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	London, July 1809

	 

	The entire city seemed suspended in a grey sigh. The sky, as heavy as a widow’s fresh mourning, released a persistent drizzle that blurred the contours of time. The cobbled streets of Mayfair melted into mud beneath the uncertain steps of servants and the impatient creak of carriages fleeing the silence. Inside one of them, a young man of noble bearing and tense gaze gripped a letter tightly, clumsily folded and smudged by the touch of his fingers, as though he might wrest from it a deeper truth than the one already revealed.

	Ezra Whitmore, son of the Viscount of Ashbourne, was scarcely twenty-four, and yet the weight he bore upon his shoulders felt ancient—like the guilt he had inherited. His coat hung open, disordered by haste; his boots were splattered with mud up to the calf, and his hair fell carelessly across his brow.

	The carriage halted abruptly before the family residence. Ezra’s heart lurched. The wrought-iron gate, always locked with near-military punctuality, stood ajar. Two carts waited on either side of the entrance, their wet canvas tarps revealing bundles wrapped in sheets and crates marked with inventory numbers. Uniformed men, sombre beneath the downpour, crossed the threshold bearing candelabra, grandfather clocks, rolled-up tapestries—and among them, a servant dragging away the desk at which Ezra had first learned to write.

	"Hey! Put that back where it was!" he shouted, leaping from the coach without waiting for the driver.

	He dashed across the paved path, splashing the hem of his coat, until a familiar figure emerged from the hall. John, the butler who had served the household for as long as Ezra could remember, advanced quickly. His usually impassive face was strained, contorted in a grimace he could not hide.

	"My lord… do not try to stop them. The order is official. Nothing can be done now."

	"What the devil is the meaning of this?" Ezra thundered, pointing to the men carrying a glass cabinet full of porcelain. "Who are they?"

	"Agents of the debt court, my lord. They have come to enforce the seizure."

	Ezra froze. A thunderclap, muffled and distant, seemed to punctuate the silence that followed. He lifted his gaze to the fade of the house and, for the first time, noticed the details that had once escaped him: the empty planters, moss creeping up the columns, windows fogged over, the door dulled of its shine.

	"Where is my father?" he asked in a low voice.

	"In the study," John replied, averting his eyes.

	Ezra waited no longer. He strode through the vestibule like a shadow. The oriental carpet was gone. The marble floor, once gleaming like a jewel, now groaned beneath his soaked boots. Passing through the gallery, he saw the paintings taken down, the lamps shrouded in cloth, and the great Chinese urn in the drawing room replaced by a hollow, dust-filled space.

	He pushed open the study door without announcement. His father, Lord Thomas Whitmore, Viscount of Ashbourne, stood before the nearly extinguished fireplace. He held a brandy glass in one hand and a paper clenched in the other. He did not turn at the sound of the door, nor even at the sense of his son’s presence.

	"Father," Ezra said tensely.

	"Son."

	Ezra advanced to the oak desk.

	"What has happened?"

	Lord Thomas delayed before turning. When at last he did, Ezra shuddered faintly. His father looked older than he remembered. Their identical eyes were bloodshot—not from drink, but from something deeper, unspoken.

	"We are ruined."

	Ezra swallowed hard. The silence that followed was brutal.

	"How?"

	"I invested in the Wolverhampton Canal. The work was halted. Then came the floods. The debt mounted. Afterward I sold part of the estate. Nothing was enough."

	"And why did you not tell me sooner?"

	The viscount lowered his gaze, ashamed.

	"Because I thought I could prevent it."

	Ezra shut his eyes tightly, feeling rage, helplessness, and pain whirl within his chest. He opened his mouth, but no accusation escaped his lips. It was useless—and besides, the moment had already passed.

	"Where is Mother?"

	"With your uncle Robert. I asked her to leave before the agents arrived."

	The young man felt a knot rise in his throat. His mother, so elegant, so proud… to picture her driven from her home was unbearable.

	"And now, what do you intend to do?"

	"The only thing left to me," Thomas said, raising his glass. "Wait until they take the last of it. And afterward… disappear. Perhaps die."

	Ezra gave no reply. He turned and walked to the door.

	"Where are you going?" asked the viscount.

	He paused, his hand already on the latch.

	"To save from this disaster the one I love."

	The viscount said nothing. He only followed him with his eyes as Ezra strode firmly down the dismantled corridor. When the door closed again, the old lord sank into his chair and let the brandy spill onto the carpet with a dull thud.

	As Ezra stepped back into the street, he felt neither the rain nor the cold, not even the mud beneath his feet. Only one name echoed in his mind, burning like a broken promise: Violet.
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	Music drifted through the air as if attempting to conjure an idyllic image for the guests. The strings of the violins caressed the senses with sweetness, while the oboes bathed the ballroom in a luminous harmony that seemed woven never to fade. The crystal chandeliers, lit even before dusk, cast iridescent gleams upon elaborately arranged hairstyles, gowns of muslin and silk, family cameos, and pearl chokers clasped around youthful throats. It was one of those evenings when everything seemed to sparkle, where practiced smiles were wielded like shields, and young debutantes feigned joy as fragile as the lace that adorned their gloves.

	Violet, seated among the youngest ladies, laughed with cheeks tinged by an emotion impossible to conceal. She wore a lavender gauze gown, its bodice embroidered with silver thread, its sleeves scarcely brushing her bare arms. Her hair, bound with ribbons of the same hue, let fall a rebellious strand that refused to be subdued. That evening, happiness danced in her eyes, and no discipline or correction could have made her wish to repress it.

	She watched her friend—the newlywed—gliding across the floor on her husband’s arm, moved to the depths of her soul by the thought that very soon she herself would stand in that place. Ezra had promised her the world: a happy life, a passionate future. She recalled each moment with the clarity of things not yet tainted by doubt: the first time he brushed her hand during dinner at her uncle’s house; the afternoon he surprised her alone in the conservatory while rain drummed upon the glass; the kiss that sealed that stolen confession. The letters hidden among pages of poetry. The walks, feigned as innocent, along the park paths, where sighs and glances wove the future, they both believed certain.

	"Very soon it shall be my turn," she murmured, unable to suppress a smile barely veiled.

	The words had scarcely left her lips when something imperceptible shattered in the air. First came laughter. Then a faint murmur. Then silence—not of reverence nor reflection, but the cold hush that precedes disaster. Violet lifted her gaze. The smiles around her dissolved into tense grimaces. Some faces paled. Others turned toward the entrance of the ballroom with the kind of anticipation reserved for scandal. One of her companions leaned forward, as if to speak, but uttered not a word. And then she saw him.

	Ezra.

	Standing in the doorway, like a shadow that ought not to exist in that world of light. His hair was dishevelled, the collar of his shirt bare of cravat, his waistcoat unbuttoned, his gaze bloodshot, and a bottle of liquor dangled from his left hand like a threat. At his side, two women. Neither wore a hat. One was dressed in blazing red, her corset leaving nothing to the imagination. The other, swathed in tattered tulle, laughed with vulgar shrillness that clashed against the chandeliers. Neither belonged to this world. Not even to its margins.

	"Violet!" Ezra roared, raising the bottle as if to toast some joy. "Where are you, my love? I want to introduce you to my friends!"

	A murmur rose like a tide. Violet did not move. For an instant, she believed it was a nightmare that the sweet wine she had sipped minutes before had played false. Yet Ezra remained there. And the music, which had once intoxicated, had ceased entirely.

	She rose. One of the young ladies tried to grasp her arm, as though she knew what was about to happen. Violet slipped free gently and advanced, fearful, toward the source of the chaos. The murmur became whispering. That whispering a buzz. And as she walked, eyes turned toward her. Some reflected on their pity. Others, simple relish. The rest, scandal barely concealing the pleasure of witnessing a star’s fall.

	Ezra staggered forward.

	"Do not hide, dearest," he cried, his voice thick. "I have come to bring you grand news."

	The crowd parted at his approach, as though their bodies understood they were about to witness the irreparable. Violet pressed on. Each step was a dagger. Each gaze, a judgment. Reaching the centre of the room, she lifted her eyes. And their gazes met.

	He smiled.

	"Ah, there you are," he said in a tone scarcely his own. "I wanted to tell you I have changed my mind."

	Silence. The entire world held its breath.

	"I do not wish to marry you. I do not love you. I love them." He gestured to the women flanking him like spectres of a grotesque nightmare.

	Violet did not react. Humiliation had not yet struck her fully. It was as though her soul, unwilling to accept the truth, had remained behind. The words took an instant to sink in. Then pain struck her full force. Like a freezing wave. Like a sentence.

	"Ezra…" she whispered, her voice caught in her throat.

	He laughed. It was not his laughter. It was hollow, cruel—the echo of something broken long before those words were spoken.

	"I do not love you. Do you hear me?"

	Then the world collapsed. There were no cries. No comfort. No one came. No one intervened. Only eyes piercing her, delighting in the ruin of a young woman who, but minutes earlier, had believed in love.

	Violet did not weep. She turned with a motion dictated only by pain. She gathered her skirts clumsily and, without looking at anyone, fled. Through the ballroom, the doors, the corridors, the garden. She knew not where she was going—only that she must escape. For she could not go on breathing beneath those chandeliers that still shone as though nothing had happened.

	Ezra followed her with his eyes. His smile faded. The women beside him withdrew. The bottle slipped from his hand and shattered upon the floor.

	He fell to his knees.

	"I love you, Violet," he murmured, his eyes clouded. "God, I love you so much."

	He loved her so deeply that he preferred to drive her away and make her hate him, rather than entangle her in the nightmare consuming his family.
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	London, February 1816

	 

	The rain fell stubbornly upon the rooftops on London’s outskirts, as though the heavens mourned the sins taking shape beneath the clouds. Night dissolved into puddles and mists, and fog rose thick over the muddy roads, concealing the silhouettes of carriages rushing toward uncertain destinations.

	Atop a hill veiled by the storm stood the new Whitmore mansion, an imposing structure that blended the austere air of the medieval with the opulence of the aristocratic in a disquieting balance. Its western wing, with dark walls and unadorned towers, was a forbidden sanctuary where illegal wagers were settled, clandestine fights were staged, and secrets were auctioned that were never meant to leave those walls. The eastern side of the property gleamed with polished marble, gilded mouldings, and Venetian crystal lamps: the home of the Viscount of Ashbourne. Both wings were joined by a long, silent corridor, like the spine of a creature forged of shadows and splendour.

	Ezra sat behind the desk, back straight, eyes fixed upon the open ledger. The soft crackle of the fire scarcely competed with the ticking of the grandfather clock that presided over the room, each second marking the countdown to something only he knew.

	The air smelled of leather, ink, and melted wax. The shelves were lined with books on economics, political treatises, and volumes of classical literature. A Persian rug, nearly new, covered part of the floor. Everything in that study spoke of order, of strategy, of a man who had made control his creed.

	A sharp knock broke the silence. The viscount did not lift his eyes at once. The door opened slowly, admitting a man dripping wet, his hat still pulled low over his brow. With a brusque motion he shed his coat, leaving a trail of droplets on the floor, and strode firmly toward the desk.

	"My lord," he greeted in a deep, dry voice.

	Ezra raised his gaze. His dark brown eyes, sometimes almost black as coal, glimmered beneath the candelabra’s light. He did not invite the man to sit.

	"Have you discovered all that I asked of you?"

	Haylock nodded. He was neither noble nor servant nor spy. He was something else: a useful shadow, an informant who served either from loyalty or from fear. Which it was had never been made clear.

	He drew a paper from the inside of his coat and spread it carefully across the desk.

	"Benedict Julian Merrinton. Thirty years old. He inherited the barony upon his father’s death three winters ago. Lives alone in the family residence, though he mortgaged part of the estate to cover gambling debts."

	Ezra did not blink.

	"How much does he owe?"

	"More than he can bear. The lands of the barony are encumbered. He has signed promissory notes with three minor lenders. Their due dates are imminent, and one of them"—he paused, eyeing Ezra with intention—"has spoken with our men. He fears the baron may vanish before paying."

	The viscount closed the ledger calmly, rose, and circled the desk. He approached the window and drew the curtain aside with two fingers. Rain streamed down the glass like tears.

	"Has he tried to sell property?"

	"He has, though no one wishes to deal with him. His reputation is unstable."

	Ezra narrowed his eyes. In his mind, the pieces began to fall into place. Each figure was confirmation. Each debt, a door opening.

	"And his sister?"

	"Violet Mary Merrinton," Haylock replied precisely. "Widow of the Earl of Meriden. She resides at her late husband’s estate on the coast of Devon. She attends no social events, declines invitations, and avoids the families she once frequented before her marriage. Some claim she lives in seclusion by choice. Others, that she hides from the past."

	Ezra did not answer. He remained at the window, body still, hand upon the sill. The rain continued to fall, relentless. His reflection on the glass was blurred, though he knew each feature by heart.

	"Anything else?"

	"Only this." Haylock pointed to the paper upon the desk. "That principal note comes due in four days. It is the perfect occasion. He is cornered."

	Ashbourne turned his head slightly, without moving from the window. His profile, cut against the dim light, seemed marble containing fire.

	"Bring him here."

	"Tonight?"

	"Tonight."

	Haylock inclined his head and withdrew with the same silence with which he had entered. The door closed with a soft click.

	Ezra remained, motionless, gazing at the rain. His reflection stayed impassive, though something stirred beneath the surface. An ancient echo. A wound unhealed.

	Violet.

	He did not speak her name, though her image came at once. Not as a gentle fantasy, but as a firm and aching presence. He remembered every detail: the red hair pinned up, the peculiar gleam in her eyes when she grew angry, the way she laced her fingers together when uncertain. And above all, he remembered the pain of those tears he had never been able to console.

	He slipped a hand into the inner pocket of his coat and drew out a small silver locket, finely wrought with an almond blossom in relief—the symbol of a love that blooms even in the cold. A wedding gift never given, which he had carried close to his heart for seven years.

	"You will return to me, Violet," he whispered. "And this time, nothing and no one will part us."
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	The viscount had been pacing the study for some time, his hands clasped behind his back, his gaze fixed upon the floorboards, as if each step measured the time left before he faced the inevitable. He had awaited that moment so long that, now it approached, his pulse hammered beneath the cold composure of his features.

	If all went according to plan, he was about to set in motion the one move that could not fail—and with it, reclaim the woman he had driven from his side.

	A series of firm knocks at the door brought him to a halt.

	"My lord… Baron Hargrove has arrived."

	Ezra did not reply at once. Only when Benedict’s steps echoed across the wooden floor did he turn, with that restrained serenity that disarmed anyone. He was properly dressed, though his coat bore the creases of travel, and his once-vivid blue eyes had the dull sheen of a man who had endured too many sleepless nights.

	"Thank you for coming, Hargrove," Ezra said, his voice grave, measured.

	"Let us say I had no choice, did I?" Benedict replied, advancing unsteadily toward the centre of the room.

	The study seemed to grow larger in his presence: the desk strewn with papers, the inkwell still wet, the bronze clock stopped at eleven fourteen. With a courteous gesture Ezra indicated a chair. They sat without haste, surrounded by heavy silence, thick with old wounds and unspoken truths.

	"I have summoned you because several of your creditors have come to me seeking support."

	Benedict frowned.

	"I suppose that is what happens in such cases. And?"

	"And I find it wretched that you have squandered what your father laboured so hard to build."

	Benedict clenched his fists.

	"Wagers in three clubs, outstanding credits in two banks, interest accumulated with moneylenders whose patience is thin…"

	The baron turned his face away, and the profile the candlelight carved upon his features looked still more gaunt.

	"I do not need the reminder. I think of it every night when sleep abandons me."

	Ezra leaned back slightly, crossing one leg over the other.

	"If you wish to sleep soundly, I have the solution. It will not be without cost, of course."

	Benedict let out a short, bitter laugh.

	"You would help me? After what you did to my family?"

	"I want to mend the wrongs of the past."

	Ignoring the expression that flickered across Benedict’s face, Ezra opened a drawer and drew out a neatly folded sheet. He spread it upon the desk for him to see.

	"This contract certifies that I will cover all your debts, including the interest that accrues until they are cleared."

	Hargrove did not touch the document.

	"In exchange for what?"

	Ezra rose and walked to the window.

	"I want something only you can give me. I need your sister to return to London."

	The baron stared at him in disbelief.

	"No."

	Ashbourne turned slowly, unsurprised.

	"I do not ask you to force her. Merely writing to her, to tell her of your plight without mentioning that the debts have been erased. Once she appears in London—and she will—she becomes my concern."

	Benedict shot to his feet, his hands trembling.

	"You destroyed her. The humiliation was unbearable. The stares, the whispers… Do you know what it was to see her walk away with her head held high while inside she was broken?"

	Ezra held his gaze firmly.

	"I know. Which is why I have the right to try to mend it."

	"Right?" The baron’s voice cracked. "You call it a right to risk ruining her again?"

	"I call it a right to correct my mistake." Ezra stepped to the desk and pointed to the contract. "And you can help me. A letter asking her for help, urging her return. Nothing more."

	Hargrove closed his eyes, his shoulders sinking as though under the weight of an entire lineage.

	"And if she returns only to hate you more?"

	Ashbourne leaned over the desk, his face level with the baron’s.

	"Then I shall accept her hatred. But if there remains in her even a spark of what we once were, I will fight to kindle it again. I will not stop."

	The silence that filled the study was like a wall. Outside, the rain drummed against the windows in a near-ritual rhythm. Benedict opened his eyes and looked at the contract. With trembling hands, he took the pen and signed.

	"Do not ask me to forgive you," he said, dropping it with a sharp clatter. "All I do is for my reputation, not for you."

	Ezra inclined his head slowly.

	"I do not seek your forgiveness, but hers."

	Benedict turned toward the door, but before leaving he paused upon the threshold.

	"It has been seven years, Ashbourne. I do not believe my sister will be the young girl you once humiliated."

	The viscount met his gaze with a steely glint in his eyes.

	"Nor am I the same man."

	The baron left without another word, leaving Ezra alone with his thoughts.
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	The midday light, and the morning room itself, seemed like a sanctuary suspended in time, woven with renunciations and customs that no one dared to defy. The cold, insidious, had settled into the walls like an ancient guest, a silent witness to winter’s past and to a solitude that asked no leave to exist.

	Violet sat by the window, her body upright and her legs stretched beneath her skirts, as though that contained posture were the only one, she knew. Her long, steady fingers pushed the needle through the linen with the precision of one who had turned embroidery into a form of resistance. Upon the frame, a bouquet of flowers began to take shape. They had no fragrance. They never did. It was the way she had found to measure time without clocks: each stitch, a day lost; each thread, a border between what had been and what would never return.

	Her life had become just that: a chosen routine. Seven servants sufficed to keep the late earl’s coastal estate in decent order—without excess, without splendour. She received no visitors. She went to no balls. She answered no letters. She had made seclusion into a form of dignity, and the silence of those white rooms offered her dry solace, without witnesses, that asked for neither explanation nor pity.

	Once, she had been different. She had laughed in Mayfair drawing rooms, had danced until dawn with flowers in her hair, had dreamed of a love that seemed unbreakable. Now that young, light-hearted woman felt like a stranger’s memory, a version of herself she could not touch without pain.

	The muffled drumming of hooves in the mud broke the morning calm. Violet lifted her gaze with a brief start; the needle halted in the air, and the thread hung suspended as if torn between continuing and surrendering. Through the window she distinguished the silhouette of a rider without crest or livery. From the porch emerged Mrs. Whendolyn, her companion, who advanced with the practical composure of one who knows surprises seldom bring joy. The youth handed her a sealed envelope, turned the reins, and rode off at speed, leaving behind a trail of mud and water.

	Violet pressed her lips together. Intrusions had never been welcoming in her life, and letters least of all. She drew a deep breath, set the embroidery frame upon the tea table, and watched the thread dangling, loose, like a ribbon on the verge of breaking.

	Three soft knocks sounded at the door. Whendolyn entered without waiting for leave, the envelope between her fingers.

	"My lady," she said softly. "An urgent letter has arrived from London. The sender is Baron Hargrove."

	"Benedict?" she whispered, unable to conceal her unease.

	She rose at once, seized the letter firmly, and examined the unbroken seal. The handwriting was unmistakable: the same that had penned her name in Christmas greetings years ago, when her husband still lived.

	It had been long since she had thought of her brother without bitter disquiet. As children he had been her accomplice: climbing the garden walls, racing through the fields with flushed cheeks and a world yet to discover. He would steal flowers from the conservatory and present them to her as though they were treasures. He had sworn to protect her always. And for years, she had believed him.

	The man who had taken that boy’s place seemed almost a stranger to her: companion of reckless wagers, dubious company, and broken promises. And yet Violet had never wholly abandoned him. She had sent money through intermediaries, avoided asking too much, and stifled her tears when disappointment grew unbearable. She loved him. She had always loved him. But her disappointment was older than her mourning.

	With a single motion she broke the seal and unfolded the paper.

	 

	My dearest Violet,

	I know you have no wish to read these lines. I know that any word of mine weighs heavier than it soothes. And yet I am writing to you, because I can do nothing else.

	I am losing the house, Violet. All. Father’s lands are no longer mine; Mother’s portrait no longer hangs in the hall. The servants are leaving. The debts have overtaken me. I can bear no more.

	I do not ask you to save me. Only to come, to see with your own eyes what is happening. If there is a way out, you will find it, if not… at least I will have tried to face this with you at my side.

	With sincere affection,

	Benedict.

	 

	Violet let her hand fall, the letter still open within it. She felt the pressure of the pen in the words, the tremor in certain strokes. It was not the haughty voice she had always known. It was that of a man defeated.

	For an instant she closed her eyes and allowed a memory to overwhelm her: the last time she had seen him, standing before her with the arrogance of one who believes he can bend the world. That image crumbled at the thought of the man now imploring for help, his frailty undisguised.

	She lifted her gaze toward the garden. The rain had stripped petals, bent stems, muddied paths. Nothing remained standing.

	"Whendolyn," she called, her voice scarcely more than a thread.

	The door opened at once.

	"My lady?"

	"Prepare a light trunk. We leave at dawn."

	The woman blinked, startled.

	"To where…?"

	"To London," Violet replied, her eyes still upon the garden. "To face what may yet be saved."

	"Are you certain, milady?"

	"I have no other choice."

	The companion inclined her head, still astonished.

	"I shall give the order to the staff. Everything will be ready within the hour."

	When the door closed, Violet gathered the fallen embroidery from the chair. She held it a few seconds, as if that unfinished bouquet might keep her a little longer in her refuge of stitches and silence. Then she set it carefully upon the chair, straightened, and drew a deep breath. For the first time in seven years, her confinement had ended.
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	The carriage rattled with difficulty along the cobbled streets of western London. The jolting made the curtains quiver, casting shifting shadows across the widow’s face like ancient omens. The city received her without ceremony, with that mix of fog, soot, and arrogance that had never deserted its corners. It had rained not long before, and the smell of coal, damp metal, and horses mingled with the faint perfume of the first blossoms of the urban spring.

	Nothing, however, prepared her for the blow of memory each street delivered. From her seat, gloved hands resting in her lap, she did not need to lean toward the window: she knew every square by its history, every corner by a memory. She saw herself seven years earlier, young, full of hope, smiling through the balls of Mayfair, strolling through Hyde Park, choosing fabrics in Bond Street, listening to gossip in drawing rooms too heavy with tea and vanity. Then she had been a woman in love with the future. Now she returned as a widow, a solitary woman, a sister summoned by the shipwreck of a name.

	The coachman reined in before the Hargrove residence on Mount Street, a house whose noble façade, despite its neglect, retained a trace of architectural arrogance. The greyish stone, blackened mouldings, and wrought-iron balconies spoke of a distinguished past, though the opaque panes and rusted gate bore witness to wasted years.

	Violet descended with the help of the servant who had ridden beside the coachman from Devon. She kept her face composed, lips pressed together, her back straight, as if the weight of the name—so squandered by her brother—might still sustain her. Mrs. Whendolyn alighted after her, silent, a faithful shadow who knew that muteness was worth more than any comfort.

	The door was slow to open. A few seconds passed before Carther, the household’s oldest butler, appeared with hair entirely white, waistcoat worn thin, and eyes moist with a blend of surprise and remorse.

	"My lady…" he murmured, bowing awkwardly, unable to mask his emotion. "We did not know if you would come, or when."

	"Is my brother at home?" Violet asked calmly.

	"Yes… yes, in the study. I shall announce you at once."

	"That is not necessary." Her voice rang firm, cutting through any useless protocol.

	Inside, the house smelled of stale wax and neglect. The finest carpets were gone; several lamps stood unlit for want of oil; the family portraits regarded her with silent reproach from bare walls. Violet climbed the stairs without touching the railing. She knew every creak of the wood, every crack in the paint, every corner where once she had hidden her childhood games. All remained there, unchanged, as if time had frozen on the day she departed.

	The study door was ajar. She pushed it open with decision.

	Benedict sat at the desk that had once been their father’s, the place where orders had been given and decisions made that shaped the family. His face bore the strain of premature ruin; his eyes were sunken, his coat unbrushed, his hair dishevelled. At the sight of her he leapt to his feet so abruptly that the inkwell toppled, spilling across papers in a spreading blot like a confession.

	"You came…" he stammered, incredulous.

	"Yes," Violet replied, her neutrality cutting. "After reading your letter, how could I have stayed away?"

	She did not step forward nor extend her hand. She shed her cloak and left it on a chair near the door. Then she removed her gloves, one by one, setting them upon a side table with deliberate elegance. Her eyes scanned the room, finding only decay where once there had been respect.

	"This library used to be full of life," she said, walking toward the fireplace. "Father would read by that window while you played at being important. Now there is nothing but dust and failure."

	Benedict swallowed.

	"Things have changed."

	"You changed them. And not for the better."

	Her fingers brushed the blackened marble mantel. She glanced briefly at her reflection in the tarnished mirror; she did not seek the girl who once wept there, but the woman who had learned to rise again.

	"Tell me the state of affairs."

	He obeyed, and his head lowered, like a boy before a sermon.

	"The lands of Sutherton and Westmere are no longer ours. The deeds, pawned. Northbury… nearly seized. Mother’s jewels, sold. The piano, auctioned. The servants… they left six months ago. All save Carther, who remained out of loyalty. And because he is too old to find other work."

	Violet listened in silence, without a frown, without interruption. When she spoke, her voice was a blade sheathed too long:

	"And what did you do while all this was collapsing?"

	Benedict shrank.

	"I tried to make amends, but it was too late. No one trusts me now. They see me as a social ruin, a pariah."

	"It was not misfortune. It was cowardice, incompetence, failure to be worthy of the name you bear. I regret having coddled you. Had our parents—or I—treated you with more discipline, none of this would have happened."

	He stepped toward her, his face twisted.

	"Do not say that! You know nothing about what it was to live alone. The weight, the guilt, the expectations… You left without looking back."

	"And you swore to me you would focus on fulfilling your duty," she replied, calm as ice. "Have you done so? No. While I stayed away so that my presence would not harm you, you squandered our family’s legacy."

	Benedict bowed his head, his voice breaking.

	"There is no quick solution now, Violet. We must think how to resolve certain matters to bring this to an end successfully."

	She advanced to the desk.

	"I will take the reins. I will review every paper, every debt, every sale you have made in these seven years. From now on, I decide. And if you find that humiliating, grow used to it. You have lost the right to pride."

	He stared at her in disbelief.

	"You have changed so much…"

	"For the better," she answered without a smile.

	For the first time since entering, she held his gaze directly, firmly.

	"Bring me the documents. Now."

	Benedict obeyed without another word.

	When he left the study, Violet remained standing, her fingers resting upon her father’s desk. That place, heavy with memories, seemed to breathe again, as though her presence alone reclaimed it. And for the first time in years, she felt that the past did not crush her: she mastered it.

	 


Chapter 3
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	The afternoon descended slowly upon the city, gilding with aged gold the stone façades and tall windows of the Viscount of Ashbourne’s mansion. A mild breeze slipped through the silent corridors of the noble wing, far removed from the veiled bustle that, in the opposite end of the house, was beginning to stir in rooms reserved for pleasures never spoken aloud.

	Ezra sat in his study, posed with deliberate elegance before the carved mahogany desk. Upon its surface lay a few carefully placed objects: an onyx inkwell, a silver pen, a three-branched candlestick with its half-consumed candles, and a glass of cognac scarcely touched. The fireplace crackled with a modest flame, not to warm, but to lend the room its dignity.

	The letter had arrived minutes earlier. An envelope sealed with the Hargrove crest, delivered by a discreet messenger. The viscount held it between his fingers with the caution of one handling poison, aware that its contents would mark the beginning of the most awaited—and feared—move of his life. He delayed breaking the seal, as though that gesture might alter fate.

	From a corner, Haylock watched in silence. He remained standing, his gaze steady, his expression neutral. He had served the viscount for years and knew precisely when to become a voiceless shadow.

	Ezra slid his finger along the edge of the paper and began to read. His lips tightened, his eyelids narrowed, and as he advanced his expression shifted: first a flicker of incredulity; then the spark of restrained emotion; and finally, a faint curve of satisfaction he made no attempt to hide.

	 

	Esteemed Viscount of Ashbourne,

	 

	I am writing to inform you, as agreed, that my sister arrived in London today.

	She has chosen to take charge herself of the matter concerning the creditors. Naturally, I have not disclosed that you are the sole principal creditor, for I understand such knowledge could undo all that you intend to accomplish. She believes it her duty to set in order what I, regrettably, have failed to preserve.

	I await your instructions regarding the next step. I would also be grateful if you confirmed whether you have already settled all minor accounts with the moneylenders, as I do not wish to expose myself to any public mishap when accompanying my sister through the streets of the city.

	P.S. Violet is no longer the dreamy young woman you once knew. She has changed. She is strong, commanding, and leads with the assurance of one who requires no approval. At times, when I hear her, I wonder whether she has buried her heart in some distant place. And if so…, how will you recover it?

	Sincerely,

	Benedict Merrinton, Baron of Hargrove

	 

	The viscount let his hand fall, the letter still open within it. His pulse remained steady, yet something in his chest stirred like a blow held back. The final phrase had pierced him like a pin: how will you recover it?

	"She has come…" he whispered, scarcely audible.

	A sidelong smile touched his lips, so discreet that anyone but Haylock would have missed it. He rose slowly, crossed the room, and halted before the fireplace. The flame lit the paper, drawing golden glints from the still-fresh ink.

	"She still loves her family," he murmured, more to himself than to his steward. "That is why she has returned. In spite of all that has happened, she has come back to reclaim what is hers."

	He returned to the desk, took up the silver pen, and dipped it into the inkwell. The decision had been made long before the first word was written, yet he savoured each stroke, fully aware that with this message he was moving the first piece on a board he had been waiting years to play.

	 

	Esteemed Baron of Hargrove,

	I have received your letter with genuine interest and satisfaction. I am pleased to know that Violet is already in London. As for the minor accounts, you may rest assured: all have been settled. There will be no mishaps, no undesirable scenes to tarnish your family’s name.

	Regarding the next step, allow me to inform you that the Marquess of Huntingdon and his wife are hosting an evening to celebrate the birth of their first child. Very soon a formal invitation will arrive at Mount Street. I urge you not to underestimate the importance of this event. You and your sister must attend. No one will be able to ignore her return if she appears under the patronage of the highest circle of the aristocracy.

	Consider this social appearance the precise moment at which the game begins.

	Sincerely,

	Ezra Whitmore, Viscount of Ashbourne

	 

	With deliberate care, he folded the letter, slipped it into a thick linen envelope, and stamped it with his seal in blue wax. Then he handed it to Haylock, who waited patiently, his hands clasped behind his back.

	"Give it to the messenger," he ordered, his gaze still fixed on the paper. "Make certain the delivery is carried out without mishap."

	"It shall be done, my lord," the man replied, inclining his head slightly.

	Ezra rested his elbows upon the desk and laced his fingers before his face.

	"And one more thing, Haylock. Present yourself at the Marquess of Huntingdon’s residence and tell him I must see him tonight. That it is urgent."

	"Am I to offer any explanation?"

	"None."

	His man nodded and vanished without a sound. The door closed with the soft click of a well-oiled hinge.

	Ezra was left alone. Silence settled over him like a heavy shroud, broken only by the crackle of the fire. He raised a hand to his face and rubbed it hard, as though to erase the pressure mounting at his temple. Benedict’s postscript still echoed in his mind: So sure of herself that she seems to have no heart. And if she has none…, how will you recover it?

	Ezra smiled again, but without joy. He had no answer. Yet, despite Benedict’s veiled warning, he was prepared to play every card in his hand. For losing her a second time was not an option.
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	The evening light spread slowly across London’s rooftops as a discreet carriage, bearing no visible crest, halted before the main entrance of the Viscount of Ashbourne’s mansion. The door opened with measured sobriety, and the Marquess of Huntingdon descended with a firm step, adjusting his leather gloves as he lifted his gaze toward the imposing façade. It was not the first time he had come there, but he sensed that something had changed.
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