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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Wedding day 
 
      
 
    The bride was an orphan, which in itself was scandalous enough to bring the ton flocking to her and Captain Vaughn’s wedding. 
 
    But there were greater and worse rumors to be passed around among the congregation as the bride appeared at the threshold of St. Andrew’s church on the arm of her guardian. 
 
    Firstly, the bride, being an orphan, was the ward of His Grace, the Duke of Ashton, and thus one of the most popular young ladies in town. Or at least her wedding was one of the most popular events of the Season—she had arranged it so, after all. The duke stood next to her outside the church, looking tall and forbidding, as any duke should, and far more handsome than any duke had the right to. 
 
    The bridegroom, standing at the altar in full uniform, wondered if the bride had snared him into marriage for that specific reason: she had wanted her wedding to be not simply an event of the Season, but the event of the Season. He had once overheard her say to the gaggle of screeching geese she called ‘her entourage’ that she wanted her wedding to eclipse the Frosted Ball. Incidentally, he had happened to overhear that before there was any wedding on the horizon. It turned out that the bride had picked him out as her target long before his arrival in town. And he, fool that he was, had fallen into her trap. 
 
    But there was a second, even more juicy scandal here today: The bridegroom, even though he was a captain, was actually a pirate. Captain Timothée Vaugh was ‘a privateer’, which was nothing less and nothing more than a pirate with none of the glamour and all of the danger. And yet, Captain Vaughn, otherwise known as L’ Ange Noir, notorious pirate, well known Corinthian, rumored Croesus and desired bachelor by every mama in society’s ballrooms, had finally been ensnared into marriage. 
 
    Society had gathered to see the pirate finally wed to a lady wearing the hugest smile and an even bigger gown, from what Vaughn could tell—a gown that could only be surmised had been stolen from the window of a confectionary shop at Pall Mall. Heaven only knew how many peers would await the unhappy couple afterwards, at the morning breakfast and subsequent ball. 
 
    Ashton’s townhouse in Mayfair, even though it was one of the largest buildings in town, would burst at the seams from all the illustrious guests. 
 
    But Captain Vaughn, the bridegroom, gazed at his overly decorated bride, and thought that the crowds were the least of his worries. The bride had trapped him into a compromising situation, and had made sure they were discovered, thus forcing him to propose marriage. 
 
    Cruel and vulgar as it may sound, this was the truth of it. 
 
    And now, mere months later, here he was, in a church filled with peers and guests and what few friends he had left in the world, waiting for her at the end of a long carpeted aisle. 
 
    Wanting his freedom. 
 
    Wanting to die. 
 
      
 
    He could no longer stop the memories from piercing him. He had resisted them for so long, but it was useless to try to do so now. 
 
    Thoughts of her consumed him. No, not of the bride. The bride was nothing more than a spoilt, ruthless girl, with no morals or character and of little birth. But she… How different it would all be if it were she, the woman of his heart, the love of his life, the one who was standing now by his side. 
 
    Cold sweat drenched him at the thought. 
 
    He had once planned a wedding, much different to this one, with her. God, he couldn’t even think of her name; it was too painful. The planning had given him joy back then, years and years ago, a veritable lifetime. He had shared it with her, every single detail. He hadn’t planned to attend that wedding almost drunk, in order to be able to bear it. 
 
    He had counted the minutes until she could be his. The days ahead had seemed like a desert before he could enter a church and wait for her at the end of a long aisle, and then take her hand and lead her to their home. The only true home he had ever dared to dream of having. 
 
    He had wanted nothing more. 
 
    He had… 
 
    He had been left at the altar. Or very near it—just a few weeks before his supposed wedding, actually. 
 
    “Are you sweating, Vaughn?” a voice whispered in his ear. 
 
    One of his closest Eton friends, Lord Paxton, was beside him, acting as his best man, damn him. Vaughn was not sweating. But he was close to tears. 
 
    “No,” Vaughn answered in a sharp, annoyed whisper. “Now kindly shut up.” 
 
    “I will,” Paxton whispered through tight, smiling lips. “However, it behooves me to point out that, although I did not fully realize what was happening to you at the time…” 
 
    “Behooves?” 
 
    “I am aware that you had some…tragic, so to speak, experience at the altar some six years ago.” 
 
    “Five. And I was jilted,” Vaughn supplied helpfully. 
 
    “Just so,” Paxton continued, oblivious to his friend’s acidic tone. “I merely wish to point out, as I said…” 
 
    “You said it behooves you.” 
 
    “That now is not the time to remember past wrongs or indeed…” 
 
    “Past loves,” Vaughn mused. 
 
    Next to him, Paxton was so taxed by his efforts to console his friend as well as remain as discreet as possible, that he was turning purple—the same color as the puce silk of Vaughn’s waistcoat. Paxton was a good, honorable man, handsome and eligible to boot, but bless him, he was as discreet as an ox. 
 
    “Never you worry,” Vaughn turned around to place a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I shall take care not to appear shattered, even though I entirely am.”  
 
    Paxton started nodding happily, and then Vaughn’s meaning began to sink in. Paxton stopped smiling and gaped. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It seemed as if hours had gone by, but it was mere moments later when the bride, the Honorable miss Adelina Tallant, stood next to Vaughn in a cloud of white. Beyond her, the priest was droning on and on about the divine gift of love, and Vaughn still wanted to die. 
 
    Or at the very least escape. 
 
    “On a scale of Byron to Dionysus, how drunk are you?” his accursed friend leaned over to whisper in his ear. 
 
    Behind him stood the Duke of Ashton, his eyes cold and inscrutable, fixed on his ward, the bride. Vaughn stole a glance at the woman standing next to him. Adelina was dressed in a white gown with a touch more lace than was pleasing to the eye, and she had a permanent smile plastered on her face, a bit too wide and a bit too forced. To Vaugh, she rather resembled the cat that got the cream. 
 
    “Go to hell, Paxton,” Vaughn murmured through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Not nearly drunk enough then,” his friend said in a mournful tone. 
 
    “If anyone knows of a reason for which these two persons should not be joined in…” 
 
    Vaughn closed his eyes tightly and clenched his teeth so that not one single word would escape. 
 
    “…holy matrimony, let them speak now…” 
 
    He was going to faint. He had never felt like this in his life, as if his entire soul was dripping blood, emptying completely. 
 
    “…or forever hold their—” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    A cry broke the air. 
 
    Someone in the audience gasped. 
 
    Vaughn’s eyes flew open. 
 
    Everyone turned around to look, with much whispering and ruffling of taffeta and silk. Adelina had insisted on a big wedding, against his wishes, and so there now were more than fifty people present to crane their necks towards the slim figure who stood at the open doors of the church, silhouetted by the morning light. 
 
    The silhouette swayed, but steadied itself. Then the cry was heard once more. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Vaughn had started running before he realized he was moving. 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    “Break my arm, do it.” 
 
    The words, absurd as they were, were spoken by a man, and not just any man. He was Captain Timothée Vaughn, also known as L’ Ange Noir, ‘the black angel’, because of his famous good looks and his ruthlessness in destroying evil. All of London had been abuzz with the news of his arrival for months, and even though she didn’t move in any social circles, even Stella hadn’t been able to avoid hearing all about him. 
 
    The captain had made his fortune in the Navy, where he had been decorated for bravery and ruined his leg. And after that, once he had been released from his service with a title and a lapel full of medals, he had made another, even bigger fortune as a privateer. No one cared that he was lame, as long as he was rumored to be richer than Midas. 
 
    They also said that his one arm wasn’t as agile as it should be, and that he was never seen to hold a drink in his right hand, or lead a lady in a dance by it. However, it was not said that he was not seen dancing, often and with alacrity. 
 
    And why should all enjoyment stop just because he had been wounded in battle? If he could walk, he could dance, couldn’t he? He was an extremely wealthy man, prodigiously young, only six and twenty, and quite unfairly good-looking. And even more important than all of that, he was somehow, inexplicably, single. Or he had been when he had arrived in town. 
 
    All of this society knew and whispered to each other over and over like folklore. But no one had ever said anything about him being stark, raving mad. 
 
    Which he must be, given what she had just heard him say. 
 
    “Your good arm?” another man’s voice, incredulous, asked. 
 
    Stella did not know the speaker; she had only recognized Vaughn’s voice. 
 
    “I quite literally do not care,” Vaughn’s voice replied. “What use is either arm to me if I’m in prison?” 
 
    “That’s a bit too dramatic, Tim,” the second voice said. “Marriage is not the exact same thing as prison.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Vaughn’s voice dripped bitterness. 
 
    “Oh, please,” the other voice replied. “These words coming from the lips of a pirate are droll, to say the least. If anyone knows what a real prison is, it’s you, Tim. And calling this a prison…is coming it much too brown, my friend.” 
 
    “Except that it’s the truth.” 
 
    The second voice laughed. 
 
    Vaughn had called him ‘his friend’, and he did sound like a real one. A very close one, too, seeing as L’ Ange Noir was prone to murder anyone who even attempted to use his Christian name, let alone a shortened version of it. It was French, like his mother, and the source of endless teasing during his childhood years. That was why he had abandoned it growing up, and had reserved its use only for his very close personal friends. 
 
    Stella herself had been asked, begged, ordered to call him by it once. 
 
    ‘If I cannot be Timothée on your lips,’ he had told her, ‘then I don’t know what I should be.’ 
 
    ‘You should be yourself, silly,’ she had replied, but he had not been able to let it go until she called him by his name. 
 
    That had happened a lifetime ago. 
 
    But now that she thought about it, his friend was right. Vaughn did have a tendency for dramatics. Then again, one didn’t simply become a millionaire pirate within five short years unless he was quite an original type of man. And Captain Vaughn was an original type of man. To say the least. 
 
    Not to mention the only man she had ever loved. 
 
    “It is the truth,” Vaughn’s voice insisted, becoming more impassioned by the minute. Stella shrank further back into the shadows. There would be no way to interrupt this very intelligent dialogue now. When Vaughn became impassioned, there was just no turning back. “Marriage to the…to this would be pure hell and you know it, Paxton. So break my arm, if you please, so that I might escape my wedding, and be quick about it.” 
 
    Oh, so that was his friend. The notorious Lord Paxton, he of the heartbreaker fame and Greek-godlike beauty. That was the gossip, anyway. He was also said to have a tongue sharper than a knife. She had once known Lord Paxton, and he had been none of these things, but people changed. She had changed. Vaughn had—he had become a madman, apparently. Anyway, she doubted that he would remember her now, except as the girl who had destroyed his friend’s life.  And she had chanced upon them together. That is going to make this even harder. Why oh why did I ever venture out of the safety of my home? 
 
    But that building wasn’t home; it was a prison. 
 
    And she was here exactly because of that. She knew what it meant to be a slave, with no hope of ever earning one’s freedom. If she couldn’t find it for herself, she would fight for others to get it. She gritted her teeth. I can do this. 
 
    “She is a pretty-looking girl, your fiancée,” Lord Paxton was trying to convince the captain, but his voice sounded unsure of itself. “Can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Oh, but it can.” Vaughn’s voice cracked. “She forced this on me, did you know that? I have no desire to spend five minutes in her company, never mind my whole life. But I’m being held hostage. She designed it all, and I fell into her trap like an imbecile.” 
 
    “I had guessed something suspicious was afoot,” Lord Paxton’s voice replied. “I had no idea that you felt so strongly and yet still went on with it.” 
 
    “I am forced to,” Vaugh sounded as if he was having trouble breathing. “There is no way to extricate myself from this situation without ruining her reputation as well. And she knew that I would not allow that to happen to a lady, any lady, no matter how…distasteful her actions, and has therefore secured her match.” 
 
    Stella inhaled sharply. 
 
    She had known that the captain was getting married soon; she didn’t know exactly when, but that was part of the reason why she was here, after all. 
 
    But she hadn’t known that this marriage was against his will. It tore her heart apart to think of him being forced to marry a girl he wouldn’t even call by name, but instead referred to as ‘that’. Something inside her screamed that this wasn’t the Vaughn she knew, he would never have allowed himself to be thus duped. Something inside her screamed that a man had to have been quite broken indeed in order to find himself in such a situation, unable to fight back. Passive. Defeated. 
 
    She would do well to stomp that something dead. 
 
    She thought she had; but she hadn’t. In her head, he was still the slender, tall young man he had been five years ago, brown-blonde head full of dreams, full lips stretching in a dimpled smile, and that stubborn light shining in his green eyes. 
 
    If she were honest with herself, Stella would prefer to keep his image this way inside her head. But then again, she hadn’t had any choice in the matter: She hadn’t seen him after the day she had broken their engagement, and her own heart. 
 
    Not for five years. 
 
    And now here she was, overhearing him ask his friend to break his arm. 
 
    I should make my presence known before this takes a turn for the even more bizarre. Although how that would be possible, I’m sure I don’t know. 
 
    She tried to clear her throat, but it had gone dry. 
 
    “Fine,” Vaughn was saying, his voice thin, exasperated. “I’ll challenge you to a duel then.” 
 
    “I won’t bite,” his friend’s voice replied. 
 
    “I shall hit you with my glove.” 
 
    “I shall forgive you.” 
 
    Silence for a bit. 
 
    “What if I happen to have hidden a horseshoe in the glove with which I hit you?” Vaughn asked sweetly. 
 
    “And killing one of the few men in England who can tolerate you would help you how exactly?” 
 
    Stella decided that she liked this new version of Lord Paxton. 
 
    “I have excellent aim,” the captain replied, the sound of his voice moving briefly away, as if he were pacing in agitation. “I shall simply make you furious enough to break my nose in retaliation. Or to fight me. Hopefully you’ll break a bone or two of mine, or at least stab me in the stomach.” 
 
    His friend gave an unearthly cry, as if he wanted to tear out his own hair. Stella shared the sentiment entirely. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Vaughn,” the gentleman said, “is there no way out of this wedding that doesn’t involve broken bones or bleeding intestines?” 
 
    “Sure there is,” the captain replied. “Throw me in the Thames.” 
 
    “Sadly, you are an excellent swimmer, and I can in no way guarantee that you will catch a chill, you know,” the other gentleman replied with a touch of a sneer. “You could always jilt the chit, Vaughn, if the idea of marriage to her is so repugnant to you that you would maim yourself to avoid it. Be a man, don’t you know?” 
 
    Something in the matter-of-fact way Lord Paxton spoke to the captain pierced Stella’s heart. Was Vaughn really trapped by the woman? Or was he so hardened by life that he didn’t even want to commit to marriage to his own fiancée? 
 
    “No,” the captain answered quickly. “It will ruin her. It’s already gotten about that she was the one who made advances…” Just when it was beginning to get interesting, Vaughn stopped himself abruptly. 
 
    “Well, then.” His companion’s voice sounded sad. “Any other intelligent ideas?” 
 
    Stella couldn’t imagine what L’ Ange Noir would reply to that, but unfortunately, she never had a chance to find out. A dead branch crunched underneath her shoe, making what seemed like a deafening ‘crack’ in the silence of hushed voices and chilly night. 
 
    At once, she could feel both men freeze on the other side of the bushes. She couldn’t see them, hidden as they were from her by the thick shrubbery of one of Vauxhall Gardens’ endless mazes and the cloak of night, but this was the kind of silence that one could hear. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Vaughn cried out in a hard, unfamiliar voice, and suddenly she could very well imagine him as the black angel everyone talked about, brandishing a knife at his enemies, blood dripping from his clothes. 
 
    Stella cowered in her corner, but she did not dare move, because the maze was so vast and complicated, one false move and she would get lost in it forever. 
 
    “What on earth is going on here?” 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    “Are you eavesdropping?” Vaughn flung the question towards the pale figure cowering behind the roses, irritation making his voice thin. 
 
    They should call me Captain Obvious instead of Captain Vaughn. 
 
    Of course she was eavesdropping, whoever she was. She must be a courtier or an opera dancer, to be in the maze at Vauxhalls, alone, a few minutes before midnight. There was a hint of frost in the air, but no snow yet. Which was unusual for this time of winter, but all the ladies organizing snowflake-themed parties would have to do with just pure, gut-clenching cold instead. Not that he cared. Did he care? 
 
    What is happening to me? 
 
    For the first time in his life, Vaughn was feeling the sudden urge to go to a ball. A party, a drawing-room, anywhere that society would be gathered until morning. The hell that was Almack’s, even. He, who had never stepped foot in one of those tedious affairs, would now quite literally give his right arm to be able to attend one and all. 
 
    Because that would mean being single: scheming mamas and green girls, and the marriage market. What he had avoided viciously all his life, and had now been trapped into like a fool. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” a quiet, educated voice called from the darkness. 
 
    This was no courtier. 
 
    Vaughn took three swift steps forward, his long legs swallowing the distance. That couldn’t be right; he must be imagining things. The voice had sounded oddly, achingly familiar. Then again, he thought every voice he heard was hers—it had been this way for years now. That was what being mad did to a person. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to overhear,” the same voice continued, “but then you were about to order your arm broken, so you can see why I found it hard to stop.” 
 
    That was definitely not an ordinary voice. The resemblance to his former fiancée was uncanny. Not to mention the actual words. 
 
    No lady, or woman for that matter, of his acquaintance would ever speak so outrageously. No one except for her. And then, in one breathless moment, he was there, in front of her. 
 
    Her. It was her. 
 
    “You!” he said intelligently. 
 
    Stella Gray. 
 
    His once-upon-a-time fiancée. 
 
    The woman who had jilted him. 
 
    Betrayed him. 
 
    Destroyed him. 
 
    Stella. 
 
    No. She was Lady DeWinter now, wasn’t she? 
 
    He hadn’t seen her in years. The last time he had seen her she was a girl of eighteen with sparkling eyes and a cherry-red Cupid’s bow for lips. Her heart had been warm and pure and her every word true. Except for the part where she had turned into a block of ice and had completely shut him out of her life without so much as an explanation. 
 
    Had she changed much since then? His eyes were already roaming over her slender figure, noticing little changes, a bit of weight lost, a few womanly curves that hadn’t been there on her girlish body. He almost laughed at himself. The way her sparkling, dark green dress nipped at her waist and then widened slightly down the slope of her curves still made him weak in the knees. More than it used to, actually. His brain obviously hadn’t gotten the message yet about what a monster this woman was. 
 
    And about what a fool he was. 
 
    He shouldn’t be doing that, he shouldn’t be looking at her like that, but how could he stop? He had never been able to keep his eyes off her for a second—this would never change, no matter how much he hated her. 
 
    But things had changed, a subtle change at first, but one that had turned quite final in the end. He was past hatred now. He was past caring. She hadn’t been part of his thoughts in eons. His world had crumbled to dust and had been built again from the ground up several times over while she was out of it. She was nothing to him. 
 
    So why had this old weight settled on his chest? 
 
    He knew why. It was the anger. 
 
    How dare she stand in front of him? 
 
    But dare she did. She was very much standing right in front of him, her figure tall and straight, dressed as he had never seen her. A fine Grecian-style emerald dress with little diamond studs interwoven in the palest tulle overskirt was draped over her slender body, making her one with the night. 
 
    She bobbed a curtsy, giving him a fine view of the intricate wheat-blonde braids on the top of her head. She had hair like spun gold and rose-ivory skin, like a painting; but her greatest beauty lay in the fact that she wasn’t aware of it. Or, being aware, she paid it no mind. And he had quite literally travelled to the ends of the earth, and had never found a woman whose hair was quite this shade of gold, whose eyes sparkled the same way, or whose smile felt like poetry, like hers did. 
 
    He absently, madly, thought of how he had never seen her wear her hair so formally; it had always used to flow freely down her shoulders. Is this really happening? Is she truly standing in front of me, after all these years? Or am I out of my mind? 
 
    He probably was. 
 
    How much have I had to drink? Not enough, obviously. 
 
    “Indeed, Captain,” she said calmly as she straightened, “it’s me.” 
 
    He looked down at her, trying to dispel the dream. She was exactly as he remembered her. Delicate features, soft curls, red lips. Her figure slim, her every movement dignified. He had seen his fair share of women during his time in the Navy, but she was still the most beautiful creature he had ever seen in his life. Which, naturally, made him furious. 
 
    She looked up at him, but her eyes were unfocused, gazing past his left ear, avoiding his eyes. 
 
    His blood boiled. 
 
    “Is there a reason you are following me around and listening to my private conversations, madam?” His tone dripped ice. He hoped his eyes did the same, as they stood there, dimly lit by the yellow light of a Chinese lantern hung from a tree. 
 
    “There is,” she replied. 
 
    He could practically feel her shaking from head to toe, but refused to look directly at her again. Whether this was a dream or a nightmare, he would not be anything other than absolutely cold with her. Thankfully, there was no conceivable way that it was happening in reality. 
 
    “I have not been on English soil for a while,” Vaughn said, “but even I have heard the rumors about you, Lady DeWinter.” He thought he saw her flinch at the mention of her married name. Good. “It is said that you haven’t been seen in society for over four years.” 
 
    The words sounded harsh even to his own ears. He felt a momentary twinge of regret, but then told himself that this was a nightmare anyway. 
 
    Besides, the mere sight of her sent dagger-sharp stabs of pain to his chest. 
 
    He should give as good as he got, shouldn’t he? 
 
    If he meant to survive, that is. 
 
    “I haven’t,” Stella, Lady DeWinter, replied. 
 
    There was something so poignant in the way she made this simple admission that broke him. Strange, that. He hadn’t thought there was still anything left inside of him to break. 
 
    “Finally had enough of shattering men’s lives, have you? 
 
    Once more he was aghast at his own harshness, but she didn’t even flinch this time. As if she was expecting this behavior from him. He, on the other hand, had not thought it possible that he could get even angrier than he had been when he first saw her. But here we are. 
 
    “Quite enough, Captain,” she said. 
 
    Oh, she actually wants to infuriate me. 
 
    “It’s ‘Captain’ now, is it?” he couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. 
 
    “It should be. It is the reason why I am here, actually.” 
 
    His eyes snapped to her face. Where was Paxton? He was waiting back there, in the shadows. Traitor. 
 
    “Why are you here? Why have you left your house for the first time in years, Lady DeWinter?” 
 
    Society had talked incessantly about her since her marriage, and he had referred to her seclusion to pique her. But she kept looking right past his ear, entirely serene. It drove him crazy. It was as if there was no soul left in her. If even the mention of the malicious rumors spread about her didn’t manage to draw a reaction from her, then what would? 
 
    The sudden urge to force some emotion out of her, anything, be it sadness, shame, remorse, anger, seized him. She had become a legend after her marriage, and her isolation had added fodder to rumors: some said she was demented, others a murderess. Most thought she was everything in-between. He still remembered when he had heard the whispers first, what they were all saying about her. The need to run to her, to protect her, to save her, had stolen his breath. 
 
    He would have jumped ship and swam all the way back to England if he could. But now he saw that he needn’t have bothered caring. She obviously didn’t require rescuing, and certainly not by him. She didn’t even deign to cast her eyes on him. 
 
    “To meet you, Captain Vaughn,” she said. She seemed determined to use as few words as possible and get directly to the point. He crossed his arms and watched her. “To ask…to beg you for your help.” 
 
    “Oh, this should be interesting.” He cocked his head to the side. “Not a peep from you for years and years, and now you suddenly appear out of nowhere, asking for things.” 
 
    She didn’t deny it. She licked her lips, hesitating, but he wasn’t about to make this easier for her. 
 
    “I have come into some money,” she finally started, and that was it. 
 
    He saw red. 
 
    She must have seen the color drain from his face, because she faltered. He reached out a hand to steady her, as she swayed slightly on her feet, but his fingers stopped short of touching her elbow. 
 
    “Shall we be seated?” he asked, and was taken aback at how choked his voice sounded. Dammit. 
 
    “No need.” She still sounded cool as a cucumber. “I don’t wish to take up your time, Captain; I shall be brief.” 
 
    “I dare not hope,” he said, making his voice cold as snow, to match hers. 
 
    He glanced at her face again, and the emptiness in her eyes made him nauseous. 
 
    My God, I am a fool. She doesn’t care at all, does she? What she did to me is already forgotten. She is not even slightly affected by my presence. Here I am, dying, melting in a puddle on the grass, and she would gladly step over what’s left of my bones and walk on. 
 
    “I am come to ask for your assistance,” she repeated. 
 
    “So you said.” 
 
    He turned slightly away, trying to let her know how deeply uninterested he was without actually having to say the words. His rudeness didn’t deter her in the least. 
 
    “I admit that I am curious as to why you think I would be willing to give you anything, let alone my assistance,” he added for good measure, fixing her with an ice cold stare. 
 
    “Because I know you, Captain.” 
 
    The words were so simple and quiet, it was almost as if they didn’t plunge a sword right through his heart. But they did. 
 
    “Ah, but you have not known me for some time, star,” he said, callously using the pet name he had given her five years ago. It turned out that the word hurt him more than it appeared to affect her. “I am now a pirate, I hear.” 
 
    “I heard it too,” she said. Not even an eyelash fluttered, not a lip quivered. She was a column of snow. “I seem to remember you threatening to run off and be a pirate. You finally did it.” 
 
    He waited, seething in fury that she should refer to his teenage dreams so easily, without even blushing. The irreverence of it. 
 
    It was she who had killed his dreams, and now she dared mock them. He fought to keep up his icy exterior, while inside he fumed. Get me out of here, he thought to no one in particular. Now. 
 
    “But, you see,” she went on, relentless, “pirate or not, I trust you.” 
 
    “That is unwise.” 
 
    “You refuse to help me, then? Before you listen to my request?” 
 
    Damn him, he wanted to refuse her so much, and also to never have to see her again. On the other hand, curiosity burned him. What the hell could she possibly want from him? 
 
    “I would like to,” he replied and he thought he saw her flinch, but she schooled her features back to indifference so quickly he was certain he had imagined it. “I’m not sure that I can.” 
 
    “Then I throw myself at your mercy.” 
 
    Now he was genuinely intrigued. What on earth could be so important that she should ask for his mercy? A mercy she herself had denied him when he had begged and begged for it. 
 
    “I am known to be merciless,” he replied coldly. Much like you, he added in his head. 
 
    She shrugged. Shrugged. “You are also known to be charming, Captain, and I know that to be a complete lie as well.” 
 
    He would be tempted to smile if he wasn’t dying inside. 
 
    “Not a complete one,” he said without a hint of humor in his voice. “Not entirely.” 
 
    “I shall take my chances.” 
 
    Still so stubborn. 
 
    “Go on then,” he swept a hand in front of him, “and we’ll find out if I am friend or foe.” 
 
    “Well, as I said, I have come into some money, and I have debated long and hard as to what to do with it, since I have no need of most of it to survive.” A chill went down his spine at the word ‘survive’, but he kept his lips firmly shut, waiting. “It is a substantial amount, however, and it burns my hands, as it were. I feel that so many people could benefit from it, while I, a recluse widow, have no life left in me. I would therefore like to donate a large amount of that inherited money towards the efforts for the Greek War of Independence.” 
 
    She had spoken eloquently and calmly, as if she hadn’t just called herself ‘a recluse widow with no life left in her’. And she only a few years younger than him. 
 
    Vaughn leaned out a hand to steady himself. His fingers met only air. 
 
    “Did you say the Greek War of Independence?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly, as if speaking to a simpleton. “I want to be included in the war effort. In a very small way, of course. But I do know a thing or two about fighting for independence.” 
 
    He couldn’t breathe. 
 
    The Greek War of Independence? This he hadn’t expected. Then again, what had he expected? To wake from the nightmare, perhaps. But that wasn’t happening. She was talking with more passion about the Greek revolution than she had talked about him so far. And how had she learned that this was a cause so close to his heart as well? It seemed impossible that this was a coincidence. 
 
    And yet not so impossible. 
 
    They used to talk for hours about finding something worth fighting for, some higher purpose in life. He had thought he was the only one vaguely looking for a cause more important than himself, but she had completely understood him. 
 
    How excessively predictable it was that after five years they would have both gravitated towards the same cause. How it irked him. She, of all people, coming here to talk, of all things, about his pet project. The Greek revolution was the reason he had started privateering, although no one knew about it, except himself. He had started privateering not in order to make himself riche, but in order to collect funds and illegal weapons from England’s enemies. 
 
    It was supposed to be kept a secret on pain of death. His death, and the death of whoever knew it. He would murder whoever had told her. 
 
    “I see. And you would donate your inheritance money? The tainted inheritance, you mean?” He said it calmly, or at least he hoped he had. But mostly, he didn’t care. 
 
    She faltered. “H-how do you mean tainted?” 
 
    Oh, finally, a loss of composure. Touched a nerve, have I? 
 
    He wasn’t proud of the fact that he had had to stoop so low in order to get a mere reaction from her, but on the other hand her apathy was making him demented. It was a matter of survival for him to get her to show an emotion, any emotion, at this point. 
 
    “In the obvious way,” he replied and waited for her to look as if she understood, but instead she grew paler and paler until he felt like a monster. “By your betrayal, obviously,” he added quickly, feeling the coolness of his manner slipping like a mantle. 
 
    And then he heard them. 
 
    Two words. 
 
    “By murder.” She had spoken at the same time as he, her voice quieter than a breath, and he had almost missed them. But, apparently, his ears were still attuned to her every word. 
 
    It was his turn to blanch. The blood rushed from his head. His own accusation seemed petty, silly even, by comparison. Murder? He had heard the rumors, everyone had: Miss Stella Gray, a nobody, had married a viscount, and he was dead before the honeymoon was over. So, everyone had whispered that she had killed him for his money. When he had first heard it, he had groped for his pistol, feeling the sudden urge to annihilate anyone who would associate his star with anything so vile. Of course, then he had realized that she wasn’t ‘his star’ anymore. She wasn’t his anything, and hadn’t been for years. Still, his heart had burned for the unjust things said about her. 
 
    “I suggest that the next time you decide to talk thus of Lady DeWinter,” he had said to the man who had dared speak the rumors about her in his presence, “make sure that I am at least five miles away. Because if I hear you slander her again, I shall rearrange the shape of your skull.” 
 
    And his fingers hadn’t grown lax on his weapon. 
 
    But now he saw that much more damage had been done to her than he had initially suspected. He had been away from England for too long, and he had no idea of what she might have gone through. 
 
    I left her alone. 
 
    Wait. No. She was the one who had left him. She had done all the leaving. She. And now she was trying to take him for a fool once more. He hardened his heart. No pity. 
 
    “Why Greece?” he spat. “What reason have you to care about Greece?” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked awkward. He felt an ugly triumph that he had managed to make her ill at ease. Finally. And was that anger that sparked in her blue eyes? The flash of fury passed so quickly he might have imagined it, and he saw her swallow whatever reply had sprung to her lips. 
 
    “I am told that you are building a private fleet,” she said. “I tried to donate my money to one of the secret Greek societies in London, but I was told to offer it to you directly. I would like to contribute to the building of your ships for the Greek cause.” 
 
    “What do you give a fig about the Greek war for?” he repeated, his voice steady and cruel. 
 
    Meanwhile, his legs threatened to buckle. 
 
    “I understand your meaning,” she said quietly, after a moment’s hesitation. Still those large eyes would not even deign to look at his face. “You no doubt believe me incapable of worthy feelings.” 
 
    “That is not what I asked.” 
 
    “I have yet to find a cause that is truer and more worthy than the Greek war.” She stopped to lick her lips. The torch was behind her, and he could see the little hairs on her neck stand up. She was no doubt freezing, as was he, but she wouldn’t even allow herself to show weakness by trembling. “I have long waited for a reason worthy enough for me to leave the safety of my home.” 
 
    It was the word ‘home’ that did it this time. He couldn’t help the bitterness that blossomed in his heart like an open wound. 
 
    “And you are telling me you’ve left your…erm home, for the first time in years, for Greece?” 
 
    “I realize that the war hasn’t even started yet,” she continued calmly, as if she didn’t seen him shake all over, “but I have been following closely all the news about the revolution that is being planned. I know that it has faced several setbacks and is in great danger of being snuffed out like a smoking candle once again. I wish to help so that it doesn’t happen. A beautiful and ancient people like the Greeks deserve a better fate than to be slaves in their own land.” 
 
    “I find it odd,” he said, turning his face away. “You never had any time for politics, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “You do,” she replied in that monotonous, dead tone that was slowly driving him out of his mind. “But this isn’t politics. It’s much more real and violent. And it can’t wait. People involved in the Greek cause are murdered left and right, in a desperate attempt to quench all ideas of a revolution. Is that right?” 
 
    He nodded curtly. It was, but it wasn’t common knowledge. Apparently, she had delved deep into the matter. 
 
    “I can see no better way to put this money to good use,” she continued, “than to give it to you for your fleet. I was advised to do so by both Lord Byron and Lord Burns. Believe me, if I could send it to its purpose without having to disturb you personally, or to leave my home, for that matter, I would have, but they both insisted it was the only way.” 
 
    Her words unsettled him further. 
 
    She had only left the privacy of her own home for this? To come and find him, the night before his wedding, and offer this money for the Greek war? It was so crazy and amazing and brave and utterly, ridiculously brainless… 
 
    It was so her. A sound came from his mouth that was half laughter, half sob, and all strangled pain. 
 
    “Why Greece?” he asked. 
 
    “Is it true that an entire people have been enslaved to the Ottoman Empire for over a hundred years?” 
 
    “It is. For four hundred.” 
 
    “That is a long time…” He prepared a scathing rejoinder, but her next words took him by surprise. “Such a long time for us to remain neutral.” 
 
    “How do you mean, neutral?” 
 
    “One must always takes sides, don’t you think?” Stella replied. “Neutrality only helps the oppressor. Silence encourages the tormentor. And it is because of people like Lord Byron, who have not been silent, that I am aware of the struggle and willing to offer my assistance. It occurred to me that I should stop complaining about my own life and problems. Life, however unfair it might seem at times, does not owe me, for what I have suffered in a small way. It owes the slaves, the oppressed, the tormented. In this instance, I am the privileged party. Life owes the Greeks, and so do I.” 
 
    He had so many questions that his tongue twisted over them, and he asked none. Why did she think life had been unfair to her? Wasn’t she the one who had been unfair? And he had always known her mind to be sharp and her thoughts profound, but he could bet that a more erudite political and sociological commentary had never been uttered even in Parliament, let alone anywhere else. 
 
    “I thought it prudent not to carry all the gold with me tonight,” she was going on, oblivious to his tangled thoughts, “seeing as Vauxhall Gardens are teeming with people, but if you agree, I could send for…” 
 
    “I am not touching that money,” Vaughn interrupted her, all other thoughts flying from his mind with a sharp intake of breath. She froze. “I am not touching your husband’s money, madam.” 
 
    She stood there, looking utterly lost. Her lips were still open and they moved to form words, but no sound came out of them. They were turning purple from the cold. She made a sound of protestation, but he lifted a hand and the snow-white lace of his sleeve fell forward, covering his fingers. 
 
    “Good night,” he said, “Stella.” 
 
    He muttered her name between clenched teeth, not intending for her to hear; he had meant it to be a victory for him alone, uttering her name in this harsh, non-caring way. But instead, it came out as the choked cry of a drowned man. Perfect. 
 
    He bowed in her general direction. 
 
    Turned, and left. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “Come, let’s get you good and drunk,” Lord Paxton told him after a while. 
 
     Vaughn couldn’t feel his feet. How long had he been walking around in the cold? They were inside the opera at Vauxhall’s now. All the colors, feathers and fake smiles made his head hurt. There was a platter of towering pastel macarons decorated with golden foil next to him. Why was there cake in his opera box? 
 
    “We are invited to the Frosted Ball,” Paxton said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that you want me to go. I am supposed to be at the altar a in a few hours,” Vaughn said. 
 
    “Exactly,” his friend replied with more enthusiasm than the occasion warranted. “You don’t think I’m going to leave your side until then? You shall not sleep nor be left alone until the deed is done.” 
 
    “I’m not nearly drunk enough for your theatrics, Pax.” 
 
    “One can only hope that by morning you will be,” his friend rejoined. 
 
    “God help me.” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    So in a daze, they took off for Mayfair, and the annual Frosted Ball. 
 
    It was being held by the Dowager Countess of Heyer, an elegant woman of great education and impeccable taste. Outwardly, she appeared like a quiet and discreet sort of woman, but until one encountered the crowds she was wont to gather under her roof, one would have no idea of quite how unconventional she was. 
 
    However, she was filthy rich and her family was descended from the greatest royal houses of Europe, and so the ton tolerated her. But once a year, they did more than tolerate her. They flocked to her castle of a house in Mayfair for her annual Frosted Ball, and pretended to not be affronted by her absurd collection of demimonde, elite and notorious guests, all forced to acknowledge each other’s existence. It was maybe the one time of the entire year that everyone, the good, the bad, the irreputable and the intellectual of all of Europe gathered under one roof—or rather, under the painted murals of the dome of her vast ballroom. 
 
    A week ago, Vaughn would have preferred to cut his own arm off rather than attend such a gathering. Moments ago, he had wished he had had the freedom to attend such a tedious affair. But then again, moments ago, he hadn’t seen Stella again for the first time after she had destroyed him five years ago. And he hadn’t destroyed her right back. 
 
    A thought occurred to him, piercing his heart like a sword. 
 
    What have I become? 
 
      
 
    two 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Stella didn’t even bother wiping her eyes. Edward had been hiding in the shadows, behind her. She had asked him to leave and give her some privacy with Captain Vaugh, but he had told her flatly that he refused to leave her alone at the maze in Vauxhall, not for a second. 
 
    He had heard everything. 
 
    As soon as the captain left, Edward stepped out of the bushes and took her hand to lead her out of the rose hedges. And then the sobbing started. 
 
    Edward buried her head in his chest and held her there. 
 
    “Let it all out,” he murmured into her hair. 
 
    “Is anyone nearby?” she asked, between hiccups. “Can I cry for a little bit?” 
 
    “We are alone,” her brother replied. “You can cry as long as you want, Stella. Cry it all out. I’m here.” 
 
    And cry she did, but there was no ‘crying it out’. She had been mourning Vaughn’s loss for years, and she didn’t think she would ever stop. Especially now that she realized that he was more lost to her than ever, and not because he was getting married. Because he was a different person. 
 
    “You know my opinion on the matter,” Edward said above her head. “I disagreed with your decision to end the engagement and cause this much pain to both yourself and the captain. However, it’s worth mentioning that he is changed. He treats his fiancée unkindly in public, I’ve seen it. He is unrecognizable, really. Quite cold. So all things considered, I cannot fault your decision, eventually.” 
 
    “Vaughn does not have an unkind bone in his body,” she murmured. 
 
    “He’s changed, love,” Edward replied in his deep voice. “You saw.” 
 
    She only cried more. 
 
    But even the tears eventually dried up. She knew this, after all these years. Everything came to a temporary end sooner or later. Even pain. 
 
    “Wipe your eyes, m’dear,” Edward said, “you look like a ghoul.” 
 
    “You look like a ghoul,” she replied instinctively. 
 
    He chuckled, and brought his own fingers to her wet cheeks, drying them. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she swatted his hands away. “Take me home.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t do that,” he said. “Georgina is waiting for us at the Frosted Ball.” 
 
    Stella looked up towards his face, and imagined one of his wicked grins in the darkness. Georgina was her brother’s wife and her best friend, a beautiful and talented human being who had been a better friend to Stella than any other woman in her life. She was also, currently, a traitor. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She has ordered me to take you to the ball,” Edward explained. “She said, and I quote, ‘You can’t bring her back to that tomblike house, not on the first time she gets out in five years’.” 
 
    He tried to mimic his wife’s soft, melodious voice, but his own sounded just shrill. Stella was not amused. 
 
    “What of the baby?” 
 
    She felt his broad shoulders shrug. “Asleep at home, in the care of his nurse. It’s the event of the year, Stella, everyone will be there.” 
 
    She shuddered. “A frightful crush.” 
 
    “Exactly. No one will even spare you a second glance. It’s the perfect opportunity for you to go out. To conquer your fear.” 
 
    “I’ll stick out like a black moth,” she said, sniffling. A night out, like any normal girl of twenty-three. Imagine that. “I’m in mourning, Edward.” 
 
    Her brother’s tall figure leaned down so that his lips could reach her ear. 
 
    “Well, you’re not wearing black,” he whispered in her ear, “if that helps.” 
 
    It did not 
 
    The countess picked my dress, she thought with sudden realization. I am surrounded by traitors. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t stay at Vauxhall a moment longer. The opera only made him think of music, which he had abandoned five years ago. Paxton, bless his simple soul, had tried dragging him to a card room filled with smoke and silence, to the tea room filled with snowy confectionary cakes and twittering ladies, and to several billiards rooms, but nothing helped. Vaughn couldn’t get her image out of his head. 
 
    Her voice, deepened by womanhood and sorrow. 
 
    Her eyes, so coldly beautiful, like diamonds. So indifferent. 
 
    Her figure, so tantalizing under that night-forest dress. 
 
    Her lips. Her skin. Her hair. Her. 
 
    Just being in her presence once more had destroyed him. 
 
    And then he remembered that she had wanted to foist her rich husband’s money on him, ‘for Greece’. He scoffed. 
 
    “Get me out of here,” he said to Paxton. 
 
    At once, his friend sprang to action. He gave the order for the carriage, while Vaughn made his way to the door. 
 
    He was almost out of the stuffy room, his lungs hungry for the cold night air, when his nightmare came at him full force. A woman came out of nowhere, ribbons and curls flying behind her like a ship’s torn sails as she ran towards him at full force and flung herself at him, nearly chipping his tooth. Her thin, girlish arms came around his throat like manacles, and he started choking. 
 
    Everyone around him gasped at the spectacle, as he fought to compose himself. If he didn’t take control of this situation, no one would. His arms came around the lady strongly, pushing her away. Finally, she stopped squirming and stood a bit apart from him, stumbling from the force of his shove. The crowd gasped and she lifted large, sad eyes towards him, looking ready to make a scene. 
 
    He looked down at her, fighting to breathe. He had felt like that once before. Well, twice actually. The first time was when Stella had broken their engagement and his heart. The second was when he had been wounded and tossed into the sea to sink and bleed out and die. The feeling was exactly the same: drowning. 
 
    And he felt it once again now, as he looked down at the girl who had flung herself on him. His lovely bride. His fiancée, Adelina. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked her through clenched teeth. “This is no place for a lady, as you well know.” 
 
    “I came after you, Vaughn. Give me a kiss before our wedding,” she replied, lifting up her rosy lips towards his. “Seal your promise to me.” 
 
    The memory of a night two months ago, when she had flung herself on him in pretty much the same way, filled his mind. 
 
    She had ambushed him at a house party in Lady Blackmore’s red salon, and had pretended to faint in his arms. He was used to ladies engaging such tricks to get near him, and so he had avoided touching her as she pretended to stumble and flail about. But, as he would soon find out, this was the difference between Adelina and every other young lady: she didn’t know when to stop. 
 
    Where other ladies would have abandoned the effort, she had pressed on. So she had let herself fall straight onto him, and his arms had instinctively reached out to catch her. 
 
    Two other girls, who he had later realized were her friends, and in on the whole farce from the beginning, had then rushed into the room and begged him to carry her to a couch. While he was laying her down, she had thrown her body against his, and pressed her face up to his mouth. It had hardly been a kiss—the girl was so inexperienced and naïve, that her attempt would have been laughable if it hadn’t been so disastrous. 
 
    And disastrous it was, because her friends, upon witnessing the supposed kiss, had run out of the room weeping passionately. They had then proceeded to raise the alarm, running into the drawing room and appraising everyone of the scandal. Meanwhile, Vaughn had almost thrown up inside his own mouth as soon as he had felt her hungry lips on his, but there was nothing else he could do, except throw the girl bodily on the floor, away from him. 
 
    All the guests had flooded into the room at precisely that moment, only to behold him gasping for breath over the limp body of a girl on the floor. Needless to say, he had pretty much been forced to propose to her on the spot. He was disgusted and engaged within the same two seconds. 
 
    “Adelina, go home,” he said to her now, as calmly as he could. 
 
    Which wasn’t very calmly at all.  
 
    The girl’s guardian was His Grace the Duke of Ashton, for heaven’s sake. The fellow was as amiable as was expected of a man in his position, and had been more active than any other peer for the Greek revolution; His Grace was one of the main reasons a man like Vaughn had the chance to roam London’s salons raising funds for his fleet. 
 
    He had hoped to do the same at Lady Blackmore’s tea party. 
 
    Instead, he had found himself shackled to a girl of eighteen, who had no morals and even less decency. 
 
    Grecophile or not, once the duke had learned that his ward had been kissed by a pirate at a social gathering, his eyes had turned to steel. Vaughn had known that there was no getting out of it, not without ruining the stupid girl’s reputation forever. And he didn’t care a whit for his own—not even for his life, if truth be told. Death at the hand of the Duke of Ashton, probable as it had looked on the face of him refusing to marry the chit, would still have been preferable to this wedding. 
 
    He had proposed marriage once to a woman. He had vowed never to do it again. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t bring himself to ruin this green, brainless chit. He sensed that she had been deprived of a family and love, and he could not break her like he himself had been broken by a failed engagement. 
 
    But there was no excuse for her behavior tonight, on the eve of her wedding. To be seen with such indecent company, prancing about like a hoyden in the gardens of Vauxhall, throwing herself at a man—even though he was her fiancé. And not budging away from him, even though she was being stared at. 
 
    “Adelina,” he said more firmly, and felt the girl wilt in his arms. He spoke to her sternly and clearly, as one would to a child. It was the only tone that got through to her. “Stop this, right now. If you don’t go home at once, there will be no wedding tomorrow. Understood?” 
 
    Adelina’s eyes cleared, as understanding seeped in. 
 
    “But I wanted to see you,” she lowered her voice, now that she had his attention. People were beginning to look away, thank God, but she had that whiny expression on her face. Here it comes. “I wanted to show you to my friends.” 
 
    “By friends you mean the harpies that forced my hand.” 
 
    “They are telling me that our wedding is a figment of my imagination,” she pouted. “You haven’t taken me for a ride in the park in days.” Her voice was getting squeaky again, her arms slithering around his waist. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he held her hands down to her sides. “You need to go home. Now. Or your friends will be right, and there will be no wedding.” 
 
    She must have seen something ominous in the way he was looking down at her, because she nodded eagerly, and ran off with the grace of a goat. 
 
    What the hell was Ashton thinking, letting his ward roam Vauxhall’s rooms at midnight? He shook his head. What am I thinking? Of course Ashton had no idea. The girl had obviously run away. She had become what society called ‘a hoyden’. What a delightful prospect for the rest of his life! 
 
    “Oooh!” a cry of pain broke through the chatter of the people around him, just a few paces away, and Vaughn’s stomach fell. 
 
    He broke into a run towards the place where the cy had come from, certain that it had been Adelina’s doing. What new scene had his idiotic bride caused again? 
 
    “Watch where you’re going, you clumsy tart!” Adelina’s voice cried, sounding furious. 
 
    Before Vaughn could reach her and bodily remove her out of the way, Adelina, after cursing at the poor lady who had had the misfortune to find herself in her path, stomped on the lady’s shoes forcefully, and vanished into the night amid loud sobs, her friends fluttering around her like an evil beehive. 
 
    Vaughn was next to the lady in two long strides, ready to apologize and salvage what he could of his and his bride’s reputation. But he didn’t get to the apology part. To his horror, he saw at once that the lady was in so much pain that she stumbled and would have fallen. Suddenly, Paxton was there, taking the situation in hand, and using his charm to dispel the curious crowds. 
 
    “Are you all right, madam?” Vaughn caught the lady in his arms just as her knees were about to hit the marble floor. He turned her around, trying to peer into her face. 
 
    His legs nearly folded under him. 
 
    It was her. Stella. 
 
    He hadn’t recognized her slender figure in the panic of the moment. Of course, he hadn’t seen her in proper light in five years, and she was wearing a thick snow cloak now, her sparkling emerald dress hidden from sight. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord…” she started saying. 
 
    “It’s me, Vaughn,” he said quietly. 
 
    At once, she straightened and stood, moving out of his reach. She didn’t look in his direction. 
 
    “Captain,” she said in a completely different tone. “I am waiting for my brother; he shall be here anon. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “It is I who should apologize for the vile things that you were subjected to by that…that creature,” he couldn’t even bring himself to say Adelina’s name to her. It felt like sacrilege. 
 
    And then. 
 
    Finally, finally, those jewel eyes turned on him. 
 
    There was no warmth in them. He felt his heart bleeding to death as they rested on him. They were wide and unblinking, cold as he had never seen them before, but they were definitely on his face. If he had thought them empty before, when they were looking away from him resolutely, they were absolutely devoid now. 
 
    They weren’t eyes; they were ghosts. 
 
    Emotionless and motionless, their once cornflower blue was now dimmed and lifeless. They sparkled, but only with the coldness of ice. How could she control herself so well? His own eyes were roaming the familiar planes of her face, her golden hair, yellow-white under the lights, her delicate wrists, everything about her. But then again, she no longer cared for him, did she? 
 
    It seemed to require no effort from her to gaze at him coolly with that blank stare. 
 
    “That ‘creature’?” she repeated. A vein popped on her slender neck. 
 
    Oh. So that was what made her eyes sparkle. Contempt. Vaughn hung his head. 
 
    “How dare you treat your bride like this?” she whispered, her voice thick with indignation. “And you about to be wed in a few days.” 
 
    “Hours,” he replied. 
 
    Her lips went white. “What?” 
 
    “I’m getting married in the morning,” he shrugged. “St. Andrew’s. At ten o’ clock, promptly.” 
 
    “And you are spending the night here?” she looked so shocked, he flinched. “And she as well? And all you have to say to her is this? I cannot…” Her voice faded, as she searched for words. “What have you become?” 
 
    “What you made me,” he retorted, not taking his eyes off hers. 
 
    “There is no excuse for treating a woman that way,” she insisted, ignoring his jab completely. Was she made of stone? His words had had no effect on her whatsoever. 
 
    A muscle ticked on his jaw. He had tried to remain coolly indifferent, but now his blood was boiling. How had he ever imagined himself in love with this cold, infuriating creature? 
 
    “Is there ever an excuse for treating another person that way, and worse, I wonder?” He cocked his head to the side, his voice smooth as butter. Dripping with sarcasm. “I’m asking you, since you seemed comfortable doing that yourself. Holding a man captive, and becoming so vitally necessary to him that you are nothing less than life, before you turn around and shatter…” He swallowed. 
 
    Too far, he thought, seeing her go even paler. You’ve gone too far. You are revealing too much. So much for appearing indifferent. He studied her face for a trace of insulted anger, for any reaction really, bracing himself for the expressionless blankness he had seen there before. 
 
    But what he saw shook him worse than any of those things would have. 
 
    All show of indifference abandoned him, and he caught his breath as if he had been suddenly hurt. 
 
    “Have you been crying?” That was not at all what he had meant to say, but what else was he supposed to say when her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen? “You have,” he continued, “for a while. Tell me, why?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “You tell me first, why do you treat her so coldly? And you are to be married tomorrow.” 
 
     “It’s today, actually,” he replied, in the same cold tones as she. “It’s after midnight. And I don’t love her, that’s why. I’d sooner die than have to marry her.” 
 
    “Then why on earth are you marrying her?” 
 
    “Because…” He brought a hand to the nape of his neck. 
 
    What could he possibly say to her? I told her I’m getting married in a few hours and she didn’t give any indication that she cared. Does she realize she is killing me right now? And I’ve died enough times to know that this is what being killed feels like. It feels like this. 
 
    “Because I have to.” 
 
    “And you hate her because there is someone else that you...care for?” 
 
    “Love,” he corrected her. 
 
    It might have been the fact that finally, finally, she had dropped all pretense and had asked him directly if his affections were engaged. 
 
    Or it might have been those jewel eyes of hers, still wet with tears, finally alive and shining like the Greek sea at sunset. Or even yet, it might have been the repugnant feel of Adelina’s lips on his cheek, forced, her hands around him, against his will. 
 
    “You…” She was trembling so much that her lips could barely form the words. He waited. He wanted to wrap her in his arms to stop the shaking, the hurting, the dying. But he waited. “You love someone else?” 
 
    It might have been his sudden decision that the last kiss on his lips before he was married—and therefore, effectively dead—should be hers. 
 
    Or it might have been simple madness and want and need. 
 
    For five bloody years. 
 
    Whatever it was that made him do it, Vaughn bent his head towards hers and fit his lips on her mouth. 
 
    “Yes,” he said against her lips. “You.” 
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    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    His one hand was cupping her neck and the other was on her chin, guiding her lips to his. He had half expected her to flinch at his touch, and had been ready to go to the devil before she would have the chance to send him there. 
 
    But she didn’t. 
 
    He bent his knees to reach her, and felt her sink too. But not away from him; into him. Into his kiss. 
 
    When he realized that she was falling into him, he lost all control. His mouth crashed on hers so harshly that he thought he felt his teeth knock against hers, and he had to fight to hold himself back. Years’ worth of needing her, missing her…being desperate for a glimpse of her, crashed over him like tempest waves, and it was all he could do to remain standing. He held her up, against his chest, and turned his chin so that there was no empty space between their lips. None at all. His hand travelled to her hair and she leaned more heavily against him. Then she lifted a hesitating hand to his waist, and that was what undid him completely. 
 
    He had been wrong before. This was drowning. And he wanted to die. 
 
    She sighed against his lips, and it sounded to him as if she had been holding her breath underwater for a long, long time. Now it was finally time to breathe. 
 
    His lungs were screaming for air, but he wasn’t about to let go. He would suffocate first. The taste of her lips was more familiar than his own face in the mirror; and at the same time, it was somehow different. 
 
    With a gasp, she detached her lips from his and stood there, panting for breath. She was flushed, and he could see that her knees were weak, because she was shaking so badly. Heart racing, he caught her waist , steadied her. 
 
    “My God,” he murmured, gasping for breath as well. “Stella.” 
 
    He felt her ribcage shudder against his palms as he held her, and realized that she was trying not to cry. 
 
    “Stella? Stella?” He hated how panicked his voice sounded, but he also didn’t care. Why was she crying? What was wrong? Had he hurt her? 
 
    “Stella! Star, talk to me.” 
 
    He couldn’t breathe. Down went her head, and she stood firmly on her own, pushing him slightly away. Immediately his hands dropped, but he didn’t withdraw an inch. He would stay there until she spoke to him or until he turned into marble, whichever happened first. 
 
    But an altogether different thing happened first. 
 
    Stella brought a fist to her lips, stifling a sob, and ran blindly away from him. He saw she couldn’t see where she was going, because he had caught a glimpse of her eyes, drowning in tears. He started to run after her, but stopped short as another pair of hands caught her before she crashed into a wall. Edward Gray. Her brother. 
 
    Gray tucked her head into his chest, and fixed his eyes at Vaughn across the hallway. Vaughn froze on the spot, not taking a step further. 
 
    It was that kind of a stare. 
 
    Gray slid an arm around his sister’s shoulders, and led her slowly, carefully, as if she were an invalid, outside. Vaughn watched them go until the night swallowed them, and then he sank to his knees. 
 
    “Well, if that doesn’t warrant a visit to the Frosted Ball, then I don’t know what does,” Paxton said above his head. 
 
    He had stayed silent far too long, for him, and Vaughn appreciated his discretion even more because he knew it wasn’t his usual way. However, right now, he was feeling a sudden urge to open his friend’s head in two. 
 
    “Go to hell, would you?” he choked, but Paxton only laughed. 
 
    “I know what you need, Vaughn. A good old romp with a light-skirt at the ball,” Paxton said. “It will fix you right up, make you forget all this woman trouble.” 
 
    Vaughn was still on his knees and did not have the strength to rise from them. 
 
    That was just the trouble; he didn’t want to forget. 
 
    He never had. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    According to Georgina, the weather hadn’t obliged the Dowager Countess of Heyer this year. 
 
    They had been in the Frosted Ball for all of half an hour, and the only exciting thing that had happened to them was the rumor that Beau Brummel might ‘pop in later’. Aside from that, it was all boring introductions and violins playing dancing gigs. 
 
    Every year in the past, the Frosted Ball’s greatest decoration, apart from the armies of liveried servants, the expensive décor and the Roman ice sculptures that graced the frozen grounds of the Dowager Countess’ manor at Mayfair, was the snow. But this year, even though the temperature was at freezing levels, there hadn’t been a flurry as yet. The small, artificial lake was muddy with broken ice, instead of glittering white under the moonlight. 
 
    Georgina said that reportedly some of the guests didn’t think it at all impossible that the elderly but eccentric dowager wouldn’t have arranged it so that fake flurries of snow somehow dropped from the skies. The night, or the early morning, was still young, and the Frosted Ball would last well after dawn. The whole affair was notorious for its surprises: one year there had been sleighs drawn across the frozen lake. Another, fireworks. In-between the orchestra’s dancing music and the excited cries of the dancers, the room was abuzz with talk of what this year’s surprise would be. 
 
    Stella couldn’t enjoy any of it. She was numb. 
 
    Her lips stung from Vaughn’s kiss and she barely heard anything that was said around her. All she could hear was his desperate whisper: ‘Star.’ 
 
    She anchored herself to that sound, to the desperate love it held, and drew the memories they evoked around her like a cloak. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Stella,” Georgina had stopped talking about the Frosted Ball and was rubbing her arm up and down in a soothing motion. I hadn’t even realized I was crying again. I thought there were no more tears left in me. I was wrong. Georgina’s voice dropped. “Don’t cry. You are the most beautiful woman in here. Would you like me to get your brother?” 
 
    “Air,” Stella murmured. “Please take me somewhere where I can feel the freezing London air on my cheeks and the stars shining down on my head.” 
 
    “Of course,” Georgina said, and her hold on her elbow tightened. “I’m so sorry, Stella. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Stella clasped her sister-in-law’s hand in hers. “I’m not. I would never have been able to see all this great kindness in the world, if it hadn’t been for what happened to me. And the ugliness too, of course. But a kindness like yours would have been invisible to me.” 
 
    Georgina squeezed her hand back. “Let’s get you to the stars, then.” 
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    Vaughn  
 
      
 
    He saw her the moment he and Paxton walked into the ballroom. The entire hall was dripping with diamonds and candlelight. But in a sea of dresses and tailcoats, of faces and fans and dancing cards, he saw her at once. 
 
    “What is Miss Gray—I mean, Lady DeWinter doing at the Frosted Ball?” he asked Paxton. “I thought she was a recluse.” 
 
    “She is,” Paxton replied, as perplexed as he. “This must be a special night.” 
 
    Vaughn turned around and swore under his breath; he could not stay here, not after having seen her. He could not smile around and endure introductions and dances with simpering debutantes, not when his need for her was flooding his body, along with anger and frustration. Nor could he simply go home. At this hour, the ball was an absolute crush; it would take at least an hour just to have his carriage brought around. 
 
    He intended to escape to the smoking room as soon as possible. Card games were the only way of enduring these things anyway. Of course, he did neither. 
 
     He stayed where he was, and did not take his eyes off her for half an hour. A shorter, plumb beauty with brown hair who hadn’t left her side for a minute suddenly took her hand and they left the room together, headed for the double French windows. 
 
    He followed, not caring who saw. A white peacock glided silently on the freshly-cut lawn next to his shoe. It walked calmly, with its head held high, not a care in the world. Vaughn hated it with a passion. The grass glistened with new frost. 
 
    When he was at sea, he used to tell his men: ‘Beware of the man who has nothing to lose. He is the most dangerous of all the sea monsters: you never know what he shall do next, for he has no limits, and no rules.’ 
 
    That was him right now. 
 
    The man with nothing to lose. He had spent years at sea, playing his life like a game of dice, in order to make something of himself. First in the Navy and then on his own, as a privateer, he had made it his mission to rise in the ranks and collect as much wealth as he could, so that he would never be bullied or jilted again. And he had become both rich and respected. Chased even, both by women and men—for different reasons. He was the celebrated hero of the Greek revolution, for God’s sake, before it had even begun. 
 
    And all this time, he had been the defeated party. He had lost everything and there was nothing more to lose. No reputation, no future, no love. He was empty inside; his chest held nothing but a broken heart and a lack of air. 
 
    Stella and her companion walked the grounds until they reached the banks of the still, silver lake. They stood with their backs to him, looking out at the moon’s reflection on the water. He stopped a few paces behind them, staring at their backs so intently, one of them would have to look back. And one of them did, only not the one he had hoped. It was the friend. Oh, he knew her, from before. Georgina. 
 
    She opened her mouth, her eyes round in question, but he shot her a burning glance, and she quickly closed it again. 
 
    “May I speak with Lady DeWinter for a moment please?” he asked her. 
 
    Georgina turned to Stella, who nodded, without turning around. 
 
    “Go,” Stella said to her softly, “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you alone,” Georgina said, but the way she said it made Vaughn raise his eyebrows. There was genuine concern in her voice. He wondered why Georgina was acting that way. ‘Alone’ indeed. 
 
    “I shall not be alone,” Stella said in her quiet, confident voice. 
 
    “Is he safe?” Georgina whispered loudly enough for him to hear. 
 
    “Not at all,” Stella replied. 
 
    Then she squeezed Georgina’s hand, and her friend finally left them alone. Stella still didn’t turn around to face him, but at least now, in spite of the chill in the air, they had much more light than in the Vauxhall gardens, because of the moon and the torches that were generously placed every two feet around them. 
 
    Well, what bloody good was all this orange light if he couldn’t see her? 
 
    Still, something within him stubbornly insisted that she turn around on her own, without being begged to. He only hoped that his self-control would last longer than hers. Based on past experience, that was a ludicrous hope. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find you at the Frosted Ball,” he said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have, if this were any other year,” she replied and turned her head slightly, giving him a moonlit view of her profile—and nothing else. “Tonight is just my lucky night.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Was she being sarcastic? With him? No, not with him; at him. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Captain?” 
 
    And now there was annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    What am I doing? I’m a fool. He turned around to leave, but his legs wouldn’t move. He stood here, rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Are you sure?” She turned around, but it didn’t feel like a victory. Not when his muscles had turned to stone. 
 
    “I am,” he replied. “Except that I haven’t been able to breathe since...since…” He was drowning. 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    He shivered at her words. If she so much as gave him a hint that she might still want him in any way, he would abandon the wedding tomorrow, his ships, his reputation…everything. He would abandon everything for her.  
 
    But she wasn’t giving him a hint—she was giving him nothing. For even as she said those words, she walked away from him. 
 
    And straight into the water. 
 
    “Stel—” Her name died on his lips and he leapt forward to stop her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    His heart thundered in his ears as he grabbed her waist. And just in time, for the hem of her dress was already licking the freezing water. 
 
    She screamed as the coldness seeped into her skin, as if she hadn’t realized she was walking into the half-frozen lake. 
 
    “I have you,” he whispered, as he lifted her by the waist and carried her further up the bank. His hands were around her, and he felt her heart slam into her chest. He remembered how she used to fear water. “I’ve got you, star.” He set her on her feet lightly, hardly knowing what he did. 
 
    He was panting too, scared nearly out of his mind. He held her against him for a moment, as she shook against his hands. The feel of her was intoxicating. 
 
    He had been wrong. This wasn’t a column of ice, as he had thought at Vauxhall; this was the girl made of passion and fire, who had once laid her head on his knee in a garden while he had proposed to her over and over and over in French. 
 
    She was standing on her own now; he had to let her go. He didn’t want to let her go. 
 
    “Do you want to run away from me so badly then?” he whispered against her hair. “Is my presence so repulsive that you would drown yourself to get away from it?” 
 
    She shuddered violently and his arms tightened around her, moving of their own accord. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Tell me, then. Why did you refuse me, all these years ago? What did I do?” He hated that this last question sounded like a feral cry. 
 
    She stiffened and took a step away from him. “A gentleman wouldn’t ask.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear? I’m a pirate now. L’ Ange Noir doesn’t care about sparing your feelings.” 
 
    “At any rate, I am the one who broke my promise to you.” 
 
    His whole body went rigid. He had thought of those exact words so many times, but never had he expected to hear them on her lips. Maybe, after all, it had shattered her to be separated from him as well. 
 
    She certainly looked tormented enough at this moment. 
 
    “Why did you?” He hadn’t meant to sound bitter, and he didn’t. Just absolutely destroyed. 
 
    She took another step further away from him, and he balled his fists to keep his hands from reaching for her. 
 
    “Please,” he said, “don’t leave.” 
 
    She stopped moving and faced him. He hadn’t expected her to do that, just because he asked. 
 
    “I need an answer, Stella, before I get married. You owe me that, at least, after what you put me through. Why? Why did you not want me?” 
 
    She didn’t speak for the longest time. It seemed to him that entire centuries passed while they stood there, on the frosted grass staring each other down, shaking with cold and heat all at once. 
 
    “Do you remember how we met, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m more likely to forget my own name,” he scoffed. 
 
    “Well, that day I had…” 
 
    Loud voices came from the balcony, and she stopped mid-phrase, her eyes darting towards the intruders wildly. 
 
    “Please, go on with what you were about to say,” he urged, but the voices were getting louder. 
 
    They were slightly drunk, by the sound of them, or more than slightly, and they were coming this way. It was a man and two women of ill repute. The man was a so-called gentleman, Viscount Tremaine. Vaughn cursed under his breath, but he gritted his teeth, prepared to wait until the company got too cold and went back inside. 
 
    But then. 
 
    Tremaine spotted them and, turning to his female companions, he laughed: 
 
    “Oh, look! It’s L’ Ange,” he said to the women, conversationally, “and that tart over there is the Frosty Widow. Y’ know, the murderess.” 
 
    Vaughn sensed Stella stiffen, but he was so furious, he didn’t have time to even look at her. And, frankly, he was ashamed to do so in that moment, when such words were still hanging in the air. 
 
    He strode towards the drunk viscount, and didn’t bother taking off his gloves before punching him straight in the face. 
 
    The women shrieked and fled the scene, and the viscount tried to mutter ‘hey, what’s this?’ but his words—and a few of his teeth—met with Vaughn’s fist again. Vaughn heard the crunch of bones in his knuckles, but he felt no pain. He struck again, and this time Tremaine had woken enough from his drunken stupor to fight back. But Vaughn was slimmer, younger and much more agile than Tremaine, in spite of his bad leg, and he quickly had Tremaine by the lapels, pushing him to the ground. 
 
    Tremaine was a heavy man, but he had been a sportsman in his youth, and he managed to draw blood with a punch on Vaughn’s nose, but once more, Vaughn barely felt the pain. He only realized it had happened when he tasted the blood on his lips. Further infuriated, he kneed the viscount in the stomach. The man growled in pain, but he rallied, planting his fists on Vaughn’s stomach. Neither had a weapon on them, so the fight was fair on these terms, even though Vaughn had a bad arm that wasn’t much use in a physical fight. But even so, within minutes Tremaine had a few bruised ribs and two black eyes, while all Vaughn had was a bloody smile, a pair of knuckles scraped raw and finally, finally, a way to vent all his frustration. 
 
    Tangled together in a death-grip, the wrestling men crashed into the shallow, freezing-cold waters of the lake. Vaughn had his arms around the viscount’s throat, and Tremaine was pounding on his bad arm, sending shots of unbearable pain straight to his chest. The water wasn’t more than three inches deep, but by God, it was so cold it hurt. Then Tremaine gave a vicious punch that hit the damaged nerve on Vaughn’s arm, and Vaughn cried out from the pain. 
 
    The next moment, Vaughn had Tremaine face down in the water, in spite of his great weight, and immediately the viscount lifted his hands in the air, surrendering. Vaughn lifted his good arm in the air for the final blow, but as he brought it down, it met with soft skin instead of hard, crunching bones. He withdrew it immediately, but he knew it had already done its damage. Terror gripped him. 
 
    And then he saw who it was he had hit. 
 
    Stella. 
 
    She was there, inexplicably, wading into the cold water, stumbling over stones and reeds, and her skirts were soaked up to the knee. Her hands were outstretched to separate the struggling men as she walked practically between them, and his punch caught her sideways on the mouth. She stumbled, almost losing her balance. Vaughn was on his feet at once, cold water splashing all over him in his haste to get up, the viscount forgotten. 
 
    “My God,” he cried, as he reached her and took her face in his hands, running his fingers over the small crack on her lower lip. “I’ve hurt you.” 
 
    She tried to push him away, but her teeth were chattering from the cold. She was in the water too, her wet dress clinging her like second skin. He averted his gaze as he took her elbow and helped her out of the water and on solid ground. His heart was beating so fast, he thought she would hear it. 
 
    “Why on earth would you throw yourself between two fighting men?” 
 
    “I…I heard you cry out,” she said. A ribbon of blood trickled from her split lip. “I thought you were in distress.” 
 
    He placed one long finger over the cut, wiping the blood away. “I am in distress now,” he said, “but I wasn’t before. I beat the sorry creature to a pulp, as you can see.” 
 
    And then he heard the silence. It was louder and more intense than any scream, and he turned around to see the sparkling crowd of people gaping at them. 
 
    The guests of the Frosted Ball had spilled out into the lawn, and were watching the unfolding scene, mouths agape. Quickly, a few footmen accompanied by one or two gentlemen, ran over to pick the viscount up from the lake’s shallow water and lead him to privacy. 
 
    Vaughn stood with his broad back between Stella and the crowds, hiding her from their view. The last thing he needed was another guest calling her vile names. He would have to annihilate them all. 
 
    “Look at me, love,” he tipped her head up, ignoring the crowd. Her eyes fluttered closed, looking down instead of at him. “Are you in pain?” 
 
    She shook her head, but he didn’t remove his thumb from her chin. 
 
    “Look at me, Stella,” he said again in an urgent whisper that tore his throat. “Please.” The crowd didn’t exist for him; only she did. 
 
    It had always been this way, and it would always be. 
 
    Still nothing. No response from her. She was back to being a block of ice. A sob rose from his tortured lungs, and he didn’t have the strength to swallow it down. 
 
    “Stella. My…” Nothing came out of his lips but ragged breathing. He was struggling not to fold to his knees in front of her and the entire Frosted Ball. “Save me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked immediately—but she still wouldn’t look at him. “Did you get hurt? Are you all right?” 
 
    The concern in her voice tore him apart. 
 
    “No,” he replied, “I am not all right. I’ve nearly drowned once before, but this time I know I won’t survive. I can’t keep my chin above water. Save me.” 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    “Save me,” he said in that hoarse, shattered voice. Then he said it again. “Save me.” 
 
    She had done that to him. She had broken him. 
 
    Everything inside her bled. She hadn’t thought there had been much inside of her left to hurt anymore, but oh, what a fool she had been. 
 
    Then her brother was there, parting the crowds and running towards her with language that Georgina would never, under no circumstances, have tolerated. Edward picked her up in his arms without a word, and took her home. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Edward settled Georgina at home, and then insisted on riding in the barouche with Stella and taking her up to her room himself. 
 
    He asked her more than half a dozen times if she required his company, or something to eat, or a dash of laudanum to help her fall asleep. She declined everything. They both knew why he was asking all these questions, and why he was delaying leaving her alone. 
 
    But finally he left, and Stella went and knocked on Madame Oleksa’s door, even though it was the small hours of the morning. 
 
    Madame Oleksa was Stella’s companion, a French countess with a dark past, impeccable taste, and a heart of gold. She was a few years older than Stella, but infinitely more experienced in life. She had once been toasted as the greatest beauty in Paris, back when she used to be married to Count Oleksi. Their salon had been filled with intellectuals and peers of all of Europe, and she was connected, through her husband, to most of the royal houses of Austria, Switzerland and France. However, their marriage was far from happy. Behind closed doors, the count drank and abused her, to the point where one day she ran away with nothing except the clothes on her back, and a small amount of money that belonged only to her. 
 
    Upon arriving to London, she had sought shelter with some distant relatives, who pressured her daily to return to her husband and her old, glamorous life, and thus she had sought employment. Edward had put it about that he was looking for a female companion, and upon taking one look at her, he had decided that she was perfect for the position. Once Countess Oleksa had described her predicament, however, Edward had become livid. He had asked her to move into Stella’s house on the spot, and had personally taken pains to secure that no unwanted guest would cross its doors undetected by the footmen. 
 
    Now, years later, the countess had been safe and content for years, and so had Stella been, with her. Countess Oleksa had proved more of a medicine for Stella than anything the doctors had prescribed. Her company was pleasant and cultured, and she had a calm and assured air. Moreover, she was Stella’s eyes and her care-giver, whenever the fierce headaches assaulted her. With time, she had become Stella’s dearest friend, apart from Georgina. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” the countess asked, draping a robe around her, as soon as she saw Stella’s face. 
 
    “Just a bit of a headache,” Stella tried to be dismissive, but the countess was never fooled. 
 
    She helped her undress and quickly took her hair down and brushed it out. Efficient as always, she also called for lavender to ease the pain, before she settled Stella in bed. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Stella was still awake on her pillow. The pain throbbed at her temples, but it wasn’t the sole reason why sleep eluded her. 
 
    She imagined that dawn was breaking over the horizon, painting London pink and gray. In a few hours, Captain Vaughn would be a married man. 
 
    And Stella would be tucked safely in her warm bed, under her feather and down quilt, alone in her dead husband’s three-story house, fast asleep. She had assured Edward that this was what she would do a million times, until he was finally persuaded to go home. She had done the same with the countess. 
 
    And here she was tucked in bed, as she had said. 
 
    Except. 
 
    She was not fast asleep. 
 
    In fact, she was not asleep at all. 
 
    The hours passed. The winter sun rose outside her window, and she, head beneath the pillow, imagined it sending thin slices of mealy yellow light on the floor, where the curtains left a sliver of a gap on the glass windowpanes. Stella got up, her bare feet toasty warm thanks to the generous fire at the hearth, and lifted the corner of the curtain. Her split lip throbbed and she touched a finger to it; it was swollen but no longer bleeding. She reached out and opened the window a tiny bit. The smell of snow filled her nostrils. 
 
    “Catching my death,” she whispered, “Harriet would say”. A searing pain pierced her. “I’m catching my death.” 
 
    The thought of Harriet Evans still pained her more than the wound of a knife would, but she forced herself to think of the woman. She had to, today. She had to. 
 
    “Don’t crush me,” she prayed to God. 
 
    She felt the ruins of her life around her like ancient temples collapsed to the ground. 
 
    No friends, no sunshine, no laughter. 
 
    No Timothée. 
 
    No nothing. 
 
    She remembered his words from before. ‘Save me’. How broken he had sounded when he uttered them. As if he were a drowning man clutching at the last piece of debris before the ocean swallowed him. As if it was his last hope, but a feeble, quiet, murmured hope, as hope is when it is about to be snuffed out like a  smoking candle. 
 
    His life shouldn’t be in ruins as well. What part of it she had destroyed couldn’t be undone, but this…this wedding shouldn’t have to happen. Not to anyone, but especially not to him. She had done nothing to deserve the tragedy that had become her life, but she could help him extricate himself out of the mess he had made of his. 
 
    But that would mean going out, leaving the safety of her house once more. 
 
    And meeting him, again. 
 
    “Don’t crush me, God,” she prayed. “Don’t crush me more than you already have. Don’t crush me more than I can bear.” 
 
    Then she walked away from the freezing window, and got dressed in the darkness, the cold settling like a mantle around her. Vaughn had once called her the frozen maiden, she remembered suddenly, the memory faded and distant, as one remembered something one had read in a book. 
 
    She would be that now and more. Frozen. She would have to be, if she was to have any hope of surviving this. 
 
    Don’t feel anything, she murmured to herself as she fixed her hair alone, without the help of the countess, as best as she could. She secured the ice around her heart like an armor, and avoided the covered mirror in her room. 
 
    Stay frozen, stay covered in frost and ice. Stay safe. Stay frozen in what happened five years ago, in how you were. As if you died then, and are now forever the girl you used to be, happy and full of life and light. 
 
    Don’t you dare feel anything. 
 
    She slipped out the door, not waking the countess in the room next to hers, her footsteps soundless on the carpet. Her heart beat like a drum and her hands shook like leaves in the wind, but her soul was frozen. That was as it should be. 
 
    As she passed by the open window, a snowflake landed on her nose. 
 
    The snow has come at last, she thought with a sad smile, but too late for the Frosted Ball. Too late. 
 
    In the distance, a church bell tolled. 
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    The priest was droning on and on about the divine gift of love, and Vaughn wanted to die. 
 
    “On a scale of Byron to Dionysus, how drunk are you?” Paxton leaned over to whisper in his ear. 
 
    Behind him stood the Duke of Ashton, his eyes cold and inscrutable, fixed on the bride, his ward. Adelina was dressed in a white gown with a touch more lace than was pleasing to the eye, and she had a manic, permanent smile on her face, which made her look like the cat that got the cream. 
 
    “Go to hell, Paxton,” Vaughn murmured through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Not nearly drunk enough then,” his friend said in a mournful tone. 
 
    “If anyone knows of a reason for which these two persons should not be joined in…” 
 
    Vaughn closed his eyes tightly and clenched his teeth, so that not one single word would escape. 
 
    “…holy matrimony, let them speak now…” 
 
    He was going to faint. He had never felt like this in his life, as if his entire soul was dripping blood, emptying completely. 
 
    “…or forever hold their—” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    A cry broke the air. 
 
    Someone in the audience gasped. 
 
    His eyes flew open. 
 
    Everyone turned around to look, with much ruffling of taffetas and silk. Adelina had wanted a big wedding, and so there were more than fifty people present to crane their necks towards the slim figure who stood at the open church doors, silhouetted by the morning light. 
 
    Vaughn had started running before he realized he was moving. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Five years before the wedding 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    There was snow that Christmas, but then again, it always snowed in December at Highberry. 
 
    The little country village was nestled among green hills and ancient ducal country seats, such as the surrounding estates of Heartfield, Rendalls and Downwell Abbey. It was situated some sixty miles from London, and as far as Stella and her father were concerned, the distance from the great city was as it should be. 
 
    They had no desire for the town or its society, and they liked nothing better than the solitude and quietness of the country. The clamor of having all their friends over for a cozy dinner or tea at home was all the noise they could stand and desire. They lived in Dovecotes, a cottage with a garden in the front, a creek in the back, and a smoking chimney on top. For Stella and her father, Dovecotes was their idea of heaven.  
 
    Stella was going to be eighteen in February, but neither she nor her father had broached the subject of her coming out in court. It was of no interest to either of them. Though not rich, they were comfortably situated and marriage wasn’t a matter of survival for her. 
 
    She was eternally grateful for that. 
 
    Her only worry was her father’s frail health, but then again he had never been a robust man, and he had begun to decline years ago, when Stella’s mother had taken a fever and died when Stella was two years old. Her father had since received many offers from his sisters and female cousins, to ‘take the child off his hands’, but he had steadily refused them, until he had been left alone to raise his daughter in peace, by himself. They were now the best of friends, and Stella was pretty sure she couldn’t find a man such as he to share her life with. 
 
    She also had an older brother, Edward. Edward Gray was a few years older than her, and currently finishing his studies at Cambridge. He had grown into an athletic and tall young gentleman with a solemn face, red cheeks, a fop of auburn hair, and a pair of brown eyes that had all the ladies in the county swooning over him. But he was dedicated to his studies, and had no time for meaningless flirtations. If truth be told, Stella knew little of his character, having rarely seen him growing up, as he was at boarding schools and colleges for most of her life, and especially so after her mother’s death. He had however shown kindness and consideration for her in that he had once mentioned to his father that the cottage belonged to him and Stella, as far as he was concerned, for the rest of their lives. 
 
    Never having known him really, his absence was no great loss for her, and Stella was content to spend her time with her many friends in Highberry, and not worry about the distant future and the rather loathsome changes matrimony would inevitably bring one day. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It was three days before Christmas. It had been snowing heavily all through the night, but finally the sun came out at around ten in the morning. 
 
    Stella had been spending the day lazily in bed at Dovecotes with a good book and hot chocolate to keep her company. 
 
    Dovecotes was a small square-stone farm cottage, tucked into the isolated eastern side of a little promontory right at the root of the forest. It had a garden of herbs and roses, which was Stella’s pride and joy. Beautiful inside and out, Dovecotes was cool in the summertime and warm in the winter. This cold December morning, it must look like a bride from outside, coated in lovely, fresh snow, its roof sloping white against the gray sky. But inside, the cold was creeping through the walls, even with a huge fire roaring in the fireplace. 
 
    Stella turned a page and started to seriously contemplate getting up and moving closer to the fire, without of course letting go of the goose-feathered comforter she had wrapped securely around her. Her father hadn’t sent word that he was up yet, but it was all right, on a day as cold and dark as this one, the hours seemed to blend together, and breakfast at ten was pretty much the same as breakfast at seven. 
 
    Then. 
 
    A ray of light broke through the lace curtains and hit her square in the forehead. Cold or comfort forgotten, Stella flung the covers aside, and ran to the window barefooted. 
 
    “Harriet!” she called at the top of her lungs, letting the weak sunlight caress her skin. She knew her companion was only in the room next to hers, but she just couldn’t contain her excitement. “I’m going riding!” 
 
    “You had better not!” came the shrill reply, even before her long-suffering one time governess and now female companion herself walked in. She was a middle-aged woman with the simple yet elegant white-gold beauty of the English rose. Stella herself was considered a rare beauty, with her blue eyes, white skin and dark blonde hair, but she personally thought that all this talk of her ‘beauty’ was utter nonsense, especially since her looks were no accomplishment of her own, but a mere accident of birth. “Your father will have my hide if I let you out in weather like this. You’ll catch your death.” 
 
    “Oh, but the sun is out, finally!” Stella said, already picking out her riding habit. She would wear the dark blue one, she decided, and pair it with her light blue muff. That would look perfect in the snow. “After so many dark days. And the snow is soft and sugary. Come look.” 
 
    “All I see,” Harriet said, coming in the room, “is yourself about to open those windowpanes and let that freezing cold inside. I sincerely hope my eyes are deceiving me.” 
 
    “Dear, strict Harriet,” Stella ran to squeeze the woman’s shoulders in a quick hug. “Always fearing the worst. I’m going to go riding in the snow, I tell you, and it shall be glorious and fun and perfectly safe. You’re welcome to come along!” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Harriet replied pleasantly. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Which was Harriet found herself riding alongside Stella, a mere half hour later, her hands freezing cold inside her muff, the color on her cheeks high, a sigh on her lips. Stella, always a few steps ahead, impatient, excited, looked back at her companion with satisfaction. Gone was the pallor and the cold, frozen look. Harriet looked the picture of health and happiness, as she should always look. 
 
    Stella had been right to insist. 
 
    “I sent word to the girls,” Stella shouted back to Harriet. “They’re to meet us at the park.” 
 
    “I don’t see how you can find either park or river in this absolute whiteness, Miss Gray,” Harriet shouted back, but her voice had mellowed out. “Everything is covered in snow, as far as the eye can see.” 
 
    She was right. The grounds were covered in ice, and the grass and ponds were buried deep under the layers of frothy snow. Still, Stella knew the way to the park by heart, and pretty soon she could discern the silhouettes of her three friends between the trees. Stella’s oldest friend was Georgina, a gentle girl with brown curls and a heart-shaped face, of the same age as her. She didn’t share Stella’s passion for fashion and dresses, but she was elegant enough, seeing as Stella forced her to peruse the fashion plates in Ackerman’s La Belle Assemblée every Season, and picked her dresses with her. They had grown up together and were the best of friends. Georgina had three young sisters, but Stella was the sister of her heart, as she always said. 
 
    The other two girls were the daughter of a peer, Lady Anna Taylor, and a quiet, pretty girl known as Mary Crowley of Downwell. 
 
    Pretty soon, the girls and Harriet started galloping together, not too fast, because of the snow, but not too slowly either, and the air was filled with their laughter and happy screams. The horses ambled over the snow serenely, spilling shreds of ice over the girls’ riding skirts. Over the hill, the tiny silhouettes of children playing by the chapel were the only flash of color in the endless canvas of snow. 
 
    “See that you don’t catch cold!” Harriet warned, as if that was something that anyone could control. 
 
    For all her chiding, the weather was mild and the air cool rather than cold. Besides, it was obvious that Harriet was enjoying herself hugely. She was an excellent horsewoman, having grown up in a genteel household. It was unfortunate that she had since come down in the world, and still more so that she had never married, but she had found a good position at Dovecotes, where she was treated as one of the family. Stella loved her dearly, had done so since she was her governess. 
 
    “Will wonders never cease? This is indeed a Christmas miracle,” Georgina squealed. “Look, there is a company of gentlemen approaching on horseback.” 
 
    “Gentlemen in Highberry? Don’t be absurd, George,” Lady Anna laughed. 
 
    It was true. All the young men were away from home, studying at colleges, travelling on their Grand Tour in Europe, or wasting their youth in parties at London. It was the Season, after all. None of them remained in the village, if they could help it. 
 
    Stella’s brother, Edward, had sent word that he was to arrive on Christmas Eve, and no sooner. Well, he hadn’t added that last part, but it was implied. 
 
    “By Jove, it’s true!” Mary exclaimed. 
 
    “Language, Miss Crowley!” Harriet pretended to be shocked, but only because she had to. 
 
    “Where? Where?” Lady Anna craned her neck, and overcome by curiosity, so did Stella. 
 
    The group of gentlemen in dark gray overcoats wasn’t hard to spot on the endless white canvas. They were indeed young, just out of college perhaps, and on horseback. There were five of them, but apart from that, she could discern nothing. She urged her horse forward, and the others followed with much giggling. 
 
    “Such behavior is much too forward for young ladies,” Harriet said in a low, resigned voice. She was sure that nobody would heed her. 
 
    “Oh, Harriet, this is the country,” Stella replied. “No one cares. Come on, girls.” 
 
    On they glided, until they were a fair distance from the company of gentlemen, close enough to discern their features, but not be deemed fast—by Harriet, mostly. 
 
    “Georgina, these are no gentlemen,” Stella said to her friend, dropping her voice, in case the breeze carried over to the gentlemen in question. “It’s only Mary Crowley’s brother and his friends, out on a lark on their Christmas holidays from Eton. I bet they are only passing through Highberry to help him fulfill his obligations to her aunt, and then on to London and loftier company.” 
 
    “You are right, Stella,” Lady Anna said, disappointment coloring her voice. “Look at their coats and cravats. Why, their very hair is styled in a way much superior to—” 
 
    Her words were cut short, and her eyes almost bulged. 
 
    “What is it?” Stella asked her. 
 
    “My God…” Anna said. “They. Are. Beautiful.” 
 
    “That’s not possible…” Stella was beginning to say, thinking of Mary Crowley and her brother’s weak chins, but then she saw where Anna was looking. And then she saw what she was talking about. 
 
    It wasn’t ‘they’ so much as ‘he’. 
 
    One of the men was beautiful. Not handsome or good-looking. Beautiful. 
 
    He was young, just turned twenty or thereabouts, and he had the slim, lithe build of youth, all muscle and bone. But his face… 
 
    His bone structure had been carved in marble. Square jaw, straight nose, and eyes that were a mix of green, yellow, red, and colors that had no business being in human eyes. His hair was luscious and soft, too dark to be called brown, but too light not to be. No one had a right to have a face as beautiful as this. 
 
    If he was indeed human, he must be the love child of Zeus, Apollo and Aphrodite, or else he had been sculpted by an artist; that was the only explanation. Just looking at him made her heart squeeze. 
 
    He wore a top hat over a bottle green overcoat with many lapels, and underneath it his starched shirt was sticking up stiffly, reaching to his cheeks, but he somehow managed not to look like a fop. The collar accentuated the contours of his cheekbones—they were so sharp they could puncture the hull of a battleship, leaving thousands to drown at sea. His face was magnetizing, but inevitably the eye was drawn to the elaborate fold of his cravat, which somehow managed to look like an effortless piece of art; it rather gave the impression of a frozen waterfall beneath his chin. Stella was very particular about fashion, but it was hard even for her to find fault with either the gentleman’s appearance or his sense of fashion. 
 
    The gentleman cocked an eyebrow, catching her staring, and proceeded to throw his head back and survey Stella and the other girls with a look of pure contempt on his handsome face. 
 
    Ah, there was his one flaw. 
 
    He was an ass. 
 
    “Who…who…” Georgina’s eyes, too, were glued to the gentleman, and so were Harriet’s, who couldn’t find it in herself to tell the ladies to stop gawking. 
 
    “Hello there!” the beautiful gentleman said with a lack of embarrassment that would have put everyone at ease had he not been the most gorgeous creature on God’s green earth. 
 
    “These are my friends from Eton, ladies,” Crowley shouted over the distance, reining in his horse. He quickly shot off a round of introductions, which would no doubt be deemed flawless in a ballroom in London, but right now they were too fast for Stella to make sense of any of the gentlemen’s names. 
 
    She doubted they understood theirs either, but they nodded politely, bowing from atop their horses. 
 
    “My, what manners,” Harriet whispered, practically fanning herself. 
 
    Mary scoffed under her breath. 
 
    “Say something,” Georgina hissed at Stella, not losing her too-wide smile. 
 
    There was absolutely no way that Stella could have uttered a single word at the moment. 
 
    “Isn’t it a glorious morning, gentlemen?” Anna, the bravest among them, said loudly. 
 
    The beautiful gentleman with the Grecian curls and the resplendent neck cloth had his eyes still fixed on Stella. 
 
    “I certainly see something glorious before me,” he shouted over the distance. His voice was young, but there was a hard masculinity in it that belied his slender form. 
 
    Behind him, the other men urged their horses to move, smirking. 
 
    “Don’t make a cake of yourself,” it sounded like one of them said to him. 
 
    The gentleman was still looking at Stella. 
 
    “Good morning ladies,” John Crowley said, tipping his hat, and they were off.  
 
    “Now, that was an adventure,” Harriet said, breathlessly, as the men disappeared beyond the white crest of the hill. 
 
    “And then some,” Stella added. 
 
    Then they all began to giggle. Seeing boys randomly on a snowy country road was nice, but what was even nicer was talking about them afterwards. Well, everyone talked about them except for Georgina, who happened to be infatuated with Stella’s brother. Stella felt sorry for her, because she never saw Edward really, and Stella was pretty sure that on the few occasions that Edward visited Highberry, he didn’t even notice her, except as the best friend of his little sister. 
 
    Still, it was too soon for them both to start thinking about men. Tucked away in the country, they were free to be girls for a few years more, surely. And she was determined to savor every single second until matrimony separated her from her friends. 
 
    We’ll have a snowball fight as soon as we reach the frozen lake, Stella thought. And then we’ll rush back to Dovecotes for hot cider and teacakes around the fireplace. We could spend the entire evening reading, and maybe the girls could sleep over in the cottage—they always love that. I’ll send word to their families once we are home; they won’t be able to refuse me. 
 
    She lifted her cheeks to the sun, relishing the crisp sting of the cold on her skin. 
 
     This might actually be the best day of my life. 
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    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    As per usual, he was bored out of his mind. 
 
    Why the hell had he agreed to rusticate, of all things? It would only be a day, Crowley had promised, as his aunt was particular about seeing him at least once a year. And then off to London for Christmas. But what a price to pay! A whole day in the country. 
 
    Except this was no country. 
 
    It was an endless sheet of white. Who knew that country could get even more boring than usual? Someone was playing a cruel trick on him. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Timothée Vaughn had been born with a storm inside his soul. 
 
    His grand-père had always called Vaughn his ‘sensitive boy’, because he read poetry and played the pianoforte better than any French lady of their acquaintance, but he absolutely forbade him to speak of his parents. The Marquis of St. Germaine, Vaugh’s grand-père, was the only paternal figure Vaughn had ever had, and as such, he wasn’t a bad man. He made time for his grandson and took care to give him a good education. He had given him attention, if not love. But attention wasn’t enough. 
 
    His grand-père had seen glimpses of the rage Vaughn held inside his heart, even as a young boy, but it was only Vaughn himself who knew of the extent of it. 
 
    “You are angry with good reason, enfant,” his grand-père would say to him, and he was right. 
 
    But that didn’t calm the storm; it made it rage instead. 
 
    The fact that he had all the reasons in the world to be angry wasn’t the road to peace. Vaughn knew that much. But he was still battling the storm every day of his life, struggling to keep his head above the waves for most days, and for the rest just floating above the abyss, wondering when he would sink. 
 
    This was the reason for the storm: 
 
    His mother had come from an old aristocratic family that had lived for generations in the French countryside. His father was English, but had also had French blood in his heritage. They had met at a ball in the glittering salons of London, and had promptly fallen in love, married and had a child, Timothée James Peregrine St. Germaine Vaughn. 
 
    Vaughn did not remember the first happy months of his life. He didn’t remember the happy smiles his parents rained down on him, and he didn’t remember their faces either. He didn’t remember the night that they had fled their cozy English home in secret, pursued by French Revolutionists and other English fanatics. He didn’t remember those few dark, terrified months when they had hid inside their own home back in France, before being arrested and brutally murdered. All he knew was that hatred, blind, unjustified hatred had taken his parents’ lives before either of them had turned thirty years old, even though they had never hurt anyone. Even though all they had done was love each other. 
 
    And now that same hurt was worming its way into his own heart, and he hated that above all else. 
 
    St. Germaine had raised him after that, keeping only Vaughn’s father’s last name, and letting his own slide into oblivion. 
 
    When Vaughn was thirteen years old, his grand-père had been arrested in front of his eyes, as they were having breakfast one day in the garden. He had been labeled a ‘traitor’ for some reason, on top of the hated ‘aristo’. 
 
    Vaughn hadn’t even had the chance to ask why. 
 
    Why was a man a traitor? Did who he loved make him so? Did his daughter’s marriage make him deserving of the guillotine? Did his grandson’s existence? He never got to know the answer. Vaughn had been forced to watch his grandfather’s execution, as a warning to deny his aristocratic roots, and had himself been spared only because of his English heritage. The entire fortune was, of course, confiscated. 
 
    Vaughn he had been shipped off to England with nothing but the clothes on his back, like a useless parcel no one had ordered, to a distant cousin of his father’s, a viscount who had neither known nor cared about his existence up to that point. He barely spent a night in his new uncle’s home before being sent off to a good old English school for boys. 
 
    Thirteen years old, unwanted and discarded like a torn piece of clothing, angry, bitter, frightened and aware of the darkest pits of the human nature, Timothée Vaughn, as he had decided to call himself, started his life in the world, much too soon. 
 
    The storm grew so great that it swallowed him. 
 
    His life became nothing much more than the struggle for a single breath. 
 
    Every moment of every day. 
 
      
 
    He was sent from school to school. 
 
    Being different, taller than almost everyone else, as well as foreign and bullied for it, took its toll on him as the years wore on. Some days he felt that he had nothing but darkness inside his heart. In his first year at Eton, financed by his uncle, who would rather pay enormous sums of money than actually have to lay eyes on his own nephew, Vaughn had bitten his nails until they were bloody. 
 
    He was not yet sixteen, and he was already so tired of fighting the storm, of fighting the world. Of fighting himself. Once at Eton, he made his first true friends, and discovered that he could try to drown the storm in liquor and pleasure, in danger and sport. So he did. And the storm abated for a bit. 
 
    But nothing ever made it quiet. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    This was his last year of college, before going out into the world to be saints knew what. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do or be, that was for sure. 
 
    So he did what everyone else at school did: he threw himself into play—much good that did him. Cards, horses, bets and pugilism…Those things helped keep him occupied, entertained and provided him with a little pocket money, but they were not enough to distract him from the looming future that threatened to swallow him whole in nothingness. 
 
    There were five of them today—the Fearsome Five, as they were known at Eton, because of the elaborate but also extremely idiotic pranks they played to everyone at school, teachers and students alike. At rowing matches, at exams, during lessons and during their free time. No one was exempt from their merciless tricks. Vaughn himself usually played the part of the leader in these unworthy endeavors, and the others had taken to viewing him as such, God help them. 
 
    Apart from Vaugh, there was Crowley, the one who was responsible for this ghastly country business, Lord Paxton and Lord Thomas, and finally Burlington bringing up the rear, as per usual. 
 
    “Oh, damn it all,” Crowley murmured under his breath. 
 
    “What now?” Burlington, the one closest to Vaughn’s horse, asked in a tone that revealed that he, too, was bored senseless. “Is it the nonexistent possibility of a hunt?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Crowley replied. “These parts offer excellent fox hunting, but not in weather such as this. All the foxes will have taken cover, most likely in holes in the snow.” He shivered and buried his almost invisible chin further into his coat. 
 
    He was almost entirely buried in woolen scarves. So much for country boys being tougher than city folk. Then again, Crowley had grown up in boarding schools, as had most of Vaughn’s friends. He himself had been brought up in the French countryside, hiding from the Revolutionists who had murdered his family. He had come to England in his early teens, but he still had a very slight tint of accent, and of course, his French Christian name, which had been an endless source of mockery and misery his entire life. 
 
    Vaughn had no quarrel with the snow. He loved the coolness of the wind on his flushed cheeks, he loved how it made him feel as if his head was clear, even though it most definitely wasn’t. He shouldn’t have emptied that last flask of brandy, he really shouldn’t. But how else was he to endure this ennui? The storm in his soul roared. Inactivity was its worst enemy. 
 
    Vaughn was used to the cold, and would even find it stimulating if he wasn’t quite so drunk. But even if one wasn’t accustomed to it, that was no excuse to appear so unfashionably attired, he thought with a disgusted glance in Crowley’s direction. 
 
    “I can see a company of ladies on horseback in the distance, can you not?” Crowley said. 
 
    “My dear boy,” Vaughn said, “whatever makes you think that I have any interest at all in anything that might be happening in this godforsaken place?” 
 
    Still, he lifted his eyes lazily. 
 
    Oh yes, there they were, five silhouettes on horseback, almost galloping their way in their eagerness to see the first eligible men they were likely to meet in their whole bleak lives. Poor things. Vaughn clucked at his horse, preparing to turn around. 
 
    “Is there time to escape?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Crowley replied mournfully. “This is a village. It would be talked about for years, if I made my escape now. There’s nothing for it but to endure the introduction. I shall make it as quick as possible.” 
 
    “Will I be talked about if I escaped now?” Paxton asked from his perch on a chestnut stallion beside Crowley. “Because I honestly don’t care.” 
 
    He, too, was preparing to bolt, and his face had the look of a hunted animal about it. 
 
    Vaughn burst out laughing. “Look at us, scared brainless by a few little women.” 
 
    “There’s nothing little about these ladies, I assure you,” Crowley hissed at him. “And you would be twice as scared if you knew them. Or what’s good for you.” 
 
    For some reason, this appeared so ridiculous to Vaughn amid the haze of snow and alcohol, that he laughed even harder. 
 
    “You all came with me to support me,” Crowley insisted, in wounded tones. He was beginning to become purple, which to be honest, suited him no worse than the paleness of his skin before. “If word of any misbehaving reaches my aunt, I can kiss my inheritance goodbye. And so can you, Vaughn and Thomas, because you well know that it is her money that has been funding your card playing and your drinking so far. Unbeknownst to my poor aunt, of course.” 
 
    Lord Thomas, a timid, ginger-haired boy of nineteen, hung his head embarrassed. Vaughn had no such qualms. 
 
    It was true that they had been spending money like water; money that wasn’t their own. Crowley had been borrowing left and right against his expectations, and he was generous with his money, at least among his friends. Maybe if he stopped drinking for a day or two, Vaughn might start to feel the pangs of such a borrowed, wasteful lifestyle, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. 
 
    Even thinking about such things was unlike him. It was this accursed place. The further away they got from it the better it would be for all of them. And soon. 
 
    “Quite right, Crowley,” he said, with a wink to his friend. “We did come all this way to thank her, after all, for…erm…sponsoring our not so virtuous lifestyle. We owe it to her to corrupt one or two girls in the village as well. Mayhap we’ll start with your sister. Do you see her in the company that approacheth?” 
 
    Crowley, purpler than ever, was lifting his clenched fist, and Vaughn threw his head back to laugh at him, but there was no time. The ladies were upon them. Vaughn could hear their horses panting, their hooves scratching the crisp snow. He swallowed his laughter, and presented his best face to them. 
 
    That should be enough to rob them of speech, judging by past experience with females. And there was experience. Not as much as he would like, perhaps, but he would remedy that as soon as this infernal spirit of Christmas and virtue that plagued all of England ended. 
 
    Crowley, still fuming, managed to shoot off the introductions, and Vaughn gazed at the ladies, his eyes bored, glazed over. Unseeing. 
 
    They were all unoriginal, English country girls. Not homely certainly, but nothing special either. They left him indifferent. Except one. 
 
    Yes, one of them was a true beauty. At least, she stood out among all the other, bland girls, but she would never be called beautiful in a London ballroom. Her features were too generous to be called that; too large blue eyes, a full mouth, a face too angular and square. Still, her face was perfectly symmetrical and her eyes, even though they were too big, were shaped quite extraordinarily and shone like clear jewels, giving the impression that she belonged in a Raphaelite painting. There was something exquisite in the way she held herself, in the golden weight of her hair and the brightness of her smile. But more than that, she had a quietness radiating out of her, a calmness in the way she sat on her horse and she spoke to her friends. He looked up sharply, his daze fading as his eyes tried to focus on her features. 
 
    The girl—he hadn’t been paying attention to Crowley’s lightning-speed introductions—looked back at him. The smile stayed on her face, but he saw her periwinkle-blue eyes go round with admiration. 
 
    And that was when his feelings quickly turned back to boredom. 
 
    But no, this was not boredom, not completely. He felt sorry for the girl with the rare eyes and the bright smile. He pitied her innocence, her confidence, her happiness. The clear look of her eyes. He was a little jealous of it, maybe, but not really. He had once been like her. Once, a long time ago, before life had come to crush all the good things out of him. He had had to grow up in a quick, ugly manner, and all the joy he took out of life nowadays was found in oblivion and cheap pleasure. 
 
    She didn’t look as if she knew what any of this meant. Yet. 
 
    And he pitied her for it. 
 
    “Isn’t it a glorious morning, gentlemen?” one of the pale-eyed ladies yelled in a way she no doubt thought of as brazen. It came out as mostly childish. 
 
    “I certainly see something glorious before me,” Vaughn yelled back, not taking his eyes off the golden-haired girl. 
 
    He kept looking at her because he couldn’t do otherwise, but also because he had the sudden, perverse urge to see her slightly uncomfortable. Flushed. To make her lose her composure, just a bit. 
 
    He wanted to get a reaction from her, to make that smile slip. It didn’t. She met his gaze bravely instead of shying away, turning up her little chin, her eyes on his. Damn she was pretty. She exuded effortless grace and charm, the kind that only comes out of young women who are not yet aware of their own power, untouched by the toxic politics of the ton and its social gatherings. She held him captive with every slight change of expression, every small movement, every toss of her head. A delicate crown of braids circled her forehead, and as the sun slanted over the snowy hill, the light caught her china blue eyes, making them sparkle. 
 
    “Don’t make a cake of yourself,” Thomas laughed at him. 
 
    “Introduce me,” Vaughn hissed to Crowley under his breath. “Introduce me to her.” 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” Crowley, blast him, tipped his hat, and turned his horse the other way. “I introduced you already,” he said to Vaughn. “How drunk are you, exactly?” 
 
    “Apparently, not enough.” 
 
    The girls went one way, the men the other. Burlington dipped his hand in his pocket and pulled out a silver flask, which he proceeded to fit to his lips. He hadn’t spoken once. Once he was done drinking, he offered it to Vaughn, who declined. He imagined those jewel eyes seeing him drink from it and the disappointment and disgust in her lovely, Madonna-like face. The way her admiration would turn into distaste with just one glance at the flask. 
 
    “Actually, I changed my mind.” He opened his hand, palm up, to Burlington, who grinned and fished out the flask again. 
 
    Vaughn took a gulp or two and prayed that Burlington was desperate enough and stupid enough to have brought the strong stuff with him. The stuff that would make him forget. Make him numb. 
 
    Just as he was bringing the flask back to his lips, a shriek tore the air, followed by the frenzied neighing of a horse. 
 
    Then, silence. 
 
    That was the worst kind of shriek, the worst kind of silence. It meant that something was terribly, horribly wrong. And that someone might be hurt or worse… 
 
    The flask dropped from his hand, emptying on the snow. 
 
    And just like that, he wasn’t drunk at all. Not anymore. 
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    Without saying a word, all five of them doubled back, urging their horses to a gallop. Immediately, as they approached the company of ladies, their horses’ tracks fresh on the shallow snow, Vaughn saw what had happened, and why. 
 
    In the sleek canvas of the snow, he saw a fox, barely larger than a cat, its tail a streak of red on the endless white. It was dashing for the white copse of trees half a mile away, and at once it was obvious that the animal had been hidden in a hole under the snow, and had suddenly sprang up out of it, spooking a horse. It must be the fox that had caused the accident. 
 
    Already Vaughn could see beyond the cluster of females, at a fallen little figure, lying still on the snow. A horse, spooked as he had guessed, was galloping crazily in the other direction of the fox, while the rest of the horses stood by their riders, docilely. 
 
    “Thomas,” Vaughn hissed at Lord Thomas, effortlessly assuming the role of the leader. The boy snapped to attention. “Go after the spooked horse.” 
 
    Thomas nodded, and went after the animal. 
 
    The rest of them rode on towards the fallen girl, and even before they had reached her, Crowley was leaping from his horse, and yelling: 
 
    “Is she dead? Is she dead?” as he ran towards the screaming and crying group of girls. 
 
    At another time Vaughn would have laughed at his theatrics, but now he could see that it wasn’t theatrics at all. In fact, he could barely restrain himself from doing the same. Instead, he bit his lip and stayed atop his horse, trying to appear calm. He knew that calmness and sense were of the utmost importance in such an emergency. 
 
    For the form on the ground was very still indeed. 
 
    The ladies parted to let Crowley pass, their riding skirts sweeping the snow aside as they moved. 
 
    John Crowley pressed a shaking hand to the girl’s throat, to feel for her pulse, and gently turned over the curls that were blocking her face from view. Vaughn took in a sharp breath. It was the beautiful one, the one who had met his gaze with that dazzling smile. Her jewel eyes were closed and there was no smile on her face bow. Her blonde hair looked almost black and grotesque next to her alabaster white skin, paler than the snow. Absolutely lifeless. Crowley’s face was starting to become the same color, as he waited and waited for a sign of life. 
 
    Vaughn quickly inspected the snow around the girl—it was clean, no sign of blood. Which could be good, or terribly bad. 
 
    “Tim!” Crowley cried. 
 
    Vaughn’s blood froze. They knew how much he hated that nickname, and only called him by it when things were as bad as they could get. 
 
    He slid from his horse, holding on to the saddle for a second, because he suddenly felt light-headed and everything went black. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to appear in control. His heart was hammering so loudly it robbed him of  breath, and in a vain effort to calm himself, he looked around. But there was nothing to see except pale, terrified faces, and a hat and muff tossed so far from the blue-eyed girl’s still form that he needed little imagination to guess with how much force she had been thrown. 
 
    His legs were still shaking, but he forced them to run towards Crowley and the girl. He lowered himself to his knees beside his friend, and pushed him gently aside. Crowley was covered in sweat, and breathing much too quickly to be of any use to anyone. He was also shaking so badly that Vaughn could wager he would not detect the girl’s heartbeat even if she woke up and beat him over the head. 
 
    “Let me,” he said quietly. 
 
    He pressed two fingers in the little hollow between the girl’s delicate collarbones, and immediately felt the faintest flutter. 
 
    “She is breathing,” he said, and fell back on his haunches with so much relief, he got dizzy again. 
 
    Now he realized why women fainted after a big shock. He was about to faint himself, and he had to make a huge effort just to keep his eyes open. He hadn’t realized until now that this was what was happening: Someone had almost died. Someone could almost die. Right now. In front of him. The shock of it hit him like a punch in the stomach. 
 
    This was no playacting, no farce in front of his professors, no cheap card game in a gaming hell, away from probing eyes. This was real. It had happened out of the blue, on a clear winter’s day, with the sun out, and everything so calm—not a whisper of wind or snowfall. 
 
    It could have been any one of them whose horse had been spooked by the fox, and thrown. And possibly broken their neck. 
 
    It could have been him. 
 
    “Crowley,” he said quietly. “You know where her house is, right? Please go there now with…” 
 
    He gestured to the older lady who was obviously one of the ladies’ companion. 
 
    “Miss Evans,” Crowley addressed her and she nodded, looking dazed. 
 
    “Go to the house and require help,” Vaughn said. “Do not alarm anyone, but at the same time, haste is of the utmost importance. Meanwhile, we shall need a buggy or some other mode of transport so that she is moved as little as possible.” 
 
    As soon as he had said it, he knew it would be impossible to bring a carriage or even a buggy in thick snow like this. Only a horse could make its way through it. Or… 
 
    “Is there a sleigh in the village?” he asked. “It’ll have to be big enough for her to lie down in it.” 
 
    “I’ll ask,” Crowley said over his shoulder, already hurrying away, helping the companion stumble through the snow. 
 
    “Take your horses!” Vaughn yelled after them, and immediately they changed course to go for the animals. Vaughn sighed. 
 
    He might be the only one here with his wits about him, and he couldn’t afford to make even a fraction of a wrong decision. A girl’s life depended on him. Oh God. Is there no one more capable? The poor girl, whose fate I hold in my hands, quite literally, would be so dismayed to know whose hands she had fallen into. 
 
    He wasn’t aware of the fact that he was praying at the time—and if he had realized it, he would probably have been horrified at himself. But he remembered it afterwards, several times. How he had prayed from the bottom of his soul. How small he had felt, and how vast the universe and God above it. And how his prayer, stupid and little and involuntary as it had been, had been answered. At once. 
 
    He still had his hand on her throat, and he felt the flutter of a delicate vein pop beneath his fingertips. He looked sharply down, at the girl’s face, and saw that she was fighting to open her eyes. 
 
    One of her friends shrieked, and he looked at her with such a murderous glare, that she swallowed down the shriek and almost choked on it. Hoping that the girl’s neck wasn’t broken, Vaughn cupped it and very carefully lifted it so that she could breathe more easily. 
 
    “What’s her name?” he asked in a voice so falsely calm, it was almost a whisper. He was amazed at himself. 
 
    “Stella,” another girl replied, her voice trembling with tears. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Be brave for me, ladies, for Stella’s sake. Can you do that?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said, trying to flash them one of his charming smiles. It came out more like a grimace. The girl in his arms was almost frozen, she felt so cold, even over all the layers of clothing. “Now, Stella,” he addressed her softly and carefully, as if he were talking to a child. “Can you open those beautiful eyes for me?” 
 
    She did, and Vaughn winced. They were entirely unfocused, and their pupils were so dilated, her eyes were almost black. He swore under his breath, before remembering that there were ladies present. 
 
    Then again, who cared? The girl in his arms…He clutched at her more tightly without realizing it, as if he could will her to stay tethered to life by his sheer force of will. 
 
    This wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all. 
 
    “Can you tell me your name, love?” He hardly knew what he was saying, but he knew he had to keep her awake and talking, if possible, until help arrived. 
 
    The girl opened her lips to speak, which made him sigh with relief. Then her eyes grew round and confused, and she went completely white around the mouth, and he stiffened, bracing his arms around her. And just in time, too, because her limbs turned to water, and her head flopped to the side as she was sick all over the snow. 
 
    Vaughn held her until the worst of it had passed, and then he had to support her weight against his thigh, because she fainted again. 
 
    That’s it. This girl is dying. 
 
    Contrary to before, this time the realization came to him with clarity and calmness, the quietness of a true emergency. His head was completely clear, and he knew what was happening to the girl, and what he should do about it. He had seen this happen once before, and he had heard many stories of it happening as well. 
 
    The lady had received a blow to the head severe enough to knock her unconscious twice now, to make her pupils enormous and to make her vomit. People who were hit this hard on the head usually died. 
 
    Already there was the stillness of death about her, and he knew that stillness well. He had seen it on many beloved faces, and no matter how hard he tried, those white, unmoving images wouldn’t disappear from his memories or his nightmares. But now, he pushed them resolutely away. He couldn’t afford to waste time in foolish sentiment. 
 
    And he couldn’t afford to wait for help either. He pressed his knees deeper into the crunching snow, and leaned over her, bracing his legs on either side of her narrow body. He pulled off her mittens and chafed her hands furiously, but no blood appeared to be flowing. Besides, he was wasting precious time. He knew, deep inside, what he must do. 
 
    The only thing he could do for her right now was not to let her die out here in the snow white hills, all alone, away from her family. 
 
    He gathered her in his arms, and stood up as slowly as he could, trying not to move her head or neck. He pressed her slight body to his, remembering how moments ago he had despised her happiness, her innocence. Now he would give his life to see a single spark return to those closed eyes. 
 
    “Paxton,” he said quietly to his friend, and the next moment Paxton was there, beside him. “Hold her head still for me as I walk.” 
 
    “You…Your Lordship isn’t planning on walking all the way to Dovecotes in this snow, are you?” one of the girls, the brown-haired one, who was crying soundlessly the whole time, said. 
 
    “I’m planning exactly that, m’ dear,” he replied. “Whatever Dovecotes is. And it’s not ‘Your Lordship’. I’m just a mister. Mr. Timothée Vaughn, at your service.” 
 
    Then he started walking through the snow, thinking nothing of his ruined boots, the piercing cold that slithered under his coat and cravat and the slippery ice beneath his shoes. 
 
    All he could think of was the dying girl getting colder and stiller in his arms. He held her close, trying to give her his body heat, trying to curl his long body around her and protect her from the snow, from the cold, from mortality itself, as his long legs slipped and ran on the snow, swallowing the distance as fast as he could without jolting her. 
 
    He refused to think of anything else but whether he could get her home to her parents in time. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    To say that she woke up would be putting it mildly. She didn’t so much wake up as was forced out of that comfortable dark blanket of oblivion, jerked out of it rather violently, and brought into a world of too much light, too much noise, and too much pain. 
 
    Oh, the pain was unbearable. 
 
    Everything hurt, even her bones. 
 
    “You’ve been thrown from your horse, my dear.” Her father’s kind, familiar face, a bit fuzzy at the edges at first, but then more precise as her vision cleared, was looking down on her with worry etched in his beloved features. 
 
    “Impossible,” she murmured, “Snowball would never.” But her words were slurring and she had an overwhelming urge to cast up the contents of her stomach. 
 
    She tried it, and nothing came out. 
 
    “No more of that, if you please,” a stern but somewhat jolly voice said, while a warm, large hand on her back steadied her. 
 
    She looked up, eyes wide in surprise, and immediately a piercing pain split her skull into a thousand pieces. 
 
    “Edward? What on earth are you doing home?” 
 
    For it was her brother, in the flesh, back from Cambridge. He was the one who was holding her up, supporting her weight as she struggled to sit up in bed like some kind of helpless invalid. 
 
    “I came here for you, you idiot. You’ve scared us all half to death. I received news of your accident, and the next second I was tearing down from Cambridge in a public coach, that’s how quickly I wanted to be here.” Were there tears in his voice? She wrinkled her nose, disgusted. “No, don’t look at me like that. Serves you right for the fright you gave us. Father was preparing to ask for the final rites to be given to you.” 
 
    “Don’t—tell—her—that,” her father hissed, jabbing Edward in the ribs with every word. 
 
    “She’ll find it hilarious, if I know anything about my sister,” Edward said in a cool, bored tone. But his eyes were dancing. 
 
    “You do not, in fact, know anything about me, brother,” Stella said, then the laughter bubbling from her chest betrayed her. She laughed until her head hurt so much that she had to cough in order to keep herself from being sick again, like the idiot her brother had called her. “How long have I…? What happened?” 
 
    Edward raked a hand through his hair and looked away, but not before she had seen the tears shining in his eyes. 
 
    “You were thrown from your horse,” her father repeated. “Snowball got spooked by a fox who had been hiding in a hole in the snow for warmth. You…you were unconscious for two days, Stella, my dear. We were quite, quite frightened. Georgina has been staying here as well, taking care of you, along with Harriet, Edward and myself. We are all so grateful…” 
 
    But he wasn’t allowed to continue. 
 
    Stella bolted up straight, and a shower of stars blackened her vision at the sudden movement, but she blinked them stubbornly away. 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me,” she thundered, “that it’s Christmas today?” 
 
    “It is, my dear, but listen, you shouldn’t exert yourself….” 
 
    “I,” she said, lifting her chin as haughtily as one could when one was only wearing a nightgown, one’s hair was a tangled nest and one felt so weak from lying in pillows for two days straight that she was already sweating like a pig from the effort, “have already missed the best days of the year. Do not tell me that I am missing Christmas day itself.” 
 
    So they didn’t. 
 
    And she got up, got dressed, and crawled downstairs with as much grace as she could, hanging heavily on her brother’s arm, to rally the household for the Christmas preparations. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Within an hour, she was so exhausted that she could barely drag her aching body up the stairs and crawl back into bed, without even bothering to draw the curtains. The weak sunlight was hurting her eyes and giving her a headache of epic proportions, but she just buried her head in the pillow, and went straight to sleep. 
 
    She awoke to soft, cool darkness, the crackling of a fire, and low, male voices rumbling outside her door. Feeling much refreshed and somewhat better, she got up, wrapped herself most ungracefully in her covers, and padded to her door. 
 
    “What don’t you get, Crowley? I’m staying over,” an unfamiliar, almost masculine voice said. It wasn’t boyish either. It was an in-between voice. It must belong to someone who was her age, but it wasn’t anyone she knew. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘staying over’?” This voice she knew. It was Mary Crowley’s brother, the one who was home from Eton with those gentlemen friends of his. They ones with the drunken look in their eyes. And that one who had been beautiful as a Greek statue. 
 
    “Well, didn’t you invite me?” the unknown voice said, a bit impatiently. 
 
    Who the heck is he? And what on earth are both he and Crowley doing outside my bedroom? She had to bring her hand to her mouth to stop the questions from coming out. 
 
    She leaned against the wall quietly, and stifled a smile as she listened to the silly argument. 
 
    These things only happened in London, Harriet would say. Gentlemen arguing outside a lady’s bedchamber, well after the sun had set. Well, Stella knew little of London, but she was sure that no matter where it happened, this conversation between two idiots would always be ridiculous. 
 
    “I-I did,” poor Crowley stuttered, and Stella imagined him turning red under the gaze of whoever it was he was talking to. The other one’s voice sounded full of confidence—arrogant, even, perhaps—but poor Crowley had always been a timid and especially warm-hearted fellow. “But it was supposed to be for a night only, and then we were off to London.” 
 
    “And then Stell—Miss Gray almost died in my arms.” 
 
    Stella froze. What now? 
 
    What had this deep, arrogant voice just said? Almost died? In his arms? Excuse me? 
 
    She wanted to fling the door open and stand there, barefooted and dressed in nothing but a nightgown and a blanket, and insist that he take that back. 
 
    Almost dying was far too embarrassing and undignified. She would never do a thing like that. 
 
    But what made her feet stay rooted on the cold floor and her heart beat like a drum was that he had uttered her Christian name. This man or boy, the one she had no idea who it was. 
 
    “That’s why we stayed,” Crowley was saying patiently. “For days and days in Highberry, until she recovered.” 
 
    “I won’t leave before I’ve seen her with my own eyes,” the stranger said. 
 
    Ah, there we have it. That’s why he’s here: he is a complete idiot. 
 
    “All right, all right. And then can we go?” Crowley was begging at this point. 
 
    “You go on ahead; I might catch up with you. Or if not, I’ll see you back at school.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to come with me to London?” If Crowley sounded incredulous, then Stella’s eyes were popping out of their sockets. 
 
    “What?” the stranger asked, absent-mindedly. “No, I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Crowley said. 
 
    Stella almost said it with him. 
 
    “You heard me. I’m not going to London. I’m staying here.” 
 
    “At my aunt’s house? Without me?” 
 
    “She kindly extended an invitation,” the stranger’s voice sounded as smooth as butter. That’s how you know a devil of a man, Harriet would say. Voice like soft velvet, and before you know it, they’re havin’ you agreeing to a thing you never thought you’d agree to. “Now, I’m not saying that you will compare favorably to me, a stranger, staying over Christmas and possibly the New Year’s to keep her company, because you won’t. By comparison, it will look as if her own nephew has abandoned her, while a complete stranger will have fulfilled your obligations.” 
 
    It sounded as if he was shrugging. And smiling. Smugly. 
 
    “You are going to show me up!” Crowley sputtered. 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Crowley cursed a blue streak, and Stella had to hold her nose in order not to laugh out loud. On the other hand, maybe she should. That would wipe the smugness off the man’s imaginary face fast. 
 
    “So you’re staying?” Crowley repeated. 
 
    “Yes, I’m staying. Now leave me alone, would you? No more questions.” 
 
    Finally, Stella had had enough. She stepped up to the door, and put the lips against it. 
 
    “Just one question, really,” she said loudly and clearly enough to be heard from the other side. All movement outside stopped abruptly; all sound too. They were holding their breaths. “What the heck are you two idiots doing outside a lady’s room in the middle of the afternoon?” 
 
    The men stumbled all over themselves and each other, begging her pardon, and then she heard great banging and clamoring sounds as they ran for the stairs, and no doubt fell over their own feet in their haste to escape. 
 
    She laughed so hard she gave herself another headache, and she opened the door, to see a tangle of disappearing limbs down the hall. 
 
    “You are both invited for Christmas dinner!” she yelled after them. “Country hours. Mr. Crowley shall explain.” 
 
    “Thank you! Most kind! We’ll be there!” someone yelled back in a choked, frazzled voice, someone who wasn’t Crowley, and then there were hurried footsteps, what sounded like frenzied dashing down the stairs, and the front door banging with a whoosh against the snow. 
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    “Now you’ve gone and done it, Crowley,” Vaughn hissed at his friend, as they galloped away from the little cottage called ‘Dovecotes’ as if the hounds of hell were at their heels. 
 
    “May I remind you,” poor Crowley gasped, turning purple again, “that this was your hare-brained idea.” 
 
    Vaughn flashed a smile. It had been, hadn’t it? 
 
    And he didn’t regret a moment of it, except for the fact that the lady hadn’t actually opened her door until the last minute, when he was too far away to see her. He could imagine her, cheeks rosy like the first time he had seen her, the pallor of that frenzied run in the snow completely gone. 
 
    At least, he hoped it was gone. 
 
    The days until she woke up had passed in a daze. He didn’t know where the time had gone, but he definitely hadn’t realized that it was passing. He must have stayed at Crowley’s house while his friends moved on to London, and he must have forced Crowley to stay behind with him. But he couldn’t, for some reason, he just couldn’t leave until she woke up. 
 
    He had visited her house multiple times a day, and her father and brother had always welcomed him, looking so miserable and white and grateful to him for ‘having saved her’ until he had wanted to scream that he had done absolutely nothing to help her. 
 
    Instead, he had stayed silent and asked for news, and had accepted tea and crumpets from a white-capped servant, and everything had tasted like dust. He didn’t touch a drink. And then, someone from the village had come to Crowley’s sour aunt with the news that ‘the Gray girl woke up, don’t you know’, and next thing he knew he was on his horse with Crowley hot on his heels, to stop him from doing something foolish, as he said. 
 
    Which, inevitably, he had done. 
 
    He had gotten himself invited to Christmas dinner, of all things. 
 
    “Going up to a girl’s room like a lunatic,” Crowley was shaking his head. “I mean this is the country, not the middle ages. We are decent, careful people. Polite society. Almost everyone who lives in the great houses in Highberry and the surrounding estates is gentry. And you seem to think that you are in a gothic romance. Barging in like that, as if your ladylove was being kept chained up in her room. Or, dying, I don’t know.” 
 
    Vaughn’s lips tightened. “She was dying,” he said quietly. “And I wanted to see if she had stopped.” 
 
    “God, you’re stupid,” Crowley said. “All this time I thought it was the drink, but no, it’s just you.” 
 
    “Believe what you want,” Vaughn replied. “Besides, that’s not what I meant. I don’t regret going over there to check on her. But I do regret that I now have to endure an entire country Christmas dinner. That ought to teach me to worry over silly fainting maidens.” 
 
    “Stella is hardly silly or fainting,” Crowley was indignant. “Besides, I saw how you shook every time we waited for news at the door at Dovecotes. And how pale you got that day when the doctor arrived and said it was serious. If anyone was a fainting maiden then, it was you!” 
 
    Vaughn threw his head back and laughed harshly. “Oh, that’s a good one! I hope you repeat it to everyone at Eton.” 
 
    “I will repeat it to everyone at the Christmas dinner,” Crowley retorted, calling his bluff, “since you are so eager for people to learn of it.” 
 
    Vaughn’s face fell immediately. “Oh gosh,” he said sullenly. “A Christmas dinner. At country hours, whatever that means.” 
 
    Crowley told him what it meant. 
 
    Vaughn cursed. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, freshly shaven, somewhat combed, and with his cravat a complete disaster, as he had sent his valet before him to his London rooms, Vaughn entered Dovecotes. 
 
    He hadn’t really seen the inside of the cottage before. Whenever he had visited Dovecotes before, there had always been a blanket of darkness crushing his soul, wondering if this was the day that he would be met with the news that the girl—Stella—had died. But tonight he walked through the frosted rose garden and thought that it was something out of a storybook. He still shivered at the memory of those visits, but tonight everything was different, and with it, he was different as well. 
 
    Tonight the garden smelled like hope, and as they walked inside, the cottage smelled of cinnamon and roasted goose. A servant took his and Crowley’s coats, and Vaughn looked around him, able to relax for the first time in days. He discovered that he was starving, and he actually hadn’t eaten a proper meal since he came to Highberry. His mouth watered at the delicious fragrances coming from the kitchens. 
 
    He had never in his life admired decorations, festive or otherwise, but now, looking at the charming hall around him, he felt his lips curl around a smile. The staircase was decorated with sprigs of evergreen, and the hall was bathed in soft candlelight, reflected off the polished wood of the floor. Vaughn shivered as the heat enveloped his skin; there were blazing fires in every room—and books as well, by the looks of it. They were led to a small parlor, which was cluttered with comfortable chairs, bookshelves and paintings in the most charming way. The cottage was small but warm, and everything around him woke up a deep-rooted desire for a home he had never known—a desire he thought had died along with his parents. 
 
    The dining table was visible through the hallway, and Vaughn could see the elegant place sets and decorations, the roaring fire and the blackish blue, snow-covered windows. The parlor smelled of candlewax and holly, with a little hint of that mouth-watering aroma from the kitchens, and the chairs were covered in somewhat faded but rich velvet that belied great taste and erstwhile wealth. 
 
    Stella’s father and brother greeted them warmly, and then they all proceeded to sit in awkward silence in front of the fire, as they waited for her to come down from her room. 
 
    “Mr. Vaughn,” Stella’s father said. 
 
    Mr. Gray was a tall, lean man, who looked frail rather than slender. He was dressed simply yet impeccably, and his graying hair was styled in a surprisingly fashionable way. He got up and stood before Vaughn, bowing to him again, even though they had already greeted each other but a moment ago. 
 
    “I wish to thank you once more, sir,” to Vaughn’s horror, Mr. Gray’s voice started trembling, “for what you did for my daughter. Without you, I…” 
 
    “Please,” Vaughn faltered for the right words, horrified that Mr. Gray would start crying. 
 
    He himself felt unsteady as he stood next to him, only slightly taller than the older man, and entirely out of kilter at this unashamed show of fatherly affection. What little he remembered of his own father was formal and distant. 
 
    “Do not repeat what you have already told me more times than I deserve to hear,” Vaughn said. “Besides, I did next to nothing.” 
 
    “’S true,” Crowley muttered, his mouth full with a scone. 
 
    Vaughn shot him a murderous glare. “Still here, Crowley?” 
 
    Crowley quickly got to his feet and made his apologies. He had been asked to dine with his aunt and sister after all, and he couldn’t deny them, not on Christmas. Vaughn watched him leave with that bleak look on his face, fully empathizing with him. Vaughn couldn’t bear to leave this warm, cozy house in favor of the enormous Abbey that belonged to Crowley’s aunt, no matter how much money she would promise him after her death. 
 
    The three men were left alone. 
 
    “I know that my daughter nearly died,” Mr. Gray said, his voice breaking. “And I know that there would be more chances of that happening had you not had the presence of mind to act quickly. Also…” The man looked down, and his son rose from his seat to put an arm on his shoulder. “I have a feeling, judging from your expression when you entered this house with Stella in your arms, that you—” 
 
    He stopped again, and his chin wobbled. Edward tightened his hand around his father’s shoulder until his knuckles turned white, but he didn’t stop him from continuing. And continue he did. 
 
    “I saw it on your face,” Mr. Gray continued, “that you understood the gravity of the situation better than any of us, perhaps. Am I wrong in imagining that you made the quick decision to bring her home, instead of letting her…d-die,” he stumbled over the word, “alone, out in the snow?” 
 
    Vaughn felt as if he himself were made of snow. 
 
    “You are correct, sir,” he said with a voice entirely unlike his own. “Although she wouldn’t have been alone, I assure you.” 
 
    Mr. Gray nodded once, sharply, and extended his hand. 
 
    “I am indebted to you,” he said, and Vaughn could do nothing but shake his hand warmly. “I wish I knew your Christian name, son.” Mr. Gray sounded calmer now, and far less formal than before, as if a barrier had broken between them. He smiled, and his face was transformed, ten years falling off him in an instant. “I consider you part of my family, and I would be honored if you did the same.” 
 
    “The honor is mine, sir,” Vaughn said as he lowered his hand, hardly knowing what he did. The word ‘family’ had hit him right in the chest, and it was still hard to breathe. “And my Christian name is Timothée; you are welcome to use it freely.” 
 
    Mr. Gray gaped. 
 
    “That sounds French,” he said sharply. 
 
    Vaughn felt the blood leave his face. Of course. How could I have forgotten, even for a second? The French thing again. Why had he been foolish enough to think it would be different this time, in this household, with these people? They might appear warm and kind-hearted, but deep down they were the same as everybody else. 
 
    The familiar fury rose within him, and he embraced it, made it his fortress. He stood up straighter, easily half a head taller than Mr. Gray, and lifted his chin a fraction higher of what was proper. 
 
    “It is, sir,” he replied. 
 
    “Now look here, boy,” Mr. Gray leaned down, giving him a knowing look. “You’re not a Frenchie, are you?” 
 
    Vaughn’s back went rigid at the slur, but he forced himself to appear polite. His face was so stiff, it felt as if it was made of granite. 
 
    Edward elbowed his father in the ribs, and Mr. Gray coughed. 
 
    “I, I m-mean, you presume to be French, Mr. Vaughn?” Mr. Gray amended, with little grace. 
 
    “I am descended from a French marquis, indeed,” he replied. “But both my parents were English, even though my grandfather made the fatal error of being born a Frenchman, and then getting married to an English lady.” 
 
    Mr. Gray appeared to be considering this. 
 
    “And where is this French marquis, your grandfather now?” he asked. 
 
    “With Madame la Guillotine, sir.” 
 
    “Good God!” 
 
    Mr. Gray froze and Edward muttered his sympathies in an embarrassed tone, before pointedly telling his father that he was going to see if Stella was all right. 
 
    But Mr. Gray did not heed his son’s subtle hint. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said to Vaughn, but his eyes had lost all their warmth and his whole demeanor had gone steely. 
 
    “So am I,” Vaughn replied, suddenly tired of having to fight the same battle over and over again. He was tired down to his bones from years and years of fighting to be accepted, or at least not bullied and thrown out on his ear, just because of his parentage. 
 
    This ended here. 
 
    “Look,” Vaughn said in a hard voice, “if you are trying to decide if you want me in your home based on my name and descent, you had better kick me out right now. I don’t think it matters where my parents or grandparents were born, but what they did. What kind of people they were. If they were kind to their fellow human beings, if they helped or harmed others in word or deed.” 
 
    At this, Mr. Gray had the good grace to flinch. But Vaughn would not be stopped now. 
 
    “If some of the French people are murderers, it doesn’t mean all are, just as not all English are rude and prejudiced. There are good people and bad, no matter where one goes. I’d rather be judged on my actions and personal beliefs, rather than the nationality of my Christian name. So if I’m not welcome here, based on that alone, I shall leave. Merry Christmas to you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Vaughn turned to leave, and almost bumped into a tall angel, all dressed in white. 
 
    “Miss Gray,” he murmured, bowing quickly to Stella—it had been no angel, of course, just her. 
 
    Just in time to witness his humiliation. Perfect. 
 
     “Now wait a minute, Vaughn, you’re not going anywhere,” Edward almost shouted, as a hand of steel grabbed Vaughn’s elbow to stop him from taking a step further. He must be on the rowing team at Cambridge, Vaughn thought, as Edward turned to his father, his brown eyes, so like Stella’s in shape, flashing in anger. “You owe our guest an apology, father,” he said sternly, as if he were the parent. 
 
    Mr. Gray had gotten pale and looked as if he would prefer to command the earth to swallow him up. 
 
    “My apologies,” he muttered to Vaughn, fumbling for words. “I am so sorry, I should never have said…” No, you shouldn’t, Vaughn thought. “I am ashamed…” 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Vaughn said, although it wasn’t. But he decided to take pity on the man, as he was beginning to look gray around the mouth. 
 
    “No, it’s not quite all right,” Mr. Gray surprised him by saying. “I sincerely beg your pardon, sir. I hope you’ll grant it without repercussions.” 
 
    “What repercussions?” Vaughn asked, for once surprised out of his usual frosty politeness. “D’ you mean pistols at dawn?” 
 
    Someone snorted, and Vaughn thought it might have been Edward, but he glanced at him, and he was merely smiling. The snort must have come from Miss Gray then. Don’t let me fall in love with her just for that. 
 
    Mr. Gray was fighting a smile of his own, and his open hand was still extended towards Vaughn. 
 
    “No,” he said quietly, “but Edward and Stella shouldn’t have to be deprived of your company because of my narrow thinking. Please don’t leave. I shall strive to do better.” 
 
    “Oh,” Vaughn said absent-mindedly, and shook the man’s hand for the hundredth time in two days. He didn’t know what to make of these people. “It would be too cruel to deprive them, I’m sure.” 
 
    Miss Gray laughed out loud then, and the sound filled the room. Vaughn felt something inside him break. 
 
    “Oh, I like this one, Stella,” Mr. Gray told his daughter as he swept a long arm gracefully towards the door. “The Christmas goose awaits,” he said, and everyone filed in the hallway, crowding the narrow space. 
 
    “What in the hell did that mean?” Vaughn whispered to himself. 
 
    “The Christmas goose is not really different from any other goose,” a voice explained. He whipped around to see Miss Gray examining him with those clear, blue eyes, and looking much too pale for his liking. “We simply call it that.” 
 
    Vaughn examined her features right back. Unashamedly. They looked at each other, taking each other’s measure. The din of new guests arriving filled the silence between them. They were alone in the small room, but it felt heavy with the stares of everyone who had just left. As if they were still watching them. 
 
    Miss Gray, Stella, was even more beautiful on closer inspection than he had perceived her to be on horseback in the park. And then, in his arms, she had been nothing more than a broken porcelain doll, and he had had no thought to spare for her looks. But he had thoughts to spare on them now. 
 
    Oh, he had plenty. 
 
    Her hair was heavy and dark like rich liquid gold, every strand a yarn woven out of an enchanted treasure in a fairytale. Her eyes were that striking blue that had captivated him even from twenty paces away, and her figure, though slight and a bit drooping from exhaustion, was curved in all the right places underneath her white sheath dress. He turned away abruptly, closing his eyes for a second. No. These thoughts weren’t allowed anywhere near this girl. 
 
    This was the country, for heaven’s sake. 
 
    “Do you say that because you think I am an idiot,” he said, “or because you are one?” 
 
    He had willingly provoked her because well, it was in his nature to be perverse, but on the other hand, he wanted to see what she would do. Hopefully, she would burst into tears at the insult, and get her father to throw him out. That would put a merciful end to all unwanted thoughts about her eyes, hair and figure. 
 
    To his utter surprise and dismay, she laughed again, this musical sound that his fingers were itching to try to merge into a new melody in his pianoforte back home in London. 
 
    “The latter, of course,” she said. “I am much too stupid to be able to talk to a London gentleman like you.” 
 
    “Yet here you are, giving it your most valiant effort.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re making fun of me, how delightful!” He was half-expecting her to clap her hands. Thankfully, she didn’t, but her eyes did sparkle. She was speaking, but damn if he hadn’t heard a word, mesmerized by those blue eyes. Sinking in them. Dying in them. “Wait until I tell Harriet and Georgina that the beautiful London gentleman made fun of me. It will be quite the thrill, I assure you. It ought to last us right through spring.” 
 
    ‘The beautiful London gentleman’ was supposed to be him, God help him. Nobody had ever called him beautiful. He could barely stand it. 
 
    “I have a feeling, madam,” Vaughn said and he realized that his voice sounded sharper than he had intended, but he did not have a choice. He had to at least try to control himself, no matter what. “I have a feeling that it is you making fun of me, rather.” 
 
    She looked him up and down, looking so sure of herself in spite of her paleness. She was shaking so much, she had to lean against the wall for support, but she saw his eyes wander over to her trembling hand and tried to pretend that she fiddling with the wallpaper. He dropped his head to hide his smile. Females. 
 
    “Me?” she asked, all innocence. “I wouldn’t know how to go about it if I wanted to. I assure you, Mr. Vaughn, I am only a country girl in awe of your… your…” 
 
    And there she had the good grace to turn scarlet red and stop. 
 
    “My what, pray? Don’t stop now,” he urged her. 
 
    “I’m scared of what might come out of my mouth,” she confessed. 
 
    He didn’t know whether to burst out laughing or kneel at her feet like a saint on a pilgrimage. He chose to examine the wallpaper instead, much like she was doing, and at least be satisfied that there was some color on her cheeks. Dimples, too. And her teeth were a little too far apart for true, classical beauty, but he was already imagining running his lips around…Dammit, he was looking again. 
 
    “Say it anyway,” he said, “and we’ll find out.” 
 
    “Well, what I was thinking was that on top of being a London gentleman, you are the most beautiful man I have ever seen.” He stared at her, struck dumb. “The most beautiful man anyone has ever seen, actually,” she continued, her pronounced eyebrows meeting in concentration, as if she were actually trying to measure him up against every other male specimen in Christendom. 
 
    Oh, give me strength. 
 
    He didn’t know what it was that held him back from striding the two feet that separated them and fitting his lips to hers. But whatever it was, it wouldn’t hold for too long. He had to get out of here. 
 
    Was his cravat too tight? He couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “In the entire British empire,” Miss Gray was continuing, “as you no doubt know already, judging by your…” she made a vague gesture with her hand, encompassing his whole person in it. 
 
    Vaughn, already turning to leave, was suddenly rooted to the spot. There was no way he was leaving before she clarified that. But for once, the girl remained silent. 
 
    “You are going to have to finish your sentence,” he said, his voice sounding more impatient than he liked. 
 
    Her eyes snapped to his in surprise, as if she had forgotten he was there. Well, that felt nice. He had known her all of two days and she was already doing wonders for his self-confidence. Not that he had had any problems in that regard before, in spite of all the bullying and prejudice he had faced. But she was shattering his so-called legendary confidence, let alone what she was doing to his self-control. 
 
    “I don’t know how to finish it.” She met his gaze, tilting her head up to look into his eyes bravely. When had he moved so close that she had to tilt her head to look at him? This was not good. Not good at all. “I imagine, judging from that flask you were sharing with your friends the day I…that day, that your life is as far removed from mine as possible. But even I, in my naivety which you look down on with contempt, can tell that in your world things like beauty matter a great deal more than they should.” 
 
    He was reeling. Now it was he who wanted to hold on to something for support. 
 
    “Contempt?” He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She shrugged. “I might well be mistaken. I thought I saw it in your eyes at the park.” 
 
    She was so shrewdly correct it was unnerving. 
 
    “You are younger than me,” he said, trying hard to make his voice sound kind instead of condescending. Judging by the look on her face, he was failing spectacularly. “You might be mistaken in what you think you see in my eyes.” 
 
    “Eighteen is not that different from nearly twenty, as I am guessing your age to be.” Up went that defiant little chin. 
 
    “You are guessing correctly,” he replied, “but still a few additional months of life add a bit more knowledge about it, you must admit.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, shaking her hand in the air in a dismissive gesture. “I know all about life.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt it,” he tried to hold back his laughter, because he somehow knew with absolute certainty that if he laughed at her right now, he would be made to regret it for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Oh, but I do,” she insisted, then leaned down to whisper: “There are farms in the country, you see. We are all more or less familiar with…with the facts of life.” 
 
    “You have somehow managed to call me a pig and do it almost prettily,” he tried to sound nonchalant, but his eyelid was twitching. 
 
    “Alas, it is the ‘almost’ that makes fools of us all,” she replied, grinning up at him. 
 
    “Touché,” he murmured absently. 
 
    For a gentleman who just seconds ago had claimed to be more experienced in life, Vaughn’s cheeks turned red embarrassingly fast. The fact that hers retained their natural color, attained to the truth of her statement: here he was, thinking himself superior because he had witnessed the lowest point a woman could sink to. For her, that same point was merely a ‘fact of life’ as she called it, something natural between animals, casual, and necessary to preserve life. 
 
    Here in the country, it was something simple and good. 
 
    In his world, it was something complicated and inherently immoral, except under very strict conditions. 
 
    His whole world was spinning around him, everything he had thought he knew about others and himself turning upside down, and she stood placidly in the middle of it all, waiting for him to finish thinking. 
 
    If she didn’t speak soon and put him out of his misery, he was running out of the room and never coming back. 
 
    “They shall be waiting for us,” Miss Gray finally dimpled up at him, as though they had exchanged nothing but empty pleasantries about the weather. 
 
    He bowed. “Miss Gray.” 
 
    He meant for her to precede him, but she shook her head. “I’ll be but a minute, please go ahead. We do not observe silly rules like having to walk to dinner accompanied by a gentleman in his house.” 
 
    He nodded and left the room, steaming inside. What manners. To call common etiquette ‘silly rules’ in that superior way, and to shoo him along as if he were a puppy... He had never been treated so in his lif— 
 
    Suddenly, realization hit him, and he turned around and walked back in the parlor. He had been right. What a fool. The girl had been feeling unwell, that was why she had practically ordered him to leave the room. 
 
    Her pallor had gotten alarming, and as he reentered through the door, he saw her wince as if her head hurt, and wilt against the wall. Her hands were already falling to her sides, and if she went down, she would hit her head on the marble mantelpiece. Vaughn crossed the room in two long strides and caught her to him, placing a steadying arm about her waist. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he murmured, “you idiot.” 
 
    But he said it sweetly—which he hadn’t thought he was capable of. 
 
    Miss Gray leaned gratefully against him, with so much trust and abandon that he nearly stumbled. He felt her weight press against his, their bodies joined from chest to hip, and felt that it was honestly unfair of the Almighty to test him so. His knees were weak all of a sudden, as if the blood had rushed from his head. He righted himself immediately and braced his legs, in case she fainted. 
 
    She didn’t. He saw her grit her teeth and sigh, as she fought her way to consciousness. 
 
    “Easy,” he told her, wondering if it was too soon to try to get her to walk to the chair. He did, and she followed. “Good girl,” he murmured, placing a hand on her shoulder to keep her steady on the seat, as he grasped a tumbler with his other hand and filled it with a splash of claret. 
 
    “Drink this, will you?” he said, and pressed the glass into her hand, trying to sound unalarmed, which was further from the truth than he liked. 
 
    The color had come back to her cheeks with a vengeance, and they looked feverish now. But that wasn’t why he was scared. It was her eyes. 
 
    They looked entirely unfocused, and frantic. 
 
    He pressed down on her shoulder, hoping to comfort her with his touch, but he froze when she slid one slender hand around his, threading her fingers through his own. He stayed perfectly immobile for a breath or two, and then his own long fingers curled over hers, until his hand completely engulfed hers. 
 
    He slowly went down on his knees in front of her, and searched her eyes. 
 
    “Is your head hurting you?” he asked, and she nodded once, painfully. “Can you look at me?” 
 
    He watched her eyes come back to life, and focus on his own. 
 
    “Your eyes don’t change quickly enough as the light hits them,” he said, “the concussion is still there. I have seen this before.” 
 
    By the time he finished this tiresome explanation, he had been staring into her eyes for eons. She seemed to realize this at the same time as he, and her cheeks turned a delectable shade of pink. His own ears were burning, so he had no right to comment on her blush or even laugh at it inwardly, for he must be blushing just as furiously. 
 
    At once, she snatched her hand away, and nearly upset her chair in her hurry to get away from him. But he wouldn’t let her, because he was still afraid she would faint. He braced a hand on the edge of the chair, trapping her in her seat. 
 
    “I am sorry,” she said, sounding embarrassed for the first time tonight—although of all the things she had said and done, this was definitely not the one she should be embarrassed about, in his opinion. “I thought you were my brother.” 
 
    “I,” he looked directly into her eyes, “am definitely not your brother, my dear.” 
 
    Her face was so serious, as if he was a problem she was trying to solve. Had she even heard the desperate, hungry tone in his voice? The low rumble that women usually found irresistible—or so they told him. She couldn’t have. She didn’t even appear flustered by it. She didn’t even appear scandalized. 
 
    “I am so embarrassed,” she murmured again. 
 
    He looked on, unbelieving. She looked better now, so he stood, giving her space to stand if she wanted. She did, gingerly, trying out her own strength. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he replied, unable even to make fun of her. He was the one who was entirely off kilter, not she. “Be sorry. You made me lose ten years off my life. Twice now.” 
 
    At that, she whipped around. “I know,” she said, keeping her head down, and for once, avoiding his gaze. “I am sorry. So sorry. For the other day and for now. Everyone kept saying how grateful they are to you, but all I have been thinking was, ‘how am I ever going to face him’?” 
 
    He walked back to her, and put a finger under her chin, tilting her face up. 
 
    “Like this,” he said quietly, his eyes on her mouth. 
 
    Would she notice? 
 
    “I’m no fainting female, you know.” She pressed those delicious lips together. No, then. She hadn’t noticed. “Just the dying kind.” 
 
    He set his jaw and let her go, suddenly angry. Terrified. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a joke.” 
 
    “Look, Miss Gray, if you’re not feeling well enough, please let me call your father or your brother. I’m sure they would all feel, as I do, that your health is more important than a Christmas dinn—” 
 
    He wasn’t allowed to continue. 
 
    “Now you must be joking, Mr. Vaughn.” The tinkle was back in her voice, although a bit wobbly, and she walked away from him, as if to prove that there was nothing wrong. But there was. He had seen it. He didn’t feel like returning her smile. “I’m not missing that delicious meal,” she insisted. “I haven’t eaten in ages.” 
 
    “Your brother told me, when I asked after your progress, that you were eating properly,” Vaughn’s eyebrows met. 
 
    “Eating, yes. But it was no Christmas goose, I assure you.” 
 
    He didn’t know if he should laugh or scoff. But she had managed to shock him, finally. He had never, ever, heard a girl talk about food—and eating it—in front of a gentleman. He thought it must have been declared illegal while he was at school. Because they ate, they must eat in order to stay alive. But no one, ever, had admitted to the fact. Until now. 
 
    “In fact,” Miss Gray continued, “I bet I haven’t tasted it since last Christmas. A literal year.” She shuddered at the thought. “I’m not missing that. But if you don’t hurry, you will.” 
 
    “Why, pray?” 
 
    “Because I’ll eat everything in sight. Come on, last one to the table gets nothing but bones.” With that, she bolted from the room at a run, laughter trailing behind her. 
 
    Swept up in her madness, Vaughn laughed too and took off running after her as if he were a child, all decorum forgotten. 
 
    He would wish later with all his heart that he hadn’t done that. 
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    The voices in his head were quiet for a blessed few hours. 
 
    The dining hall was filled to the brim with other voices, and therefore there was no room to talk, let alone think. But there was room to observe, and eat, and watch, and fill up inside. There was room to melt like a frozen sculpture, to get stripped down to his bare bones, and to feel as if finally, here, now, he could perhaps heal. 
 
    But, of course, he would need years for that. He would need for this Christmas dinner to last for a lifetime, if he were to heal inside. 
 
    More guests had arrived, and in the noise of their arrival, his tête-à-tête with Stella, Miss Gray, that is, had passed unobserved. He hoped. 
 
    The guests were a Miss Georgina with her three sisters and parents, and a foppish fellow called Lord DeWinter, one of Edward’s friends from Cambridge, who couldn’t take his eyes off Stella and whom Vaughn would very much like to punch between the eyes. Stella’s companion, a Harriet Evans, was also to dine with the family, a fact that would have made Vaughn wrinkle his nose a few days ago, but it hardly surprised him now. 
 
    After all, he himself had entered the dining hall flushed from running after Stella—and winning, of course—his hair a sight, he was absolutely sure of it, and his cravat loosened most indecently. No one had even noticed. 
 
    They sat at the table, and Vaughn was practically crushed between Mr. Gray and Lord DeWinter, almost unable to reach his fork and glass. But the rest of the guests seemed well used to being crowded around the Grays’ table, and ate and laughed and talked, creating the most delicious chaos all around them. Stella’s cheeks were pink and glowing, and it looked as if she and Miss Georgina were sharing the same chair. That couldn’t be right, but Vaughn knew better by now than to completely rule it out. Both girls ate with a hearty appetite and perfect manners, but they did not hold back or look around in case anyone was looking at what they were eating and judging them. 
 
    And no one was. 
 
    Edward kept reaching over Vaughn to slap DeWinter’s back, and then he would lean over again to explain the joke to Vaughn, so that he would feel included in the conversation. And Mr. Gray, a widower, according to Crowley, kept flirting most outrageously with Georgina’s mother, and in front of her husband no less. 
 
    “The color looks good on you, my dear,” Mr. Gray would say to the woman, “I’m glad you finally gave up wearing black.” 
 
    The woman’s husband would smile at Mr. Gray and clutch his wife’s hand right there, in plain sight. Then he would drop a kiss on it. 
 
    Needless to say, they were seated next to each other—and they husband and wife! At the dinner table. In company. Vaughn shook his head. No one bothered with etiquette anymore. 
 
    “I told her so, Gray,” the woman’s husband would say to Mr. Gray. 
 
    And then they would smile fondly at each other, and keep shoveling food into their mouths, until similar sentiments would overtake them in a few minutes, and they’d start the same conversation all over again. 
 
    It turned out that Georgina’s parents had lost a baby recently—and thus the debate over the color of the woman’s dress. So maybe it wasn’t flirting at all. Or maybe these people knew each other well enough to feel free to compliment each other’s character and appearance without being misconstrued. Maybe they trusted each other. 
 
    The thought was disgustingly rustic. 
 
    The thought was delicious. 
 
    Something that had been long asleep within Vaughn’s heart woke up like a hungry beast: Want. 
 
    He wanted this. No, he needed it. 
 
    Family. Warmth. Happiness. A home. 
 
    The longing for a real home roared back to life inside his head with a vengeance, but the dark thoughts rushed to crush it. It’s not for you, he told himself sternly. Guard yourself against wanting it, guard your heart against imagining that it could ever be yours. Imagine the hurt such longing could and will cause you. You might never recover. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The thought of leaving Dovecotes was pure torture at this point. He knew it would hurt him physically when this night was over and he would have to go out into the snow and away from this circle of friends. Going as far as Crowley’s house, a few miles’ ride away, was already torture. London was unthinkable. 
 
    He decided it right then and there: However many days of vacation he had, he was spending them here, come what may. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, someone suggested a dance. 
 
    Vaughn wanted to tear his hair out. 
 
    He was bitterly regretting his decision to stay; he had entirely changed his mind. He was taking the first coach to London, and out of here, as far away from Dovecotes as possible. From Dovecotes, and from Stella. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her all night, and it was torture to even feel her in the room, just out of reach. 
 
    He made a solemn promise to himself not to touch her ever again, and possibly not to speak to her, if he could avoid it. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but at this point, he was frankly past caring. 
 
    What was it about this girl? She was beautiful, but not more so than a handful of other beauties that usually threw themselves at him in the ton’s ballrooms and parlors. He had found out that she was witty and smart, and that was rare indeed, but since when was he the type of man to lose his head over a pair of well-chosen words put together? She was kind and warm-hearted and strong and full of sparkle for life, and that… 
 
    That was what he had never before seen in his life. Not like this. The woman was a burning bush. And he was burning for her. 
 
    That was the problem. 
 
    He wasn’t allowed to want any decent woman, and definitely not a poor country squire’s innocent daughter. 
 
    He had to get away as fast as possible. 
 
    “Are you a dancing man, Vaugh?” Edward, completely oblivious to the longing stares of Stella’s brunette friend, Georgina, asked him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His mind had been elsewhere. Then he was immediately alert to what was happening around him. Chairs were pushed aside, the pianoforte uncovered, and everyone was preparing to pair up for a dance. 
 
    Oh no. No no no no no. 
 
    This was not happening. He would not allow it to happen. 
 
    He would not dance with Stella. He would not stand up next to her and get close enough to brush fingertips and arms, and feel her slender body move with the music of the dance mere inches from his…Just no. Nor would he dance with another, and torture himself with wishing it was her. He could barely watch her talk to DeWinter as it was, even though he was pretty sure there was not an ounce of flirting in a word she said. 
 
    Vaughn cleared his throat, and Stella and her father turned to him expectantly. He avoided her gaze; if he lay his eyes on her one more time, everyone around him would know how he felt. He himself couldn’t cope with how he felt, let alone everyone else. The last thing he needed right now were feelings. The last thing he needed right now was his heart beating as fast as an approaching thunderstorm. The last thing he needed right now was this weakness in the knees. 
 
    “I’ll play,” he said quickly, gesturing towards the instrument. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Stella was there, beside her brother, instantly. “Harriet will do it.” She smiled fondly to her companion. 
 
    Harriet Evans. Vaughn detested the woman—and he didn’t know why. Usually he was a good judge of character, and the companion had been nothing but courteous and proper, not overstepping her place for a moment. The day of the accident, it was she who had gone for help in the snow with Crowley. Still, Vaughn could barely stand to look at her for some reason. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself; he looked down at Stella. Her hair was escaping the crown of braids on the top of her head, and wisps of it were framing her cheeks prettily. He wanted, no, he needed to kiss her. It was eating him alive. If I lean down to her mouth right now, will I have time to kiss her before Edward kills me? Also, will I drown and die once my lips meet hers? 
 
    And do I honestly care? 
 
    “I believe this is the first time I’ve been called silly in front of company and outside of school.” He lifted an eyebrow, and she blushed so beautifully he wanted to crawl out of his skin. 
 
    “Harriet can play a reel so well, you know,” Stella said, not sounding contrite in the least. 
 
    “Not as well as I,” he retorted sweetly. 
 
    “Fine,” Stella said, sounding unconvinced. “Just don’t ruin everything.” 
 
    Oh, I most definitely will ruin everything, he thought. 
 
    He sat down, as everyone took their place excitedly—including Mr. Gray and miss Georgina’s parents, of course—and Vaughn ran his fingers over the keyboard, letting them play whatever they wanted. They asked for a jig, and he hoped that what came out was that, but his brain was incapable of concentrating. Tucked safely behind the pianoforte, he watched them dance, he watched her dance. Her light figure, her sparkling smile, her laughing eyes. Her little hands, a peek of her shoe. Everything blurred together, the music, the colors, the evergreens, the warmth of candlelight. 
 
    Stop looking, he chided himself. 
 
    You will never have this. Stop looking. Stop being an idiot, and wanting what you can’t have. 
 
    But his heart hollowed out with the ache of wanting. Wanting all of it, he was consumed by wanting. Love. Family. Closeness. Warmth. This. Simple, honest, happy. Three words he had barely encountered in his life or in anyone he knew. He ached with wanting. With needing. 
 
    It was not warmth and truth he was looking for in the salons of Society. And these were definitely not things he could find at Eton or in the company of his friends, or even in the militia, when the time came to make a living for himself. 
 
    If he were honest, Stella had been in every one of his dreams these past two days. He had dismissed it as insignificant—and perhaps it was. 
 
    It wasn’t every day that a girl nearly died in his arms. But now here she was. Looking up at him with so much trust and innocence, no sign of admiration anywhere, no sign of flirtation or of the games Society played. For heaven’s sake, she had called him ‘silly’ as one would a friend or, God help him, a brother. 
 
    And he wanted this. 
 
    A girl like her in his life. Her in his life. And tomorrow, or the day after, his vacations would end, and he would have to go away from Highberry and never ever have an excuse to see her again. She would marry a wholesome country gentleman who would give her a garden of roses, much like the one he had passed by on his way in, and buggy rides on the snow. And he…he was in no position to give anything to anyone. 
 
    He couldn’t even last the night without a proper drink, his hands were already trembling on the pianoforte. 
 
    And Stella was dancing, and he knew what those dreams had been about: He was infatuated with her. Even before she had woken up. His heart, so starved of anything good and pure, had latched on to this fantasy of a woman with force. 
 
    And now that he had seen her and talked to her, he was done for. The reality of her was so superior to the fantasy. He would never stop dreaming about her for the rest of his life, he knew it. 
 
    Torture, this was pure torture. Once more he regretted the fact that there was no alcohol to numb him to oblivion. But he wasn’t about to let her see him as he truly was, not yet anyway. Not ever, hopefully. Which brought him back to thinking about leaving, and the storm inside him soared and roared with the vehemence of death. 
 
    And all the while his hands kept playing a merry tune, and his eyes kept eating her up hungrily, and his heart kept bleeding slowly, and his mouth kept smiling politely. 
 
    This was the worst Christmas of his life. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    This was the best Christmas of her life. 
 
    It was exactly as she had imagined it. It was a Christmas worth coming back from the brink of oblivion for. 
 
    The house looked even more vibrant than she remembered it, sparkling with candles and green garlands, soft and glowing like an orange ember in the snow. She wasn’t allowed outside, of course, but she remembered what the cottage looked like from the garden, from past years. Yellow windows, frosted roses, and the sound of laughter trailing from the chimney. 
 
    The Christmas dinner was quiet and simple, apart from the chatter of friends. Everything the cook had prepared was delicious, from the goose to the pheasant, from the cranberry sauce to the pudding. After that, she and Georgina sat lazily by the fireplace to read and talk while the older women had tea, and then Georgina suggested they dance a little. 
 
    Stella didn’t quite know how it happened, but Mr. Vaughn ended up playing the pianoforte with much more talent than was good for a lady’s disposition. 
 
    She was dancing with Edward, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Mr. Vaughn’s long fingers, which ran over the keys of the pianoforte effortlessly, carelessly. He played like one of the French or Italian musicians she had only read about in books. He played like a European composer who had been invited into the ton’s salons in London; such playing could not be solely the result of study and skill, although that was there too. This was genius. Vaughn looked bored, as if he was used to heavenly music pouring out of his fingertips at a moment’s notice. And she had compared him to Harriet. 
 
    How he must laugh at her inwardly; how he must laugh at all of them. Yet, he was still here, and not only that, but he was playing for them to dance. As if he needed more talents apart from those looks poems could torture young ladies with. As if he needed to become more magnetic than he already had been three days ago, just sitting atop his horse, doing nothing. His eyes had kept hers captive then, and he hadn’t uttered a word yet, he hadn’t played a single note. He hadn’t even saved her life. 
 
    Yes, he was definitely laughing on the inside. His cherry-red lips were curled in the most delicious scowl, but he didn’t abandon his position for a single dance, even though he was invited to join often enough. 
 
    “He no doubt thinks he’s above such rustic company,” Stella murmured to Georgina, earning a stern glance from Edward, who had overheard. 
 
    Georgina was busy devouring Edward with her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Stella said, and marched over to Edward to order him to dance with her friend. 
 
    Pretty soon, Georgina and Edward were laughing together, stepping into the rhythm of the dance with the ease of old friends—although Georgina’s cheeks were flushed and Edward, as per usual, was too much of an idiot to notice. 
 
    Stella was asked to dance by Lord DeWinter, but she had already danced with him once, and didn’t like to stand up with him twice, so she said she owed a dance to her father. Which she ended up regretting, as her father spent the entire dance looking at her with adoring, misted eyes, and mumbling his thanks to the good Lord for restoring ‘his beautiful girl to him’. Stella rolled her eyes until she felt they would pop out of her head, and stole glances at the godlike gentleman at the pianoforte. 
 
    She was wearing the white muslin dress she had ordered ages ago for Christmas, but somehow wearing it had lost its luster. It was still a piece of art, with its little bit of puff and lace in the sleeves, the cinched waist under the chest, and the tiny embroidered holly leaves at the hem, but it no longer was the highlight of the night for her. The dress as a bit looser on her than it had been when the dressmaker had finished it a week ago, but she wouldn’t even have noticed if Harriet hadn’t pointed it out. It felt light and frothy, not too hot or too cold. For once, she wasn’t concerned with its design, but rather with the fact that she was able to wear it and eat and dance in it. Be alive in it. 
 
    She wore no other adornment and no jewelry. Her head hurt too much for earrings or a necklace, and she wore her hair more loosely than usual. No one noticed the difference, anyway. Strange how everything could change within a single day. In a single moment. 
 
    Now instead of her dress being the center of her interest, it was the fact that she was…well, alive. As morbid as that might sound, it was true. And another thing. 
 
    Another thing was the center of her interest too. Well, not a thing. A gentleman, loosely speaking. Mr. Vaugh. 
 
    She didn’t know why he had stayed. As he sat at the pianoforte, his face looked white as marble and chiseled with strain. It was obvious that he had no interest in the present company—or her, for that matter—but he had the good manners to tolerate them, and even oblige them. For that, she was grateful. 
 
    What she wasn’t grateful for, was his face. There was a certain fierceness in his sculpted features, but also a softness about them. They still retained a hint of boyishness, which would be gone in a few months or years, judging by how quickly Edward had transformed at that age. 
 
    And it was a shame, really, that he should be such a gorgeous creature, because she couldn’t keep her mind on the dance. Moreover, she had the distinct impression that she had said something foolish to him in the parlor, right before almost fainting in his arms. For the second time. 
 
    She shook her head, and smiled up at her father. 
 
    “Beautiful music, sir,” her father praised Vaugh, raising his voice to be heard over the din, and a sudden smile flashed on Vaughn’s face. 
 
    That smile. It was a thing of symmetry and beauty. It had a life of its own. 
 
    “Ugh,” Stella’s lips said without her permission. 
 
    “What did you say, m’ dear?” her father asked. 
 
    Stella wanted to swallow her own tongue, and hopefully choke on it. 
 
    The laughing eyes flashed in her direction from the pianoforte, as if Mr. Vaughn had heard it too, and was mocking her for it. 
 
    “Nothing, papa, I nearly sneezed,” she said lamely, “but then I didn’t.” 
 
    Her father twirled her about the room, satisfied with her answer. 
 
    Oh, who cared about Mr. Vaughn and his perfect cheekbones anyway? He obviously thought of her as nothing more than a country bumpkin, and had felt it his gentlemanly duty to check on her. Well, she was fine now, and he was free to go on his way. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    But later that night, when the guests all went happily home, she ran upstairs to the window which looked out onto the road, and watched him climb up onto the high seat of Crowley’s phaeton. She couldn’t look away. Her eyes lingered on his long, leanly muscled legs and his strong hands, masterfully taking up the reins. 
 
    “Ugh!” Angry at herself, she drew the curtains firmly and went to bed. 
 
    There was absolutely no reason for him to show up in her dreams that night, long after she had seen him mount his carriage, his coat and dark hair sprinkled with snow, his smile a spot of brightness in the night. He didn’t belong in her dreams. She tossed and turned the whole night, her head aching, and then fell into a fitful sleep, only to dream of things—or people—she shouldn’t be dreaming of. This couldn’t be allowed to go on. Mr. Vaughn belonged anywhere but her dreams; in gaming hells in London, in elegant ladies’ company, or anywhere else where he wouldn’t be made to play the pianoforte and smirk in annoyance. 
 
    There would be more afternoons like this, more conversation and laughter, if Mr. Vaughn stayed in Highberry, which she very much doubted. But the snow was falling heavily again, and so he might be obliged to stay. And she couldn’t continue making a cake of herself over him. He was so sophisticated, and he so obviously despised the country—and possibly her, as well. So this nonsense had to be stopped right now. She might allow herself to look at him from afar, and admire those absolutely unfair features with which he had been blessed. 
 
    Maybe she would try wearing one of her other new dresses, see if he could appreciate good taste, even if he didn’t find it in one of London’s ballrooms. But that was all. 
 
    She would be firm with herself. 
 
    She furrowed deeper under the covers, her nose getting cold and drippy. It was still snowing heavily outside the window; she could see the shadows of the thick flurries on the wall. She turned around, and tried to fall asleep again, deciding to dream of sugary sweets and skating with the girls and all things Christmassy. And not him. Definitely not him. This nonsense had to end now. 
 
    It had to be absolutely stopped. 
 
    It absolutely wasn’t. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twelve 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    She went skating the next morning, although her head was splitting. But she tried to pretend it wasn’t, as much as she could, and put on her new skating boots, trimmed with pink fur. She and Edward took the carriage to the frozen pond, although it was a mere two miles away from Dovecotes. 
 
    When she arrived there, she saw Mary Crowley among the company of girls who were gathered, checking their skates and boot laces one last time, elegant bonnets keeping their heads warm, fluffy muffs wrapped around their hands. Then, she heard a deep-set laugh, and turned to see Mary’s brother, Mr. Crowley, leading an unknown gentleman onto the ice. 
 
    Stella looked at them more carefully. The unknown gentleman wasn’t unknown; it was Vaughn. 
 
    Someone is playing a cruel joke on me. 
 
    “Miss Gray!” Vaughn shouted as soon as he saw her, and his whole, usually sour face, was lit up with a huge smile. 
 
    She lifted a hand to wave at him, sighing under her breath. 
 
    At least he would think the color in her cheeks was due to the crisp cold, and not suspect her embarrassing nocturnal adventures. 
 
    “Mr. Vaughn,” she replied, as the gentlemen approached her and bowed in unison. “I thought you’d be well on your way to London by now.” 
 
    A shadow passed over his eyes, but it was gone in a second, and she thought she must have imagined it. 
 
    “I can’t seem to bring myself to leave Highberry,” he said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Crowley murmured behind him in long-suffering tones. 
 
    “Do you skate, Crowley?” Stella asked him. “I didn’t know you did, but then again, you haven’t been to the pond in years. Your sister is quite proficient.” 
 
    “I do not skate at all, my dear,” Crowley replied pleasantly. “I actually hate being here right now.” 
 
    Stella burst out laughing, and as she turned to join her friends, she met Vaughn’s gaze briefly, and thought she saw something there she hadn’t expected. A raw kind of need, something like hunger. The gentleman hid it quickly behind a charming, if a bit sardonic smile. But she had seen the naked expression quite clearly, and it puzzled her. 
 
    The whole day was a confusion of delight and disappointment. 
 
    Vaughn mastered the sport quickly enough, going on to race Mary Crowley with amazing balance and grace—it was insufferable. Was there anything the man couldn’t do perfectly? It turned out that he was probably soft in the head though, because he asked Stella for a turn on the ice next, but once they started gliding along, he completely ignored her, speeding up a little every time she almost caught up to him. 
 
    Then he would look back at her, and almost stop moving altogether, staring at her in such a peculiar way, like a deer caught in the sights of its hunter. 
 
    “I apologize,” he told her at one of these strange intervals. “I am careless. Are we going too fast?” They had left the rest of the company a ways behind them, and distant laughter bounced on the glassy surface of the ice, reaching them as an echo of bells. “You seem perfectly well outwardly, but it’s hardly been a full day since you’ve been out of your bed. We should stop and rest.” 
 
    Everything around them was calm, white and quiet. 
 
    “Not on my account, Mr. Vaughn,” Stella said, annoyed at his formal tone. 
 
    “Please don’t call me Mr. Vaughn,” he said, wincing in such an endearing way that her heart turned over once before righting itself. “It makes me feel approximately a hundred and twelve years old.” 
 
    “You did say you were older than me,” Stella shrugged. “What shall I call you then, sir?” 
 
    “Not that either,” he laughed, and looked down at her suddenly. Green eyes met hers, scorching in their intensity. “I hate my Christian name, usually, but why don’t we give it a try?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Timothée.” He said it with the French pronunciation, a long, accented ‘e’ at the end, his tongue rolling deliciously over the syllables. 
 
    Darn it, even his name was perfection. 
 
    “Why would you hate a name like that?” she asked. “It means, ‘gift from God’, doesn’t it, Timothée?” 
 
    He shut his eyes and stayed like that for a bit. 
 
    Then opened them. 
 
    “I don’t hate it now,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    They skated some more, and he didn’t touch her once, not like he had with the other girls. He didn’t take her elbow, as was proper and polite, nor did he clasp her gloved fingers to help her over a fallen log. At all times, he kept himself at least a pace away from her, but they chatted pleasantly most of the time. And when they weren’t talking, they cocked their heads up to the sky like birds, enjoying the stillness together. 
 
    At first, she was a little disappointed, but she chided herself for it. She was happy that he had stayed, no matter his strange coldness. Besides, maybe she didn’t want him to touch her or smile at her or pay her special attention, after all. 
 
    She wasn’t ready for the onslaught of feelings that assaulted her when he so much as looked at her. This was a dangerous man, and all the more so because he was kind as well, and not flirting with any of the ladies, least of all her. And therein lay his danger: if he had been a flirt and a rake, she would have easily dismissed him from her thoughts. But as it was, she was in danger of breaking every little bit of her heart over him, and she would not allow herself to do that. 
 
    So she screamed at Georgina that they should have a snowball fight—it was the most unladylike thing she could think of at the moment. 
 
    Georgina screamed back: 
 
    “Do you think that’s a good ide—?” 
 
    And then her words were cut off by a thick snowball that hit her on the corner of her cheek. 
 
    Georgina turned around to find the culprit—it was Edward. And thus, war started. 
 
    Stella had thought that this would be a fun exchange of fluffy snowballs among the girls, but she hadn’t taken into account that whenever boys got involved, they took everything far too seriously. Especially fighting. There was building of snow forts, and shouting and yelling and shuffling of feet on the ice. There was Vaughn screaming bloody murder as he hurled his ‘snow cannon balls’, as he called them, towards Edward and Crowley’s fort, with precision and strength, one after the other, until he completely destroyed it. There was the silly dance that he did thereafter, dragging Stella with him and twirling her on the snow until her skirts became more ice than fabric. 
 
    Then the attack came. Edward was viciously throwing the snowballs that Crowley and Mary prepared for him, and Georgina and Stella, weak with laughter, did little more than duck to avoid them, while Vaughn screamed at them to get up and help him, for heaven’s sake. 
 
    Finally, sweaty and freezing at the same time, their hair a disgrace and their clothes in all sorts of disarray, they dragged themselves home, like a bunch of hungry children. 
 
    “Stella, where are your gloves?” Vaughn ran after her, in his haste using her Christian name. 
 
    But given the fact that he had spent the past half hour showering her and Georgina with enough snow to drown a small army of kittens, as revenge for ‘letting him lose to Gray and Crowley’, his lapse in decorum was barely noticed by anyone. 
 
    She looked down at her hands, and realized that she hadn’t felt her fingers in ages. She brushed away the stray wet curls that obscured her eyes, and found that even with her hair out of the way, her vision was still blurry. She must be more tired than she thought. Maybe she shouldn’t have sent the carriage back, after all. 
 
    “I must have lost them,” she said absently, walking briskly ahead. “It doesn’t matter, we’ll be home soon.” 
 
    Why was her vision so blurry? If the ground hadn’t been so smooth and covered with snow, she would have stumbled several times. As it was, everyone was stumbling along, and no one saw what was happening to her. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” Vaughn was there, grabbing her arm to stop her, his gloved hands pressing on her frozen fingers. She looked up, and all she could make out was the blurry outline of his face, all angles and wet curls. “Man, you’re freezing. You’re already turning into an ice sculpture in front of my eyes.” 
 
    She tried to smile, but her lips were numb with fear. What is happening to me? Also, did he just address me as ‘man’, a vile slang word, reserved for the likes of his more or less gentlemen friends, like Crowley? 
 
    “The ice maiden,” he said in jest, his voice full of laughter. Then he leaned down and peered into her face—or probably that’s what he did—and what he saw there immediately turned him serious. “Here,” he said quickly, tugging off his own gloves. 
 
    “No!” She said it with more forcefulness than she had intended. Her frozen fingers were the least of her problems, if he but knew it. She placed her hands on his gloved ones to stop them. “I can’t take yours, my skin is used to the cold.” 
 
    “Your skin is…” Vaughn stopped talking abruptly, and took a sharp breath that sounded as if he were suffocating. “All right,” he said. “Take one then. We’ll each have one.” 
 
    This was absurd, but she didn’t have the energy to argue. Her vision was clearing, thank God, but now a piercing headache was threatening to send her to her knees. 
 
    “This is silly,” she said. “I’m still freezing, and now you are too. Come on, take your glove back.” 
 
    “And let a lady freeze? Never.” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She felt like the pain was making her mad, and he wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Look, put your other hand inside the glove as well,” he said. “It’s so big on you, it definitely fits. I’ll try to do the same, but with questionable success.” 
 
    She did as he suggested, and immediately her hands grew warmer. She breathed more easily. The pain in her head didn’t subside, but she hadn’t realized how tightly she had held herself against the piercing cold until that moment. She turned around, to see Vaughn walking by her side, smiling down at her, as he did the same. 
 
    “Well, this is just perfect,” he muttered, attempting to look dignified, and failing utterly. He was walking with his hands joined in front of him, having finally managed to cram them both in one leather glove. “Now I don’t just look silly. I am silly.” 
 
    “Well, if the shoe fits…” 
 
    “What shoe? It’s all your fault! I bet you didn’t even lose your gloves at all, you just hid them somewhere just so that you could humiliate any perfectly decent gentleman who happened to cross your path.” 
 
    “What?” She was laughing now, headache and all. She couldn’t help it. “That’s preposterous. You are not perfectly decent. And I did not!” 
 
    “Yes, you did. My hands are stuck in this infernal device previously known as a glove, but as soon as I manage to free them, you, young lady, shall get hit by a snowball so big that you…Hey!” 
 
    She ran away from him, giggling and stumbling, because it was ridiculously hard to run on the snow when your hands were stupidly joined together in one glove. 
 
    “What are you going to do, catch me?” she cried. “You’ve lost the use of your hands.” 
 
    “Once I do catch you, you’re dead!” 
 
    He ran after her, hot on her heels, laughing and falling on his face a couple of times, until he reached her. He fell on top of her, the momentum carrying them both, and he immediately rolled away, asking her if she was all right. 
 
    “Yes,” she said breathlessly, looking up into his green eyes, wide with concern. His nose was inches away from hers. “Although my dignity will never recover.” 
 
    He leaned back in the snow, his head sinking in it, and laughed. “Who cares about dignity?” he said so softly, she barely caught the words. “This is pure joy.” 
 
    She was aware that he was probably talking to himself, but even so, she answered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He turned his head over in the snow, looking at her sideways, as they lay there, sprawled next to each other. 
 
    “Do you regret being a child today, Miss Gray?” His voice had taken on a sad, nostalgic tone and his green eyes were glittering like emeralds. “Do you regret being a child with me?” 
 
    “Not one bit,” she replied, meeting his gaze. Her cheek was in the snow, and the cold helped ease the pain. “I think it’s perfectly horrid that one has to grow up.” 
 
    He turned away, looking up at the gray mantle of clouds. 
 
    “Quite,” he said, and there was such infinite sadness in his voice that she wanted to get up and hug him. 
 
    Then hands were helping her up, Georgina’s and Mary’s hands, along with much more giggling than Harriet would think appropriate. Thankfully, the urge to hug or otherwise touch Vaughn was gone, or if not completely gone, entirely quenched. He was getting to his feet as well. 
 
    “My, but your look like a drowned rat, Gray,” Vaughn said, and it wasn’t clear if he was talking to Stella or Edward. 
 
    Maybe she didn’t want to hug him so much, after all. 
 
    “Look to yourself first,” Edward retorted. “Your hair is dripping all over.” 
 
    Vaughn spun his head around, showering everyone with snowflakes like a wet dog. He laughed until he could barely breathe. 
 
    They all walked back together. Once at Dovecotes, the Crowleys and Vaughn found their horses, to ride the remaining distance to Downwell Abbey. 
 
    “Are you leaving tomorrow, after all, Mr. Vaughn?” Mary Crowley asked him.  
 
    “It appears not,” Vaughn replied, looking at Stella. “I’m officially giving up the fight to leave Highberry.” He grabbed his horse’s saddle with both hands, and swung lightly up on it, his long, hard body settling easily on the animal. “I’m staying.” 
 
    Stella looked away. 
 
    This was it, then. After today’s shenanigans, he would never see her as anything more than a foolish, country girl. Besides, he had referred to her with the endearing but entirely outlandish term ‘man’. Which only meant that he was either oblivious to the fact that she wasn’t one of his mates at school, or that he was aware of her female status, but it left him entirely unmoved. 
 
    So he was staying, but he was not in the least interested in her. Perhaps it was better this way. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirteen 
 
      
 
    Vaughn  
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Gray, 
 
      
 
    Here I am, back at school and far away from the frosted land of winter, Christmas and carefree childhood at Highberry. 
 
    It was a curse, I’m convinced, that led me to your path that snowy day. Not only because of what happened to you shortly afterwards, which I hate to remember and always will, but also because of what happened to me. 
 
    I can’t sleep. 
 
    I can’t eat. 
 
    It’s like an illness, being away from Highberry, from the warmth of the company there. And from you. I can’t— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Gray, 
 
      
 
    I am back at school, but everything is changed, and with everything, I am changed as well. I can’t concentrate on anything around me, my lessons, my friends, my sports. My indiscretions. All I can think about is playing in the snow, laughing, skating, eating everything in sight, and then lying on the carpet in front of the fireplace at Dovecotes while the snow falls quietly outside the window. 
 
    Being a child again. Being myself. 
 
    But that is not all I think about. I also think about you, constantly. Your smile, your eyes. Every word you said to me, I remember them all; most of them were you calling me silly, by the way. 
 
    But it doesn’t sound ridiculous when you visit me in my dreams. In my dr— 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dear Miss Gray, 
 
      
 
    It’s devilish cold here today. I was trying to warm my hands by the fire, but my insides remained stone cold. 
 
    Then I remembered how cold your hand had been that day we went skating together, when you lost your gloves. I doubt that you remember it at all, since you must have had many similar and much more exciting days since, but it’s seared in my memory. 
 
    I had vowed to stay away from you. I had vowed not to touch you again since the day I carried you in my arms for six miles in the snow. It changed me, that. And I can’t afford any more changes, being the only surviving offspring of a bankrupt, not to mention dead, marquis. Title-less and penniless. 
 
    And then I remember the feel of your skin against mine, when I offered you my gloves. Lying in the snow with you. Talking, laughing with you. 
 
    All the cold disappears, and in its place there’s fire. I am burning. I can hardly breathe. This is too strong for me, Stella— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Stella, 
 
      
 
    I am back at Eton now, but I wanted to drop you a few lines to express my gratitude to you and your father for your excellent hospitality and all the kindness you showed me, even though I don’t deserve it. You accepted me in your midst as a friend, an equal, and you would do neither of these things if you knew me, truly knew me. 
 
    No doubt word of what I’ve been doing here at Eton will have reached you by now, all my gaming and pranks and even worse, things not fit for a lady’s ears. 
 
    To tell you the truth, I’m not sure why I am writing to you, as I’m sure I shall never muster up the nerve to send you this or any of my previous letters. The tally is up to a letter per day so far. And growing. 
 
    Let’s hope I don’t get drunk enough to mail any of these. 
 
    I can’t stop thinking about you. About how I called you ‘man’, for some reason, of how I wanted you. Of how you— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stella, 
 
      
 
    I am so glad that I stayed in Highberry for the rest of the winter vacations. No, not glad. Torture is the word I’m looking for. I’m tortured by the longing, the memories. 
 
    I remember every second. 
 
    I am drowning. I— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear fire, 
 
      
 
    I shall be addressing my letters to you from now on, since that’s where they all end up anyway. 
 
    She is entirely unattainable, and I shall probably never see her again. But what draws me to her so much is her character. Did you read that, fire? Her character. How out of character for me. 
 
    She is more beautiful than a snowy day when the sun shines through the trees, but there is more. How rare is that. How rarely is there more than beauty. Never, actually, in my experience. She is witty and brave and able to laugh. She is all woman, the perfect one, in fact, but oh, can she be a child. She will never be weak or needy. At least that is the impression she gives. She walks through life wanting nothing, content in who and what she is. 
 
    Giving, rather than asking. She is a source, not a mouth. 
 
    It hurt to touch her, dear fire, even through my glove. 
 
    God, this doesn’t even make sense, does it? Just a tangle of unrelated thoughts. Don’t judge me too harshly for that, dear fire. This letter is, after all, the product of a handful of sleepless nights filled with feverish dreams. 
 
    Yet I remember everything with perfect clarity. From her pink boots to the muff she lost the day she fell from her horse. From the way she danced that Christmas night to the way she threw those snowballs at her brother. From the— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear fire, 
 
    Stella, 
 
      
 
    I am an idiot, you know this by now. I know I ignored you most rudely some times, and then was perfectly friendly to you others. I saw the disappointment in your eyes. The question in them. The hurt. 
 
    I want you to know that no one should be allowed to treat you this way, least of all me. But if you knew the storm of feelings that rage within me…If you knew what I want from you, you yourself would keep me at a distance. 
 
    Maybe you would be afraid of the intensity of my feelings, but I rather think you wouldn’t. You are no simple country girl, even though you refer to yourself in this way. You are much too clever for your own good, and if you knew what I want from you… 
 
    God, I can’t even write the words. 
 
    What I want from you…With you…Is a future. And that cannot be. 
 
    That ought to scare you. Does it, Stella? I know it terrifies me. 
 
    But I can’t stop and I can’t— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vaughn’s train of thoughts—if one could call the roaring storm inside his head that—was rudely interrupted as the door to his rooms was flung open and Lord Paxton appeared at the opening, looking a bit ruffled. 
 
    “Hullo,” he said. 
 
    Vaughn replied with a grunt. 
 
    Encouraged by this welcome, Paxton walked in and flung himself unceremoniously onto a settee, biting into a hard apple with so much force that Vaughn was surprised he didn’t lose a tooth. 
 
    “WhatchyoudoingTimmy,” Paxton said in one breath. 
 
    Vaughn rubbed his fingers across his eyes. Paxton must be in his cups again. Vaughn got up to stretch his aching joints, and tossed a few discarded papers that he hadn’t fed to the fire yet to Paxton. 
 
    “Dear fire,” Paxton read slowly, then sat up and held the paper up to the candle, elbows on his knees, concentrating hard. 
 
    Vaughn waited—it usually took Paxton a minute or two to ‘get’ things. 
 
    “Whom are you calling ‘fire’, you silly boy?” Paxton said at last. ‘Dear boy’? He was definitely in his cups. “I devoutly hope you haven’t taken to corresponding with a bit o’ muslin or some such.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Vaughn said, “I don’t…I don’t visit them, you know I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t think that…” 
 
    “I would never accuse you of thinking, my dear chap,” Vaughn said sharply, and immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I am addressing the fire, because that’s where all my letters will end up, that’s all.” 
 
    “All?” 
 
    “Well, I was writing to Stella. Miss Gray. The girl who fell from her horse in Highberry.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh.” 
 
    Lord Paxton considered this new information for a moment, cocking his head towards the ceiling and chewing loudly. 
 
    “Changed our mind about the country, have we?” he leered, when he had processed it enough. 
 
    “Yes,” Vaughn answered simply. 
 
    But what he thought was, it changed my everything, not just my mind. My heart too. He remembered that deep ache inside, that feeling of belonging that had assaulted him at Dovecotes on Christmas day. Even though he didn’t belong. Even though it was a lie, but oh, how he wanted it to be true. How he longed for it. Nothing else had ever made him feel like this. 
 
    The country. 
 
    Such a small, stupid word, for so much. 
 
    It had awoken within him so much that he now knew he was missing, but hadn’t known before. And yet he wouldn’t have it undone, not in any way. 
 
    “I actually like the country now,” he added, because Paxton was observing him curiously. “‘S my new dream.” 
 
    “What is, the country?” 
 
    “Why, yes,” Vaughn said. 
 
    He thought, she. She is my new dream. 
 
    “She flirt with you?” Paxton asked. 
 
    “She in fact did not flirt with me,” Vaughn replied. 
 
    “I see. Hence, you want her.” 
 
    Paxton put it in a rather simplistic way, but Vaughn couldn’t deny the truth of his statement. 
 
    “This isn’t the way to win her, my friend,” he said finally. 
 
    “Sod off,” Vaughn flung at him. “Don’t you think I know it? It’s just an infatuation, and it will pass. It will just take a bit of time. That’s why I’m writing these letters, so that I get all these insensible feelings off my chest. I’m not foolish enough to send them. By February the latest, the infatuation will have passed, and so will the letters.” 
 
    “Not by feeding them to the fire, it won’t,” Paxton said. “Look, if you want her in your life, at least try to be her friend. Otherwise, you’ll lose her. I saw her but once, but she didn’t seem like the girl who would reply or welcome letters like you’re wont to write.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m wont to write.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t I?” 
 
    Vaughn threw a book at Paxton’s head. Paxton barely flinched. 
 
    “Fine,” Vaughn said. “I’ll try your way. But I won’t enjoy it.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear miss Gray, 
 
      
 
    I mourn the fact that I cannot address you more intimately on paper, but I hoped to show you that I am not lost to all decency—as of yet. 
 
    I find myself back at Eton, bodily at least, while my mind still resides at Highberry. The days I spent there, playing in the snow, eating everything in sight, and getting to know you and your family, were some of the best of my life. I shall never forget one moment. I have rarely known such warmth and hospitality, and never known better company. 
 
    The memories are a comfort against the cold as well as the pressures of school, as exams loom in the distance. 
 
    I hope that this letter finds you as warm and happy as I am while writing it, and thinking of you. 
 
      
 
    With my fondest regards, 
 
      
 
    Timothée Vaughn 
 
      
 
      
 
    “’S not half bad,” Paxton squinted to read it as soon as Vaughn was finished. “Scratch out the last part about being happy and warm whilst thinking of her—warm, Vaughn! What were you thinking? Ask about her health, for heaven’s sake, and try to be less…fond in your regards.” 
 
    Vaughn didn’t scratch anything out. 
 
    He rewrote it entirely, and gave it to a footman to post before he changed his mind. And that was that. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Mr. Vaughn, 
 
      
 
    Your letter was a source of great excitement to the entire village. I did share most of it with my friends, and I hope you don’t mind, but it was impossible not to, such was my joy at receiving your news. 
 
    The time of your stay here, although short, was enjoyable for all of us as well. Never have we had such fun! 
 
    As the festivities of Christmas are now behind us, most of the joys of good company and excellent food—as you mentioned—are also gone as well. All that remains for us here in the countryside are long, cold nights. 
 
    But one must bear the loneliness as best as one can, and not contemplate too much on the future. I am sure that you shall excel in everything you undertake, and I pray that once your exams are over, you find the time and opportunity to visit Highberry again. 
 
    You should consider Dovecotes your own house, much the same way as if you were Edward, away at school. You shall always be welcome to stay here during the holidays, but I do realize that Dovecotes, being a small cottage, might not be what you are used to. So if you could ingratiate yourself to John Crowley again, so that he could invite you once more, that would be a delightful arrangement (don’t tell my father I wrote that, I beg you). 
 
    Father asked insistently that I extend an invitation for you to stay at Dovecotes, but I told him you will no doubt have better things to do. If you somehow find yourself at loose ends, however, please do not hesitate think of this as your own home. 
 
      
 
    With warmest regards from one who hopes that in future you shall call her, 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” Vaughn said to Paxton as he read her reply hungrily, a few weeks later. “You were right, who would have thought?” 
 
    His hands were shaking. He let the paper drift to his desk. 
 
    “Does she invite you again?” Paxton wanted to know. 
 
    “She does, indeed,” Vaughn laughed without mirth. “And it seems that I am officially her friend, you will be glad to hear. She begs me to call her ‘Stella’ and she sees me like her brother. Dammit.” 
 
    “It’s better this way,” Paxton said. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    From then on they corresponded regularly, their letters travelling back and forth every few weeks. It wasn’t as often as Vaughn would have liked, but he daren’t press her for more. 
 
    He wrote to her about the tragedies of his family, the whole sordid story of his parents’ murders, and the letter she sent him in reply was warped from her tears. 
 
    He complained about being stressed by school, and she replied that she understood, as she too was stressed, but in a different way. She wrote about her concerns about her father’s failing health and being all alone while having to deal with it, not wanting to interrupt her brother’s life and studies and ‘bother him with their troubles’. He had to restrain himself in order not to tell her soundly what he thought of her brother and his precious studies, and tried instead to advise her as best he could. 
 
    He wrote to her about his memories from Dovecots. 
 
    The night the year changed, they had spent it together in Dovecotes. Stella’s father had asked everyone to pray for one thing their heart desired for the new year. Vaughn wrote to her now about something that he hadn’t told her then. How it had never occurred to him before to pray to God as if he were talking to a friend, let alone to ask anything of Him. 
 
    But that had been exactly what they had all done, and Vaughn himself had imitated them. He described to her his reluctance and awkwardness, and she didn’t laugh at it in her reply. 
 
    What he didn’t write to her was the real prayer he had made in his heart as the year changed: That he would be part of this forever. 
 
    A prayer he was certain would never come true, but it was something more sacred than a wish or a dream, now that he had addressed it to God. He wrote none of this, of course. He simply said that he had never lived with good people or a family such as this, and Stella had promptly replied back to assure him that this was now his family, if he wanted it. 
 
    He wrote back to say that he did, in fact, want it. 
 
    Then, because his heart could take no more talk of families, he wrote to her about the latest prank he and his friends had played on their mathematics professor, a middle-aged scholar with a propensity for being scandalized by anything, really. 
 
    She wrote to him about the book she was currently reading, and he ordered a copy as well, so that they could talk about it more in-depth. 
 
      
 
    And as they wrote, the seasons changed, and it became spring. 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    If winter was wonderful in Highberry, spring was glorious. The chill never really went away, even in the summer, except for a few days of undisturbed sunshine. But that rarely happened, as Highberry was blessed with bubbling brooks and great lakes of water, which filled the air with humidity constantly. 
 
    That was what made spring so magical. 
 
    There was always the music of water in the air. Melting springs  overflowed with cool water rushing from the mountains, and most afternoons a soft mist of rain tapped on the windowsills of Dovecotes. Everything was coming alive with a vengeance, making its presence known. The wind, carrying flower petals. The singing of birds, the buzzing of insects. The brimming of color that overtook the blankness of the snow. 
 
    Nothing was more soothing than watching nature wake from the deep slumber of winter all around her and Stella spent most of her days tending the cottage’s garden. 
 
    Most years. 
 
    This year, there was no calmness, no simple sounds or pleasures. This year, there was pianoforte music and chatter and laughter and the clip-clopping of horses’ hooves. This year there were people. 
 
    And no ordinary people either. Things had gotten quite, quite mad. Right now, for instance. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t simply that Mr. Vaughn was once more in Highberry.  
 
    He had come the minute he was finished with his exams, the very moment, or so he declared proudly, next to a miserable Crowley whom he had dragged along with him, forcing him to invite him to his aunt’s house. This Vaughn had also announced to Stella with glee and, when everyone wasn’t looking, a wink. 
 
    Stella’s father’s health rallied, as it did every spring without fail, for which Stella was grateful. Edward came home as well. Which ended up creating something that had never existed in the village for as long as Stella remembered: a party of young people. 
 
    A party of outrageous young people. 
 
    They had managed to do everything from picnics for strawberry-picking to impromptu balls where everyone ended up dancing with the grace and coordination of wild monkeys, flailing about like a coven of witches in the forest, until they collapsed from laughter on a sofa. They gathered around the fire to read poetry, and ended up reciting their own, impromptu lines, before asking Vaughn to ‘play something’ for them on the pianoforte. 
 
    Stella simply followed along, wide-eyed at her good fortune. She had prepared herself for a dreary, gray spring full of gardening, long evenings, muddy walks, poetry books, and gossiping with Georgina. Instead, she barely had a moment to herself. 
 
    She was so happy she couldn’t stand it. 
 
    It had happened so quickly, and Stella was still trying to get used to the idea that she wasn’t alone or lonely, and that Vaughn’s magnetism was so great that it had managed to attract so many young people to her tiny corner of the world. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Highberry will become the next London at this rate,” she murmured under her breath. 
 
    It was one of those extremely warm spring days: the air felt sticky and the clouds hung low on the sky, trapping the heat. There were drifting petals and occasional raindrops everywhere, and three more of Vaughn’s friends from Eton decided to grace them with their presence, adding to the beautiful chaos. 
 
    “Do you have something of great importance that has to be said right this moment, Stella?” Georgina whisper-hissed next to her. “Because if not, you should keep. Your mouth. Shut.” 
 
    Stella tried not to giggle or answer, but both of these things proved impossible. 
 
    “I’m sure this is far more scandalous than anything you or I would be exposed to in the ballrooms of society at London,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Well, this is not society, it’s the creek behind your house,” Georgina said. “Therefore, shut up.” 
 
    It was indeed the creek behind Stella’s house. 
 
    And in it—the creek, not the house—there were six men swimming, with no clothes on. 
 
      
 
    They had been riding earlier, and the heat had clung to their skins like damp clothes. After the ride, the gentlemen, by now increased in their number by the arrival of Edward’s friend from Cambridge, had decided to take a swim in the swelling creek that flowed less than a mile behind Dovecotes. 
 
    And then, when the ladies were left alone, Mary Crowley had said: 
 
    “You know that gentlemen take off their shirts to swim, don’t you?” 
 
    “We should watch!” Georgina had added, and immediately clamped a hand on her lips. 
 
    Lady Anna, as the only noble-blooded lady of the party, felt it incumbent upon herself to be the moral compass of her peers. It must be for that reason that she had said: 
 
    “Let’s hide behind the trees. It wouldn’t do to be seen. Make haste!” 
 
    Giggling, they went, and Stella with them, shaking her head, not believing they would actually do it. But do it they did, such was their curiosity about the marvelous secrets of the male physique. 
 
    Well, the male physique ended up being quite obscure, as the gentlemen were submerged into the water up to their chins by the time the ladies arrived. The girls knelt behind the bushes, fitting their eyes to the spaces between the thick foliage. Whenever one of the men splashed the others, or rose in the shallow part of the water, it was obvious that they were all wearing their lawn shirts and hadn’t taken off their breeches—so maybe they were aware that they were being watched, after all. 
 
    “I’ve seen my brother swim before,” Mary Crowley pronounced, looking away in disappointment. “I assure you, he never enters the water with his shirt on.” 
 
    Shocked gasps met her words, and then Georgina was shushing everyone fiercely. 
 
    “They are onto us,” Lady Anna said, disgusted. “We’ll never see anything worth seeing now.” 
 
    “You’re just as bad as the rest of us, aren’t you, Anna?” Georgina teased her. “Looking at Lord DeWinter, are you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lady Anna said, nearly crying, “I know he’ll never even look my way, but I can’t help it.” 
 
    “He’s in love with Stella,” Georgina said quietly, her eyes searching hungrily for Edward’s russet fop of hair among the laughing and splashing company of men. “He’s said so enough times.” 
 
    It was true, he had. But the thing was that he had always said it in a joking, condescending manner, while also winking at Georgina, or any other lady present. Stella had also overheard him once talking to her brother and telling him that he was bent upon ‘taking his pleasure where he could’ until he had to be tied down by marriage. 
 
    “Brazen, quite brazen,” Lady Anna was muttering to herself and beginning to cry in earnest now. “What am I doing? How am I being so brazen? What would mother say? She would be quite, quite horrified.” 
 
    “Deep breaths, Anna,” Georgina whispered to her. “Stop saying ‘quite’ quite so much, and you shall be all right.” 
 
    “You are not being brazen. For there is nothing to be brazen about. None of us are brazen right now, no matter how much we may desire it,” Mary said. “You can barely see anything above their chins, and we see their stupid faces every day.” 
 
    “True,” Georgina hissed. “Now be quiet, both of you. What say you, Stella?” 
 
    “You’re being very quiet, Stella,” Lady Anna observed. “Do you find what we are doing horribly offensive? In our defense, we were just curious, and couldn’t resist taking a peek. Don’t be too harsh on us.” 
 
    Stella didn’t reply at once; she was being oddly quiet, it was true, but the reason had nothing to do with their supposed brazenness. 
 
    It was much more simple and much more horrible than that: Stella’s vision had turned completely blurry. This, accompanied by unbearable and annoying headaches, had been happening more and more frequently since Christmas, and honestly, she was getting tired of it. 
 
    Not that the other girls reported anything worth seeing that she could supposedly have missed, but it would be nice to be able to tell for herself. As it was, she could do nothing but wait for the blurriness to pass, knowing that as soon as it did, a severe headache would follow. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “Are you crying?” 
 
    She hadn’t noticed when the girls around her had left, and been replaced by empty space and blurry green leaves. She hadn’t noticed the tears pouring down her cheeks either. 
 
    “What?” she wiped at her face furiously. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Hey, are you all right? It’s Timothée.” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Vaughn.” 
 
    Why did it have to be him? Anyone but him. His voice had started out in a mocking tone, but as he got closer, he sounded more and more concerned. She stopped walking, or rather stumbling along, and waited for him to catch up, drying her cheeks discreetly. 
 
    “I’m here.” His voice, warm in her ear, reminded her how chilly the spring days could get once the sun began to set. She felt so cold inside suddenly, for no reason. “Now tell me, what’s wrong?” 
 
    She couldn’t reply. She could see enough to see that his hair was shimmering with drops of water. He had put on his coat and was trembling in it, but pretending that he wasn’t. 
 
    She blinked, but everything was still too blurry to make out details. 
 
    “Let me look at you,” Vaughn said, and his voice was a deep rumble, all humor gone from it. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you been crying?” 
 
    She couldn’t deny it. She shrugged. 
 
    Vaughn chuckled. “Am I that homely to look at, then?” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” She imagined seeing him with the white shirt clinging to his wet skin, the hair plastered to his forehead, water dripping from his chin…Her whole body trembled. 
 
    Maybe these headaches that stole her vision were a blessing, after all. 
 
    “We saw you looking,” he smiled down at her, a dimple forming in the corner of his mouth. She could see properly now. Which only meant that the headache was coming. “Hiding behind the leaves.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all she could say. So Mary had been right, after all. They had known the whole time. “Well, I…I didn’t look.” 
 
    “Good girl,” he turned his head to kiss her on the cheek. “Now let’s go in, I’m freezing.” 
 
    She looked at him, fully looked, for the first time since Christmas. It had only been a few months, but he had grown. He was more man than boy now, and there was something hard and undeniably masculine about him, even though he still looked like a poet or a poet’s muse. She took it all in, the sharp line of his jaw, the warm green of his eyes, his long, hard body. There was only one word that would describe what he was now: 
 
    Dangerous. 
 
    And he was standing so close that she could see clearly enough to see his shirt plastered to his skin underneath his jacket. 
 
    She had stopped herself from imagining seeing him like this, in her dreams or fantasies, but suddenly the realization hit her that she had. 
 
    Oh, how she had. 
 
    Darn it. 
 
    “Right,” she said, looking away into the trees, determined to walk as fast as she could towards the house; maybe she could outrun these ridiculous thoughts. These impossible feelings. 
 
    “Wait.” He clasped a clammy hand around her wrist, stopping her. 
 
    The light kiss he had dropped on her cheek had set her skin on fire. Her heart was hammering, and she felt a shortness of breath whenever she tried to speak. 
 
    She wanted to tell him to wait, that she was not ready for kisses on cheeks and fingers touching. She wanted to tell him that she was not ready to grow up, to grow out of this friendship, but oh, how she wanted to be. She couldn’t even find the nerve to say it to herself. 
 
    She put her hands to her cheeks and felt the wetness of tears again. Her head started pulsing in that that dull, familiar pounding, which would grow into excruciating, piercing pain within moments. 
 
    “Won’t you tell me what has upset you?” Vaughn asked gently. “We have no secrets, you and I. Not after all those letters.” 
 
    She looked up to him in surprise. She had thought that she alone had felt like that while reading his letters. It had been so strange, all these days, feeling as if she shared this intimacy with him, knowing secret details of his life, his past, his thoughts…And he of hers. But in the company of others, he was in turns polite and indifferent, as if there was nothing that separated her from any other member of their little group. 
 
    As if she was nothing special to him, or he to her. 
 
    “The others will be wondering where we are…” she said, trying to evade him. 
 
    “I don’t give a fig about the others,” he said fiercely, his green eyes on hers. “It’s you I’m here for.” 
 
    What was she supposed to say to that? He was shaking from head to foot, and suddenly there was so much intensity in the way his eyes were looking at her, so much hunger, savageness really, that she wasn’t entirely sure he was shaking form the cold alone. 
 
    She wasn’t. 
 
    “Don’t you realize what is happening? How you’ve changed things?” His brilliant eyes were staring straight into hers with such intensity that it was like falling into the sparkling waters of the stream. And drowning. “You have made school easy for me. Me, who couldn’t concentrate enough to pass a single exam. But you…even your damn letters make me feel as if I can do anything. And now I’m here, and I watch you, I always watch you, every little thing you do, laugh with your friends, turn the page of a book, take your tea…And I think, how could I ever be unhappy? How could anything ever bother me?” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” she said in a low voice, scared of her own words. 
 
    But he didn’t look scared. His smile was so wide, his eyes so bright, it almost hurt to look at him. 
 
    “You do?” the hope on his face was blinding. 
 
    “My eyes must be so puffy,” she said instead, starting to walk back towards the house. “I don’t want anyone to notice,” she wiped her eyes again. “Do you think I look all right?” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he said it easily, the words rolling off his tongue as if he’d said them a hundred times. 
 
    “I know,” she laughed. She did know that she usually looked well enough; she doubted she did right now. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” Vaughn added casually, but his eyes were looking her over with that same burning intensity that made her want to crawl out of her skin. 
 
    “No, silly.” She dismissed his words with a gesture, and walked on ahead of him at a brisk pace. Away from his words. “I only look beautiful. What I am is amazing.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” he nodded, looking down. 
 
    He laughed too, finally, but as she stole a look back at him to make sure he was following and had abandoned that intense green stare, she saw that he suddenly looked tense and pale. 
 
    Almost heartbroken. 
 
    She turned back around, her back to him, and her eyebrows met. What had she said to give cause to such a change? Maybe it had nothing to do with her. Probably. She shouldn’t read too much into it, just as she shouldn’t read too much into his kiss and stares and words. 
 
    He ran into the house, overtaking her in two strides, and yelled at her to keep up. 
 
    “And don’t think you’re getting away without telling me what all of this was about!” he cried, his back to her. 
 
    By the end of the day he had, of course, forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn  
 
      
 
    He didn’t forget for a second. He just never found the nerve to ask her why she was crying. He was afraid of the answer. 
 
    Was she in love with DeWinter? 
 
    Was he the reason for her tears? He knew the other girls had peeked at them swimming in the creek out of idle, and perfectly natural, curiosity, but it was different for her. He cared about who she had been looking at, specifically, and the need to know burned inside of him, eating him alive. 
 
    DeWinter had proudly told them, while they were splashing each other in the water, how he was going to marry Stella one day. 
 
    “Stella is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I don’t care about her lack of fortune,” he had said. “I have enough for both of us. On top of that, she is clever and kind… 
 
    Vaughn nearly swam over to hold him underwater until he could no longer utter hers, or any other name, but he kept himself in check—barely, but he did. 
 
    “Of course,” DeWinter had boasted, his handsome, hateful face wearing its usual relaxed, conceited expression, “marriage is a few years away still, thankfully. I shall get my pleasure wherever I can until I marry Stella. And I do mean wherever and I do mean I can.” He had thrown his wet curls back and had laughed long and hard. 
 
    Vaughn had pounced on him then, treading water so quickly to get to him, it felt as if he was flying. But someone beat him to it: Edward had DeWinter in a headlock before Vaughn could blink, and was dunking him into the water, DeWinter’s laughter giving way to desperate gurgling and choking. 
 
    “That’s my sister you’re talking about, you swine,” Edward had hissed, furious. “If I’d known you to be such an ass, I would never have allowed you within ten feet of her.” 
 
    Vaughn couldn’t agree more. 
 
    Then again, people tended to be blind where their so-called friends were concerned. 
 
    Edward and DeWinter had wrestled in the water until they were both blue in the face, and then everyone had gotten out and gotten dressed. Vaughn had stayed behind, swimming underwater until his lungs felt they would burst, to try and tame his anger. If he didn’t, he would end up breaking every branch on every tree once he got out. 
 
    But when he got out, Stella was there, all alone in the pale sunset, her shoulders shaking. He had quickly struggled into his boots and thrown a coat over his dripping back, and had run to her, only to stop short when he realized that she was, in fact, crying. 
 
    But in the end, although they had talked for a bit, he had asked her why only once. And he hadn’t pressed her. He didn’t have the nerve to ask again. For if she told him she had been crying over wanting DeWinter, it would have felt like a blow to the chest. And he wasn’t sure that his heart would survive it. 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    After the gentlemen dried up, they had tea on the grass, under the trees, sitting on blankets with candelabras lit all around them, until a sudden shower sent them running inside the house. 
 
    Then they all crammed inside the parlor, fighting for a place close to the fire, and ending up sprawled across settees, chairs, sofas, the carpet, and piles of books, since this particular parlor also served as the library of Dovecotes. 
 
    “Don’t you think it strange,” Georgina whispered to Stella, “that with so many big establishments nearby, including Downwell Abbey, everyone should prefer your father’s cottage?” 
 
    “It is terribly cramped,” Stella agreed, tucking her feed under her as she sat back on the carpet by the fire, “but I’m not surprised at all.” 
 
    She thought of Downwell Abbey, Crowley’s aunt’s residence, and of its cold, marble floors, tiled like a chessboard. Its echoing, empty rooms. Then she looked around her, at the chaos and voices, the laughter and the noise. 
 
    “You’re right,” Georgina pressed her hand. “I don’t know what I was thinking. The warmth in this house is palpable; it comes around you like an embrace. And it’s not the cozy corners or the yellow-lit windows, although to me, everything in Dovecotes is decorated with perfect taste to soothe the spirit. It’s the people and their kindness.” 
 
    Stella smiled, thinking of her father and how he always welcomed everyone to their home, from impoverished relatives to a group of unruly youths looking for a family and a place to belong. 
 
    They played parlor games and cards until they grew bored to tears, and then most of the gentlemen and the ladies had to leave, as they were invited to a ball held in a neighboring country village. Stella stayed behind, since she didn’t want to leave her father alone too much, and settled in for a night of reading in front of the fire. 
 
    At about eight o’ clock, a visitor was announced: it was Mr. Vaughn. 
 
    “Haven’t you had enough of Dovecotes for one day?” she smiled as he walked in, knowing his way around the house as if it were his own. 
 
    “Never,” he smiled and dimples appeared everywhere. “I find myself at loose ends, so I thought I’d keep you company. But if you’d rather have a moment of solitude after the chaos of the last few days, I wouldn’t blame you.” 
 
    “I don’t see why we couldn’t have a moment of quiet together,” Stella replied. 
 
    “I don’t either.” Vaughn was his usual smiling self, but there was a seriousness lurking behind his eyes that wasn’t usually there when there were others present. 
 
    They settled themselves in the library parlor again, but this time it was different. Everything was calm, the rain had stopped and there was no sound but the rustling of book pages as they read in companionable silence for a while. 
 
    Vaughn asked after her father’s health, and they talked about that for a bit, before reading for another half an hour in silence. The fire crackled, and all was calm. 
 
    “Were you not of the party that went to the ball?” Stella asked, lifting her head from the page and stretching in as much a ladylike manner as she could manage. 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t invited,” Vaughn replied in that irritatingly easy manner in which he said the most unexpected things. “I’m not an eligible catch, you know. And Crowley’s aunt is afraid that I might get ideas about his sister. I’m guessing she had something to do with my lack of invitation.” 
 
    Stella blushed furiously at the implication of his words, and wished once more that she was more sophisticated and used to hearing such things, so that she wouldn’t react this way. As it was, she felt his eyes on her, an amused smile playing at his lips. She hated his condescension, but she had expected it. 
 
    “It is horrible, how everything is part of the marriage market,” was all she could say. 
 
    “Life is horrible,” Vaughn replied, still watching her, “in case it had escaped you.” 
 
    “Oh, it hadn’t, I assure you. I told you once that I am a simple country girl to you, and you laughed at me. But simple girl or no, I have an understanding of how things are in the world—and of how they should be instead.” 
 
    “I have never thought of you as simple, and I beg your pardon for letting you believe that; it was perfectly indecent of me,” Vaughn abandoned his slouch, and got up to pace. His tall form dwarfed the room, the fire casting his long shadow on the arrangement of small, oval portraits on the wallpapered wall. “And I mentally salute you for your accurate comment. Everything is indeed about the marriage market. It’s true. For instance, just as I could never marry a woman who was weak, helpless, and needed to lean on someone before she could find her own way, ladies have their own criteria as well, such as…” he gestured to himself, “not tying themselves to a man of neither fortune nor prospects.” 
 
    Stella was silent for a minute, contemplating his words. She didn’t know why, but a shiver ran down her spine as she listened to him talk of marriage in that dispassionate way, as if he were talking business with his butler. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re teasing me, Mr. Vaugh,” she said lightly. “People can’t be as cold and calculating as all that.” 
 
    “Can’t they?” He cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, even if they are, you have left no room for…sentiment in your logic.” 
 
    He strode to where she was seated, and lowered his long body onto a chair next to her. 
 
    “I have no fortune, Stella,” he said, quietly, in the voice of someone who is determined to explain himself in detail. “Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “I know more than you think I do, since I myself belong to a genteel but impoverished family. Not to mention that I have a brother who, sole inheritor though he might be, is set to inherit pretty much nothing. But enlighten me, pray.” 
 
    “Well for me, it means that I will never be wealthy, not truly wealthy. No London houses for me and my wife, if I ever reform enough to persuade someone to take me on.” She laughed and picked up her book, turning a page over. She felt his eyes on her. “I’d have to work as well. Join the militia or the clergy, or something ghastly like that.” 
 
    The book stilled in her hands. “You call work ghastly?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course not. It’s a blessing.” 
 
    Vaughn’s eyebrows rose to his hairline, as if he had never heard of such a thing. “Are you aware of what happened in the garden of Eden, étoile?” he said, the French word—and accent—sending a shiver down her skin. “I seem to remember a curse and a punishment to all of humanity.” 
 
    “I always thought that Adam was given the blessing of working in Eden  before sin and ruin,” Stella said, “and that God in cursing gave him a greater benediction than…than men do, in blessing. I read this somewhere, I forget where.” 
 
    He sat there, listening to her. He barely made a noise of moved, nodding at her to continue. 
 
    “If I may be allowed to speak on the subject, as a woman,” she went on, “I am not allowed to work, except at home. But it has been my salvation, work, I mean. Keeping busy is what has saved me, no matter how mundane the task. Having work for my hands to stay employed has been my greatest blessing, during those years of loneliness, before the girls came back home from finishing school.” 
 
    Vaughn sighed deeply, and slid from his seat to the floor, sitting cross-legged by her feet. 
 
    “You have chosen your words most wisely, star,” he said. “I have nothing to say to your argument, except that I feel deeply ashamed of my own privilege, and hope to do better in the future. I doubt I shall, but I will try.” 
 
    Stella smiled, still trying to get over the strange leap her heart gave every time he called her with that ridiculous endearment. 
 
    “You are quite hopeless, it’s true, Mr. Vaughn.” 
 
    “Call me Timothée, please do,” he said, looking up at her with the begging eyes of a puppy. 
 
    “Mayhap you shall find a profession that will fill your heart with joy,” she said, pretending she hadn’t heard. “Never mind, I realized how ridiculous that sounded as soon as I said it. It sounds more like the sort of thing one would read of in a book, doesn’t it? Of characters having grand adventures, facing great and exciting danger without entirely dying, and reaping treasures as a reward. Not practical or suited to real life at all, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Don’t ask me again. Don’t ask me. Her heart was beating like a drum. Outside, it started to rain again, and she concentrated on the dull, rhythmic music of the rainfall on the windowpanes. The leaves, heavy with dripping water, stuck to the glass like shadows. 
 
    Vaughn’s eyes glittered as the fire’s light reflected off them. 
 
    “Bravo,” he pronounced after a pause. “You have argued your side admirably. Leaving me with nothing but a stupefied expression on my face, I don’t doubt.” 
 
    She threw back her head and laughed. He snorted. 
 
    “And this decision,” he added, “that when I become a pirate, I shall take you with me on my ship.” 
 
    She laughed even more. It was a strange sensation, being allowed to laugh freely in the presence of a gentleman, and not being berated for it by Harriet. 
 
    “Oh I shall hold you to it, Mr. Vaughn.” 
 
    “I should warn you,” he said, bringing a teacup to his lips, for the servant had been asked to bring in the tea things, even though the hour was so late. “The sea is not for everyone. You sound so bold and brave sitting by the warm fire right now, but once you see the waves coming at you, then we’ll see how…” 
 
    She waved a hand in the air, and stood. “Oh, don’t talk to me of the sea, I have no patience with it.” 
 
    “Why on earth not?” He stood too, and they took turns walking about the small room as they spoke, and tripping over books and rugs in their effort to avoid brushing shoulders as they passed each other by. “The sea is one of the great loves of my life, you know. I grew up right next to it.” 
 
    “Well, I have never seen it.” 
 
    He stopped walking for a moment. 
 
    “Then I know where we shall go next,” he said, as if it were as simple as merely deciding it on the spot. “We might have to invite the whole sordid lot as well, however. Will that put a damper on things?” 
 
    She stopped too, and found herself face to face with his paisley waistcoat. A frothy cravat was beginning where it ended, and revealing a sharp jawline and a bobbing Adam’s apple. Suddenly she had to swallow too. 
 
    “Are you serious? Are you suggesting we make a day of it?” 
 
    “Why not?” he shrugged. “I’m sure all the ladies of the party will be beyond excited, and the gentlemen too. We can ask Miss Evans to chaperone, and your father as well, if he feels up to it. The sea air might do him good. Should you like that, Stella?” 
 
    “That…” she had to clear her throat, because her voice sounded hoarse and on the verge of tears. His eyes crinkled in the corners with a smile that didn’t quite reach his lips. “That would be the most wonderful thing ever.” 
 
    “Good,” he nodded in satisfaction. He grabbed a chair and sat on it backwards, so that he could lean his elbows across its back, and prop his chin on them. Brown-blonde curls flopped over his brow. “I like to make you happy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Vaugh.” 
 
    “Call me Timothée, please do,” he said again, without lifting his head. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    “Call me Timothée, please do,” he said for the second time, trying to keep the desperation from his voice. Trying and failing. 
 
    Just give me that, he prayed, and I shall ask for nothing more. 
 
    He shouldn’t have come here. What was it about this place that changed him? This was the second time he had prayed in the span of a few months—and in his life, really. This was the thousandth time that he had done or said something he had promised himself he never would. Kissing her cheek had nearly brought him to his knees. He could still feel the velvet texture of her skin on his lips, he could still smell her girlish scent. 
 
    He had come here, knowing that he would be alone with her and keeping her company for hours, knowing how that would test his limits, how it would torture him sweetly. Yet he couldn’t stay away. 
 
    “I really couldn’t,” she replied, and her cheeks turned the most delicious shade of pink. 
 
    He sat up. 
 
    “You can, and you have done so in your letters very prettily,” he said. “And once at Christmas. I feel as if I know you better than any other human being, and you me. Am I alone in this?” 
 
    Down went her head, the crown of rich golden curls hiding her beautiful eyes from his view. He stood and bent over her. 
 
    “I am not,” he said quietly, his chin almost touching her hair, but not quite. Not yet. Not ever. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He let out a relieved breath, and hoped to heaven that she didn’t notice how much air he had been holding in—holding his breath for her answer. 
 
    “I’ve always hated my name,” he told her, gazing absently at the pattern of her braids. “It’s French. It’s the reason my parents are dead, in a way.” 
 
    Her head whipped up, and he saw tears shining in her eyes. 
 
    “You are not to say that ever again,” she said in a trembling voice. “Evil and people’s malice murdered your parents. It has nothing to do with your beautiful, beautiful name, or the country you grew up in.” 
 
    “All right,” he said, bringing a hand to her face to tuck a stray curl behind her ear. The mere brush of her skin against his made him weak in the knees. 
 
    He trembled. “Call me by it, then, if it’s so beautiful as all that.” 
 
    She smiled, and turned her head away. “I don’t—” 
 
    She was turning away from him and preparing to get up, and that moment his soul screamed that he couldn’t let her go, not yet. Not like this. Without thinking, he reached out to grasp her elbow, but she seemed to sense it, and stopped. His hand dropped before he could touch her. 
 
    “If I cannot be Timothée on your lips,” he told her, his voice low and fierce, “then I don’t know what I should be.” 
 
    “You should be yourself, silly,” she replied, but there was nothing silly in her voice as she said it. It too had dropped to a whisper with an intensity that made his heart want to jump out of his chest. 
 
    “Did you just call me silly? Again?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I have? You are.” She was starting to laugh now, at him, with him—he didn’t care. 
 
    At least her laughter eased some of the tension in his chest, and he could breathe a bit more easily. Not entirely, of course. How one could breathe when he was with Stella was beyond him. 
 
    “I am,” he said, smiling as well, “but this isn’t.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go find my brother. I thought I heard him arrive a moment ago.” 
 
    “Let’s not.” 
 
    He had heard him too, but he didn’t want to break the spell, not yet. He didn’t want this to stop, even though it was killing him. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She looked up at him, her blue eyes honest and smiling, and said: 
 
    “I shall try.” 
 
    “It’s not my intention to make you uncomfortable,” he said quickly. “I…I don’t know why, but I seem to need to hear you say it for some reason. Just when we are alone, like this, which I’m sure shall not happen again.” 
 
    For a second, she looked infinitely sad at his last words, and his heart gave a great jump of joy. But the look passed as quickly as it had come, and he was certain that he had imagined it. 
 
    He did not let the matter drop until she called him by his name. And then he wished he had let it drop, because the way ‘Timothée’ sounded on her lips made all his bones melt and his heart yearn for things it shouldn’t. It made his hands reach for hers, and his lips hungry for her mouth. All of the feelings he had been repressing for months surfaced with a vengeance, seeking to pull him under and drown him dead. But. 
 
    The storm inside his heart. It was finally silenced. It was finally, for the first time in years, quiet. 
 
    So it was worth it after all. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It was far more work to put together the ‘sea excursion’ as Georgina, the sanest and most tolerable of Stella’s friends took to calling it, but finally, three days later, they set off in four carriages, amidst much giggling and shouting. 
 
    He had hoped that he would be allowed to ride on horseback, but the wind was so fierce and the clouds looked like rain, and thus it was impossible. By the time they arrived at the seaside, his head was aching so much from the chatter he had been forced to endure inside the carriage that he felt sick, as if he had a fever. Or maybe that was the result of not managing to ensure a seat in the same carriage as Stella. And the fact that DeWinter had. 
 
    As soon as the salty air hit him, he felt better. And then he saw Stella alight from the carriage. 
 
    Her face. 
 
    Her face was transformed the minute she saw the sea, and he just stood there, oblivious to his surroundings and the mayhem of twelve young people chattering and running on the sand, just watching her. Transfixed. 
 
    She barely moved a muscle, just brushed her hand over her eyes, as if they were tearing up. Or hurting her. Maybe she had a headache too, after being cooped up in a carriage with bloody DeWinter for three hours. 
 
    But finally she stopped doing that, and just stared, her pink lips slightly apart in wonder. Vaughn didn’t even turn around; his back was to the water. The only part of the sea he was interested in seeing at that moment was the part that was reflected in her luminous eyes. 
 
    Finally, she saw him, and her face broke into a smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, “Timothée.” 
 
    And his heart shattered into a thousand brilliant pieces. 
 
      
 
    There was a quay, and the ladies decided to promenade there, which meant that as a consequence, the gentlemen made a great show of fighting amongst themselves for the honor of accompanying them. 
 
    “Please!” Vaughn cried in mock surrender, dropping to his knees in front of his friends. “My kingdom for Miss Gray’s arm! I cannot fight you lot anymore, I am defeated!” 
 
    “Too much Shakespeare at Eton, that’s my diagnosis,” Harriet Evans said severely, turning her nose up at his theatrics, while Mr. Gray looked upon them fondly. 
 
    “Let the children play, Harriet,” he told her, and Vaughn stood to his feet, laughing under his breath. “They have little enough time to still be children, you know. Might as well let them enjoy it.” 
 
    And just like that, everything turned serious again. 
 
    In the distance, he saw Stella decline DeWinter’s offered arm, and ran. He didn’t try to offer her his elbow, but was content to walk by her, quietly. The wind blew her golden curls into his cheek, but he didn’t move his face an inch. 
 
    “The sea, Mr. Vaughn,” Stella finally spoke over the wind, “is far greater than I ever imagined.” 
 
    “Do you mean beautiful, Miss Gray?” His eyes were on her. 
 
    “I mean vast,” she replied, looking at the waves. “It’s far bigger than anything I have seen in my life. And I suppose, unfathomably deep.” 
 
    “Quite,” he agreed. 
 
    “It frightens me so dreadfully,” she whispered and the emotion in her voice sent a jolt through his entire body. “I feel lost, so close to it. As if I might slip and be swallowed up.” 
 
    The urge to grab her in his arms and hold her so tightly that she would never ever think of being scared for the rest of her life seized him with such force that he nearly stumbled. 
 
    “I am a very good swimmer, you know,” he tried to say it in a jovial manner, but he sounded serious and intense. “I’ll save you if you were to slip. But it’s not frightening, not really. It’s only a matter of jumping in, and then floating.” 
 
    “Don’t even talk of jumping in,” she laughed tremulously. “I daresay this is divine justice for calling you silly so many times, but I promise you I am quite sincerely frightened of this huge body of water.” 
 
    “As long as you stay by my side, there is no need to fear.” His voice shook a little, but he hoped she couldn’t hear it over the wind. 
 
    “How I hate being so silly,” she laughed, and almost choked on it. 
 
    “Nothing silly about it,” he said quietly. “And I thought we established that I am the silly one, anyway. Now tell me, shall we run off and join a pirate ship now that we’re here? We might never get a second chance, and I’m afraid that it might take me a little while to acquire one of my own, as I promised you.” 
 
    She laughed, distracted. 
 
    “A pirate ship?” she swatted his arm. “Silly.” 
 
    “This is one of the very few things I’ve ever said that isn’t silly, star,” Vaughn said, gazing out at the water. “One needs a cause higher than himself to fight for, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “And piracy is naturally one of these higher causes.” 
 
    “Well, not the assembling of treasure or gold, no,” Vaughn said. “Not that. But fighting injustice—which some pirates do. Or privateers, rather. I could do that, and then put the spoils to good use.” 
 
    “Well,” Stella said, “in that case, I’m in." 
 
    She smiled, genuinely this time, her fear forgotten. She paused and lifted a hand to shade her eyes, as she examined the horizon for an imaginary pirate ship. 
 
    It was at that precise moment that one of the clumsiest of Edward Gray’s friends from Cambridge decided to run headlong down the entire length of the quarry in under a minute, eager to win a bet with one of his other witless friends. In his hurry, he pushed aside anyone who remotely stood in his way, and one of those unfortunate ones happened to be Stella. Before Vaughn’s very eyes, the young man pushed Stella aside, and she lost her balance. He saw her face go completely white as she teetered over the precipice, the waves rising to meet her. 
 
    He was moving before he realized he was doing it. Then his arms were around Stella, pulling her to his body, pulling her back to safety. He felt her heart hammering like a caged bird beneath his fingers. He pressed her to him more securely, her back to his chest, and stayed there, holding her until she could start breathing again. 
 
    He had done what he had promised himself he never would. He had touched her. Not just ‘touched’; he had wrapped his whole body around her like a shield. There was no air between their bodies. No empty space. No safety. 
 
    “Stella,” he murmured, pouring all his torture in that one word. “Stella Stella Stella.” 
 
    He couldn’t stop saying her name. Three days ago, when she had finally called him by his Christian name and he by hers, it had felt like the biggest victory of his life. Every other victory, small or big, had looked so stupid in comparison. 
 
    He swore in French as she constricted in his arms, and held her more tightly. 
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you ever,” he murmured to her back in French. “I’ve got you. You’re safe. You’re safe, Stella.” 
 
    Now he’d gone and done it. 
 
    He had vowed never to touch her, and now…now he was touching her. All of her. Every single feeling he had held pent up inside, shoved deep down and smothered with as much strength as he could muster, came pouring out of him and crashed over them both like a wave. 
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    When Vaughn hugged her from behind, the terror disappeared. 
 
    Everything disappeared: the roiling sea, the voices all around them, the roar of the wind in her ears. 
 
    Pure terror had gripped her as was pushed down towards the dark, deep waters that loomed beneath her feet. She had braced her body which, shoved forcefully from the pier, was about to plunge into the abyss, when a force even greater had pulled her back. Back to safety and to steady land. It had also pressed her against something that beat in a frenzied rhythm. A heart. 
 
    Timothée’s heart. 
 
    He held her against him as she struggled to breathe past the fear. She clutched his arm, his waist, his neck as though she were drowning. And she was. He was all corded muscle and tension. 
 
    “Stella Stella Stella.” He said it over and over, like a prayer. 
 
    He moaned low against her hair, and started repeating her name in what only could be described as anguish. Then he muttered something in French, which she didn’t understand, but she knew enough to know that it was a hybrid of an oath and an endearment. Then his fingers were on her neck, and around her waist, hiding her from the wind and the piercing cold of the sea. Frothing waters yawned below her boots. She could feel the waves lapping at her feet, but she didn’t dare move away from his embrace. 
 
    Besides, she was no longer frightened. 
 
    Well, she was no longer frightened of the water, or of plunging to her death. But there was another kind of drowning, and she was about to be submerged in water far deeper and darker than the ocean. 
 
    And this fear couldn’t even compare to the other one. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Vaughn asked, his breath caressing her ear. He still hadn’t let her go, and she hadn’t made a movement to signify that it was what she wanted. 
 
    “I was afraid I would fall…” She hardly knew what she was saying. 
 
    He dipped his head so that his eyes were on the same level as hers, and turned her head around with a long finger under her chin, until they were face to face. Her vision filled with the redness of his lips and the greenness of his eyes. 
 
    “I would never let you fall, Stella,” he said. 
 
    “But it is now that I am really sinking.” 
 
    His lips parted, trembled. A muscle ticked in his jaw. 
 
    “What do you mean?” He waited, but she could find nothing to reply. “No, don’t answer,” he said in a moment, the words hurried. 
 
    His mouth moved closer to her lips. Almost brushed them. 
 
    “God help me!” The words were wrenched out of him in a guttural voice. 
 
    He flung himself from her, and turned around. He stood there a moment, his back taught and his fist clenched at his side. Then, without even a glance her way, he all but ran away, in the opposite direction of his friends. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    “Now I’m really sinking,” she said, looking straight into his eyes. She had never done that before. 
 
    He knew she hadn’t, because he had looked and looked and waited for her to look back and had suffered at her indifference. But now she did look. And said that she was sinking. 
 
    I am too, he thought. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, but then he lost his nerve to ask more. 
 
    I won’t lose her, he thought fiercely. I won’t lose what little friendship I am allowed to have with her. I won’t lose this family, this feeling. Her. I won’t lose her. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and ran away from her like a frightened child, before he could do something insensible, like bring his mouth down to hers and never stop until he drowned in her lips. 
 
    Except that he wasn’t running away from her. 
 
    He was running away from himself.  
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    A few days later, it was the last day of vacations from Eton and Cambridge, and there was a sense of gloom over the entire company. Vaughn had spoken but a handful of polite words to Stella for the remainder of their stay at the seaside. Afterwards, he had mostly avoided her like the plague. 
 
    This morning, they were having their last picnic by the creek behind Dovecotes. The young people were unusually quiet and subdued, lazily gazing at the grass, stuffing their mouths with pudding, cake and sweet tea, and climbing on the swing Edward had installed high above the water. 
 
    Stella got up to walk, hoping that the coolness of the morning would dispel another irritating headache. She walked by the water’s trail, not caring about the mud that caked her boots, and paused to look up at the gray sky. Like the clouds, her thoughts refused to clear. 
 
    “Shall I join you?” a voice called behind her, and she turned to find Mr. Vaughn leaping to his feet from where he was slouching on the grass, and reaching her in two long strides. 
 
    “I cannot possibly find a way to decline politely,” she flung over her shoulder. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” he shouted as he sprinted after her, then, once he had reached her, continued to walk beside her in a more civilized manner. “’Tis our last spring morning here,” he observed casually as they walked on, following the curve of the creek. 
 
    “Is it? I hadn’t noticed,” she retorted and he laughed. 
 
    “Have I spent my time here unwisely?” he asked. “Or do you find me at all improved?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” She couldn’t help but smile too. “In fact, I suspect you to possess even greater moral depravity now than before you came here.” 
 
    He whistled. “Should I reform then, Miss Gray?” 
 
    “Not on my account, Mr. Vaughn.” 
 
    “On whose then?” 
 
    “Why, your own, of course.” 
 
    He made a vague gesture, as if to say that this wasn’t something worth considering. “Your friend Georgina seems to have reformed your brother quite a bit.” He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “I thought I saw him kiss her hand when no one was looking. Well, no one except me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Stella said, turning back to observe her brother and Georgina’s silhouettes. They sat together, a little apart from the rest of the company, and were lost deep in conversation. She had never thought this would happen, but the sparkle in her friend’s eyes had told her everything she needed to know. Miracles did happen, after all. Just not to her. “Disgusting, isn’t it?” 
 
    Vaughn laughed. 
 
    “Does it not make you happy?” he asked gently, when his mirth had subsided. “Your dearest friend might become part of your family, after all.” 
 
    “It horrifies me,” she replied. “I do not expect you to understand.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he said at once, stopping in his tracks and turning his attention to her. 
 
    “Well, it…it signifies the end of childhood. Although I know it has been over for quite a few years now, in theory. But one doesn’t quite get the point until one has to, don’t you think?” 
 
    He inclined his head. “Having had little to no experience of a childhood, I cannot agree with you, but I’m sure you are right.” 
 
    “That is the saddest thing I have ever heard.” 
 
    “And I have heard nothing sadder than a girl mourning the fact that a bridegroom is taking her friend away,” he rejoined. 
 
    “It is sad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, you might sing a different tune when a bridegroom comes for you.” He smiled down at her and pressed his hand gently on her shoulder. 
 
    “That’s not funny,” she said, swatting his hand away. 
 
    He laughed again, but it didn’t sound sincere this time. 
 
    “I shall never marry,” she continued. “My father needs me too much, and I find no reason to leave Dovecotes. I find I have no taste for London and a coming out Season.” 
 
    “What if someone came right here and swept you off your feet?” he asked, turning to start walking again. 
 
    “What are the chances of that happening?” she shrugged. “Besides, I am quite particular in my tastes. I’m sure I would find fault with every imaginary suitor—or nearly.” 
 
    He snorted. “Might I venture a guess that you’re not too fond of moral depravity in a gentleman?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t pretend that you are not particular as well, Mr. Vaughn. I’m sure you too have requirements.” 
 
    “I can’t afford to have any,” he shrugged. “No fortune, remember? Beggars can’t be choosers. The only thing I’m absolutely adamant about is…the hysterics.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I cannot abide weakness, Miss Gray. Is that too horrid of me? I don’t mean anything that might happen naturally in the course of one’s life, of course. I am not entirely a monster. But I do despise the excessive neediness and weakness some females display, relying far too much on their male counterparts, be they husbands, fathers or brothers. I despise weakness. I have seen a…disturbing dependence upon a man in many a lady’s character, within and without marriage, which I find increasingly distasteful.” 
 
    “I dare say,” Stella said slowly, “’tis society itself that forces a woman to be dependent upon a man to an extent. Greater than some of us find comfortable, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Well. Perhaps the matter requires further consideration.” 
 
    “Does it really?” He seemed deep in thought, and she doubted that he discerned her irony. Just as well. Wit in a lady was generally frowned upon, according to Harriet. 
 
    “I couldn’t bear a wife who would need me too much, or keep me from life. It is a great source of unhappiness, from what I’ve seen of the world.” 
 
    “You have seen quite a bit of it, ‘tis true.” 
 
    Once more, her sarcasm went unnoticed. “Before she can think of forming any type of bond with another,” he said, “a woman can and must be strong in her own right. Like you.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. 
 
    “I do not think what you say is unreasonable,” she said. “A bit cold and unsentimental perhaps, but you did start by talking of money first, so I should have expected no less.” 
 
    “Quite.” He wasn’t laughing anymore. 
 
    “Of course, in order to require strength in a woman, a man must deserve it by merit of his own character as well.” 
 
    “Ah, I see that we are back to our favorite topic again,” he said. “My reform.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” Stella said quickly. 
 
    “Well, you should have,” he insisted. “Gray was telling me the other day that he thought you rather approved of the changes he has made because of Miss Georgina. Giving up gambling, boxing and erm…a certain type of company. Not to mention too much mingling with Society…” 
 
    “Society ladies, I think you mean.” 
 
    “I do. Anyway, it was Edward’s excitement for your approval that made me think it would be a good idea to follow his example.” She said nothing. “So that I would gain your approval, I mean.” 
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” 
 
    He looked disappointed and turned abruptly around, as if he were about to leave. She stayed him with a hand on his sleeve. The day had been hot and humid and he had taken off his coat. He was in his waistcoat and rolled up lawn shirtsleeves, looking much too delicious for his own good. 
 
    “I do not mean to hurt your feelings, Mr. Vaughn, but to change so much for a woman, any woman, besides being rather unwise, in my opinion, also creates certain expectations between her and a gentleman, don’t you think? An understanding, even.” She gazed at her brother and her friend in the distance. “It puts their every conversation on a whole different level.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he nodded. His eyebrows met, and his brilliant eyes were in shadow. “Of course, you’re right. We wouldn’t want to do that, you and I.” 
 
    “Never,” she agreed, eager to get away from the topic. 
 
    “You are my good friend.” She looked away. Why wouldn’t he let it go? “I’ve shared things with you that a man shares only with his closest friends. We’re too good a pair of friends, aren’t we, Stella?” 
 
    She couldn’t speak past a sudden lump in her throat. She merely nodded, but he wasn’t looking at her. He just kept walking. 
 
    “It wouldn’t do to ruin our friendship,” she said finally, hoping he couldn’t hear the trembling in her voice. 
 
    There was silence for a bit. The air was fragrant with spring and filled with the music of a flowing stream in the distance and the chirping of birds. 
 
    “But what if I want to?” he said, suddenly coming to a halt, his eyebrows meeting again. “What if I want to ruin our friendship? Destroy it.” His head dipped down low, over her lips. “Kill it dead.” 
 
    Lower went his head. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. Why couldn’t she take her eyes away from those lips? 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Now it was his voice that was trembling. His eyes on her lips. But he went no further, he waited there, brushing her mouth with his own. 
 
    She lifted her chin to his just a fraction of an inch. That was all it took. With a sigh, his lips were on hers, his long, hard body alert. His hands came up to cup her chin and tuck her against him. His lips explored hers and teased them open, and he tasted so amazing, that she opened her mouth to let him in. 
 
    He gasped and  his arms were around her waist, lifting her off her feet. He had to tip his head up to continue kissing her, which he did. She let him lift her in the air and cupped his neck with both hands, her fingers playing with his hair, which she shouldn’t have done, because he made a deep, guttural sound, as if she was destroyed him. He stumbled, and his knees almost folded, but he still held on to her, their lips joined. He brought her back to her feet and leaned further down to deepen the kiss, bringing a hands to her chin. They stood like that, pressed against each other until her bones melted and there was nothing holding her up but his arm around her waist and his fingers cupping her neck. 
 
    They came apart gasping for air. 
 
    Vaughn had had his eyes screwed shut, and he opened them now and squinted at the sun. His face wore an expression of utter amazement and…fear? His cheeks were flushed, his hair a tangled mess. She had done that. Vaughn’s hands dropped to his sides as he staggered back, the breath knocked out of him, and just the look of him, so flustered and gorgeous, made her legs fold. Immediately his arms were around her again. 
 
    “Star?” She heard the laughter in his voice and lifted her head to see him smiling. Then he must have seen that she was close to crying or fainting or both, and the smile left his face. “Was that…acceptable?” he murmured. 
 
    She laughed, and tears stung her eyelids. “It was incandescent.” 
 
    There was that smile again. His whole face stretched with it, and the sun came out in his eyes. She was weak and limp, but at the same time wide-awake, her whole body thrumming with energy 
 
    “I thought so too,” he murmured. His thumb touched the corner of her lips. She trembled, feeling dizzy. “Lean on me,” his voice was a low rumble, and it sounded as if he was still smiling. “I’m here.” 
 
    “I thought you said you hated a woman who needed you,” she murmured, letting him press her cheek on his chest. His shirt smelled of grass and fresh laundry dried out in the sunshine. His hands had been tangled in her hair while they kissed, causing it to fall from its combs and into a waterfall to her waist, and he now run his fingers over it lightly. 
 
    “Not you. Never you.” He said it fiercely, lowering his head to peer into her eyes. “I spoke wrongly. From whatever nonsense my mouth sprouted, you are the exception.” He smoothed her hair and tucked it behind her ear, studying her face. His eyes were so impossibly green, and burning like emeralds. “It was my most fervent wish that you would need me in some small way, Stella.” 
 
    She smiled against his shirt. 
 
    Was this real? It felt like a dream. It felt too good to be true. 
 
    “Is this feeling real or am I dreaming?” she murmured against his chest. “I have never been kissed before, so I don’t know if it’s expected to feel so…so much. I didn’t expect to have my breath stolen quite so thoroughly.” 
 
    “Are you listening to me?” Vaughn said urgently. “It is important that you understand. Whatever I said, I kept thinking that it didn’t apply to you. Did I mention that? I’m sure I was too much of a coward to say it. But I thought it. In fact, I thought of little else, and I’m sure that as a result I have quite botched whatever I had meant to say. But I assure you, you are the only thing I have been thinking about with any sort of clarity since December.” 
 
    “Still, you said but a moment ago, that you despise weakness,” she persisted. “That you wouldn’t want anyone to keep you from life.” 
 
    “Well, you could. You could keep me from anything, drive me to anything. You could lead me to the gallows and I’d die a happy man.” 
 
    Then he lowered his head to hers again, and all words were forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He went back to school without his heart. 
 
    That might be too dramatic a statement, but he didn’t care; it was true. And if this spring had made a poet out of him, then so be it. 
 
    The fact remained that there was a hollow place in his chest where his heart used to be, because his heart was no longer in his keeping. He had left it behind, in Highberry, and he counted the days until he could go back and claim it again. His concentration was in tatters, as was his reputation with his friends, since he refused to do anything but study and write letters to Stella. 
 
    And then the torture was over, because he was free for the summer. 
 
    He spent every single moment of his freedom at Highberry. 
 
    Endless sunny days faded seamlessly into starry nights, and he drank every minute of Stella’s company like a man dying of thirst. Barely a moment passed when he did not have his arms around her, his eyes on her, or his lips hungry for hers. 
 
    And so the days bore on, and he tried not to think about how impossible it all was, him with his lack of funds and career, and she with her innocence and lack of fortune. The conclusion that any connection with her was impossible started to slowly dawn on him with more and more clarity. 
 
    She was eighteen years old, he just over twenty. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “I love it when you speak French to me.” 
 
    “Alas, I was not speaking it to you, star, only near you. I was muttering to myself, like a fool.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I could speak it to you, if you like.” 
 
    “I like.” 
 
    He laughed. It was a fine, sunny day in the middle of July. He was sprawled on the grass in the back garden at Dovecotes, staring lazily up at the sun. This part of the garden was fragrant with the smell of roses and rhododendrons. It faced the woods, and their greenness looked cool and delicious and inviting, but he was too lazy to move. 
 
    Too content where he was. 
 
    “The way your tongue skips over the ‘r’s…it makes me shiver.’ 
 
    Speaking of shivering…his whole body was on fire. He made his voice drawl while he actually wanted to grab her and show her what his tongue was really capable of. 
 
    “Do they, star?” 
 
    “Oh, do stop being so pleased with yourself,” she laughed. “You know how you affect me. Your voice, your hands, your stupid chiseled face…Everything about you.” 
 
    By the end her voice had taken on a dreamy tone, and he found himself unable to speak. 
 
    Instead, he smiled down at her. She was lying on the grass as well, her head on his knee. Twin dimples appeared on his cheeks with the smile, a source of endless chagrin to him as a child, but now she reached up a hand to touch them, and suddenly he was glad of the dimples. He turned his face around to run his lips down the side of her finger. Dark blonde curls flopped over his brow, but he didn’t push them away, too busy drowning in her smile. 
 
    Just in order to keep his thoughts above water, he started speaking. 
 
    His French came out deep and mumbled, but hopefully she didn’t understand his actual words, because if she did, then he would be in deep trouble. She curled her fingers in his hair, and closed her eyes with a perfectly mesmerized expression on her lovely features. What could any man do under these circumstances but keep talking? 
 
    He started by telling her how he felt, something he would never in a million years find the courage to do in English. He told her about the storm inside his soul, about the pent up anger and sorrow, passed down to him by his parents and grandfather instead of any other inheritance. Then he told her of the quietness that she carried with her everywhere she went, the quietness that had intruded his own stormy soul as well. 
 
    Of how she had calmed the waves inside his heart. 
 
    Of how beautiful he had always found her, from the first minute, and of how he saw her now that he knew her: her strength, her excitement for life, her innocence which disguised a sharp wit. Her goodness, which was no false pretense of goodness; it was a deeply rooted kindness and devotion to living a godly life. All of that made her so much more than a pretty girl in his eyes now. It actually made her the only girl, the only woman in the world. His eyes had been rendered blind to everyone else, it seemed. 
 
    He went on in this fashion for far longer than he should have, but she didn’t protest. She listened with her eyes closed, her hands sending shivers all over his skin. He let his voice wash over them both, his own words calming him, grounding him. Binding him to her, more and more. 
 
    He stopped moments or hours later; he didn’t know which. 
 
    “That was lovely,” Stella murmured, in a daze. “What did it mean? I understood a few words here and there, but not much, really.” 
 
    He chuckled with more harshness than humor.  
 
    “Oh, nothing much,” he said. “Mostly nonsense. I talked about the depth of my feelings for you, my dear, and how beautiful you are.” He tried to speak casually, as if he had said nothing special, but his voice broke. 
 
    He lowered his head, but she smiled, stealing a glance at him. His cheeks were on fire; she had seen, no doubt. His eyes stung with tears. 
 
    “But this seemed to get no response from you,” he added, looking away into the water, “so I started talking about the grass, the sun, the clouds… The sky. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “It was superbly beautiful, Vaughn. I could listen to you talk for hours.” 
 
    “Oh, and somewhere in-between there,” he added in an indifferent voice, “I asked you to marry me.” 
 
    She leapt up, petals flying from her skirt—she had been idly picking flowers. The movement was so abrupt, he nearly fell backwards, but he caught himself and sat up as well, watching her. 
 
    “Yes!” she laughed, grasping his hands in hers. “Yes yes yes yes.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Her fingers were warm and small, and he wrapped his hands around them, drawing her close. Now they were both on their knees on the grass, their eyes on the same level. “What did you say?” 
 
    Roses bloomed in her cheeks, and she lowered her head. “I said yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean, yes?” 
 
    Still holding her hands, he stood, and she with him. She still wouldn’t look at him. He was so incredulous, he had to repeat himself like a fool. 
 
    “Stella, look at me. I have no prospects. My parents were murdered for being French, or almost French. Until December, you were the best person I had ever met; I have been with people of questionable character, or no character, my whole life. Practically grew up an orphan, and shall have to go into the militia or trade, or maybe even servitude simply to survive into adulthood. I have absolutely nothing to offer you.” Tears shone in her eyes, and a fat drop splashed down her cheek. He cursed himself. Still, she didn’t let go of his hands, and he held on to her fast. “Nothing, do you understand? In terms of funds or morals. Nothing.” 
 
    “Still yes,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She nodded. She must think him exceptionally stupid—then again, he was, and it was better that she should know it now. 
 
    “Wh-why?” he stammered. “Why, Stella?” 
 
    She finally lifted her eyes to his; they were full of tears, but her smile was brilliant. 
 
    “Because,” she said. “I love you. And that should be enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    He wanted to answer her that he agreed, but that he was in no way deserving of such a love, or such a ‘yes’ for that matter, but he couldn’t speak. So he brought his hand to her cheek and lifted her chin with his thumb until her lips met his. 
 
    When they kissed, he could finally breathe. His lips curled over hers, and she melted against him, like she always did, even after so many times. It still moved him immensely. He braced his legs on the soft grass and slid an arm around her back, lowering his head to hers. 
 
    And all the time, three words kept repeating themselves in his head, louder than any other thought, louder than any storm. 
 
    She loves me. She loves me. 
 
    He didn’t need to know anything else. She was right; it was enough. More than enough. 
 
    It was life-saving. 
 
    It was as if his head broke the surface for the first time in years, and he stopped drowning. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    eighteen 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Being young and in love seemed to give them the audacity to plan a future that the world had denied them. 
 
    Still they planned and dreamed and kissed the entire summer away, and by the end of it they had bruised lips and their entire lives before them. They spent hours upon hours at their favorite spot: the pianoforte stool. 
 
    They sat side by side on it, and Vaughn played melodies that only existed in his head, and Stella leaned on his shoulder. And while the music played, they created their future as if they were creating a new song. By the end of the summer, everything had been planned, down to the smallest detail. Vaughn’s analytical mind and Stella’s shrewdness had opened windows where Society’s doors were closed, but their greatest advantage was that they both wanted the same thing: a quiet life together, away from the glittering ton and the foggy London. 
 
    Once that was decided, the rest quickly fell in place. 
 
    They would live in Dovecotes with her father, who, upon being asked for his permission had smiled more widely than he had in months. 
 
    “You have my blessing, son,” Stella had overheard him say to Vaughn. Well, not overheard—you couldn’t call it that when you were eavesdropping, could you? “You had my consent the day you saved her life.” 
 
    Then his voice had gotten shaky, and Stella had burst into the room before he started blubbering like a baby. 
 
    Edward wasn’t at Highberry at the time, but Vaughn wrote to him with the news, and Edward wrote back immediately to let them both know that his promise to Stella that she would have Dovecotes for her own stood. He was already making his way up in the world, in the law, and was determined to stay in London after finishing school. 
 
    Stella was deeply touched. Her brother had been distant for most of her life, mostly because of school, but he now acted with such discretion and kindness that it brought tears to her eyes. In his letter, Vaughn had not even hinted at his financial worries, and for her brother to guess of their troubles and to think of addressing them on his own, as if it was himself who was thinking of getting married with little to no income, showed great generosity of spirit. 
 
    After that, they started making solid, serious plans: 
 
    Vaughn would graduate in September and then join the militia. He proposed that Stella marry him before or right after that, no later than October. 
 
    “But of course I am consulting my own selfish need in this matter, star,” Vaughn told her one golden afternoon. “And completely ignoring your wishes and sensitivities.” He spread his hands before him. “Please decide the matter for both of us, or I’ll have us married in three weeks.” 
 
    Stella pondered his words carefully. “What selfish need?” she had asked. 
 
    “To breathe,” Vaughn replied at once, without even needing a moment to think about his answer. 
 
    Stella laughed. “How on earth is that relevant?” 
 
    “Like this,” Vaughn replied, and turned his head to fit his lips over hers. “This is my air,” he had said around her mouth. 
 
    It had taken them a moment to resume their conversation. Several moments. And then, 
 
    “I want to marry you in October,” Stella said, “and then follow the drum with you.” 
 
    Vaughn threw his head back and pealed with laughter. He had explained how things were for military wives, but still she insisted that she wanted to follow him. It would be a grand adventure, she said. 
 
    “We’ve been rather starved for adventures here in Highberry,” she added. 
 
    “I know.” He caught her hand and kissed it. 
 
    She did feel that he understood her, but there were some things that she didn’t understand herself. Her need for excitement, for adventure, for life was one of them. She supposed it was a result of always being left behind at home, with little to no company, but Georgina and her other friends lived similar lives and were pretty content to continue like this. 
 
    Then again, they all had siblings and extended families; she didn’t. 
 
    Eventually, she and Vaughn settled on a plan. Vaughn had a titled uncle who was putting him through school—just for the sake of his name, his uncle said. Vaughn hated to ask him for more once he was done with Eton, but he would swallow his pride and ask his uncle to purchase him an officer’s commission near Highberry. If he refused, which Vaughn tried not to allude to, but Stella could see that he feared it, he would enlist. Stella assured him that the only drawback in this plan was the fact that she didn’t want to leave her father, but she would follow Vaugh no matter where he was stationed. That was not negotiable. So, if things turned out in this latter way, they would wait until Vaughn had finished his service years in the militia, and then would come back here to settle in Dovecotes on a sufficient income and live unbearably happily ever after. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn left reluctantly in the middle of August. She stayed behind with a wedding date little more than a month later and with strict instructions to prepare her trousseau in a manner that made her incandescently happy. 
 
    September arrived, dripping with rain and loneliness, but radiant with hope. Vaughn’s letters arrived regularly, even though he was busy with his final exams. Stella busied herself with her wedding preparations and worried over her father’s health and the prospect of leaving him alone. 
 
    That was why she didn’t notice. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    nineteen 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Her father’s personal physician, a man with a gentle voice and flawless manners called Mr. John Percy, or ‘Percy’, as her father liked to call him, since they had become fast friends, came to check on her from time to time, after her fall last winter. She had nothing to report to him with regards to her health; she felt as perfectly fine as she always had, apart from a few headaches, of course. 
 
    “Are they more frequent as time goes by, or less?” Mr. Percy asked her one day in the second week of September. 
 
    He was examining her in her father’s study, on her insistence. Whenever he came up to her bedroom, she felt like an invalid. A streak of yellow sunlight filtered through the lace curtains and hit the doctor’s white hair, making it look like a halo around his head. The harsh light hurt her eyes, and she winced. 
 
    “Are you having one right now?” 
 
     She nodded. “I haven’t really thought about it,” she told him. “They are definitely more frequent, but I have been under some stress since this last December. Considerable stress, all considered. I think that is to blame.” 
 
    She thought of the endless sleepless nights she had spent thinking of Timothée, wondering if he even remembered having met her. Then reading his letters. Reliving his every word, his every kiss. 
 
    Considerable stress indeed. 
 
    But Mr. Percy was shaking his head. “Doesn’t have anything to do with it, I’m afraid,” he said. “Has it affected your vision?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, fighting sudden tears. “At times everything goes blurry or black, and I can’t see. But then it clears, and the pain follows.” 
 
    Mr. Percy created a steeple with his long index fingers, and placed his chin on top of it. He asked her a few more questions, and examined her, then promised he would come back next week. 
 
    Don’t, Stella wanted to cry after him. Don’t come back. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    But he did. And brought with him an ‘expert’ from London. After they had both examined her, Mr. Percy asked for her father and companion to be present as well, while he ‘delivered the news’—that was the way he put it. 
 
    Finally, everyone was assembled in the room, and Mr. Percy did deliver his blasted news. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” he said after he was done delivering it, and his hands trembled, so he crossed them. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    Stella stood frozen in the middle of the room, unable to move. 
 
    Her father kept muttering ‘no, no  no’ and opening and closing his fists, as if he wanted to fight or grasp something. His eyes were wild, terrified. 
 
    “Damn you, Percy,” he said. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Mr. Percy repeated and his voice broke at the end. 
 
    Harriet burst out the door, crying hysterically. 
 
    Mr. Percy wiped his eyes. Stella felt anger bubbling up inside her; how useless were his tears. Whoever had heard of a doctor who wept as he gave his diagnosis to a patient? 
 
    But after her father, Harriet and the two doctors left, she went up to her room alone and wept bitterly in deep, heart-wrenching sobs, the kind that do not allow one to breathe, but even if they did, it would be unnecessary. For the pain was so great that no one would survive it, breathing or not. 
 
    But survive she did. 
 
    She survived that night. And the next one. And the next. And nothing monumental happened, no matter what Percy had said. 
 
    “I’m going to write to Vaughn,” she told her father three days later. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, Stella,” he replied. “You shall write to Edward. It is time he knew. He shall know how to advise you.” 
 
    “I still have to tell Vaughn, papa,” Stella said quietly. Those darned tears were threatening again, but she swallowed them down resolutely. She wouldn’t be one of those weeping, helpless females, no matter what happened. She would stay strong and when she could no longer be that, she would at least be dignified. 
 
    “It will make no difference to the boy,” her father said fiercely, “I know him.” 
 
    “Still,” Stella insisted, “everything will change. He must know before he makes his decision.” 
 
    “His decision has been made. Besides,” her father’s voice softened, his eyes crinkling in the corners, “we don’t know what will happen. We don’t know that what Percy said will come to pass. Stella,” he placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Please do not lose your courage. Do not lose hope, Stella, I could not bear it. I’ll pray for a miracle; it will be granted to us.” 
 
    She patted his hand. “Be that as it may, Vaughn should know.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” her father nodded. “But write to your brother first. Edward will know how to handle this.” 
 
    Stella didn’t think there was anything to ‘handle’. There was nothing to handle, and no miracle came, ever, even though they all prayed every night. 
 
    But she did write to her brother before doing anything else. Edward wanted to come home at once, but Stella quickly replied to dissuade him; there was really no need. He sent back a note that read: 
 
      
 
    ‘I will be home for the weekend. I’ll take care of you, Stella; I’ll take care of everything you need. You are not to worry about anything. –E.’ 
 
      
 
    So, naturally, Stella took the note with her when she went to bed at night, and cried herself into a migraine while reading it over and over again. 
 
    She never did get to writing to Vaughn, after all. 
 
    It was Harriet who changed everything, good, sweet Harriet, who had watched Stella grow up from the time she was a motherless baby. Harriet, who had been mother, friend, companion and governess through the years, always there for her, always kind but firm, the one constant in a life full of loss and loneliness. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Edward rode from Cambridge in the mailing coach. Stella was in the garden, and heard its rumble in the distance when it stopped. She waited for him to walk up to the house, and then heard his footsteps, felt his arm come around her shoulders. 
 
    “Hullo,” he said in a husky voice, deep with sleep. He had travelled during the night. “Don’t do that, Stella.” 
 
    She was staring up at the sun, which was only now peeking behind a cloud. 
 
    “I must do it while I can,” she replied, her head still tipped up at the sky. Edward’s hand grew heavier on her shoulders. “I don’t know when my last time will be, you see.” 
 
    Edward squeezed her waist, still quiet. 
 
    “Harriet is gone, by the way,” she added in a colorless voice. She never used to have such a voice, she thought absently. Her head was beginning to ache from looking up into the light for so long, and she was getting a crick in her neck. 
 
    “What did you say?” Suddenly Edward’s voice was alert, and his body tensed. “Where is she gone?” 
 
    Stella shrugged. Was this how her life would be from now on? Would she not care about anything? She, who everyone said had cared too much about things? 
 
    “She left a letter,” she said, “but I can’t quite read these days, my head hurts too much once I begin. And father read it, and immediately started shouting, so I came out here.” 
 
    Edward bit back a curse, and ran inside. She knew what the letter said, her father had told her, but her own brain was rejecting it. It was more than she could bear. 
 
    Her father had read it out loud to her—a bit too loud in fact, in his agitation—and Stella didn’t know which had upset her more: the letter’s contents, Harriet’s vile betrayal, or the fact that her calm, mild-mannered father had been driven to the brink of insanity and was shouting like a madman as he read? That was worst of all. And in the face of it, there was no time or consideration to spare for her own pierced and bleeding heart. 
 
    She could only remember snippets from the letter, not the whole of it, but they were enough to convey its meaning. They were enough to be seared in her brain forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Mr. Gray, 
 
      
 
    I am sure that you are surprised at my actions, but within this letter you shall find as good an explanation for them as I can give… 
 
    It grieves me deeply to see Miss Gray so… 
 
    It breaks my heart, how Miss Gray is these days. Gone is the lively girl I used to...keeps stumbling around…I know, according to the doctor’s prognosis, that it will only get worse. 
 
    ….Am afraid that I must resign my position at Dovecotes…She shall need so much help, more than I am able to provide…I pray that you shall find someone better suited… 
 
    ….I can’t endure it…I hear her crying in her bed all night long, and it is more than I can endure…Not suitable for such a task, her needs are going to be much greater than what I signed up for as a governess and companion… 
 
    Regret to leave you in a bind…pray for a miracle…Crying as I write this… 
 
    My dear Stella, if you can read this, know that I shall always be your…All these years…raising you from a baby…Fondly remember…I regret…regret…regret… 
 
      
 
    signed 
 
    Harriet Evans 
 
      
 
      
 
    Edward was running back out, mere moments after having entered the house, his clothes still wrinkled from the journey. He hadn’t changed or even drunk a glass of water. There was murder in his eyes as he ran past Stella and screamed for a horse. It was brought round, and he mounted it, leaving in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Stella turned her face to the side and wept. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Edward came back five hours later, covered in dust and sweat. 
 
    “I caught up to the mailing coach she was on,” he said, panting. Stella was fighting an incapacitating headache on the fainting couch, and her father was silent and pale, staring silently out of the window into the quickly falling dusk. “I rode alongside of it, and shouted at the driver to stop. I’m sure he thought I was a highwayman; the poor man was so frightened he nearly upset the entire coach in his haste to halt. He didn’t even notice that I was brandishing no weapon.” 
 
    Stella was sure that she might have found this funny a few days ago. A few hours ago, even. 
 
    “I dragged every passenger out, until she came out.” Edward wiped a hand across his lips, for he had spat the word ‘she’ out with such venom he could nearly taste it, by the looks of him. 
 
    Not one of them said Harriet’s name out loud. Not one. 
 
    “She was shaking as she climbed down,” Edward continued. “And crying. But I waited for her to stop her theatrics and approach me. She didn’t; pretended that she couldn’t see me. So I went to her.” 
 
    “What did you say to her, son?” Stella’s father asked in a dull voice. His back was still to the room. 
 
    “I think I called her despicable,” Edward said, “I’m sure I called her a coward. She wouldn’t lift up her eyes to look at me, she looked ashamed, but I’m sure she wasn’t half as ashamed as she should have been. Besides, I was so incensed I hardly cared what the woman felt. Anyway, she just kept her head down and cried and cried. I told her, ‘If I were a man, I’d kill you where you stand. As it is…’” 
 
    “As it is what?” Stella asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know what else to tell her, I wanted to punch something,” Edward collapsed into a chair, his head between his knees. “Well, her. I wanted to punch her. But I couldn’t. And I had spent too much time away from you and running after that worm. She doesn’t deserve a moment more of our thoughts or time. So I spat on her boots and jumped on my horse, rode the hell home. Sorry for the language, Stella.” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was no special circumstance that she spent the night weeping instead of sleeping by that point. But when she woke up, she had decided what to do. 
 
    So she did it, and didn’t tell anyone, for fear they would dissuade her. 
 
    She wrote to Vaughn, but not the letter she had originally decided to write. At first, after the doctors’ visit, she had meant to ask him to come home at his earliest convenience, because there was something she needed to tell him. As the days wore on, however, and the doctor’s diagnosis came to pass more rapidly than she had expected, she changed her mind. She had better write and tell the truth while she still could write, and get it over with. 
 
    But her father told her to wait until Edward came home. 
 
    And then, Harriet left her. Abandoned her. Escaped. 
 
    Like a rat abandoning a sinking ship. 
 
    And everything changed. 
 
    It was not just Stella’s health. Her entire life would be different from now on. Things would only get worse, and more difficult…And different. And she would change as a person, even as her body betrayed her more and more. 
 
    She already had changed. 
 
    She never used to be the crying kind, and now she couldn’t remember a night when she hadn’t cried herself to sleep. She used to despise girls who did that, who couldn’t resist the sadness, or conquer it with good thoughts, prayer and hope for the future. But now there was no hope, and prayer was a refuge, but more tears flowed and her heart bled when she concentrated to pray. 
 
    If Harriet, a woman who had been more of a mother and a friend to her than any other creature on earth, had left her in that manner, then this diagnosis was a much bigger thing than she had allowed herself to realize. 
 
    What if Vaughn felt that he was ‘not suitable for such a task, her needs are going to be much greater than what I signed up for’ as well? What if he was too kind and honorable to tell her? Their banns had been announced, her trousseau bought. He would not leave her at the altar, no matter what. 
 
    Even she knew that, in the haze of pain and fear that enveloped her: Timothée Vaughn was no Harriet Evans. He would never in a million years write a letter and disappear in the middle of the night like a coward. He would not be that weak or that cruel. 
 
    Therefore, it must be she. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “You have done what?” Edward thundered when she told him that she had written to Vaughn to inform him that their engagement was at an end, two days later. 
 
    “Please try to remain calm,” Stella told him, “my head is splitting.” 
 
    He dropped his voice immediately, and crouched in front of her chair. “Stella, my dear,” he said, his jaw clenching and unclenching, “have you completely lost your bleeding mind? Forgive my language.” 
 
    “Stop talking about your stupid language,” she said, a tad impatiently. If she had to explain it out loud, she was sure that what was left of her heart would shatter into a million pieces. “You are my brother and you are allowed to speak however you wish in my presence. I have written to Vaughn and told him that our engagement is at an end. I did not give him a reason, I could not bear to. If he doesn’t react to my news like Harriet,” Edward went pale with rage, and quickly looked away, “then he shall pity me and want to take care of me. Which I could not stand.” 
 
    “I came home to take care of you and…help you figure our life from now on,” Edward said quietly, his honey-colored eyes glimmering in the firelight. “Can you not stand that? Is that not love?” 
 
    “It is,” she picked his hand and brought it to her lips. “It is, but you are my family. He isn’t, not yet, and I cannot bear to have him bind myself to me under these circumstances.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he deserve to make up his own mind?” 
 
    This gave her pause. She had thought it over and over, until she was sure she would give herself a fever or a stroke. It was true, what Edward was saying; she was, in fact, taking the decision right out of Vaughn’s hands. And she was aware of the unfairness and perhaps of the selfishness of her decision. But. 
 
    “I am not myself,” she said, hating how defeated her voice sounded. Like the voice of a stranger. “If he had met me now, after it all came to pass, and had still loved me and wanted a life with me, with this…sickness, then maybe I would have let him choose. But now, it’s a choice between being honorable and keeping his word, or breaking it and abandoning me. That is not a fair choice to either him or me.” 
 
    “Stella…” 
 
    “I am not the Stella he met. I am not me. I am this new, defeated creature, and I don’t know if I can be with him if I am to be like this for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You won’t, my dear. You won’t.” But he was crying quietly, fat teardrops falling on their joined hands between them. “You shall be just as you were, and better. I swear it.” 
 
    “Of course I will not, Edward. And I cannot, in all fairness, continue blindly, as it were, as if nothing has happened. He told me once that he despises weakness. He laughed it off afterwards, but I know of his love for adventure, of his desire to rise in the world, of his ambition and excitement for life. It was one of the things we shared. He did not mean what he said precisely perhaps, but I know him, and therefore I know what he wants out of life. And that does not include playing nursemaid to a crippled wife. Besides, all is changed, and I am changed with it. I am not the girl who planned to marry him and follow his regiment. I am an invalid, and I shall get worse and worse, until…” 
 
    “Don’t say it.” His finger was on her lips, and she stopped talking, because tears threatened again. She let them fall, not even bothering to resist them. 
 
    “I will keep whatever parts of myself I can, and my dignity is one of them. I shall respect myself, no matter how weak that self ends up being. I shall not feel pitied, or dependent. I shall not spend my whole life wondering if he did want to marry me, after all. I shall keep the memory of the love we shared pure. It may be selfish of me, but I did not plan for this tragedy to befall me, and so I shall try to be as fair to him as I am to myself. It is bad enough that I pity myself—although I hope I can learn to feel otherwise about my affliction. I suspect that things will get worse, however, before I can learn how to manage, and be as independent as I can. I cannot be married while that happens—much less, newly married. Marriage is no longer what I either want, need, or am capable of. I hope you understand my reasons, Edward, but even if you don’t, I stand by them.” 
 
      “I do understand.” He was still for a minute. “Dammit, Stella,” he spat the word, and didn’t even apologize for it. 
 
    “Quite,” she agreed. “But the thing is that Vaughn wrote back, right away, and said that he is sending the letter by the first mailing coach, and following it in a few hours.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He will be here by evening, I suppose,” she continued in a dull voice. It all felt unreal. Where was the girl who would squeal in joy at the thought of seeing Vaugh in a few hours? Who was this sad, quiet creature with the drooping head, who trembled at the thought of seeing him face to face? “That’s why I came to you. I…I cannot be here when he comes. Could you please help me?” 
 
    Edward was already on his feet, hand raking through his hair. Thinking. 
 
    “Could it be a huge invasion of your privacy if I read it?” he asked, finally. 
 
    She handed it to him. 
 
    The paper was warped as if water had been spilled on it, but she had known the minute she had opened it; it was no water. These were tears. Some of them still damp. The letter was short, a page of half-formed, frantic sentences. 
 
    And it was drenched in tears. 
 
    She had memorized it, and mentally went over it again as Edward read it quickly. Vaughn had written no form of address. 
 
    His note simply began: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stella, no! 
 
    What happened? Are you all right? What changed your mind? 
 
    You are my good friend, are you not? You will tell me the truth now, when it matters most. 
 
    Please tell me, what is it that drove you to this decision? Is this about money? Your father, did he think better of it? Will he not allow our marriage? Whatever your reason is, you can tell me, star, and we will deal with everything together. Haven’t we always? 
 
    In your last letter you sounded so happy and excited about our wedding. Was it all a lie, Stella? You sound so cold in this letter, so detached. Telling me that you thought that after all you have to ‘call off the wedding’. And apologizing. Apologizing to me, Stella? There is nothing to apologize for, for God’s sake. Whatever’s happened, say it to my face, I beg you. Where is my warm girl, the one who taught me how to live? These lines you sent me read as if you’re made of ice or stone. I won’t believe it, star, I won’t. 
 
    I’m dreaming. This is a nightmare and I shall wake any minute now. 
 
    I have to stop writing now, because I can barely see to write, and all my friends are here in my rooms—I couldn’t wait to open your letter later, when I would be by myself, and I am paying for my impatience. I am breaking right in front of their eyes, and it’s not pretty. 
 
    I’m sending this on the first mailing coach tomorrow, and I’m following myself right after. I’m not giving up. I won’t. Don’t do this, Stella, I’m begging you. Begging. 
 
      
 
    -T.V. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Stella,” Edward said again and wiped his nose. 
 
    Then he took her to Georgina’s house, to hide out during Vaughn’s visit, as if she were some sort of criminal. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Georgina did her best to comfort her, but Stella’s eyes couldn’t seem to stop dripping tears. She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. Finally, Edward went back to Dovecotes and declared the coast clear, so Stella and her father moved back. But Vaughn came back that weekend. And the next. And the next. 
 
    On the third weekend of this, Georgina took her for a walk, but that turned out to be the worst idea they had ever had. As they panted up the hill that led to Downwell Abbey, a furious melody filled the air. Stella stumbled to a stop, and Georgina clutched her arm. 
 
    “Is it your head?” she asked, anxiously. 
 
    “It’s him,” Stella said, feeling the blood drain from her face. “It’s Vaughn playing.” 
 
    “What? Oh.” Georgina cocked her head, listening. “Is that him playing? I thought it was Frédéric Chopin’s Nocturne at first, but now I’m not so sure it’s a melody, after all. It sounds as if someone’s murdering him.” 
 
    “Someone is,” Stella replied. Me. 
 
    Georgina wasn’t musical at all, but she had managed to describe the melody perfectly. Vaughn was staying at Downwell with Crowley, and he was playing the pianoforte so loudly and with such passion that the hairs stood up on Stella’s arms. 
 
    This was no music, Georgina was right. It did sound like murder; it sounded like death. But not a quiet, tragic affair, like the Baroque composers had made death sound. This was pure desperation, fury…This was a storm in the form of notes. 
 
    It was waves crashing over one’s head, and water getting into one’s mouth, and lungs screaming for air. It was blood spattered on the walls, it was rain pouring into the house from a hole on the ceiling, it was wild rosebushes taking over the garden after it had been left alone to rot. 
 
    “Come on,” Georgina tugged her arm gently. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Listen to him play,” Stella murmured. “This is what it sounds like to have your heart torn to ribbons.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Georgina said again. 
 
    “I have to stay,” Stella said. “I have to listen. I owe it to him.” 
 
    So they stayed still on the crest of the hill, the Abbey sprawled like a castle below their feet, and listened as Vaughn poured out all his pain and fury on the pianoforte. Stella closed her eyes and let the music wash over her. It sounded like sobbing and screaming in pain at the same time. 
 
    Don’t forget that, she told herself. Don’t you forget what you did to him. 
 
    And then she was suddenly cold, although the sun was still shining, and she started shuddering so much her teeth chattered. She ran all the way back to the house, her eyes blinded by tears. 
 
    “Edward can’t keep coming down from Cambridge,” Stella’s father said that night. “Nor can we keep moving houses. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “We do love having you here, dear Mr. Gray,” Georgina’s mother told him, her voice softened by affection, and left the room to give them some privacy. 
 
    “He won’t give up,” Stella told her father, staring unseeingly at the fire. “You should have heard him this morning. How he played.” 
 
    Her voice sounded thick with tears. It did that a lot lately. Maybe that was how her voice would be from now on; one more thing she would have to get used to. 
 
    “And you won’t change your mind?” 
 
    “Not now,” Stella replied. In the weeks that had passed, the doctors’ prognosis was beginning to come true most rapidly. “No.” 
 
    “All right,” her father decided. “In that case, I shall ask my solicitor to procure rooms for us in London.” 
 
    “What? You hate London,” Stella said. I would hate it too, she thought. 
 
    “It is the only place I can think of,” her father replied. “I can’t stand it, Stella. You haven’t stopped crying for a minute. Maybe there, among the noise and people, you might distract yourself. The quietness here, the memories of your life before, the visits from the boy, all of it, it’s…killing you. Do you think I can simply stand by and watch?” 
 
    He turned his face away and covered his eyes with his hand. 
 
    “I cannot face him, papa, I’m sorry,” Stella said. “I’m such a coward. Nor can I face the house, the garden…everything as it used to be when I was healthy and well. As if I hadn’t died.” 
 
    “You haven’t, my dear.” Her father came to her side to envelop her in a warm embrace. His waistcoat smelled of home. “And you are being braver than any of us put together. But that doesn’t mean that I shouldn’t do all that is in my power to help you. And right now, London is in my power, with whatever funds I can muster. We shall rent out this cottage, and Edward will help me manage our finances, don’t you fret. We shall do quite well indeed.” 
 
      
 
    So to London they went. 
 
    Shortly afterwards, Edward proposed to Georgina, which was only natural since he could barely take his eyes off her, but it was a bit too soon for them to marry. They waited patiently, too happy for words, but Stella privately suspected that Edward had proposed earlier than he had planned to originally, because he wanted Stella to have two families to take care of her instead of one—especially since their father’s health was declining rapidly. 
 
    Edward graduated, and immediately started rising in the world, just as he had promised. Georgina would visit Stella and her father in London often, and take care of Stella, trying to pretend that it was still the old days. 
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
    London was cold and foggy and their rooms never smelled of snow or roses like Dovecotes had. And it was dark, especially in the winter months. 
 
    Stella stayed at her small, distorted window for hours, looking down into a dirty street. And then the days grew smaller and the sun grew weaker, and she could no longer see the carriages that clattered by, shaking the entire building. 
 
    Gradually, she gave up. 
 
    She stopped crying, she stopped trying. 
 
    The darkness crept up and covered her. And stayed that way. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do?” Paxton asked. 
 
    It was the day after graduation, and Vaughn was attempting to pack up his things. Paxton was lounging in his rooms, without a care in the world. Paxton and his eternal questions. Vaughn had a mind to throw the pile of books he was balancing in his hands straight at Paxton’s forehead. 
 
    “Haven’t the slightest,” Vaughn replied. 
 
    “Will your uncle buy you a commission, as you had planned?” 
 
    “Shan’t ask him after all. Better this way; he always hated my French blood.” 
 
    Paxton was watching him, his eyes missing nothing, even though his body looked boneless, thrown carelessly half on the carpet, half on a chair. 
 
    “What happened, Timmy?” 
 
    “Remember what you told me?” Vaughn laughed dryly, and the books dropped from his hands, slipping with a rhythmic thud-thud-thud one after the other to the floor. “About those letters I was writing to the fire? To a girl? Well, I lost her.” 
 
    “I literally said, don’t lose her,” Paxton replied. 
 
    Vaughn didn’t dignify this with a response. “It’s done,” he said instead. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She won’t tell me.” Tears threatened again, but he drew the line at letting Paxton see him cry. Not that he had done much else since he had received Stella’s letter. “I shall join the Navy,” he added casually a few seconds later. 
 
    “What on earth for?” For once Paxton sounded more puzzled than bored. Indignant, even. 
 
    “Why on earth not?” Vaughn retorted. 
 
    “So drowning yourself, that’s your solution to your…predicament?” Paxton sounded angry. Vaughn couldn’t remember the last time he had seen his friend so agitated. 
 
    “I won’t do that,” he said as calmly as he could, “but what else is there to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, accept it? Maybe things changed. Maybe her preference lies elsewhere…” Paxton stopped talking and started looking terrified. 
 
    Vaughn didn’t know what Paxton had seen on his face that had made him freeze like that, but he knew that the blood suddenly rushed from his head, and he had to sit on the floor. His heart turned to stone at the mere thought of Stella choosing DeWinter. No. It couldn’t be that. Anything else, please God, but not that. 
 
    “I’d rather be dead,” he murmured, blinking to clear his vision which had gone fuzzy at the edges. 
 
    Paxton lifted his hands in surrender. “Do whatever you want, Vaughn,” he said, “just don’t get yourself killed, will you promise me that?” 
 
    Vaughn lifted his head to look at Paxton, who was staring straight at him, his light eyes unclouded by alcohol for once. 
 
    “Why would I need to promise you that?” Vaughn asked quietly. 
 
    “You have this look on your face lately,” Paxton swallowed. “As if…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “As if you don’t enjoy being alive anymore.” 
 
    Vaughn snorted, but there was a weight on his chest that wouldn’t let him breathe. It was so strange that someone had seen. He was used to dealing with everything all by himself, and it moved him deeply that it was his best, his only friend, actually, who had seen a glimpse of what was going on within him. 
 
    “Just don’t die,” Paxton repeated, sitting up. 
 
    Vaughn swallowed past a sudden lump in his throat. He looked at his friend, and wanted to tell him about the hole that had been ripped open in his chest. But he couldn’t; men didn’t talk about such matters. And even if they did, what was there to say? That he had spent the last three months running after Stella, looking for her everywhere, only to come up empty-handed? And if Paxton asked him why Stella had left him at the altar, or near it, what would he say? He had no idea what had happened or why. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to feel: sorrow, anger, hatred, the urge for revenge, or a righteous rage about the unfairness of it all, the non-sense of it all? Or everything at once? For now, he was numb. 
 
    There was only an endless emptiness. 
 
    He looked down at his friend’s concerned gaze, and felt nothing. 
 
    ‘Don’t die,’ Paxton had told him, twice now. 
 
    Was it normal to feel nothing when such words were uttered? He didn’t know. But he smiled at Paxton with his teeth only, and said: 
 
    “One can only hope.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twenty 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    So off he went to the Navy to kill and to be killed.  
 
    And the months turned into years, and he foolishly kept waiting for a letter or some form of explanation. A reason. None came. 
 
    And slowly, without his realizing it at first, love turned to ice. Not quite to hatred. To indifference, perhaps. But then again, he never saw her again. Never. If he did, it might all come pouring out of him like venom, all the pain and sadness and frustration and betrayal. 
 
    Yes, it might very well have turned into hatred, after all. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    What happened afterwards was extremely uninteresting. 
 
    Four years passed. 
 
    He served in the navy. He nearly died a few times over. In the end, he was wounded seriously—broke his arm in several places, and filled his leg with shrapnel. He was sent home damaged and broken and was told he would never walk again. He was decorated and promoted. He was also retired from the Navy. 
 
    Despite all odds, it turned out that his will was stronger than his injury, and he made himself walk again. He would always have a limp, and always be in pain when the weather turned, but other than that, he was as he had always been: a little too young, a little too lost, a little too damaged. 
 
    And with his whole life still a gaping void in front of him. 
 
    So he became a privateer. He became rich. He became a legend. He became a hero. 
 
    He became emptier than he already was. Then, even though he wasn’t actively looking for one, he found a cause worthy enough to fill the void: Greece and its revolution. He threw himself into that. He began to educate himself on the history and the complicated political affairs of the countries involved. He gave his money to secret Greek societies that were working to prepare for a revolution that would turn Europe on its head. The gnawing ache inside his chest was somewhat abated. 
 
    Still, he knew that what he was doing could only work for a little while. He kept feeding the fire in him with ice. He strangled the beast that wanted and needed, but one couldn’t simply kill one’s needs. One’s wants. He had once fought for love and goodness, and he had lost. Now, nothing but indifference remained. 
 
    He lied to himself. He told himself that he didn’t care, and he said it so many times that he no longer knew where the lie ended and the truth began. He only knew that Stella Gray had ruined his life, and very nearly his sanity. He had hated her once for her silence and her cold-heartedness. Now he didn’t give a fig whether she was alive or dead. 
 
    He kept praying, which was strange, seeing as how his one prayer hadn’t been answered. But others had, since. He had stayed sane. Somewhat useful. He had a new friend in Lord Burns and Lord Byron, and was strong enough and rich enough to fight for others, less fortunate than himself. That helped pull him out of his personal misery when nothing else did. He didn’t wallow, he hated the darkness of it. Instead, he threw himself at his worthy cause, and tried to smile once in a while. 
 
    And then, everything went wrong again. Before he knew what was happening to him, it was his wedding day. 
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    “Stop,” Stella said again, but she didn’t have to. 
 
    Vaughn broke into a run towards her, and it was as if time stopped too. 
 
    Everyone and everything inside that church was frozen; everything except for Vaughn, who was practically flying across the aisle towards her. She stood there like a bright angel, her figure framed against the open doors. His legs stretched out to cover the distance in as few strides as possible, but it suddenly felt as if he was suspended in air, midstride, and everything around him came to a halt—even the movement of his own body. 
 
    His mind started spinning. 
 
    There was something off. Something didn’t make sense. 
 
    Well. Nothing had made sense since the day Stella had broken off their engagement, but this was another kind of not making sense. Something didn’t add up. 
 
    Something in the way Stella held herself; in the way that her eyes never met his, even when her face was lifted up to his. Something in the change that had come over her face since he had last seen her, an underlying sadness that he couldn’t fully understand. The way that she was never completely alone, and whoever was with her, Edward or Georgina, had seemed overly protective of her. Careful. 
 
    Swift images passed through his mind: 
 
    Georgina’s arm around Stella’s waist as they walked slowly out of the Frosted Ball ballroom. 
 
    Stella’s cold, indifferent gaze that made those jewel eyes look frozen. 
 
    Stella almost walking straight into the water, before he pulled her back onto safe ground. 
 
    Adelina bumping into her at full force, sending her to her knees. 
 
    Stella rushing into the water to help him when he fought with Tremaine, asking him if he were hurt with that wild look on her face. 
 
    And so many other little things that suddenly made sense… 
 
    Good God. 
 
    His lungs contracted, refusing to draw air. 
 
    A sob tore at his lungs, and everything around him went fuzzy. It can’t be. Please let it not be so. 
 
    His shoe crashed on the floor and he flew again, his eyes blinded by tears, as he ran faster, taking another bound towards her. 
 
    Stella’s eyes travelled all over the crowd, looking for something. For him? He was right here, in front of her, the only one moving, running, leaping towards her. His eyes must be burning holes in hers; he felt as if he was about to jump out of his very skin. Still, her gaze wouldn’t rest on him. 
 
    The Dowager Marchioness of Ingram had brought one of her Pekingese dogs with her, a little thing that Vaughn couldn’t have been able to tell apart from a cushion. But right now, the sudden inertia in the church must have startled the little dog, and he ran out of his mistress’ pew, almost straight under Vaughn’s feet and into the aisle. The little animal dodged his footsteps, and ran straight into the path of Stella’s tentative steps into the church. 
 
    Stella didn’t even look down. 
 
    She stepped over the dog, unseeing, and the animal let out a yelp and ran away, unharmed. But Stella hadn’t even seen it. She lost her balance and fell to the floor with a sickening thud, dropping straight down in a heap of soft gray skirts. Shoulders hunched, head down. She stayed there, not even raising herself onto her knees. 
 
    And that was when he knew. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    She had done it. She had stood in that church and had yelled ‘Stop!’ twice, as if she had come straight out of a gothic novel by Anne Radcliff—to say the least. Or straight out of the insane asylum. 
 
    Then, on top of all that, she had attempted to take two simple steps forward, and had trampled on something soft and squishy, which had sent her sprawling on the floor. So she stayed there, awash with shame and misery. 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Why on earth did I come here? 
 
    How many people are staring at me? Is that sniggering and laughter I hear? What if I am embarrassing him? What if he doesn’t want me here? 
 
    “Stella, Stella!” A voice gasped frantically above her head, and then someone stumbled and fell next to her so violently, she thought she heard bones crunch. “Stella,” Vaughn’s voice wheezed next to her. 
 
    She couldn’t find the courage to turn around and face him—and everyone else. She thought she heard a sob catch in his throat, but that couldn’t be right. 
 
    First of all, he was the bridegroom. What on earth was he doing all the way over here?  And second of all, why on earth would he cry? He might have asked her to ‘save him’ in that heartbreaking voice, but if he felt relief at her actions, that was no reason to cry as if it hurt him to breathe. 
 
    Maybe he was crying from shame at the scene she had caused at his wedding. Yes, that was a distinct possibility. 
 
    “Look at me, star,” he said, and his fingers curled around her own. They were long and warm and wet with tears. 
 
    “I saved you,” she told him. 
 
    “You…” His leaned over and took a heaving breath. A sound that was both sob and laughter at the same time came out of his lips. “I thought you hated me.” 
 
    She shuddered. How well she had succeeded at keeping him away from her. How spectacularly she had failed. Also, how much further from the truth could he be? 
 
    “I can hate you and save you at the same time,” she replied instead. 
 
    “What did you sa—?” He sounded as if he was losing his mind, but to be fair, he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “I saved you,” she repeated. “Do the rest yourself.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    What why? Why was he still on the floor with her, instead of getting married at the altar? Why wasn’t he yelling at her that she had humiliated him? Why…? 
 
    “Why should you save yourself, you mean?” she asked, because someone had to. 
 
    He wasn’t speaking. He just slid his arms around her, and pressed her against his chest, which was heaving with sobs. 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed into her hair. 
 
    “Because you’re worth it,” Stella said, and felt him shudder. “ Because—” 
 
    He squeezed her tightly. 
 
    I have to say it, she realized. Everything she had done last night and this morning was crazy, it was true, but it meant nothing without this. She had to say it. 
 
    “Because I love you.” 
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    He had been born with a storm inside his soul. 
 
    And then he had met Stella. 
 
    It had been snowing that day too, like today. 
 
    He had been dragged by his friends to a little village in the middle of nowhere, some sixty or more miles away from London. From the moment he had seen the hill rise, everything covered in soft, sugary white frost, he had known it was a huge mistake to have come here. 
 
    He had hoped to curtail his stay in the countryside and the ugly, buried memories it resurfaced. But then, he and his friends had come across a company of ladies. 
 
    Oh, Lord, he had thought. Here we go again. 
 
    Contrary to popular belief, it was not pleasant to have women throw themselves at you, just because you were considered what was fashionably good-looking at the time, and was rumored to have a rich uncle. He had no intention of ever touching his uncle’s wealth, and as for his so ‘called’ charm, he hated it, for it reminded him of his dead parents’ Frenchness and tragic fate. 
 
    But these ladies hadn’t thrown themselves at him. Or they didn’t have the time to. As soon as they turned around to leave, a lady’s horse had spooked. The lady had been thrown on the ground, and Vaughn and his friends had ran to see if she was still alive. 
 
    The lady had been Stella. 
 
    And not only had she been very much alive, but she was also the most beautiful thing he had ever encountered. But there was something more important about her than her beauty: she carried with her a mantle of peace, a quietness that affected everyone around her. 
 
    He had stayed on in the little village, to see if she would wake up. If she would live. If she would ever speak. And she had lived, and woken up, and spoken. 
 
    Her voice. 
 
    Finally, her voice. 
 
    After all these years of yells and screams and angry waves, her voice. 
 
    It had quieted the thunder in his heart. The minute he had heard it, he knew he was home. 
 
    The day of her accident, he had pushed all his friends out of the way, determined to be the one to touch her, to lift her in his arms, to feel her soft, broken body against his hard one. From the moment he had lifted her in his hands, careful and panicked at the same time, the storm had stilled. 
 
    And he was a lost man. 
 
      
 
    He felt exactly the same way now as he carried Stella out of the church and into a waiting carriage. Her brother was there. Edward Gray, looking more serious than death itself. Of course. Vaughn avoided his gaze, but Edward reached out to take his sister from him. 
 
    “No, Gray, I have her,” Vaughn bit his lip as he limped to the carriage. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing that,” Edward said. 
 
    “I want to,” Vaughn said. I need to, he thought. 
 
    It had started snowing sometime before sunrise, and the snow was falling steadily now. Vaughn placed Stella in her brother’s carriage and, without a word, turned and walked resolutely back into the church. 
 
    Whispers followed him like twittering birds down the aisle, but he ignored them. He reached the altar, and a sobbing Adelina, and knelt in front of her. 
 
    Stella’s words in his mind: 
 
    ‘I saved you. Do the rest yourself.’ 
 
    “Adelina,” he said in a voice as clear as he could make it. His eyes were still pouring with tears, but he ignored them. “Love is a holy thing. I do not wish for either of us to squander it by entering into this covenant when our hearts are not in it. One moment’s…erm, forced indiscretion, shouldn’t be what changes our lives; love should. I apologize to you, Adelina, for letting this go on for so long.” He stood. 
 
    Behind the now hysterically crying bride, the duke had turned ashen. He was alone, in spite of having just come back from his honeymoon. His Grace’s own wedding was rumored to have been a fierce love match—if one believed that such a marriage could exist among the ton’s elite. 
 
    At any rate, judging by the forbidding look on the Duke of Ashton’s face during the entire ceremony, Vaughn realized that the duke hadn’t consider his ward’s wedding to be an entirely happy event. Maybe that was why he hadn’t brought his wife along. What a novelty, a duke who took his duchess’ feelings under consideration. 
 
    “I am the one who should apologize,” the duke said to Vaughn in a low voice. Next to them, Lord Burns, a young gentleman renowned for his intellect and good nature, was supporting the weeping bride. “I…I had no idea. I am so sorry. Unwanted advances, no matter if they are initiated by a man or a woman, are equally distasteful and no light matter, Captain. If I had known of this, I would never have allowed this wedding to take place.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” Vaughn replied, shocked at the man’s reaction. 
 
    “Beatrice was right,” the duke continued in a rueful voice. “I should never have allowed the match. Damn, but the woman is always right—don’t tell her I said that. Hell, go ahead and tell her, if you must, she knows it already.” 
 
    “I wasn’t about to, Your Grace.” 
 
    “At any rate, I apologize. You should have come to me with the truth.” 
 
    “I didn’t want her to become ruined,” Vaughn said, swallowing hard. 
 
    Ashton shuddered at the word ‘ruined’, but it could have been Vaughn’s imagination. Everything felt unreal anyway. 
 
    “Your feelings do you credit, Captain.” Ashton said. “But my ward cannot be allowed to understand that she can get what she wants by immoral means. If it takes social ruin to teach her that, then it is worth it.” 
 
    Still dazed by the duke’s words, Vaughn walked out of the church a free man. Snow crunched under his shoes, and he squinted up at the pale sunlight, wondering at how such a miracle had occurred. 
 
    He felt as if he had escaped prison. 
 
    The gallows. 
 
    Certain death. 
 
    And then he remembered Stella, on the floor. ‘I saved you.’ 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Vaughn was in the middle of taking his first real breath in a month, relishing the feeling of cold air filling his lungs, when he was accosted roughly from behind. Something hard slammed into him, and he found himself in the hearty embrace of an elegant, blonde gentleman—Lord Burns. 
 
    “What on—” Vaughn tried to say from where he was shoved against the man’s chest. 
 
    “Thank you.” It sounded as if Burns was choking on the words, and yet they came from a deep place inside him. “Thank you thank you thank you.” 
 
    “That’s all very nice,” Vaughn gasped, “but what about letting me go?” 
 
    Burns did, and once Vaughn got a good look at his face, he understood. 
 
    “Is this about the chit?” he asked, incredulous. “You know she has been an absolute…” 
 
    “…monster,” Burns supplied, but his eyes were sparkling. He was the duke’s close personal friend, but Vaughn knew him well  from his connection to the Greek cause—he was also a friend of Byron’s, even though they were completely opposite in every other way. “I know. She has been an absolute monster to me too.” 
 
    “Then…Do you mean to tell me that you want her? You have wanted her all this time?” 
 
    “I do. I have.” Burns didn’t look inebriated. His face was completely serious, his blue eyes burning like fire. 
 
    “Then…then why didn’t you say so, man?” Vaughn was incredulous. “All this time…You should have called me out. Hell, I would have let you kill me, too.” 
 
    Burns laughed mirthlessly. “I believe it,” he said. “But I thought this was what she wanted, what you both wanted. I would fight hell itself for her, but it’s no use, you see, unless she loves me too.” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t love me, I assure you,” Vaughn said. “She only wanted to use me.” 
 
    “She’s had a hard time of it,” Burns replied. “Been alone too much, had had to rely on her own wits. Not that it’s any excuse for what she has done. But I pray that this humiliation teaches her a lesson. It will be good for her. And as for the rest…I believe I would happily spend the rest of my life helping her learn. If she will have me.” 
 
    Vaughn scoffed. 
 
    “I want to be allowed to love her, you see,” Burns said simply. “See if that changes anything.” Vaughn had lost the ability to speak, so Lord Burns continued, vainly trying to hide a smile. “See if I can actually win her heart by showing her respect and God’s boundless love. Not to mention my own love and attention.” 
 
    “Are these words seriously coming out of your mouth, my lord?” 
 
    “They are,” Burns chuckled. “There is nothing more worthy than love, no matter how hard it is to win, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Vaughn said, thinking that he hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days. The light of the sun was reflected on the snow, blindingly bright. It hurt his eyes. 
 
    “Like you and Lady DeWinter,” Burns continued relentlessly. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “You do know she is blind, don’t you?” 
 
    Vaughn was falling. The entire churchyard took a dip to the left. Burns’ hand was on his arm, steadying him. 
 
    “I do,” Vaughn said. Now. 
 
    She is blind, he thought over and over, trying to make sense of the words, but he couldn’t. She is blind. My God, she is blind. The realization had hit him as he had run towards her in the church, but it was a completely different thing to hear the words spoken out loud. As a fact. It took a minute to be able to breathe. 
 
    “Did all of London know except me?” he asked. 
 
    “No one knows—she has been living secluded, and doesn’t go out in society. Her brother has kept her secret religiously. I happen to know because she came to find me, to talk of some business about Greek war effort. Byron and I sent her to you. Well, I didn’t know about her and you.” He motioned to Vaughn. 
 
    “Well, now you do,” Vaughn said dryly. 
 
    During that idyllic summer in Highberry, she was losing her sight. Her eyes were being covered in darkness as she opened mine. As she showed me that I could actually be living life, instead of going through it as if it were an illness. 
 
    And all this time she had this hanging over her head, killing her. 
 
    And I didn’t even notice. What a fool. 
 
    What an absolute, good-for-nothing fool. 
 
    “And yet, you’re still here,” Lord Burns observed. 
 
    Vaughn was jerked from his thoughts as if by a slap. The man was driving him mad. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    Lord Burns had the audacity to shrug; as if Vaughn’s heart wasn’t breaking into a thousand pieces, splintering in the exact same places it had broken five years ago. And new ones. 
 
    “To fight for her,” he replied. “Love is the one good thing in the world,” Burns said, his eyes piercing Vaughn’s. “If you have it, you don’t let go. You chase it with all you have, until it burns you. Until its fire consumes you.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Finally, Vaughn understood. 
 
    He turned on his heel and ran like the devil. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He ran all the way to Grosvenor Square, bare-headed and with no coat on. The roads were turning into sludge, but everything else was frosted. Snowflakes got in his hair, on his lips. His wedding shoes slipped on the sleet and the cold cut his breath short. At some point, the snowfall became so thick that he could only see a few paces in front of him, but he ran on. 
 
    By the time he reached Edward Gray’s house, he was drenched to the bone, his hair stuck to his forehead, his limbs frozen and stiff. 
 
    He pounded on the door for two minutes straight, without stopping. Finally, it opened. There was ice on his eyelids, and he could barely see who it was at the opening. Also, he did not care. 
 
    “Are you insane as well?” Edward’s voice said. So it was him at the door. 
 
    “Who else is insane?” Vaughn tried to ask, but his teeth were chattering and he was shaking so badly that it hurt to breathe. 
 
    “My idiot sister. Gosh, you look like a ghost. You’re shaking. Get in, you’re frozen,” Edward murmured, and next thing Vaughn knew, there was a hand on his shoulder, dragging him inside. 
 
    “I’ll fight for her this time,” Vaughn blurted out. 
 
    Dammit, he was crying again, those same, soundless tears pouring down his cheeks, slowly turning to ice. 
 
    “I will fight for her,” he repeated. 
 
    “You fought for her last time as well, you fool.” Edward sounded exasperated. “I seem to remember a few broken windowpanes when you tried to enter the house after she broke off the engagement and wouldn’t see you. You broke your skull too. And then you ran behind the carriage screaming her name. My father had to move us all the way to London.” 
 
    “Well, this time, I’m chasing her wherever she goes!” 
 
    A fit of coughing seized him, and he doubled over. 
 
    “You’ll not chase anything if you perish from inflammation of the lungs, Romeo.” Edward’s warm arm was around him, and he ushered him in. 
 
    He was given dry clothes—which his dripping hair rendered at once wet and useless—hot tea, and a seat in front of an orange-red fire in the library. The windows were foggy with cold, and nothing was visible beyond them but a curtain of falling snow. He couldn’t care less about the view. There was still a chill in his bones, but at least now he could move his lips again. 
 
    He set down the cup of tea someone had placed in his frozen fingers, and sprang to his feet. The room was empty apart from the Chippendale furniture, the books, the crackling fire, and the long, red velvet curtains. It was beautiful and warm, but it felt empty. Soulless. The atmosphere was cool instead of toasty warm. 
 
    And it was all because she wasn’t here. 
 
    “Stella?” he called, reaching for the bell. 
 
    “I’m here,” a voice said from the door and soft footfalls approached, the thick carpet drowning out the sound. 
 
    “Stella,” he murmured, exhaling. 
 
    The relief sent him to his knees in front of her. He made no move to rise. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    It was time. 
 
    Time to face the truth and to release both herself and Vaughn from all the suffering and the lies. She had helped him escape this fake marriage, and now it was only right that she should finally give him the truth. 
 
    Enough time had passed, surely, that neither of them could be accused of feeling anything other than indifference towards each other. Well. Indifference was the best option. He thought she hated him—and with good reason. Even so, he had run all the way from the church to her brother’s house, covered in snow and wet through, according to Edward. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, as she entered the familiar room, counting her steps instinctively so that she wouldn’t bump into anything. Edward’s library was easy to navigate; it was unknown spaces that presented a challenge. 
 
    She heard a thump on the floor and a choked voice murmur: “Stella” like a drowning man, but she didn’t let that distract her. She walked towards the armchair where Edward had said Vaughn was seated. 
 
    She stopped a few paces away from it. 
 
    “Are you warm now?” she asked in the general direction of the chair. 
 
    “I am freezing,” Vaughn’s voice, quiet and liquid like warm chocolate, melted her heart. “I have been cold for years.” 
 
    “Me too,” she replied and heard a shuddering sigh from him. 
 
    “I thought you might like to know that I am on my knees in front of you,” Vaughn said, “and crying like a child.” 
 
    She froze. The sound of the fire crackling became deafening; her breath was like a drum in her own ears. 
 
    “You know.” Her voice was barely audible. 
 
    Something shuffled and she felt Vaughn’s hand brush her skirt. His long, tapered fingers found her cold ones in the folds of her dress, and curled around them, holding on tight. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and his voice was clearer, as if he had turned his face in her direction. It came from somewhere near her waist. Good help me, the man was telling the truth; he is on his knees. 
 
    “Who told you?” she asked. 
 
    “I figured it out at the church.” His swallowed. “And then Lord Burns told me—but in his defense, he thought I was an utter and complete idiot. Which I am.” 
 
    “I took great pains so that word of it would not reach you,” she said. 
 
    “Well, that’s no excuse for my ignorance.” 
 
    She was silent for a bit. 
 
    “The day I fell from my horse and hit my head, do you remember?” 
 
    He made a muffled sound like a strangled sob. 
 
    “Do you mean the day we met? Are you asking me, for the second time, I might add, if I remember that?” he spat the words, his voice shaky. 
 
    She took a deep breath. This was why she hadn’t wanted him to know. If it had destroyed her, she could only imagine how much it would shatter him. She could already hear the emotion in his voice, and imagine the sadness on his handsome face. But the one thing she could not endure, even after everything she had survived, would be his pity. 
 
    On the other hand, listening to the heart-wrenching sounds he made as he was falling apart was even harder. 
 
    She didn’t know how much more of this she could endure.  
 
    “I was so happy with you, Vaughn, that I didn’t realize that I was getting these debilitating headaches. They got worse and worse, until I had to see a physician about them. It turned out that I was about to go blind. I tried to delay breaking our engagement off until the last possible moment. By the time I wrote to you, I could no longer…” Her voice broke, and she had to start over. “By the time I wrote to tell you that the wedding was off, my left eye was already covered in darkness. The right was fading fast.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Stella.” 
 
    Vaughn brought his arms around her ankles and she felt him shake. 
 
    “That’s why you were crying that day by the creek?” he asked, voice full of tears. “I’m such an idiot. I thought—I thought you were in love with DeWinter, I thought you wanted him, that that was the reason for your emotion.” 
 
    “No,” she said so quietly she didn’t know if he heard. But he went on. 
 
    “He was so unworthy, so vile, Stella. The things he said about you, about women in general. And how he treated them…I wanted to punch him, I...” It sounded as if he was having a hard time breathing. 
 
    “There never was anyone else, Timothée.” 
 
    “Do you think that helps?” his voice dripped pain. “You never gave me a choice, dammit.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “I couldn’t. I wasn’t given a choice either.” 
 
    “Tell me everything,” he murmured. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Well, first the doctors came, and…” 
 
    “Wait, what doctors?” He should probably sit, but he wasn’t moving. And the feel of his hands on hers was so warm and familiar. She had missed it so much. She couldn’t bring herself to make him stop. “Tell me everything, from the beginning this time.” 
 
    So she did. 
 
    “My condolences for your father’s passing,” he said when she had finished. His voice sounded distant. “He was a good man, the only decent man I had met until that age, I believe. You must miss him sorely.” 
 
    “I do,” she replied. “Every day. As I do you.” 
 
    He scoffed. 
 
    “I was going to write to you, I really was,” she said, the words coming out jumbled together. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” he said. “But something happened, right?”  
 
    “Yes, something did happen.” She took a deep breath. “Harriet, you see…” 
 
    “What about hat weasel-faced woman?” he said abruptly. “I never liked her. Did she do something to you?” 
 
    She would rather rearrange the logs in the fireplace with her bare hands than tell him. But tell him she did. 
 
    He listened in complete silence. 
 
    “I would very much like to kill her,” he said finally, with dead calm. 
 
    “Vaughn…” 
 
    “No, I mean it.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, it happened years ago, and it belongs in the past,” Stella said quickly. “But it made me realize how much things would change for me.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” He kept repeating it over and over again, wetting her dress with his tears. “If it had to happen, why did it have to be you? I was drunk that day. On the day of your accident, I had been drinking already, before you saw that flask. Did you know that? I was a young fool and desperately trying to fill the gap in my soul. It was one of the last times I ever drank, actually, thanks to you. But I was out of my head, star. Why didn’t the accident happen to me? I was the one who deserved it. I was already broken, dammit, and you were…you didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “No one would have deserved it. But of the two of us, I’m glad it was me,” she said quietly. 
 
    He stood and paced about the room, and she heard him gasp. Was he crying? 
 
    “How can you say that?” he almost yelled. “It should have been me, I tell you! Are you…are you not angry? I am incensed at what happened to you. You, of all people! There never was a sweeter, kinder person. No one deserved this less than you.” 
 
    “It’s not about deserving, Vaughn…” 
 
    “Don’t…” He sounded as if he had difficulty breathing, and then his voice was close again. “Don’t say my name like this, or I will not be responsible for my actions.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “How can you smile?” he spat the words. Still crying, then. “I am incensed, angry, livid! And you just sit there and smile at me like an apparition. How do you get over anger like that? Help me, I’m drowning in it.” 
 
    “I was angry at first too,” she said, hating to even remember those days. But they had happened. Then things had gotten better. “Losing my sight and my life as I had imagined it.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “Losing you.” 
 
    He shuddered under her fingers. Her hand had found its way on his shoulder, and she quickly withdrew it, but he snatched it in his and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “But I have grown a lot, I hope,” she went on, a slight tremor in her voice as the touch of his lips sent shivers down her spine. He is not for you. This is not to be, she reminded herself sternly. You shall not let this happen, no matter what he does or says. You shall not. “And I learned a few things,” she went on, as calmly as she could. “So, in the end, all I can say is, blessed be the name of the Almighty. No matter what.” 
 
    “Christ!” he said, as he had before. And it sounded like the prayer of a dying man. 
 
    I knew this would happen, she chided herself. I knew it. I should never have come near him. I should have spared him this torment. What a selfish idiot I am. 
 
    “How can you say that, Stella?” His voice was quieter now, pleading. “How?” 
 
    “There is a plan in place,” she replied, “I do not need to see it to know it’s there.” 
 
    She hoped he had smiled at her pun, but his next words were full of tears, so she knew he hadn’t. 
 
    “How can you have faith like this?” 
 
    “I didn’t use to,” she replied. “All I thought to get out of life was joy. And there’s nothing wrong with that, perhaps, but it’s different now. Now, I give. There is meaning in this giving. More than there ever used to be before. That’s why I sought you out. I see now that I shouldn’t have. It only hurt you.” 
 
    “How is it possible that this…” Vaughn struggled to find the words. “This misfortune that has befallen you, somehow doesn’t seem like a misfortune at all, when one looks at you? When I look at you, star, I see only sweetness and peace. There’s a quietness of spirit about you that I find irresistible. I am more drawn to you now than I was five years ago, and I didn’t think that was possible.” 
 
    “I thought you hated me,” she said. 
 
    “I thought so too,” he replied, quietly. 
 
    “You don’t, then?” 
 
    “Stella…” his voice cracked. “The need to keep you safe is so fierce, I think it’s going to consume me.” 
 
    She started to say something that she very much doubted he would enjoy hearing, but he went on quickly, the words pouring out of him in a torrent. 
 
    “But there’s worse. I am consumed by a love I thought I had forgotten, but…but it’s alive and well and killing me right now. And I knew that I loved you before seeing you, or knowing the truth, but now that I do…” He made a choking sound. “This terrible thing that happened to you seems to have drawn you closer to faith, to selflessness, to all the good things, instead of driving you to bitterness and whining. If I loved you for five years without cease, then I adore you now. I’m mad about you now.” 
 
    His hand travelled to her chin and his fingers touched her lips lightly. She drew her head back, and immediately his hand fell away. But her lips still tingled as if she they been touched by fire. She drew a shuddering breath. 
 
    Don’t give in. Don’t remember how it used to be. Don’t be fooled by his kind words. Don’t ruin his life. Just…don’t. 
 
    “But a day ago, you said things to me that no man who has loved for five years would say.” She made her tone icy cold again, as she was used to doing these past five years, to protect herself. 
 
    He snickered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. “I see you’ve brought out the ice lady everyone talks about.” 
 
    “If I’m made of ice, then you are made of lies, Captain Vaughn.” 
 
    The snicker died down. There was silence again. How she despised herself for doing this to him, but she had to. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I know. I did try to hate you, and I promise you I had no idea that I was lying to myself all these years. That I didn’t hate you at all. The opposite, actually. I lo—” 
 
    “But you must have thought some pretty awful things about me,” she interrupted him quickly. 
 
    Not that word. Anything but that word. At all costs, he mustn’t be allowed to say that word. 
 
     “I thought…I don’t know what I thought,” he said. “I was so sad and then so angry, and when you got married a year later, I…I nearly lost my mind. Thank God for the sea, or I might not have survived. I barely did, as it was.” 
 
    Her chest hollowed out, and she stumbled without taking a single step. 
 
    “My marriage wasn’t real,” she said. “DeWinter was one of Edward’s closest friends, as you remember. When we found out I was going blind, Edward went to his friend’s rooms, crying and inebriated. He told him everything, and DeWinter offered to marry me on the spot.” Vaughn stiffened against her. “It turned out that DeWinter was ill—dying, in fact.” 
 
    Her voice died away. 
 
    “DeWinter sick,” Vaughn murmured. “What a tragic bunch we turned out to be, all of us during that idyllic Highberry summer.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” she murmured. 
 
    He shuddered. “Tell me the rest.” 
 
    “He married me so that I would be the one to inherit his fortune instead of his good-for-nothing, gambling cousin. He and my brother arranged it so that I would be taken care of financially for my entire life.” 
 
    “And you would throw that security away for the Greek war cause?” Vaughn let out a watery chuckle. “You always were outrageous, you know. The only storm that could calm my soul.” 
 
    Everything was silent for a bit. Snow flowed like frozen rain down the windows, making little peaceful sounds as it melted into icy water. 
 
    “Then you…” Vaughn hesitated. Was he on his knees again? The direction of his voice suggested so. “You weren’t DeWinter’s true wife, then?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “There was no time. Or intention.” 
 
    He froze again, but this time it was a different kind of quiet. Hopeful. 
 
    “Why no intention?” he said. 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    He was on his feet in an instant, and had his hand behind her head. He pressed his lips to hers briefly, only to give her a tantalizing taste, and then pulled his mouth away. But his fingers still cupped her neck. 
 
    “Can you see me?” he murmured. 
 
    “Yes.” She could, it was true. 
 
    His image inside her head had never faded. The contours of his face, that divine shape that had no right belonging on a human’s face, but was taken straight out of a Greek god’s statue…Those green-gray eyes…Those pink lips…That long, lithe body…Those brown curls that kept falling across his forehead forever… 
 
    “Yes,” she said again. 
 
    “Can you really?” 
 
    She shook her head. She was crying now too. 
 
    “Let me.” 
 
    He took her hand and traced his own face with it. She felt tears and snowflakes and smooth, soft skin. She felt long eyelashes and sharp angles, open lips that kissed the fingers that traced them, and the shaky breath that escaped them. 
 
    “God, this is unbearable.” He sighed brokenly. “Are you over me, Stella? Have you forgotten?” 
 
    “I’d sooner forget my own name,” she replied, the same words he had told her last night. 
 
    He sobbed and laughed out loud at the same time. By now, she was pressed against his chest, her head nestled under his chin, and she felt his Adam’s apple bob quickly up and down against her temple. His heart was beating madly, deafeningly against her ear. 
 
    “Will you have me?” he asked. 
 
    She had come here to end this, once and for all. To end it with the truth. But here it was, beginning all over again. 
 
    “Would you have me?” she replied. 
 
    There was more of that sobbing-laughing sound. Why had she ever thought that all one could see with were eyes? 
 
    “Star, I have been married to you in my heart these five years,” he said. “There is no question there, there never has been. The only question is: Will you have me?” 
 
    “I cannot force you to spend your life with this. I just can’t, Vaughn.” 
 
    His arms tightened around her, and his voice took a desperate tone. 
 
    “Don’t ever, ever speak like that again,” he said. His voice was breathless, stern. “Do you hear?” 
 
    Her head was pounding. She tried to imagine his quick, bright smile that used to transform his whole face, but all she could hear was the anguish in her voice. The anguish she had caused. The pain pressed down on her skull until she thought it would burst. 
 
    She hadn’t had one of these vicious headaches in days, but they did torment her a few times within the month. Five years ago, it had been the headaches that had made her consult a doctor, and find out that she was going blind. These days, it was usually too much pressure that brought them on, which was one of the reasons she lived in solitude. This headache was particularly vicious; the pain hit her right behind the eyes, and travelled to her chest, knocking the breath out of her. 
 
    “Stella? You’ve gone white. What is it?” 
 
    She set her teeth against the pain, inhaling sharply. 
 
    “Stella!” 
 
    His voice, panicked, came to her as if from a great distance. His arms came around her knees and waist, and she tried to protest, but her head fell back and down, down into dark waters. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    His heart leapt to his throat when he saw her wince and go white around the lips.  She took a stumbling step, and he caught her around the waist. She drooped against him. She didn’t faint, but he could see that she was in pain. 
 
    “Come back to me,” he murmured, the same prayer he had repeated in his heart for five years. “It should be me who is in pain, not you. I am so sorry, star. Come back to me.” 
 
    He picked her up and carried her to the window. He opened it to give her some fresh air to breathe, but that wasn’t the problem. He didn’t know how to help her. Her cheeks were flushed and burning, and as he helped her sit, she started crying. Her whole body shook uncontrollably, and he could see that she tried to muffle her weeping, but it was useless. 
 
    A blast of snowy wind hit him in the face, and he lifted her against his chest, smoothing out a golden strand from her forehead. He just let her cry. He had gotten so used to the shattering pain of loss that he had forgotten that she had been going through the same thing too. Or maybe he had supposed that she didn’t care. It was all he could do to hold in his own emotions; he understood her burst of weeping entirely. Even standing next to her now was so new and bright and gorgeous, he was afraid it would shatter him too. 
 
    It was too much for her too, he could see that. 
 
    He would have to move slowly—as if that was possible. God grant me strength. The crying stopped abruptly, and she rubbed at her eyes furiously and immediately started apologizing. His heart clenched. 
 
    “None of that,” he murmured, lifting a finger to her lips. “Are you comfortable?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’ve been known to render a female or two unconscious in my day,” he said lightly, as he helped her sit up, “although none that I ever wanted to impress, personally. Until now.” 
 
    “Consider me impressed,” she replied. “Although you already knew that.” 
 
    “You like me, then?” 
 
    “You know I do,” she said, blushing to the roots of her hair. “But you despise weakness, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    He nearly leapt to his feet and started cursing out loud. Would his sins follow him forever? Instead, he brought his fist to his mouth, to stop the words from coming out. He pretended that she still looked faint—although no one had ever looked less faint than she did right now—in order to keep his arm around her. 
 
    “You remember correctly,” he said, as soon as he had his voice under control. “I was the one who had it wrong. Right now I can think of no greater blessing, no greater honor than to share whatever trouble you have been going through in my absence. I am fighting against my own anger that I wasn’t worthy of knowing about it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I never…could quite bring myself to tell you,” she said, and his arm tightened about her. “I could not stand to see you change your attitude towards me, like everyone else did.” 
 
    Another wave of anger hit him, but this time it was directed toward the ‘everyone else’ who had made her feel like she was anything less than the incandescent woman he had before him. And even more so, now that he knew what kind of battle she had been fighting, and winning, with such strength for all these years. 
 
    His eyes stung with tears. 
 
    “What did I say about apologizing?” he murmured. “Especially when you did nothing wrong. It…it breaks my heart to know all that you have suffered. But you have borne it all with true grace and courage, as you always bore everything—even stupid fools like me—and you have become a woman even more amazing than the one you were five years ago. You were beautiful, kind and smart, but now you are…” 
 
    “A different woman.” 
 
    He shook his head so fiercely that she must have felt the movement, because she smiled. “You are more yourself now than you have ever been,” he said. “No. Now you are someone who has survived the worst disasters life has to offer. You have been through a hell deeper than I can imagine, and you walked out of it with your head held high, like a queen. You are that formidable, rare thing that people don’t quite know how to understand, because they know they could never become it themselves: A survivor.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, there are still days when I’m sure I shall break.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to her temple as a tear rolled down his cheek. He fought to keep his voice from shaking. “I’m sure there are, but I am also sure that you shall conquer them, too.” 
 
    “I have never been able to conquer one thing.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    She smiled, but the corners of her lips were turned down, as if she was about to cry. “My love for you.” 
 
    His hands came around her like a lifeline. 
 
    “I never stopped loving you for a second either, star,” he breathed out in relief, the first exhale of a man who had been suffocating for years. “You know it, don’t you? No matter how far I travelled, no matter who I was with. I was always yours. I am yours. Nearly drove myself mad with loving you when there was no hope. But now that I see you, I am convinced that I love you more than I did an hour, a week, a year ago. And I didn’t think that was possible.” 
 
    “You don’t know the first thing about me,” she said, then winced at a stab of pain. “Your love for me has held you back, has tied you to this sad story that can never have a happy ending, that…” 
 
    She closed her eyes and her head drooped. 
 
    Vaughn was immediately alert, forgetting the sudden sharp pain her words sent to his chest. 
 
     “I’ve brought you to close to the window,” he said, preparing to get up, “which I’m sure you can tell by the fact that we are both turning into ice sculptures as we speak.” 
 
    She smiled at the memory his words evoked. “It shall pass in a minute,” she said. “Thank you for making me laugh. My head is fit to burst.” But she was still smiling. He would give his life for that smile to stay on her lips. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked quietly. “Does this happen often?” 
 
    She nodded. “It used to happen all day, every day. That was how I first knew that I…That I was losing my vision. But now, it doesn’t happen too often. I can manage.” 
 
    “So can I,” he said immediately, and she smiled again. 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like, what it takes to…” 
 
    “That is my business,” he interrupted her, feeling despair threaten again, like a pitch-black shadow. “I shall learn.” 
 
    “And what is mine?” 
 
    He smiled. This, he could handle. “Loving me,” he said. “Loving me, Stella.” He couldn’t get enough of her name on his lips. 
 
    She turned her face to the window and closed her eyes, breathing in the cold. Vaughn would take her away from here in a second, but he couldn’t resist watching her as she relished the feel of the icy air on her cheeks. 
 
    “You know I never stopped,” she said quietly. “Forgive me.” 
 
    “Forgive you?” The words came out as a ragged whisper. “Good God, for what?” 
 
    “For making you despise me all these years. But I promise you, you didn’t despise me half as much as I resented myself for what I did to you. How I lied to you and deserted you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and pressed his lips to her forehead so hard that his teeth hurt. She didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “I never hated you as much as I hate myself in this moment,” he said. “I never hated you at all, actually. But I could murder myself for being a fool and not pressing you for the truth. For not fighting for you. Your brother resents me for it, you know.” 
 
    “I hope he doesn’t; it’s not fair.” 
 
    “He does and it is. You…you went through hell, and I wasn’t there for you. I was travelling the high seas, struggling to hate you.” 
 
    She was silent, leaning back against his chest. 
 
    “Did it hurt?” he asked tightly. “Were you in much pain?” 
 
    “Not too much,” she replied in a drowsy, relaxed voice. “You saw the worst of it just now.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true, but thank you for lying.” 
 
    He was sounding bitter again. He tried to stop the pain from showing in his voice, but there was a lump in his throat that wouldn’t let him breathe. 
 
    “As for what your brother says, I promise you,” his voice cracked, “I promise you that if I had thought there was a chance, a mere chance that you wanted to see me, no force in the universe could have stopped me from getting to you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have helped me, Vaughn.” She breathed against his body, and he held his own breath and relished the feeling. “No one could.” 
 
    He tried to say something in reply, but his voice choked within him.  
 
    “Describe to me what you see outside the window, please,” she said. 
 
    “The snow is pouring down like a blanket,” he said. “I can barely see, but as far as I can see, everything is frosted.” 
 
    She turned to him, and her eyes were so lovely and clear as they looked at him, he knew that she could see more truly than anyone else in the world. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel cold,” she said. “Your skin is burning. Vaughn.” 
 
    “Let’s set yours on fire too,” he replied. 
 
    As if his name on her lips wasn’t fire enough, he bent down and fitted his mouth over hers. They kissed until there was nothing left of either of them but burning embers and flaming hearts. It felt, for him, that all the sordid and broken past was gone in that long kiss, and that the future spread out before him like an unmarked sheet of snow, white and pure. Vaughn sat up and cupped both her cheeks as he deepened the kiss. Her mouth responded to his, soft and sweet. His whole body was trembling, on fire. The longer they kissed, the more his lungs burned and the more he felt as if this huge weight was being lifted off his chest. Leaving room for so much light that it could barely be contained within one heart. It needed two. 
 
    He crushed her against his chest, melding their bodies together. He had forgotten to close the window, after all, and his neck was caught in the path of a cold blast of air, turning his skin into frozen marble. He didn’t care. He wasn’t about to part his lips from hers for anything less than a blizzard. 
 
    Maybe not even then. 
 
    She lifted a hand and placed it on his throat, right where the cold wind blew, warming it instantly. This was what she did; she brought him back to life. She had done it five years ago, and again last night. 
 
    With just one touch, he went from freezing to warm. 
 
    She leaned back, breaking the kiss, panting slightly. He was so out of breath, he felt like leaning both hands on his knees and keeling over, like they used to do at school after an enthusiastic sports day. 
 
    “Vaughn,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, love?” 
 
    “I feel as if I can see you.” 
 
    “Of course you can,” he replied. “Better this way. In your memory, I am not crippled.” 
 
    “I am not either,” she replied, and he felt another stab of pain in his chest. “I remember us just as we were. I remember everything that I vowed myself to forget. It hurt too much, you see.” 
 
    “The pain is over.” Vaughn hardly knew what he was saying. “I’m here now. I…I am in so much deeper waters now than I was.” 
 
    “You mean your travels?” 
 
    “I mean love. I mean now compared to when I fell in love,” he said. “I am so much deeper now.” 
 
    “Is that what we did? Fall in love?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Me too.” Her voice broke, and the realization stabbed him like a knife. 
 
    His whole body trembled as if struck by lightning. 
 
    She was in pain. Over him. God forgive him, but her sadness gave him so much hope he could barely stand it. She cared. She cared more than she wanted to. She regretted losing him. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling, it was just impossible. 
 
    “Why did we ever stop, back then?” she asked. “Why did we ever stop being us?” 
 
    He smiled against her lips, and she did too, so they ended up kissing with their teeth. At first, at least. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said, curling his lips to fit hers again.  
 
    But she stopped him just before his burning lips could find relief. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Oh what? 
 
    Don’t let her start remembering all the bad things that made her push me away. I can’t lose her again. I’ll lose my mind, I know I will. 
 
    “No,” she said, and withdrew from him. 
 
    Vaughn felt like screaming, like grabbing her shoulders and shaking some sense into her. But he covered his bruised lips with his hand and tried to swallow his feelings. This must be her choice. As Burns had said, there was no use for anything otherwise. 
 
    “Marry me,” he said quietly but with a low rumble of intensity in his voice. He knew she would recognize it, and what it meant. He knew she would realize how much he meant it. She used to call it his ‘decision’ voice. “Marry me, Stella.” 
 
    “Please, don’t,” she said at the same time as he. 
 
    “Marry me,” he repeated for the third time. 
 
    He would say it a thousand times, if he had to. He didn’t care. She made as if to get up, but he held her in place with his hands around her waist. 
 
    “I won’t stop asking,” he said. “Not now. Not after you’ve rescued me and kissed me and…I won’t stop, Stella. I love you.” 
 
    “Marriage is a serious matter,” she said. 
 
    Her voice was trembling and her eyes were luminous with tears. He wanted to wipe them away, to chase off all the fear and sadness, but he held himself in check. It has to be her decision. It has to. 
 
    “So am I. Marry me, Stella.” 
 
    “Stop saying that.” 
 
    Now she sounded angry. Vaughn hid a smile. He was so close. So close. If he had managed to break through the ice of her impassiveness and her despair, he could do anything. He stood up to close the window, stretching his legs, and shook off lingering snowflakes from his hair. Outside, the wind had turned fierce, and the snow looked less friendly and more vicious. It wasn’t quite a snowstorm, but deadly enough to discourage stepping outside. The fire was dying, so he walked over to feed it another log. Give her time to think. 
 
    “Do you not think that I took into consideration your kind and giving nature when I decided to break our engagement off, five years ago?” she asked in her slow and calm manner. He froze. Why was she still talking about that? All his hopes were dashed in a second, and he leaned heavily on the mantelpiece as the room spun. “I did. I knew you might still want me, and that—” 
 
    “Might?” 
 
    He was beginning to sound shrill. 
 
    “That, however, is not enough grounds for marriage,” Stella went on, walking around the furniture with ease. She was counting her steps, he realized. One could hardly tell that she couldn’t see, for she didn’t stumble once. “It should be a marriage between equals, and I…I would need you so much more than you would ever need me.” 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    Why wasn’t that enough? 
 
    “Love is not the only thing in the world, you know,” Stella said, moving towards his voice. He stood absolutely still and absolutely quiet, and she stopped walking as well, since she didn’t have his voice to guide her. 
 
    “I love you,” he said again, quietly, to lead her to him. 
 
    She took a few more steps towards him. 
 
    “I love you,” he said again. 
 
    She took a few more steps—she was almost next to him. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    She stood opposite him, on the other side of the mantelpiece. 
 
    “I thought love was the only thing that mattered,” she said, “but it’s not.” Tears were pouring down her cheeks quietly as she spoke, and it broke his heart to see it, because in the darkness of the room, he hadn’t realized she was crying this whole time. There had been nothing to betray it in her voice. “There is also health. And dignity. And usefulness. I fought hard to find each, and I shall not give them up. I shall not be a burden.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said, “and I won’t stop saying it. When I say I love you, you must understand what I mean. I no longer mean the twenty-year-old love I used to feel for you, although there was nothing insincere about it back then. It used to mean that I would give my life to make you happy, and I still mean that.” 
 
    She inhaled sharply. 
 
    “But I also mean that I love you enough to marry you just to have you there with me. To talk to you, to share the space you live in, to breathe the same air as you. To wait for you to need me, because I myself am pretty sure that I shall need no other woman as long as I live.” He waited. No reaction from her. His stomach dropped. “I haven’t needed or wanted one in five years, you know. No one but you, Stella.” 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Why was he prolonging the torture? Did he not care what he was doing to her? Giving her false hope, a glimpse of a future that was lost forever. 
 
    “Stop,” she said. “I can’t bear it anymore. My heart is breaking.” 
 
    He made a heaving sound as if he was breaking as well, and came closer until his breath caressed her hair. She pursed her lips. 
 
    She was so close to giving in. So close. 
 
    But she mustn’t. She owed it to him and to herself, to be stronger than that. Stronger than both of them. 
 
    “There is no one else I love,” he said. “I only love you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad then, isn’t it?” she replied, turning away in a show of harshness. “You need to find a kind, good woman to marry, who…” 
 
    “Too late,” he interrupted, his tone mirroring her hard one. “I found her five years ago.” 
 
    He was beginning to sound bitter now. Angry. No, not angry. Mad. 
 
    Hopefully she would manage to chase him away before she completely crumpled on the floor. It was her new talent, after all. Chasing people away. Driving them out with the ice in her soul. She had gotten rather good at it. Alone people were lonely, as was she, it was true. But they didn’t get hurt either. 
 
    And right now it hurt so badly that she wanted to die. 
 
    Nothing was worth feeling this way ever again. She needed to make him listen. And then make him stay away. For good. 
 
    “Please understand…” she started, but a heart-wrenching sob coming from his direction stopped her. “Please understand that I only meant to save you from that marriage. I didn’t want you to be in so much pain, I couldn’t stand it. But that was as far as I…I cannot go any further than that. I did not save you in order to keep you for myself.” 
 
    He gasped, trying to catch his breath, openly crying now. 
 
    “Please, Stella.” There was such intense pleading in his voice, such desperation. “Please. Please. I don’t want to lose you. Please keep me for yourself, for God’s sake. I’m begging you.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she said, firmly, she hoped. A futile hope. “I can’t say yes and become nothing to you. Become nothing to myself.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” He was shouting now. “Would you become nothing, nothing! to me and to yourself, just because you would do me the honor of marrying me? Just because I would be the one who would offer my help and love to you? Why did you save me then, if it was just to doom me to greater unhappiness?” 
 
    “I did not mean to say that you would make it so.” 
 
    “Then what exactly did you mean to say?” 
 
    He was seething mad. This was good, she reminded herself. She had to fight with herself in order to get him to be so angry with her. So full of hatred. If he wasn’t yet, he would soon be. 
 
    “It took me years to find a measure of independence,” she said. 
 
    “And you feel that being with me would rob you of that?” His voice broke, and he coughed to clear his throat. “For heaven’s sake, Stella, I want to be your husband. I only want to love you.” 
 
    “I feel strongly about you too, Vaughn. I want to be your friend. I suffered when I had driven you from my life.” 
 
    There was silence for a bit, but she knew that he hadn’t left the room, because he would have made a sound, however small, had he moved. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said at length, as if he had read her mind. “I don’t want to be your friend, dammit. I love you. Only you. I shall never love anyone else.” 
 
    “You say that now…” 
 
    A curse escaped his lips with so much vehemence that it shocked her into abandoning her sentence. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said lamely. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What can I do to convince you? Tell me and I’ll do it, whatever it is.” 
 
    “You can promise me that you won’t pity me.” 
 
    Silence again. Then, 
 
    “I can’t promise you that, Stella.” Her heart froze. If it had been broken before, it shattered now, cracking into a million glass pieces at her feet. “I do feel pity for you right now. You will not accept help, or love, and that makes you more deserving of pity than admiration. And I confessed my love to you so many times, but as things are, I can only wish you the best, and apologize for all the distress my unwanted declarations have caused you.” 
 
    Immediately she heard his steps retreating. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    The steps stopped. But she had no idea what to say, or why she was begging him to not go now, when she had finally succeeded in sending him away. Her chest heaved with a sob. 
 
    “Tell me,” Vaughn’s voice said more calmly than he had spoken in the past few minutes. 
 
    It was so familiar and warm, that she wanted to forget everything and go to him. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t. 
 
    “Don’t feel sorry for me,” was all that came out. 
 
    He laughed once, but it ended up being a sob. “Do you have any idea how much it hurts to even be in the same room as you?” 
 
    He hadn’t denied feeling sorry for her. She couldn’t understand the response he had actually given, but it somehow reeked of pity. Her heart sank, heavy as a stone. This is what I dreaded for five years. 
 
    “Can we not remain friends?” she asked, wondering if her voice sounded as dead to him as it did to her. 
 
    “We…” he laughed, and the sound was wet with tears. His words sounded nasal, as if he had been crying for some time. “You are the love of my life, Stella. What do you want to be to me, if not my everything? How do you think I can stand it? Here I am, falling apart in front of you, and you…you don’t even care.” 
 
    “I do care, I do, Timothée.” 
 
    “How dare you call me that,” his voice was thick with tears and fury. 
 
    “Please understand,” she pleaded, knowing how pathetic her voice sounded, even to herself. Hating it. “I don’t want to ruin your life.” 
 
    He snorted out a laugh that was more like the cry of a wounded animal. His voice was already farther away; he was leaving the room. When he spoke, he sounded bitter, but his voice was soft, resigned. 
 
    Dripping with pity and bitterness.  
 
    “What do you think you’ve been doing these past five years?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He cursed a blue streak and ran out of Edward’s house so fast that everything was a blur. Later, he would try to remember if the cursing had been in French, a saving grace at least, in the hopes that Stella, who had definitely heard him, wouldn’t understand the foul language that had come out of his mouth. He couldn’t remember. Everything was a haze of pain. 
 
    But, in the end, he didn’t care. 
 
    This felt worse than dying. 
 
    He ran out of there as fast as his legs would carry him, afraid that the pain would burst out of him before he could make his escape, and that he would fall on Edward Gray’s Persian carpet in a mass of shattered bone and blood—it wouldn’t do to ruin a fellow’s carpets, not when Gray had a wife and child living in the house. But that was how it felt at the moment. 
 
    As if someone had taken a chisel to his ribcage. 
 
    And shattered every bone, until they got to his heart. Only to shatter that, too. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    He called a hackney, and somehow reached his house. From there, he had no idea how, but he found himself at the dock, rowing a small boat towards his yacht, which stood proudly in the distance, drenched in snow and moonlight. 
 
    The snow kept falling on him and all around him, in the water, on his hair, on his lips, inside his coat and shirt, but the sea was strangely calm and bright. There was a hole in the heavy clouds, and the moon was peeking through it, making it possible for Vaughn to see where he was going. 
 
    Not that he cared. 
 
    He rowed blindly, even after he had reached his ship, in the snow, crying, crying. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew that he was being stupid, and putting himself in harm’s way. The dangers were several: he could lose his way in the waters, once the moon hid behind the clouds again. He could fall overboard and freeze to death within seconds. He could freeze to death right now—he couldn’t feel the oars on his chilled hands already. Or maybe one of L’ Ange Noir’s enemies, and he had several, could be lying in wait for him, and plunge a knife in his back before tossing him overboard into the cold, black waters. 
 
    All of these and more were possibilities, but right in that moment, none crossed his mind, even though he was usually so careful and used to taking care of himself and others, as the captain of many ships. 
 
    But tonight, all he wanted to do was row. 
 
    There was nothing around him but his own solitude. The lapping of the cold water against the sides of his little boat and the frozen tears on his eyelashes and nose. 
 
    The moon that kept disappearing and leaving him in utter blackness. 
 
    The searing pain in his heart that refused to let him breathe. 
 
    He rowed on, towards nothing. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Stella stood by the fireplace, her back almost scorched by the fire, but she didn’t even feel the heat, as she watched Timothée Vaughn walk out of her life for good. 
 
    She heard him let out a string of French as he practically sprinted to the door and burst out of it, without waiting for the servant. Sadly, she had learned French in the five years since they had parted ways. 
 
    And she knew that every single word of what he had said had been a vile oath. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Edward came in, his familiar gait soft on the carpet. Soon she felt his arms come around her. She stood there by the fireplace, still frozen, unable to move. She had finally gotten her wish, but like a dark fairytale, it had had consequences. It had turned her into a block of ice. Into stone. 
 
    “Are you all right?” her brother’s deep voice asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His arms tightened around her. 
 
    “He surely hates me now, if he didn’t before, Edward.” She was surprised that there weren’t any tears. They would come later. Or maybe not at all. Maybe she had cried them. “But there’s something even worse.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    She nodded and felt him stiffen. 
 
    “He pitied me,” she said. “I wish he had hurt me, Edward, but he pitied me, which is even worse.” 
 
    “Stella...” 
 
    “I know what you are going to say,” she interrupted him, and now, finally tears threatened with that sickening tightening of the throat. How she hated crying. How unfortunate that she wasn’t done with it, after all. “That most people can’t separate pity from love, and that it’s a form of affection and the like.” 
 
    Her brother, wisely, stayed silent. 
 
    “But I can’t stand pity, Edward, I can’t. Not from anyone, and especially not from him. If he confused pity with love, then it’s so much worse. And for that, I hate him now too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Five weeks after the almost wedding 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    Vaughn caught nothing but a bad cold the night he rowed aimlessly in the snowfall across the dark sea. It took him more than a month to recover, upon which time, frankly sick of his illness, of himself and of his London townhouse, he dragged himself out of bed to go and see his friend, Lord Paxton. 
 
    “Oh, he’s alive,” that worthy individual pronounced upon seeing Vaughn at his door, barely able to stand and pale as chalk. 
 
    “Barely,” Vaughn replied, brushing his brown curls out of his eyes. His hair had become unfashionably long; he would get it cut tomorrow. “Listen, Finneas, I’m losing my mind.” 
 
    “So it’s not only your health then?” 
 
    Vaughn pressed his eyes shut and swayed. No, he thought. It’s my soul as well. 
 
    “Have mercy, Pax,” he wrung out with effort. 
 
    His friend left his seat and came over to lead him to a chair carefully, as if he were an invalid. 
 
    “So you fought for her, I take it?” Paxton asked more gently. 
 
    “I haven’t finished fighting for her,” Vaughn clenched his jaw mulishly. “I’m fighting and I’m…” The room spun. 
 
    “Losing,” Paxton observed helpfully. “You’re fighting and you’re losing, you poor fool.” 
 
    “I shall go mad if I stay in bed another day,” Vaughn said. “I need to be on a ship.” 
 
    Paxton cocked an eyebrow, waiting. 
 
    “Will you go out on the water with me?” Vaughn asked, hating the pleading in his voice. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of heaven,” Paxton replied, which Vaughn took to mean ‘yes’. 
 
    Even though it was nearly impossible to have everything ready within so short a period of time, they departed a mere seven days later. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    For a month, Stella had been fighting just to keep her head above water, and frankly, she was getting heartily sick of it. She had not cried so much since those horrible months, five years ago, when she had left Dovecotes. Enough was enough. 
 
    But now she was older and wiser, and knew what she hadn’t known back then: that unless she did something about it, the crying would never stop. So she wiped her eyes and got out of bed to think. And think. And think. 
 
    She consulted Madame Oleksa, and together they made their plans. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Just over a month after Captain Vaughn’s cancelled wedding, Stella and Countess Oleksa went to Edward’s townhouse, a mere five minute walk from Stella’s house. 
 
    The countess waited in the parlor, while Stella was ushered to her brother’s office in the library. A footman announced her. 
 
    “My dear sister,” Edward said. 
 
    “Edward, I am going to ask you a question, and I hope you won’t make me regret having done so.” 
 
    Papers rustled, and Stella knew that Edward had abandoned his work, letting the letters drop from his hands to the desk. Then a creaking sound, as he turned around in his chair, giving her his full attention. 
 
    “Ask away,” he said. 
 
    “I wish to leave for Paris. Alone.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “There, you see. Already regretting it.” 
 
    Edward took a deep breath, and then she heard his footsteps as he stood and approached her. “Why do you want to go?” 
 
    The settee creaked as he sat, and she followed the sound to sit next to him. 
 
    “To prove something,” she replied. She hadn’t exactly prepared answers for him, but Edward could see right through anything that wasn’t the complete and absolute truth. So there was no point in pretending. “To prove a point.” 
 
    “I see. To whom?” 
 
    “To myself,” she replied. “Who else is there?” She laughed, but she could sense that Edward wasn’t at all amused. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said, sounding more and more like their father. “G and I cannot accompany you, and…” 
 
    “I would not have you accompany me,” Stella quickly interrupted him. “Madame Oleksa and I are quite enough. She shall be my companion and aide, and she knows Paris well, having spent almost her whole life there.” 
 
    Edward was silent, considering. 
 
    Stella was an extremely patient person—she had had to become one—but even she, after a few minutes of this quiet contemplation, reached her limits. 
 
    “Edward, for heaven’s sake, don’t you trust me a little?” 
 
    To her surprise, she heard a muffled sound, as if he was wiping his nose. 
 
    “It’s not that, my dear,” he said, and it was as she feared: his voice was thick with tears. Of all the things to inherit from their father, this tendency to cry in the most inappropriate of times had to be the worst one. “I do trust you. I actually think that you are far smarter, stronger and more capable than I am.” 
 
    Stella was moved by this, but she set her chin resolutely. She, the stronger and smarter of the two, would not cry. 
 
    “Then why are you taking so long to decide?” she asked more gently. 
 
    “Because,” Edward said, “I am afraid.” He sniffled some more. “I am so sorry, Stella, for this display of emotion. It is quite repulsive.” She couldn’t agree more, so she kept her mouth shut. “But I have been afraid for you ever since you were born. They put you in my arms, this tiny, fragile thing, and I was so scared that I would break you. And then our mother died, and I had to leave you behind and go to school. I was young, but I prayed for you and papa every night, begging God to keep you safe, when I couldn’t be there. And then…” 
 
    “And then what?” Stella almost whispered the question in her astonishment at Edward’s revelations. 
 
    “And then He didn’t!” The words burst out of Edward in a heart-wrenching cry. Years of pent-up frustration came out of him, and she heard him get up and pace about the room like a wild animal. “He didn’t keep you safe, Stella. Every day at school, I clenched my fists and told myself that I should be strong and stand the cold and the brutal schedule, because I had to make something of myself, I had to take care of my little sister. Then, when I grew up, I studied as hard as I knew how. My intelligence is limited, as we just established, but I managed to rise in the ranks, and to make a good income for my family, for you and for our dear father. And yet…I wasn’t there when you fell, Stella. I wasn’t there when those doctors told you that you would lose your sight within a few weeks. I wasn’t there…All my prayers faded into dust. No one looked after you. No one gave you your miracle. And now, I have Georgina, and a child, and what do you have? None of what you dreamt of. None of what you deserve.” 
 
    Stella followed the sound of his tortured sobs, and found him crouched on the floor by the fireplace, his body curled into a ball like a little boy’s. She knelt next to him and rubbed his back, until his emotion subsided. 
 
    “I had no idea you felt this way,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me? If anyone knows the answer to all these ‘why’s’ that seem to have been torturing you, brother, it should be me.” 
 
    Edward sniffled some more. “Do you, then?” he asked. “Do you know the answers?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she smiled. “But I know that God did hear every one of your childish prayers, and He answered them too. Am I not alive and well? Am I not able to do whatever I wish? And if something bad happened to me, it was not because of His carelessness of me, but because of His love.” 
 
    “How?” his voice broke. “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because I know Him, and He is nothing if He is not love. I have had time to look into the matter, you see, and I am convinced that it is not for the worse that this has happened. I cannot tell you how my life would have been if it hadn’t. I cannot tell you that it would have been better. No one knows that, and trying to divine the what-ifs gives me a headache. It’s pointless.” 
 
    “It is,” Edward agreed. The sobbing had stopped, and he was listening to her intently. 
 
    “But I know that the person I have become today, I owe greatly to my affliction. This strength you spoke of, maybe it was there before, but oh how it has been refined in the past five years! I have learned to see more deeply, more truly, more clearly, since becoming blind. And for that, I am truly grateful.” 
 
    “If you know how to be grateful,” Edward said in a thick, husky voice, “whilst living with this, then you truly have become a remarkable human being. Not that you weren’t one before. But, my God, Stella. I don’t think I have seen anyone wiser or more able than you. And you were sweet and kind before, but now you are more compassionate than anyone I have ever met.” 
 
    “If I am all these things,” she said, “which I assure you I am not, it is these unseeing eyes which are to blame. To thank.” 
 
    His hand snaked around her shoulders, bringing her into his hard chest for a tight hug. 
 
    “It will take me a long time to thank your blindness for anything,” he said, “but if you instruct me to do so, I shall teach myself.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied, searching his face with her fingertips. She saw with her hands now. The tears on his face were still wet, but his lips were relaxed, no longer crying. “And while you’re at it, teach yourself to allow me to go to Paris as well, there’s a dear.” 
 
    Edward laughed, his whole body shaking as he tried to keep his amusement in. Then he stood, and helped her to her feet as well. 
 
    “If anything happens to you,” he told her, “I promise you I shall cross the channel and murder you personally.” 
 
    “That sounds perfectly reasonable. But then again, I expected nothing less,” Stella laughed, then turned serious. “Thank you, brother.” 
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    Vaughn, Paxton and a fellow of uncertain origins and indefinite age, going by the name of Blaze, spent the following few months aboard a schooner called The Serena. A sailboat with a single mast wasn’t Vaughn’s favorite kind of ship, but he had travelled the high seas aboard The Serena before, and he trusted her in the stormiest of weathers. She had one headsail in front of the mast and one mainsail behind and he preferred sailing a fore-and-aft rig in spring weather, because the storms were frequent then, and it was lighter and faster than a frigate. 
 
    Promptly after his visit to Paxton, Vaugh had dusted off his letter of marquee, and had taken to the high seas, choosing a few good and capable men of his own choosing for his modest crew. He had the letter with him, and the equipment as well, but he did not intend to lapse back into L’ Ange Noir anytime soon. Profit was not what he was looking for. 
 
    He wanted to get lost. He had practically begged Paxton to accompany him, in case he ever wanted to be found again. Otherwise, he wasn’t sure he would know how to find his way back to his own self if he ever chose to. But Paxton, bored of the Season, was only too eager to sail, even though he was no sailor. But he had been on a few trips with Vaughn before, which had helped him find his sea legs. Other than that, he was pretty much useless on the ship, but usefulness was not why Vaughn took him along. 
 
    One and a half months passed. The weather alternated between clear skies and vast expanses of roiling waves, but for once, the sea was not enough of a distraction or a cure for Vaughn. 
 
    The storm raged differently inside of him this time; it wasn’t hungry to devour everything in its way. It wasn’t destructive, not in its usual aggressive way at least. Instead, it was a deep void of nothingness that killed him every day, more effectively than any of the battles Paxton was hoping they would encounter. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It was late March. 
 
    Whenever Vaughn stepped on deck, the piercing cold sea air took away his breath. He braced himself against it, his scarf flapping against his cheeks, and went back down to break his fast. 
 
    In a few hours, the sea was calm again, and Vaugh and Paxton sprawled themselves leisurely upon the deck, sea foam spraying their lips, while Blaze climbed up the railing to watch for ships. 
 
    “I have a fight to pick with you,” Paxton said at length, sounding relaxed and as far from fighting as a man can possibly be. 
 
    “I told you, Finneas,” Vaughn said for the hundredth time, “I did not embark upon this journey to find enemies or to make new ones; I shall not go out of my way to meet with enemy ships. My purpose is to forget, and to find peace.” 
 
    “Oh, and how is that going for you?” 
 
    “Irony, my lord?” Vaughn observed idly. “I didn’t think you capable of it.” 
 
    “Me either,” Paxton rejoined. “But it turns out that weeks and weeks of endless sea are enough to cultivate it even in the most dull of gentlemen.” 
 
    “You are not dull, Pax.” 
 
    “I have become so, I tell you,” Paxton insisted. “Who on earth puts a privateering license in his pocket, and then promptly forgets all about it and sails clear away from all crossings and passages where enemy ships might be found?” 
 
    “I have my fortune,” Vaughn said, “and what’s more important, I have a good cause to help me put it to use. If all goes well, Byron and I are sailing for Greece next year. The pirate L’ Ange Noir is no more. Let someone else take their chances at a Spaniard ship.” 
 
    “I would pay you for a good old Spaniard ship,” Paxton exclaimed. “I wager you’re afraid to meet one.” 
 
    “That tactic hasn’t worked on me since our first year at Eton,” Vaughn laughed. 
 
    “But you were afraid to tell that chit that you’d rather break your own arm that marry her?” 
 
    Vaughn winced. Paxton had a point. 
 
    “It wasn’t that I was afraid, you know,” Vaughn said, although by the look on Paxton’s face, trying to defend himself was pointless. “I didn’t want the girl to be ruined. No one would offer for her once it got about that she had kissed me. Also…” 
 
    “Yes?” there was mocking laughter in Paxton’s voice. 
 
    “I was afraid. But not of Adelina. Of the duke.” 
 
    Paxton snorted. “Everyone is afraid of Ashton,” he said. “Or is it his duchess?” 
 
    “Definitely the duchess,” Vaughn agreed. 
 
    They sat in companionable silence for a bit, staring at the endless gray and blue. Paxton began to hum a sea shanty, and Vaughn joined him for seven verses. 
 
    “In all seriousness, thank you for coming with me, Pax,” Vaughn said when they had finished singing. 
 
    “No, you don’t thank me,” Paxton replied. “You don’t thank family.” 
 
    Vaughn couldn’t have spoken now if he had wanted to. He looked to the horizon, telling himself that the salty air was to blame for the sting in his eyes. 
 
    “Besides, you promised me there would be killing,” Paxton added under his breath, breaking the spell. 
 
    “Are you about to start talking of your lady, again, fellows?” A voice boomed from the skies. Blaze had been listening in from the crow’s nest, damn him. “Might I ask you to let me know beforehand? So I can jump into the sea before you do.” 
 
    “You have impeccable hearing, you meddlesome old fool,” Vaughn shouted in his direction. “Too bad your brain doesn’t follow.” 
 
    “I heard that, boy,” Blaze’s voice said. 
 
    Vaughn and Paxton strained their necks to look up at the mast. The old man had a spyglass to his eye, and he was looking straight ahead, his gray beard blowing in the wind. He had served for years in the Royal Navy once, when he was a young man, and had been decorated for it too, but his service had left him with little money and less health. He had lost the use of one of his legs, much like Vaughn had, but years of living in poverty had worsened its condition. 
 
    However, his mind was sharp as a razor and he was as loyal to Vaughn as a brother. Or as a father. Vaughn would not consider sailing without Blaze in tow. He mustn’t be much older than fifty years of age, but his disheveled look and unshaven long beard gave him something of the look of Moses. Blaze always refused payment. He claimed that being allowed to sail with Vaughn was payment enough for him, but Vaughn would always find a way to provide the old man with funds, in spite of his objections. 
 
    “There are big fish in these waters, Blaze,” Paxton yelled up to him. “We are not in the Thames, you know.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances with the ocean beasts,” Blaze yelled down, “if the only other option is listening to your friend there moan about his woman.” 
 
    “Leave him alone, Blaze.” 
 
    “Oh, now you’re on his side, are you? Are you lovers or something? Don’t employ your lovers as crew, boy, it will only bring you trouble.” The old man found his own joke so funny that he nearly laughed himself off the mast, five hundred feet in the air. 
 
    “No,” Vaughn said quietly. “Just brothers.” 
 
    If the water wasn’t so damn cold, he would dive in right now. How he longed to feel the coolness of the waves on his skin, to submerge his head until all the noise of thoughts and heartbreak stopped. 
 
    One of his French tutors had taught him to swim, back when he was living with Grand-père. Vaughn wasn’t too fond of ducking his head in the cold water of the basin every morning, but his tutor had insisted that this was different. 
 
    ‘You have to go past where your feet can touch, jeune monsieur,’ the tutor had insisted. Vaughn must have been three or four years old. ‘It takes faith, swimming.’ 
 
    Vaughn chuckled to himself, remembering the man’s words now, millions of miles—and years—later. 
 
    It’s not swimming, it’s faith, he thought. This is what it means to have faith. You go deeper than your feet can wander. And it feels like drowning, except you swim. Sometimes. 
 
    But how could one keep having faith when all hope was gone? 
 
    “You are so stuck on this one woman, Cap’n,” Blaze went on, undeterred, his voice thick as he chewed on his tobacco. He might be the only man on the English seas who had the capacity to calmly chew tobacco with the wild blowing in his face and the railing cricking and swaying all around him, five hundred feet above the water. “And from what I hear and believe me, I have tried not to hear, she’s determined to not have you.” 
 
    “She rejected him,” Paxton supplied, immediately helpful. He was wearing only his shirtsleeves, for some reason. “Multiple times.” 
 
    “Does she have any sisters or anything?” Blaze asked. 
 
    Vaughn turned up his head and just shot him a look instead of an answer. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve done it now, Blaze,” Paxton said. “He’s got his murder eyes on. His L’ Ange Noir eyes.” 
 
    “What’d I say?” Blaze demanded, his shoulders up to his ears. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Vaughn lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Blaze kept on shrugging, but he looked away to the horizon again. Maybe he was scared. Good for him. 
 
    “Can you imagine anything worse? Or more disturbed?” Vaughn sighed. Was everyone else going mad as well? Was he turning them all mad? “If she had a sister, or several, what would it say about me if I were to transfer my affections to any member of her family at the snap of my fingers? It’s not her family I want, it’s her.” 
 
    “You want her family too,” Paxton added. 
 
    Sometimes Paxton was too shrewd for his own good. Sometimes like now. Vaughn was about to strangle him. Vaughn opened his mouth to say something he would no doubt later regret, when Blaze rescued him by shouting from his vantage point: 
 
    “Ship ahoy!” 
 
    “Flag?” Vaugh was already at the helm, spyglass pressed to his eye. 
 
    “Spanish? No, French, Captain.” 
 
    Vaughn’s brow darkened. He had not wanted any sport, just to sail for a few days until the storm in his head stopped roiling. But The Serena was as big as a private yacht, and better equipped too. And Blaze, damn him, had made him angry enough to wake L’ Ange Noir inside him. 
 
    “Oh please!” He turned to find Paxton practically on his knees next to him, pleading with the thin, high-pitched voice of a child. “Please can we go take that ship?” 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself,” Vaughn tugged him to his feet. “What is the matter with you?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to thank me, right?” Paxton’s eyes were shining. “This is my reward.” 
 
    Vaughn lifted an eyebrow. “You said no thanks needed between family.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve changed me mind. Thank me. Do it.” 
 
    Vaughn sighed and rubbed his temples. “All I had wanted was some peace and quiet,” he murmured to himself. 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have taken either of us with ye,” Blaze shouted from above. “The boat’s coming closer, Cap’n.”  
 
    “Please let's go kill something, Timmy, please,” Paxton was almost shaking with excitement. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Vaughn flung at him on reflex. 
 
    His mind was racing. Only one ship would have the audacity to sail these waters under a French flag. If it was who Vaughn suspected it might be, he had no choice but to fight. Notorious for smuggling both weapons and slaves, the pirate called ‘the Corsican’ had escaped Vaughn’s capture twice already. If it was him or one of his pirates today, he would not allow a third escape, by God’s grace. 
 
    “All right, listen to me, both of you clowns. There will be absolutely no killing. Unless our lives are in danger. Understood?” Finally, blessed silence met his ears. “Right. Now, let me see where everyone else is—we don’t have above twelve sailors on board, and if we are, if, I said, we are to engage that ship, I have to have much more information on it than its flag. You are to follow my instructions closely. Blaze, do not leave your post. Pax, with me.” 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain,” two voices said simultaneously, like a chorus. 
 
    Vaughn leapt to his feet, straightening his blue coat. 
 
    “L’ Ange Noir is back!” Paxton whooped, and Vaughn tried to berate him, but Paxton was smiling too hard and Vaughn couldn’t do it. 
 
    Yes, just like that, he was L’ Ange Noir again. The reprisal of the role didn’t make him happy, but it would be a distraction. And he was sure Paxton would enjoy playing pirates with him—until one of them got killed. 
 
    He looked to the horizon. If a Frenchman was on these waters, no matter for what reason, it was time for an intimate little tête-à-tête. 
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    Vaughn brought down the other ship with two cannonballs. The French ship turned about immediately, but Vaughn’s schooner was faster, and within minutes from firing, he and a dozen of his men, including a gleeful Lord Paxton, were swinging from one ship to the other. 
 
    They landed on the slippery deck of the French sloop and were met by a group of wide-eyed, frightened French sailors. The French crew put up a surprisingly good fight, but they were no match for Vaughn’s. 
 
    “I surrender!” the captain of the French ship cried, lifting his hands in the air. It wasn’t the Corsican, after all, but this ship had the pirate’s name written all over it. 
 
    “Wise man,” Vaughn told him in French, and was gratified to see the look of pure terror on the man’s face. 
 
    “L’ Ange Noir,” the Frenchman muttered, sinking to his knees. “Spare my life, monsieur, I beg you.” 
 
    “I don’t know where this idiotic rumor started,” Vaughn replied, “that I am a murderer. In effect, I am a lovely person.” The Frenchman was still trembling. “Now. You tell me where you have hidden the weapons you are smuggling, and I shall endeavor to let you live.” 
 
    “There are no weapons on my ship, monsieur,” the Frenchman said, his lips shaking under his yellow moustache. 
 
    “My ship, you mean,” Vaughn made a gesture with his hand without turning around, and his men ran to the helm to take over. “And you’re lying. Lord Paxton, will you do the honors? I gather you’re desperate to.” 
 
    He switched to English for Paxton’s benefit, and that was why it took the Frenchman a minute or two to realize what was happening. But as he saw Paxton kneeling next to him and pressing his knife to his throat, he began to whimper. 
 
    “All right, fine, I shall show you the weapons,” the Frenchman cried. 
 
    “Not good enough now,” Vaughn said sweetly. “To save your own life, you shall have to do more than that.” 
 
    “Name your price.” 
 
    “Information,” Vaughn said at once. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what the weapons are for.” 
 
    “I know what they are for,” Vaughn said, “or at least I have a good idea.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” the Frenchman said. “They’re for Greece.” 
 
    Vaughn’s hand froze in midair. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When I say for Greece,” the Frenchman said, his eyes now looking straight up into Vaughn’s, full of mockery, “I mean the opposite. It’s for those who seek to quench the revolution. If I had met any other privateer on these waters but L’ Ange Noir, they would have turned a blind eye and sent me on my way with their blessing. This revolution isn’t a good idea for Europe, Ange. You know it will be the downfall of all the real countries, like France and England. Russia as well. Greece belongs to the past, and no one—” 
 
    Vaughn cut off his words with his fist, and the man fell on his face on the deck, teeth flying. Vaughn’s knuckles crunched as if he had broken bones, but he didn’t care. 
 
    He waited silently for the man to wake up, and Paxton waited with him, knife ready. 
 
    “You don’t want me,” the Frenchman spit out blood a few moments later. “The money I’m smuggling is pennies compared to what DeGuise is preparing.” 
 
    DeGuise was the Corsican. Vaughn raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You never said anything about gold before,” he said. “It was just the weapons. Tell me more.” 
 
    The Frenchman gave him a toothless smile. 
 
    “He is in Paris. You’ll not catch the Corsican at sea. He’ll be careful. But he is planning to smuggle guns to Napoleon. He’s got powder too. He’s going to destroy vessels like…vessels meant for the Greek revolution.” 
 
    The man stopped talking, but it was obvious what he had meant to say.  
 
    ‘Vessels like yours.’ So even though Vaughn had kept his fleet secret, word had gotten out—and had reached France, which was the worst that could happen. They knew about his fleet, and had set out to destroy it. 
 
    “How many vessels?” he asked tightly. “How many vessels are they targeting?” 
 
    The man met his gaze defiantly, refusing to answer, and Paxton had to press his blade to his throat until a thin, crimson line of blood blossomed under it. 
 
    “About twenty of them,” the Frenchman said finally, wincing. “Your own fleet included.” 
 
    Vaughn’s fleet wasn’t yet in existence; it no more than plans on parchment paper so far. If they meant to destroy it before it was built, that meant one thing only: They would murder the people who planned to finance and build it. Like himself. And Burns. And Paxton. 
 
    “And you say the Corsican is in Paris?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Before he sails, he means to spend some time in Paris, in order to crush all those who seek to advance the revolution by any means. Talking in salons, or giving money, or reading books by Byron…Anything, no matter how small or big. Orders are orders, you see.” The Frenchman smirked in contempt. Vaughn didn’t bother to ask whose orders these were—the man wouldn’t know. “The Corsican is hoping to meet you there, eventually, as all who plot for the freedom of Greece gravitate to Vienna and Paris sooner or later.” He eyed Vaughn up and down. “He will not hesitate to kill.” 
 
    You, he meant. He will not hesitate to kill you. 
 
      
 
    “Tie him up,” Vaughn gave the order, and went back to his own yacht. 
 
    “It seems that I am sailing for Paris, my friends,” he told Paxton and Blaze hours later, as the sun was setting over the horizon. 
 
    “We are not your friends,” Blaze said. 
 
    “You are not going to Paris,” Paxton said. “There is no way I’m letting you.” 
 
    But Vaughn knew that he had to go. He had to go to be killed, if nothing else. It would be rude to keep DeGuise waiting. 
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    She had been in Paris for weeks, and she hadn’t even stopped to consider whether she liked it. All that mattered was that she was doing it. 
 
    The Channel crossing with its choppy waters, the sailboat with its crude captain, the opera with its twittering ladies and vast spaces that had no marks for her to walk by…not to mention all the other events she had been invited to—and went. It wasn’t easy but it was Paris. And she was in it, living and thriving. She had succeeded. 
 
    Paris in spring was cold and wet. And noisy; at least the places she was dragged to were full of people and noise. There was noise everywhere: the clattering of wheels and hooves on the cobblestones, the cries of vendors in the street, the chatter in the ballrooms, the loud music at the opera. She longed for the silence of her house in London, but most of all she longed for the silence at Dovecotes. She knew, however, that if she were to go back there, it wouldn’t be silence and peace that would meet her: it would be memories. And memories were vicious creatures, armed with swords of darkness and capable of destroying her entirely. She hadn’t been back in Highberry in five years, and she wasn’t about to. 
 
    She was in Paris, determined to experience everything and come out the victor. There was something stubborn in the way she made every decision concerning this Paris trip, something desperate burning in the back of her mind, not allowing her to stop and think clearly. She was aware of that, but she didn’t have the time, or the inclination to examine it further. 
 
    She was busy dressing, or buying dresses, or getting in and out of carriages and being introduced to a million new people whose names she immediately forgot. There was a little rain almost every day, but Stella was glad of it; it was the only tangible thing of Paris that she could actually feel on her face, touch with her fingertips, that wasn’t a macaron or a velvet theatre chair. The one good thing she had discovered in Paris, apart from her own strength, was music. She had forgotten all about music, previously, but in Paris, she found it again. It assaulted her everywhere: at the opera, at the theater, at every social event, at intimate gatherings in private salons, and even at the street under her window. It filled her soul as nothing else did, and she wondered why she had denied herself the beauty and the joy of it for so many years. 
 
    It brought memories of Vaughn, of course, memories that pierced her heart, but then again, everything brought memories of him. It brought memories of herself as well, however, and for that, it was worth it. 
 
    Today, they drove to the opera once more. It was drizzling, and Stella leaned her hand on the cold window of the carriage and felt the raindrops thrum on the glass underneath her gloved fingers. 
 
    The rest she saw with Countess Oleksa’s eyes: The countess spoke of dark skies and street lanterns twinkling in the twilight, of musicians on the streets tuning their instruments, of flowers lining the open market as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “The opera glitters with candlelight,” the countess’ husky voice explained as they mounted the many stairs to their opera box, arm in arm. Stella could hear wine glasses clinking and the excited but somewhat hushed chatter of people, along with the tuning of the musicians’ instruments. “Lady DeVoss has worn her embroidered skirt tonight, what an unfortunate choice,” Countess Oleksa continued, knowing that Stella liked the added details to better picture her surroundings—and especially the dress details. The opinions, she provided on her own accord. 
 
    Stella smiled. “Is Lady Mina here?” 
 
    “Of course she is,” Countess Oleksa replied, “and she is wearing green velvet ribbons in her hair, poor thing. Too elaborate, if you ask me, but she never did care for my opinion.” Stella felt her shrug as their arms were linked. “Step, dear,” the countess continued, “there, we are in our box. I just wish Monsieur Gerome could stop wearing quite so much white powder on his face. He looks positively gothic. Still, he has enough patches and false beauty marks on him to scare the ladies away. But he does have Countess Sekieva on his arm, which would be enough for any man to lose all good taste. She, of course, is dressed in purple silk from head to toe, and looks as if she put on her corset as an afterthought. Maybe she could take a piece of her enormous billowing skirts and tie it around her neck. I shall go over to their box after the first act to see if she will take my suggestion.” 
 
    She patted Stella’s hand reassuringly, even though neither of them cared what Countess Sekieva did with her neck. 
 
    “You shall do no such thing,” Stella laughed. 
 
    Countess Oleksa’s greatest service to her was not helping her navigate the opera stairs or talk to the servants, although Stella could do none of these things without her help. But she made Stella laugh, and that was priceless. 
 
    “Well, perhaps not,” the countess’ voice held a smile. “But what we absolutely shall do, is visit the box of my good friend the Baron d’ Orczy, who is nodding to me as we speak.” Stella heard the soft clatter of the countess’ fan as she waved to her friend the baron. “My, isn’t he popular with the ladies! I swear to you, there are more than twenty young things crammed in that box of his. And the baron not a day younger than five and fifty years old, I tell you. He is some ten years my senior, you see, I remember him from my Paris days. And there is a gentleman with him. Quite young, quite pretty.” 
 
    “Oh, Hellen, the things you say,” Stella smiled. “Calling a gentleman of fifty ‘pretty’. Indeed!” 
 
    “He is not of the same age as the baron; he is quite a young gentleman. He looks more on the younger side of five-and-twenty if he looks a day old. And trust, me, calling him pretty doesn’t begin to do him justice—all the women are practically draped over him. Sit straight, my dear, he is looking your way. Oh—his face has suddenly grown ashen.” 
 
    Stella squirmed in her chair. 
 
    She didn’t like this ‘pretty’ gentleman who was looking at her. And if he was sickly on top of being good-looking, and burdened with the admiration of all Parisian women, he had better take his stares elsewhere. 
 
    “Does the gentleman know you, Stella?” Countess Oleksa asked, her voice turning serious. “The baron is waving us over to his box, quite quite urgently. Shall I refuse him?” 
 
    “Do not, on my account,” Stella got up, and extended her arm, waiting for the countess to take it. “I think the play will not start for another half hour, so we have time to oblige your friend.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Countess Oleksa replied, threading Stella’s arm around her own. “It wouldn’t do to offend the poor dear. If the young gentleman makes you uncomfortable in any way, just squeeze my hand, and we shall be out of their box in the blink of an eye. He must be taken by your beauty. You know, Stella, I don’t tell you these things as they happen, because I realize that they are beneath your notice, but he is not the first young man I have seen nearly swoon at the sight of your beauty here in Paris.” 
 
    “Horrible creature,” Stella laughed, swatting the countess’ hand lightly. 
 
    “It is nothing but the truth,” Countess Oleksa insisted, and her laughter pealed like a bell. 
 
    Then they were at the baron’s box, and the countess began to make the introductions, when she was rudely interrupted. 
 
    “You realize that it is impossible for you to be here,” a voice murmured in a soft drawl. The voice sounded bored and terribly English. Also, extremely familiar. 
 
    It was Timothée Vaughn’s voice. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Stella had spent the last five years schooling her expressions and taming her heart against disagreeable shocks like this. She didn’t betray an iota of emotion. 
 
    “I do not, Captain,” she answered placidly. “Enlighten me, pray.” 
 
    Her heart beat like a caged bird’s, and she could hear its frantic thrum in her ears. She would like to be able to show the same shock as she could hear in his voice, but she would not afford herself that luxury. Whatever advantage she could get by appearing calm, she would hang on to by the skin of her teeth. 
 
    She imagined him standing head and shoulders above the colorful crowd, as he always had, a smirk plastered on his handsome face, no trace of the tears and desperation she had caused him the last time they had spoken, after his almost nuptials. How much harder must be his expression now, judging from his tone, how closed his heart. 
 
    She had managed to turn him into ice as well. The cold was catching. 
 
    “It’s Paris,” Vaughn floundered. He sounded astonished and slightly out of breath. She could hear him panting, as if he had run a great distance. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And you’re here,” he finished lamely. She could hear his breath hissing through his teeth, struggling to get enough air to his lungs. 
 
    “I though you would say something else as to explain why Paris is the last place one would ever expect to meet me, Captain.” 
 
    “No, my lady,” he spat under his breath, sounding furious. That was it. That was why he was panting, and unable to breathe: he was furious. Incensed.  Out-of-his-right-mind angry. At her. “Absolutely no reason for me to be surprised but my own stupidity, I assure you.” 
 
    “You know the lady, Captain?” a female voice twittered in French. 
 
    “Loosely speaking,” he replied dryly in English. “This is Lady DeWinter, of London and Highberry.” 
 
    “She is far too pretty for you, Timothée,” the same lady said in French, “where did you meet a real lady like that? Shall you tell me her story tonight, as we lay in bed together?” 
 
    And that was when someone punched Stella in the stomach. 
 
    Or at least that was the way it felt. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been even remotely prepared for the sight of her. It was just like receiving a punch in the gut. Left him breathless, light-headed, and about to expire. 
 
    She was more beautiful than he remembered. Gorgeous, she was gorgeous. How was that possible? In his mind, she was that infinitely beautiful, unattainable woman who had slipped out of his grasp not once, but twice now. Yet here she was, a ruby red dress draped over her lovely figure, black tulle lace hugging her long throat like a caress, golden-brown curls cascading down one shoulder, and he was absolutely ready to die. 
 
    The baron’s court of ladies kept chattering all around him in French, but he ignored them. Stella couldn’t understand French, so he didn’t even bother correcting their crude remarks about bedding him. He hadn’t met these women before in his life, and he looked forward to never meeting them again, once he managed to escape this infernal opera box and the company of the kind-hearted but somewhat vulgar Baron d’ Orczy. 
 
    His heart was beating furiously; too fast and not enough at the same time. He felt a shortness of breath when he tried to speak, and as if there wasn’t enough breathable air in the room; as if he were about to faint. Only Stella had the capacity to turn him this pathetic, and usually he didn’t mind it at all. But, tonight was not usually. They were in Paris, and he was about to march to his death. 
 
    Something feral and desperate had arisen within him at the unexpected sight of her. 
 
    He opened his lips to say something smart, but suddenly he saw her face go pale. What could have upset her? Maybe she heard the familiarity with which the French ladies spoke to him. He took a quick step closer to her, ready to explain the situation, and assure her that the ladies had nothing at all to do with him, but then he paused. Sudden inspiration struck. He thought—stupidly, it must be admitted—that maybe he could turn this into a good thing. This chance encounter was already a disaster, how worse could it get? He had been rude and cold, and maybe there was no hope of salvaging his behavior. But then again, maybe he wouldn’t send the women away. Maybe, just maybe, he might try to awake something like jealousy within her, see if that gave him any hope. 
 
    Two could play at this indifference game; it indeed it was a game to her, and not just the truth. 
 
    Her French companion, an exceptionally beautiful lady with soft black curls, dark brown skin and delicate features, vastly unlike that weasel-resembling Harriet Evans, gracefully lapsed into conversation with the baron, leaving him discreetly alone with Stella for a moment. But Vaughn saw that her eyes were on Stella the whole time, watching her like a protective lioness. 
 
    “Why are you here, really?” he leaned down to whisper in Stella’s ear. The words came out like a hiss. 
 
    “I enjoy the music,” she said. “Although from what I remember, you are the musical genius.” 
 
    “I haven’t played in years.” His head ached like the devil. “I don’t mean the opera. I mean why are you here, in Paris?” 
 
    “To conquer something,” she replied with infuriating calmness. 
 
    “Well, if you mean me,” he retorted, “consider me defeated.” 
 
    “I do not mean you. I rarely do.” 
 
    His heart clenched. He was familiar with her quick wit, but something about her tone was cutting instead of clever. Too severe. Too unsettling. 
 
    “Tell me,” he lowered his voice and hoped that she couldn’t tell by his voice how he was fighting to keep his head above the waves. And losing, to quote Paxton, damn him. 
 
    She sighed, as if it was tiresome just talking to him. He didn’t blame her. It was exhausting for him too, being inside his own brain for an entire lifetime. 
 
    “If you must know, Captain, I got sick of being a coward.” 
 
    “You are not—” 
 
    “When I wrote you that letter, five years ago,” she interrupted him, “that was the action of a coward. And since then, more fears have been taking root in my heart daily. So I decided to conquer them. I came to Paris because it combined opportunities for me to conquer so many things. My fear of the water. Of ships, of society, of being among people, of the ton, of being alone. Of…lunching out, and eating among company. Of being gawked at when I make one or several faux-pas. Of myself most of all.” 
 
    He was silent, fighting a sudden emotion. 
 
    “D-do you think that’s what I want?” he asked brokenly. All pretense at indifference left him, and he spoke with an honesty and rawness that took even him by surprise. “Sea and ships and society?” He swept the whole glittering crowd beyond and beneath the baron’s box with one dismissive gesture. “I want you. I always have. Not having you, I tried to fill my life with all these things, but I despise them most of the time.” 
 
    “It has to do with myself,” she replied, tossing her head with a little too much feeling to be construed as indifference. He was starting to believe the coldness was real. The realization was finally sinking in. “And with no one, nothing else in mind.” 
 
    “Please,” he could not help but say, “do not be distressed. I take your meaning quite clearly.” 
 
    “Good. And I am not distressed.” 
 
    “Of course not, I was mistaken.” 
 
    She forgot how well he knew her, perhaps. Or maybe she wanted to preserve her dignity. At any case, he couldn’t keep his eyes away from the little vein that throbbed frantically in the hollow of her throat. 
 
    “I seem to remember you disliked the sea,” he went on, grasping at straws. He could hear the musicians rustle their music sheets, getting ready to start. You have mere seconds left, his brain screamed at him. Do something. Do not lose her, you fool. He closed his eyes. How his own mind taxed him. “Did the crossing tire you?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” she replied, her voice back to being polite and formal. “But as I said, ships and the sea were one of the fears I sought to conquer.” 
 
    “Ships, you say,” he repeated, unable to hide the raw hope that jumped in his voice. 
 
    “Among other things,” she replied quickly, in a tone that was meant to quench any hope she might have detected with that sharp mind of hers. But she was mistaken if she thought he was ever, ever giving up. 
 
    “Do you know Countess Oleksa?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” He bowed, and the countess approached him. “How do you find Paris, madame?” 
 
    “You know, Captain, for the first time in all the thirty so years I have spent in Paris, I find it actually tolerable,” she said in a quiet, cultivated voice with a tint of a French accent. “I suspect it is my excellent company that makes it so,” she added and squeezed Stella’s hand affectionately. She had it threaded through hers the whole time, and had only left her alone to speak with him. 
 
    “My sentiments exactly, madame,” he bowed again, his eyes on Stella. 
 
    “I hear the music begin,” the countess said and as she surveyed him, her eyes wrinkled in the corners with kindness—and perhaps pity? “I shall give you your privacy to take your leave of Lady DeWinter, Captain.” 
 
    She led the baron and all the young ladies back to their seats, leaving him completely alone with Stella in the wings. The velvet curtain closed behind the ladies’ twittering voices, and blessed silence enveloped them. 
 
    “I believe this woman could manage Wellington’s troops better than the great man himself,” Vaughn murmured. 
 
    Stella smiled, and a sudden happiness pierced him. “I have thought the same thing,” she said. “Well, I take my leave of you, Captain.” 
 
    She curtsied, and, before he could say anything, she turned to leave. Even in her hurry, she walked carefully, watching out for any obstacles in her way. He didn’t approach her, but watched her and as he watched a hand clenched his heart and squeezed until he couldn’t bear it. Her knee bumped against a chair, and she turned slightly away from the piece of furniture. 
 
    “Allow me to help you,” he was at her side within a split second, offering her his arm. She flinched at his sudden touch. 
 
    “No need,” a calm voice said behind him, and the countess glided up to Stella herself, taking her hand. “I am here, my dear.” 
 
    Of course. The countess was a smart, caring woman, nothing like Harriet Evans. Stella was safe with her, he had to keep reminding himself of that. Please don’t hate me, he thought at Stella. I could not bear it. 
 
    “I startled you, forgive me,” he called after Stella’s retreating back. “I am anxious about you.” 
 
    Her back stilled. She didn’t turn around, but she did reply. 
 
    “Did you not mean to say you are sorry for me?” 
 
    He couldn’t believe his ears. When had he ever given her a reason to think that? He leapt over a chair, overturning it, in his hurry to reach her. He walked around the countess and stood in front of Stella. 
 
    “I am not,” he said emphatically, bringing his face on a level with hers. “Look, I am no stranger to injury and disability myself.” Her eyes opened a bit too widely, but he couldn’t understand the emotion behind them, so he kept going. “After I got hurt, nothing was the same. I needed to accept that. I was now an invalid and I couldn’t do anything without assistance.” 
 
    Wider went her eyes. 
 
    “Do you mean to call me an invalid, Captain?” Her lips were trembling. 
 
    Oh. Not good. Dammit. “Of course not, I merely wanted to point out how I know what it feels like to hate your own weakness, how it feels not to be able to do anything. How it…” 
 
    He stopped abruptly, because the countess gave him a look that could rival the Medusa. And win. 
 
    Stella’s eyes were flashing with anger. 
 
    What did I say? What have I done? he thought frantically, but the ladies were already moving away; he didn’t have time to think. 
 
    “Look, Stella,” he floundered, “I am sorry that I did not realize how you must feel a month ago, and that I tried to press you into something you were not ready for. How you must despise your current situation…I understand that, and I want to…” 
 
    She didn’t pause, just walked on, right past him. His sleeve brushed past hers. 
 
    “I am decided, Lady DeWinter, that I refuse your rejection,” he murmured in her ear as she walked by him. 
 
    “I beg your pardon.” It was uttered quite frostily, but he detected a tremble in her voice. Or he thought he did. It was enough, anyway, for that accursed to hope to jump inside his heart again. 
 
    “I refuse it,” he repeated. 
 
    She held a little bit back, allowing Countess Oleksa to walk on, but wait for her a few paces away, out of earshot. 
 
    “I was not aware that you had any say in the matter.” 
 
    “I don’t,” he conceded. “But if you wanted me to give up, you should have let me get married. As it is…” 
 
    “The matter is closed,” she said, tight-lipped and pale. “I am afraid we must go,” she added, and the coldly polite words were a second punch to the stomach. 
 
    The baron was approaching, and she must hear him, for she addressed herself to him, turning her head prettily in his direction. “Delighted to meet you, my lord. And it was a pleasure, as always, to see you, Captain.” 
 
    “The same, my dear,” the baron spoke, but Vaughn was unable to take his eyes off her. “And I am sure Captain Vaughn was equally pleased as you.” 
 
    “I was,” the words sprang out of Vaughn’s lips before he had given them permission to, “but she wasn’t.” 
 
    Please don’t hate me, he thought again. And then, it appeared that he said it as well. Out loud. He turned to the baron, and said in a low voice, by way of explanation: 
 
    “She hates me, you see.” 
 
    “Do not flatter yourself, Captain,” Stella replied placidly, as if she hardly cared what he or anyone else thought. Of course she had heard. “I have not fully hated you until this moment.” 
 
    Pain assaulted him as if from a knife in the chest. The baron sighed long and deep, as if he couldn’t believe Vaughn’s stupidity, but if Vaughn wanted the man’s opinion, he would ask him for it. 
 
    “It is starting, my dear,” the countess’ voice said, addressing Stella, but he heard the words as if from underwater. 
 
    In a rustling of skirts, she curtsied and was gone, navigating the empty space in-between the seats so gracefully no one would ever suspect that she was unable to see. 
 
    Then again, of the two of them, it appeared that he was the blind one. A blind fool, too. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He went back to his seat in a daze. 
 
    Below him, the opera singer pealed out high notes, and the audience gasped collectively as the curtain rose to reveal the extravagantly painted scenery of a medieval castle. Vaughn saw nothing. He had the sickening suspicion that he had been an idiot again. 
 
    He had made a royal mess of things. What had he said to make her eyes flash so with anger and pain? He had always abhorred the idea of hurting another human being, but seeing her react so to his words had cut him clean through. A sword would have been preferable had he been the cause of those rapidly swallowed tears he could almost see burning the back of her throat. Was he really the reason for that? And for the tightening of her fingers on her fan? For the strain in her lovely neck? 
 
    He was. He was. 
 
    A voice pierced through the fog: 
 
    “My dear boy, what mess have you gotten yourself into this time?” Instead of looking at the stage, the baron was regarding him with kindness and laughter in his eyes. 
 
    The Baron d’ Orczy had known his grand-père years ago and always welcomed Vaughn whenever he found himself in Paris. The baron was wont to slip into as much of a fatherly role as he could, by grace of the Marquis’ memory, but Vaughn feared that even he couldn’t help him now. 
 
    “Did I actually tell Lady DeWinter that she had defeated me?” Vaughn said. 
 
    “You did, mon pauvre,” the baron replied mournfully. “The question is why.” 
 
    “Well, because she has, of course.” 
 
    “But is that reason enough to lose all decency?” the baron spoke in the gentle tone of one who knows he is making complete sense—to a completely imbecilic audience. “Or your very mind, I dare say, after having listened to that…let's call it conversation.” 
 
    “You don't know her, Monseigneur, but I do,” Vaughn closed his eyes and threw his head back wearily. Oh to be on his ship again with Paxton and Blaze. He would dive into the choppy waters and not resurface until he had reached Greece. “And yes, it is reason enough.” 
 
    “I see,” the baron replied, but he raised his white eyebrows so high that it was obvious: he did not see at all. 
 
    “Why is it now that she hates me?” Vaughn all but groaned. “I did not run like a fool to her door, drenched in snow and rain tonight. I did not scream her name as her carriage disappeared over the crescent of a hill. I did not…” 
 
    “Did you do all these things, mon pauvre?” Vaughn hung his head and nodded, wordlessly. “And for this one lady?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Your situation seems direr than I previously feared.” 
 
    “I am aware, believe me.” 
 
    He would take anyone’s help right now, even that of an elderly and confirmed bachelor, who was the toast of every whorehouse in Paris. He was that desperate. 
 
    The truth was that during his weeks of illness and his weeks at sea, he had made an amazing discovery: The old anger had melted around his heart, in big blocks of ice tumbling down into the abyss. There was no resentment left, no hurt, no bitterness. And underneath all these layers of coldness, he had found what had always been there, even during these five hellish years: a fire. The love was still there, and it burned as brightly and as hot as it always had. More so. 
 
    The revelations of last winter had made him feel deeply ashamed of himself for his wrong judgement of Stella, but they made no difference in how he felt. They did not arouse a love in him; that had always been there. Still. Stronger than ever. The one thing that had changed was this: 
 
    He was ready to fight now. 
 
    For her, for the dream of this life with her. For himself. 
 
    He had never done this in the past, not really. He had fought a little, and then had given up, tumbling back into the waves of self-doubt and self-loathing. But no more. This time, there was something greater and more worthy than himself, someone, and she needed him. He would do anything he had to. He would wait, and he would fight, whichever was the most affective, but one thing he would not do: He would not give up. 
 
    “Well,” the baron started, speaking slowly, as if for once he was choosing his words with thought. He turned his eyes upon the stage, and fit his monocle to his eye, surveying the singer’s ample bosom, but his attention, for once, was in what he was saying. “First of all, don’t tell a blind lady how you cannot stand weakness. Votre amie, she is blind, yes?” 
 
    Vaughn nodded. 
 
    “Well, I could not tell, until I saw madame la comtesse take her hand to lead her out. So, for the sake of le bon Dieu, do not compare her blindness to your stupid limp. It is not the same. You forget you have it most of the time. She cannot forget her difficulties. But she is still as graceful and beautiful as a Parisian lady. Not a blundering fool like you…” 
 
    “Yes, yes I know. Wait, did I truly say these things to her?” 
 
    He grabbed his head—it suddenly hurt so much he was sure it was about to explode. And a good thing that would be too. His head had not come up with anything remotely useful since the moment of his birth. 
 
    “You called her an invalid,” the baron said, pausing in his perusal of the stage to bestow a look of utter contempt and pity on him. 
 
    “I did not!” Why was he squeaking like a woman? No, like a bird? 
 
    One of the courtier ladies shushed him, then giggled. Vaughn wanted to scream. 
 
    But the realization came; he had, somehow, ended up calling her that. And more. And worse. In his attempt to win her, he had lost her. He had shown pity rather than the admiration he felt. He had shown cruelty rather than love. 
 
    The opera forgotten, Vaughn sat heavily on a chair. He leaned down with his head in his hands, knees spread wide, and prayed like he never had before in his life. 
 
    I have been heartless. I have appeared so, but how can one appear heartless when one is not? It is impossible. Therefore, I have been heartless. 
 
    He made his apologies to the baron and left before the first act was over. He hailed a ransom and alighted a few blocks away from his rooms, wanting to walk and clear his head. The moon shone brightly, but the wind was icy, piercing to the bone. White-hot tears burned the back of his eyelids. It was not every day that a man was confronted with the truth about himself. And Vaughn knew that it was his turn tonight. 
 
    He barely slept at night, but for once he wasn’t restless. He sat in front of his window, the wet streets of Paris spread before him, drenched in silver moonlight, and thought. When he got up, it was only to slide onto his knees with the same words repeating over and over on his lips, on his mind, in his soul. 
 
    “Create in me a clean heart.” 
 
    Stella had been right all along: it all came down to the heart. And he needed a new one before he could ever claim to conquer anyone else’s. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    News in Paris travelled fast, and it took him only two enquiries to find out the countess and Lady DeWinter’s apartment address. But it took all of his willpower and then some, to not wait outside their door daily. Instead, he tried to concentrate on finding what he had come to Paris for: the Corsican. There were hundreds of lives hanging in the balance, and he was done with putting his own needs above everything else. 
 
    Finally, after three days of balls and dinners, he had a breakthrough. 
 
    Not with Stella. He had not heard or seen anything of her since that disastrous night at the opera. But he had been invited to a party organized by Princess Marie of Denmark in a chateau several miles outside of Paris, and he wanted nothing more than to decline. But he had an inkling that this was the event where the men he had been tracing for days would congregate, especially since it was away from Paris, and closer to the Channel waters. 
 
    So, he travelled for the better part of a day to the chateau, obeying the princess’ summons. He arrived on the last day of the party and was put up in a cold, musty room in the west turret. He declined the princess’ invitation to come down and join the festivities, promising instead that he would attend dinner in the evening. He stayed in his room, hiding, and tried to endure the boredom and the drafts as best as he could, hoping that today, finally, he would find what he came here for. When evening came round, he put on his cravat and silk waistcoat, his green velvet jacket and gray breeches, and went downstairs for dinner. 
 
    Or death. Or both. 
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    The table seemed longer than the Peninsula. 
 
    One could barely see from one end to the other. It was laden with towers of fruit and sweets, and heavy wreaths of flowers ran along its middle, while the heavy golden candelabras dripped wax on their petals. 
 
    No one was seated yet, but the chateau’s hall was filled to the brim with loud gentlemen, already red from drink, and ladies with white-gray wigs piled high on top of their heads, decorated heavily with ribbons and birds. Some of them had even nestled small ships in them—to honor him, as Her Highness, Princess Marie of Denmark announced to him with pride. She had a husband somewhere, a royal duke of mild manners, bored disposition and little intelligence, but he was never present at her affairs, for which she appeared serenely thankful. 
 
    “I had not realized that this dinner was in my honor, Your Highness,” Vaughn told the princess, bowing low over her fingers. 
 
    “Odious creature,” the elderly princess laughed, tapping his knuckles with her closed fan. The diamonds she wore around her throat, fingers, ears and on her dress, which was dripping with them, twinkled in the chandelier light like a frothy champagne. “It is not in your honor, Captain, as you well know, but I did let it slip that L’ Ange Noir was invited here tonight. The ladies are all eager to see this pirate who has the face of an angel and the heart of a corsair. The party was lacking in scandal,” she added in a low voice. 
 
    “I am, as always, at your service,” Vaughn replied, smiling, while his stomach roiled. So much for trying to spy on his enemies undetected. 
 
    Do not panic, he tried to calm himself, realizing his foolishness in having come here alone. What would he give for Paxton’s annoying company right now! But he had decided not to put his friend in danger, and this operation was a dangerous one indeed. 
 
    Coming to France in the first place could mean death, and Vaughn had known that. He would risk all, but not his friend. And now here he was, the entire dinner hall abuzz with talk of him, and to make things worse, he caught sight of a tanned face in the distance. He was here. Vaughn’s deadliest enemy. 
 
    The Corsican tipped his hat at Vaughn, and promptly disappeared among the crowd. Perfect. Vaughn had only two knives on him, and no friends among the guests. He was as good as dead. 
 
    You need a new plan of action. Think. 
 
    And then he didn’t. Think, that is. He couldn’t. 
 
    As his eyes roamed aimlessly about the room, he noticed something extraordinary. A slight figure moved to stand next to Her Highness. The princess promptly forgot all about him, and busied herself with the lady of the slight figure, who was accompanied by a dashing black countess. The slight figure was dressed in a light blue chiffon gown in a Grecian cut. She wore little jewelry, which succeeded in making her stand out among the crowd of overdressed and overpainted peacocks like a fresh flower. Her greatest adornment was her beautiful face and her golden hair, which was unpowdered and piled high on her head in intricate braids, and leaving her neck bare. No gentleman present could take their eyes off that slender, beautiful throat. 
 
    Which made Vaughn murderous. 
 
    For the slight figure belonged to Stella. 
 
    And she was here, in the same room as the most dangerous man in Europe—with the exception of Vaugh, of course—about to witness him being killed by the Corsair. Not to mention, in danger of getting killed herself. 
 
    Well, wasn’t this just bloody perfect? 
 
      
 
    He tried his best to appear normal. He danced with the surprisingly vigorous for her age princess twice, and when he had rendered her all a-flutter with flatteries, he begged her to seat him next to Lady DeWinter. How he hated using DeWinter’s name whenever he had to refer to Stella, even though it burned less now that he knew the truth behind her marriage. 
 
    “Why, I wanted you all to myself, naughty boy,” Her Highness, who was sixty years old if she was a day, twittered. 
 
    Vaughn smiled, admiring her spirit. She was a true Parisian, sucking out the pleasures of life until the end. The carnal pleasures, that is. There were more pleasures that could be enjoyed at a dance, apart from dancing and flirting; being killed, for example. 
 
    “I thought you might prefer to afford that honor to Viscount DeGuise,” Vaughn said carefully. 
 
    Viscount DeGuise was Italian, but his title and name were French. He was also the criminal known as ‘the Corsican’, although the ballrooms of Paris pretended to ignore that. His wealth, connections and handsome face guaranteed him an invitation to the most illustrious of households. But this time around, the viscount’s visit was no idle entertainment. According to the stupid French pirate Vaughn had captured, the Corsican had been sent to France to kill, as it were, every attempt to help the Greek revolution, of which Vaughn was the main advocate. What a mess. 
 
    “The viscount? Oh, how excessively dull,” the princess said, but her eyes sparkled. The viscount was a handsome Italian, and on top of that, his rumored exploits made him almost as desirable a dinner companion as Vaughn. “Every lady present will hate sweet Lady DeWinter, you know,” she continued, “if she is the one seated next to you.” 
 
    “Do not trouble yourself, Your Highness,” Vaughn replied sweetly. “I daresay Lady DeWinter will not care one whit.” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It was small comfort to be seated next to Stella, while the Corsair sent him evil glances from the other side of the table. Besides, with her next to him, he now could concentrate on little else except her intoxicating presence and the rustle of her dress every time she moved. Stella had greeted him politely, but she had not addressed him once they were seated. She had been allowed to sit next to the countess on the other side, instead of another gentleman, as was customary. Vaughn, unable to swallow a bite, watched her in amazement as she navigated conversations of politics and fashion with equal grace and wit, and managed to eat most of the food off her plate. 
 
    She had previously told him that eating in front of other people was one of her fears, but he could clearly see that no one was looking at her curiously or even noticing what she was doing with her fork and knife. At the beginning of the meal, the countess had discreetly arranged the cutlery in front of Stella in a specific way, and had had little cause to help or guide her since. 
 
    A surge of pride made his heart, and eyes, dammit, overflow. I should be the one who knows how to arrange her cutlery, he thought fiercely. I should be the one she depends on in a crowd. 
 
    But he wasn’t, and he would never be. 
 
    The thought depressed him more than the fear of danger ever had. 
 
    She had not addressed him once since the start of the meal, and he would not press her. Just to sit beside her was an exquisite beauty and pain at the same time, and his heart was full. But as he gazed at the tower of sugared éclairs placed in the middle of the table in front of him, next to a garish arrangement of ornamental flowers, it suddenly struck him as grossly unfair that she would never be aware of the fact that she was by far the prettiest sight in this entire, vast dining hall. Impulsively, he leaned down to whisper in her ear: 
 
    “No one can tell, my lady.” 
 
    Just that. A few words of reassurance and admiration, and a swift prayer that he hadn’t said the wrong thing and wounded her, as was his wont. 
 
    He expected an icy silence or reply; he had been on the receiving end of both lately, and he was not sure which was worse. But instead, she lifted her eyes, sparkling with tears, and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    And she didn’t call him ‘Captain’ either. 
 
    He nodded, before he remembered that she couldn’t see his stupid nod, nor would she care about it if she did. A sudden lump formed in his throat, and he looked around him, trying to ‘see’ the glittering crowd, the overflowing platters of fruit and sweets, the painted ceilings and the disciplined servants with her eyes. To experience everything as she must. 
 
    No colors for her, no light anywhere; just noise, the subtleness and the rudeness of it, in all its glory. 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    Her voice was thin with fear, and to his surprise he realized that those damned tears had started again. And not quiet, discreet tears either. She had heard them wrench his throat apart, judging from the horrified look on her face. Well, he was just so proud of himself: here he was, was about to be murdered by a Corsican viscount in front of half the English ton and all of the Parisian crème-de-la-crème of French society, and not only that, but Stella had heard him crying. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said, too tired to hide his feelings anymore. The mask he had constructed with so much care in the past five years, the one he had been accustomed to wear like a shield, fell away, shattering at his feet. He fought to control his voice, but eventually, he gave up. What did pride matter, when he would be dead in a few minutes or hours? “It is breaking me, to think of how you and I once were. No two souls could have been closer. And now we are nothing but barely polite strangers.” 
 
    He saw her fingers move as if looking for his arm. He froze. 
 
    “Captain…” she licked her lips. 
 
    He scoffed. “Captain!” he mimicked. “Is this how you shall call me for the remainder of my life, star? Well, enjoy it while you can, because it might be shorter than you think.” 
 
     “For heaven’s sake, Timothée, what do you mean?” 
 
    He was glad he was sitting down. A man needed some sort of warning before he could be ready to hear his name on the lips of the woman he loved with any kind of composure. He took a deep breath to steady himself, and choked on pure air. ‘Graceful as always, Tim, my boy’  Paxton’s voice laughed at him inside his head. 
 
    “Egad, woman, you’ll have me choke on my water.” 
 
    “Explain yourself, now,” she hissed, her voice resembling the Miss Gray of Highberry, rather than the ice-cold Lady DeWinter of more recent encounters. 
 
    He smiled in spite of himself. “Careful, my lady,” he said, “you are getting dangerously warm. Your ice might melt.” 
 
    “This is not funny, Timothée.” 
 
    “It depends on how you look at it, star. As far as I’m concerned, I shall die happy after having heard my name on your lips not once, but twice in a row. I am a blessed man.” 
 
    Silence for a bit. He wondered if he should start kicking himself now or later. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” her voice said, sounding small and sad once more. Yes, kicking himself now would be the thing. “I see now how much I have hurt you and I regret it deeply.” 
 
    “No need for—” 
 
    “But,” she interrupted him with dangerous calm, “if you don’t tell me what you meant about dying right this minute, you shall be made to know the real meaning of pain.” 
 
    Vaughn looked at her, startled, and then threw his head back and let out a bellow of laughter. It was so loud and out of place among the polite chatter and the gentle music of the string quartet, that almost everyone around him paused their dull conversation and sought the source of the offending sound. 
 
    Something that could be nothing other than Stella’s delicate dancing slipper landed with surprising strength on his boot, which made him laugh even harder. 
 
    “I suspect it is just your usual theatrics,” she said. “But if you are really in danger, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    He laughed even harder. “You’re coming back to your old self, Stella,” he said hoarsely, when he could breathe again. “Bravo, my dear.” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell what you mean, Captain,” she said in a tone which she tried to make sound frosty, but managed to sound more amused than anything else. 
 
    “Oh, we’re back to Captain, are we?” he smiled. “You can’t hide from me, star. I have seen you dance by the water under the moonlight, your hair wild like a witch’s, remember? And wrestled with you on the grass, and kissed you on the…” 
 
    “By Jove! If it isn’t L’Ange Noir!” a jovial voice from his left interrupted rudely. 
 
    Without turning, Vaughn already knew who it belonged to. Thank God. 
 
    He was saved. 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Stella and the countess had been invited to Her Highness’ chateau as an afterthought. Princess Marie of Denmark had been very close friends with Countess Oleksa once upon a time, when the countess had run in the same circles as European royalty. Stella wasn’t particularly eager to visit a chateau a days’ journey away from Paris, no matter how famous for its gothic beauty, but the countess couldn’t possibly refuse. 
 
    So they went. The party went on for four glamorous days filled with entertainment, music and too much food. The princess’ company turned out to be diverting and intelligent, much to Stella’s delight, and they became fast friends, in spite of their difference in both age and station. 
 
    The party was supposed to culminate in a resplendent dinner, which gave Stella palpitations of the heart, and not only because a grand dinner was on the top of her list of things that terrified her. She had been told in no uncertain terms that this dinner party had been thrown with the intention to, ‘honor Captain Vaughn and his triumphs,’ among other things. She had thought it strange, at first, seeing as he had fought no few French ships during his privateering days, but the countess explained to her that society worked differently than the high seas. 
 
    Tonight, the dinner guests would include as many Parisian nobles as English. 
 
    “What exactly are the rules?” Stella had asked with no real interest. 
 
    “Oh, my dear,” the countess had laughed, “no one really knows. That is the whole point, don’t you understand?” 
 
    Stella didn’t. 
 
    She was hoping, deep down inside, that if she had the fortitude to conquer this dinner, she might afterwards finally go back home. It was the last item on her list of fears: a large dinner, where there would be illustrious guests present. The fact that Vaughn might be there too made the task nearly impossibly intimidating. Which made her want to do it even more. And crush it. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, she had made a serious mistake. The sound of ladies buzzing around Vaughn like bees, no doubt hanging onto his arm and doing who knew what else, made what little dinner she managed to swallow rise back up in her stomach. 
 
    “Are you not hungry, my dear?” the countess murmured in her ear. 
 
    “Is the point of these affairs not to satisfy one’s hunger?” Stella replied, “I wasn’t aware.” 
 
    “Oh dear, you’re being sarcastic,” the countess sounded close to despair. “What have we said about being sarcastic?” 
 
    “Do it?” 
 
    “I knew it, we shouldn’t have come.” Stella heard the real worry behind the words, and decided to behave from now on. “Just say the word and I shall make our excuses to the princess.” 
 
    Dear, sweet Hellen, putting Stella’s well-being above social conventions. But her well-being wasn’t the point here; the point was conquering the ton. And one couldn’t do that if one was seen as an invalid. Or insulted Princess Marie by leaving just as the servants changed the plates in front of the guests with the precision of Napoleon’s troops. 
 
    “’Tis only the noise,” Stella lied. 
 
    “You mean the violins? There are some of France and Austria’s best musicians present, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. One can tell that they are extremely talented,” Stella said. She had no idea, of course, and the ‘extremely talented’ violinists were making her head split in a thousand pieces. 
 
    “Your discomfort has more to do with the handsome pirate than the violins, I’m sure,” the countess observed coolly as she popped a grape in her mouth. 
 
    Said handsome pirate was currently laughing his head off, having just discovered a French gentleman of his acquaintance at the other side of the table. They appeared to have a long standing friendship between them, or enough of one to excuse a complete lapse in manners. Vaughn had abandoned his conversation with her abruptly, exclaiming in delight: 
 
    “Laurent! You old devil,” at the French gentleman. 
 
    And Stella had turned to speak to the countess. But now it appeared that she was once again noticed. 
 
    “Please forgive my bad manners,” Vaughn said to her, and she couldn’t hold a grudge against him, as there was such joy and…relief? Yes, relief, in his voice, which made her all the more curious about the French gentleman who had caused such emotion. He introduced her, and then added: 
 
    “This is Monsieur Jacques Laurent, and he is one of the worst laggards you could ever come across. I had the misfortune to sail with him for the better part of a year.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any complaints,” Laurent retorted. His voice was young and confident, and his manner of speech seemed to imply that he was used to getting his way with the ladies. “I do remember relieving several merchants of their goods.” 
 
    They had lapsed into speaking French to each other, but Stella did not betray that she could understand them. They never gave her a chance to, anyway. 
 
    “They were smuggling weapons,” Vaughn added in English, dropping his voice. 
 
    “An Englishman and a Frenchman working together?” Stella observed. 
 
    “I am only a Frenchman in Paris, Madame,” Laurent replied after a brief silence. “Anywhere else I am a…how do you say, bastard son?” 
 
    “You do not say that,” Stella said kindly, “in polite company.” 
 
    Vaughn laughed. “What he means to say is that he is like me. He was born of a French father and an English mother; his fealty is to England, but he…is not accepted there. Not as he should be.” 
 
    Stella did not miss the sadness in Vaughn’s voice. The other gentleman’s silence was telling as well. But for once, there was no bitterness underlying Vaughn’s words, and for that she was grateful. And proud of his personal growth, even if she hadn’t been there to see it. 
 
    “Why the sad eyes?” Vaughn murmured. 
 
    Darn it, he had been watching her. “Tell me about Greece,” she told him quickly, smiling as best as she could. “Is Monsieur Laurent involved in the cause too?” 
 
    “He most definitely is!” Laurent replied in enthusiastic French, and Vaughn berated him for it until he repeated the phrase in English with the most charming accent. “But more of a desperate fan of it. I have neither the funds nor the connections needed to be of actual help. Which is very often the case. Vaughn is the one talking to princes.” 
 
    “Princes?” Stella was, and sounded, impressed. 
 
    “Well, I have corresponded with His Highness Prince Nikolaos of Moldovia. Secretly and with great precaution, for some messengers have been bribed into turning spies. The prince is one of the main supporters and leaders of the revolution.” 
 
    “Is it true then, that the prince is concerned with the matter too?” Stella asked, for it was widely spoken of almost everywhere in Paris, but nobody knew with certainty if it was a fairytale or not. 
 
    “It is, my lady,” Vaughn replied. “Prince Nikolaos has Greek blood and the cause is very near to his heart. He and I have spoken on more than one occasion, and we are hopeful that our enemies shall not succeed in destroying the seed of revolution before it starts.” 
 
    “Destroying it how?” 
 
    “Murder,” Laurent replied promptly. It sounded as if his mouth was full, too. 
 
    “Surely not,” she felt the blood rush from her face, and at once a hand was on her wrist, warm and steady. Vaughn’s hand. 
 
    “Surely yes,” Laurent retorted. “For example, one of the tsar’s assassins is here tonight. The Corsican, he is called. He usually works alone, but he seems to have fallen in with an illustrious employer before arriving to Paris. Is it he who has you so pale, madame?” 
 
    “He’s only trying to kill me,” Vaughn murmured, “nothing I haven’t faced before. Don’t fret, star.” 
 
    “The lady and you are acquainted with each other, Vaugh?” Laurent’s voice was dripping curiosity. 
 
    “Barely,” Vaughn said, and his voice wasn’t smiling. 
 
    Stella could tell that Laurent wasn’t immediately aware of her blindness, as was often the way with people, and so she kept her gaze away from him. But it surprised her that Vaughn didn’t want to tell such a good friend that they had been acquainted years ago. This much at least he could have said without embarrassment. Yet he had lied. 
 
    Her ears perked up, and a chill raised the small hairs on the back of her neck, as usually happened when there was something wrong. Her instincts had turned razor-sharp, she had found, ever since she had had to start fighting to survive. She had learned to trust them. 
 
    “’Tis only natural,” Vaughn said in a gentle voice. “It is what happens when one is labeled an ‘insurrectionary force’. Because those who have the power are determined that things stay the same. They have allied themselves with the Ottoman Empire, and are set against changing the current map of Europe. Blood must be shed, they say, so that no revolution arises.” 
 
    “Second,” Stella said. 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “No second revolution arises,” she repeated. “There is the French Revolution, of course.” 
 
    Vaughn, shocked, made strangled shushing noises, and Laurent laughed crudely. 
 
    “She is a brave one, n’est-ce pas?” he told Vaughn in French. “Or very foolish. Uttering these words in a room full of aristos.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Vaughn told him, and turned his attention to Stella. “But I am gratified by your concern more than I can say, star. I assure you, I shall do all I can not to get murdered, but it might be beyond my power, as one of my greatest enemies, a man in fact paid to kill me, is right here at this table.” She jerked in surprise, but he was holding her hand. His thumb rotated over the skin on her knuckles, and the movement calmed her. “If you could see how hard I am trying right now not to smile at the happiness your concern gives me, you would be sure to laugh and tell me that if I had put the same effort behind my endeavors at school, I might have had a respectable career in law.” 
 
    “You realize,” Laurent addressed Vaughn in French again, “that you have spoken none of that in English?” 
 
    Vaughn swore. 
 
    “What have you done with my friend, madame?” Laurent said to Stella, and she shrugged in the general direction of his voice. “Oh, don’t you play the innocent with me,” he retorted. “He is nothing but skin and bones, dark circles under his eyes, and he looks ready to fall to his knees every time you so much as lean in his direction. Can’t you see?” 
 
    She didn’t know why this last question struck her as so funny, but before she could stop it, laughter bubbled up in her throat. Meanwhile, Vaughn’s sleeve brushed her forehead, as he furiously moved out of his chair and leaned across the table. 
 
    “Captain Vaughn!” the countess hissed at him in the forbidding tones with which one would berate a naughty child. “Such behavior among civilized people!” She lowered her voice, for Stella’s benefit. “He reached clean across the table and over the croquembouche and smacked poor Monsieur Laurent across the forehead, my dear.” 
 
    Stella laughed so hard, she got a stitch in her side. 
 
    “Me, I do not find it funny, Captain!” the countess said to Vaughn and Laurent in angry, quick French. “You are acting like five year old boys!” 
 
    “Oh, we are,” Vaughn replied to her. 
 
    “He is for sure,” Laurent laughed at him, still in French. “Vaughn, you are a fool in love.” 
 
    Stella went absolutely still. 
 
    “Be quiet,” Vaughn squirmed in his seat. 
 
    “I am right, am I not?” 
 
    “Je l’ aime,” Vaughn whispered. I love her. 
 
    Then he repeated everything he had previously said, but in English this time. She tried to appear shocked once more. Then again, she was genuinely shocked by what she had heard, so it wasn’t that hard to pretend. 
 
    There was no way she was revealing to him now that she could understand French. The countess knew how well she spoke French—she had taught her, after all—but she wasn’t the type of woman who would reveal other people’s secrets, and so she kept quiet about it. 
 
    “Well, speaking of the Corsican,” Laurent said to Vaughn in his delicious English, once Vaughn was done, “I can tell you something that might quite literally save your life.” 
 
    “Please do.” Vaughn hadn’t let go of her hand yet, and didn’t seem eager to do so. 
 
    “Well,” Laurent lapsed into French once more, “I can tell you his exact planned route later, in private. But if you leave in three hours, you shall have a head start on him. He sails for the Channel in the morning. Transferring children, you know.” 
 
    Vaughn swore quite violently and made a distressed sound, as if his stomach was roiling. 
 
    “Les enfants…?” Stella repeated, pretending that this was the only word she had caught, “what is he talking of?” 
 
    “Better not ask, madame,” Laurent replied to her, his voice turning quite serious for the first time. “’Tis not fit for a lady’s ears. You have already turned an alarming shade of white at the sound of Vaughn’s killer’s plans.” He addressed Vaughn again, sharply, as if afraid that she might ask again. “Fancy a game of cards after the ladies withdraw?” 
 
    “Heavens, yes,” Vaughn replied with forced excitement. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    They did not have a chance to speak privately again after that, and spent the rest of the endless meal talking about nothing. It was exhausting. 
 
    Finally, the ladies retired, and Vaughn took off with his French friend for the smoking room. Stella wished she could see him, talk to him a little bit more, do anything to rid herself of the feeling that this was the last time she would encounter him. Ever. 
 
    Not because she believed for a moment that he would be killed; but because once she sailed back to England, there would be no reason for them to meet again. The reality dawned on her with a cruelty it never had before: she would never have a chance to hear about his adventures and escapades, about his run-ins with lethal criminals and the law. She would never be able to tell him she loved him one last time; never be able to say goodbye. Of course, she wouldn’t say these things to him, even if she did have more chances to talk to him. 
 
    But… 
 
    Just one more word, her heart whispered. 
 
    As if he had sensed her wish, Vaughn was suddenly there beside her, the lapels of his coat brushing the curls and lace on her neck, his voice hollow in her ear. 
 
    “Will I see you again, star?” 
 
    “I think not,” she replied without turning around. It wouldn’t do for him to see the tears in her eyes. “I am leaving for England tomorrow, I think. Although I haven’t booked passage yet.” 
 
    “I can get you across the Channel, if you want.” 
 
    She hated the hope in his voice. Hated it. Hated herself most of all for putting it there; for stealing it from them both. For the hunger she could hear in that hope. 
 
    “You are to sail in two hours,” she said, “remember? You are to keep yourself safe. Alive.” 
 
    “And what are you to do, star? Go back to London to bury yourself in your husband’s house?” 
 
    His voice shook. 
 
    “Don’t you think,” she said quietly, but clearly enough that he should hear, “that after what I have done to you, I deserve it?” 
 
    And then she walked away before he could answer. But her ears were trained on his voice, and she could hear, above the surrounding chatter, as she slowly walked to the countess and took her hand, that he uttered not a word. 
 
    She heard no footsteps either. 
 
    So he must be watching her go. 
 
    And she couldn’t even look back at him one last time, even if she had wanted to. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    The first thing Stella did after Vaughn left was ask the countess if she knew what Laurent had been talking about. 
 
    “I do, cherie,” the countess sounded infinitely sad. “But it is disturbing. And I don’t mean that in a scandalous way. It truly is evil. I’m not sure your brother would approve of you knowing.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Stella said. “There are horrible things going on in the world, and how will anyone ever do anything about them if no one knows?” 
 
    The countess sighed. She took Stella’s arm, and they sat down in one of the more private salons of the princess’ chateau. The room was rather drafty and smelled of old carpet, but it afforded them relative solitude, in which they could whisper to each other in front of a crackling fire. 
 
    The countess started to speak. The room felt cozy and luxurious; the exact opposite of the horrific truth the countess related to Stella. At first, she couldn’t believe it was true. 
 
    ‘Transferring children,’ Laurent had said. It turned out that he hadn’t been talking about children at all; he had been talking about babies. No more than four or five years old, they were stolen from their homes and families and transferred by ships to the shores of the Ottoman Empire, where they had to be trained as soldiers. Child soldiers. Who would grow up to be sent back to the land of their birth in ten years or so, unrecognizable, with orders to butcher their own families. And seeing as they would hardly remember their origins by that point, they would obey, and gleefully so. 
 
    In this case, the land they had been stolen from was Greece, or what had once been Greece, glorious, beautiful Greece, which was now part of the Ottoman Empire. No longer was it filled with philosophers, nymphs and athletes; these days one could only find slaves and masters there, in various shapes and forms. The procedure by which the children were stolen from their homes was called paidomazoma in Greek, translated roughly to ‘child-snatching’. The Ottomans did not have the ships needed to transfer all these children-slaves inland, and so they paid private ships to do it for them. Apparently, one of these ships belonged to a dangerous pirate known as the Corsican. 
 
    Stella listened, horrified, her heart throbbing with pain. 
 
    “Did I or did I not get the impression that Captain Vaughn is planning to stop the ship full of children?” she asked finally. 
 
    “You did,” the countess replied, “because he is.” 
 
    “I thought that he talked about escaping his killer,” Stella said, hoping against hope. Against hope and against Vaughn’s stupidity. 
 
    Then again, if he knew about a thing like that, about the snatching of children, and did nothing about it…what did that make him? She could not bear to think of the answer. 
 
    “He was talking about it,” the countess said, not even bothering to pretend that she hadn’t been eavesdropping the whole time. “But then he heard about the children being transferred. And the dark look that descended on his face…It scared me, I tell you. Monsieur Laurent went pale just looking at him. Your captain is going to try to stop the Corsican and free the children.” 
 
    “But the Corsican is the one who seeks to murder him,” Stella said. 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “And Vaughn is going to chase his own murderer.” She couldn’t believe her own words. 
 
    “Mais oui.” 
 
    “Even if that means death for him,” Stella supplied, with dreadful calm. 
 
    “Even if that means death,” the countess agreed. 
 
    Stella got up so abruptly that she got dizzy. “I need air,” she murmured. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Once on the terrace, she asked the countess go back inside, for she needed a few minutes of solitude to compose herself. 
 
    “Come back for me in a quarter of an hour or so,” Stella told her. “I will be quite alone and safe here.” 
 
    The countess explained to her how many steps away the stairs were, and where the servants and footmen were positioned, in case she needed assistance. Then, she left. 
 
    Stella had meant to pray. And perhaps cry a little. She hated feeling so helpless, unable to change anything, no matter how much she wanted to. But she had long ago realized that there were many things in life one could not change. One just had to endure; that was all. But right now she hated it. Hot tears fell on her clasped hands, and she gritted her teeth in order not to scream aloud with the frustration of it all. 
 
    It was then that she heard the voices. At once, she recognized one of them as belonging to Laurent. The voices were, of course, talking in French. Unable to retreat into the shadows, since she didn’t know where the shadows were, Stella stayed absolutely still, realizing that the voices were coming from inside—an open window, most likely. She had no way of knowing where she should be hidden, so she stayed where she was, praying not to be discovered until she had heard enough. 
 
    And hear she would, because she had heard the one thing that could always distract her from any other thought, no matter how dark or deep: Vaughn’s name. 
 
    “It is done,” Laurent was saying. “Vaughn has taken the bait. He left a few minutes ago, and he pretty much told me exactly the route he was taking. He is yours, Corsican.” 
 
    Stella’s blood turned to ice. No! Laurent, you swine. Vaughn’s friend had betrayed him. Had sent him to his death. 
 
    “I am obliged,” a deeper voice replied—the voice of the Corsican, no doubt. “You shall find your reward in that chest.” Something rattled. A key? “Do not open it until I am out of the door. One should not be crude.” 
 
    “I shall need to count them, my lord,” Laurent said, beginning to sound a bit afraid. 
 
    “Do you not think I honor my promises? A thousand francs in exchange for L’ Ange Noir,” the Corsican said. “And mind that you don’t cross me. After your friend is dead, I sail for Smyrna. It should be no later than tomorrow, by my calculations. The children are already on the ship. I shall consider giving you a cut of the spoils, if you cooperate.” 
 
    “Cooperate with what?” she could hear the greed in Laurent’s voice, the raw, ugly hope of gold pinching it until it sounded weak, like a woman’s. 
 
    The Corsican must have heard—seen it—too, for he laughed. 
 
    “Vaughn is one of many,” he said. “I have orders to obliterate everyone who works for the cause of Greece. They have signed a treaty to murder anyone who tries to start a revolution anywhere in Europe.” 
 
    “Who is ‘they’?” 
 
    “None of our concern, that’s who. You and I are merely paid assassins. That is, if you are interested in more gold.” 
 
    He walked to the window and closed it. Their voices continued, but all she heard now was muffled rumble. Stella waited a few more seconds until she heard the bang of a door, and then all was quiet. The men had left. 
 
    Without wasting a minute, Stella gathered her large, chiffon skirts in her fists, and stepped carefully towards the stairs, trying to remember the countess’ description. When she had managed to negotiate them, she walked down the path and called a footman. She asked him to escort her outside, and hail a carriage for her. 
 
    Then she got in, her evening gown crushed around her in the narrow seats, with no overcoat or hat, and gave the order for Calais. 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    The ship didn’t feel like home, and this was the first time this had happened to him. He knew what the problem was, of course: she wasn’t here. 
 
    And she would never be there again—they would never again be in the same room. He was aware that he had said goodbye to Stella Gray once more, and this would probably be the last time. 
 
    The night was thick as a mantle all around him, and cold as hades. Even so, Vaughn couldn’t stay inside his cabin, he felt like a caged animal. So he paced the deck furiously, as he often did, gazing up at the stars, and wishing for the thousandth time that he had Blaze or even Paxton with him. But he hadn’t planned on fighting the Corsican on the water; he was thinking he’d have to deal with him on land. And now here he was with nothing but a ragtag crew and a rented private yacht, sailing to confront an assassin with a ship full of stolen children and Ottoman gold. His first order of business was to sail away from French waters as quickly as possible, and to hide somewhere until the Corsican couldn’t trace him. Then, he would go about attacking the Corsican’s ship of children, hopefully on English waters, where he would be able to take it down as well. 
 
    Maybe if he hurried, he could still send word to Paxton for reinforcements. He hadn’t asked Laurent for help. Laurent had done enough; he had practically saved his skin. And if he had wanted to come along, he would have said so. The fact that he hadn’t offered at any point to accompany Vaugh, though a little strange, was something that Vaughn completely respected. His friend no doubt had his reasons, and Vaughn would not press him. 
 
    “Ship ahoy!” the watcher shouted, jerking Vaughn from his thoughts. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    What ship could be in the Channel at this time of night? Vaughn jumped to the railing and peered into the darkness. It must be two in the morning. It was impossible for any type of ship to be here this late—or early. But even as his brain refused to believe it, his eyes had spied it: in the faint glow of the stars, he saw a small shadow across the yellow reflection of the moonlight on the waves. The boat little more than a barge, dimly lit by a lantern or two. Vaughn couldn’t see details from up here, except that it was tossed like a cork on the waves, and looked about to capsize any minute now. 
 
    “It’s a small one, Cap’n!” the voice called from the sails. “It’s a boat or very small schooner.” 
 
    There was silence as Vaughn took his spyglass and tried to see for himself. Then, 
 
    “By God, it’s a little crossing boat!” the watcher yelled. “It must be someone escaping France in cover of darkness. Oi, it’s coming straight for us, Captain! And it’s comin’ pretty fast for such a small boat. They are going to crash into our bow! Can you see the little thing now, Captain?” 
 
    But Vaughn was no longer by the railing. He had seen something through the spyglass that sent him running to the helm like a madman. He had seen the little crossing boat going straight for his ship, like the watchman said. But he had also seen something else on the boat: Stella. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Vaughn screamed at his crew to throw down the ropes, and then leaned over the railing, ready to jump into the water himself. 
 
    “Captain Vaughn!” Stella’s voice called up to him from the water. “May I step aboard your ship?” 
 
    “Don’t you ‘Captain’ me, Miss Gray!” Vaughn shook with rage and pure terror. He hardly knew what he was saying. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t quite hear you,” Stella shouted over the waves. 
 
    Vaughn sputtered a few words in response, and in the end chose none of them. Not only because they were unsuitable for a lady’s ears—as well as for the ears of some of his younger sailors—but also because this was ridiculous. He must be dreaming. Such absurd things happened only in dreams. Except that this was a nightmare. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind, madame?” he screamed down at her in French. 
 
    What else could you say to a woman who sailed on the rough sea in the middle of the black night, and then politely requested to come on board your ship as if she were asking a footman for directions to the library? 
 
    “Do not jump, pray,” she said, and it was only then that he realized that he had climbed the railing and stood crouched on it like a monkey, his legs gathered beneath him as if readying for a great leap. How had she known? “The rope is perfectly adequate.” 
 
    He nearly jumped in there and then, if for no other reason than to tell her personally what, in his opinion, would be ‘perfectly adequate’. Nothing less than a strangulation, that’s what. But it felt like he was being strangled from the inside. His chest tightened until he couldn’t draw in air. 
 
    And while he was doing that, he watched Stella calmly fit the rope around her waist, and allow herself to be hauled up from the water. Before she was halfway up, the captain of the small boat that had brought her thus far, turned the boat around and started on his way back, leaving her dangling above the abyss. 
 
    Vaughn shouted profanities at the man’s back, but then he stopped and concentrated all his efforts at towing Stella’s rope up with as little bumps against the yacht’s hull as possible. Still, he was sure she would be bruised from head to toe when she made it on deck. Something feral and dangerous woke up within him, and fury such as he had never known took shape: fury born of a fear so great, it threatened to freeze him and render him useless. 
 
    Finally, she was close enough to the railing. He abandoned the rope to his sailors, and reached down his arms, his body half hanging over the water. He wrapped one arm around her waist and cradled her neck with the other, his hand cushioning her head as he lifted her onto the deck. 
 
    As soon as she was safely on her feet, he stumbled and fell to his knees in front of her, panting for breath. 
 
    “Leave us,” he muttered to the crew. 
 
    He stood and reached her in one stride, crushing her to him. Salt water had sprinkled on her skin, on her lips, her cheeks, her clothes, and she was shaking. He checked her quickly for any injury, and discovered nothing but a blooming bruise on her left cheek. He discovered also that she was wearing that flimsy, sparkling blue dress she had been wearing at the Princess’ chateau, with no coat or pelisse, and no hat, and was subsequently freezing. He quickly struggled out of his coat and draped it across her shoulders. 
 
    “It is quite impossible for you to be here, you realize that,” he murmured, the same words he had told her at the opera. 
 
    Even in his state of fury and fear, the old joy leapt up at the sight of her. His hands found their old place around her waist, and he bent over her to study her face. Her features were pale and drawn, and her lips were turning blue. There were dark bruise-like smudges under her eyes, as if she had spent the hours since he last saw her being slowly tortured. The relief on her face as his warmth enveloped her was so great, that he saw that she was about to cry. So he did the only thing a sane man could do under the circumstances: he started yelling at her. 
 
    “Are you insane?” he shouted. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m not in the least insane,” she said, “or hurt.” But she was gasping for breath, and her eyes were darting wildly about. She was trying her hardest to be brave, but her heart fluttered like a frightened bird’s as he held her. 
 
    “Of course you are,” he replied impatiently. “You must be black and blue with bruises. Do you mean to kill me, Stella, as well as yourself? How on earth did you get on that deathtrap of a boat, all alone? I can’t even…Why would you do something so incredibly dangerous? Do you realize—?” 
 
    “Vaughn…” 
 
    “What on earth could have made such an insane risk seem like a good idea?” he kept yelling, spit flying out of his mouth. “Stella, my God, I nearly died when I saw you in the middle of the black ocean, in that creaking little boat, being tossed this way and that by the waves. I’m dying still. Look, I’m sorry for all the idiotic things I said in Paris, for treating you like some fragile thing, as if you weren’t the bravest woman I know. And the most imbecilic, obviously. But this isn’t the way to punish me, dammit. It’s too much. It’s more than I can bear, I…I am losing my mind.” 
 
    “Try to breathe,” she said, but he couldn’t breathe; what a ridiculous thing to ask of him. It was beyond his powers. 
 
    “Where is your companion? What do you think you are doing by going out on the water, alone with just that pig of a captain for company? What of your protection? What would have happened if you took one false step? The water could swallow you, and I would never have found you, I would have…” 
 
    He had to sit down again. The ship’s slippery floor met him with a mighty thud as he fell heavily on it. The wooden boards of the deck were swaying. No, he was the one who was swaying. He was shaking. 
 
    “Timothée!” Stella cried, louder than him. 
 
    That got his attention. He lifted his face to find her standing over him, a blue and silver bird, her eyes flashing brighter than all the stars put together. 
 
    “I learned French,” she blurted out. 
 
    “Did you really? That…is amazing,” he said slowly, as if in a trance. “And actually rather embarrassing, now that I think of the things I said in front of you.” He still couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that she was actually here. “But to ride the waves like some kind of Greek goddess in the middle of the night just to tell me that…” 
 
    “I came here to warn you, you fool,” she interrupted him. “You have been betrayed. Laurent is no longer your friend—he has turned traitor. You spoke of turned spies…Well, I overheard him on the terrace. He was talking to the Corsican. The killer knows your every move, and he is coming after you as we speak. He has already pocketed the money for your head, he is that sure of getting you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Get up.” She groped for his hand, and when she found it, she tugged at it with surprising strength. He found himself on his feet, still swaying. “I was saying that…” 
 
    “I heard,” he said in a voice totally unlike his own. 
 
    “Do you believe me? I promise you—” 
 
    He scoffed, cutting off her explanation. What a ridiculous question. 
 
    He turned around and started yelling orders at once. 
 
    “Come about!” he yelled the order, and heard it being repeated throughout the crew until it reached the helm holder. “Lower the boats,” he continued in the same tone. “Abandon ship as quickly as possible. Abandon ship! Now!” 
 
    He didn’t have time to say one more word to her as he ran in a frenzy from one end to the ship to the other, preparing everything, working with the sailors like a sailor, working for his life. He picked Stella in his arms and put her on the first boat that went down in the water. He was planning to go on the last himself, but the sailors forced him to join her, and followed suit themselves, packed into the lifeboats with speed and discipline. 
 
    “All right?” he asked Stella, but her teeth were chattering so badly she couldn’t answer. 
 
    He rubbed his hand on her back, and rowed with his other one across the black waves, but pretty soon he needed both hands on the oars. He rowed with all his might, trying to get away from the ship as fast as he could; his crew did the same. Abandoning the fear that he might be overheard, he started to shout orders to the other lifeboats, so that they could hear his voice and follow it in the darkness. He yelled at his sailors to row as if the devil was on their heels, and gave them the rowing rhythm. He was immediately greeted by the sound of the oars hitting the water as one. They continued steadily. 
 
    A few more lifeboats had detached themselves from the now empty yacht, and there were no more than fifteen yards between Vaughn’s boat and the ship—not nearly enough—when it happened. 
 
    The deafening sound of an explosion boomed behind him, and a force stronger than a hurricane knocked the breath out of him. Vaughn had barely time to turn around and see the biggest detonation he had witnessed, before he was almost tossed from the boat. It came from his ship; it had been hit, but not just that. The yacht was blossoming with billowing clouds of orange-black fire from the inside as well. The sky filled with splintered planks of wood and debris, and there was a brief brilliance of light before everything became enveloped in smoke. 
 
    The blast turned the water into one huge, roiling tidal wave, and it was coming straight for his lifeboat. The night sky was wiped from his vision; fire and waves took its place. Vaughn sprang to his feet to throw his body over Stella’s, but he was too late. There was a second explosion of sound and light, and a force as great as a vortex of wind pushed and pulled him in every direction. A wave double the height of the previous one towered over him. His head shattered in pain and darkness, and he closed his eyes to protect them from the flying debris. 
 
    When he opened them again, he was in the water. 
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    There was a ringing in his ears. 
 
    He opened his eyes but could see nothing at first. He coughed out water and struggled to keep his head above the surface, as he waited for his vision to clear. A piece of broken wood floated up to him, missing his face by a fraction of an inch, and he grabbed it. Holding on to that, it was easier to steady himself and wipe the freezing water from his eyes. 
 
    Finally, he began to see what was happening. 
 
    He was plunged into the icy ocean, his chin barely above the water. His ship was gone. All that remained in its place were frothy waters, floating ashes, and charred splinters of wood. This was not the work of a cannon ball, or several. Even now, minutes after the explosion, traces of a blooming cloud of fire remained in the air, and the smoke still hovered over the troubled water. This was an explosion that had obliterated an entire ship, as well as all the lifeboats that had already rowed away from it by several yards. 
 
    With sudden clarity, he realized what had happened. 
 
    His ship, must have been filled to the brim with explosives. While Laurent was reassuring him and asking him about his plans, he had sent out people to hide explosives in his rented yacht. After that, things would be simple. Someone could just open fire on it from a great distance, and it would immediately be blown to bits. 
 
    Which was what had happened. There would be no one around to catch, even if Vaughn hadn’t been drowning, because the gun must have been fired from afar—all that was needed was to aim for the ship’s waterline. Whoever did it would be long gone. And if they hadn’t rowed away from the yacht in time, Vaughn and his entire crew would now be little bits of flesh floating down to the bottom of the ocean. Even so, every lifeboat was destroyed and the sailors tossed high into the air, like he had been. It was only because he had put some distance between him and the ship that he was now alive. Only because Stella had boarded a beat-up crossing schooner, risking her life and her dignity, facing her worst fear, to come and warn him in the nick of time. 
 
    It was this thought that chased away the last of his shock and woke him up fast. 
 
    “Stella!” he screamed, his voice hoarse with water and panic. He floundered in the waves and abandoned his wooden board to start treading water. “Stella!” 
 
    Only silence met his anguished cries. 
 
    His body felt like a thing made of ice, but he held his breath and kicked his legs wildly, swimming for his life. His bad leg hurt like the dickens, dragging him down, but he forced himself to keep moving past the pain. I will not be overcome by the cold, he swore. I will find her. 
 
    “Stella! Stella Stella Stella.” 
 
    “Captain!” A weak, struggling voice answered him. One of his sailors. 
 
    “Who else is alive?” Vaughn asked quickly, changing direction to swim to the young boy. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Not me, sir. All me mates are safe and sound, but they are freezing fast.” 
 
    “Good,” Vaughn breathed a sigh of relief. “Find something to hold on to,” he instructed, “there are a lot of broken pieces of wood. It will help. Start swimming. Follow the stars, and you shall find land in less than a mile. Stay alive, do you hear?” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir!” 
 
    He heard the quiet splash of hands and feet hitting the water, and watched the silhouettes struggle to stay afloat as they moved quietly through the waves. He only employed sailors who could swim, so he was not worried about them—if they were conscious, they would live. The sea was mostly calm now. He counted the survivors silently. Five were missing. 
 
    He swam around, kicking the water furiously, until he discovered each and every one of the five men, and ascertained that apart from a few cuts and bruises, no one was hurt too badly. Two were unconscious, and he helped the other three shift their weight onto a floating piece of debris. He gave orders for them to be towed to shore. 
 
    “What about you, Captain?” a sailor asked. 
 
    “I’m not leaving her,” he replied. A sharp pain that had nothing to do with the cold pierced him like a sword. “Now go. That’s an order.” 
 
    He started diving. It was useless, of course, because the waters were inky black beneath the surface, what little light the stars provided completely gone below water. Still, he treaded water frantically, no longer able to feel his fingers or his nose, and kept screaming her name, hoping against all hope for an answer. His lungs burned and his voice grew hoarse, then stopped working altogether. His throat felt as if it had been shredded to ribbons, and his chest was constricting, every breath harder and harder to take. 
 
    He didn’t want to give up, but his body couldn’t go on. It was turning into a block of ice. He felt his limbs grow heavy, and the water kept swallowing him like a mouth. 
 
    Save me, he prayed. 
 
    His body relaxed, giving in to the cold, and he started slipping. He tried to push the water with his arms, but they were too tired, too frozen, and they refused to obey him. The waterline reached his eyes, and he understood that his nose and mouth were below the water with a certain detachment, as if it wasn’t happening to him. Only his eyes were above the waves now, and the realization hit him that he might never be able to resurface again. His last view would be of a mostly clear sky, the stars fading in preparation for a dawn he would never see, and endless black water. He blinked and found that the drops of water on his eyelashes were turning into icicles, stinging his eyes like tears. 
 
    His gaze filled with water, and he prepared himself for the darkness. 
 
    As he went under, he caught a glimpse of a pair of glittering blue eyes, staring straight at him from the level of the water. He would know these eyes everywhere: Stella’s eyes. 
 
    Ah, now he could die happy. 
 
    He had always known that his last vision would be of her, but he had hoped, once upon a time, to be looking at her real face as he died, and not a hallucination born of cold and desperation. 
 
    Which this was, of course. It was nothing more than a drowning sailor’s hallucination. Water filled his ears and twirled his hair about his face as he sank like a stone. 
 
    Wait. 
 
     He thought of Stella’s blue eyes, how piercing they had looked in the darkness, how huge and frightened, and filled with the despair of death. No. That was no hallucination. He had never seen them like that in real life. If he had chosen to think of her in his final hours, that was definitely not the way he would have imagined her, dripping with water, white and afraid. Drowning. 
 
    He opened his mouth and screamed, but he was deep underwater. The water around him filled with bubbles and burning salt filled his lungs. But that silent, drowned scream of desperation gave him the strength to finally move. His forced his body to unfreeze and spread his arms, the effort causing him to shout even louder. He pushed at the water madly, until his head broke the surface. 
 
    And that was when he saw her. 
 
    Stella. 
 
    He had found her. Stella was hanging on to a piece of half-burnt wood, and she was awake and afloat, but there was something wrong with the way she just bobbed on the water, motionless, her eyes void. 
 
    Her face was absolutely still. No! 
 
    He started to tread water with a strength he didn’t have, and called her name with a voice that had deserted him. She didn’t respond; she barely blinked. But she wasn’t dead yet, he could see her moving slightly, or maybe he wanted to see it. She was frozen, quite literally. Pieces of ice coated her dripping hair, as the temperature dropped below zero in the early hours of the morning in these parts. In front of his very eyes, her hands lost their grip on the piece of wood, and she slipped quietly into the cold, dark water, making no sound, unseen by anyone. 
 
    Anyone but him, that is. 
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    He dove at the spot she had disappeared, and caught her just as she was slipping beyond his reach and into the endless black. When he brought her above water, he saw that her eyes were still open, and for a moment he feared that this was the stare of death, but she blinked slowly, and opened her lips, spitting out water. He had her in his hands. She was shaking. 
 
    “It’s me,” he said, uselessly, “it’s Timothée.” 
 
    He remembered saying those same words to her years ago, and the memory warmed him enough to make his legs able to kick the water powerfully. He kept one arm around her, and swam with the other, careful to support her head above the waves. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Stella?” 
 
    She turned her eyes towards him, and he could swear that she could see him. It was impossible, but also real. 
 
    “Can you see me?” his voice came out as a croak. “Can you see me, star?” 
 
    She nodded. He almost went under again, so great was his relief. He was weak with it. But this was no time for weakness. He secured his arm around her once more, and kept on swimming for the shore. 
 
    “Stay awake, star,” he murmured. “I won’t let you die in the water. I promise.” 
 
    She made a distressed sound that broke his heart, and he remembered the last time he had almost watched her die in the cold. The day he had met her. 
 
    “Not this time,” he hissed, spitting water. He blinked to clear his vision. “I have you, sweetheart. Stay with me, and I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    Then he saved the rest of his breath for praying. 
 
    ‘You have to go past where your feet can touch,’ the voice of his tutor came at him as a distant memory, urging him on. ‘Swimming takes faith.’ 
 
    It will feel like drowning, he remembered his own thoughts from a few weeks ago, except you swim. Sometimes. 
 
    Well, he sure as hell was way past where his feet could take him now. He was up to his chin in freezing water. He had been over his head in it a few minutes ago, and would be again, if his limbs didn’t obey him. And he had thought faith was hard before. 
 
    If he could move his face at all, he would smile at his own stupidity. There was hope now, more than enough, but he needed more than that to survive. It would take a whole lot of faith to get out of this water alive. A whole lot of fighting. A whole lot of swimming. And all of that, without even knowing if he was taking both her and himself in the right direction. The thought struck him then, that he hadn’t even started to have faith before; he hadn’t needed it, not truly. He hadn’t understood its nature. For faith was this: Swimming in an endless sea of black, half-drowned, with the love of your life hanging in the balance. 
 
    If he had ever doubted that it had been faith that had seen him through all these dark years, he could not doubt it any more. For it was faith that kept them both afloat and breathing as he struggled to move, as he struggled to stay alive. 
 
    After a few hundred yards, a few sailors were waiting for them in the water, and they all helped him, when he was sure he couldn’t go on. The cold had settled in his limbs, and his brain had stopped functioning properly. Later, when he could think again, he seriously doubted if he or Stella would have reached land alive if his crew hadn’t been there, for his strength was failing fast, and his arms were cramping. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Everything was better once they reached the shore. Well, almost everything. 
 
    Vaughn shook the water from his hair and clothes, and immediately started to warm up, because this was spring after all, and even in France it had some decency. 
 
    “This one’s dying,” one of the young sailors pronounced, eyeing Stella’s crumpled form on the shore. 
 
    Vaughn was on his knees next to her immediately. He hit her on the back so that more water could come out of her mouth, but he saw that this wasn’t doing her any good, so he picked her up and started running. 
 
    “Where to?” he shouted at the sailor who had spoken. “Direct me, please.” 
 
    “This way, Cap’n!” the young boy replied with enthusiasm that ill fitted the occasion. 
 
    He leapt in front of Vaughn, darting back and forth to help him carry Stella, forgetting his own cold and discomfort amidst the joy of being asked to help the captain. They walked through velvet-green woodland for what felt like centuries to Vaughn. His steps didn’t falter once, although they didn’t take the path, but instead chose a shortcut which was riddled with fallen branches and roots. But Stella was still and frozen in his arms, and his heart was still and frozen with her, and he couldn’t waste a minute. 
 
    “Where are you taking me to, boy?” Vaughn had the good sense to ask the sailor at some point. 
 
    “To Grand-père,” that worthy individual replied gleefully, and if Vaughn’s hands hadn’t been full, he would stop running and smack him clear across his cheeky smiling mouth. 
 
    “Do you want to live?” he asked the boy instead, sweetly. 
 
    “Mon Capitaine?” the boy finally sounded afraid. 
 
    “Look here, we were just blown to bits, and barely escaped with our lives. We are not, and I repeat, not to let anyone know we have survived. This is an order. Understood?” 
 
    The boy nodded so violently Vaughn thought his head would fly clean off. 
 
    “So, I repeat to you, where are you taking me and Lady DeWinter, so that we might recuperate and hide?” 
 
    “There is an inn but a few yards ahead,” the boy replied. “We can give fake names, Cap’n. They are used to admitting suspicious individuals here, so there shall be no questions asked.” 
 
    Vaughn had a mind to smack him for calling his own Captain a ‘suspicious individual’, but Stella made a choking noise and as he turned her in his arms, water flowed from her lips, so he kept his mouth shut and ran faster. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    The inn looked like Vaughn felt: cold, broken and somehow still full of hope. 
 
    Without bothering with introductions, he yelled for any room with a decent fire, and climbed the stairs to it. He placed Stella in front of said fire, but she still wouldn’t move. He quickly did what was necessary, working with swift, efficient movements in spite of his cold fingers. He cut her wet, clinging gown away from her skin and covered her with blankets as she began to shake violently. He was glad of it; shaking was good. It was the stillness that one had to be scared of. 
 
    Her hair, dark and curled with water, fell heavy down neck, and he pulled it into a queue as best as he could, securing it with a piece of ribbon. Then he sat by the fire and curled his body around her, providing her with his warmth. She settled in his arms and the shivers started quieting down. The servants came and went, closing the door softly behind them. 
 
    Finally, all was utterly silent; even the wind had ceased. He was still in his wet clothes, which clung to him like a second skin, but he would murder anyone who dared tell him to move now. Slowly, the fire’s warmth seeped into his chilled skin, drying his shirt and breeches as he sat, in way that made the material most stiff and uncomfortable—or would have, if Vaughn had a thought to spare for it. But he didn’t. 
 
    His thoughts were consumed elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “Are you dead?” a small voice shook him awake. 
 
    He hadn’t exactly dozed off, but it had been years since he had felt this warm, this quiet and this content. And a man could be persuaded that he was asleep and dreaming if all his wishes came suddenly true, in one instant. 
 
    Which was preferable to an apoplexy. 
 
    But an apoplexy he got, he was certain of it, when he heard Stella’s voice asking him if he was dead. His heart tightened most painfully, and the air in his lungs was entirely insufficient. He brushed a wet lock of hair from her forehead and prayed that she was all right. 
 
    “I’m right here, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I saw you drown,” she said with the air of one who is talking in their sleep, but at the same time is quite certain of the subject at hand. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “I am known for being overly dramatic,” he said, “but even so, I would never do that. I always prefer to drown in national waters, y’ know.” 
 
    Her eyebrows met. He could almost hear the sound of her heart cracking inside her chest. You’re scaring her. Bravo, you’re being an ass once again, he told himself. He bit his lip. 
 
    “I didn’t,” he told her in serious tone. “Not entirely. You saved me, in the end. I saw you, and was saved.” 
 
    She considered that. Her eyes would flutter closed every few seconds, but she fought to open them again. 
 
    “You were always so slender and tall,” she said dreamily, “even though your arms are made of steel. I was so afraid you would freeze to death the moment our boat capsized. I tried to stay quiet, so that you could concentrate on keeping yourself alive.” 
 
    “Fat chance,” he replied bluntly. 
 
    “And you always were silly.” 
 
    He was in no mood for laughing. 
 
    “If you were being quiet on purpose, star, that purpose was defeated, I can promise you.” He sounded angry, and he was, but not at her. “I was calling your name for so long,” he went on quietly. “I dove in, I inhaled lungfuls of water, but I still called for you. Screamed, actually,” he chuckled. “How my Eton friends would laugh at me, shouting your name like that. Rather undignified, I’m afraid. But that’s me for you, undignified to the end. I screamed until I completely lost my voice.” It was still hoarse, and every time he spoke, a thousand needles pierced his throat from inside. “Did you hear me? I felt that I screamed so loud the whole world must have.” 
 
    “I did.” There was clarity in her voice now, and she sat up. He let her, but kept an arm around her waist. “And I wasn’t quiet entirely on purpose. I just couldn’t quite manage to call you back loudly enough. I am sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right, star,” he squeezed her shoulder. There was that damn lump in his throat again. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t see me,” she said. 
 
    And that was all it took: the lump exploded. It was a blazing ball of fire now. No more tears threatened, all he felt was pure outrage. 
 
    He had known something like that had been going through her mind. That was why he got so angry at her words. He had seen it in those desperate, open eyes of hers in the last moments before the sea claimed him. He had known it, that she had given up. And that thought incensed him so much that heat rose up in his chest and spread around his throat, chasing away the chill of the ocean. 
 
    “See you?” he almost shouted the words, but he controlled his voice. Barely. “I see nothing else. My God, Stella.” 
 
    She murmured something unintelligible. 
 
    “No.” He took her by the shoulders and brought her face to face with him. He rose to his knees, looking down into her eyes, so alive, so vibrant, so full of emotions. They were nothing but blank and lifeless now. 
 
    “Do you think,” he said slowly, “because you are blind, that you are invisible? That you can slip out of my life without destroying me utterly?” 
 
    She was crying now, softly and quietly, the tears rolling down her cheeks and into her lips without so much as a gasp. He let her weep. He recognized healing tears when he saw them; he had cried them often enough. 
 
    “Everyone left,” she said. He started shaking, but he wouldn’t interrupt her, no matter how much he raged inside. “Not just Harriet. All of my friends except for Georgina, of course, slowly disappeared from my life. Their visits became less frequent, and then they stopped sending letters altogether, because I couldn’t read them. But papa would read everything to me twice, sometimes three times, because I was so starved for company. I thought…” 
 
    “Please,” he choked out. “I can’t take this any more.” 
 
    “I thought no one could see me,” she went on. “I thought perhaps I had ceased to exist. And when I met you at Vauxhall that day…I wondered if you remembered.” He gasped, and she quickly went on, reaching out a hand to him. He grabbed it like a drowning man. “I know you did, of course, I didn’t doubt that you were true, Timothée. I never did. But I did wonder if that was the truth of life, after all. If people who are weaker and not important, somehow fall off the face of the earth, and nobody even remembers that they once existed.” 
 
    He brought her hand to his mouth. “I can’t think of anyone less weak and less not important than you, star.” 
 
    She smiled. Dear God, she smiled. 
 
    “I couldn’t bear it,” she said, “how everyone talked to me about you, back before I…Before I broke our engagement.” A violent shiver shook him from head to toe. “They kept saying ‘poor Mr. Vaughn’, and that your character would not allow you to desert me, but…” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    But then she went on. “And when I saw how angry you were at Vauxhall, and how p…popular with the ladies at the opera, I thought that maybe I had made the right decision after all.” 
 
    He stood, and had to fight the impulse to tear out all of his hair, one by one. 
 
    “Stella, Stella, it was all lies!” he cried. “God forgive me, I am such an idiot.” 
 
    “No argument from me,” she murmured. 
 
    He froze. Was she calling him an idiot again? The relief that flooded him stole his breath. If she was teasing him, then there must still be hope. He hunkered down on his knees next to her, feeling the dark mantle of despair lift from his heart. Not entirely, but enough for him to keep his wits about him as he tried to explain. 
 
    “I thought to make you jealous in Paris, that was all.” He raked a hand through his hair, sending a shower of droplets on the floor. “But I took one look at your face as you listened to the crude way they spoke to me, and sent them away. I left the opera shortly after the play started.” 
 
    “What, pray, did you see in my face that made you do that?” 
 
    Was there a touch of haughtiness in her voice? His fingers curled into a celebratory fist. 
 
    “That you cared,” he said simply. 
 
    She didn’t deny it. 
 
    “You understood what they said,” he realized suddenly, and the blood rushed from his head. “You heard…Oh, God.” 
 
    To his surprise, she smiled. The fire played with the colors of her hair, painting it russet one minute, gold the next. As it dried out, it turned wild, framing her hair like a cloud. Her cheeks were starting to get rosy pink and her lips were little cherries…No. No. You will not look at her lips, not under any circumstances. 
 
    So, naturally, her lips were all he could look at. 
 
    “Countess Oleksa taught me,” she replied, closing her eyes and leaning back. She looked to him like a tired flower, bowed under the force of a spring shower. “It made me feel close to you, all these years I couldn’t see you.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you that all those years, as you said, made me reasonably angry,” he said, addressing her comment from before. “But never at you, star. I admit that I thought my anger was directed at you at first, but I soon realized that you weren’t at fault. You couldn’t be. Something must have happened. But the years of silence ate at me, and I became empty and sad and bitter. I became poisoned by grief, and that is the worst poison known to man.” 
 
    She nodded, silent. 
 
    Of course. She knew a thing or two about loss and grief herself. 
 
    “But the minute I saw you, Stella, it all melted away. The moment I saw you, it was as if time itself turned back. I was a young idiot again, swimming half-naked in Highberry and wondering if you were pining after DeWinter. Wondering how I could make you fall as much in love with me as I as with you instead.” 
 
    She threw back her head and laughed, and then the laughter turned into coughing. He settled down beside her with his hand on her back until it passed. 
 
    “I thought that you were cold and indifferent,” he said at length. “Every time I tried to speak to you, you appeared to be made of ice.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” she replied, and she must have felt him stiffen with surprise, because her face stretched into a wicked little smile. “Don’t be cross, Vaughn. I had to be, you understand. I took such pains to appear so. The only other alternative was…” 
 
    She sounded as if she were in pain, merely by saying the words, and he hated to press her, but he had to know. He had to know. 
 
    “What was the only alternative?” 
 
    “The truth,” she replied simply, and that was when his heart broke. 
 
    He knew what the truth was; she had as good as told him so on the day of his almost wedding. She had kissed him, and had told him that she loved him still. Always. She had also told him that there was no chance of her ever marrying him. 
 
    He didn’t continue the conversation, and when she fell silent, he didn’t ask her any more questions. If he did, he would make an utter cake of himself, and do something entirely horrifying like dropping to his knees and begging her to marry him. 
 
    And there, in the silence, suddenly it all became clear to him. He understood her. He finally understood how she had felt, what she had thought, why she had acted this way. He had to be silent now, because the only other alternative was unacceptable. And it had been the same for her. She had had to end their engagement, because the only other alternative was unacceptable to her. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “You are really alive?” she said after a few minutes of silence. He had thought she had fallen asleep. 
 
    “Have I not annoyed you enough yet to prove it?” His voice was a hoarse rumble in the stillness. “You saved me, star. You saved nearly twenty souls tonight.” 
 
    “You trusted me implicitly,” she said. 
 
    “At once,” he replied. 
 
    “If you hadn’t acted within seconds…” 
 
    He nodded. “We would all be dead right now. Including you, you stupid, brave, brilliant girl.” She shivered and he wrapped his arms around her more tightly. “That is what faith is, I have found,” he went on. “A matter of life and death.” 
 
    He saw it on her face that she was considering the meaning of what he had said. He didn’t have to say it; he could see that she was thinking of the same thing he was. It was her lack of faith in him that kept them apart. But more than that, it was her lack of faith in herself. 
 
    Her lack of faith in life, and what it would throw her way. Their way, possibly. Things that would be harsh and cruel and heartbreaking. And impossible to deal with. Things that would require swimming past where your feet could touch the solid bottom of the ocean. Possibly to drown. Yet here he was, alive because of her, and here she was, braver than any pirate, having sailed the black waves to save his life. How could she not see that? 
 
    She stayed silent. She couldn’t see it—or she wouldn’t. He didn’t know which was worse. The thought poisoned his mind and brought back the old despair to settle like a stone in his heart. No. He wouldn’t allow it in. He would enjoy this moment with her, for it might well be all he had. And after it was over, he could relive it over and over for the rest of his life, and hurt all he liked. 
 
    But for tonight, they were alive and they were together. 
 
    It would have to be enough. 
 
    “What about the children?” Stella asked suddenly. 
 
    Oh we’ll talk about the children now? He wondered how much she knew about the paidomazoma, given the revelation of her knowing French now. Probably everything. 
 
    “I’ll deal with that later,” he replied. “I’ll take care of it. Well, I can’t save all the boys of Greece, even if I wanted to, but this batch will never reach their destination, I can promise you that. But first, I’m taking you to Dover and I’m not letting you out of my sight until you are safe in your home. If we rest a bit, and you are up to it, we could leave in four or five hours. What do you think?” 
 
    “I am well enough,” she said, but she kept coughing out water every few minutes, and he could feel her body shivering against his. 
 
    “What can I do?” he asked her. “Do you need a hot bath?” 
 
    “I didn't see a lot as we came in, but I don't think this is the kind of place where one asks for a bath.” 
 
     He smiled, playing with the dried tendrils of her hair. She had laid her head on his knee, and her golden hair fanned out over his leg. 
 
    “If you need it, I will bring you the Seine,” he said, with much more fierceness than he had intended. 
 
    “I should hope not,” she retorted, looking up at him as if she could see him. “It stinks.” 
 
    They both laughed so hard they collapsed coughing into a heap on the carpet. And that was how the harsh midday light found them, sound asleep. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty-five 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Edward wouldn’t let her go home. Which was just as well, because she enjoyed Georgina’s company and cuddling the baby, but that was beside the point. 
 
    She had gone to all the trouble of travelling to France, enduring all sorts of social occasions, and almost getting drowned, just to prove her independence. And instead of that, Edward refused to let her go back to the townhouse she shared with Countess Oleksa, several days after Vaughn had brought her back. 
 
    She had spent two of these days in bed with a cold, and the rest of them being lectured at by the countess, and deservedly so, because the poor woman had been worried to distraction when she had discovered her gone from the chateau. It took Stella by surprise that it wasn’t Edward who was the harshest in his chastisement of her behavior, but the countess. 
 
    Edward, of course would always stand by the countess’ side whenever she took to lecturing Stella, and would nod somberly without fail at her every word. Stella asked him to send the countess away discreetly, ‘so that she could rest from her travels’, but Edward replied that he couldn’t possibly deprive her of her companion, no matter how crowded his own house got. 
 
    Which, of course, was a lie, as Edward’s townhouse had three stories, and there was no question of it being ‘crowded’. Not to mention that at the time of this conversation, the countess was present, and nodded solemnly, not looking the least offended by Stella’s request that she be sent away. Stella had told her to leave to her face several times already, to which Countess Oleksa had calmly replied: ‘Not on your life, cherie.’ 
 
    “I realize what you are doing, brother,” Stella told her brother one day, feeling quite disgusted. 
 
    It was well and truly spring in London now. A muddy, windy spring that still somehow managed to smell of grass and flowers. The large window of the library was open, and the breeze was playing with Stella’s hair. 
 
    “Oh do you?” Edward replied in a tone which could be only described as gleeful. “Is it working?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “And it won’t work from now on. I am afraid that I have found something that is stronger than any fear of what might happen to me if I go out in the great, big world.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Myself.” 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Her brother and the countess ceased fire after that, and Stella was beginning to truly enjoy her stay at Edward’s house, when the letter arrived. 
 
    “It is addressed to me,” Edward said, “but leaves no doubt as to who the real recipient is.” 
 
    “Read it then,” Stella said, sounding far more serene than she felt. 
 
    “But it’s…it’s private,” Edward sputtered. From that, Stella surmised that it was from Vaughn. Of course it was from Vaughn. 
 
    “Oh, well, in that case, give it to me to read.” 
 
    “Right.” He took a deep breath, and began. 
 
    The letter was a little formal, and nothing like the ones Vaughn had used to write to her from Eton. It included little comically severe notes directed at Edward, warning him to: 
 
      
 
    ‘Leave that poor sister of yours alone, Gray. She is more intelligent and strong than the both of us put together—although that doesn’t mean much. We all know that intelligence isn’t your strong suit, old man, or you wouldn’t have let her traipse all over Paris, leaving a trail of broken hearts in her wake, mine most prominent of all.’ 
 
      
 
    Edward had started reading it angrily at first, with that gruff, reserved voice he used when he was scared of what he might read next, but he was all but laughing by the end of the sentence. 
 
    Then he turned serious again at the next part: 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ll be happy to know, Miss Gray, that the operation to rescue the boys from the clutches of the Corsican has been entirely successful. As we had divined that fateful night, my enemies thought me quite dead. Every sign of the ship and our rescue boats was blown to bits, and so we left no trace behind once we had swam ashore. We had been shot from far away enough, so that no one knew there was even a slight chance of anyone surviving. The lifeboats hadn’t been seen. 
 
    ‘It was quite a tactical advantage, let me tell you, to be thought dead. I never knew how much fun one could have while being dead, or I would have tried it sooner. 
 
    ‘At any rate, I managed to procure a fleet of three ships, sadly my beloved Serena not being one of them. They gave chase all the same, and opened fire on the Corsican’s ship. After two days of battle, we are returning to Greece with a ship full of Greek little boys, victorious and quite fed up by the noise they are making.’ 
 
      
 
    Edward paused at this point. 
 
    “What great news, Stella!” he said, although Stella knew he probably had no idea what ‘Greek boys’ meant. 
 
    “Did you say two days of battle?” Stella asked, horrified. 
 
    “Yes, well,” her brother said hastily, “the man’s a privateer. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “I’m sure he doesn’t,” she murmured, and gathered her legs to her chest to listen to the rest of the letter. 
 
    By the end of it, more paragraphs were directed at Edward than Stella, and he was fighting laughter so hard he was practically wheezing. 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake, why are you laughing?” Stella was beginning to get seriously annoyed. 
 
    All she wanted was to be left in peace to cry in delayed fear and relief about the foolish man’s heroics. Also, at the fact that he was far away in Greece by now, and there were miles of water and land between them. As there should be. At another time, this should be the perfect opportunity to cradle his letter in her fingers and read it with her own eyes. Suppressed tears scratched her throat. 
 
    “Sister dear,” Edward said as soon as his laughter was under control, sounding far more amenable than he had in weeks, “I know that this is no laughing matter, but I think you have made a horrible mistake.” 
 
    This put a stop to all the silly tears. 
 
    “What?” she sat up straight. 
 
    “Yes,” Edward said conversationally. “Always have, to be honest. This man…I think he's real, after all.” 
 
    There was nothing to say in response to that, so she grabbed the first pillow her fingers found, a nice, hefty one made with velvet, judging by the texture, and threw it clean across the room at her brother. She heard him exclaim in pain as the cushion found its target, and grinned. 
 
    “I can only say,” Edward seemed to be laughing harder, damn him, “that your aim has improved since your blindness.” 
 
    “Oh, that is it.” She drew up her sleeves, and stood up to grope around for more cushions. “You don't know just how much it has improved, brother, but you're about to find out.” 
 
    They hadn’t had a pillow fight in years, but that was exactly what they had. 
 
    Georgina came into the room with the baby in her arms, startled by the commotion, only to find feathers and cotton flying about the room like a snowstorm. A pillow nearly hit her on the cheek, and Edward began a horrified tirade of apologies, which made Georgina say that she wanted to pick one of the few remaining cushions to throw at him. 
 
    And then she did. 
 
    The baby started trying to eat the feathers shortly thereafter, but it was only the fact that they ran out of cushions that eventually made them collapse into a laughing, tired heap on the carpet. 
 
    “Oh, Stella,” Georgina said, trying to catch her breath, “could you stay here forever?” 
 
    Before she had a chance to reply, Edward did: 
 
    “I don’t think she is the staying-at-home kind, love,” he said, and Stella felt his hand warm on her arm. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Stella placed her hand over her brother’s and squeezed his fingers tightly. 
 
    “She never has been,” Georgina agreed, “not really. It was other things that held her back, so to speak. I won’t be one of them, Stella dear, but I long to know that you are never going back to the bleak house of your departed husband again. I’ve never said it before, but I can’t bear the thought of you n there, all alone.” 
 
    They were lying on the floor, all three of them, their hair tangled in a circle on the Persian carpet, their bodies parallel. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can’t abide it either,” Stella replied and they went off in a peal of laughter again. 
 
    When the merriment finally quieted down, they peeled themselves off the floor to tidy up for luncheon. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Edward asked Stella in a low voice. She hadn’t heard him loiter there by the door; she had thought herself alone. 
 
    “Of course,” she smiled at him. “Perfectly fine.” 
 
    And she went to look for the countess. But she wasn’t all right. Everything was wrong. Now that she could go anywhere she wanted, she was slowly realizing that there was nowhere she wanted to go if he wasn’t there. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Stella and the countess were still living in Edward Gray’s townhouse with no plans of moving out anytime soon. The Season was waning, much to the delight of Stella and the dismay of Georgina, but they were both looking forward to the relative quiet the summer would bring to London. 
 
    And then on the first day of summer, when the weather had turned delicious and gentle outside Stella’s window, a footman came into the morning room where she and the baby were taking their tea, and announced: 
 
    “A Captain Vaugh for you, ma’am.” 
 
    Stella nearly dropped her saucer, but told the footman to make her excuses and ask the captain to wait a moment. Then she rang the bell for the baby’s nurse. And prayed that her cheeks hadn’t turned entirely red. 
 
    Which, judging by the heat in her face, they had. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty-six 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    For once, Vaughn was glad she couldn’t see him. 
 
    Brown as a nut from that delicious, scorching Greek sun, cheeks sunken from the stress of the endless battle and danger, hair long enough to curl over his cravat, and eyes so hungry for the sight of her that they would have betrayed him at a glance. This morning, he had caught a look at the mirror, and had been taken aback by the haggard sailor staring back at him. In a word, that is, Lord Paxton’s word, he looked positively ‘medieval’. 
 
    She looked like an angel, as usual. Golden hair worn simply, a house gown that brought out the blue in her eyes, and cheeks pink like roses. They exchanged pleasantries and he tried to act normal, but he couldn’t quite laugh at anything witty she said, and she couldn’t quite stop her hands from fidgeting. He kept clearing his throat and blinking rapidly, and her cheeks kept getting redder and redder until he had to look away or he would stand up, swallow the distance between them in two strides, and kiss her right on her red little mouth. 
 
    She kept asking him to describe Greece, and he wanted to tell her that is was paradise and hell, because it had the most beautiful, sapphire seas, but he kept wanting her there with him. 
 
    “Stella,” he said finally, when he could stand it no longer. 
 
    She froze. He was still looking outside the window, his profile to her. His voice broke on her name, and he couldn’t continue. His lips opened and closed as if he were a bloody fish. 
 
    “You saved me.” That was what finally came out of his mouth. 
 
    He had meant to put it in a different way; to tell her that she had managed to prove, beyond any doubt, how extraordinary she was, and would always be. That she did not have to depend upon anyone other than herself in order to survive and thrive. That others could depend on her; need her; be entirely dependent on her. He, not others. He was ‘others’. He was thinking of himself. 
 
    “But I needed saving too, in the end,” she said. He jerked on his seat, twisting around to get a good look of her face. She looked defeated, as if she truly meant what she had said. 
 
    “No, I needed saving.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I still do.” 
 
    She was silent for a minute, the air trembling with the emotion of his last words. “You know what I mean,” she said finally. 
 
    He laughed, but the sound came out wet, as if there were tears in his throat. 
 
    “Everybody needs saving, Stella.” He walked to her chair and tipped up her chin lightly. She did not flinch or move away, and he turned her face to his, trying to study her features. To decipher her thoughts. But he never had been able to do that to his satisfaction. “But this is not about rescuing each other, star. It’s about something more important.” 
 
    “What could be more important?” 
 
    “Living,” he replied. “How do you want to live? And with whom?” 
 
    “I have barely been living,” she said, and a fat tear dropped from her eyes onto his fingers. He wiped her cheek, but another followed. “I have been existing.” 
 
    “Well, then.” He cleared his throat. It wouldn’t do for him to start crying as well. He was the man, for heaven’s sake. Except that he was crying already. “Do you want to live, Stella?” he asked in that broken voice, laden with tears, because he had none other at the moment. “Do you want to live, with me?” 
 
    “My sister-in-law says,” Stella said, blushing so beautifully, as if God wanted to see how much temptation his fragile heart could endure, “that it is the flaws in someone’s character or…body, that make you love them. It is for them that you shall stay, and stay forever, if you are to spend a lifetime together.” 
 
    Is that a yes? 
 
    It is. Good God, it is. 
 
    Only she could do that to him, give him hope in this way, so that instead of celebrating, he wanted to cry. But he had cried enough for a lifetime. That was enough of that. 
 
    “There is no flaw on you, Stella,” he said. “Not on your mind or body or character. You…” It was hard to speak, but he fought to find the words. He had to finally say the right words. “You have proven that you can do everything, be anything. You can have whatever you want. You can have love and great adventures. You can save everyone, do anything you like, alone, without anyone’s help or company.” She was quiet, listening intently. “The one thing you haven’t done is find out that you need me. Maybe you don’t. But I don’t mind; I realize now that you might never need me, and I have made my peace with it. I need you, but that’s no concern of yours. The question is, even if you don’t need me, do you want me?” 
 
    A few months ago he would never have imagined laying his soul bare in front of her like this. Handing her his heart and asking her to break it once again. 
 
    “Of course I need—” She touched her temple, as if it were throbbing. Some of the color left her face. He removed her hand gently, and massaged the aching spot himself. She sighed in relief and closed her eyes as the pain subsided. “Of course I need you. It was my stupid pride that kept me away. I love and need and want you, except I am an idiot,” she said. “All these years…I wasted them away from you. I destroyed your life…” 
 
    “No, hey!” he said it sharply, because the last thing he wanted was for the dark thoughts to descend again. Not now, when everything bad was over. Not now, when the light had dispelled the darkness. 
 
    Thank you, he whispered a prayer in his heart. But that was only a fight won; he still had the battle before him. 
 
    “First of all,” he said more calmly, “if you are an idiot, then that makes two of us. Remember how you used to call me silly all the time? It used to infuriate me, but I always kept hoping you would say it one more time.” 
 
    “Of course I do, silly.” Her eyes were red, but she had stopped crying. 
 
    “There you are, you see. And secondly, nothing is destroyed, nor wasted, if we have now found our way back home. If we have learned things, and grown, and become. Have we?” 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    He rubbed the inside of her palm with his thumb. Her fingers were long and slender and he never wanted to let go. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Here is what I came to tell you. You faced all your fears, even your greatest ones, in Paris. You went into the water for me.” He had to stop to swallow. “But there’s one left. The biggest fear of all.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Happiness,” he said. 
 
    She opened her eyes, and they were clear, the pain gone. He dropped his hand from hers. He had said what he had come for. No use to ask for marriage or anything as mundane as all that now. His heart was full, and the hour grew late. Well, late for him anyway. For what he had to do. 
 
    “I regret that I have to leave you,” he said, beginning to stand. Regret and longing twisted his heart. She clung to his hand a little, but she suddenly seemed to realize what she was doing, and she let him go. “Are you quite recovered from our adventures? You look exquisite as always, of course, and one cannot tell.” 
 
    “I am recovered, thank you,” her voice was distant, as if her mind was elsewhere. “Shall you come again soon?” 
 
    Probably not, he thought. “Perhaps.” 
 
    You need to come to me, was what he didn’t say, not out loud. When you are ready. If you can find me. I shan’t be coming to you any longer. This was the last time. 
 
    “Goodbye then,” she murmured, her cheeks red. 
 
    At the door, he turned back. “Stella.” 
 
    She turned around, as if by instinct, her eyes following his voice. 
 
    “I would wait for you,” he said, unable to resist the temptation to say it. What a wicked thing hope was. Almost evil. “And wait for you. Forever.” 
 
    She swallowed, didn’t get up. He wanted to flatter himself with the idea that she might be a little weak in the knees, but he knew better; Stella Gray was not the kind of woman who would let any man see how he affected her. He was completely silent, waiting for her reply, but the seconds ticked away and she didn’t say anything, so he turned to go. Then, 
 
    “Please do so.” She whispered it like a child in wonder. Like someone who doesn’t want to speak too loudly and break the spell. Like someone who is too excited, and they shall scream unless they whisper. 
 
    The smile on his face was so wide that his cheeks hurt. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    And later that day at the club, he was still smiling, and Paxton asked him if he was finally embracing his insanity, and advertising it for all of London to see. Vaughn threw his head back and laughed so much that he made Paxton laugh too. 
 
    Then he told Paxton his news and the laughter died abruptly. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    She gave up pretending that she was doing anything other than thinking. About Vaughn, about herself and about life in general. She spent the rest of the day in her room by the window, the sun on her face, her mind ablaze with thoughts. 
 
    I have been wrong, she thought over and over again. That was the one thing she was sure of, but it belonged to the past. Now. Now was all that mattered. What to do now? Of all the fears she had conquered, this was the unconquerable one. She spent a restless night, and finally fell into a fitful sleep at dawn, only to wake up gasping and covered in sweat half an hour later, feeling as if she was suffocating. She abandoned her bed after that, and dressed herself, resuming her seat by the window. The air was cool this early in the morning, and she let it caress her hot cheeks, as she waited for her heart to stop beating like a drum. 
 
    She didn’t come down for breakfast, and no one pressed her to. 
 
    But at twelve o’ clock, a servant came up to announce that she had a visitor. She thought of Vaughn at once, but the servant said it was ‘some kind of lord, madam’. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    It turned out to be Lord Paxton. She remembered him vaguely from five years ago as a tall gentleman with a heartbreakingly handsome face, a flop of unruly curls, and the eyes of a broken puppy. His voice sounded deeper, older now, and it came from much higher—he must be of the same height as Vaughn now. 
 
    He introduced himself as if they had never met before, and then proceeded to start yelling at her. Well, not immediately. He waited for the servant to leave them alone first. 
 
    Then he started yelling. 
 
    “Lord Paxton,” Stella said calmly as soon as she got a chance to speak, “would you take a seat please? And also, do speak more slowly, if you can; I find that I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    “Only that you’ve killed him,” came the swift, disgusted reply. 
 
    What a promising start, she thought, and then her heart clenched as she realized that the gentleman’s venom was nothing more than the result of fear. No, not fear. Terror. And pure rage. But why? 
 
    “Do you know what it is to watch your best friend in so much pain? Day after day? For years?” Lord Paxton spat. “Pain that you, madam, have caused.” 
 
    “I do not,” Stella replied under her breath, implying that she could no longer ‘watch’ anyone, but he wasn’t even listening. He took a deep breath, and appeared to be on the verge of continuing, so she interrupted him quickly. 
 
    “Please start at the beginning, my lord,” she asked him again. 
 
    “He came here yesterday, didn’t he?” Lord Paxton’s voice was thick with some kind of violent emotion. “Well, he came to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Yes, that was what he did.” 
 
    Although what business if was of Lord Paxton’s, she had no idea. 
 
    “No, you fool!” Lord Paxton exploded, and then had to beg her pardon. “I’m sorry,” he said several times over. “I’m sorry, it’s just…I’ve never been a second in a duel, and my nerves are shot.” 
 
    “What duel?” Suddenly the room was too hot and too cold at the same time. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you, did he? Of course he didn’t.” Stella’s blood ran cold. “Vaughn came here on the pretext of seeing you or asking after your health or some such—but he really came to say goodbye,” Lord Paxton went on. “After he left you, he went home to prepare his will, so that he could go fight a duel at dawn. He left you to go get killed by his most powerful enemy, a man called the Corsican.” 
 
    “I know of him,” Stella said, feeling the floor reel under her feet. 
 
    “Ah, that explains the drained color on your face,” Lord Paxton said dryly. “You didn’t know Vaughn would provoke him to a duel, did you?” 
 
    “Why would he do such a stupid thing, Lord Paxton?” 
 
    “Call me Paxton, please. And we agree there at least, my lady,” Paxton said, his tone a bit less harsh. “I have no idea. All I know is that I found myself in the park, at the crack of dawn, pitch black all around me, and watched my best friend look that assassin pig in the eye, and say: ‘I wouldn’t have wanted to murder you if it had been I who had drowned.’ Those were Vaughn’s exact words.” 
 
    Stella was shaking. She was dying to know what had happened, but she couldn’t move her lips to ask. Good thing that Paxton needed no prompting. 
 
    “‘You couldn’t if you wanted to,’ the Corsican replied,” Paxton continued. “Then he smirked. Right out laughed, like a madman. Only he is not mad; just extremely talented with the sword and fatally precise with it. He has never been defeated by an enemy of his, and he has many enemies. Powerful ones, too.” 
 
    This could take all day. 
 
    “What happened next? What did Vaughn say?” she asked, trying to steady her voice. 
 
    “Vaughn said, ‘But to put her in danger, that I cannot overlook. And to lead all these children, mere babies, to a fate worse than slaughter…You are utter scum. Lowest of the low. En garde, coward.’ They started dueling then, but they did not fight with pistols, as is usual. They fought with swords, like…” 
 
    “Like idiots,” Stella helpfully supplied. 
 
    “Like knights of old, I meant to say.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Lord Paxton sighed long and hard. Stella could almost hear all the fear and worry he had felt for his friend as he had watched him fight for his life only hours ago. 
 
    “They both survived,” he said. “Vaughn was quite disgusted with himself in the end, when it turned out that he won the duel. But he did win, fair and square. He overpowered the Corsican, but he couldn’t murder the bastard in cold blood, after all. He had to turn him over to the authorities. The Corsican is captured at last; he is to hang. That’s why I did not come here directly, but had to wait until Vaughn no longer needed me.” 
 
    “I see.” A great breath left her body like a whoosh, and she slumped in her chair, weak with relief. 
 
    “He came here to say goodbye to you yesterday, do you understand?” Paxton was afire again. “He thought he wouldn’t get out of it alive. And you…You cold-hearted creature, you didn’t give him an ounce of encouragement, but let him march to his death with despair in his heart.” 
 
    Stella drew herself up and when she spoke, it was in a voice dripping with ice. 
 
    “I don’t see what business it is of yours, sir.” 
 
    “It is my business.” He sounded entirely unimpressed by her frosty tone. “I’m all the family he has. The only one who cares about what becomes of him.” 
 
    Oh, that was too much. 
 
    “My lord, I can see that you despise me, and rightly so, after the way I treated your friend,” she said, careful not to let him see how angry he had made her. “But I don’t feel…” 
 
    “This is not about you!” Paxton nearly shouted; it was as if the words exploded out of him. To be fair, he did sound as if he had been overly due for an explosion for quite some time now. She let his rage pour over her, and just sat there and listened. “I don’t know where you got the idea that once something tragic happens to you, you are entitled to think of no one else but yourself. It’s not true, all right? Because, what about Tim? What about what he went through? Having his parents murdered? His grandfather hanged? And then, after all that, the one person in the world whom he trusted, the one person who could put a smile on his face, just deserted him with a cold, short letter. What about that tragedy?” 
 
    What about it indeed, Stella thought, but she knew better than to say it aloud. 
 
    “Is there something you wish that I should have done, my lord? I was under the impression that he hated me all these years.” 
 
    “You sought to make him hate you,” he corrected. “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    “You are.” If Lord Paxton had thought to make a discovery of epic proportions, he was doomed to disappointment. Her tone was as dry as she could make it. “And did I succeed? Did he hate me?” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly. “I did.” 
 
    “I did too.” 
 
    “What?” That he hadn’t expected, apparently. 
 
    “Hate myself. I did, too.” 
 
    “Shall I tell you what I think, Lady DeWinter?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I think,” Paxton continued unperturbed, “that you have held guilt in your heart for years. Guilt for what you did to Tim. I know how much he esteems you, but the wrong you did to him has not just ruined his life; it ruined yours too.” 
 
    “My life was ruined anyway.” 
 
    It was obvious by the way he spoke to her and by the way she felt him hold his body in the room, that he knew of what had happened to her. Still, he did not spare her feelings or treat her with pity. And it was for that that she hadn’t thrown him out of the room yet. And because she agreed with every single word he had said. 
 
    “I think not; in the end, it wasn’t quite ruined,” he replied—he definitely knew. “And I think that now you see  that too, and you realize that you can have a normal life after all, more or less, like any other human being. Yes, without some things others enjoy, but with many of the things they do. Most importantly, may of the things you enjoy—including Timmy. Who cares what everyone else wants or what everyone else does? All he wanted was you. So there was no reason to deprive yourself of a life, and of love, for all these years. And I think the realization of it is killing you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 
 
    “No reason for it to kill Vaughn too,” Paxton concluded. 
 
    There was the rustling sound of the fabric of breeches rubbing against the chair, as if he was beginning to stand. 
 
    “Wait!” she said impulsively. He did. “What if…” Her courage failed her. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “What if you are right?” 
 
    “I usually am.” 
 
    “I mean, what if I am able to live, after all? What if I did not die the day I became blind, but instead my life just changed? Simply changed. But what if I needed these five years, to…to realize that? To realize that I could still have a life. That I wouldn’t be shackling Vaughn to a living death.” 
 
    The chair creaked as Paxton sat back down heavily. 
 
    “Is that how you thought of yourself?” he asked in a very different tone. Slowly. “Living death? Is that supposed to be you?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “My God!” 
 
    He stood and paced about. Then he sat once more. He made a few sounds as if he was trying to speak, but it took him several tries to actually do so. 
 
    “I think, after all,” he said, “that there is one human being you hurt more than poor Timmy, and it’s yourself. What a mess. If you had but spoken to him about it, he would have set you straight.” 
 
    “You realize that this is the opposite of answering my question.” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, are you dim? If you needed five years to figure it out, then so be it. I might even go so far as to say, the years did you good.” 
 
    Paxton fell silent again, probably considering what to say next. From what she had so far ascertained of his character, this was a rare occurrence indeed, and should be celebrated. So she waited to hear what he had to say. 
 
    “A terrible thing happened to you, and you needed time to…to come to terms with it. With your new life, with your new self. No one would begrudge it you, be it five years or ten. At this moment, I see in front of me a woman who is able to carry herself perfectly in every way, but only you know what you are ready for—what you are capable of. If you are indeed ready, then the five years are over now and you should leave them in the past, where they belong. Only you know your own power, your own strength. Is it time to stop existing under all this weight of guilt and hurt? You alone know the answer. But if it is truly time to stop, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    The answer surprised even herself: apparently, what she was going to do about it was weep like the exact sort of pathetic female she had used to despise. Before. She used to despise crying women before she became one herself. Before she became someone who cried herself to sleep multiple times a day. 
 
    Lord Paxton swore under his breath, and came to stand in front of her chair. “See here, I’m sorry I said you are thinking of no one but yourself. I can see that it’s not the case. But I didn’t know what else to say to wake you up to the truth. When Vaughn told me yesterday that he was about to fight the Corsican in a duel, I thought he was a dead man for sure. But he…all he could talk about was you. His face lit up, and he couldn’t stop smiling. Does that sound normal to you? 
 
    “It does not.” 
 
    “Exactly. He is in love. Or, he was, at least. After his brush with death, I hope to heaven that he has changed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, he has hardly mentioned you since last night.” 
 
    “So you think that he is sick of me.” 
 
    “I know I am.” 
 
    She smiled. She was beginning to realize that His Lordship tended to be most rude when he was about to talk of something about which he cared deeply. 
 
    “I did not ask after your feelings, my lord,” she said mildly. 
 
    “Listen, he was mad about you, all right? I watched him lose his mind over you multiple times at Eton. It was not pleasant to behold. But a man can be turned down only so many times, if you catch my meaning. He came here to take his leave of you.” 
 
    “Yes, he did say goodbye.” It was a dizzying thought—that he should no longer want her. 
 
    It was somehow different than the idea of him being angry at her. Indifference, it turned out, was much worse than hatred. She remembered those cold minutes in the freezing water, right before oblivion and death; this was like that. It felt like dying all over again. 
 
    “A very literal goodbye,” Lord Paxton mused. 
 
    And that was when something finally cracked inside her. 
 
    He had been going to his death yesterday. And he came here to ask me one last time—not that my answer would change anything other than these few hours before the duel. The few hours before his death. And I sent him to that duel with such cruelty and harshness… 
 
    She couldn’t stand it. 
 
    “Now look here,” Paxton said in a hurried, frantic voice, “don’t get upset, you’ve gone perfectly white. Vaughn would have my hide if he knew how I treated you.” He took her hand in his and chafed it. “Please don’t faint on me, he will kill me.” 
 
    She had no intention of fainting, and she tried to tell him so, but her lips were numb. 
 
    “But maybe you need waking up, see?” Paxton went on. “I understand that you have endured much, and I know you to be strong and clever and superbly brave. But if you can’t see how he loves you, then you are truly blind!” 
 
    Silence once more. 
 
    “Have I gone too far?” Paxton asked anxiously. “Oh no, don’t do that.” 
 
    That last bit must be because she was crying again. 
 
    “I have to find him,” she said simply, not even attempting to hide her tears. “I shall need your help, sir.” 
 
    There was another short pause, before Lord Paxton’s gruff voice finally pronounced: 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    But there was triumph in it for once, instead of boredom and contempt. 
 
    “May I take your arm?” he asked. 
 
    She gave it to him. “How did you know to ask me that?” she said with reluctant admiration. “Most people touch me first without thinking how much they’ll startle or scare me.” 
 
    “Well, m’ dear, you can’t be a friend of Vaughn’s and not know everything there is to know about the lady he’s been pining for, for the last five hundred years.” He sounded strangely pleased with himself. 
 
    “It wasn’t five hundred years,” she replied with as much indignation as she could muster. 
 
    “It sure felt that way,” Paxton said dryly. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    Stella 
 
      
 
    Of all the places in the world, why did it have to be here? 
 
    “I am sorry, I wasn’t thinking,” Paxton’s voice said quickly, with a hint of panic in it. Drat, she had spoken out loud. “Vaughn would kill me with a spoon if he found out I brought you here. Are you quite all right? Don’t let go of my arm.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it,” Stella replied. “Why with a spoon?” 
 
    “In that case, would you mind not breaking my wrist?” 
 
    Stella relaxed her death grip, but only slightly. Noise assaulted her from all sides, and she was jostled this way and that. She felt the stuffy air closing in on her, her lungs tightening with each breath. A place like this was what she had been trying to avoid by staying in her house all day: the deafening noise of interloping voices, none of which was discernable, an indeterminate crowd of people, and no clear path in front of her. Everything around her made her want to run away as fast as she could. But she didn’t know which way to run. Everywhere she turned, there were bodies pressed against each other. 
 
    Paxton had brought her to a boxing match. 
 
    “If you tell Vaughn I brought you here,” Paxton said, “I shall deny it till the day I die.” 
 
    “I certainly didn’t bring myself here,” Stella replied. 
 
    “No, but you brought me, see? That’s our story, and we’re sticking to it.” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, are you afraid of your best friend? You are working towards his interests.” 
 
    “He won’t see it that way,” Paxton said gloomily. “He’s likely to throw me overboard, if he learns of the way I spoke to you.” 
 
    “You helped me a great deal, Lord Paxton, and I am grateful to you.” Stella was so tired of the noise and of trying to determine her surroundings. She longed for her bed. “And what’s more, he can’t throw you overboard, as we are not on a ship.” 
 
    “That’s just how mad he’ll be,” Paxton murmured with the air of a martyr. 
 
    There were dull thuds coming from the boxing ring, and finally a man shouted that the match was beginning, and the jostling and screaming lulled. Paxton quickly led her to a seat, and sat down beside her, not letting go of her arm. 
 
    “Vaughn is seated two rows ahead of us,” he explained to her in a low voice, although there was no danger of him being overheard amid such clamor. 
 
    “I am too scared to stand up again,” she replied. “I will have to do it from here.” 
 
    “What will you—?” 
 
    Before Lord Paxton could finish his question, or she could lose her courage, Stella spoke in a voice as loud, clear and steady as she could make it. 
 
    “Captain Vaugh!” 
 
    Silence spread all around her, and there was rustling of clothes as everyone and their mother no doubt turned to look at her. She didn’t care. 
 
    “He’s lookin’,” Paxton helpfully supplied. “And so are the four women seated on either side of him.” 
 
    Women. Again. Of course. 
 
    “What is it, Lady DeWinter?” Vaughn’s voice called. 
 
    So we are back to ‘Lady DeWinter’ and the cold voice. Her shoulders hunched over as if someone had wrenched out wings from her back. But maybe his voice wasn’t just cold. Maybe it was tired. Maybe he was defeated, like her. 
 
    The stench of sweat and blood filled her nostrils as something cracked loudly on the ring—it sounded like a punch had landed on a face, breaking bones or teeth. How fitting that it should be here that she finally told Vaughn how she felt. 
 
    So she did. 
 
    “I am dying,” she said without thinking. 
 
    What a lovely thing to say to the man she was stupid-mad in love with. 
 
    Immediately there was a great bang, as if a whole row of seats had been overturned, followed by hurried, stomping footsteps. Then Vaughn was there, his presence filling the air, and she heard him drop to one knee in front of her. He took her hands in his long, warm fingers. They were shaking. 
 
    “He leapt out of his seat, upsetting it,” Paxton described, faithful to the last. “And every other seat within a ten foot radius of where he was seated.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Pax,” Vaughn’s voice said. “I’ll take over from here.” 
 
    The bench creaked again as Lord Paxton stood to leave, and Vaughn slid into his seat. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Stella,” Vaughn said in a choked, terrified voice. “What the bloody hell did you say?” 
 
    If it was any other occasion, she would be embarrassed of having scared him so without reason. But she had wanted to grab his attention, and grab it quickly, because her ears were already ringing, and soon she would have to leave this stuffed room and go outside in the clean air to curl in a ball until the panic abated. 
 
    “Without you,” she said. “I am dying without you, Timothée. You have—” 
 
    He turned around and caught the rest of her words in his mouth. His hands snaked around her waist, his fingers splaying over her ribs, digging in and he pulled her against his chest and kissed and kissed and kissed her. 
 
    And kissed her. 
 
    And suddenly she didn’t need more air, in fact she needed less of it. Less air, less space between them. She cupped his neck and felt his thick, long curls wrap themselves around her wrist, as she pressed his head down, closer. Closer. Why had she ever thought this place was noisy? She could hear nothing except her own heartbeat, deafening in her ears, and the low thump-thump of Vaughn’s heart as it beat against her own. They parted, gasping for breath. The noise rushed back in, but it was no intrusion, no panic-inducing clamor, but rather the distant sound of people in another world, in another universe, that had nothing to do with them. 
 
    Everyone cheered towards the ring, and it sounded as if some people jumped out of their seats and clapped as well. Stella was once more jostled, but there was no moving her from Vaughn’s firm clasp. Amidst the cheers and shouts, she thought she heard muffled crying. Was it coming from Vaughn? It couldn’t be. She attuned her ear to him alone, blocking out all the noise. She heard the sound again. He was breathing unevenly, but it wasn’t from the breathlessness of their kiss. No, this was weeping. 
 
    “Timothée…” He didn’t reply. His shoulders shook—his entire body shook, curled around her. 
 
    “Is this real?” he murmured in the small, quiet voice people used when they had their eyes closed. “Am I dreaming?” 
 
    “Would I be that dramatic in your dream?” she replied. 
 
    “You,” he said, still in that shaky voice that made her knees weak, “have no idea what you do in my dreams.” 
 
    “Oh.” He inhaled sharply as if he was in pain. “Were you wounded in the duel?” Maybe she was hurting him, holding him so tightly. 
 
    She relaxed her hold, but he took her arms right back and brought them around his waist, holding them there firmly. She felt his head on her shoulder, as if he wanted to hide there. 
 
    “Answer me, Vaughn. Were you hurt?” 
 
    “Wounded. Mortally,” came the muffled reply. 
 
    What on earth? Now who is being theatrical? 
 
    “How did…?” 
 
    “By you,” he said, lifting his head, “you fool. Two can play at being dramatic, don’t you know?” A sound like a sob came from his throat, and he gripped her wrist. “Star, I want to help you and save you and be saved by you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    He twisted away from her, crying in earnest now. 
 
    “It’s all I ever wanted,” he added. 
 
    “Then why are you crying?” 
 
    “B-because you don’t want me,” he said in his little-boy voice. Her heart shattered into a thousand pieces. 
 
    Her hands were still around his waist; he had trapped them there, and still held them. Her fingertips slid down to the narrow shape of his hipbones, and he trembled beneath her touch. She longed to explore the landscape of him, to learn it all over again. His handsome, sad face, his long, hard body, his slender, roped arms. But she couldn’t do any of that while the stupid man was weeping like a boy and turning away from her to hide said tears. As if he could ever hide anything from her. 
 
    “Look at me, you silly boy.” His body turned towards her, and his breath caressed her cheek. Good. “Why do you think I came to this infernal place? What do you think I screamed your name like that for? And made a fool of myself and…” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She waited for realization to sink in. He gasped, and she could practically see the light come alive in those green eyes of his. His body stood up straight, his shoulders became broad. His arms came around her and tightened until she couldn’t breathe. The crowd around them gave a collective sigh, as a heavy body fell to the ground with a mighty thud in the ring. Then half of them cheered frenziedly, while the rest started to leave, carrying out heated arguments about the fight being rigged. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Vaughn murmured against her hair. 
 
    She turned to follow him, but, as she was certain would happen, she immediately bumped into ten different things. In one smooth movement, Vaughn swept her into his arms, and started to leap over the benches until fresh air hit her face. He put her back down on her feet. 
 
    He was laughing now. His shoulders shook again, but she could tell the difference in his breathing, in his every agile movement: this was happiness. 
 
    How strange that she could recognize it after all these years. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    He drove her to her brother's house in his curricle. 
 
    She sat next to him, her arm threaded through the crook of his elbow, and his hands shook so badly on the reins that he nearly spooked the horses twice. 
 
    “Are you all right, my love?” she asked, and something inside him cracked. 
 
    He barely had time to pull over at the side of the road, before he had to put his head down between his knees, and try not to die. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Timothée? Are you ill?” 
 
    For a minute or two, he couldn’t get a deep enough breath. Faith, he thought. Have faith. Go past where your feet can touch. Swim. Don’t die. 
 
    “You called me your love,” he said finally. Her hand on the back of his neck didn’t help his breathing situation much. Or rather, the lack of it. 
 
    “I see,” she said, in a tone that said she clearly didn’t. 
 
    “I was just so happy,” Vaughn said, trying to laugh and breathe at the same time. It was not easy. “I was so happy that it made me light-headed.” 
 
    “Oh, my dear.” 
 
    Now she looked like she understood. There was so much regret in her voice that he forgot all about breathing, and turned around and fit his lips on hers. And that was it, he realized as soon as her soft skin met his mouth. 
 
    That was what he needed in order to breathe. Her. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    He had meant to ask Edward for her hand or something such, but once they were inside Edward’s house, he encountered two problems. 
 
    The first one was that he was so out-of-his-mind happy, he couldn’t remember his own name. Or Edward’s. So he bowed to him mutely, and before he could say a single word, Edward took a look at his and Stella’s faces and burst out laughing. 
 
    “About bloody time, I say,” Edward said and hugged him so hard he nearly strangled him. 
 
    And that was the second problem; he didn’t quite know what to do now. Stella looked serene as always, although there was now a lovely pink color on her cheeks which hadn’t been there before, and her eyes were sparkling as if they had finally come alive. Vaughn didn’t know what to do with himself. He left her with her brother and made a quick excuse to go into the other room and compose himself. The truth was that he had braced himself for sadness and hurt, and after that for more sadness and more hurt. And now that happiness had come to him so abruptly, it was almost as much a shock as the pain had been. It was almost as much of a burden. A weight pressed on him. 
 
    In the absence of a servant, he walked around the house, looking for a quiet room where he could sit and compose himself so that he wouldn’t make a cake of himself in front of Stella. His Stella. His wife. Could he really do it? Could he make her happy? He had spent the last five years with nothing but questions, loneliness and bitterness. He had changed a lot in the last few months, but a mere ten hours ago he had made his will and his peace with God, preparing to die. 
 
    And now…Now he was about to have his every single dream come true. 
 
    And that terrified him. 
 
    Suddenly, he realized with superior clarity how Stella must have felt five years ago: if the thought of having her at last made him shake with the responsibility of her happiness, then how must she have felt when she had realized that her life would be so inherently different? Surely the last thing she had needed at that time had been a bridegroom. Maybe, after all, she had been right. 
 
    Except that he would have loved to be her friend, if she had asked him. 
 
    On the other hand, he had just literally left the room she was in, because he couldn’t stand to look at her and not grab her and kiss her until they both could not breathe. And then some more. So maybe he couldn’t have been her friend after all—maybe it was beyond his powers. 
 
    He opened the smallest door he could find, and came into a morning parlor. Stella’s sister-in-law, Georgina, was seated at a window with her baby son, murmuring a little song to him. The sun was spilling from the window, casting them in stark contrast against the rest of the cozy room. For a moment, a trick of the light turned the lady’s hair from brown to golden, and in his mind’s eye, it was Stella seated there with their own son in her arms and his heart nearly stopped. It hurt so much that he wanted to clutch it like some sort of imbecilic Shakespearean actor. 
 
    Thankfully, the woman turned around and saw him, just before he expired, and asked him to come in and sit with her, if he liked. 
 
    “Am I not disturbing you, Mrs. Gray?” he asked, “I apologize.” 
 
    “No need,” Georgina smiled. “Please do sit. Has Stella seen you?” 
 
    Once more, he forgot all the words. He merely looked at her and smiled, and she gave a big shout of joy, and thrust the baby at him, hugging him at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, you and Stella finally made up! You are not in jest, are you?” She asked frantically, stepping away from him to study his face. “I will kill you if you are. Tell me, what happened?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” he replied, laughing. 
 
    Then they sat down and he gave her a brief account of the events. 
 
    “At a boxing match?” she kept asking. 
 
    “That is what seems most surprising to you?” he replied. 
 
    She blushed. “Well, there is something that is distressing you in the whole affair, and I am trying to decipher what it is. A man as much in love as you are, Captain, doesn’t leave the room in which his new betrothed is, to come in search of an infant and his mother, without good cause.” 
 
    Ah, there we have it, he thought. What the bloody hell is wrong with me? 
 
    But all that came out was: 
 
    “Help me.” 
 
    “What do you need?” Georgina asked immediately. The baby reached out a little hand to his, as if sensing his distress. 
 
    “To make her happy,” Vaughn replied quietly. 
 
    “I think you have done that already,” Georgina replied. 
 
    “I want to make her happy for her whole life,” he said. “Day after day, for years to come. For all the years to come. I mean…I practically forgot how to breathe when she called me ‘her love’ a minute ago. What if I can’t…What if I can’t be enough for her?” 
 
    Georgina did not reply at once. 
 
    “Am I sharing too much?” Vaughn asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Georgina replied absently. “But I am your sister now, and that’s the kind of thing I have to endure. Trust me, I have three other sisters already.” 
 
    “Did you say three other sisters…?” Vaughn didn’t know if he should be offended or flattered. 
 
    “Do be quiet and let me think.” Georgina drew her eyebrows together and looked quite motherly, her heart-shaped face deep in thought. “How to make her happy, you say.”  
 
    Vaughn waited patiently, and the baby played with his hair. Finally, a slow smile spread on Georgina’s face. 
 
    “I know the answer to your question,” she said. “It’s so obvious that I’m sure you do too.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Take her to Highberry.” 
 
    Vaughn nearly jumped out of his skin. “I wouldn’t press her,” he said. 
 
    “I was not suggesting that you do,” Georgina replied. “But I am sensing this is where her heart is. Yours too, perhaps?” 
 
    Vaughn tried to smile. “It seems that you are most discerning, madam,” he said. 
 
    “Hardly,” Georgina laughed. “But my dear friend has talked of you a few times over the years. A lot, actually, even though the subject was painful. And you forget, I was there for it all. I saw everything happen with my own eyes. I saw how happy you were in Highberry. How happy you both were.” 
 
    “Ah,” Vaughn said, “and here I thought that during that whole time, your mind had been…otherwise occupied.” 
 
    “That too,” Georgina said, without blushing. 
 
    “But things have changed now,” Vaughn said. “I am worried that I might not know how to make her happy. I mean, I was worried about that before, but now I am no longer a green youth. And…” 
 
    “Yes?” Georgina prompted. The baby had fallen asleep in her arms, lulled by their quiet conversation. 
 
    “Well, I think that she was crying on the way here.” 
 
    “And you think that those were tears of sorrow.” 
 
    Vaughn considered that. He himself had cried twice today alone. But not for sorrow; that was a change he would have to get used to. 
 
     “Tears of joy, you mean,” he said. “Is it possible? After all she has been through?” 
 
    “You shall have to talk to her,” Georgina said gently, as if talking to a child. “About everything. No more assuming from now on.” 
 
    “What if I hurt her? What if I am not enough to make her happy? What if I fail to take care of her?” His voice was uneven, rough. He was breathing too rapidly again. 
 
    He felt a pull on his sleeve. Georgina had put her hand on his arm and was looking at him with compassion in her soft brown eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked simply. 
 
    “It will sound silly,” Vaughn said, “but then again, when have I not been silly? It’s that…I keep thinking to myself that I shall wake up. Is it possible that I could have everything I ever wanted since I was twenty years old? Since that Christmas in Highberry?” 
 
    “As someone who has had a little experience of what it means to want something for a long time without…encouragement…” Vaughn smiled, remembering how she had pined after Gray that Christmas and the following summer in Highberry. “I shall tell you that it seems hard to get used to being happy at first. But you will. And yes.” Georgina’s face was somber, but lit by a secret smile. “Yes” she repeated, “it is possible. It is.” 
 
    Past where your feet can walk, a voice whispered deep inside his heart. 
 
    So Vaughn got up to go find his bride, and on the way, he tried his damnedest to believe it. He saw it clearly now, that this was what required the most faith. Not the day she had left him. Not the night they had nearly died on the water. Not every day and night in-between, when he had thought he would die of sheer sorrow. 
 
    Happiness. It was happiness that was the hardest battle to win. And it was happiness that required the greatest faith of all, in the end. 
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    Stella 
 
      
 
    Stella didn’t sleep that night either. 
 
    She stood by the window, wrapped in her shawl, and felt the warm breeze on her skin. She knew when the first ray of the sun hit her skin by its peculiar warmth on her cheeks. 
 
    But even before that, she could hear the birds sing. 
 
    Even in the middle of London, the trees were full of them. All sorts of different songs lifted themselves to the Creator, and the sky filled with calm, studious twittering and the occasional flutter of wings. It was strange, Stella thought. How had she not heard all this before? She had spent endless sleepless nights in this very room and in her own house as well, standing in front of the window or in her bed, listening, listening for any sound of hope. And she hadn’t heard a single bird’s song. All that had met her ears had been silence, for years and years. 
 
    It wasn’t possible that all the birds had somehow disappeared from London for five years, was it? Had they only now come to nest in London’s green foliage? No, it was absurd. But then she thought about it, and she understood. It wasn’t the birds who had flown away from her for five years: it was hope itself. And now it was back. 
 
    Stella’s eyes were closed, but she didn’t need them open to see the color of the sky inside her mind. The color of the trees. The color of Vaughn’s eyes, which must have been sparkling like sapphires today. She remembered what had happened with Harriet—she would remember it one last time, and then forget it for good. She remembered other things that had happened after her diagnosis, how people had deserted her. Her eyes had slowly been covered in darkness, but at the same time they had been opened like never before to the ugliness, to the truth of the world: people who smiled politely and spoke kind words among company, but behind closed doors showed their teeth. People who were empty inside, nothing but mouths longing to be filled. And as soon as they determined that there was nothing for them to gain from her, they left. 
 
    She knew all this now, and her view of the world was much clearer, much more complete. This clarity had given her the courage and the strength to face the world in all its ugliness in Paris. 
 
    In the end, yes, she could say it: She was grateful for her eyes. They had given her more than they had taken from her. They had given her the love of her brother. The wisdom with which to truly see the world, and love it. They had given her Vaugh, truer and more hers than she could ever have imagined. And, finally, they had given her herself. 
 
    A bird chirped by her ear, its wings flapping loudly, and she laughed and turned to close the window in case it flew inside. But the bird went merrily on its way, and others followed in its wake. Stella’s eyes stung with tears, and she wrapped her arms around her waist, drawing in a long, clean breath of fresh air, like someone who has been awoken from a deep illness to face the world in all its glory. 
 
    She had missed Vaughn like an amputated limb. She had not drawn a full breath since she had lost him. She had lived an empty life, and had sought to fill it with more emptiness. Now everything had fallen into place, suddenly, unexpectedly, and there was no more emptiness, no more missing Vaughn. But it wasn’t that which had awoken her from her death-like state: it was her own heart that had changed. Her heart that had grown, and found courage and light. 
 
    Who knew that love could hold so much light in it, that it could drive away the deepest darkness? 
 
    She had once believed that her story had ended five years ago. But that wasn’t true; it hadn’t. And now…It wouldn’t end in a miracle, as she and her father had once hoped. It wouldn’t even end in a wedding and a happily-ever-after. But that was the whole point; that was the real miracle. 
 
    Her story wouldn’t end. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    This evening played over and over in her head. 
 
    As soon as her brother and Georgina had given them a moment of privacy in the drawing room, Vaughn had immediately left his seat and come to kneel by her chair, taking her hands in his and bringing them to his lips. 
 
    “I’ll make you happy,” he had murmured, his voice rough with emotion. “See if I don’t.” It was spoken in such a boyish, determined voice, so like his younger one, that she couldn’t quite reply for a second. “Stella…star, no. Don’t cry.” 
 
    His fingers were on either side of her face, wiping away her tears. She could hear his breathing grow ragged again, and hated herself for it. 
 
    “How can you sit there and worry about making me happy,” she had replied, “when it is I who has been making you miserable all these years?” 
 
    “What did I say about looking back?” he said and she felt his hands in her hair. “We are only allowed to do so in order to be thankful and amazed that we found each other.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve never said that specifically.” 
 
    He flicked her cheek playfully with a long finger. She got goose bumps all over, and her hand searched for his of its own accord. He caught her fingers and threaded his own through them. 
 
    “Now then.” His voice was low, his breath tickling her shoulder. “Should I prove just how happy I can make you?” 
 
    “All right,” she said, barely able to concentrate, as there were little delicious kisses laid across her neck, then shoulder, then arm, then...“But remember, we don’t have all day.” 
 
    They would be called in for dinner soon—but that wasn’t what she had meant. 
 
    “Oh?” He sounded as if his mind was miles away. His lips were delicious and soft and his chin tickled. He smelled of perfume and coffee. Like he used to, back then. “How long do I have?” 
 
    “Look at me,” she said. 
 
    The kisses stopped; he was out of breath. “Stella?” 
 
    “We have our whole lives,” she said, and then there were rather more kisses than one could possibly bear. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t wait to tell him about the birds, she thought now. About how she only now realized that she had lost sound as well, along with sight. How she had lost life itself. Fleetingly, she thought how five years ago, she would have run to her secrétaire to write him about it—something that was now impossible. But then she remembered that there was no need for letters now; she would talk to him in a few hours, if not less. 
 
    She would bet her good hat that he could barely wait for dawn until he saw her again as well. She used to hate the smoke of London whenever she opened her window; it used to enter her lungs like a great weight, crueler still in that it made her miss Highberry all the more. But now there was no weight pressing on her heart, no cruel memories to taunt her. The pain was healing; the wound was closing. The night air felt warm and clean. 
 
    Stella placed the palm of her hand on the cool glass, and felt its curved surface smooth under her palm. The outside world smelled only of flowers and freshly cut grass. 
 
    She was happy. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    fifteen days later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    forty 
 
      
 
    Vaughn 
 
      
 
    The little parish church in Highberry was filled with few but select friends and neighbors. Vaughn stood at the altar with Lord Paxton at his side. 
 
    Vaughn was wearing a new waistcoat, threaded with blue, gray and gold, a dark cut away, tailed jacket and a white silk cravat tied to near perfection, and Paxton was wearing a long-suffering look on his face. 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Paxton’s voice sounded panicked. 
 
    Vaughn hadn’t felt a moment’s anxiety throughout all the simple wedding preparations he and Stella had made, or throughout the move to Highberry. But now, at his friend’s words, a hint of cold sweat slid down the back of his neck. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” he whispered to Paxton, without moving his lips. 
 
    “This reminds me of something,” Paxton said, looking around him like an utter fool. “Have I been in this exact position before?” 
 
    Vaughn’s fist itched to plant a facer on his best friend, but his lips were twitching. 
 
    “You’re lucky I’m so happy,” he said, fighting a smile. 
 
    “You did actually ask her to marry you, didn’t you?” Paxton went on. 
 
    “There was no need,” Vaughn replied. “I have done enough of that for three weddings over. But as a matter of fact, yes, I did ask her. Got down on my knees and everything, not that it’s any concern of yours.” 
 
    “Both knees, you say? Set a good precedent for the rest of us, you have. Now chits will be expecting their bridegrooms to prostate themselves on the floor as if we’re in the court of bloody Alexander the Great.” 
 
    Vaugh was wondering if Paxton could make it through one of his weddings without bringing the ancient Greeks into it. 
 
    “I am thankful for all you have done for me and Stella, Paxton,” he said instead. “But now would you kindly shut up?” 
 
    Paxton kindly did, but the damage was done. He had meant no harm, but now Vaughn’s heart was beating a mile a minute, and his head felt woozy, as if the storm was beginning to brew again. 
 
    Deep breaths, he told himself. Have faith. Swim. 
 
    Wasn’t it strange how soon a man forgot the darkness and embraced the light? It had been no more than two weeks since Stella had come back to him, and the storm had quieted down for good—or so he thought. Nearly two weeks of happiness, compared to a whole lifetime spent battling his demons, and now he had nearly forgotten they had existed. But he should have known better. Life, however blessed, would always be an uphill battle of faith. 
 
    So he lifted his eyes to the church’s door where Stella would appear, and pursed his lips so that they wouldn’t tremble. 
 
    And then there was no more need for faith, because she was there. 
 
    She walked gracefully on the arm of her brother. A delicate gauze veil covered her face, in honor of his French heritage. Stella had chosen to include that part of the French wedding ceremony in their own wedding, wanting to celebrate instead of hide this part of his family and now, hers. Seeing her now in it, he could barely breathe. There were flowers in the crown of braids on her hair, and her dress was cut in a simple, yet superbly elegant style. It was all silk, with delicate lace trimmings on the sleeves and neckline. Its hem was embroidered with small pink flowers and it cinched softly above the waist, accentuating her slender figure. She looked like the embodiment of spring. 
 
    Vaughn had told her so last night, and every night before today. He remembered how she had loved perusing the fashion plates five years ago, and he saw no reason why she shouldn’t enjoy her own wedding dress. And every other dress she would wear from now on. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop talking about dresses, silly,” she had told him earlier this week. It was the second time he had started to describe her wedding dress to her. 
 
    They were sitting at the pianoforte at Dovecotes, her head on his shoulder, in the exact way they had used to sit back then. He had been playing for her for hours. He hadn’t played in years. She told him she hadn’t heard music for years. He was still not sure exactly what that meant, but he would take his time finding out. He could afford to, now. 
 
    “Don’t you know, m’ dear,” he had replied, “it’s why I’m marrying you.” 
 
    She had pushed him away lightly, but he hadn’t missed the flash of pain in her eyes. He had abandoned the keyboard and caught her hand in his to prevent her from escaping. 
 
    “What did I do? Tell me.” He had fought down panic. 
 
    “You did nothing. You are perfect, as always,” she had replied, but her voice shook. “You have brought me here, and have given me the sound of water and birds and music and…more than I could ever have asked for or dreamed. I simply don’t need you or anyone else to be my eyes.” 
 
    This had pierced him through. 
 
    “I meant nothing of the sort,” he said quickly, before he could make things worse—although he could always be counted on to do that. “First of all, I didn’t give you the sound of water and birds. You gave that to yourself. Life stole them from you, but you stole them right back. And second of all, I know you don’t need me to be anything for you. You have a pair of the loveliest blue eyes I ever saw right here.” 
 
    He kissed them one by one, feeling the eyelids tremble with tears. Dammit. 
 
    “I simply meant that I have always wanted to talk about dresses with someone. And satin slippers. And now that you’re marrying me, you have no choice but to listen to me talk about them to exhaustion. Every. Single. Night. I’ll talk to you about them as we get dressed.” A small smile on her lips. Yes! “As we go out. As we ride home. As we sit for dinner. As we undress. As we…” 
 
    He was stopped by a kiss, which, frankly, was the best way to be stopped. Then she lowered her head, down and away from him, but he cupped her neck, and kissed her some more. 
 
    “Fine,” she said breathlessly a few minutes later. “You can talk about anything you like, and I’ll listen.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not a simple as all that,” he had said mournfully. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Well, if I am to talk about your dresses to my heart’s content, you can’t be wearing the same thing above twice in the same Season. There are going to have to be a few shopping sprees—possibly a lot.” 
 
    Silence for a bit. I’ve put my foot in it again, he had thought. 
 
    “You noticed,” she replied finally. “How I only wear the same two dresses over and over again.” 
 
    “Hard not to,” he had said, trying to steady his voice. No need for her to sense how it hurt his heart to see that outward change in her, when she had been so fond of fashion before. But she saw everything. Always. 
 
    “It was easier to not put on the wrong thing, you know,” she explained. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So you do not only want me to dress in beautiful gowns once more,” she said slowly, “but to be able to see them as well.” 
 
    “That’s quite right.” 
 
    “Timothée…” Was the woman trying to kill him? His name on her lips like that was enough to melt him down to the bones. 
 
    “And, moreover,” he continued, “besides dresses, there will be horse rides and snow fights and skating and books and…” 
 
    She had placed her hand on top of his. “You really mean to make me unbearably happy, do you?” 
 
    He had caught her by the waist and swung her on his lap. Then, he’d leaned down to look at her as she was enfolded in his arms, her curls brushing the bottom of his jaw. 
 
    “Yes,” he had replied simply. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    So now she walked towards him down the aisle with a smile so fine on her lovely face that it lit up the whole church. Countess Oleksa, seated on the front row, tore her eyes from the bride in order to turn around and shoot him a look of sheer approval. He nodded at her. 
 
    Edward led Stella to stand next to Vaughn, and stepped back. Immediately Vaughn’s hand found hers amid the folds of her dress, and held on tight. 
 
    “Is it the correct dress?” she murmured, still under that damned veil. 
 
    Her voice was so completely serious that a bubble of laughter rose up in his chest. Vaughn fought it with all his might. If he didn’t suppress it, Paxton would never let him hear the end of it. But after a few moments, he couldn’t fight the laughter any more. He couldn’t fight the happiness. And why should he? He had done so long enough. And now the fight was over. 
 
    Joy had won. 
 
    “I’ll say,” he chuckled in what he hoped was a whisper. The priest shot him a murderous look. Not a whisper, then. Oh well. “But you seem to have put on some insufferable wall of tulle between us. Was that a mistake?” 
 
    Stella laughed too, and as the priest belted on the words of the wedding service, he paused and looked down her fondly, as one does at a favorite niece. Traitor. 
 
    “It definitely was,” Stella said. 
 
    Thankfully, the priest now was at the part where Vaughn was allowed to lift the veil, which he did. Impatiently. There was that lovely face. He would never get enough of looking at it, he was sure of it. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” he whispered. 
 
    “Shush,” she whispered back. “I’m getting married.” 
 
    So he ‘shushed’ and pressed her hand so hard he almost broke her fingers, but she pressed his right back, and he wouldn’t let go, not even to wipe the tear that poured down his left cheek. 
 
    “Stop it,” Stella murmured. 
 
    How did she know that he was crying again? That woman knew everything. 
 
    “Make me,” he murmured back, as another tear followed the first. 
 
    She smiled even wider. “Oh, I will,” she said, but somehow it was time to say it out loud now, and the whole church heard it. 
 
    Then Vaughn had to say it out loud too, and his voice shook most embarrassingly, because on top of crying now, he was laughing as well. And he didn’t care one whit what Paxton had to say. Besides, Pax was apparently wiping something from his own eye. Silly fool. 
 
    “I now pronounce you…” the priest said. 
 
    “This is it,” Stella said. 
 
    “Shush,” Vaughn said. “You’re getting married.” To me, he added silently, but he was afraid that if he said it out loud, his voice would break.  
 
    And then there were no more words. 
 
    He held onto her hand tightly, and everything, literally everything, absolutely everything, fell into its rightful place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Frosted was my isolation book. I began writing it in 2020, during the first two months of isolation in my country. 
 
    I didn’t know how many months of isolation would follow (I still don’t), but the loneliness and the uncertainty of those first days left me completely frozen at first. I couldn’t write, I couldn’t create…I could barely exist. 
 
    I wanted to honor that ‘frozen’ feeling, and so it became the inspiration for the title of the book that un-froze me. The words of this novel came pouring out at the darkest time in my life, and no wonder: After all, I am no stranger to fear and isolation. 
 
    If anyone has understood the dedication in the beginning of this book (to all the survivors like me) then I would like to say to you: I’m sorry. I am so proud of you for being a survivor, but no one should have to be a survivor to begin with. No one should have to survive horrible things. Just living should be enough of a challenge. But life is not fair, and, like Stella, I have had to survive in a world that was not built for me. Although I am not blind, I have been struggling with issues like discrimination, illness, trauma and loss. It’s strange how much all of that isolates you, how it scares people away and how suddenly you are seen as a problem. 
 
    Of course, the people who are ignorant or insensitive to our pain are not people whom we would want in our lives anyway, but it still hurts. Going through something when no one else knows what it feels like, is the loneliest feeling in the world. 
 
    And now, with everything that is going on in the world, everyone is suffering a similar pain. But no, not everyone. I know people who are suffering with disability, old age, loss of a loved one or more at the same time. And so the unfairness continues. The isolation continues. 
 
    I have been dealing with bereavement and depression, among other things, on top of the global events of 2020 and now 2021, and still somehow, the world manages to be insensitive to my pain, even though everyone is restricted now, in one way or another. Even though there should be more compassion and understanding, along with more suffering. But there isn’t. Which goes to say that it’s true, after all, people don’t get it. 
 
    They don’t get what we are going through. 
 
    But we do. And this book is for us. I wrote it so that we feel less alone, so that you, if you are struggling, might feel seen as you read it. And if you are not someone who has to fight every day for a place in this world, maybe by reading Stella’s story you might begin to understand how different some people’s lives are from your own. How different their every single day. I know most of us (if not all) have at least one family member or a close friend who is somehow less privileged, due to health, birth, economical or other issues, but somehow we disregard these people and still manage to be surprised and unconcerned by others’ pain. Myself included. No, being a sufferer myself does not exclude me from this way of thinking. 
 
    In my opinion, stories are the only hope. 
 
    By putting ourselves in other people’s shoes (it doesn’t matter if they are fictional, as long as their stories and feelings ring true), we might open our minds and our hearts. 
 
    I know that this story was my salvation, in a way. It made me feel less alone, and I want it to do the same for you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Frosted, apart from pain and isolation and all that fun stuff, has another prevailing theme which is very close to my heart. The theme of the Greek War of Independence. The war didn’t actually start until 1821, although all the historical events alluded to in this book, actually did happen. The war was many years in the making, and many sought to prevent Greece from gaining back its freedom. Blood was spilled and lives destroyed, just so that it wouldn’t happen. At this point, Greece had been under foreign occupation for more than 400 years. In 2021, Greece is celebrating 200 years of independence, all thanks to the revolution of ‘21. 
 
    I am a proud Greek woman, and for that, I have faced so much bullying and racism in today’s world. (If you have read Salt for Air or Lose Me then you’ll know what I am talking about. All of the instances of racism and bullying in those two books are based on real events in my life. Fun, as I said.) 
 
    I have been reluctant to state my being Greek directly in my books, just because of all the discrimination I have known online, on social media, and even in my professional life. But I am done with that. I am proud of my heritage, and of all the good things my country and its people have achieved. I am no longer going to be ashamed of how small, insignificant, ridiculous or outright evil modern Greece and its people are portrayed in movies. Social prejudice has targeted many people and races, and among them my own country, just because they think we are insignificant. But we aren’t. We exist, and create, and thrive. We are the great grand-children of the people who fought their way from 400 years of slavery back into our freedom, our language, our customs and our land (well, mostly). 
 
    If the world thinks we are behind, I don’t care. I intend to celebrate my Greek ancestors and their legacy that lives through me. These are strange and difficult times, and we can’t waste time hiding what we should be proud of. I am proud of this beautiful land and its brave people, flaws and all. (To be honest, if anyone is wondering about how modern Greek people’s lives are, we just mostly want to work hard and then swim and make jokes, that’s it.) 
 
      
 
    If you have read this far, thank you. 
 
    Sorry if this bored you or made you sad. I just wanted to say that everything I have put into this book is personal and close to my heart. And having said that, I don’t know how I will have the courage to press the ‘publish’ button. But I will have to be brave. 
 
    That’s the whole point of the book after all, isn’t it? I read it, you see. (I had to.) About a million times over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    M.C. Frank 
 
    February 6th, 2021 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
    A small favor. 
 
    Can you spare a moment to leave a few lines in a review? 
 
      
 
    Reviews let authors know that you appreciate their hard work.  
 
    Just a few words are enough, if you aren’t in the mood for more. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
     
 
    Leave your review here. 
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    Tomorrow it ends. 
 
    With that fortifying thought, Dominic Edward Halifax, ninth duke of Ashton, raised a monocle to a bored eye, crossing his long legs before him with a languid movement, his posture drooping with a tediousness that did not in the least diminish its gracefulness. Egad, but when had the opera at Vauxhall turned so morbid? He would give anything to be seated by his own hearth right now instead of being ogled by all these painted creatures and simpering misses hopeful of a great catch before the end of the Season.   
 
    What madness had prompted him to choose this infernal place for his amusement tonight? The duke examined an imaginary speck of dust on his cream silk sleeve and exhaled a long and delicate sigh. 
 
    “My dear Ashton,” a jovial and good-mannered, if somewhat coarser than his own voice said to his left, “well, isn’t this an improvement!” 
 
    There was no need for his grace to turn his head in order to identify the owner of the voice. There were few people, if indeed any, who would dare address him so casually when he was in a black mood, and even fewer who would be allowed entrance inside his opera box unannounced. 
 
    “Be gone, Charles,” said his grace cruelly, “I let you drag me here against my will, but I’ve no taste for your theatrics.” 
 
    Encouraged by this heart-warming speech, Charles, Lord Burns, a young, fashionable viscount of the same age as the duke, sat himself down next to his grace, and offered his hand, palm up. The duke took his sweet time in handing over a blue and gold snuff-box to his friend, but at last the viscount’s patience was rewarded by a couple of powerful sniffs. 
 
    “So,” that worthy gentleman began, “are you out of the dumps yet?” 
 
    His grace turned to look at lord Burns, thus revealing a pleasing countenance, even though at present it appeared to be scowling in a most frightening manner and a strong Grecian profile and long, dark curls that crowned his white forehead in a most intricate à la Brutus hairstyle. At present his steely blue eyes were rather dimmed by boredom and a slight indulgence in spirits, but in general they were thought to be by far his best feature, as well as a reason for ladies of all ages to swoon for a mere glance from them. 
 
     “You are going to make a nuisance of yourself again, aren’t you?” his grace answered lord Burns pleasantly. “I suppose it is too much to ask for an evening of relative peace.” 
 
    “Killed anybody lately?” the viscount continued, leaning back. 
 
    “Not since last Thursday,” Ashton answered him easily. He lifted a well-formed eyebrow to send a quizzical look of enquiry to him, before turning an indifferent eye upon the stage.  
 
    Lord Burns bent forward in his chair, leaning his elbows on his knees, a habit he hadn’t gotten over since his childhood. 
 
    “My dear Dominic,” he said, placing his hand on his grace’s arm and taking his life in his own hands by so doing, for the duke passionately hated to be touched, “I wish you would simply grieve her loss. It would not make you any less… respectable or fashionable, I assure you. Not in my eyes, or in anyone else’s. This spree of duels you have begun on, that always must result in a fatality, since you are the Nonpareil…” 
 
    His grace lifted a white hand to stop him. 
 
    “Not always,” he amended. “Not anymore.” Not since the girl was what he meant to say, but damn him if he’d be driven to mention her to Burns. It was none of his blasted business anyway. “Why, only last week,” he continued, peering at the crowds through his monocle, “that boy from Kent… I forget his name, but I assure you I merely winded him.” 
 
    Lord Burns gave out an exasperated sigh. “Ashton,” he said slowly and significantly, trying to contain his anger, “the ‘boy from Kent’ was your own cousin, thrice removed. You said you wanted to teach him a lesson. And you broke his arm!” 
 
    “I suppose you will come to the point of what you mean to say to me in your own good time,” his grace said coolly. 
 
    It was nobody’s business but his own why he was slowly making his way into the lower ranks of the London society, picking duels here and there, keeping up his usual style of violence and carelessness. But now there was a reason behind it. He was planning murder. 
 
    Slowly but surely the circle had been closing in. And now, finally, after tedious weeks on end of careful research, he’d found the man he was looking for. As he had predicted, the ton had thought nothing of it: everyone supposed he was challenging him in one of his usual dark moods, two nights ago at a notorious gaming hell. No matter that such establishments weren’t his style; everyone expected of the duke of Ashton an outrage per week -at least. He’d let the scoundrel have his pick of rapiers, swords or pistols, whatever blasted weaponry his cowardly nature preferred; and finally, tomorrow he’d meet him at dawn in front of two witnesses. 
 
    And then -what a tragic accident- he’d kill him, no one the wiser of the true reason behind this particular death. After all he was known as ‘the devil’ already. 
 
    He didn’t care if he’d be exiled to Paris till kingdom come after that; the sole thing keeping him alive and sane was this task he’d set for himself, and once it was completed he cared not whether he lived or died.  
 
    “Blast it all, Dom,” Burns was saying in exasperation, “by gad I wish you would stop acting like a child.” 
 
    “And I wish you wouldn’t scowl so at me, Charles. I suppose neither of us will get our wishes. Not tonight at any rate.” 
 
    “Do you…” Burns swallowed before continuing, but still he would not abandon the effort. “I suppose you still have… feelings for her.” 
 
    Before the duke could do more than send a smoldering look of pure murder his way, they were thankfully interrupted by the door creaking open. His grace suppressed the urge to groan aloud. Who was it this time? Hadn’t he suffered enough this night already? 
 
    The first thing he saw were her slippers. 
 
    They were showing a tiny bit underneath her heavy brocade skirts; little, delicate moccasins that hinted at little, delicate feet, made of satin blue with a silvery thread of embroidery showing through. His grace’s fastidious gaze traveled upward through his monocle, and was satisfied to discover that she was dressed like the night itself, in a fashionably cut, low-waisted gown of a dark blue, iridescent color, with small stars sewn into the material, so that it sparkled as she moved under the candlelight.  
 
    As though mesmerized, Lord Burns lifted his gaze to the narrow little waist and then to the small face that was, to his dismay, concealed by an intricate mask ending in a long ribbon which in its turn was clutched in an elegant, gloved hand. Not even her hair was showing, as it was obvious that the powdered confection she wore on her head was a wig, with colorful birds and butterflies balancing on the thick white curls, and framing her white cheeks in a most charming manner. 
 
    His grace too saw all of this, but no one would suspect his drooping eyelids of holding as much curiosity as the wide-opened ones of his friend. 
 
    The woman was scarcely tall enough to be more than a girl, and it was obvious by her attire and the way she carried herself that she wasn’t a courtesan, finding her way to his box in need for a few coins.  
 
    Though he would scarcely have admitted it to himself, his grace was waiting with a faint interest to hear the first words her surprisingly unpainted and childish-looking lips would utter. He was not to be given that pleasure, however. 
 
    The woman did not utter a word. She merely thrust forward her small fist, right above his hand, as though expecting it to open and receive her offering. Ashton, for once startled out of his cool and bored exterior, turned his blue eyes on hers. The woman flinched and opened her palm, almost impulsively, dropping something on his lap. Then, lowering his eyes and uttering a sound that resembled a sob, she fled. Immediately upon recovering his wits, a few heartbeats later, Lord Burns rushed to follow her. But she was gone. No trace of her remained. 
 
    After chasing her in vain down the hallway for a few minutes, he returned to the duke’s box, only to be surprised by a peculiar spectacle. 
 
    Ashton, eyes ablaze with anger and lips pressed until they almost disappeared, was feeding the woman’s note to the flame of one of the cream candles that illuminated the elegant opera box. Then, without so much as a word, he turned and exited, just as on the stage the prim donna entered the throes of her theatrical death.   
 
    He rushed out, relishing the chance to stretch his legs after sitting in that confounded opera box. He walked in a hurry through the moonlit gardens and shrubs concealing squealing lovers, intending to reach his barouche and be home in less than half and hour. 
 
    But, alas, it was not to be that he would find peace so soon. 
 
    A vulgar man, not slightly inebriated, pushed himself abruptly in his way -a man whose name Ashton, if he ever knew it, could not at present bring to mind. A few of the man’s cronies surrounded him menacingly, but their eyes had a glazed, drunken look to match that of their friend’s, and their presence failed to inspire any emotion but tedium in Ashton. 
 
    “D…dare you challenge me here and now?” the man stuttered and waved his sword unsteadily towards the duke. 
 
    “With pleasure,” he replied without a moment’s hesitation, neither calling to mind nor caring to learn what reason the man had to hold a grudge against him. He extended his clenched fists. 
 
    “En gua… grardre,” the man said, in an effort to appear collected, and thrust his sword towards his grace’s chest. 
 
    The man’s friends began spitting obscenities, and scattered for fear of being injured. There was no need. His grace avoided masterfully the man’s first, awkward thrust, and then promptly punched him on the nose, drawing his cork. 
 
    Then he stepped over his prone, moaning form and resumed walking.  
 
    In the distance he could discern the candle-lamps  burning on his barouche, and he quickened his step to reach it before the crowds began to emerge from the Opera. 
 
    He was halfway to the street. He was watching the groom ahead gathering the reins in one hand, anticipating his terror when he would tell him to push the team forward as though the very devil was on their heels, when he froze. He’d heard a rustle in the leaves behind him, but at first he had paid no heed to it, expecting it to be a wandering drunkard or a bird of the night. But now he heard it again, and there was something definitively human as well as desperate about the movement that gave him pause. 
 
    No, that wasn’t it. 
 
    There was something familiar about it, strange as it would seem. Ashton turned on his heel. What he saw was the last thing he had expected. 
 
    It was a ghost. 
 
    Not just any ghost, too. It was well-known to him, almost as intimately as his own shadow. 
 
    It was her ghost.  
 
    As she approached him, the duke finally lost his cool. He stepped back a few paces, almost losing his balance in the process, his legs unsteady under him. Then he crouched down and hung his head between his knees, for a sudden faintness overtook him, dark spots dancing before his eyes.  
 
    Without realizing it, he gave out a low rumble, his voice cracking like a wounded animal’s. “Why must you still torment me?” he whispered, knowing no one could hear him in the deserted gravel path. 
 
    When he looked up again and stood, he saw that her ghost was still there, transparent in the dim light of the lanterns that adorned the road on either side. She was now making her way to the left, where a small gazebo stood, dark pink columns entwined with blood-red roses. She stepped lightly on the first step, moving as though she was weightless, her white wig gleaming in the moonlight. She didn’t turn to beckon him, but by this point Ashton had accepted his fate. 
 
    With a sharp intake of breath, he advanced to meet her, his mind involuntarily returning many months in the past, to the first time he had ever set eyes on her. 
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