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	London, 1815

	 

	Night cloaked the majestic mansion in a veil of secrets, while the clocks struck the hour of clandestine affairs. A dozen dark carriages halted before the entrance, announcing the arrival of Britain’s elite. Among the most influential lords emerged Lord Alexander Beamont, thirty years old, hidden beneath a black cloak that billowed mysteriously in the night breeze. He stepped down from the carriage with the grace of a predator in the shadows, the cloak wrapping around him like a mantle of darkness. His piercing blue eyes scanned the surroundings with acute precision. The grim atmosphere did not intimidate this man of mystery; rather, he seemed to merge with it, as if he belonged to the shadows themselves.

	With determined steps, Alexander advanced toward the mansion. His presence radiated an air of authority, as though he carried within him the secrets of distant lands and the sorrows of a life marked by darkness.

	The door opened with a groan, revealing a corridor lit only by torches embedded in the walls, their flames flickering in the gloom. Alexander moved forward until he came upon another entrance. This one was of solid wood, worthy of a medieval castle. He stopped, a puzzled expression crossing his features. Behind that thick barrier, the agitated voices of men vibrated in the air, suggesting a plot unfolding without his knowledge. He frowned, his blue gaze inspecting the door with a hint of suspicion. He didn’t know why he was there, nor why he had received a letter the night before urging him to attend with urgency. There was no signature. Only the day and time he was expected to appear. The temptation to ignore the summons had been strong, but uncertainty and curiosity had prevailed—especially considering he had only been in London for two days, and his arrival was known too very few.

	The voices shook him from his thoughts. Alexander stood at an unfamiliar threshold, where intrigue and mystery wove an inscrutable tapestry. He raised his right hand and cautiously pushed the door open. It creaked slowly, revealing a scene that left him bewildered. What lay before him defied logic and plunged him into the abyss of the unexpected. Still unsure of what the devil he was doing there, or why he had been invited to such a strange place, the Marquess of Huntingdon decided to turn around and leave. But before he had taken more than a few steps down the corridor, a man dressed in dark attire approached him.

	"Are you Lord Huntingdon?" the man asked.

	Alexander responded with a slight nod.

	"Please follow me. The host has prepared a special seat for you," he added, then turned toward the reception hall.

	The two began ascending the staircase. Alexander walked in silence behind the servant, observing everything around him. The walls were bare—no paintings, no tapestries, no decorations—only torches. The feeling of being in a medieval castle grew stronger with each step they climbed. Suddenly, the servant halted. Alexander eyed him warily. The man pointed to a doorway at the end of another corridor. With the confidence and poise of his title and years afforded him, Alexander advanced toward it. This time, he didn’t have to push the door; someone on the other side opened it for him.

	An armchair, a table, a bottle of liquor, and a single glass. That was all he found in the small, dimly lit room. Tension coiled in his body, as if danger lurked in the silence. He stepped toward the wingback chair, stood before it, and with a majestic sweep of his cloak, took his seat. The servant, without a word, closed the door behind him. The voices captured his attention once more. He looked ahead and felt as though he was at the theatre, seated in a private box. Below, a small stage illuminated by a dozen candles unfolded before his eyes. A man, dressed like the servant who had led him there, stepped into the center of the stage.

	"Gentlemen, we continue with the next auction," he announced.

	Intrigued to know what could possibly be sold here, Alexander stood, poured himself a glass, and stepped toward the low wall that served as a balcony. As he took the first sip, the object of the auction was brought forth.

	"Bloody hell!" he exclaimed upon seeing a woman dressed in a long white nightgown.

	Shock and indignation flashed in his blue eyes as he beheld the scene unfolding below. Was this a woman auction? Who had dared invite him to something so atrocious? He frowned, angry and appalled. He drained the rest of his drink in one swallow and was about to leave when the man overseeing the auction began to describe the woman on display.

	"Gentlemen, feast your eyes upon the exquisite Emily Reynolds, descended from a noble and devoted family. She once served in the mansion of the late Marquess of Huntingdon," the auctioneer declared with a malicious smile.

	The name Emily Reynolds rang in Alexander’s ears like a melody from the past. The impact was immediate; for a moment, his world stood still. Emily—the woman he had loved in his youth—now stood before him on a stage drenched in shadows and shame. Stunned, disbelief washed over his features as he absorbed the brutal reality of the moment. His pulse quickened into a wild gallop. His heart pounded, reminding him of the forbidden love they had shared seven years ago. He couldn’t help but recall the days when his heart burned with youthful passion. Despite the distance and the years between them, every detail of her face, every nuance of her voice, was etched into his memory.

	A knot rose in his throat, choking him with the intensity of repressed emotion. The past—buried deep in the lands of Ireland—resurfaced with overwhelming force. The room seemed to be close around him. Tension gripped his body, and the raw truth of what he was witnessing hit him like a violent gust of wind.

	"The bidding begins," said the auctioneer, unaware of the storm raging within Alexander at that very moment.

	Without taking his eyes off Emily, Alexander tried to decipher the image of the woman who had once claimed his heart. The dim candlelight barely revealed the contours of her face. Nostalgia and uncertainty tangled within him as he strained to catch every detail. That was when the auctioneer, with theatrical elegance, lifted Emily’s chin, as if presenting a masterpiece to the audience. The light revealed her features, and Huntingdon’s heart lurched. Though distance and shadow conspired to conceal her, each line of that face felt unmistakably familiar. At that very instant, he believed she had looked toward where he sat. A surge of conflicting emotions swept through him: the longing to see her after so many years, and the fear that she might recognize his presence. Yet, if Emily had indeed glanced at his way, the darkness protected him, keeping his identity hidden in the shadows.

	The atmosphere grew heavier as the bidding became more intense. Five or six men were competing for her, each bid more outrageous than the last. The auctioneer, skilled in his role as master of ceremonies, called out the amounts with a smile, stirring competition among the would-be buyers.

	"One hundred pounds!" barked a man with a rough, defiant voice.

	"Two hundred! For this jewel, two hundred!" cried another, his voice dripping with greed.

	Alexander watched in helpless silence, fists clenched, jaw tight, as the bidding climbed higher. Each offer struck him like a blow to the heart, reminding him that Emily was about to be taken from him again—not by love, but by the avarice of ruthless men.

	And she was terrified…

	From his shadowed vantage point, he saw her shoulders curl inward, an instinctive act of protection against the looming threat. Alexander’s heart thundered in fury. Emily, trapped in the whirlwind of the auction, looked around with frightened eyes, searching desperately for an escape from that dark maze of twisted desires and unchecked greed.

	His soul burned with rage at the vile remarks tossed about and the terror reflected in Emily’s eyes as she heard them. What had happened to her to end up in such a place?

	"One thousand pounds!" his voice rang out, cutting through the room like thunder.

	The effect was immediate. A heavy silence fell upon the hall. Every man turned toward the spot where Alexander sat, but darkness remained his ally, concealing his identity. Emily, startled, widened her eyes at the unexpected bid, scanning the upper level for the man who had spoken. All she could make out was the imposing shadow of a figure, his features veiled in the gloom.

	The auctioneer, after a few seconds, shifted his gaze away from the mysterious bidder and focused again on the gentlemen below. Though he was well aware it would be nearly impossible to surpass such a generous offer, he did not hesitate to try.

	"One thousand pounds! Does anyone wish to outbid the gentleman?" he called out.

	But the only reply was the echo of his own words. The silence persisted, a resounding testament that the amount offered by the enigmatic gentleman above could not be matched. The auctioneer’s gaze swept across the audience, searching for any sign of defiance, but no voice rose to challenge the bid.

	"Sold to the gentleman for one thousand pounds!" he finally announced, thus concluding the auction.

	Murmurs spread throughout the room as Emily was led away into another part of the eerie residence. Curious glances and hushed whispers filled the air, each man trying to guess the identity of the mysterious bidder who had offered such an extravagant sum for that woman. But Alexander did not reveal himself. Once he confirmed that Emily was being taken away, he left immediately. With resolute steps, he moved through the dark corridor, determined to leave that grim stage behind. The echo of his footsteps merged with the hushed conversations that still lingered in the air.

	But the same man who had brought him there stepped into his path.

	"My lord, would you follow me, please?" the man asked, with the elegance and composure of someone who had served a noble house for decades.

	Alexander gave a solemn nod and followed. The path they took led to the opposite wing of the mansion. After passing through a corridor that felt like a maze, the atmosphere changed completely. There was no darkness, no bare walls—on the contrary. Dressers, paintings, vases filled with fresh flowers, carpets muffling their footsteps… The area Alexander now entered through a massive doorway resembled a home. A warm and luxurious home.

	How could one mansion have two such radically different faces? Who was the owner of this secluded country estate, so far from London? As he pondered that, he noticed the servant had stopped ahead.

	"My lord is expecting you," the man said before turning the handle and granting him entry.
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	Upon crossing the threshold, Alexander found himself in a room that exuded opulence and refined taste. The warm glow of candlelight bathed a richly decorated space. Elegant furniture, fine tapestries, and a crackling fireplace added warmth to the atmosphere. At the center stood a grand mahogany desk, behind which sat a distinguished-looking man, his figure gradually emerging from the shadows.

	"Huntingdon, it's a pleasure to see you again," greeted the mysterious host, his voice resonating with calculated calm.

	The question of who owned that majestic estate was answered the moment Alexander’s blue eyes settled on the man behind the desk. The slender, self-assured figure belonged to someone who had grown up with him. Together, they had weathered the trials of adolescence and early manhood. Back then, they had been close friends. However, that friendship had ended the day Alexander woke up in Ireland.

	"Aren’t you going to come in and greet me after the favor I’ve done you?" Ezra asked with a mocking tone.

	Still taken aback by the revelation, Alexander stepped toward the viscount and extended his hand in greeting.

	"Did you send me the letter?" he asked, locking eyes with him.

	"I did," Ezra replied. "And I suppose you've figured out why I did it," he added, motioning to a chair across from him, suggesting he sit down—this conversation wouldn’t be brief.

	But Alexander had no intention of sitting. His only goal was to ask when he could pay the amount he had offered for Emily and take her somewhere safe. Once she was protected, he would find out what had happened to lead her to such a fate.

	"There's no rush," said the viscount, reading his thoughts. "She's fine. A maid is attending to her at the moment, and she'll remain safe until you decide where you want her taken."

	Though still uncomfortable with prolonging his stay in that place, Alexander finally sat down and accepted the drink his old friend offered him.

	"How did you know I had returned to London?" Alexander asked once the liquor had passed down his throat. "Only five people know, including my staff."

	"I know everything that happens in this city," Ezra replied with a mischievous smile and a penetrating gaze.

	"I suppose you've changed quite a bit in the seven years I’ve been away," Alexander remarked, trying to recall any memory in which Ezra had shown a hint of bravery. He found none. Every time there had been a problem, Ezra had turned to Jackson Hastings or to him to resolve it.

	"A lot has changed, Alexander," Ezra replied, taking a seat.

	Alexander studied his friend carefully. Ezra was around thirty as well. Despite the fine lines now forming at the corners of his eyes, his face hadn’t changed much. But something about his demeanor had. That was undeniable.

	"How did Emily end up here?" Alexander asked at last.

	"When you left..."

	"When I was drugged, put on a ship, and woke up in Ireland," Alexander interrupted, clarifying what had truly happened that day—and why he never married Emily.

	"It's incredible that after seven years, I’m only now learning why you vanished from London," Ezra said, his voice devoid of emotion.

	"That was the reason behind so much that happened in my life," Alexander explained, aware that his former friend’s indifference stemmed from having heard only his late father’s version of events—the former Marquess of Huntingdon’s lies.

	"The reason behind so much?" the viscount echoed, narrowing his eyes.

	"Yes," Alexander confirmed firmly.

	For a moment, they both sat in silence, as if fitting together the pieces of a puzzle that had never quite aligned. Suddenly, the viscount stood, rounded the desk, leaned against its edge, crossed his arms, and looked Alexander in the eye.

	"I don’t know what’s happened to Emily since you left, but I can assume her life hasn’t been easy. What I do know is that a man showed up at one of our auctions two weeks ago and offered her to us, saying he couldn’t provide her with food or shelter. At first, I thought he was her husband. It wouldn’t be the first time a man sold or offered his wife. But then I discovered it was her maternal uncle, Henry. What happened during those seven years? I have no idea. But I can assure you, her body shows no signs of abuse."

	"You can assure me?!" Alexander snapped, his voice filled with hatred toward Ezra.

	"I don’t inspect them!" the viscount replied quickly, raising his hands. "I have a maid for that. But don’t worry. The moment I realized she was your Emily, I’ve made sure she’s been protected."

	"Why?" Alexander demanded, narrowing his eyes.

	"Because I believe in destiny," Ezra said with a wide smile. Seeing that Alexander's face still bore signs of anger, he continued, "I suppose I was surprised by Emily’s appearance—and by the news that the new Marquess of Huntingdon would be returning to London. I figured it was time for the two of you to meet again. Let fate take it from there. Deep down, I’m still a hopeless romantic."

	He stepped away from the desk, circled back, and sank into his chair once more.

	"Pay the one thousand pounds you bid for her and take her. Whatever happens to Emily from this point on is no longer my concern," he added, adopting the demeanor of the businessman he had clearly become.

	Alexander observed Ezra in silence, pondering how much his old friend had changed. What had happened to him to turn him into the man now sitting before him? The confidence he now exuded hadn’t existed in their youth. A faint smirk curled Alexander’s lips as he realized that he, Jackson, and Ezra were no longer boys. They were grown men. It seemed like only yesterday they had climbed trees or got into trouble together. He wondered what their lives had become in all this time. He knew what he had endured during those seven years—but what about them?

	"One of my servants will bring it to you before noon tomorrow," Alexander replied calmly. "Can I take Emily with me now, or must she wait until you receive payment?"

	"I trust you," Ezra answered, lifting his glass to his lips. "Tell me where you want one of my men to deliver her, and she’ll be there—safe and sound—within the hour."

	Alexander nodded, appreciating the trust his old friend still placed in him. He stood with determination, already thinking of the safest place he knew.

	"Have she taken to 32 Curzon Street."

	The viscount, intrigued by the address, looked at him with curiosity.

	"You’re not the only one who keeps secrets," Alexander replied to Ezra’s silent question.

	"I hope you can put your fate back together," Ezra said quietly.

	"I will," Alexander answered firmly, then turned to leave.

	As he walked down the corridor with the intent of leaving that mansion behind, Alexander reflected on how his life had been upended in just a few hours. He had returned to London to claim the title that was rightfully his and to manage the fortune he had inherited. Searching for Emily had never been part of the plan—perhaps because he had assumed she had married, that she was living a peaceful life with the family she had likely built. But fate, as Ezra had pointed out, had other plans. A great surprise.

	What was he meant to do next?
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	The library was lit only by the flickering glow of a pair of oil lamps. The marquess stood before the tall window, a glass of whisky in hand, while the night breeze stirred the heavy curtains with the softness of a sigh. The fire in the hearth crackled halfheartedly, as though the night itself shared in the unease that gripped him.

	Seven years.

	Seven years since that cursed afternoon when he was torn from London and drugged like a criminal. Seven years of forced exile of endless nights and days tinged with bitterness, wondering whether Emily had waited for him… or perhaps cursed him.

	He lifted the glass to his lips and drank in one gulp, not even registering the burn of the liquor sliding down his throat. In his mind, the image of her being auctioned burned vividly—like a flame he had never been able to extinguish. The horror of that moment still churned his stomach, even now, hours later.

	He set the empty glass down on the mahogany desk with a sharp thud, and without knowing why, his gaze fell upon the black velvet mask resting atop a few scattered papers. That mask—symbol of anonymity and concealment—seemed to watch him with a silent proposal.

	Alexander picked it up slowly, as though suddenly understanding what fate was offering him.

	"I can't face Emily as the man who abandoned her… because to her, that’s who I am," he murmured bitterly. "It’s better if, for now, she doesn’t recognize me."

	He sank into the armchair in front of the desk, still holding the mask in his hands. His mind, with the precision of a strategist, began to weave a plan as daring as it was desperate.

	"I’ll win her back. Not as Alexander Beamont, Marquess of Huntingdon. Not as the ghost who left her in the dark. But as someone else. A man who can earn her trust, her smile… her love."

	The mask seemed to grant him permission to begin again.

	"When she looks into my eyes and tells me she loves me… then she will know the truth. Only then. Not before."

	The creak of the door broke his silent monologue. He stood at once, the mask still in his hand. A maid appeared on the threshold, her face pale, her voice composed.

	"Milord… the young lady is resting in the room you ordered for her. However, … I must inform you of a small incident."

	Alexander frowned immediately.

	"What sort of incident?"

	"She fainted, milord. The men accompanying her didn’t catch her in time. She suffered a small wound on the head, and I’ve had to dress it."

	Alexander’s heart was clenched with unexpected force. He put on the mask and strode down the corridor without pause. The thick carpet muffled the sound of his boots, but not the pounding in his chest. She was hurt. Vulnerable. A maid saw him approach, bowed slightly, and left without a word. He didn’t even acknowledge her; his only focus was to make sure Emily was all right.

	He stopped at the door, drew a slow breath, and placed his hand on the doorknob, turning it gently so as not to disturb her rest.

	The room welcomed him with muted light and warmth. The fire glowed in the heart. The curtains were drawn, and the air was laced with the scent of lavender. A low chair by the window, a tray on the bedside table—and in the center of the bed, beneath a pale quilt, Emily’s silhouette.

	His heart stopped.

	She was there.

	Not a memory. Not an image conjured by longing. She was truly there. The woman he had loved in his youth, the one he had suffered for through the passing years. Her sleeping face was bathed in the fire’s gentle glow. Her parted lips seemed to whisper dreams he couldn’t hear. Her dark hair spilled over the pillow like a fallen veil.

	And the bandage… the bandage on her temple—white, clean, but impossible to ignore—pierced him more deeply than any blade could.

	He moved forward in slow, measured steps, afraid to breathe too hard, as though the slightest sound might shatter the moment. He stopped at the edge of the bed. He watched her in silence. Heard the steady rhythm of her breathing. And in that instant, something within him—some shattered part—settled into place again.

	He extended a trembling hand and brushed the bandage with the tip of his fingers. The gesture was more vow than caress.

	"As long as I breathe," he whispered in a hoarse voice, "you will never suffer again."

	His eyes filled, but he did not let the emotion break him. Gently, he slipped a hand into the inner pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a small blue silk ribbon. Identical to the ones she used to wear. He had bought it from a street vendor at the port just moments before being forced aboard the ship. He had thought it might bring him luck.

	And it had. Because now, she was with him.

	He sat on the edge of the bed, infinitely slowly, and gathered her hair between his fingers. He tied it with the same tenderness he might have used to gather all the years they’d lost, all the tears never shared, the silences endured. With careful fingers, he fastened the ribbon, letting a soft strand fall across her shoulder. He looked at her for a moment, his pulse roaring in his temples. The ache of loss mingled with the quiet hope of renewal.

	He leaned in…

	With lips trembling from the weight of all that had been left unsaid, he pressed a soft kiss to hers. It was barely a breath, a whisper of contact, but it carried all the life they had not lived together. Then he rose. He walked to the door without looking back, for he knew that if he did, he would not have the strength to leave.

	Another maid stood waiting in the hallway, hands clasped, head bowed.

	"See that my wife is cared for as she deserves," Alexander ordered firmly, before disappearing into the shadows of the corridor.

	Silence accompanied him back to the study. The house slept, unaware of the storm brewing in his chest. He crossed the threshold with slow steps, shut the door behind him, and approached the desk without turning on any additional lights. Only the lamp by the bookshelf cast a golden glow over the polished surface of the table. He stopped in front of the mirror and looked at himself.

	The face staring back at him no longer resembled the one Emily had once known. That man had been lost in Ireland. The one who would stand before her now bore the marks of betrayal on his skin, the shadow of his abduction beneath his eyes, and a decision in his gaze that could not be undone.

	He touched the edge of the mask with his fingertips, as though reaffirming the vow he had made minutes earlier.

	"I am not Alexander Beamont," he said quietly, with unwavering resolve. "I am Edward Ashcroft. And I will win back the woman I love."
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	The pale light of morning filtered through thick curtains as Emily opened her eyes. For a few moments, she had no idea where she was. This was not her usual bed; the high ceiling adorned with floral moldings, the satin quilt embroidered with threads of pale gold, the reverent silence that wrapped the room… nothing was familiar.

	She sat up cautiously between linen sheets, feeling slight dizziness. A dull ache throbbed at her right temple. She raised her hand to the sore spot, and her fingers found a thin bandage wrapped around her head, just above the ear. Beneath the fabric, she felt the softness of a clean dressing covering a small wound. She blinked in confusion, she didn’t remember hurting herself.

	Fragments of the previous night returned to her in disturbing, disjointed flashes. She saw herself surrounded by unfamiliar faces in a dimly lit hall, her heart pounding with fear. Voices murmured all around her while a man called out bids in a cold, detached tone, auctioning her off as if she were merchandise. There had been a moment of unbearable tension, followed by the harsh crack of a gavel that seemed to seal her fate with one terrifying word: sold. After that, she only remembered someone leading her away from that dreadful place, and once she felt safe… her strength gave out and everything faded into darkness.

	And now she woke in an unfamiliar yet peaceful room, with a bandage someone must have wrapped around her head while she lay unconscious. Who cared for her in such a way? Who had brought her here and watched over her after such a harrowing ordeal?

	Her eyes scanned the room in search of answers. The chamber was spacious and tastefully decorated. In the dim light that slipped through the curtains, she could make out elegant furnishings and tapestries in ivory tones. A near-sacred tranquility filled the air, broken only by the distant ticking of a clock somewhere down the corridor.

	In front of the bed, a white marble fireplace still held a few glowing embers beneath a layer of ash, just enough to keep the room gently warm. It told her someone had kept the fire burning through the night to ensure her comfort. Upon the mantel rested a porcelain vase holding a bouquet of fresh flowers—freshly cut lavender, judging by the soft fragrance, whose gentle scent offered unexpected calm to her spirit.

	Near the bed, on a small table, Emily noticed a silver candlestick with candles nearly burned down to their base. Beside it sat a porcelain bowl filled with clean water and a neatly folded white cloth, prepared for her to freshen up. Every detail spoke of forethought and care.

	With trembling hands, she pushed back the quilt and slid her bare feet onto the thick rug covering the floor. The plush, warm texture against her soles sent a slight shiver through her—not from cold, but from the strange sensation of being tended to so gently in a place she didn’t know. Only then did she realize she was wearing a nightgown not her own—a pristine, white fine muslin gown. Her own dress, the one she had worn the night before, was folded neatly over the back of a nearby armchair—clean, dry, and carrying the faint scent of soap. Her shoes sat beside the fireplace, polished and placed close to the warmth so they could finish drying.

	The meticulous attention she had received left her bewildered and deeply moved. Who would put so much effort into her comfort?

	She brushed her fingers lightly over the soft fabric of the borrowed nightgown, as though trying to confirm that all of this was real. The warmth, the cleanliness of her clothing, the thoughtful details surrounding her… Her eyes misted at this unexpected display of care. It was as if a silent guardian angel had watched over her through the night.

	Almost without thinking, she lifted a hand to her hair, which fell softly over her left shoulder. She noticed it had been washed and gently brushed, carrying the faint scent of a delicate soap. More than that, someone had tied it with a sky-blue silk ribbon at the nape of her neck, forming a small bow. Emily touched the ribbon in disbelief: the shade of blue was exactly the one she used to wear years ago, when she was a young girl.

	A flicker of memory lit up her mind: she saw herself in a far-off summer, a blue ribbon just like this one woven into her braid, while the person she loved most in the world once told her it was the perfect color for her.

	Now, years later, a nearly identical ribbon was tied into her hair without her knowing how it had gotten there. The presence of that blue ribbon, so intimately familiar, stirred her with a mix of tenderness and unease. It was an intimate, thoughtful gesture that sent a tremor of wonder through her. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling both comforted and unsettled. Yes, she was in a strange house—but everything around her spoke of protection and of a quiet tenderness she couldn’t quite understand.

	With a lump in her throat, she realized she could not remain in this sweet uncertainty forever. She needed to know where she was and who had rescued her, no matter how afraid she was of learning the truth. Swallowing hard, she summoned her courage, stepped to the heavy wooden door of the room, and gently turned the brass handle. The door was not locked.

	She opened the door just a crack and peeked into the corridor. A hallway stretched out in both directions, cloaked in shadows. Far to the right, the pale grayish light of morning seeped through a tall window, where tiny dust motes floated suspended in the air. The walls were covered in cream and gold wallpaper, and from them hung old portraits with somber gazes that seemed to follow her in the dimness.

	Emily ventured a few steps beyond the threshold. She immediately felt the chill of the wooden floor beneath her bare feet where the rug no longer covered it. A shiver ran up her spine. She rubbed her bare arms with her hands for warmth, remembering she wore nothing but the thin nightgown.

	"Hello...?" she called out in a whisper, barely audible, fearing her voice might shatter the sepulchral calm. Her greeting was swallowed by the silence, unanswered.

	No footsteps could be heard, no distant voices of servants, no signs of other inhabitants. A haunting silence reigned, as though the entire house was holding its breath. The idea of being alone there made her tremble. But what unsettled her even more was the possibility that someone was nearby, watching her without revealing themselves.

	She swallowed hard, holding her breath as her senses sharpened in growing apprehension.

	She advanced a little farther along the corridor. As she passed by a slightly ajar door, she froze, her heart pounding. A faint scent drifted from the room—a trace of spent candle wax mingled with a spiced aroma that reminded her of sweet pipe tobacco… or perhaps a gentleman’s cologne. Through the narrow opening, she could make out the silhouette of a stately desk and bookshelves lined with volumes. It was undoubtedly the house’s study or library. The door left half open, the lingering scent in the air—clear signs that someone had recently occupied the space.

	Suddenly, a faint creak on the floor behind her made her start. Emily held her breath and turned quickly, heart hammering in her chest.

	There was no one there. The corridor behind her was empty, still beneath the dim light streaming from the window. Even so, the unnerving feeling of being watched gripped her more tightly. She could feel unseen eyes on the back of her neck, real or imagined. A primal fear raised goosebumps along her skin.

	Overcome by a sudden wave of panic, Emily stepped backward, retracing her steps to the safety of her room. She slipped inside and shut the door quickly behind her, leaning against it as she tried to compose herself. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

	Gradually, her pulse began to slow, and her thoughts regained clarity. It was then she noticed something new in the room. On the small table beside the door—where there had been nothing before—there now rested a tray with a teapot and a plate beneath a gleaming silver cover.

	She blinked in astonishment. How had the tray arrived without her noticing? She was certain the table had been emptying just moments before. She approached it cautiously, half-expecting the vision to vanish if she got too close.

	But the aroma wafting from the teapot quickly dispelled her doubts: the rich, inviting scent of freshly brewed black tea filled the air. With a trembling hand, she lifted the silver dome covering the plate.

	Beneath it lay a carefully arranged breakfast. There were slices of lightly toasted bread, still warm, accompanied by fresh butter and orange marmalade, along with a soft-boiled egg. Simple and modest, yes, but everything looked exquisite, fit for a noble table. The sight of the orange marmalade—her favorite since childhood—left her stunned. Could it be mere coincidence? That detail was so personal it touched her deeply.

	In that moment, Emily realized just how empty her stomach truly was. The smell of breakfast reminded her she hadn’t eaten since the day before. With grateful hands, she took the porcelain teacup and wrapped her fingers around it to absorb its warmth. She took a sip; the infusion had been sweetened to perfection. A soft sigh escaped her lips as the comforting heat flowed down her throat.

	"Thank you..." she whispered into the silence, with genuine gratitude, even knowing no one could hear her. The word rose from her chest unbidden, just as a trembling smile—the first since she had awoken—began to form on her lips.

	As she ate, every bite tasted like heaven. The golden, crisp toast melted in her mouth; the butter softened on her tongue; and the sweet citrus of the marmalade brightened her palate. Gradually, she felt strength returning to her limbs. With every sip of hot tea, the knot of anxiety inside her began to unravel.

	The room now felt like a true haven. It was almost impossible to reconcile the nightmare of the previous night with the peace that now surrounded her. The fear was beginning to ebb, replaced by a sense of shelter—as if invisible arms were holding her, keeping her safe.

	When she finished her breakfast, Emily set the tray aside and remained seated a little longer, gazing thoughtfully at the glowing embers in the fireplace. She had no idea how long she would have to wait before learning more. She didn’t even know the name of her host, nor why he had not yet come to introduce himself. Perhaps he wished to grant her privacy until she had regained her strength.

	Whatever the reason, Emily’s curiosity grew almost as quickly as her gratitude. No matter how carefully every detail had been arranged, she needed answers. What intentions did this man have toward her? And why maintain such an air of mystery?

	The warmth of the tea in her stomach, the sweetness of finally feeling safe… all of it began to take its toll after so many hours of tension. A heavy weariness settled on her shoulders. Her eyelids felt like lead, and she couldn’t help but lean back a little farther into the plush armchair.

	The stillness of the house wrapped around her like a maternal lullaby.
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