around them with a sweep of his hand. “And it will get me more before my time is done. We rise to meet it.” 
 
    “Do you not ever wonder if there’s something different, though? Do you not ever wonder what your life might be like… without the reaching?” 
 
    Tayo’s lips parted. Then pressed shut again. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of here and into bed,” he said. “You need to gather up your strength.”  
 
    Lily complied without protest, letting Tayo pat her dry with a plush towel. Back in her bedchamber, he smoothed a nightshirt over her head, then came to sit behind her on the bed, his fingers untangling her curls.  
 
    “You ought to call in Fanny for some help with that,” she recommended as he reached for her brush. “It’s quite the time-intensive task. Even on a good day.” 
 
    “I do not mind.” His fingers teased the knotted strands apart. “I’ve always liked your hair. It’s most unusual to look at.” 
 
    “A redeeming quality?” 
 
    “Lily,” he chided.  
 
    “It wasn’t, you know,” she said. “Thought of as redeeming. For the longest while, I hated it so much. I was told so often that it must be a sign.” 
 
    “A sign of what?” 
 
    “That there was something not quite right about me. Like a bad omen. A mark of sin. That I must be a child called by the devil.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And who said that?” 
 
    “Nobody out loud, of course. But people whispered it. And then Mother said it because people whispered it. And whenever Father looked at me too long, I wondered if he whispered it as well. Mother tried to strip the colour from it for a while, to see if she might turn me blonde instead. It didn’t work so well. I think she conceded defeat when her latest concoction made a large patch of it fall out. Better to have me with this hair than none at all.” 
 
    “You always seemed to flaunt it. Not hide it like someone who was ashamed.”  
 
    “What else was I supposed to do? Wear a bonnet for the rest of my life?” She shrugged. “True, Mother always encouraged me to. But she was no longer around. And I figured at least it was striking.”  
 
    “It is at that,” he said and brought her head around to his.  
 
    She looked him in the eye. “Perhaps they were right. That I was doomed to live my life in sin. And that is why I’m here.”  
 
    “Am I your devil then?” he asked. But his tone was mild. Unusually mild.  
 
    “I didn’t mean—” Why did she lack any desire to insult him? “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then do not make such spurious claims about yourself. It’s bad enough I did.” His thumbs smoothed along her eyebrows. Over her temples. She shut her eyes and sighed.  
 
    “Poor,” he said, his voice still gentle, barely above a whisper. “I would be poor without the reaching. I know that much for certain.”  
 
    Lily looked at him. “I can’t imagine.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed. “You cannot. I owe it everything, so I can’t regret it. And still, sometimes this isn’t what I dreamt it would be. You’re right, sometimes it would be nice to simply… be.” 
 
    “Like when that deal fell through?” 
 
    “Like then.” 
 
    She studied the deep lines within his forehead. The smudges beneath his eyes. “Will you lie with me?” she asked. “Just to rest.”  
 
    “Of course,” he said, and started to undo his boots. 
 
    That was right—he’d been away. Where had he even gone? How long had he been travelling? To judge by the light, it was much later than she’d thought. Outside, the shadows were already lengthening. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lily said as he pulled the covers over her. “I didn’t realise. You must have come in straight from the road. You must need sustenance yourself.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Did you come far?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Tayo said, settling in on his side and facing her. “I’m here now.”  
 
    And he grasped both of her hands in his own and held her eyes until they drifted shut without her own volition. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    “How do you feel about travelling?” Tayo asked her at breakfast the following day.  
 
    Lily speared a bite of egg. “I like it?” 
 
    “No. I mean now. Do you feel up to it, you think?”  
 
    “You want to go away?” 
 
    “I cut my trip short. Francis informed me that you’d locked yourself inside your room and wouldn’t answer anyone. I couldn’t stay away in good conscience. But my business wasn’t done.”  
 
    “Oh,” Lily said. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Tayo’s hand covered her own. “I only have myself to blame. Nevertheless, it wasn’t an inconsequential journey. I must return. And yet I don’t desire… to leave you on your own again so soon.”  
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Doubt twined with hope inside her belly as she watched their fingers tangle, their sharp contrast twining into one. Then she recalled how Tayo had still been in her bed this morning when she’d woken, one arm wrapped loosely around her waist.   
 
    “I’d love to come with you if you consider it appropriate.” She squeezed his hand. “What was it you were doing?” 
 
    “Inspecting factories I might purchase, after that last one fell through. I was bound for Sheffield next.” 
 
    Perhaps not that appropriate for a lady. Never mind. She’d been cooped up in London for so long, it didn’t matter. He could have offered to take her down a mine, and she’d have agreed enthusiastically.  
 
    “Sheffield it is,” Lily said. “When do we leave?” 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    They departed that day. Whilst packing up her clothes, Fanny protested in the strongest terms that Tayo had decided they should go without an entourage, citing his ability to see to any of his wife’s needs himself. Privacy, he claimed, was more important. Lily scoffed outwardly at the notion of Tayo pinning up her hair to soothe Fanny’s ire, but secretly she thrilled at his unusual request. It felt terribly romantic. Almost as though she’d stepped inside some tale of two lovers who were stealing away on a reckless, wild adventure. Together, they’d duck censure and defy tradition. 
 
    Tayo laughed when she told him as much in the carriage, but he also kissed her thoroughly all the way towards King’s Cross, so what did it matter if he was amused at her? Perhaps reality was far more prosaic, and it was simply the much-desired change of scenery which brightened her spirits. Still, she relished the way he held out his arm to help her climb out of the carriage. How solid and strong it felt.  
 
    Besides, she liked his laugh. She hadn’t heard it much before, but there was a deep resonance to it which seeped into her bones.  
 
    The afternoon found them enclosed in the confines of a train compartment. With each revolution of the train’s wheels, Lily’s heart grew a little lighter. How much she’d missed seeing such abundant greenery! It floated freely past the window, stirring memories of the countryside inside her, and before she knew it, she found herself prattling on about past times, about the hunt, about the rides. About everything she’d missed so dearly during all those months stuck inside the same four walls. 
 
    “It seems you like it more out there than in London,” Tayo interrupted her eventually.  
 
    “Who wouldn’t? The air is cleaner. The sun is brighter. The fruit is fresher. And oh, the rides—it’s not comparable at all to the parks.” She shook her head. “Just wait until we head out together for the first time. We’ll pack a picnic and there shall be no other people for miles. We’ll have such a splendid time.” 
 
    “I hate to burst your bubble, dearest, but there’s a minor flaw in this tale you’re weaving.” 
 
    “Is there?” 
 
    “I’m a terrible horseman. Terrible.”  
 
    “Then you must learn!” Lily enthused. “There’s nothing like it. The wind in your hair. The speed of a full gallop. The power of the steed beneath you, the strength of it between your thighs—what?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tayo said. But his lips were curving at the corners.  
 
    Lily raised her eyebrows. “You were thinking filthy thoughts. And don’t deny it.” 
 
    “It’s damnably hard not to think filthy thoughts when you are near.”  
 
    “I do not doubt that’s true.” She crossed her arms. “For someone who’s insatiable.”  
 
    “Hmm.”  
 
    “Hmm, what?” 
 
    “Am I allowed yet?”  
 
    “Allowed to what?” 
 
    “To allude to the pot calling the kettle black. Or is it still too soon?” 
 
    His eyes kept flicking towards the curves of Lily’s breasts, which were amply displayed by her corset. Then they travelled back up, searing her with their dark heat. The gesture awakened a familiar warmth in the pit of her stomach, deliberate though she knew it to be.  
 
    “That depends,” she said. “Is it intended as a compliment?” 
 
    “Very much so.”  
 
    “Then yes. You may.” She propped her fingers against her neck. Trailed them towards her cleavage in slow motion. “After all, there may be a certain truth to it.”  
 
    Before Tayo could answer, the compartment door was suddenly wrenched open. A portly man in a bowler hat ushered a middle-aged lady inside. Their eyes drifted over Lily, then stuck on Tayo. Then cut back to Lily just as rapidly.  
 
    They both froze on the threshold, and all the heat leached from the atmosphere within an instant.  
 
    “I beg your pardon,” the woman said. “There must be some mistake. I believed this was first class.”  
 
    “It is,” Lily said, straightening. “I am the Duchess of Lichfield, and this is my husband. Is there a problem?” 
 
    The woman’s lips pinched tight. She glanced at her companion, but he was already nudging her back into the corridor.  
 
    “No,” he said. “I beg your pardon.”  
 
    And the door rolled shut again.  
 
    Tayo was gazing out the window, his pupils chasing the trees, his face impassive. “You’re not a duchess. You can’t be because I’m not a duke.” 
 
    “Rotten rule, isn’t it?” Lily said brightly. “That women can’t inherit a family title or pass it to their husbands. Really quite nonsensical, when you think about it. It’s not as though it’s earned.”  
 
    Tayo’s lips twitched.  
 
    “On the plus side, it appears we’ll get to keep this carriage to ourselves,” she continued. “So you may freely indulge whatever filthy conversation it was that you originally had in mind.”  
 
    He fixed her with his eyes. And there was that softness in his tone again, the same note that she’d heard last night.  
 
    “What a blessing indeed.” 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    On arrival, their carriage drove them away from Sheffield instead of deeper into town, much to Lily’s surprise.  
 
    “There’s rarely much available at such short notice,” Tayo explained in response to her questioning look. “Few places worthy of a lady, at least. And I thought you might welcome the change of scenery.” 
 
    She did. Their inn was nestled up against the outcroppings of a forest, and Lily revelled in the wild whispering of the trees as soon as she set foot outside the carriage. She almost didn’t want to follow Tayo inside, although dusk was already settling thick and heavy in the branches. Yet, follow him she did. Whilst she waited beside him as he arranged for their room, she studied the interior of the foyer. The building must date back to Tudor times, its oak beams cutting apart white-washed walls and ceilings.   
 
    It was only when Tayo ducked back outside for the rest of their luggage that Lily laid eyes on the innkeeper. He was a sprightly looking man of perhaps fifty years, the hair on his temples already greying. And he was studying her just as intently as she’d been taking in the architecture of his home.   
 
    “Is everything all right, milady?” he asked.  
 
    “Of course.” Lily’s polite smile transformed into a frown. “Shouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “Oh, not at all, not at all. Just—a young lady such as yourself, clearly of fine breeding. In such… unexpected company. One wonders if you’re well and not in need of some assistance. And if you weren’t…”  
 
    “That is my husband,” Lily spat, suddenly unable to find the same nonchalance she’d projected on the train. “And therefore precisely the company I should be keeping.” She placed her hand flat on the countertop, the brilliant stones of her wedding band sparkling in the light. “I’m not certain what precisely you’re implying, but either way, I’m confident I don’t appreciate the insinuation.” 
 
    “My apologies, milady. No implication, none at all. As I said, it’s clear you’re of fine breeding. I only meant to—ah, sir. Let’s get this trunk up the stairs. Joshua! Come here and help!” 
 
    Saved by the very man he’d just insulted. Lily fumed all the way up the stairs, glaring daggers at their host’s back, then glaring more of them over Tayo’s shoulder when the man returned ten minutes later with their dinner. Try as she might, she couldn’t drop the slight. 
 
    Twice in one day. Would it be like this forever?  
 
    She ought to keep her frustration to herself, at least. But that was easier said than done, with every ounce of judgement she’d experienced over the past few months suddenly bearing down on her with its full weight. Except this time, she did not feel ashamed, or small, or like she should be hiding herself away. She felt… enraged. And not with Tayo. 
 
    He’d evidently picked up on her change of mood as well, from the way he studied her as they ate. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked once he had cleared his plate. 
 
    A perfect echo of the innkeeper’s words. Lily’s blood boiled hotter.  
 
    “Splendid.” She set her fork down with more force than was ladylike. “Our host implied I must be here against my will, but everything else is fine. Just wonderful. It hasn’t spoiled my evening at all. Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “He seemed to think I was in need of saving.” Her voice had risen. “And I’ve no doubt that if I’d asked for it, there’d be a cluster of men outside our door right now, ready to chase you with pitchforks. Or whatever it is they favour around these parts.” 
 
    “I’m grateful that you didn’t, then,” Tayo said. “Thank you.” His face was every bit as blank as it had been on the train. A touch indulgent, perhaps. Like he was humouring her. 
 
    She should have kept her mouth shut. But she was so, so angry.  
 
    “That’s twice in one day! Twice!”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will it be like this everywhere we go? That they won’t leave us be?”  
 
    “I expect so. Did you dream otherwise?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t—I didn’t… I don’t know what I dreamt.” The sigh which fled her lungs brought no relief. “I don’t think I expected it. It seemed to come out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Now that mystifies me. I know you are naïve, but it’s hardly as if you’ve been ignorant to the commentary we’re bound to raise. In fact, it was your main objection to this union, was it not? How people would regard me—and you by association?”   
 
    “I know,” Lily admitted, because it would be foolish not to. “And I know that wasn’t fair, to make it out to be your fault instead of theirs. But everything… feels different now.” Like she was seeing it with new eyes. She met his gaze. “Does it not infuriate you?” 
 
    “You know it does.” He tilted his head. “Some days far more so than on others.” 
 
    Less so today, most evidently. Whilst Lily’s own frustration was an inferno in her veins, driving her to her feet, unwilling to be contained. She paced the room as if that might disperse it. “Surely I cannot let this stand! I must do something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Go down there and—and smash all of their crystalware! For a start.” 
 
    Tayo’s lips twitched.  
 
    “Fine, that was asinine. I’ve never claimed to be that good at strategy.” She paused. He’d risen to his feet as well, striding across the empty space to join her, and was now pulling her in by the waist. “You seem to be enjoying this.” 
 
    “I find you quite appealing when you’re angry,” Tayo murmured against her lips. “I’ve told you this before. I’m discovering I like it all the more when you’re enraged on my behalf. I confess, a part of me would enjoy watching you head downstairs and raise all merry hell. Don’t, though.”  
 
    Lily glowered at him. As much as that was possible at close range.  
 
    “You don’t want to resolve this?” 
 
    “I know I can’t resolve this. Nothing I can do right now will benefit me, not truly. It’ll only put us out on the street for the night. It’s far too big a challenge to do anything but try and play the long game. And dwelling on that will only make me angry. So I’d much rather take what pleasure I can find and fuck my wife whilst she is incandescently beautiful. If you don’t mind?” 
 
    Naturally, she didn’t. Several long sweeps of his tongue later, she did so even less, surprising herself with how ravenous she felt. Come to think of it, she hadn’t had him for the longest stretch since they’d first consummated their marriage. And then there’d been all that kissing in the carriage and those lust-soaked glances and outrageous words on the train. Lily had been half convinced he’d turn them into actions before they reached their destination, although he never had. Instead, he’d let the tension build between them. Had probably been planning this as well. To stoke her fires gradually throughout the day so she’d be desperate for him come evening. As always, it had worked. God, of course she wanted him.  
 
    She was already slickening as Tayo bit at the sensitive spot behind her ear. Goosebumps prickled across her skin, and she stifled a moan.  
 
    “Don’t be quiet,” he whispered open-mouthed against her neck. “I want to hear you.”  
 
    Lily cast a look at the rickety old door. “They’ll hear me, too. Downstairs.”  
 
    Teeth nipped at her skin. “And that’s a problem?” 
 
    Was it? “No,” she decided. “It’s not a problem. Let them hear. Let them know.”  
 
    “Know what?” Tayo’s hands were at her laces, unravelling the strands. His leg was inching, inexorably, between her thighs. Lifting upwards.  
 
    “Let them know—oh—how good I’ve got it with you. How hard you make me come.” She ground against the tense muscle pressed against her mound. Rode it demonstratively. “I want them to know. I want the whole world to know.”  
 
    “Fuck, Lily.” He kissed her harshly, as if he wanted to devour her, then grabbed her by the waist and spun her around. Lily’s hands collided with the wood of the dressing table, and in the next instant, she was staring at herself in the mirror whilst Tayo tore the laces of her corset open. Even in the lamplight, she could spot the hectic flush spreading over her cheeks. And lower. 
 
    “Stay still,” he ordered, as though this wasn’t happening fast enough. “Your wriggling doesn’t help.” 
 
    “You could just—”   
 
    “I want you naked.” His eyes pinned hers inside the mirror. “Want you to see yourself. What you look like when I take you. I want you to watch us. To see.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lily said, quite speechless, but Tayo had already loosened the final fastening of her corset and tore it off in one go, releasing her from its tight prison. He shoved it down her thighs along with her dress and her drawers, leaving her bare as the day against his clothed form. For a second, she stood there in perfect stillness, Tayo’s hands roaming like dark shadows over the milky expanse of her belly, her breasts, her neck.  
 
    “Look at you,” he murmured in her ear. “How beautiful you are.” His fingers disappeared between her legs, slipping shallowly inside her, catching on her sweet spot on their way out. They glistened in the flickering light and Lily watched, transfixed, as Tayo lifted them to paint moist circles around her nipples.  
 
    She let her head fall back against his chest. “I want you naked, too,” she whispered. “I want us both to be.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. He made short work of his shirtsleeves, withdrawing for agonising moments to unbutton and shed his trousers, too. The moment they dropped to the floor, he was pressing up against her. Lily instinctively rolled her hips, feeling the hard line of his erection drag along her back.  
 
    “Up.” Tayo lifted her until she knelt awkwardly on the edge of the dresser and coaxed her thighs apart and wide open. “Spread for me. That’s it. Hands against the mirror. Stretch your arms. Like that.” 
 
    “Tayo…” Lily shivered at the shower of sparks as his fingers brushed her lightly. The duller pressure of his cock against her slit soon followed. God, she could see everything in the mirror if she paid enough attention: how he lined himself up, rubbing his length through her wetness, how her folds parted for him. The picture that they made… 
 
    No decent lady would have loved it. She did.  
 
    “Watch,” he ordered, spearing her in one stroke, and Lily sobbed out loud at the sensation, harsh like a punch to the guts with so little preparation, urgent and dizzying and beautiful all at once.   
 
    “Watch,” Tayo repeated, lips right by her ear. When Lily briefly lifted her gaze, she could see that he was watching them, too, eyes pinned to the mirror, hungry with lust. “You’re mine,” he said. “Mine.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed.  
 
    “Look at us. Look at how you open for me. How we fit.” He was pushing inside her, firm decisive thrusts of his hips bringing him deep. She could see it all, every surge, every retreat. “I had it so wrong, Lily. You’re perfect. You’re perfect for me.” 
 
    She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t make sense of his words. She could only watch, observe the obscene sight of him fucking into her, could only watch and moan, trying to hold herself steady against the glass with shaking arms. Then Tayo hit that spot inside which always built her to a frenzy, and the world greyed around the edges as she trembled. 
 
    “There?” he asked, and Lily nodded frantically, keening when his fingers found her nipple, twisting it. “You’ll come for me, won’t you,” he murmured, playing with the hardened nub, hips slamming into her, over and over, again and again. “Just like this, you’ll come for me, right on my cock. You love it when I fuck you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she managed, the first tremors already chasing their way through her belly, her thighs, deep, deep. “Oh, Tayo—harder—harder… Please!” 
 
    When she could think again, she’d half collapsed against the mirror. The glass felt cool against her forehead. Tayo was still fucking her with the same vigour, his forehead flush against her nape. “Beautiful,” she heard him whisper through the fog, and then, “Again,” and suddenly his fingers were between her legs, rubbing her harshly, tightly, almost forcing her into another spiral, and she could not have fought it had she wanted to. She could only clench around him, screaming as the pleasure ripped her apart, and then go limp inside his arms whilst he chased his own release. It didn’t take long for him to freeze, hands holding her belly firmly whilst he ground against her, flooding her with his seed. Lily whimpered with the aftershocks. Her thighs were shaking and trembling by the time he finally released her.  
 
    “Shh,” Tayo soothed, although he was breathing just as heavily as her. He pulled her off the dressing table, and they stumbled the rest of the way to the bed. Collapsed there in a heap, Lily lying half on top of him, her thighs splayed across his own. She tried to rest her head against his chest, but Tayo found her lips instead, licking her open and drowning her in languid kisses until they both had to break apart for air.  
 
    “Beautiful,” he murmured again, his thumbs smoothing over her temples, pushing back errant strands of her dishevelled hair. Lily looked down at him, at his smile, at the way it lit him up, and suddenly her chest was full to bursting, so full of this warmth she couldn’t name but which split her own lips wide as open skies. Infinite words rushed to the tip of her tongue, so many of them that she couldn’t conceive of how to voice them or even what they might be, not when all of her felt like a giant tangle of emotion. Limitless. Wrapped up in bliss. So she did the next best thing: she kissed him again and curled up tight in his embrace, breathing the strange feeling into his skin.  
 
    If Tayo noticed any of her confusion or overwhelm, he never mentioned it. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    She woke early the following morning, far too early for breakfast. In spite of the hour, there was no sign of Tayo anywhere in their chamber. Curious. Once Lily had freshened up and—most awkwardly, and cursing Fanny’s absence all the while—laced up her corset and donned her dress, she crept downstairs in search of him. The innkeeper’s wife was sweeping the bar area, readying it for breakfast. Lily could have sworn she saw the woman cross herself as she approached. Nevertheless, she pointed Lily in the direction of the forest when she enquired after Tayo’s whereabouts.  
 
    She did not highlight how risky it was for a young woman to go traipsing through the woods on her lonesome at the crack of dawn. Most likely, she considered it of no consequence, given the state of Lily’s morals.  
 
    Something about the notion felt remarkably… freeing.  
 
    Perhaps Lily ought to have been more concerned herself, but she could not find the fear to hold her back. The sun was washing warmth across the horizon, its gleaming rays inching through the bushes, and the main path which guided the traveller into the forest stretched utterly abandoned before her. This was no dark and tangled forest from some ancient fairytale that a girl might fear to get lost in, but open woodland. It practically invited one to go wandering in the spacious gaps between the trees.   
 
    Still, she wouldn’t head out too far in her quest. Tayo couldn’t have got up much earlier than her, and it was probably more sensible to head back and wait at the inn if she didn’t find him soon.  
 
    She spotted him readily enough. The sound of the flowing brook a little way to the right of the dirt road caught her attention first; the sight of the hunched figure beside it drew her eye a moment later. Deserting the path she was on, Lily headed towards it. It hadn’t rained recently, but dewdrops clung to the moss and high grasses which covered every inch of the ground, wetting the hem of her dress. Good chance that it would be ruined. Oh well. What did it matter any longer? Who did she have to be so perfect for? 
 
    It reminded her of being little, wandering through the undergrowth like this. So many petticoats she’d ruined then, and not once had she been bothered by it. Not for her sake, at least.  
 
    What was Tayo doing out here so early? It definitely was him, no doubt about it, but the closer she drew, the more perplexed she was by his purpose. He wasn’t simply sitting by the water but kneeling at its very edge, utterly focused on the little stream. Every so often, he’d dip a hand inside and sprinkle drops of glittering liquid over the top of his head, rubbing them into his hair with flat palms. Ripples of sound followed, the same rhythmic pattern of speech he’d slipped into a few times whilst deep in thought or lost in memory and unaware of Lily’s presence. An echo of the past. His father’s tongue. He didn’t speak it much, but it had happened often enough by now that she recognised it.     
 
    She was almost upon him, and a strange disquiet gripped her. As if she were intruding on something too intimate for her to touch. Which ought to be ridiculous, given what had transpired the previous night, given that she knew every inch of this man’s body. And yet…  
 
    She wavered, falling to a stop a few feet behind him. A twig cracked beneath her heel as she shifted her weight, and Tayo’s head shot up.  
 
    “Lily,” he said, surprise washing over his features. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “My apologies,” she said. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”  
 
    His eyes flowed down her body, then up again. “You aren’t. I merely assumed you’d wait for me back at the inn. I never dreamt you’d follow. Or that you’d rise so early in the first place. Come. Join me.”  
 
    She stepped a little closer. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Fine.” A smile softened the corners of his mouth. “Although I’m afraid I had a rather frosty reception this morning. I’m half convinced our hosts will refuse to serve me breakfast. They clearly did hear you downstairs.” 
 
    “I’m dreadfully sorry,” Lily said.  
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “No. Not really. In fact, I’d gladly do it all over again.” 
 
    “Which part?” He settled into a more comfortable position, arms draping loosely over his thighs. “The mirror? The fucking? The screaming?” 
 
    Was that what they’d been doing? Fucking, like they always did? “Everything,” Lily said, the word rising of its own accord. It tasted strange upon her lips. “You.” 
 
    That tasted even stranger. Thankfully, Tayo appeared to like it. “I’m certain that can be arranged,” he said, and there was such a warmth inside his eyes that, for a moment, Lily felt as though she had forgotten how to breathe.  
 
    She sank down beside him to cover up her unease. “What was it you were doing out here?”  
 
    Tayo sighed, trailing his fingers through the stream. “Trying to remember.”  
 
    “Remember what?” 
 
    “A ritual. A way of paying homage to the ancestors that my father taught me long ago. Very long ago.”  
 
    “You mean… a prayer?” 
 
    “That’s what you’d call it, I suppose.” 
 
    It explained what she’d heard as she approached. “There are specific words which go with it?”  
 
    Tayo’s mouth twisted, but not with humour. “There are words which he once taught me, yes. Or rather, there ought to be. I always assumed I’d still recall them easily if I desired to pick it up again. Later. Always later.” He flicked the water into a spray with his thumb and middle finger. “I never made the time for it until today. Half of them are gone. Faded. Disappeared.”  
 
    “It seems to grieve you.” 
 
    “Because it would grieve him.” He spoke more quietly than usual. “That I’ve lost them, that I’ve allowed it all to drift away, everything he taught me. It mattered to him that I knew where I had come from. His traditions.” 
 
    “His traditions,” Lily echoed. “Not yours?” 
 
    “Not mine. But they should be. Shouldn’t they? With everything I’m trying to…” 
 
    He broke off. Shook his head. Stared at the water. In all their time, Lily had never seen him this uncertain. It was an odd sensation. Like a stone breaking open before her very eyes.  
 
    She didn’t quite know what to do with it. Stones weren’t meant to break. They weren’t meant to be pliable inside.  
 
    “It didn’t matter to you, then?” she asked eventually. “Where you had come from, I mean?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” He shook his head again. “It isn’t that I didn’t want to know. But it was dreadfully remote. Abstract. And there was… always something else to do. Something more pressing. Something immediate. I was so focused on building the new. Something right where we were, you see. I mean, I was born here, and this was all I’d ever known. I always just assumed he couldn’t grasp that. Dismissed his insistence that I learn as the dreams of an old man who could no longer do anything for himself. Who allowed himself to get stuck in the past because he was left with too much time on his hands as the result of his misfortune. Silently, of course—I never would have disrespected him, and I didn’t blame him, but still. It irritated me.”  
 
    He wiped his hand dry on his trousers. “I may have looked to him like I was listening, but I was always elsewhere in my mind. Planning. Scheming. I listened to him play his drum, but I never once asked him how he did it. I was too busy reading. Writing. Learning about how to advance. I was so convinced it would give me the upper hand one day. Everything else just… got in the way.” 
 
    “The one that’s in your room?” She’d wondered at it, often. It clearly took a pride of place, and yet he’d never mentioned it. Like it was both revered and shunned in equal measure. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He brought it with him? From… where he came from?” 
 
    “Yes. He made it sing, Lily. I can still hear it. And now it sits there, and if I look at it for too long, it’s like it’s asking to be played. And I… don’t have the first clue how to.” His palms pressed flat against his thighs. “I did him a disservice. And increasingly, I think I did myself one as well.” 
 
    “It sounds like you did the best you could,” Lily said. “I can’t even conceive of how you did it. What it must have been like to get yourself to where you are today. It’s beyond anything that I could ever do.” 
 
    “No one has ever asked you to.”  
 
    “And let’s pray they never do, or you’ll discover I truly am decorative in purpose.” A lump suddenly filled her throat. “I haven’t prayed since Mother died,” she confessed. “If that makes any difference. It probably doesn’t. I’m not convinced if it compares.” 
 
    “Why did you stop?”  
 
    Lily wrapped her arms around herself. She ought to have taken a coat. The morning air was chillier than she’d thought. “I didn’t know what to believe any longer. It didn’t make much sense, that there should be a God, when there was so much suffering. Except that knowledge didn’t seem to prevent anybody else from believing, so I thought it might be me who was”—defective—“not fit to grasp the true measure of faith. And now you tell me that there are such wholly different ways of thinking, of believing, and it begs the question—which one is right?”  
 
    She watched the water glitter in the stream.  
 
    “Perhaps neither,” Tayo said. “Or all of them. Or perhaps it is up for each of us to decide.” He studied her intently, then painted his thumb along the arch of her eyebrow. “Perhaps we have some time yet to make up our minds, you and I. Come. Let’s find some breakfast. It’s much too early for such deep deliberations without the proper sustenance.” 
 
    “Is that a definite?” she teased. “Or is it up for me to decide?” 
 
    He kissed the smile off her lips. “A definite. I desire to feed you breakfast in full sight of our hosts so we may scandalise them some more. And I shall tolerate no argument about it. Come, my wife.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    It felt like harmony. It felt like harmony, the way that Tayo fed her morsels of scrambled eggs in front of the innkeepers and all the other guests. How Lily licked her lips demonstratively for effect, and he grinned back at her as though no one else existed. It felt like harmony when he invited her along to inspect the factory. Not only that he took her there, but that he bothered to explain its runnings: what he was looking for to prove its foreman managed it efficiently and safely; the purpose of the machinery which ruined yet another gown, staining it permanently with streaks of soot and greasy residue. Lily soaked up every word, welcoming the dizzying rush of information. A whole new world. One she’d been told that she could never learn about nor understand.  
 
    Why shouldn’t she?  
 
    It felt like harmony, when they left Sheffield’s din and dirt behind them, and Tayo took her back out into the forest for an afternoon stroll. They found a clearing further from the inn this time, away from all the humdrum or the prying eyes of any passersby. She lay down in his lap beneath a tree, remembering the times she’d chased the light within its leaves when she was much, much younger. Only Mother had been beside her on their picnic blanket then, telling Lily stories of all the wonders she would see one day, her words as warm as an embrace. And when the sadness rose alongside the image, Tayo stroked her hair and bade her speak of it, and for the first time in forever, Lily did.  
 
    He had no comforting words to say to her. But he listened.  
 
    It felt like harmony, when they returned to London, how they fell into a new routine. How Tayo shared more of his work here, too, extending the conversations she’d witnessed between him and Francis to quiet moments between only the two of them. He shared more of his frustrations also, and his delight when several long-term investments unexpectedly bore fruit. And when Lily felt compelled to ask questions, Tayo answered them without once mocking her curiosity.  
 
    It felt like harmony, how she spent time in his study on some afternoons, not talking but simply occupying the same space as her husband—although frankly, the light in the drawing room would have been much more conducive to reading. How she rode him at night in the intimacy of her chambers, her lips on his, his lips on hers, their bodies merging into one. How they breathed each other in.  
 
    It felt like harmony, except of course it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. Not with everything which slumbered still, silently, in the background. Distant. Held at bay. The spectres which they didn’t talk about, for the time being.  
 
    And yet Lily was acutely aware of them, each time that Tayo ventured out into the city. Invisible though they might be, they kept on circling in her mind.  
 
    They were sitting in Tayo’s office one afternoon when she’d finally had enough.  
 
    “I’ve thought about it,” she said.  
 
    Tayo hummed, but made no further comment. His distraction spoke of this new comfort which they’d found—to become so utterly absorbed in something else whilst in her presence signified nothing other than him letting down his guard. He’d never have done it half a year ago. In the strangest way, it warmed Lily’s heart. For a moment, she marvelled at the notion, watching his quill scratch over the parchment in rhythmic motion.  
 
    “I’ve thought about it,” she repeated when he paused.  
 
    This time, Tayo looked up. “Thought about what?” 
 
    “Society. People’s vileness. How they choose to shun us. How we’ve not yet been out once together since we returned from Sheffield and we both know it’s because we don’t want this to be disturbed.” 
 
    “This?” 
 
    “This… concord we appear to have found.” She gestured, indicating the space between them. “I believe it is called marriage.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “It must be. It’s frightfully civil, compared to where we’ve been. Surely that marks a union. Don’t you think?”  
 
    God, he really had a beautiful smile. If she wasn’t careful, she’d forget all about her original intent in starting this conversation.    
 
    “Either way,” she pressed on, “I want to do something about it.” 
 
    “About our marriage?” 
 
    Her look was steel. “About the vileness we encounter.”  
 
    With a sigh, Tayo placed the quill on the table. “Lily…” 
 
    “I know what you have said before, and I did listen, but it doesn’t make it right, what they are doing. And I don’t want to be trapped inside these four walls forever. It really is quite… boring. I’m not convinced I’m made for it.” 
 
    “If you wish to go out together, then we may certainly do that. I’ve no desire to imprison you. And we ought not to let anybody’s censure dictate our actions.” 
 
    “But I want more, Tayo.” She leaned forward. “I want them to accept us.” 
 
    “Then you shall wait until the end of days.” 
 
    “Will you just hear me out?” 
 
    “I thought I was,” Tayo said. “Fine. I’m listening.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it, and the truth is, I gave in far too easily when I attempted to rejoin polite society before. I was so… passive. I mean, what did I actually do? I attempted to speak to a single friend. Just one. And then I slunk back here like some cowed puppy with my tail between my legs when she didn’t welcome me.” She crossed her arms. “That isn’t me. In fact, it is pathetic.” 
 
    “You’d gone through some rather drastic changes with little warning.”  
 
    “Well, that is kind of you to say. Still, it was a very poor effort, and I shall rectify this. My plan is to obtain an invitation to one of the upcoming soirees. For the both of us.” 
 
    He appeared sceptical. “And then we’ll dazzle them with our brilliance?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I see. And how precisely will you achieve this? Particularly in light of all those spurious rumours on top of my existing reputation?” 
 
    “By knocking on every door in Mayfair if I have to,” Lily said. “By doing what I’m best at. Being brash. By strolling straight into people’s parlours as though I’m meant to be there. By telling them the side of the story which has not yet been heard. My own.” 
 
    Tayo’s forehead crinkled. “I’m not certain that is wis—” 
 
    “About how we did meet back in the countryside,” Lily continued, unfazed.  
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “And how you saved me from a gang of roving highwaymen.”  
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “You most certainly did,” Lily said. “You fought them off. All three of them.”  
 
    “I suppose I protected your honour as well.”  
 
    “Naturally. They were about to do unspeakable things to me when you arrived. What luck, that you happened to ride by. You looked so dashing on your steed, galloping past smoothly…”  
 
    “Perhaps edit that part. We’ve discussed my poor horsemanship.”  
 
    “…what luck, that you happened to drive by in your carriage. And, you see, once the shock of the ordeal had passed, I was overcome by how gracious and kind you’d been during my rescue.”  
 
    “I think you must have me confused with someone else.”  
 
    “Shut up, Tayo. I was overcome, and I knew that, in spite of how unlikely a match you seemed, I would always feel safe with you. I recognised how precious such a feeling was, how I would never meet its like, and I begged Father to offer up my hand in marriage to you by way of thanks for your gallantry. As for Father, well, he was so stunned by what had happened, and so immensely grateful to you that he could not deny my request, although he may have had some reservations. You, of course—you never asked for anything.”  
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head solemnly. “The perfect gentleman. Absolutely selfless. That’s how I knew, you see. Once you had safely seen me home, you kissed my hand and departed. We had to send for you later. Invite you round for tea. I was enchanted by how well you treated me.” 
 
    “What a touching story. Where were the servants in all this?” 
 
    “They never knew the truth of what had happened. I was so… shaken by the experience with those men. And so ashamed of how I’d brought it on myself by riding out alone that I did not wish to speak a word of it.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable.” 
 
    “Father advised against such secrecy, naturally. I did not wish to believe it at the time, but he said it might prompt rumours. That someone might make the wrong assumptions, draw the wrong conclusions. But I wouldn’t hear of it. I made him swear that he would keep the truth all to himself. And so he did.”  
 
    “How noble of him. You’re certain you are comfortable with this role he plays in your story?” 
 
    Lily shrugged. “It’s just a story. It is for them, not for myself.” 
 
    “You realise, however, that you can no longer avoid his presence if it is inclusion in society you seek. He will be present wherever you go. You’ll have to be seen to associate with him.”   
 
    “I’m capable of acting,” she said, although in truth her stomach twisted at the idea. But it would have to be borne, at least for the time being. “It is all superficialities and pleasantries at these events, regardless. And besides, it doesn’t seem to matter half as much. Not now that I have a place where I can be real.” 
 
    Tayo studied her for a long moment. “Indeed,” he said at last.  
 
    There was a roughness to his tone. It set goosebumps prickling up her spine, as though he’d run his fingertips all the way along her skin from across the room. Shivering, she brushed a speck of lint off the sofa. Cleared her throat.    
 
    “There’s still the haste of our nuptials to account for,” Tayo said. “If I was such a gentleman, by all rights I ought to have courted you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily admitted. “I have been wondering about that, too. But perhaps it’s best if not all questions are fully answered. People may not believe me, regardless, but that is not the point. We only need them curious enough to let us through the door. For them to desire to make up their own minds. And then we’ll be right there, within their decorated halls. Sharing their precious space. At the very least, we’ll force them to confront their false impressions. They’d need another scandal before they can oust us again.” 
 
    A silence fell. It stretched so long that Lily’s skin began to itch with it.  
 
    “You do not like the idea,” she concluded. 
 
    “It isn’t that,” Tayo said. “I was simply reflecting on how, in a fashion, this is precisely what I’ve always worked towards. The chance to stand inside one of their ballrooms, drinking their champagne instead of serving it to them. To show them that it could be done.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And now that the goal looks within reasonable reach, my heart doesn’t thrill as much at the prospect as I thought it might. Curious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, isn’t it a mighty challenge to make you happy.”  
 
    He dipped his chin into his chest, half submerging his smile. “It’s very easy, in fact. Come over here and sit on my lap.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, Lily rose and sashayed towards him. “Is that a yes, then? Do I have your permission to pursue this plan?” 
 
    “Have you ever truly needed my permission? For anything?” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Lily allowed, as she sank into his arms. “But as your presence is required, your consent seems most beneficial to support this concord.”  
 
    “Go ahead, then. Let’s see what you can do. And if you get us that invite, I’ll be right at your side.” He twirled a loose strand of her hair with idle fingers. “I still think it unlikely you’ll succeed.”  
 
    “I’m glad I have your confidence.”  
 
    “Don’t pout. It’s not your competence I question, but society’s benevolence.” 
 
    “I’ll add some extra flourishes if I must. About how tragic it has been for Father not to be able to defend me because I would not release him from his promise. About how I have finally seen that I must reveal all for the greater good. That hiding won’t help anyone. About how worried I have been that no one will believe me, for fear that people might not be… progressive enough and unwilling to accept my husband.”  
 
    “They might not take too well—” 
 
    “…and yet, in a world that’s moving ever so fast these days, with all these technical advances, surely we can both agree that we must move with the times whilst also keeping our eye on what truly matters. That I’ve such faith that they will understand. That I’ve come to visit them especially because I know they’re not like the rest of them. They’d never spread such vile rumours. They’re capable of seeing the value of gallantry, the essence of sincere nobility which drew me to you in the first place. How it overrides everything else.”  
 
    “Appealing to their vanity does tend to work,” Tayo acknowledged. “Much though I tire of it.” 
 
    “I’ll frame my visit as being desperate for their counsel,” Lily said. “Whoever it is I’m speaking to. It’ll have to make someone curious enough to want to meet you. That’s all I need. A single person.” 
 
    He still looked doubtful. “You realise the season’s almost over.” 
 
    “Yes. And you realise that if I am successful, that means you’ll have to learn to ride. Because the Hunt will follow sooner than you realise.”  
 
    She laughed when his head fell backwards with a groan.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    It worked. Of course it worked. It took multiple attempts and more doors shut in her face than Lily would ever care to remember, but with each one, the process became a little easier. She shed the hesitancy which made it far too easy for the butlers to deny her entry; she became more polished at the soft, wheedling excuses which smoothed over the faux pas of having forced her entry. The sting of the judgemental looks lessened with each performance. She simply reminded herself that it didn’t matter what they thought of her, not truly, but that her aim was to establish that they had a right to share the same space. To take up space.  
 
    When the invite arrived, one bright morning in July, Lily squealed with a delight she had not known since she’d been a child. Yes, it might only be the final ball of the season, but here their names were, black on white, the perfect curlicues etched on paper: Mr & Lady Bankole. Tayo observed her excitement with a wry amusement, urging her not to get too caught up in the entire affair. But Lily didn’t care. As soon as she’d signed the RSVP and sent it off posthaste, she made for the modiste to have a new dress made. If this was her only chance to shine this year, then she would sparkle as brightly as she ever had.    
 
    And even if they never welcomed them again, everyone would have known that they were there.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    Her nerves caught up with her. The night before the ball she lay in bed, utterly unable to find rest. She had a bad feeling about this. Like an ominous cloud was looming above them, just out of sight past the horizon. Thoughts whirred around her head, stringing themselves into an endless tangle. The more she tried to push them away, the more she got tied up in them.  
 
    “Tayo?” she whispered into the dark. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    Thank God. He wasn’t yet asleep, as she had feared. “What if it all goes wrong?”  
 
    “What if what goes wrong?” The bedsheets rustled. He yawned. “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes. And everything attached to it. What if I’ve taken this too far? What if I manage to… offend someone who’s truly influential, and it tips the balance? And then you’re ousted from your ventures?” 
 
    A soft sigh drifted across to her. “That appears unlikely. If anything, matters have stabilised over the past month. We’re in a much more secure position than we were before.” 
 
    Comforting words. They did nothing to loosen the stranglehold of her thoughts. “But what if it does? What if everything still happens exactly like Father predicted, and we lose all we have? Not only the status that you’ve gained, but the security which comes with the money? Everything you’ve worked so hard to attain?”  
 
    “Then you will quickly need to learn how to do your own cleaning.” 
 
    She thumped him in the upper arm. At least she thought that was his upper arm. “This isn’t funny.”  
 
    “And your own sewing. And your own cooking.” 
 
    “Tayo.” 
 
    His face was right before hers, all of a sudden. She could only make out a faint glimmer of his eyes in the dark, but she could feel the heat of his palms against her cheeks, branding her skin. “Then I would work for us. I’d graft all day as I have always done, and it would see us through. And you would learn to do those things, and yes, my dearest Lily, you’d struggle. Undoubtedly you’d whine—” 
 
    “I beg your—” 
 
    “—or perhaps that is unfair and you would cry instead. Who knows. You’d find it difficult one way or the other, let’s not deny that. But I’d come home to you, and I would take you in my arms. And I’d do this”— his palm had slipped beneath her nightshirt and found her, stoking warmth between her legs—“and you would like it, still. Wouldn’t you, my little vixen?” 
 
    Bastard. Even through her agitation his touch was a sweetness. “Yes,” she breathed.  
 
    “You’d like it, still, and you’d forget. All that was worrying you, for a while, you would forget.” 
 
    Which was precisely what was happening right now. The flutter of nervousness inside her belly was already transforming into a different tension altogether.  
 
    “You would forget it all the moment I did this.” He slung his leg over her hip and slid right into her, swallowing her moan. “Because I’m good at making you forget. I’ve learnt that sometimes, that’s enough. Sometimes that’s plenty. And perhaps in time you’d learn that lilies aren’t such frail flowers after all, if they are treated right.” 
 
    She pushed him over on his back in answer. And strangely, it didn’t feel like forgetting at all.  
 
    It felt like remembering something fundamental.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Her foot stopped on the stairs the instant she laid eyes on Tayo. 
 
    She hadn’t seen him dressed this handsomely before. Well. Perhaps on their wedding day, but appreciating the fine figure he cut in formal attire had been the furthest thing from her mind then. Astounding, that it hadn’t been so long ago. It felt like years had passed instead of months. How quickly things could change.  
 
    Tayo was waiting for her in the foyer, fixing his cufflinks with one hand. His distraction momentarily gave Lily the room to take him in at leisure. The cut of his dinner jacket brought out the broadness of his shoulders, accentuating the strength of his arms, and its long coattails slimmed his form, emphasising his height. The clean white of his shirt contrasted with the black of the rest of the ensemble, the contrast as crisp as the lines of his hair which Francis had cut for him only yesterday.  
 
    Even with his head bowed, there was something regal about him. Come to think of it, he’d always had it. Presence. And a commanding one at that.  
 
    Then he looked up, his lips splitting wide in an open smile, and Lily’s heart stuttered in her chest before speeding in its beat. God, she wanted to sink into his smiles. Would have gladly drowned in them.   
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said. “Look at you.” 
 
    Lily smoothed her hands along the bodice of her dress. She’d deliberated over the most suitable colour for half a day, veering back and forth, torn over the message which she intended to send. Whether she ought to wear white to convey her innocence, or perhaps some pale pastels which would wash her out, but convey a girlish light-heartedness that might work in their favour. In the end, she’d opted to remain true to herself, choosing the colour which had always called to her heart the most. To the fierceness of her anger. To the depth of her passion.  
 
    The ballgown of red silk hugged her curves with its deep, crimson sheen. Black and gold accents cut through the fabric, the dainty shapes of leaves stitched into the bodice and the flowing skirts. The bustle would not be comfortable to sit in, but it was certainly dramatic.   
 
    “You like it?” she asked. “It’s not too much?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Tayo grasped both of her hands as she stepped down the stairs, eyes skimming her form. “You’re stunning. Besides, since when have you cared?” 
 
    She dropped her gaze. Raised it again. “I don’t. But I’m not certain you’ve ever looked at me in quite this way.” She paused. “At least not when I have been fully dressed.”  
 
    His laughter was full and rich. “It will be a challenge to keep you in that state, I admit.” 
 
    “I look immodest, then.” 
 
    “Hardly. The immodesty is all within my thoughts. The power of this ensemble, I believe, lies entirely within its suggestive qualities. You look perfectly polished, my dear. It’s me who desires to unravel such perfection and dirty it. So don’t you dare consider changing.”  
 
    “All right,” she said, not bothering to hide her smile. “I’m pleased that you appreciate it.” 
 
    “Allow me.” Tayo stepped behind her, turning her towards the centrepiece mirror, and pulled a small box from his pocket. From it he drew a string of pearls, laying them against the skin of Lily’s neck and fastening the clasp with a soft click at her nape. Their lustre was not the familiar white she was accustomed to, but a near jet-black shade with the faintest iridescent overtones, a hue which shone only when she moved. A set of earrings followed, dangling from delicate golden chains.  
 
    Lily ran her fingers over them once he had fastened them as well. They were cool to the touch, although the necklace was rapidly warming to the heat of her skin.  
 
    “You like them?” 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you. They’re most unusual.”  
 
    “I thought so, too. Just like you.”  
 
    She grasped his hand. Held it tight. “I fear I may have forgotten all my polite manners. That I shall disappoint you terribly out there.”  
 
    “Well,” Tayo said, sounding both sympathetic and oddly satisfied. “That makes a change from worrying that I shall disappoint you. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    Her throat worked as she swallowed. She wet her suddenly dry lips. It had never been about him, had it? Her fear that she’d be judged on her association with him.  
 
    It had been about herself. Her need to seek approval. To fit in. Nothing else.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” He kissed her neck. “If by some miracle you do, I’ll make you forget all about it later. After all, I’m very good at making you forget.”  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    They were the centre of attention from the moment that they exited the carriage. First, the servants observed them on their way into the mansion as if they were the evening’s main entertainment. Undoubtedly, they’d been the first to hear the rumours. Then, as they ventured past the doors and ascended the grand staircase towards the ballroom, everyone’s eyes followed them in their tracks. Conversations hushed, ebbing away as the sea of people parted, and once again, the memory of their wedding day bloomed like a flower inside Lily’s mind. How people had stared after them on their way out of the registry office. But she’d been angry then, and lost, and overwhelmed, trailing half behind Tayo, barely acknowledged. Now her arm rested safely in the crook of his, and when she glanced across at him, his eyes connected with hers with a certainty which lifted her, infusing her with lightness.  
 
    And with each step, the unease inside of her blurred and bled away, transforming into something else. A thrill, almost, at being exposed to all these prying eyes despite whatever hidden intentions surrounded them. A pride she hadn’t known before, which rested not in what she dreamt they saw in her but only in this bubble which Tayo and Lily had constructed. The two of them. Together.  
 
    Who cared if they called her a whore behind closed doors? She knew the truth of it. And so did he.  
 
    Who knew what names they called him beneath the thin veneer of polite smiles? Their words were hollow. Empty. She knew that he’d worked harder than the rest of them combined to make it here. How fast he held to a decency her own father did not possess. And if that wasn’t deserving of her pride, then nothing in this world would ever be.  
 
    She felt buoyed by the truth of it. Like she was being raised onto another plane of existence. Incandescent with triumph as she greeted her host with all the enthusiasm and brightness she could muster, beaming at the room as they were announced to the ton. Yes, everyone’s eyes were on them, but so they ought to be. They were meant to be seen, Tayo and herself. And no one could take that from them.  
 
    If she’d been worried that she had forgotten all her manners, she soon discovered she’d been wrong. They floated easily from conversation to conversation, with Lily taking great care to introduce Tayo with the proper pleasantries whilst breezily ignoring any tension in the air. Of course, no one dared to turn their back on them in this environment, not when they’d been officially invited. It made it almost luscious to indulge in conversation with those who clearly would have preferred to snub them, or to lean a little closer into her husband’s presence within their line of sight. Just subtly enough to annoy, never enough to become indecent. Tayo himself was smoother than butter, and Lily comprehended his exhaustion now, at the end of those long days negotiating business; why they drained him so. In front of people he desired to impress he transformed into a different man: all sparkling wit and charm, sidestepping awkward silences or contentious topics with remarkable ease. It wouldn’t come as a surprise if he’d win over half of the room by the end of the night like this.   
 
    Or at least the female half. Not that she felt jealous. She had no reason to be. Not when she knew who he really was beneath the role he was playing for their benefit.     
 
    They were both acting, and they knew it. Each time the backs of their hands brushed turned into a silent prompt to keep on going. Like they were holding each other up in the centre of the stage, promising to remind one another of their lines in case they forgot them. It was both heady and exhausting in equal parts.  
 
    Lily was so lost in her performance that not even the appearance of her father shook her much, although the company made it easier to deal with him. All she had to do was laugh at all his jokes at the right points and smile convincingly, and no one had the slightest inkling of the fracture in their relationship. And if there was something subdued in his expression whilst he regarded Lily, something that might as easily have been sadness as spite, then she need not pay attention to it. His feelings, at this point in time, were none of her concern.  
 
    He didn’t even attempt to ambush her in a corner when she excused herself to find some water. Coward. Why had she ever put any stock in his opinions? 
 
    She could do without them. She was nothing like him.  
 
    Besides, she had Tayo at her side now. Well, not right at present. He’d utterly lost himself in a discussion on the merits of pig iron, and it seemed rude to interrupt him whilst he was this absorbed. He’d probably turn it into a business opportunity without her there to interfere. 
 
    Perhaps she’d simply stand here for a moment, drink her water, and let it all wash over her. The sea of faces, the blur of voices over the backdrop of the string quartet.  
 
    In truth, she felt a little hot. She’d forgotten how busy these events always got, how hectic they could feel in spite of them being nothing more than people milling about, politely making light conversation. The layers of noise were making her a little dizzy. She’d clearly grown too used to silence. Or perhaps she ought not to have taken that second glass of champagne. She rarely drank, nowadays.  
 
    Some fresh air would do her good. Just a moment to breathe.  
 
    Finding an open door, she sneaked outside. The terrace embraced her with cool darkness, only trickles of golden light spilling out onto the patio. For a moment, Lily leant across the railing, staring out into the night. Then she ambled down the solid stone staircase which led into the landscaped gardens. It wasn’t pitch black, even this far away from the house; several lanterns lined the balustrade. They cast a soft orange glow onto the fountain at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    Lily let the steady patter of its waters soothe her for a moment. Funny, how she’d thought she’d missed all this. How much she’d longed to return to it, especially in those early months of their marriage. And now, in spite of how the attention sent her soaring, another part of her wanted nothing more than to be as far away from it as possible. As good as it felt to defy them all, somewhere deep down she’d hoped it might be easier. That she might still belong to them as she’d done once upon a time.  
 
    She shook her head at her childishness. How silly, to want to change the unchangeable. Or, perhaps, more accurately, to retain what had already changed. Was that not akin to desiring the impossible? She might as well attempt to turn back time. There was no way for her to erase these past months from her memory. To become Lily Featherstone again.  
 
    Nor did she want to. Not truly. No, she was merely drained from all that acting. And perhaps a touch afraid.  
 
    What would be, would be. Regardless, she ought not to stay out here by herself for too long. It wouldn’t do to give the wagging tongues further cause to discuss her rebellious nature, for Tayo’s sake, if nothing else. He seemed to be turning the evening to his advantage.  
 
    She dabbed fresh water on her pulse points and headed back towards the mansion. Back into the fray. She’d just reached the top of the staircase when a voice drifted across to her, calling her name. Lily startled and turned, half expecting to see Tayo.  
 
    But someone else entirely was making a beeline for her.  
 
    “Cassius,” she said. Hopefully the dark would camouflage the thinness of her smile. “I hadn’t expected to see you tonight.”  
 
    “Whyever not?” He sounded most amused. “I’m usually at each and every precious soiree, aren’t I? Representing the dear family name.” He spread his hands.  
 
    “Of course.” How awkward. Lily fumbled for the right words and came up short. He was correct—it was absurd that she hadn’t anticipated running into him at the biggest ball of the season. Still, the truth remained that Cassius hadn’t once crossed her mind. In fact, she hadn’t thought of him at all in quite some time. Not since the day she’d run into him in the park.  
 
    She’d been entirely too caught up in Tayo.  
 
    “Well,” Cassius said. “It’s lovely to see you, regardless. Didn’t I tell you that you’d find your way back into the loving arms of society in good time? Congratulations on the achievement.” 
 
    He was standing right in front of her now. Outside the building. In the dark. Alone.  
 
    “I ought to head back inside,” Lily said. “I only came out here for a breath of air.”  
 
    She made to brush past him, but he caught her by the arm. Not roughly, but with firmness.  
 
    “You’re worried he might see us? You need not be. He was deep in conversation when I left. I checked. I doubt he’ll follow soon.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s relev—”  
 
    “Lily. Lily. Grant me one minute of your time. It’s been too long since I’ve laid eyes on you, and you look… ravishing tonight.” His gaze seemed to swallow her, his body suddenly so close. “I know it’s not ideal for us to speak like this right here and now… Perhaps we ought to try and find a better time—”  
 
    “We ought not to speak like this at all.” The calm she’d found down at the fountain was rapidly receding. “It appears that you forget yourself, Lord Bennett. I am a married woman.” 
 
    “Oh, drop the act. We both know this latest story which is making the rounds is nothing more than a sweet tale. You’ve spun it for the ton because you’re eager to get back in their good graces. A decent play, I’ll grant you that. But you did not desire to be with him. The others may be wondering, but we both know the truth of it, don’t we, my sweetest? We know you never wanted to be part of this. Just you and I.” 
 
    How could he possibly be so confident? There was no reason for him to exude such absolute certainty. There should have been some doubt. A shred at least. A smidgeon. Unless…  
 
    Unless he had received her letter.  
 
    And lied about it.  
 
    “It was always me you wanted,” Cassius continued. “And it still is. I can see it in your eyes. In how you look at me.” 
 
    He reached out to touch her face, and Lily whipped her head away.  
 
    “No,” she whispered. “That isn’t true.”  
 
    It wasn’t, was it? Had it been when she’d met him in the park that day? It seemed a lifetime ago. And whatever affection had lingered inside her then… she couldn’t find it now.  
 
    “I know it’s not ideal,” he said, tone smooth and even. “These circumstances we are in. But you need not feel guilty for seeking happiness when you have been denied it. I promise you, I can be utterly discreet.” 
 
    “I’m certain I don’t comprehend your meaning.” Her voice shook where she desired it to be stern. “Now let me go back inside, Cassius. Please.” 
 
    “So fearful of reprisal,” he murmured. His breath wafted against her ear. “You need not pretend with me, my dear.” 
 
    And he pulled her deeper into the shadows, next to a wall of flowers in full bloom. Lily’s heart hammered a wild beat in her chest.  
 
    “Unhand me, Cassius,” she hissed. “Cassiu—” 
 
    His lips against hers cut off any further words.  
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Couldn’t be real. Hysterical laughter bubbled up in her throat, although her veins were full of ice. How often had she envisaged this moment, lost herself in daydreams of it? Was life determined to laugh at her, always? 
 
    She struggled against him, pushing at his shoulders, but he was too strong. His grip so tight on the back of her neck. His scent invaded her nostrils, his tongue parting the seam of her mouth when she gasped in surprise, and she couldn’t breathe, all of a sudden, God help her, she couldn’t breathe. He was everywhere, everywhere, relentless, pressing against her from top to toe, and— 
 
    And then he wasn’t. Lily blinked, disoriented by the gaping emptiness in front of her as much as by the loud sound of something shattering into pieces.  
 
    A plant pot. It lay next to Cassius on the patio. Cassius himself lay sprawled across the stone, one hand cradling his jaw.  
 
    Above him, Tayo loomed like thunder. Lily had never been more relieved to see anyone in her life.  
 
    “Get up.” His voice was ice. 
 
    Cassius was already scrambling to his feet. “How… how dare you,” he stammered.  
 
    “How dare I?” 
 
    “Yes.” Cassius puffed himself up, brushing dirt off his lapels in evident disgust. “That someone of your station should have the nerve to assault an earl—an honourable member of Her Majesty’s parliament…” 
 
    Dimly, Lily became aware that they were bathed in far more light than had surrounded them a minute ago. A second glance revealed the French doors to the ballroom flung wide open. The guests were already gathering to take in the spectacle.  
 
    “I do not care one whit about my station,” Tayo snarled. “I only care for the fact that you would dare assault my wife.” He took a step closer, his voice dropping further. “Apologise to her. This very instant. Or you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “You’re threatening me? You?” Cassius’ laugh was pure mockery. “In front of everyone?” His eyes flicked pointedly to the side. “I hate to disappoint, but I can offer no such apology. Not when it was your wife who begged me to touch her mere moments ago. With such ardour, too… My, my, the way she pulled me right into the shadows…”   
 
    He shook his head, and Lily bit her lip. Was her lipstain smeared? It had to be, with how forcefully he’d kissed her. The picture she must paint, her hair in disarray… Would they believe him?  
 
    A different fear clutched at her heart with iron fingers an instant later. What if Tayo believed him? 
 
    “Apologise,” Tayo repeated.  
 
    “You should have seen her,” Cassius continued, as though he hadn’t spoken. “How desperate she was. But perhaps you have a looser definition of that word where you come from? Wife, I mean? There are some other words which begin with the same letter after all—perhaps those are equivalent to you? I’d hardly be surprised.”  
 
    Lily watched Tayo’s nostrils flare. His fists clench. Oh God, this couldn’t end like this. Not because of her. Not now, not ever. Tayo could easily beat Cassius into a pulp if he desired it. She’d never seen him fight, not once, but she didn’t doubt it for a second. He possessed the strength and the anger if provoked sufficiently. Except—it wouldn’t matter why he’d done it. It wouldn’t matter to a single soul who watched it happen.  
 
    Not in this lifetime. 
 
    “Tayo,” she rasped, grabbing a hold of his sleeve before he could surge forward. “Don’t do this, please.”  
 
    “See?” Cassius spat the word out like a triumph. “Even now she is defending me. If she’d not wanted me to kiss her, don’t you think that she’d ask you to avenge her?” 
 
    Lily ought to say something. Ought to protest. But inside of her, some small part—the part which had idolised him for so many years—ached like it was dying. No words seemed fit to match the betrayal. None whatsoever. She’d loved him, once. Naïvely. Pinned all her hopes on him. Not really him, she saw that now, but an image in his likeness. And now that image was splintering before her into a thousand shards, cutting her words to silence along the way. There was only one thing she knew for certain.  
 
    She could never have loved what lay beneath it.  
 
    “I demand satisfaction.” Tayo’s voice was low. Level. Utterly calm, yet deadly. She’d never heard its like. “Tomorrow at first dawn. You have one chance to settle this honourably. Or I will find you.”  
 
    And without waiting for an answer, he took Lily’s arm, pivoting on the spot and urging her along with him. He’d still not so much as glanced at her. “I’m done with this charade,” he said. “Come.” 
 
    What followed was a flurry of motion. Tayo dragged her past sparkling chandeliers and curious eyes alike, his strides so long that Lily could barely keep up. It was dark inside the carriage when he lifted her onto its plush seats, and her limbs obeyed him as though she’d lost herself in some kind of trance. He turned to her, then—finally turned towards her for the first time, his palm cupping her face. His eyes gleamed in the faint rays of light stealing their way through the window. His lips parted, and Lily snapped back into her body, the spell broken.  
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” she demanded.  
 
    Tayo’s face shuttered. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “A duel?” She sounded hectic and outraged to her own ears. There was a ringing in them, too, the rushing of her pulse. A sickness clogging up her throat like blood. “This is sheer madness.”   
 
    His hand dropped. His body fell away from hers. A distance grew between them on the bench as the carriage leapt into motion, but Lily wasn’t swayed by it. Her heart was galloping a far fiercer beat than the horses’ hooves. “I will not let you do this.” 
 
    A silence joined the distance. It crackled through the air like sheets of ice which frosted up the atmosphere.  
 
    “Tayo?” she prompted, when it failed to break. “What is this? Will you not speak to me now?”  
 
    “And what would you have me say?” 
 
    His voice was calm. Detached. Almost as cold as in the olden days.  
 
    “That you see how preposterous this is. That you cannot mean to go through with it.” 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, I very much intend to.”   
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But you, it seems, are vehemently opposed to my doing anything to defend your honour.” He shot her an appraising look. “Why, Lily?” 
 
    “Because it is absurd. No one duels any longer!”  
 
    “They do in France.”  
 
    “This isn’t France!”  
 
    “And this is not what I expected from this evening amongst London’s most illustrious. To find you in the gardens with another man’s hands on your body.”  
 
    The implication robbed her of her breath for one sharp moment.  
 
    “I beg your pardo—” 
 
    “And no,” he continued, steel cut through every syllable, “for the record, I never dreamt that you invited his attentions when I found you there.” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    “But what? 
 
    She bit her lip so hard it hurt. “It sounds to me as though there is a but in there.” 
 
    “Fine. If you would like there to be one—” 
 
    “I didn’t say—” 
 
    “—then it’s that I am rapidly beginning to question why you are fighting me when I was not the one to bring you harm. Why you seem utterly indifferent to the gravest insult to your honour possible. And so intent to keep me from redressing the balance.” 
 
     “That is absurd! I could just as easily ask you why you’re fighting me when said harm was done to me. Besides, it’s not as though my honour mattered much to you when we first married.”  
 
    “A remarkable re-telling of the facts,” Tayo said coolly. “And one I think I’d best ignore. What was he to you, Lily? What was he to you before, that you would let him get away with this? It must have been something special, that you could even dream of forgiving him.” 
 
    When had she said a thing about forgiveness? Where had he got that from? The taste of bile rose in her throat. She swallowed forcefully. “He was the man I thought I’d marry. Are you happy now? Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    His jaw was set. He stared at the window. As if it were possible to make out anything through its smudged lens. The night trapped them inside this carriage as surely as their words trapped them inside themselves. Like they’d cut apart that warm, bright thread that had tied them to each other earlier.  
 
    “And clearly he was not the man I dreamt he was, in light of what he did tonight.”  
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    “Clearly neither are you, if you believe for a single second that what you’re doing here is right. If you are telling yourself some story that this is about me letting him get away with anything because of what he used to be to me. Please allow me to disabuse you of that notion.” 
 
    He turned to her, his gaze like ice. “If that isn’t the reason, then let me defend your honour. I don’t see why on earth you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. I can’t think of any conceivable reason why I might want to prevent actual bloodshed. Perhaps because I value you alive?”  
 
    “I will be fine.”  
 
    Naturally. “Do you even know how to shoot?” 
 
    “Passably.” 
 
    “Passably,” Lily mimicked. Who cared that she was outright mocking him? It wasn’t as though he seemed too bothered about what she needed. He ought to be holding her. Soothing her tattered nerves. Reminding her that none of this was her fault. That she was safe. Instead, he was making her fight this nonsensical fight. “For heaven’s sake, are you listening to yourself?” 
 
    “I strongly suspect I’ve been in more altercations than your little polished beau back there. The taverns in the East End are nothing like your ballrooms. I’ve survived them, I’ll survive this. I will be fine. Besides, the challenge has been issued. It’s done. I cannot back out now.”  
 
    “But this is not a fistfight! I’ve seen him hunt, Tayo! He’s an excellent shot. He’ll gun you down, and you’ll be—” She swallowed. “And for what? Your pride?” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “It’s pleasing that you have such confidence in my abilities.”  
 
    “And even if luck turns out to be on your side, then what? This isn’t France, and duels are illegal. You want a murder charge on your head next? How would that help us, pray tell?” 
 
    Silence met her like a wall. He had returned his gaze to the window, expression frozen. Like he was miles away.  
 
    “You know I’m right,” Lily said softly, when endless seconds had trickled past. “You know I’m right.” 
 
    But only the night soaked up her words. For the remainder of the journey, Tayo did not speak to her. It was only when the carriage drew to a halt outside their home that he turned towards Lily once more.  
 
    “You’re mine,” he said, eyes boring into hers. “I’m sorry, Lily, but I cannot let this stand. I couldn’t live with myself if I did nothing. I might as well hand you over to him like that coward you called father would have done. But you’re mine now. Mine to protect. Mine to defend. My wife. You have to understand.” 
 
    His voice was rust. And the kiss he pressed to her lips tasted like ashes.  
 
    She didn’t understand. She didn’t understand at all.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She wondered at his face later. During that moment he’d first turned towards her in the carriage. It had been so dark at the time, and she’d been so overwhelmed, drowning in emotion, but the more that she thought on it—hadn’t there been something strange about his expression in that split second before her outrage had exploded?  
 
    Almost as if he’d been afraid. As if he’d been about to give her precisely what she longed for: a soft caress and a warm touch, his arms folding around her for safekeeping. The reassurance that the worst hadn’t come to pass. That she was fine.  
 
    A reassurance for the both of them, perhaps.  
 
    Had her anger cracked a fragile thing? Yet again? Had this simply been his fear for her, overwhelming him? Things might have been so different if she hadn’t scolded him. If she’d leant into him instead. He might have been more pliable, then, more willing to respond to reason. More inclined to listen to her fears in turn. To take them seriously. 
 
    Instead, she’d put him on the defensive. Forced him to stand his ground.   
 
    They might be somewhere else entirely if she’d been softer.  
 
    Or it might have made no difference. There was no way to tell. The past was gone, and right now, Tayo wasn’t listening to reason. He’d locked himself away as if they’d travelled back through time to the beginning of their marriage. Francis soon arrived, called in to be his second, but any hope that he might beat some sense into Tayo’s thick skull was soon extinguished by the despondent look on his face when Lily caught him sending off the necessary telegrams to arrange the duel. And any hope that Cassius would favour cowardice was equally dashed by the prompt response which followed.  
 
    He’d always been proud of his hunting skills, Cassius. Rightly so.  
 
    She’d better start praying to the God she wasn’t certain she believed in.  
 
    Instead, she paced the length of the dining room. When she grew weary, she drifted into bouts of fitful slumber whilst she still sat at the table. No matter how tired she got, she couldn’t possibly abandon the ground floor in favour of her bed, not when it meant she’d miss Tayo’s departure. Each footfall roused her, but it was only ever Francis with another missive. They didn’t need to speak to convince Lily that he was every bit as committed to dissuading Tayo from his plan. The glances they exchanged were quite enough.  
 
    Ever-faithful Francis, attempting to clean up the mess she’d made. For heaven’s sake. She’d been a fool, bringing Tayo there. What had she been thinking? She ought to have trusted her instinct. Clearly her nerves had been prophetic.  
 
    All that was left was to pray that he might work some magic that was beyond her.  
 
    But when the echo of two sets of footsteps finally pulled her out of the room, Francis took one look at her and shook his head. 
 
    Lily faced Tayo across the empty hall, only the flicker of the gas lamps illuminating their faces. Exactly like the night that she’d first met him. A stranger. That was all he’d been. An intrusion.  
 
    Everything she’d never looked for.  
 
    “Is there nothing,” her voice cracked on the word, “nothing that would change your mind? Nothing that might convince you to forget this madness?” 
 
    Tayo dipped his chin into his chest. It failed to hide the curve of his smile. “Short of believing that you desired everything that happened tonight, no, there isn’t. And we both know—” 
 
    “I wanted it,” she burst out, heedless of the words. They were just words. What did they matter. “Everything I told you earlier, it was a li—” 
 
    “Shush.” His index finger pressed against her lips, sealing them shut. “That wasn’t what I meant, and you must know it. Don’t twist yourself. Don’t ever twist yourself like this. For no one.” 
 
    She swallowed. His finger slipped away, leaving behind cold air.  
 
    “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth,” he said, “for my part in bringing this about.” 
 
    Lily blinked. “Your part?” 
 
    “Perhaps if I’d done more to quash those rumours about you from the start, he would have felt a little less entitled. I see now that I erred in more ways than I realised.” 
 
    “Cassius feels entitled because he feels entitled. Don’t tell me that you, of all people, fail to grasp that.” 
 
    Tayo inclined his head. “Even so.”  
 
    “Please.” Her heart ached. “What’s more important is that you see how you’re erring now. Don’t go.”  
 
    He cupped her face. “I must. But I will come back. I promise you. I’ll see you soon.”  
 
    Such confidence. Such brazen overconfidence. What was it about men that made them dream themselves invincible? So keen to gamble everything away? 
 
    Lily’s eyes burned. Her throat was full of clay.  
 
    Please do not go, she wanted to say. I can’t lose anybody else. I need you here with me. You have to stay. You are the only one who’s ever seen me. 
 
    I love you.  
 
    “I hate you,” she said, and turned away.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six  
 
    What horrible words to part on. She should never have said them.  
 
    Behind the thick panes of his bedroom windows, dawn bled the sky to reds.  
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    There was so much blood. So much blood.  
 
    She’d told him that she hated him. And now Francis was dragging him inside the house, several servants close in tow. Tayo was still alive, against all reason.  
 
    But there was so much blood.  
 
    “Tayo? Tayo? Oh God.” She stumbled after them into the dining room. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet.” Francis motioned to the servants. “I need more light. Brandy. Help me lift him. I need to keep the pressure on the wound.”  
 
    “I’ll get the brandy,” Lily said, and rushed off whilst Miles helped wrestle Tayo up on the table.   
 
    He was still conscious, at least. The bandage pressed against his shoulder, instead of to his abdomen. That was a good sign. Right? It had to be. It had to be a good sign. Please, God, let it be a good sign.  
 
    She’d told him that she hated him. Would any god still hear her prayer? She deserved a thousand hells. 
 
    “Here.” She thrust the bottle in Francis’ direction, but it was Tayo who grabbed it, forcing several long swallows down his throat. Then he collapsed back into his previous position, teeth clenching around a low groan.   
 
    “You lucky, lucky bastard.” The noise Francis made was one of pure incredulity. “Clean through-and-through.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Lily said. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s utterly astounding.”   
 
    Tayo slowly opened his eyes. “Lily.” His voice was rough. “I shouldn’t have—”  
 
    “It’s all right.” She tried to smile. “No need to speak right now. We can discuss this later.” 
 
    “I’ll need to check there are no fragments left inside. And dress the wound.” Francis cast a look at her. “You might not want to stay for this.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, already rubbing brandy over his hands. And then, “Miles, Daniel—hold him still for me. Tayo, this may hurt a little.” 
 
    “Look at me,” Lily said. “I’m here. It’s fine. I’m here.” 
 
    Tayo’s eyes met hers, a glassy sheen to them. They were wild with pain and something foreign, something she’d never seen in them before. A frank and open fear.  
 
    She’d never heard him scream either. But he did, when Francis poured the brandy straight inside the open wound. 
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    “Shh. It’s all right, Lily.” 
 
    She was crouched down in the corridor outside Tayo’s bedroom. He was finally asleep. Or, more accurately, passed out from a mixture of pain and intoxication. Once Francis had finished dressing the wound, the men had carried him upstairs, where Lily had washed the blood off his torso as gently as she could, murmuring nonsense all the while. 
 
    She should have stayed with him once she was finished, but then for some reason, her body had suddenly started shaking. She hadn’t been able to control it. And she couldn’t bear it, how the others looked at her like they didn’t know what to say. So she’d stumbled outside to catch her breath, only for her legs to give way beneath her and fold like so much paper.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Francis repeated, and sank down beside her.    
 
    She flung herself into his arms. The tears followed a split second later, hot floods of them, wild rivers dripping onto her blood-stained skirts.  
 
    “It isn’t,” she sobbed against his neck. “This is all my fault.” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd.” 
 
    “I told him—told him that I hated him.” 
 
    “And he didn’t believe you. Not for a second.”  
 
    Well, that was nice to hear. Not that it made it more forgivable. Still—“What if he’d not come back? It would have been the last thing that I said to him.” 
 
    “He did come back.”  
 
    “And what if he takes a turn for the worse? He could still d—” 
 
    “Don’t think like that. He’s here now. I’ve done all I can. No need to look further ahead.” 
 
    She sniffed as she withdrew, taking the proffered handkerchief. Trust Francis to have a handkerchief. “He’s not out of the woods yet, though. Is he?” 
 
    “There’s always the risk of infection. We’ll know in a day or so. But I am optimistic.” 
 
    Lily spluttered a laugh. “You’re always optimistic.”   
 
    “Not about this,” Francis said, tone dark. “When I saw him go down, I thought he wouldn’t get back up. That his final hour had struck.” 
 
    “He is an imbecile. It wasn’t worth it.” 
 
    “I quite concur. No insult to your honour intended.” 
 
    “None taken.” Wiping her cheeks with the cotton square, she sank against the wall. “I still don’t understand it. Why he wouldn’t listen. Not even to you.” 
 
    Francis sighed heavily. “He’s stubborn sometimes. Never more so than when he’s emotionally invested.” 
 
    If that was meant to be a comfort, it didn’t feel like one.  
 
    “And let’s face it,” he continued, “there was a lot to be invested in. Everything that man represented. And everything you’ve come to mean to him. The perfect storm, really. He blatantly wasn’t thinking clearly. Told me that he couldn’t let him win. That he couldn’t let you down the way you had already been let down before. That it was his responsibility to prove he could do better.”   
 
    “So he plays right into his hands by putting himself at a disadvantage? Lets me down by refusing to listen to me? He’s normally smarter than that.” 
 
    “True. But he’s never liked being wrong. He tends to come round eventually when he is, but in my experience, he needs to do it in his own sweet time. Be the one to decide he’s erred. It gives him… a sense that he’s still in control. Without that, he’s bereft, so he digs in his heels. That’s why I usually just tell him what I think and then leave well enough alone until he’s simmered down. But there just wasn’t enough time for that on this occasion.”  
 
    The guilt tasted bitter like bile. “It was my fault then. I confronted him on our way here. Told him precisely how stupid he was being.” 
 
    “Of course you did.” Francis squeezed her shoulder. “As did I. I tried to dissuade him, but he kept going round in circles. And I pushed far more than I normally would because it was his life on the line. But you’re not responsible for how he handles his fear. Or his need to be right. Frustrating as it may be.” He sighed again, this time with a resignation that spoke of many years’ experience. “Although you definitely do know that man loves you when he readily admits he’s erred.” 
 
    The image of Tayo on the table rose inside her. I shouldn’t have. That’s what he’d said. She’d not imagined it amidst the frenzy. Had she?  
 
    She scrubbed a hand across her brow. “You think that he’ll recover, then?” 
 
    “The path that bullet took was nothing short of miraculous. If there was ever a time to believe an act of God occurred, now’s that moment.” 
 
    Lily drew a deep breath in. And blew it out again. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”  
 
    “No need.” Francis climbed to his feet and stretched out his hand. He looked every bit as weary as she felt. “Come. You ought to have a rest. It’s been a long night. For us all.” 
 
    A rest. It seemed unthinkable. “You’re planning one as well?” 
 
    “No. I’ll keep a close watch over him. So you’ll know he’s in good hands.” 
 
    Casting a long look at the door, Lily shook her head. “I’ll stay.” 
 
    For a moment, it appeared that Francis might protest, but then he smiled. “Of course. I understand. Let’s go and wait it out together.” 
 
    And he led her back into the room, sending the servants off on some errands with quiet instructions. Lily made her way back towards the bed and settled in the closest chair beside it. She watched the rise and fall of Tayo’s chest. The heavy bandage wrapped around his torso and how it stretched with the motion.  
 
    “Whatever happened to Cassius, in the end?” she asked, after a while. 
 
    “Uninjured, from what I could tell,” Francis said. “Although I didn’t pay much attention. He wasn’t really my priority.” 
 
    Lily could understand that. He wasn’t hers either.   
 
    ◆◆◆ 
 
    She must have dropped off at some point. The last that she remembered, it had been deepest night, and she’d laid down on the bed beside Tayo at Francis’ urging. In fairness, her eyes had been drifting closed repeatedly, weighed down with lead, so it had sounded like a sensible suggestion. But then he’d also promised that he’d rouse her in an hour. The sunlight streaming through the room marked out his betrayal.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said.   
 
    “You should have woken me.” Lily propped herself up on one arm. A yawn shook through her body.  
 
    “There was no benefit to him in that.” Francis’ tone was mild as ever. “And none to you either.” 
 
    Always so goddamn reasonable. It made it hard to be angry with him. Lily sat up fully, brushing the knotted lengths of her locks out of her face. “How is he?”  
 
    “Woke once whilst you were fast asleep,” Francis said. “He was in quite some pain so I gave him morphine. He’ll likely stay under for a good while now.” 
 
    Tayo’s breaths did look very quiet. And even.  
 
    “The wound looks like it’s healing well. There’s no sign of infection I can see.” 
 
    “That’s good.”  
 
    “Yes. Lily, you really ought to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she acknowledged. “I ought to eat. Freshen up. Get changed.” Admittedly, she was famished. And she probably looked a fright, not that it was important. She studied Francis. “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Fanny brought a tray of something earlier.”  
 
    “All right.” Best not to mention the stubble which was painted thick along his jaw. Or the smudges of ink beneath his eyes. He’d probably turn out to be just as obstinate as herself, and he was right, it wasn’t worth the battle. She cast another long look back at Tayo. “You’ll keep an eye on him?” 
 
    “Of course I will. Take your time.” 
 
    Taking her time was perhaps a bit of a stretch to describe how she approached her ablutions, but she let Fanny feed and bathe her, before changing into a much more comfortable dress than her ballgown. She fought off any attempts to waste additional precious minutes on her hair and instructed Fanny to wind the curls into a loose braid instead. Who cared if they would tangle? She already felt as if she’d spent hours away from Tayo, although it couldn’t possibly have been that long.  
 
    Not that her presence changed a thing. But it was all that she could give to him. 
 
    He was still breathing when she sneaked back into his room. Francis was asleep in the same chair where she’d left him.   
 
    So much for looking after oneself. She snorted softly, found another chair, and settled in.  
 
    Hours slipped by. The normal rhythm of the day ceased to hold any meaning. She eventually convinced Francis to retreat for a proper rest, and from that point on, they took the watch in turns. Whenever they were both awake they conversed softly, Francis recounting some of the more boisterous nights out he’d shared with Tayo. It didn’t escape Lily that he focused on the more amusing anecdotes or the perils which they’d triumphed over together, how they’d always come out unscathed.  
 
    Lily had been here before, waiting at someone’s bedside, hoping for the best. But everything felt different this time around. The loneliness was missing. And there was such relief in sharing the experience with someone else who was equally invested.  
 
    It painted Father’s absence during Mother’s final months in even brighter colours. He’d professed undying devotion for Mother, and yet when she’d most needed him, he had abandoned her. Because of who he was or because she’d pushed him away?  
 
    She’d never know. It didn’t really matter. Not when Lily had needed him, too. And he hadn’t been there for her either. 
 
    Of course, the second time that Tayo woke—at night—Lily was fast asleep once more. Much to her consternation, Francis failed to wake her again.  
 
    “I would have been fine,” she protested. “I’d wager I’ve slept more than you over the past few days—” 
 
    “He asked me not to.”  
 
    Lily studied Tayo’s supine form, the memory of her final words stinging her conscience. “Do you think he’s angry with me? Because of what I said?” 
 
    “No,” Francis said drily. “I think his pride’s already dented, and he desires not to have you play his nursemaid on top of that if he can possibly prevent it. He’s got no such compunctions when it comes to myself, of course. I’m his best friend. I’m fit for any task.” 
 
    “Well, that’s idiotic,” Lily said. “I am his wife.” 
 
    “He sees the error that he made, I think,” Francis said. “And now he doesn’t want you to see him weak as well. If anything, I’d wager that it is your anger which he fears.”  
 
    What a thought. “Men,” Lily muttered. “Such utterly convoluted creatures you are.” 
 
    Francis laughed heartily. “I’m confident he’ll stay awake next time. He only really needed help because the morphine is so soporific. The wound itself looks like it’s healing admirably. He really has more luck than he deserves.” 
 
    “I’m glad of it.” 
 
    “Glad enough to forgive him?” 
 
    “How could I not?” Lily whispered. “I love him.”  
 
    She brushed her fingers over Tayo’s. Just barely. Not enough to wake him. She’d wait. She could wait for him if that was what he needed. 
 
    “Yes,” Francis said, “I can see that.”  
 
    “You won’t—” She turned around to face him. “Don’t tell him, please. If he wakes again without me here, I mean. Or later, if I haven’t—” 
 
    “It’s fine.” He laid a hand upon her arm. “Your secret’s safe with me.”   
 
    For some reason, she struggled to look him in the eye. “Thank you. For everything you’ve done for him. And me. For us.” 
 
    “It was never in question.”  
 
    The absurdity galled her, in hindsight. To know how hard she’d fought against inviting this into her life. To think that she’d placed status far above such loyalty. How she’d mistaken it for love. She’d been so blind. 
 
    Even if Tayo was an obstinate idiot.  
 
    “My lady,” Miles’ voice drifted across from the door. “There is a gentleman downstairs.”   
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “For me?” 
 
    “For Mr Bankole, strictly speaking. But obviously…” 
 
    Lily blinked, then mustered her politest smile. “That’s fine,” she said. “I’ll receive him in the study. Just give me a minute to prepare.” 
 
    With a nod, Miles retreated.  
 
    A gentleman. Why did she have a bad feeling about this? She staunched the flurry of speculation which rose inside her mind like leaves blown apart by a stern breeze. It wouldn’t do her any good to indulge it.  
 
    “Do you want me to come along?” Francis asked, his brow creasing.  
 
    “No.” She straightened, smoothing the silk of her skirts. “I’ve received many a visitor in Father’s absence. It’s not a problem.” 
 
    “All right. But if you do need any help…” 
 
    “Then I’ll call for assistance,” Lily reassured him. “Thank you.” 
 
    The stairs creaked beneath her feet on the way down, the unease growing in the pit of her stomach with each step. The trouble was, Tayo rarely received visitors, except for Francis. He’d always been keen to conduct business outside of his home, unless it couldn’t be avoided. The why was now readily apparent: he secretly yearned for a space which was entirely his own.  
 
    Either way, the young man who was perusing the bookshelves when she entered the study wasn’t anyone she recognised. Nor did his sharp suit or matching bowler hat identify him. 
 
    “Good morning,” Lily said. “How may I help you?”  
 
    The man pivoted on his heel. He couldn’t be that much older than her. By a few years, perhaps. His plain and unremarkable features were still free of the blemishes bestowed by time, although his moustache granted him a certain air of maturity. And when he smiled, he radiated an earnestness which Lily rarely sensed in people. Had she met him anywhere else, it would have instantly set her at ease. 
 
    Not someone from court, then. Nor one of Tayo’s business associates. Or at least it seemed unlikely. 
 
    “Good morning, my lady,” he said. “I’d hoped to speak to the master of the house, as a matter of fact.”  
 
    “I’m afraid he’s indisposed at present.”  
 
    “What a pity. Nothing serious, I hope?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lily said, “I hate to be so brash, but who exactly are you?” 
 
    “Tom Jenkins, ma’am.” The man tipped his hat, revealing straw-blond hair. “I’m with the constabulary.”  
 
    A chill ran down her back.  
 
    “I see,” she said, ensuring that her tone conveyed that she saw nothing. “And you are here because…” 
 
    “We’ve received some reports. I’ve been sent to investigate them.”  
 
    She’d kill him. She’d kill Cassius herself. Tayo may not have finished him off, but Lily would. She wouldn’t challenge him to some damnable duel either, no—she’d steal into his room at night and do it properly. She’d tear him limb from limb until there was nothing left of— 
 
    She’d remain calm because she had to. For everyone’s sake. Breathing deeply through her nose, she plastered frail naïveté  
 
    all over her expression. “Oh? Reports about what?” 
 
    Tom Jenkins shifted on his feet. He really did look very young. A man at the beginning of his career. “You’re absolutely certain that your husband is unable to receive me?” 
 
    “I’m positive,” Lily said. “Has anyone been hurt?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of, as yet. But certain… allegations have been made.”  
 
    “Allegations.”  
 
    “Quite serious ones. So we’re compelled to pursue them, as I’m sure you understand.”  
 
    “Of course,” Lily said. And then, “Forgive me, but if no one has been hurt, then how can there be serious allegations? What are the charges?” 
 
    “I really ought not to… Ma’am, I ought to—”  
 
    “It’s only,” she continued, pressing on with an air of innocence, “that I always presumed that serious charges must amount to someone coming to harm, you see.”  
 
    He tilted his head as though he didn’t disagree. “Or someone having been put at imminent risk of harm.” 
 
    “I see. And you would judge that such a thing occurred, precisely how?” 
 
    “Eye witnesses, for one.”  
 
    “Eye witnesses. To what? Please, sir, will you not speak plainly?”  
 
    Tom Jenkins shook his head. “Ma’am, I ought to take my leave. This is only for the defendant’s ears.” 
 
    “My husband, you mean.” 
 
    “Your husband. Yes. Who you inform me is indisposed and unable to speak to me at present. So I shall return another time. When it is more convenient.” 
 
    More convenient. Hah. Undoubtedly he would return. And just as undoubtedly not by himself.  
 
    “Please.” Lily rushed up to him and grabbed a hold of his sleeve. Not too intrusively. Lightly. Only enough to convey a touch of desperation. “Don’t go without explaining. Take pity on me. He will not…” She bit her lip. “He never tells me anything. And I am so afraid…” 
 
    “Afraid of what?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    A glimmer of hesitation sparkled in his eyes. “You are aware of something that has been amiss, then? Anything you’d care to share with me?” 
 
    “Just that he spoke some unwise words in public in an attempt to guard my honour.” This much could surely be revealed. No point in lying about what had been witnessed by so many bystanders that it was common knowledge. Someone had probably already printed it inside the gossip rags.  
 
    “Yes…” Tom Jenkins said, the final letter of the word stretching into an abyss of silence.  
 
    “I beg of you,” Lily said, when it failed to break. “What difference does it make whether I hear it now or later? Does this not concern me also? I am his wife, and in God’s eyes, we share all things. Our lives. And if you let me know what is the matter, I may be able to assist you better.” 
 
    The man sighed. “The charge is of a home intrusion. An unprovoked attack initiated by your husband resulting in some self-defence.”  
 
    “Self-defence!” 
 
    Tom Jenkins’ eyes narrowed. “You said indisposed? Did you mean injured, by any chance?” 
 
    Oh, clever Cassius. Clever, heartless Cassius. Naturally, self-defence was what he’d view this as: a defence by way of attack, by going straight for the jugular. After all, only an innocent man would report anything to the constabulary, wouldn’t he? And if Tayo perished because of his wounds, if Lily so much as dreamt of seeking justice by bringing charges, then there would already be an alternate reality on record. One she’d have to disprove first. One in which Cassius was the victim. 
 
    He was hiding his participation in the duel in plain sight. 
 
    “This can’t be happening,” she muttered underneath her breath.  
 
    “My lady…” 
 
    Off with the gloves. There was nothing for it. Swift action was required on her part. “Please,” Lily said again, the word scraping over her tongue like the worn edge of a dress. “I’ll confess, if you’ll only let me. I’ll confess the truth of it, all of it, I promise you.” 
 
    “All right.” His tone was low. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “It’s true, my husband and this other man, they came to blows. And it was all my fault. It was about me, as I said before. A matter of honour.” 
 
    She was still clinging to his sleeve. Now she stepped even closer and sent him a beseeching look. It wasn’t hard to find the despair, to allow it to well up inside her to complete the act. She only had to think of Tayo, think of the terror of the blood, how it had slicked such crimson paths along her hands. The waiting. The endless night and day. The interminable waiting.  
 
    “They fought, it’s true,” she said, “but there was no invasion. A challenge was issued and accepted. They fought a duel. And I know that it is wrong, I know, but please, can you not see—they were both in contempt of the law. Only, it was my husband who was gravely injured. Not this man who now makes these accusations. Who was unharmed, by your own admission. Who had… who had nefarious designs on me. And who’d attempted to turn them into reality.” 
 
    The constable frowned. Opened his mouth.  
 
    “And I tried to dissuade him—my husband, I mean—I tried to stop him, but he…” she sobbed for emphasis, working her throat around the sound, “he was so desperate to protect me, seeing how I am with child. He just saw red, imagining what harm might have come to the both of us, the child and me, had the worst come to pass. Mr Jenkins, are you married?” 
 
    A pause. Then, “Yes.” Spoken quietly.  
 
    Thank God. Lily smiled at him through tear-stained lashes.  
 
    “And has your wife granted you the gift of a child yet?” 
 
    More visible hesitation. “A son.” 
 
    “A son!” Lily exclaimed. “Such a precious gift. Then surely you must understand. Then you must see that this is wrong, Mr Jenkins. The only one who’s hurt here is my husband. And if the law exists to protect people from harm, then can you not let this be? Only this once? Please. Right now he lies in bed, still, fighting for his life. Shot by the same man who accuses him. He may yet die. And then I’ll be a widow, and this child may never even know its father.” She clutched at her belly, raising her gaze skywards. “Dear God, please let him live. Have we not suffered enough as is?” 
 
    And she allowed herself to dissolve into fresh floods of tears. It wasn’t difficult at all, this hard on the heels of the genuine, all-consuming despair which she’d barely shed. Perhaps she’d finally learnt the lesson Mother had intended to teach her so long ago—to connect with the true rawness of her grief when life required it. Whatever shame had held it back, she couldn’t find it now. She sobbed and sobbed until such a point that no soul would have doubted her, and then she let her legs fold out from underneath her body. Quite deliberately. 
 
    “Careful, careful.” Jenkins caught her and moved her to the sofa, urging her to sit down. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Just… just a little faint.”  
 
    “Shall I get you anything?” He looked harried, so concerned she almost felt bad for the manipulation. “Are you in need of a doctor?” 
 
    Lily made a soft noise of denial. “My smelling salts.” She pointed a finger at the grimoire in the corner. Watching through hooded eyes as he rummaged through the top drawer, she allowed herself some normal breaths until he’d found the little vial. Its fumes kicked all the harder when she wasn’t dizzy to begin with, but that probably only added to the performance.   
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, before pressing her hand over her mouth for a long beat. “I’m so very sorry for the spectacle. It’s been… a terrible few days.” 
 
    No lie there, to be fair.  
 
    When she met Tom Jenkin’s gaze again, he appeared decidedly ill at ease, discomfort pouring off him in waves. “I admit, your story is consistent with the rest of what I’ve heard so far.” 
 
    “Because it is the truth.” She nodded fiercely and grabbed a hold of his hand with both of her own. “Does that not matter? The truth? That justice is upheld? That the innocent are protected? Is that not the point of the law?” 
 
    She’d not misread him earlier. “It does.” 
 
    “Then is there nothing you can do? For our sake? Mine and the child’s? To cast some doubt on this investigation, at the very least? I fear the strain that this entire affair has put on me may yet—” 
 
    “I’ll try.” He rose hastily. “I’ll see what I can do. I cannot promise anything, but… I’ll see.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lily beamed at him, that brightest of smiles she’d always reserved for the keenest suitors. He squirmed, clearly unused to such attention. “You are a ray of sunshine in a grey, grey world, Mr Jenkins.” 
 
    “I… well. One hardly knows what to say to that. Thank you, my lady.”  
 
    Sketching a shallow bow, he made for the door.  
 
    Lily stumbled to her feet. “Let me accompany you.” 
 
    “No need, no need. I’ll see myself out. You rest and take care now. Ma’am.” 
 
    And he tipped his hat again. Lily watched him stride from the room, listening to the heavy clank of his footsteps against the corridor’s marble floors, all the way until the familiar slam of the front door announced his departure.  
 
    Only then did she collapse in on herself, allowing her shoulders to loosen.  
 
    “That was quite the performance.”  
 
    Lily startled at the voice filtering across from the doorway, but it was only Francis. Of course it was only Francis. Who else would it be? 
 
    “Was it?”  
 
    He headed over to her. “So convincing I nearly intervened.”   
 
    “It’s a good thing that you didn’t,” Lily mumbled. “Then they would have you in their sights as well.” 
 
    Francis was still frowning, just like he’d done upstairs in Tayo’s room. “Is it true, what you told him? That you’re with child?” 
 
    “No.” Although it seemed some miracle by now she wasn’t. She’d tried not to pay that thought too much heed whenever it arose. “It was the only thing I could conceive of which might buy us extra time.” 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly done that,” Francis said. “Although God knows how much of it.” 
 
    Lily cast an uneasy glance at the door. She couldn’t disagree. Tom Jenkins might be genuinely in favour of dropping an investigation which pointed to the defendant also being the victim, but not everyone was Tom Jenkins. Not everyone approached justice from a point of reasonable doubt.  
 
    And Cassius held a lot of power. Power appealed to people. It sang a bewitching song of control and safety. Never mind that it was all lies. She’d learnt that now.  
 
    People clung to whatever power they held with all their might. They didn’t like to give it up. She hadn’t wanted to give up what influence she’d once possessed, either. In fact, she’d thought they might regain it by rejoining society. That she could force them to welcome Tayo. 
 
    More fool her. She’d led them all straight into this, by clinging on when she ought to have let go. Was Tayo’s life not worth ten thousand balls? Infinite balls? 
 
    Was it not worth leaving all that had once held her far behind? 
 
    She looked Francis in the eye. “What now?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    The summer air blew a gentle breeze across Lily’s skin. In front of her, the city stretched as far as the eye could see, wrapped in a velveteen cover of darkness. Flickering pinpricks of light marked the glow of gas lamps and fires. Even at night, London never slept.  
 
    Beneath her, the shingles dug into her sitting bones. Her collapsed bustle pressed awkwardly against her back. 
 
    The top of a townhouse roof had been a much more comfortable spot when Lily had frequented it as a child. Damnable dresses. The longer that she thought on them, the less she liked them. As much as they were beautiful, they were in equal parts a prison.  
 
    At least there was no one here today to tell her off and pull her back inside through the small loft window. She still vividly remembered the final talking to which had caused her to abandon this habit at the dawn of her teenage years. It hadn’t been pretty, the way both her governess and her mother had joined forces against her.  
 
    “Of all the places that I never dreamt I’d find a woman, this has to mark the top spot.” 
 
    “Tayo!” Lily nearly slipped as she wheeled around. “You’re awake!”  
 
    Awake and levering himself out of the small window on one arm. The idiot. She squirmed across to him and half wrenched him through the opening before he could do himself further damage. “You shouldn’t be doing this,” she chided. “Not with your arm. What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “Finding a woman,” Tayo said drily, although she didn’t miss the brief clench of his teeth as he settled in place. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “I’m passing time until you wake.”   
 
    “Well, I am, as you can see. Awake.” 
 
    “That’s it?”  
 
    “That’s what?” 
 
    “I am awake,” she mimicked. “Honestly? After everything, that’s what you choose to say?” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy I survived,” he said. His gaze trailed along the horizon, over the flickering lights. “This is a pleasant spot, I will admit. Can’t believe I never thought to try this.”  
 
    “I am happy you survived,” Lily protested. “I’m thrilled. Ecstatic. I’ve never known such joy in my entire life.” She placed two fingers on his chin to urge it in her direction. “I’m also angry enough with you that I’m half tempted to kill you myself this very second.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” he said. “It should be fairly easy. All you need to do is throw me off the roof, and I don’t even have the strength to fight it. I’m at your mercy.” 
 
    Lily glared at him.  
 
    “Francis assured me you’d forgive me,” he continued, in a gentler tone. 
 
    “Francis needs to stop meddling.”  
 
    His lips curved. “So you won’t forgive me, then? 
 
    “That depends. Do you intend to tell me that you’re sorry?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tayo said with a speed which caused surprise to bubble up inside her chest. “I admit, that wasn’t the wisest course of action I could have taken.”  
 
    “It was reckless. Obstinate. Sheer stupidity.”  
 
    He didn’t flinch from her gaze. “I suppose so.”  
 
    “I didn’t need you to defend me. I do need you alive.”  
 
    “I can see that now.”  
 
    She continued to glare at him for a moment longer. But the frost around her heart melted at the mere sight of him. “I don’t hate you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry that I said that.”  
 
    “I know.” Tayo smoothed his thumb along her cheekbone. “I never believed you for a second.”  
 
    Francis had assured her of the same, but it sounded different, coming from Tayo’s own lips. Better. More calming. Like it knitted a torn seam back together somewhere deep inside her. And then Tayo was bending down, coaxing her mouth up to his, his tongue sweeping across hers with liquid warmth, and for a long while Lily ceased thinking entirely.  
 
    “I thought I’d never get to kiss you again,” he murmured, once they’d parted. His forehead pressed tightly to hers as though he couldn’t bear to withdraw. “The moment I went down, I knew that you’d been right. It wasn’t worth it.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re in agreement.”  
 
    He pulled back. There was something soft in his expression, like that thing she’d missed back in the carriage. Something unguarded.  
 
    No words, this time. She reached out, her hand framing the side of his face, and Tayo leant into her, his eyes falling shut. A breath shook through him, quiet, but with noticeable ripples. Like a wind disturbing the surface of calm waters.  
 
    “Are you in a lot of pain?”  
 
    “I’m fine.” He straightened, his lips compressing into a tight smile. “I much prefer this to that hellish substance Francis forced down my throat. The odd dreams alone it gave me…” 
 
    Lily looked back out at the city. “Odder than sitting on a roof?” 
 
    “Yes. Much, much odder.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about them sometime.” 
 
    They sat in silence, absorbing the view. And even though she knew she had to, each part of Lily’s being strained against breaking this strange peace apart. She had him back. Awake and talking, and irrevocably himself. Surely reality could wait one moment longer.  
 
    Until it no longer could.  
 
    “Did Francis fill you in on the developments?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It isn’t safe for you. To stay here. Is it?” 
 
    “No,” he acknowledged. “It isn’t.” 
 
    A thousand I-told-you-sos pushed at her lips. And yet, what would they achieve? Had Tayo not also warned her that it was a madcap plan to seek to regain entry to the hallowed halls of the ton? Had that not set the entire chain of events in motion?  
 
    They’d both been right, in the end. Only at different points in time.  
 
    “It isn’t fair,” she said. “That you should have to run when he’s the one who started it. That he should snap his fingers and get away with it all.”  
 
    “Whoever said the world was fair?” He scoffed, but there was little heat in it. More resignation. Or acceptance. “I’ve always known it wasn’t. That it was poverty and endless work. Squalor and grief and despair. Nobody ever said anything about fair.” 
 
    “But you’d escaped all that. You worked your way out of that pit. And then you married me to take the final step. To help you build an empire.” She laughed. “Now look at where we are.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tayo said, “look at where we are.” He stared out at the glimmering dusk of the city. “Perhaps it was my misunderstanding. About what it means to be rich. About what it means to prosper.”  
 
    That didn’t make much sense. Surely if anyone did not deserve to lose what he had fought so hard to gain…  
 
    “Perhaps Perran had it right, after all.”  
 
    Lily sent him a questioning look.  
 
    “He said to me once, you’re so determined to race ahead of everybody else that you’ll forget yourself.”  
 
    That did sound a lot like Tayo. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I got angry with him, of course. Told him that he was just trying to hold me back. Told myself that he was a coward, with his careful investments which never took real risks. That he didn’t understand. That he’d never really struggled. In truth, I felt like he lacked confidence in me. That he didn’t believe that I could do what I’d set out to.” He paused. “Now I wonder if he only tried to tell me that power doesn’t equal fulfilment. Or perhaps that my value isn’t contingent on proving myself to anyone. That there is something else.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Like this.” He squeezed her hand. “Like knowing that what I’d regret the most if I left this earth today would be not kissing you a final time. Would be leaving you with such raw anger and sadness in your eyes.” 
 
    “I love you,” Lily said.  
 
    “I love you, too.” His words were mere wisps on the wind. Barely audible and scattering fast, like particles of ash which rained down on the city from above. And yet, it was enough. Besides, he’d told her already. Hadn’t he?  
 
    “I’ll follow you,” she said. “Wherever you choose to go. You know that, right?” 
 
    “You do still have a choice to stay,” he said. “Francis is in the process of liquidating as many of my assets as possible whilst we speak. We could set aside a tidy sum in your name which would keep you in good standing. And I’m aware of the ruse you played, but it would be simple enough to amend your story. To spin society a whole new yarn. One of the wretchedly abused. They’d lap it up.”  
 
    A sudden breeze bit at her skin. “I’ve no desire to lie about who you are. Frankly, it’s an insult that you should even suggest it.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase it, then,” he said. “I only wish for you to have a choice because you had none in the beginning.” 
 
    Lily’s lips twitched. “You mean, you’re making a proposal? The one I never got?” 
 
    “By all means. If that’s what you desire.” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” Lily said. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Tayo sighed, raising his eyes to the sky for a beat. “Lily Bankole,” he said, “will you do me the honour of continuing to be my lawful wedded wife—” 
 
    “Arguably lawful.” 
 
    “…my arguably lawful wedded wife, although your laws don’t make a lick of sense, glorified walls of paper that they are…” 
 
    “Proposal. Not rant.” 
 
    “Will you continue to be my wedded wife in all the ways which matter? Will you abandon whatever riches I cannot take with us and leave this town and country which has always been your home? Will you continue to share my bed, my table, my food, wherever this journey takes us? In sickness and in health?”   
 
    “Must I obey you?” 
 
    “If it is sensible.” 
 
    “And will you obey me?” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up, but his voice remained mellow. “If it is sensible.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lily said. “On one condition.”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “That you shall never ever again put your life on the line for pointless displays of honour.”  
 
    “That sounds acceptable. I’ve discovered I quite like my life.” 
 
    She rested her head against his uninjured shoulder. “As do I. Then yes. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. Rested his chin there for a moment. She could sense it: the way he breathed her in, as though he meant to draw the scent of her hair down to his very bones.  
 
    “When do we need to leave?”  
 
    “Tonight,” he said. “As soon as possible. Francis has the power to manage most of my assets, so he can ensure sufficient funds are transferred to where I can access them without repercussions. But I can’t risk staying for longer than is necessary.” 
 
    “He’ll stay behind? Just for a while, or permanently?” 
 
    “It’s up to him. Personally, I think it’s advisable for him to follow us. At least in the long run.” 
 
    “You only say that because you’ll miss him.”  
 
    “I will do no such thing. Stop laughing at me, Lily.” He sighed. “Marvellous. I’ve created a monster.”  
 
    “All right, all right.” A change of topic. She’d always excelled at those. “Where shall we go?” 
 
    Tayo shrugged. “The world. I hear there’s rather a lot of it.” 
 
    “The world,” she said. “Perhaps we’ll even find a thing or two we lost along the way.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said. And then, “Together.” 
 
    Below them, the city stretched, winding alleys wrapped in soot and hiding all kinds of darkness. Above them, the firmament glowed with a brilliant dusting of stars. Lily burrowed further into the warmth of Tayo’s body and raised her eyes, finding the brightest burnished point in the skies.  
 
    When she’d been younger, she’d wanted to pluck it straight from the velvet blanket of night. Stow it away in a box beside all her other jewels. Keep it safe. Own it.  
 
    Now she understood that it was only ever meant to watch over her. To remain unchanged, a distant beacon of hope. A faraway guide.  
 
    The rest was up for her to decide.  
 
    “I cannot wait,” she said to Tayo.   
 
      
 
    THE END 
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