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Whimpering Heights

I’ll never forget the day Hilda arrived at Whimpering Heights, for it was the very same day I turned eighteen years of age. Father had promised me a new lady’s maid as my birthday gift; a wholly practical present that reflected his natural pragmatism. How was I to know that this “gift” would prove to be the most consequential of my life?

“Miss Ashlyn,” Mrs. Winters, the lead house servant, announced with her customary severity, “this is Hilda, your new lady’s maid.”

I turned from my vanity mirror to behold a most unusual sight. Instead of the meek, pale-faced girl I had expected, there stood a tall figure with skin bronzed by the sun and dark hair cropped shorter than was fashionable. Her stance was not that of a servile maid but rather suggested the casual confidence of someone who found the whole proceeding rather amusing.

“How do you do?” I inquired politely.

Hilda’s eyes—a deep, rich brown—flickered with mischief. “Well enough to serve, miss,” she replied, but the quirk of her mouth suggested she found something entertaining about the situation.

Mrs. Winters departed with a sniff, leaving us alone. The silence stretched between us until Hilda spoke again.

“Happy birthday, miss,” she said, and I swear there was mockery in her tone.

“You needn’t call me ‘miss’ when we’re alone,” I replied impulsively. “My name is Ashlyn.”

“As you wish… Ashlyn.” The way my name rolled off her tongue sent an inexplicable shiver down my spine.

From that first day, I found myself studying Hilda when she wasn’t looking, or perhaps even when she was, for she seemed to invite such scrutiny with her bold manner. How peculiar she was among the female staff! Her hands were not the soft, pale appendages of a housemaid but strong and capable, with short nails and calluses that spoke of outdoor labor. She moved about my chambers not with the demure shuffle expected of servants but with long, confident strides that made her skirts sway in a most unladylike fashion.

“Have you always been in service?” I asked her one afternoon as she struggled to arrange my hair in the elaborate style Mother insisted upon for dinner.

Hilda chuckled, a low sound that rumbled from her chest. “No, I grew up on a farm. Spent more time breaking horses than arranging tresses.” Her fingers worked through my locks with surprising gentleness, belying their strength. “Which explains my inadequacy at this particular task.”

“You’re unlike any lady’s maid I’ve ever encountered,” I confessed, watching her reflection in the mirror. The way the evening light caught her sharp jawline made her appear almost masculine; handsome in a way that both confused and captivated me.

“That’s because I’m not suited to be one,” she replied frankly. “I’m better with pitchforks than hairpins.”

“Then why—”

“Your father needed someone quickly, and I needed employment.” She shrugged those broad shoulders that strained against her ill-fitting uniform. “The arrangement may not last long once he realizes his mistake.”

I turned in my chair to face her directly. “I shall not let him dismiss you,” I declared with sudden fervor. “I find your… unconventional nature refreshing.”

Something flickered in her dark eyes; surprise, perhaps, or something warmer. “Then I shall endeavor to be the most refreshingly unconventional lady’s maid Whimpering Heights has ever seen.”

Within a fortnight, it became apparent to the entire household that Hilda was indeed ill-suited to indoor work. She broke three teacups in succession, scorched my second-best gown while attempting to press it, and was discovered teaching me the most improper country dances in the library when we should have been reviewing French verbs.

It was Father who finally acknowledged the obvious during breakfast one morning.

“Miss Hilda,” he announced after clearing his throat, “I believe your talents are wasted indoors. The head gardener requires assistance, and I think you might prove more valuable in the grounds.”

I nearly choked on my tea. “But Father, who shall attend to me?”

“Mrs. Winters will find you a proper lady’s maid,” he replied with finality. “One who knows the difference between a hairbrush and a horse brush.”

I felt my heart sink to the pit of my stomach. Though I dared not admit it, the thought of Hilda being removed from my daily presence caused me a curious distress. Yet I could hardly argue with Father’s assessment; Hilda was indeed more suited to outdoor work than the delicate tasks of a lady’s maid.

The very next day, Hilda donned her new attire as groundskeeper, and I confess I nearly gasped when I spotted her from my bedroom window. Gone were the confining dresses and pinafores; in their place, she wore sturdy trousers and a loose cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, revealing forearms corded with muscle. A wide-brimmed hat shaded her face from the sun as she worked alongside old Mr. Thornfield, learning the ways of the gardens.

I found myself inventing the most transparent excuses to wander outdoors.

“I believe the fresh air would benefit my complexion,” I announced to my new lady’s maid, a timid creature named Eliza who lacked both Hilda’s wit and her spirit.

“But Miss Ashlyn, it looks like rain,” Eliza protested feebly.

“All the better! They say rainwater is excellent for the skin.” And before she could object further, I was out the door, parasol in hand, making my way toward the kitchen gardens where I had observed Hilda working earlier.

I found her bent over a row of herbs, her strong hands working the soil tenderly.

“I see you’ve found your proper place,” I called out, affecting a haughty tone that I knew she would recognize as playful.

Hilda straightened, wiping her brow with her sleeve. A grin spread across her face; that same mischievous expression that had caught my attention on our first meeting.

“Indeed I have. Though I miss breaking your fine china and mangling your frocks.” She gave a mock bow. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company, Miss Ashlyn? Surely not an interest in gardening?”

“Perhaps I wished to ensure you hadn’t forgotten how to converse with your betters,” I teased, twirling my parasol.

“Ah, and have you found any of your betters wandering the grounds today?” she retorted, eyes twinkling.

I laughed despite myself. “You are impossibly impertinent!”

“And you are impossibly pretty when you laugh,” she replied, so casually that I nearly missed the compliment.

A strange warmth crept up my neck, and I found myself suddenly fascinated by the pattern of my boots against the dirt path.

From that day forward, I contrived to spend as much time as possible in Hilda’s company. We developed a routine of sorts. I would bring a book to the gardens, pretending to read while she worked nearby. Sometimes she would join me during her rest periods, sprawling in the grass with a carefree abandon that both shocked and delighted me. Unlike the other servants, she never seemed to remember her place. Or rather, she remembered it perfectly well but chose to ignore the constraints it should have imposed.

“Do you never worry about propriety?” I asked her one particularly fine afternoon as we sheltered beneath the shade of an old oak tree. I had brought a picnic basket, claiming to Mother that I wished to sketch the wildflowers, though my drawing supplies remained untouched beside me.

“What good would worrying do?” Hilda replied, plucking a blade of grass to chew thoughtfully. “The world has already decided what I am: a woman unsuited to womanly arts. I might as well embrace my peculiarities.”

“And what am I?” I asked, suddenly curious how she perceived me.

Hilda studied me for a long moment, her dark eyes intense in a way that made my breath stop strangely in my throat. “You are a wild thing pretending to be tame,” she finally said. “Like a fox that’s learned to sit pretty for treats but still dreams of hunting under the moon.”

I could not decide whether to be offended or flattered. “I am perfectly ladylike,” I protested, though even to my ears the claim sounded hollow.

“When observed,” Hilda countered with a knowing smile. “But I’ve seen you run across the hills with your hair flying free and mud on your stockings. I’ve heard you curse when you thought no one was listening.”

“You shouldn’t spy on me!” I exclaimed, though secretly I was pleased she had noticed such things.

“It’s not spying when you do it so openly.” She rolled onto her side, propping herself on one elbow to face me directly. “You want to be seen, Ashlyn. Just not by those who would cage you for it.”

Something in her words, or perhaps in the intimate way she spoke my name, sent a curious flutter through my chest. I found myself leaning closer to her, drawn by some force I could not resist.

“And you?” I whispered. “Do you wish to cage me?”

“Never.” The word emerged as a fierce promise. “I would run with you instead.”

The space between us seemed charged with something dangerous. I became acutely aware of the rise and fall of her chest, the tiny beads of sweat at her temple, the slight parting of her lips. Without thinking, I reached out to brush a smudge of dirt from her cheek.

The moment my fingers touched her skin, a jolt passed through me like summer lightning. Hilda went still beneath my touch, her eyes darkening in a way that made my stomach tighten with an unfamiliar sensation.

“Ashlyn,” she murmured, her voice rougher than usual.

Whatever might have happened next was interrupted by the distant calling of my name. We sprang apart as though burned, Hilda immediately busying herself in the garden.

“Miss Ashlyn!” It was Mrs. Winters, her voice carrying across the garden with that particular tone of disapproval she reserved especially for me. “Do come inside at once!”

I rose quickly, smoothing my skirts and attempting to appear composed though my heart still raced from whatever strange spell had momentarily fallen between Hilda and myself.

“I shall see you tomorrow, perhaps,” I said to Hilda, who had already retreated behind her mask of servitude, head bowed appropriately.

“As you wish, Miss Ashlyn,” she replied, though I detected a hint of that familiar mischief in her sidelong glance.

I hurried toward the house, where Mrs. Winters stood like a sentinel on the back steps, her thin lips pressed into a disapproving line.

“Really, Miss Ashlyn, it is most unseemly for you to spend so much time in the gardens. And with the groundskeeper, no less!” She sniffed pointedly. “But never mind that now. I’ve come to inform you that young Mr. Edmund Ravencroft will be calling upon you tomorrow afternoon.”

I shrugged, unconcerned. Edmund was the son of Father’s business associate, a pleasant if somewhat dull young man whom I had met at various social functions. “Very well. I shall receive him in the drawing room, I suppose.”

Mrs. Winters’ expression changed then, a strange mix of satisfaction and solemnity. “Your father wishes me to remind you that you are now of marriageable age, and Mr. Ravencroft represents an excellent connection. His father’s estates adjoin our own, and the match would be most advantageous.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. “Match? Whatever do you mean, Mrs. Winters?”

“Why, Mr. Ravencroft’s interest is of a matrimonial nature, of course. Your father has given his blessing for the young man to court you properly.” She regarded me with something akin to pity. “Surely you didn’t think you could spend your days running wild forever, Miss Ashlyn? Every young lady must eventually settle into her proper place as a wife.”

The words struck me like a blow. Marriage? To Edmund Ravencroft? The very notion seemed absurd, though I could not articulate why. He was handsome enough, wealthy enough, and certainly proper enough. Any sensible young woman would be delighted at such a prospect.

“I see,” I managed to say, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. “Please inform Father that I shall be prepared to receive Mr. Ravencroft tomorrow.”

Mrs. Winters nodded, apparently satisfied with my acquiescence. “Very good. I’ve instructed the kitchen to prepare a special tea. And do wear your blue silk gown, it brings out your eyes so charmingly.”

That night, I slept poorly, tossing and turning as my mind raced with confusing thoughts. The prospect of marriage had always been an abstract future event, like a far-off storm on the horizon that I need not concern myself with until it drew closer. Now suddenly it loomed before me, threatening to sweep away the freedom I had always taken for granted.

The next morning dawned bright and clear, as if nature herself mocked my turmoil with perfect weather for a courtship. I submitted to Eliza’s ministrations with unusual docility, allowing her to arrange my hair in elaborate curls and lace me tightly into the blue silk gown Mrs. Winters had suggested.

From my bedroom window, I caught sight of Hilda working in the rose garden, her strong arms glistening with sweat as she pruned the climbing varieties that adorned the south wall. On impulse, I opened the window.

“Hilda!” I called down, not caring who might hear the impropriety of my addressing a servant so familiarly.

She looked up, shading her eyes against the sun. Even from this distance, I could see her expression brighten. “Yes, Miss Ashlyn?”

“I…” What had I intended to say? That I was being presented like a prize pig to a potential husband? That the thought filled me with inexplicable dread? That I wished we could run away across the moors together as we had joked about so many times? “Nothing. Only that it’s a fine day for gardening.”

Her smile faltered slightly. “Indeed it is. You look very fine today. Special occasion?”

Before I could answer, Eliza gasped behind me. “Miss Ashlyn! It’s most improper to be shouting out of windows, especially when you’re expecting a gentleman caller!”

I closed the window reluctantly, catching one last glimpse of Hilda’s face. There was something in her expression I could not quite identify: a tightening around her eyes, a certain rigidity to her jaw.

Edmund arrived promptly at two o’clock, dressed in an immaculate suit that spoke of London tailoring. He brought a bouquet of hothouse flowers that paled in comparison to the wild blooms Hilda sometimes secretly left on my windowsill.

“Miss Ashlyn,” he greeted me with a formal bow. “You look absolutely enchanting today.”

“Thank you, Mr. Ravencroft,” I replied with all the civility I could muster. “How kind of you to call upon us.”

We proceeded through the excruciating ritual of afternoon tea, exchanging pleasantries about the weather, his journey, and mutual acquaintances. Edmund was unfailingly polite, laughing at appropriate intervals and expressing admiration for everything from the tea service to the view from our drawing room windows.

“I wonder if I might persuade you to show me your famous gardens?” he inquired after we had exhausted all conventional topics of conversation. “I’ve heard they are quite remarkable.”

My heart gave an odd little leap. “Of course,” I replied, rising perhaps too eagerly. “I should be delighted.”

As we strolled through the formal gardens, I found my eyes constantly searching for a glimpse of Hilda. Edmund droned on about his plans to modernize his father’s estate, the hunting prospects for the coming season, and his opinions on the latest agricultural techniques. I nodded at appropriate intervals, offering monosyllabic responses while scanning the grounds.

Finally, I spotted her near the stone wall that separated the kitchen garden from the ornamental grounds. She was digging with fierce concentration, driving her spade into the earth with such force that I could see the muscles in her arms straining against her shirt.

“Ah, your groundskeeper seems quite… enthusiastic,” Edmund remarked, following my gaze. “Though it’s unusual to see a woman performing such labor, is it not?”

“Hilda is unusual in many ways,” I replied, unable to keep a certain warmth from my voice. “She’s exceptionally skilled.”

As if sensing our attention, Hilda looked up. Her eyes met mine for a brief moment before sliding to Edmund. Something dark and unreadable flashed across her features before she ducked her head and resumed her work with even greater intensity.

“Shall we continue toward the rose garden?” I suggested, strangely unsettled by the encounter. “The white climbers are particularly lovely this time of year.”

Edmund offered his arm gallantly. “I should be delighted to see anything that brings you pleasure, Miss Ashlyn.”

As we walked away, I could not resist glancing back over my shoulder. Hilda stood motionless, watching us depart, her spade clutched in white-knuckled hands. When she saw me looking, she immediately returned to her digging, attacking the earth as if it had personally offended her.

That evening, after Edmund had departed with a promise to return the following week, I found myself restless and irritable. I dismissed Eliza early and escaped to the small balcony adjoining my bedroom, breathing in the night air with desperate gulps as if I had been drowning in the constraints of propriety all day.

A movement in the garden below caught my eye. Hilda was walking slowly among the roses, touching their petals with a gentleness that contrasted sharply with her earlier ferocity. Without conscious decision, I called down to her.

“Are you tending flowers by moonlight now?”

She started, then looked up. “I couldn’t sleep,” she admitted. After a moment’s hesitation, she added, “How was your visit with Mr. Ravencroft?”

“Tedious beyond endurance,” I replied honestly. “Though he is perfectly agreeable.”

“He seems…” Hilda paused, choosing her words carefully. “Well-suited to someone of your station.”

“Do you think so?” I asked, surprised by the sudden tightness in my chest. “Would you have me marry him, then?”

In the silvery moonlight, I could see her shoulders tense. “It’s not my place to have opinions on such matters.”

“Since when has that concerned you?” I retorted, suddenly irritated. “You’ve never hesitated to speak your mind before.”

Hilda paced below, her movements agitated like a caged animal. Then she stopped abruptly, looking up at me with such intensity that I nearly stepped back from the railing.

“Very well, if you demand honesty,” she said, her voice low but carrying clearly in the night air. “I think he’s a pompous peacock who would clip your wings and keep you in a gilded cage. He speaks of you as one might describe a particularly fine mare he wishes to purchase.”

I caught my breath at her boldness. “Hilda!”

“You asked for my opinion,” she replied, unrepentant. “I’ve given it.”

We stared at each other in charged silence, the moonlight casting half her face in shadow while illuminating the proud angle of her jaw.

“Come up,” I whispered impulsively.

Her eyes widened. “That would be most improper.”

“Since when do you care for propriety?” I challenged. “The servants’ stairs lead directly to the corridor outside my chamber. No one will see you.”

I watched her internal struggle play across her expressive features, caution warring with desire. Finally, she gave a short nod. “Wait for me, then.”

My heart hammered against my ribs as I paced my bedroom, questioning my own recklessness. What did I hope would come of this midnight meeting? Yet I could not bring myself to regret the invitation.

A soft knock came at my door, so faint I might have imagined it. When I opened it, Hilda slipped inside like a shadow, bringing with her the scent of night air and roses.

“This is madness,” she murmured, standing awkwardly in the center of my chamber, her work clothes incongruous against the feminine luxury of my surroundings.

“Perhaps,” I agreed, suddenly shy now that she was here. “But I could not bear to leave our conversation unfinished.”

Hilda ran a hand through her short, dark hair, leaving it even more disheveled. “What more is there to say? You will marry Mr. Ravencroft or someone like him. It is the way of the world.”

“And if I refuse?” I asked, moving closer to her. “If I choose a different path?”

“What other path is there for someone like you?” Her voice was bitter. “You were born to privilege and will die in it, regardless of what wild notions occasionally take hold of your fancy.”

I flinched at her words. “You think my feelings mere fancy?”

“I think,” she said carefully, “that you enjoy playing at rebellion, but when the time comes to make real choices, you will do what is expected of you.”

“How dare you,” I whispered, anger and hurt rising in equal measure. “How dare you presume to know my heart?”

“Then prove me wrong,” Hilda challenged, stepping closer until I could feel the heat radiating from her body. “Tell me truly what you want, Ashlyn.”

I opened my mouth to retort but found the words dying on my tongue. What did I want? The question seemed at once simple and impossibly complex.

“I want…” I began, then faltered. “I want freedom. I want to choose my own fate.”

“And what else?” Hilda pressed, her eyes searching mine.

The tension between us thickened until it seemed to fill the room like a tangible presence. My gaze dropped to her lips, then back to her eyes, which had darkened with some emotion I could not—or perhaps dared not—read.

“I want…” I whispered, my voice barely audible even to my own ears.

A sudden gust of wind blew my curtains inward, causing the candle on my bedside table to flicker wildly. The momentary distraction broke whatever spell had fallen over us, and Hilda stepped back, her expression closing like a door being shut.

“It grows late,” she said stiffly. “I should return to my quarters before I’m missed.”

“Hilda, wait—” I reached for her arm, my fingers closing around her wrist.

The contact sent that same curious lightning through me, and I felt her pulse leap beneath my touch. For a moment, we stood frozen, connected by that single point of contact.

“This can lead nowhere good,” she murmured, though she made no move to pull away.

“Perhaps I don’t want good,” I replied, surprising myself with my boldness. “Perhaps I want real.”

Hilda’s laugh was low and without humor. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“Then show me,” I challenged, tightening my grip on her wrist. “Show me what I’m too innocent to understand.”

Her eyes flashed dangerously. “Don’t tempt me, Ashlyn.”

“And if that’s precisely what I wish to do?” I took another step closer, eliminating the space between us until our bodies nearly touched. I could feel the rapid rise and fall of her chest, smell the earthy scent of her skin.

“You play with fire,” she warned, but her voice had grown husky.

“Then let me burn,” I whispered.

For one breathless moment, I thought she might close the final distance between us. Instead, she gently but firmly extracted her wrist from my grasp.

“Good night, Miss Ashlyn,” she said formally, though her voice trembled slightly. Before I could respond, she had slipped back through my door and was gone, leaving me alone with my confusion and the lingering warmth where her skin had touched mine.

I slept fitfully that night, troubled by dreams I could not recall upon waking but which left me flushed and disoriented. The morning brought no clarity, only a heightened awareness of my own bewildering desires.

Over the following days, Hilda seemed to deliberately avoid me, finding tasks that took her to the farthest corners of the estate whenever I ventured into the gardens. On the rare occasions when we did encounter each other, she maintained a stiff formality that was somehow worse than outright coldness.

Meanwhile, Edmund continued his courtship with dogged determination, calling twice more that week. Each visit left me more certain that I could never be content as his wife, yet I could see no way to refuse him without causing a scandal and disappointing Father, who made no secret of his approval of the match.

It was during Edmund’s third visit that matters came to a head. He had suggested another walk through the gardens, and I had agreed, secretly hoping for a glimpse of Hilda despite her recent avoidance.

As we rounded a corner near the greenhouse, we came upon her unexpectedly. She was shirtless save for her undershirt, which clung to her torso with sweat as she chopped wood for the garden fires. The sight of her powerful arms swinging the axe with practiced precision, muscles shifting beneath her tanned skin, struck me with such force that I nearly gasped aloud.

Edmund cleared his throat disapprovingly. “Really, Miss Ashlyn, your staff should maintain better standards of decency. A female worker in such a state of undress is most inappropriate.”

Before I could respond, Hilda looked up, noticing our presence. For a brief moment, our eyes met, and I saw such raw emotion in her gaze that it stole my breath. Then her expression hardened as she took in Edmund beside me.

“Forgive me, sir, miss,” she said, reaching for her discarded shirt and shrugging it on with deliberate slowness. “The heat of the day and the labor required certain… accommodations.”

“You should be more mindful of propriety,” Edmund lectured, his tone condescending. “Especially when ladies might be present.”

A dangerous smile played at the corners of Hilda’s mouth. “Indeed, sir. Though I sometimes find that propriety is merely a convenient excuse to keep people in their assigned places.”

Edmund stiffened beside me. “I beg your pardon?”

“Hilda,” I interrupted, sensing the brewing confrontation, “Mr. Ravencroft and I are merely taking a turn about the grounds. Please continue with your work.”

She bowed with exaggerated deference, but her eyes never left mine. “As you wish, Miss Ashlyn. Though perhaps you might show Mr. Ravencroft the new rose varieties on the south terrace. They’re particularly… stimulating to the senses.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks at her deliberate impertinence. Edmund, oblivious to the undercurrents, merely nodded. “That sounds delightful. Shall we, Miss Ashlyn?”

As he guided me away, I could not resist glancing back. Hilda had resumed her work, bringing the axe down with a ferocity that made the wood split cleanly in two. The violence of the gesture sent a strange thrill through me.

The remainder of Edmund’s visit passed in a blur of polite conversation and careful evasions. When at last he departed, with a chaste kiss upon my gloved hand and a promise to speak with Father about “our future,” I felt as though I might suffocate beneath the weight of expectation.

That evening, as storm clouds gathered on the horizon, I found myself drawn inexorably to the gardens once more. The air hung heavy with the promise of rain, matching my turbulent mood. I wandered aimlessly until I reached the old stone greenhouse where Hilda stored her tools.

She was there, as some part of me had known she would be, meticulously sharpening a pair of pruning shears. At my entrance, she looked up, her expression guarded.

“Your suitor has departed, I see,” she observed, returning to her task with feigned nonchalance.

“He is not my suitor,” I replied, though the falsehood of this statement hung bare between us.

“No?” Hilda’s laugh was sharp as the blade she tended. “Then perhaps I misunderstood his intentions when he spoke to your father about setting a date.”

My breath caught. “You overheard them?”

“The master’s study window was open. I was trimming the ivy beneath it.” She tested the shears against her thumb, seemingly satisfied with their edge. “Congratulations appear to be in order, Miss Ashlyn.”

“Do not call me that,” I snapped, my composure fracturing. “Not when we’re alone.”

“What would you have me call you, then?” Hilda set down the shears and finally looked directly at me, her dark eyes stormy. “Future Mrs. Ravencroft, perhaps?”

“You’re being deliberately cruel,” I accused, taking a step closer.

“And you’re being deliberately blind,” she countered, rising to her feet. “Did you think you could continue this… whatever this is between us… while preparing to become his wife?”

“There is nothing between us,” I lied, my voice wavering.

“No?” In two swift strides, Hilda closed the distance between us. “Then why do you seek me out? Why do you watch me when you think I’m unaware? Why does your breath quicken when I stand close to you, as it’s doing right now?”

She was right. My heart hammered against my ribs, my breath coming in shallow gasps as she loomed over me, close enough that I could smell the earthy scent of her skin mingled with sweat and crushed herbs.

“I don’t know,” I whispered truthfully.

Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance. The air in the greenhouse felt charged, electric.

“You do know,” Hilda insisted, her voice dropping to a rough murmur. “You’re simply afraid to say it.”

“Then you say it,” I challenged, tilting my chin defiantly.

For a moment, she said nothing, studying my face with an intensity that made me tremble. Then, slowly, she raised her hand and traced one callused fingertip along my jawline.

“This,” she said softly. “This is what lies between us.”

The simple touch sent shockwaves through my body. I should have pulled away, should have remembered my station and hers, should have thought of Edmund and Father and propriety. Instead, I leaned into her touch, my eyes fluttering closed.

“Hilda,” I breathed, scarcely recognizing my own voice.

“Tell me to stop,” she murmured, her fingers sliding into my hair, loosening the careful arrangement until tendrils fell about my face. “Tell me, and I will never touch you again.”

The words caught in my throat. Outside, the first heavy drops of rain began to fall, drumming against the greenhouse glass like impatient fingers.

“I can’t,” I confessed, opening my eyes to meet her gaze.

Something fierce and triumphant flashed across her features. “Then God help us both,” she whispered, and finally, finally closed the distance between us.

Her lips met mine with a hunger that matched the storm breaking around us. I gasped against her mouth, my hands clutching at her shoulders for support as my knees threatened to buckle. She tasted of rain and earth and forbidden things, her arms encircling my waist to draw me against her.

All my confusion crystallized into sudden, blinding clarity. This—this was what I had been yearning for without understanding, what I had glimpsed in fleeting moments of connection, what I had feared and desired in equal measure. This was Hilda, strong and wild and unapologetically herself, holding me as though I were something precious yet claiming me as though I were already hers.

The kiss deepened, her tongue teasing mine in ways that made heat pool low in my belly. I moaned, a sound I had never made before, and felt her smile against my lips.

“Do you still claim there is nothing between us?” she murmured, trailing kisses along my jaw to the sensitive spot beneath my ear.

“There is everything,” I gasped, my fingers tangling in her short hair. “Everything.”

The sound of my father’s voice shattered our moment like a stone through glass.

“Ashlyn! Where are you, my child? Come inside at once!”

We broke apart, Hilda stumbling backward as if struck, her eyes wide with fear. My heart pounded so violently I feared it might burst from my chest.

“He cannot find us thus,” I whispered, frantically smoothing my hair and straightening my rumpled gown. “I must go.”

Hilda’s face had transformed, the passion of moments ago replaced by grim resignation. “Go,” she said hoarsely. “Before he comes looking.”

I hesitated, desperate to say something—anything—that might preserve this fragile new thing between us, but Father’s voice came again, closer now and edged with impatience.

“I shall find you later,” I promised, backing toward the door.

Hilda merely nodded, her jaw tight, already retreating behind the mask of servitude.

I hurried through the garden, the rain plastering my hair to my face and neck. Father stood beneath the shelter of the terrace, his expression darkening at my bedraggled appearance.

“Good heavens, Ashlyn! What possessed you to be out in such weather? And in your good afternoon dress, no less!”

“I was merely checking on the roses,” I lied, my voice unsteady. “The rain came suddenly.”

He frowned, ushering me inside with brisk efficiency. “Never mind that now. I’ve been searching for you these past twenty minutes. We have important matters to discuss.”

My heart sank as he led me to his study, a room I associated only with grave discussions and punishments. The lingering sensation of Hilda’s lips on mine made it difficult to focus on his words as he gestured for me to sit in the high-backed chair opposite his desk.

“Mr. Ravencroft has spoken to me,” Father began without preamble, settling into his own chair with an air of satisfaction. “He has asked for your hand in marriage.”

Though I had anticipated this moment, hearing it stated so plainly sent a cold wave of dread through me. My lips, still warm from Hilda’s kiss, parted to form a protest.

“Father, I cannot—”

“I have given him my blessing,” he continued as if I had not spoken. “The banns will be read beginning next Sunday, with the ceremony to follow in six weeks’ time.”

“Six weeks?” I gasped, my fingers clutching the arms of the chair. “But that’s so soon! I’m not ready to—”

“Ready?” Father’s eyebrows rose. “My dear girl, you are twenty-one years of age. Many women are mothers twice over by your age. Edmund Ravencroft is an excellent match. He’s wealthy, well-connected, and genuinely fond of you. What more could you possibly want?”

The answer burned in my throat: Hilda. I wanted Hilda, with her strong hands and defiant smile and the way she saw me as no one else ever had.

“I do not love him,” I said instead, the words sounding feeble even to my own ears.

Father’s expression softened marginally. “Love is a luxury, Ashlyn, and often a fleeting one. Respect, compatibility, and shared purpose make for a far more durable marriage. You and Edmund will build a life together, and affection will grow in time.”

“But what of my happiness?” I persisted, a desperate edge creeping into my voice.

“Your happiness?” He sighed, removing his spectacles to polish them methodically. “Ashlyn, it is time you understood that happiness is not the purpose of life. Duty, family, social position; these are the foundations upon which a meaningful existence is built.”

I felt tears threatening and blinked them back fiercely. “I’m not ready to be anyone’s wife.”

“And when will you be ready?” Father’s voice sharpened. “When you’ve exhausted yourself with childish escapades? When you’ve thoroughly scandalized the neighborhood with your wild behavior? I’ve indulged your high spirits far longer than was prudent, but the time for indulgence is past.”

His gaze grew penetrating, and I felt a sudden chill. “This… attachment you’ve formed to that groundskeeper girl must end. It is beneath your dignity and has become the subject of servants’ gossip.”

My blood froze. “What attachment do you mean?”

“Do not play the innocent with me,” he replied sternly. “I have eyes, Ashlyn. Your constant presence in the gardens, your familiar manner with that girl… it is unseemly. She encourages your worst tendencies.”

“Hilda is merely—”

“Hilda,” he interrupted, “is a servant in this household, nothing more. Your obsession with her company betrays a childishness you can no longer afford. You are to be a married woman, the mistress of your own household. It is time you abandoned these girlish fancies and embraced your responsibilities.”

Each word fell like a hammer blow, crushing my newfound hopes. I sat in stunned silence as he continued.

“The marriage settlements are being drawn up as we speak. Edmund’s father has been most generous in his provisions. You will want for nothing as Mrs. Ravencroft.”

Nothing except the freedom to love whom I chose. Nothing except Hilda’s touch, her laughter, her understanding. Nothing except myself.

“And if I refuse?” I whispered, a final, desperate gambit.

Father’s expression hardened. “Then you leave me no choice but to send you to your Aunt Agatha in Cornwall until you recover your senses. I will not have you disgrace this family with willful disobedience.” He paused, his voice softening slightly. “Ashlyn, be reasonable. What future do you imagine for yourself outside of marriage? What alternative could possibly await you?”

The truth was, I had no answer. Women of my station had but one path open to them. I could marry Edmund or face disgrace and exile. And Hilda—what of her? If I continued to resist, she would surely be dismissed without reference, her livelihood destroyed because of me.

Something within me crumbled then, a fortress of hope collapsing into ruins. “Very well, Father,” I said, my voice hollow. “I shall marry Mr. Ravencroft.”

His face relaxed into a smile of approval. “That’s my sensible girl. You’ll see. This is for the best. Edmund will make you a fine husband.”

I nodded mechanically, unable to speak further. Father, mistaking my silence for maidenly modesty, patted my hand with rare affection.

“Go and change out of those wet clothes before you catch your death. I’ll have Mrs. Winters bring you some hot tea.”

I rose on unsteady legs and made my way to the door, feeling as though I moved through a nightmare. As I reached for the handle, Father added, “Oh, and Ashlyn? I think it best if you confine your walks to the formal gardens near the house from now on. The kitchen gardens and greenhouse are no place for a lady.”

I did not trust myself to reply, merely inclining my head before fleeing to the sanctuary of my chamber. There, alone at last, I pressed my fingers to my lips where Hilda’s kiss still lingered—the first and last we would ever share.

The rain continued to fall, streaming down my windows like the tears I could not seem to shed. I had always known this day would come, had always understood that my friendship with Hilda existed in a fragile bubble of temporary freedom. Now that bubble had burst, leaving only the cold reality of my future as Mrs. Edmund Ravencroft.

That night, I did not go to dinner, pleading a headache that was not entirely feigned. I lay awake as the house grew quiet around me, listening to the storm gradually subside into gentle rainfall. When the grandfather clock in the hall struck midnight, I rose and went to my window.

The gardens lay silvered in moonlight where the clouds had parted, raindrops glistening on every leaf and petal. I searched the shadows for some sign of Hilda, half-hoping she might be lurking there, looking up at my window as she had so many nights before.

But the grounds remained empty, the moonlight revealing nothing but the swaying branches of the old oak tree and the precise pathways Father took such pride in maintaining. Of course she would not come. How could she, after what had passed between us? After what could never be?

I pressed my forehead against the cool glass, closing my eyes against the beauty of the night. Six weeks. In six weeks’ time, I would be Mrs. Ravencroft.

The very next day, Edmund Ravencroft arrived with a bouquet of hothouse lilies and a velvet box containing a diamond ring that had belonged to his grandmother. I received his proposal with a smile frozen upon my lips while my heart lay shattered in my breast.

“Miss Ashlyn,” he said, kneeling before me in the drawing room, “would you do me the tremendous honor of becoming my wife?”

The words stuck in my throat like thorns. Father stood in the doorway, his expression one of stern expectation. I thought of Hilda and felt the weight of impossibility crushing me.

“I would be honored, Mr. Ravencroft,” I replied, my voice sounding distant and strange to my own ears.

He slipped the ring onto my finger, where it sat like a shackle. Too large by half, it twisted awkwardly as he raised my hand to his lips.

“We shall have it sized properly,” he assured me, mistaking my discomfort for concern over the fit.

“Of course,” I murmured.

Later that day, I glimpsed Hilda from my bedroom window. She was pruning the hedges with savage efficiency, her movements sharp and angry. I hurried down to the garden, desperate to explain, to make her understand the impossible position I found myself in.

“Hilda,” I called, approaching her with my heart in my throat.

She turned, her eyes immediately dropping to the ring on my finger. Her face hardened into a mask of indifference that wounded me more deeply than anger would have.

“Congratulations, Miss Ashlyn,” she said, her voice flat and formal. “Mr. Ravencroft must be very pleased.”

“Please, I must speak with you—”

“I have work to attend to,” she interrupted, turning away. “The south hedge requires attention before the garden party tomorrow.”

“Hilda, wait!” I reached for her arm, but she stepped nimbly aside, avoiding my touch.

“It’s best if we maintain proper distance now, miss,” she said quietly. “For both our sakes.”

She walked away, her back straight and unyielding, leaving me standing alone among the roses she had tended with such care.

In the days that followed, Hilda became a ghost in my life, always present somewhere on the grounds but never where I might encounter her. If I ventured to the kitchen garden, she would be reported working in the orchard. If I walked toward the greenhouse, she would have just departed for the stables. It was as if she had developed a sixth sense for my whereabouts, allowing her to remain perpetually elsewhere.

Edmund visited nearly every day, bringing gifts and discussing wedding plans with nauseating enthusiasm. The house became a flurry of activity as invitations were written, menus planned, and my trousseau assembled.

“I thought perhaps cream roses for the bridal bouquet,” Mother suggested one afternoon as we sat reviewing flower arrangements. “They would complement your complexion beautifully.”

“I prefer the wild moorland heather,” I replied absently, my gaze drawn to the window where I could just make out Hilda’s distant figure working among the fruit trees.

Mother followed my glance with a frown. “That strange groundskeeper girl is still watching the house. I’ve mentioned it to your father twice now. There’s something unsettling about her manner.”

I felt a surge of protective anger. “Hilda is merely doing her job.”

“Perhaps,” Mother sniffed, “though I cannot fathom why your father retains her services. A woman doing men’s work—it’s unnatural.”

I bit my tongue against a retort that would have shocked her sensibilities. Instead, I forced myself to return to the discussion of flowers and lace and all the trappings of a wedding I increasingly dreaded.

Three weeks into my engagement, Edmund brought his mother to tea. Lady Ravencroft was a formidable woman with sharp eyes that missed nothing and a smile that never reached them.

“My dear,” she said, examining me as one might inspect horseflesh at market, “you must be thrilled at the prospect of becoming mistress of Thornfield Manor. The east wing will require redecoration, of course. Edmund’s taste is rather… provincial.”

“I look forward to making it our home,” I replied absently.

As Edmund escorted his mother on a tour of the gardens, I escaped to my room, pleading a headache. From my window, I saw them walking the formal paths, Lady Ravencroft gesturing imperiously as Edmund nodded. They turned a corner and came upon Hilda, who was repairing a section of the stone wall.

Even from a distance, I could read the disdain in Lady Ravencroft’s posture. Hilda straightened, wiping her hands on her trousers, her stance subtly challenging. I could not hear their exchange, but I saw Edmund’s placating gestures and Hilda’s stiff bow as they passed.

That evening at dinner, Lady Ravencroft remarked, “Your groundskeeper requires instruction in proper deference, I think. The girl barely acknowledged us this afternoon.”

“Hilda is an excellent worker,” Father replied mildly. “Though perhaps lacking in social graces.”

“Indeed,” Lady Ravencroft pursed her lips. “Well, once Ashlyn is settled at Thornfield, Edmund can recommend a more suitable gardener for your estate. Perhaps someone with proper training and background.”

I felt a chill at her words. Once I left, Hilda would have no protection from dismissal. The thought of her losing her position because of me added another layer to my growing despair.

Later that week, I encountered Hilda by chance in the library. We found ourselves alone for the first time since that stormy day in the greenhouse.

“Hilda,” I whispered, my voice urgent. “Please speak to me.”

She stood rigidly by the door, her eyes fixed on some point above my head. “Was there something you required, Miss Ashlyn?”

“Yes,” I said, moving closer. “I require you to look at me. To listen.”

Her gaze finally met mine, and I was shocked by the pain I saw there, poorly disguised beneath a veneer of indifference.

“I had no choice,” I told her desperately. “Father threatened to send me away, to dismiss you without reference. What could I have done?”

A bitter smile curved her lips. “There are always choices, Ashlyn. You simply made yours.”

“That’s not fair,” I protested. “You know the constraints of my position.”

“I know that you chose comfort and security over…” She faltered, then continued more formally, “Over whatever momentary diversion I represented.”

“Is that what you think?” I demanded, stung by her words. “That you were merely a diversion to me?”

“What else could I have been?” Her voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “Did you imagine we would run away together? That we could somehow build a life outside the boundaries that confine us? Such fantasies are the luxury of those who have never known true hardship.”

Before I could respond, the library door opened and Edmund entered, his face brightening at the sight of me.

“There you are, my dear! I’ve brought the fabric samples for the drawing room curtains at Thornfield.” He paused, noticing Hilda. “Ah, was there something you needed?”

“No, sir,” Hilda replied, her voice perfectly subservient. “I was just delivering a message to Miss Ashlyn about the roses for the wedding. They’re coming along nicely.” She made a mocking little curtsy that Edmund didn’t seem to notice but that cut me to the quick.

“Splendid!” Edmund beamed. “Though I hardly think garden matters need trouble my fiancée. That’s what servants are for, after all.”

Hilda’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Indeed, sir. We exist to spare our betters any inconvenience.” She turned to me with exaggerated deference. “Will there be anything else, Miss Ashlyn?”

I shook my head, unable to speak past the lump in my throat.

“Very good.” She bowed again, this time with a flourish that bordered on insolence, and departed.

“Strange girl,” Edmund remarked, settling beside me on the sofa. “Rather above herself, I think. Now, about these curtains…”

As the wedding date drew nearer, the house became a whirlwind of preparations. Dressmakers came and went, fitting me for gowns I had no desire to wear. Gifts arrived daily from Edmund’s extensive circle of acquaintances. The servants bustled about, polishing silver and arranging flowers for the grand celebration to come.

Through it all, Hilda remained elusive. I caught mere glimpses of her; a shadow among the hedgerows, a distant figure by the orchard wall. Each sighting was like a dagger to my heart, reminding me of what I had lost, of what I had never truly had.

Two nights before my wedding, I found myself unable to sleep. The moon hung full and bright above Whimpering Heights, casting the gardens in an ethereal glow that beckoned me outdoors. Donning only my nightgown and a light shawl, I slipped from the house like a ghost, my bare feet silent on the dewy grass.

I wandered without purpose until I reached the old stone bench beneath the oak tree—the place where Hilda and I had spent countless afternoons in conversation, in laughter, in that strange, unnamed tension that I now recognized as desire.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” came a familiar voice from the shadows. “Not in your nightclothes. Not with your wedding so near.”

I whirled to find Hilda leaning against the tree trunk, her face half-hidden in darkness. She wore only her shirtsleeves and trousers, her collar open at the throat in a way that made my mouth go dry.

“I couldn’t bear to remain inside a moment longer,” I confessed. “The walls seemed to be closing in around me.”

She stepped forward, moonlight illuminating her features. The sight of her, so close after weeks of distance, made my heart stutter painfully in my chest.

“Two more days and you’ll be Mrs. Ravencroft,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “Mistress of Thornfield Manor, with all its grandeur and consequence.”

“And utterly miserable,” I added bitterly.

Hilda’s laugh was harsh. “You’ll adjust. Women of your station always do.”

“Is that what you think of me?” I demanded, sudden anger flaring. “That I’m merely a creature of my station, incapable of deeper feeling or courage?”

“I think,” she replied slowly, “that you are caught in a trap of your own making, and that you lack the will to chew off your own leg to escape it.”

“How dare you,” I hissed, my entire body trembling with indignation. “You know nothing of what I feel, what I want, what I would sacrifice!”

Hilda crossed her arms, her stance widening as she regarded me with skeptical eyes. “Then prove it, Ashlyn. Prove you’re more than pretty words and momentary rebellion.”

Something inside me snapped. With a strangled cry, I launched myself at her, my hands grasping her shirt collar as I pulled her face to mine. Our lips collided with bruising force, my fury transmuting instantly into desperate hunger. I pushed her backward until her spine met the rough bark of the oak tree, my body pressed flush against hers.

“Is this proof enough?” I whispered against her mouth, my voice ragged. “Can you feel how my heart races for you? How I burn?” I caught her lower lip between my teeth, drawing a groan from deep in her throat. “I have dreamt of this every night since you first kissed me.”

Hilda’s resistance crumbled. Her strong hands gripped my waist, then slid lower to grasp my hips through the thin fabric of my nightgown. Her mouth opened beneath mine, her tongue seeking entrance which I eagerly granted. The kiss deepened, grew wild, both of us drinking from each other as though dying of thirst.

“Ashlyn,” she murmured against my neck as her lips traced a burning path down my throat. “My beautiful, impossible Ashlyn.”

Her hands rose to cup my breasts through my nightgown, thumbs brushing over the peaked nipples in a way that made me gasp and arch against her. The sensation was exquisite torture, my body responding with a need I’d never known before.

“I want you,” I confessed, my fingers tangling in her short hair. “I have wanted you for so long without understanding what this feeling was.”

Hilda pulled back slightly, her eyes dark with desire but also shadowed with doubt. “You want me now, in the darkness, in secret,” she said, even as her hands continued their maddening exploration of my body. “But tomorrow you’ll return to your fiancé, to your proper life. This is merely a moment of weakness before you surrender to your fate.”

“No,” I protested, cupping her face between my palms. “No, you’re wrong. I’ll find a way—”

“What way?” She challenged, though she turned her face to press a kiss into my palm. “Will you jilt Edmund at the altar? Brave the scandal and ruin? Give up your inheritance, your position, everything you’ve ever known?” Her hands slid around to my back, drawing me closer still. “Or will you simply take this memory to your marriage bed and lock it away with all your other rebellious impulses?”

I silenced her doubts with another kiss, pouring all my confusion and longing and defiance into it. Her body responded to mine instinctively, her hands growing bolder as they gathered the fabric of my nightgown, inching it upward until her calloused fingers met the bare skin of my thigh.

“I can choose my own path,” I insisted between kisses, my hands working at the buttons of her shirt until I could slip my fingers inside to touch the warm skin beneath. “I am not merely what others have decided I should be.”

Hilda made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a groan as my fingertips traced the binding that flattened her breasts. “Then choose, Ashlyn. Choose now, tonight.”

Her hand moved higher beneath my nightgown, fingers tracing patterns on the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. I gasped, my head falling back as sensations I had never imagined possible coursed through me.

“I choose—” I began, but my words dissolved into a moan as her fingers ventured higher still.

A sudden crunch of footsteps on the garden path froze us both.

“Ashlyn?” My father’s voice called through the darkness. “Is that you out there?”

Terror flooded through me, dousing the fire of passion in an instant. I leapt away from Hilda as though burned, frantically smoothing my nightgown and hair.

“Y-yes, Father,” I called back, my voice unnaturally high. “I couldn’t sleep and thought some night air might help.”

His figure appeared at the edge of the garden, a lantern held aloft. “At this hour? And in your nightclothes? What were you thinking? And what was that noise I heard?”

Hilda had already melted into the shadows behind the tree, buttoning her shirt with swift, silent movements.

“I… I stumbled against the bench,” I lied, moving toward him and away from where Hilda concealed herself. “Foolish of me to be wandering in the dark.”

Father frowned, his expression severe in the lantern light. “Indeed. Most foolish. Come inside at once before you catch your death. Your wedding is but two days away, we cannot have you falling ill.”

“Of course, Father. I’m coming.” I glanced back once, just in time to see Hilda step into a patch of moonlight. The expression on her face, a mixture of resigned hurt and bitter vindication, told me everything. She had been right all along. When the moment of choice came, I had chosen the path of least resistance.

“Hurry along now,” Father urged, offering his arm. “I’ll escort you to your room.”

As we walked back to the house, I felt Hilda’s eyes following me, burning into my back like twin brands. The night air that had seemed so intoxicating moments before now chilled me to the bone, and I shivered beneath my thin shawl.

“You’re trembling,” Father observed, patting my hand where it rested on his arm. “A hot toddy will set you right. Cannot have the bride catching a chill before her big day.”

“No,” I agreed hollowly. “We cannot have that.”

In my chamber, after Father had departed and the house had grown quiet once more, I stood at my window looking out at the garden where Hilda and I had almost… where I had almost… But she was gone now, the bench beneath the oak tree empty in the moonlight. I pressed my fingers to my lips, still tender from her kisses, and felt hot tears slide down my cheeks.

Two days. In two days I would be Mrs. Edmund Ravencroft. And Hilda—my wild, beautiful Hilda—would become nothing more than a forbidden memory, a secret shame to be buried alongside all my other dreams of freedom.

Unless…

A desperate idea began to form in my mind, dangerous and thrilling. Perhaps there was still a choice to be made. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to prove Hilda wrong, to prove to us both that I possessed the courage I claimed.

I turned from the window with sudden resolve. If I was to act, it must be soon. The wedding preparations were nearly complete, the guests already arriving from distant estates. Once I spoke the vows, there would be no turning back.

I sat at my writing desk and pulled out a sheet of paper, my hand trembling slightly as I dipped the pen in ink. Whatever came next, I knew with certainty that I could not bear to live a lie, not when I had discovered the truth of my own heart in Hilda’s arms.

“Dearest Edmund,” I began to write, the words flowing more easily than I had expected. “I find I must make a confession…”

The words flowed from my pen as though they had been imprisoned within me for an age, desperate to escape. Though my hand trembled, my resolve did not. I told Edmund everything; not the intimate details of what had transpired between Hilda and myself, of course, but the truth of my heart. That I could not marry him. That I did not love him as a wife should love a husband. That to proceed would be a cruelty to us both.

I sealed the letter with wax before my courage could falter. Then I began another, this one addressed to Father. This proved more difficult to compose, for I knew the disappointment and anger my words would provoke. Yet I forced myself to continue, explaining that I could not fulfill the future he had planned for me, that I must seek my own path, even if it led away from Whimpering Heights and all its comforts.

To this letter I added a postscript requesting that Hilda not be punished for my decision. “She has done nothing but perform her duties admirably,” I wrote, the lie bitter on my tongue even as I committed it to paper. “Any fault in this matter lies entirely with me.”

Dawn was breaking by the time I finished my correspondence. I placed both letters prominently upon my dressing table where they would be discovered after I had gone. Then I packed a small valise with only the barest necessities: a change of clothes, my grandmother’s locket, and the modest sum I had saved from my allowance over the years.

I dressed in my simplest gown and sturdiest boots, then covered them with a dark cloak. The household was still slumbering as I crept down the servants’ stairs and out through the kitchen garden. My heart hammered so violently in my chest that I feared it might wake the entire house.

The morning mist clung to the moors like a bridal veil, and I shuddered at the comparison. Where would I go? I had not thought beyond escape, beyond finding Hilda and proving to her that I was more than a creature of circumstance. I knew she lodged in a small cottage at the far edge of the estate grounds, where the formal gardens gave way to wilder terrain.

I set out across the dew-damp grass, my valise bumping awkwardly against my leg with each step. The air was chill, carrying the promise of autumn though summer had barely waned. I pulled my cloak tighter around my shoulders and pressed onward, determined to reach Hilda before my absence was discovered.

The groundskeeper’s cottage came into view as I crested a small hill, a humble structure of weathered stone with a thatched roof and a thin curl of smoke rising from its chimney. Hilda was awake, then. My steps faltered briefly as doubt assailed me. What if she turned me away? What if last night’s passion had been nothing more than a momentary weakness on her part?

No. I would not allow such thoughts to weaken my resolve. I had made my choice, at last and irrevocably. Whatever came next, I would face it with the courage Hilda believed I lacked.

I approached the cottage door and raised my hand to knock, but before my knuckles could connect with the wood, it swung open. Hilda stood framed in the doorway, dressed for work in her customary trousers and shirt, a piece of toast halfway to her mouth. She froze at the sight of me, her eyes widening in shock.

“Ashlyn?” Her gaze darted past me, searching for signs of pursuit or explanation. “What in God’s name are you doing here? And with a valise, no less?”

“I’ve left them,” I said, the words emerging in a rush. “I’ve written letters to Edmund and Father explaining that I cannot go through with the wedding. I’ve chosen, Hilda. I’ve chosen you.”

She stared at me as though I had sprouted wings. The toast fell forgotten from her fingers as she grasped my arm and pulled me inside, shutting the door firmly behind us.

“Have you lost your mind?” she demanded, though her voice held more wonder than accusation. “Do you understand what you’ve done? The scandal, the ruin—”

“I understand perfectly,” I interrupted, setting down my valise and removing my cloak. “I understand that I would rather face a lifetime of scandal than a lifetime without you.”

Hilda paced the small confines of the cottage, running her hands through her hair in agitation. “This is madness, Ashlyn. Pure madness. They’ll come looking for you. Your father will send men to drag you back.”

“Let them try,” I declared, lifting my chin defiantly. “I am one-and-twenty, not some child to be ordered about. I have made my choice.”

She stopped her pacing to look at me, her expression a storm of conflicting emotions. “And what choice is that, exactly? To throw away everything for what? A dalliance with a servant? A momentary rebellion against your father’s authority?”

Her words stung, but I refused to be deterred. “For freedom,” I replied, stepping closer to her. “For the chance to discover who I truly am, apart from what others expect of me. For love, Hilda. Can you truly not see it? I love you.”

The words hung in the air between us, simple and profound. I had never spoken them to anyone outside my family, had scarcely acknowledged the feeling to myself until this moment. Yet I knew them to be true—perhaps the only truth I was certain of.

Hilda’s expression softened, the storm in her eyes giving way to something warmer, more vulnerable. “Ashlyn,” she murmured, my name a caress on her lips. “My beautiful, foolish Ashlyn. You cannot know what you’re saying. Love is not enough to live on. The world will not be kind to two women who dare to love as we do.”

“Then we shall be unkind in return,” I replied, reaching for her hands and clasping them in mine. “I don’t pretend it will be easy. But I would rather face hardship with you than luxury without you.”

Hilda’s resistance was crumbling; I could see it in the softening of her jaw, the cautious light kindling in her eyes. “It’s dangerous,” she said, but her tone had lost its earlier certainty. “For both of us.”

“Life is dangerous,” I countered. “Even the safest cage cannot protect one from the ravages of an unlived life.” I raised one hand to cup her cheek, marveling at the freedom to touch her so. “Come with me, Hilda. Let us write our own story, not the one others have composed for us.”

She turned her face to press a kiss into my palm, an echo of last night’s interrupted passion. “You are impossible to resist,” she murmured. “I have tried, God knows I have tried. From the moment you first smiled at me, I knew you would be my undoing.”

“Not undoing,” I whispered, drawing closer until our bodies touched. “Beginning.”

Her arms encircled my waist, pulling me against her with a certainty that made my heart sing. “If we do this,” she said, her eyes searching mine, “there can be no turning back. Your family, your position, your inheritance—all will be forfeit.”

“I care nothing for inheritance,” I replied. “And family that cannot accept my heart’s choice is no true family at all.”

Hilda’s expression grew solemn. “I cannot offer you the life to which you are accustomed. I have nothing but these hands,” she raised them, calloused and strong, “and whatever love my heart can give.”

“Then I am the richest woman in England,” I declared.

Hilda’s eyes darkened as she glanced toward the window. “They’ll discover your absence soon,” she whispered urgently against my ear. “We haven’t much time before we must flee. Your father will send men searching in every direction once he finds your letters.”

“Then let us make the most of what little time remains to us here,” I replied, my voice trembling with both fear and desire.

Without another word, Hilda pulled me close, her strong arms enveloping me as her lips found mine with newfound certainty. This kiss was different from our desperate encounters before, no longer tentative or fraught with doubt, but possessing a sureness that made my knees weaken beneath me.

I surrendered to her completely as her hands began to move with purpose, tracing the contours of my body through my simple gown. Her touch was reverent, almost worshipful, as though she were committing every curve and plane to memory.

“I have dreamed of this,” she murmured against my throat, her fingers working at the buttons at my collar with surprising delicacy. “Of you, here, choosing me.”

Each newly exposed inch of skin she blessed with her lips, a slow descent that made me tremble. I gasped as her mouth found the hollow between my collarbones, my hands clutching at her shoulders for support.

“Hilda,” I breathed, scarcely recognizing my own voice, transformed as it was by desire. “Please…”

She understood my wordless plea, guiding me backward until my legs met the edge of her narrow bed. We sank down together, her weight above me both thrilling and comforting. The rough homespun of her shirt scratched pleasantly against my increasingly bare skin as she continued her methodical unveiling.

“You are so beautiful,” she whispered, pausing to gaze down at me with such naked adoration that tears sprang to my eyes. “I want to savor every moment with you.”

Her fingers traced patterns across my skin as though mapping territories previously unexplored. Each touch ignited new sensations, drawing sounds from me I had never made before. When at last her calloused hand cupped my breast, thumb circling the sensitive peak, I arched against her, desperate for more of this exquisite torture.

“We have all the time in the world,” she promised, though we both knew it for a sweet lie. The world would soon come crashing in upon our sanctuary, but for now, in this moment, there was only Hilda and her tender ministrations.

I reached for the buttons of her shirt, suddenly impatient to feel her skin against mine. “I want to touch you too,” I confessed, my fingers fumbling in their eagerness.

She smiled against my lips, that familiar mischief dancing in her eyes. “So demanding,” she teased, but helped me nonetheless, shrugging out of her shirt to reveal the binding beneath.

“May I?” I asked, my fingers hovering at the edge of the cloth that constrained her.

Her nod was almost imperceptible, her breathing shallow as I unwound the binding with careful movements. When at last she was bared to me, I gazed in wonder at her beauty, so different from my own softer form, yet perfect in its strength and grace.

“You are magnificent,” I whispered, drawing her down to me once more.

Our bodies met, skin to skin at last, and I gasped at the sensation. Hilda’s hands grew bolder, venturing lower, gathering my skirts upward as her lips traced a burning path down my neck, across my collarbone, to the swell of my breast.

“Tell me if I should stop,” she murmured, though we both knew I would do no such thing.

“Never stop,” I commanded, threading my fingers through her short dark hair as her mouth closed around my nipple.

The wet heat of her mouth sent waves of pleasure radiating through my body. I whimpered, a sound so foreign to my ears I scarcely recognized it as my own, as Hilda’s tongue circled and teased, drawing forth sensations I had never imagined possible. Her hands steadied my writhing form as she lavished attention on first one breast, then the other, each gentle suck and nibble causing my back to arch off the narrow bed.

“I—I’ve never…” I gasped, unable to complete the thought as another wave of pleasure washed over me.

Hilda raised her head, her eyes dark with desire yet infinitely tender. “I know, my love,” she murmured, pressing a gentle kiss between my breasts. “I haven’t either.”

This admission surprised me. “Truly? But you seem so… certain.”

A smile played at the corners of her mouth. “I’ve thought about this, about you, for so long that it feels as though I’ve done it a thousand times in my dreams.” Her calloused fingers traced lazy circles on my stomach, each touch igniting new fires beneath my skin. “Besides, our bodies know what they want. We need only listen.”

I reached up to touch her face, marveling at the softness of her lips against the strength of her jaw. “I’m afraid of disappointing you,” I confessed.

“Impossible,” she whispered, turning to kiss my palm. Her eyes held mine as her hand drifted lower, coming to rest at the juncture of my thighs, still covered by my bunched skirts. “Have you ever touched yourself, Ashlyn? Explored what brings you pleasure?”

Heat flooded my cheeks at such a direct question, yet I found I could not lie to her. “Yes,” I admitted. “A few times, in the darkness of my bedroom. I didn’t understand what I was seeking, only that my body craved… something.”

Hilda’s smile deepened, her eyes alight with approval. “Show me,” she urged, her voice a rough caress. “Guide my hand.”

I hesitated only a moment before taking her wrist and leading her beneath my skirts. The feeling of her strong fingers against the sensitive skin of my inner thigh made me tremble with anticipation. Slowly, I guided her higher, until her touch reached the center of my desire.

“Like this,” I whispered, showing her the movements that had brought me shameful pleasure in the solitude of night.

Hilda watched my face intently as she followed my guidance, her fingers gentle yet insistent. “You’re so beautiful,” she murmured. “So perfect.”

I closed my eyes, surrendering to the sensations building within me. Her rhythm matched my body’s needs as if she had known them always, as if we had been designed for this precise communion. When her mouth returned to my breast, the dual assault of pleasure proved overwhelming. I clutched at her shoulders, my nails leaving half-moon impressions in her skin as a tension built within me, coiling tighter and tighter.

I gasped in shock and pleasure as Hilda suddenly slipped two fingers inside me, a sensation so foreign yet so exquisite that I could scarcely breathe. My eyes flew open to meet hers, finding them dark with desire and something like wonder.

“Have you ever felt this before?” she whispered, her voice low as she held perfectly still within me, allowing my body to adjust to this new intrusion.

“N-no,” I stammered, my hips shifting instinctively against her hand. “But I like it. Whatever this is, I like it very much.”

A slow smile spread across her face, prideful and tender all at once. “Good,” she murmured, beginning to move her fingers slowly. “Because I want to show you everything, Ashlyn. Everything your body was made to feel.”

The sound that filled the small cottage was shocking to my ears; the wet evidence of my desire accompanying each careful thrust of her fingers. I should have been mortified, yet instead found myself intoxicated by this most intimate music.

“Listen to how your body welcomes me,” Hilda whispered against my ear, her free hand stroking my hair from my flushed face. “I want to pleasure you fully, completely, so that you’ll never wonder what you might be missing. So you’ll never crave a man’s touch when mine can satisfy you so thoroughly.”

Her words should have scandalized me, yet they only inflamed my passion further. I clutched at her shoulders, my hips rising to meet each thrust of her clever fingers.

“I’ve never wanted a man’s touch,” I confessed breathlessly. “And now I know I never shall. Only you, Hilda. Only ever you.”

She rewarded my declaration with a curl of her fingers that struck some hidden place within me, causing me to cry out in startled ecstasy. My body tightened around her fingers as waves of pleasure began to build with increasing intensity.

“That’s it,” she encouraged, her rhythm never faltering. “Let yourself feel everything. Don’t hold back from me.”

I was beyond speech now, beyond thought, my world narrowed to the exquisite sensations radiating from where our bodies joined. Hilda’s mouth found mine, swallowing my increasingly desperate moans as the tension within me built toward some unknown crescendo.

My body seemed to develop a will of its own, my hips rising and falling to meet her skilled fingers. I clutched at the rough sheets beneath me, my head thrown back as I surrendered completely to her touch.

“That’s it,” Hilda murmured, her voice thick with desire. “Move for me, Ashlyn.”

Her pace quickened, her thrusts deeper and more insistent. The cottage filled with the sounds of my pleasure, cries I scarcely recognized as my own escaping my lips with each masterful stroke. I had never known such sensations were possible, had never imagined my body could experience such exquisite torment.

“Hilda!” I gasped, my back arching off the bed. “Oh God, Hilda!”

Her dark eyes watched me intently, studying each reaction, learning what brought me the greatest pleasure. Without warning, her thumb found that most sensitive bundle of nerves above where her fingers worked their magic, beginning a circular motion that nearly undid me completely.

“Yes,” she encouraged, her breath hot against my neck. “Don’t fight it. Let me feel you.”

A tension built within me, coiling tighter with each stroke of her fingers, each circle of her thumb. I teetered on the edge of something profound, something terrifying in its intensity. My thighs began to tremble, my inner muscles clenching around her fingers.

“Not yet,” Hilda whispered, slowing her movements just enough to keep me balanced on the knife’s edge of release. “Not yet, my love. I want to savor you like this.”

I whimpered in frustration, my body desperate for completion yet entirely at her mercy. “Please,” I begged, not knowing precisely what I was pleading for, only that I needed more of her—all of her.

“Patience,” she murmured, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead even as her fingers continued their exquisite torture. “We have waited so long for this moment. Let us not rush it.”

Her free hand caressed my breast, fingers teasing the sensitive peak until I thought I might lose my mind from the dual pleasure. My hips continued their desperate rhythm against her hand, seeking the release she tantalizingly withheld.

“Do you know how beautiful you are like this?” Hilda whispered, her eyes never leaving my face. “How many times I’ve imagined you beneath me, your golden hair spread across my pillow, your perfect lips parted in pleasure?”

Her words inflamed me further, drawing forth sounds I had never made before. I clutched at her shoulders, her back, anywhere I could reach, desperate for an anchor in this storm of sensation.

“From the first day,” she continued, her voice a rough caress, “when you looked at me not as a servant but as an equal. I knew then that I would never rest until I had you thus.”

A particularly clever twist of her fingers made me cry out, my body arching off the bed. “Hilda, please, I cannot bear it!”

She smiled then, that mischievous smile that had first captured my heart. “Oh, but you can,” she countered, slowing her movements once more. “And you will. For me.”

Outside, the morning birds had begun their chorus, a counterpoint to the symphony of our passion. Soon the household would awaken, my absence would be discovered, and the world would intrude upon our sanctuary. But for now, in this moment, there existed only Hilda and I and the pleasure building between us like a gathering storm.

“Kiss me,” I demanded, raising one trembling hand to tangle in her short dark hair. “I need to taste you.”

She complied instantly, her mouth capturing mine in a kiss that matched the rhythm of her fingers. Her tongue teased mine as her thumb resumed its torturous circles, drawing me ever closer to the precipice.

“When we leave this place,” she murmured against my lips, “I shall have you like this every night. In our own bed, in our own home, far from prying eyes and wagging tongues.”

The promise of that future—our future together—combined with her relentless ministrations brought me once more to the edge of something tremendous. My entire body tensed in anticipation, every nerve alive with sensation.

“Hilda,” I gasped, my fingers digging into her shoulders. “I feel… I think I’m…”

“Yes, now!” Hilda commanded, curling her fingers inside me while pressing her thumb firmly against that exquisite spot.

The world shattered. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed through me, my body convulsing around her fingers as I cried out her name. My vision blurred, my back arched impossibly high off the bed as my release claimed me entirely. I trembled uncontrollably, whimpering as the sensations continued far longer than I thought possible, my inner muscles clutching rhythmically around her fingers.

“That’s it,” Hilda whispered, her movements gentling but not stopping. “Let it wash over you, my love.”

She drew out my pleasure with masterful patience, slowing her strokes as my tremors gradually subsided, leaving me limp and breathless upon her narrow bed. I felt tears gathering at the corners of my eyes, not from sadness but from the overwhelming intensity of what I had just experienced.

“Beautiful,” she murmured, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead. Carefully, almost reverently, she withdrew her fingers from within me.

What happened next shocked me to my core. Hilda brought her glistening fingers to her mouth and slowly, deliberately, sucked them clean, her eyes never leaving mine. The gesture was so wantonly obscene, so utterly improper, that I should have been scandalized. Instead, I found myself transfixed, a new heat building within me despite my recent release.

“You taste of honey and summer rain,” she said, her voice low.

I stared at her in wonder. Never once had I considered that the evidence of my passion might be something to savor, to taste, to enjoy. The thought that Hilda found pleasure in such an intimate act awakened something primal within me.

“I want…” I began, then faltered, uncertain how to express this new desire.

“What do you want, Ashlyn?” Hilda asked, stroking my cheek with her clean hand. “Tell me.”

I swallowed hard, gathering my courage. “I want to taste you too,” I confessed, the words emerging as barely more than a whisper. “I want to know you as intimately as you now know me.”

Her eyes darkened, her breath catching visibly. “Are you certain? There’s no hurry—”

I silenced her with a finger to her lips. “I have spent my entire life being told to wait, to be patient, to defer my desires. No more.” I pushed myself up onto my elbows, then boldly reversed our positions, pressing her back against the pillows. “Show me how to please you, Hilda. I want to learn everything.”

A slow smile spread across her face; proud, tender, and hungry all at once. “Then I shall be your willing teacher,” she murmured, guiding my hands to the fastenings of her trousers. “And you, I suspect, will be an exceptionally quick study.”

My hands trembled as I worked at the fastenings of Hilda’s trousers, my inexperience making me clumsy. She watched me with such tender patience that I felt tears spring to my eyes; not from frustration, but from the overwhelming realization that this was truly happening. That we had chosen each other against all reason and propriety.

“Let me help you,” she murmured, her fingers guiding mine until the buttons gave way beneath our combined efforts.

I slid the rough fabric down her strong legs, marveling at the contrast between us. Where my skin was pale and unblemished from a lifetime spent largely indoors, hers was bronzed by the sun, bearing the small scars and marks of outdoor labor. Her thighs were lean and muscular, so different from my softer curves. I ran my palms along them, fascinated by the feel of strength beneath my fingertips.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered, drinking in the sight of her. “So different from me, yet perfect in every way.”

Hilda’s eyes darkened with emotion. “I am hardly perfect, Ashlyn.”

“You are to me,” I insisted, bending to press a kiss against her knee. “Strong and brave and free in all the ways I’ve longed to be.”

I continued my exploration, trailing kisses up her thigh while my hands caressed her calves, her knees, the sensitive skin behind them that made her breath stutter when I touched it. Each sound she made, each subtle reaction, I cataloged carefully, determined to learn every secret of her pleasure.

“Lie back,” I urged, gently pressing her shoulders until she reclined against the pillows.

She complied, though I noted a certain tension in her frame, a vulnerability I had never before witnessed in my proud, confident Hilda. I kissed a path across her stomach, delighting in the way the muscles there jumped and fluttered beneath my lips. Her hands tangled in my hair, neither guiding nor restraining, simply connecting us as I ventured lower.

When I reached the juncture of her thighs, I glanced up to find her watching me, her expression a complex mixture of desire and uncertainty. I paused, suddenly aware that for all her boldness, this surrender required greater courage than any she had yet shown.

“I’ve never…” she whispered, her voice uncharacteristically small.

“Neither have I,” I reminded her, pressing a gentle kiss to her hipbone. “We shall discover together.”

I settled myself between her legs, my heart pounding with anticipation. Hilda hesitated, then slowly, deliberately parted her thighs wider, allowing me to see her most intimate self. The gesture felt like a greater gift than any I had ever received; this proud, independent woman making herself vulnerable to me alone.

“You needn’t—” she began, but I silenced her with a determined look.

“I want to,” I assured her. “I want to know you completely, as you have known me.”

I lowered my face between her thighs, inhaling the unfamiliar yet intoxicating scent of her. The first tentative touch of my tongue against her drew a sharp gasp from above, her hands tightening reflexively in my hair. Encouraged, I grew bolder, exploring with lips and tongue the delicate folds of her most private self.

“Ashlyn,” she moaned, her hips rising slightly to meet my mouth. “God, Ashlyn.”

I felt a surge of pride at having reduced my eloquent Hilda to such incoherence. Instinct guided me as I found the sensitive bud that seemed to bring her the greatest pleasure, circling it with my tongue as she had used her thumb upon me. Her thighs trembled on either side of my head, her breathing growing increasingly ragged.

“Like this?” I murmured against her heated flesh.

“Yes,” she gasped, her head thrown back against the pillows. “Just like that. Don’t stop.”

I had no intention of stopping. The taste of her was intoxicating. I lost myself in the rhythm of giving pleasure, my tongue alternating between gentle circles and firmer strokes as I learned what made her moan, what made her gasp, what made her thighs quiver around my ears.

I grew more curious, more daring with each response from Hilda’s body. The sounds she made guided me; a sharp intake of breath when I flicked my tongue quickly, a deep moan when I pressed more firmly. I varied my approach, sometimes circling slowly around that sensitive bud, other times lapping with broad, flat strokes that made her hips buck beneath me. When I tried a gentle sucking motion, her fingers tightened in my hair almost painfully.

“God in heaven,” she gasped, her voice strained and breathless.

I felt powerful in a way I never had before. This strong, independent woman who had always seemed so controlled was now trembling beneath my touch, undone by my inexperienced but eager attentions. I experimented further, alternating between firm pressure and teasing lightness, between steady rhythms and unpredictable patterns, cataloguing each reaction with meticulous care.

“Would you like me to…” I paused, lifting my head slightly to meet her gaze, my cheeks flushed with both exertion and boldness. “Would you like me to fill you, as you did for me?”

Hilda’s eyes, heavy-lidded with desire, found mine. She shook her head, a small smile playing at her lips. “No,” she whispered. “Your mouth… just as you’re doing… it’s perfect.”

A rush of determination flooded through me. If this was what brought her pleasure, then I would master it completely. I returned to my task with renewed purpose, focusing entirely on that sensitive bundle of nerves that seemed to be the center of her desire. I traced letters against her—her name, my name, declarations of love—feeling her response build with each passing moment.

Her breathing grew more ragged, her thighs tensing on either side of my head. I increased my pace slightly, maintaining the pressure that seemed to please her most, my hands gripping her hips to steady her increasingly urgent movements.

“Ashlyn,” she gasped, her voice breaking. “I’m… I can’t…”

I hummed against her in encouragement, the vibration drawing a sharp cry from her lips. Her body went rigid beneath me, her back arching off the bed as her release claimed her. I held her through it, gentling my attentions but not stopping entirely until her hand weakly pushed at my shoulder.

“No more,” she pleaded, her voice rough with spent passion. “Too much.”

I moved up to lie beside her, my heart swelling with pride and tenderness as I watched her recover. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, a fine sheen of sweat glistening on her skin in the early morning light. I had never seen anything so beautiful as Hilda in this moment of complete vulnerability.

“Was that…” I began hesitantly. “Did I please you?”

Hilda’s laugh was breathless and genuine. “Please me? Ashlyn, I think you may have killed me.” She turned to face me, her expression softening as she traced my damp lips with her fingertip. “Where did you learn such wicked talents?”

“From you,” I replied simply. “I merely paid attention to what brought you pleasure.”

She pulled me close, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead. “And you accuse me of being observant.” Her arms encircled me, our bodies fitting together as though designed for this precise purpose. “I have never…” She paused, seemingly struggling to find words. “No one has ever touched me thus. I never allowed it.”

I raised my head to meet her gaze, surprised. “Never?”

“Never,” she confirmed, her eyes holding mine with solemn intensity.

The significance of her confession washed over me. That Hilda, my proud, independent Hilda, had allowed herself such vulnerability with me alone felt like a greater gift than any declaration of love.

“Thank you,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to the hollow of her throat where her pulse still raced. “For trusting me.”

She stroked my hair, her touch gentle yet possessive. “I trust you with more than my body, Ashlyn. I trust you with my heart, though God knows it’s a dangerous thing to do.”

Outside, the morning had fully dawned, sunlight streaming through the cottage’s small windows to illuminate our entwined forms. The reality of what lay ahead began to intrude upon our sanctuary; the discovery of my absence, the scandal that would ensue, the uncertain future we faced.

Yet as I lay in Hilda’s arms, her heartbeat steady beneath my ear, I found I could not bring myself to fear what was to come. Whatever hardships awaited us, we would face them together. We had chosen each other, defying convention and expectation, and in that choice lay a freedom I had never known before.

“What happens now?” I asked softly, tracing idle patterns across her collarbone.

Hilda’s arms tightened around me protectively. “Now,” she replied, pressing a kiss to the top of my head, “we run.”

I watched her dress, admiring the efficient grace of her movements. She pulled on her trousers and shirt with ease, then began gathering supplies: a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, a small knife, which she wrapped in a cloth and stuffed into a worn leather satchel.

“Where shall we go?” I asked, reluctantly rising from the warmth of her bed. My body felt different somehow; awakened, alive in ways I had never experienced before.

Hilda paused in her preparations, her expression thoughtful. “I have a cousin in Liverpool. She runs a boarding house near the docks. We could stay there until we decide our next move.” She glanced at me, hesitation flickering across her features. “It’s not the sort of accommodation you’re accustomed to.”

I laughed, the sound surprising us both with its lightness. “I am accustomed to gilded cages, Hilda. I would rather have freedom in a hovel than captivity in a palace.”

Her smile returned, bright and fierce. “Then a hovel you shall have, my lady,” she teased, tossing me my rumpled gown. “Though I promise to find us something slightly more comfortable once we’re settled.”

As I dressed, reality began to intrude upon our sanctuary. What would become of us—two women alone in the world, without family or connections? How would we live? What skills did I possess that might earn our bread?

“I fear I shall be a burden to you,” I confessed, voicing my deepest worry as Hilda helped me with the buttons of my gown. “I know nothing useful. I cannot cook or clean or mend.”

Hilda’s hands stilled on my back. She turned me to face her, her expression serious. “You are many things, Ashlyn, but you could never be a burden.” Her calloused fingers traced the line of my jaw. “Besides, you are clever and learn quickly. Did you not just demonstrate that quite thoroughly?” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

I blushed furiously, remembering the intimacies we had shared. “That’s hardly a marketable skill!”

“Perhaps not,” she conceded with a laugh. “But it speaks to your capacity to adapt. And in truth, I’ve saved a fair sum from my wages. Enough to see us through until we find our footing.”

Her confidence bolstered my own. I finished dressing quickly, twisting my hair into a simple knot at the nape of my neck. There would be no lady’s maid to arrange my coiffure anymore, no Eliza to lace my corset or select my attire. The thought was strangely liberating.

“We should take the western path through the moor,” Hilda said, peering out the window cautiously. “It’s longer but less traveled. We can catch the mail coach at Thornfield Crossing if we make good time.”

I nodded, gathering my small valise. “I’m ready.”

Hilda paused, studying me with an intensity that made my heart flutter. “Are you certain, Ashlyn? Truly certain? Once we leave, there will be no returning to your former life. The bridges will be burned beyond repair.”

I crossed to her, taking her strong hands in mine. “My former life was a dress that never quite fit,” I said softly. “With you, I feel as though I’m finally wearing my own skin.” I raised onto my tiptoes, pressing a gentle kiss to her lips. “I have never been more certain of anything.”

The worry in her eyes melted away, replaced by a determination that filled me with courage. She squeezed my hands once, then released them to shoulder her satchel.

“Then let us be off,” she declared, “before your father’s men come searching.”

We slipped from the cottage like thieves, keeping to the shadows of the hedgerows. The morning dew soaked the hem of my gown as we crossed the kitchen garden, but I paid it no mind. My attention was fixed on the distant hills beyond Whimpering Heights, where our future, uncertain yet thrilling, awaited.

As we reached the edge of the formal gardens, a shout from the main house froze us in our tracks. A figure appeared at the terrace doors: Mrs. Winters, her hands cupped around her mouth as she called my name.

“They’ve discovered my absence,” I whispered, panic rising in my throat.

Hilda’s arm slipped protectively around my waist. “Come,” she urged, tugging me toward a dense thicket of rhododendrons. “We can cut through the north field. They’ll expect us to take the road.”

We ducked into the concealing foliage just as more voices joined Mrs. Winters’. Through gaps in the leaves, I glimpsed Father striding across the terrace, his face thunderous with rage. Edmund followed close behind, his expression one of wounded pride.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, though whether to them or to Hilda, I could not say.

“Do not apologize,” Hilda whispered fiercely, her breath warm against my ear. “Not for choosing your own happiness.”

Her words steadied me. Together, we crept through the shrubbery, emerging on the far side of the ornamental pond where the manicured grounds gave way to wilder terrain. The moorland stretched before us, vast and untamed, dotted with heather and gorse that would provide ample hiding places should pursuit come too close.

“Ready?” Hilda asked, offering her hand.

I took it without hesitation, our fingers interlacing with a rightness that felt like destiny. “Ready.”

Hand in hand, we stepped from the shadow of Whimpering Heights into the golden morning light, leaving behind the gilded cage of propriety for the wild, uncertain freedom of the open moor. Whatever hardships awaited us, whatever struggles we might face, we would face them together, two women who had dared to write their own story in a world that offered them only supporting roles.
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Sapphics in Time: Lesbian Lust at the Saloon

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G4JZ78DT

Dolly spends her nights pouring whiskey for men who never stop testing her patience, the kind who treat the saloon like their own private playground. She keeps her distance, uninterested in trading favors for coin like the other girls. Then a new ranch hand walks in with a hat tipped low, and something about the stranger catches her attention.

The new rancher is a woman. Loretta. Broad-shouldered, sunburned, a little dusty from the trail, with calloused hands and a handsome, rough-cut kind of beauty that makes Dolly forget how to breathe.

Loretta was sent to work at Twin Spurs Ranch after her father fell sick, and she carries herself with a quiet confidence that cuts straight through the haze of smoke and noise. Dolly feels something spark inside her, sharp and sweet, a feeling she has never been brave enough to name. Loretta feels it too, and soon the two of them are slipping past swinging doors and curious eyes, drawn together with a hunger that neither of them can pretend away.
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Lesbian Library Liaison

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GL9K3HKS

Gabrielle and Jazzy barely know each other. They’ve been making eyes at each other across the lecture hall for weeks, but neither has had the courage to make the first move.

Fate pushes them together when they’re paired together for a class project. They meet up late one night on a secluded floor of the campus library and find it increasingly hard to focus on the ask at hand.

By the time they are sure they are alone, neither of them wants to pretend this is still about their school project. They slip away to a hidden part of the library, somewhere out of sight, and whatever restraint they had left finally gives out.
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Fake Dating my Lesbian Best Friend

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GDZ2YPXR

Olivia is finally ready to admit it to herself: she might be into women. Saying it out loud to her lesbian best friend, Riley, feels safer than actually acting on it, especially when the idea of dating makes her stomach flip with nerves.

Riley has a solution. A practice date. No pressure, no expectations, just a trial run to help Olivia loosen up. Olivia agrees, imagining something casual and comforting, until Riley opens the door in a ridiculous, borrowed 80s prom dress and a grin that promises she is not going to make this easy.

On the beach boardwalk, Riley’s playful confidence pulls Olivia out of her head. Between corny games, bad jokes, and Riley’s effortless charm, the line between pretend and real starts to blur in ways Olivia did not expect.
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