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	Cotswolds, 1810

	 

	The night stretched over the land as a carriage rolled steadily along the road. Inside, young Everton found no rest. His tense shoulders and open hands resting on his knees betrayed the impatience consuming him, as if sheer will alone could shorten the journey. This was no ordinary night. He was going to fetch Felicity, and together they would ride to Gretna Green to be married. The thought felt like both a prayer and a vow; he repeated it like an incantation to rehearse happiness, the way a man might bring his fingers near the fire only to pull them back, afraid of being burned.

	The carriage swayed with the rhythm of its wheels on the dirt road, and that motion carried him back, again and again, to the memory of the last afternoon he had seen her. She, wrapped in a light shawl, had trembled without feeling cold when he brushed his fingers against the corner of her lips. It had been a small gesture, and yet that tremor contained everything they had promised one another without words—the urgency, the faith, the sacred recklessness of two young souls ready to defy the world.

	He leaned back against the upholstered seat. The weight of his coat pressed against his chest, but he refused to unbutton it. Some formalities were armor, and tonight he needed every piece of it. He had grown up dodging the doubts of others—those they placed in his blood as if they knew its composition. He had heard the veiled remarks, the careful pause before his surname, the needless recitation of his family tree at every introduction. Hastings… the dark-skinned boy. Not an accusation, merely a reminder. His mother had never cared. The countess, with the calm assurance of one who never argued the obvious, had brought him into the world at the country estate and loved him without reservation. But people, lacking certainty, wove stories as one mix water and flour—only to make everything dirty.

	The carriage jolted as it hit a rut, groaning with the lament of strained wood. The coachman above snapped the reins, and the pace steadied once more. Jackson took a deep breath. His mouth was dry. He brushed his fingers against the inside pocket of his coat to make sure the ring was still there. He would give it to her once their vows were spoken. He imagined it on her finger—a discreet glimmer against the skin he had touched with the reverent eagerness of a man afraid to break something sacred. Sometimes, on silent nights, he had rehearsed that scene: he would kneel, she would extend her hand, and the metal would rest on her skin as if it had always belonged there.

	"My wife…" he murmured, and the word, heavy with sweetness, no longer sounded like a rehearsal but a verdict.

	The air thickened with moisture. A gust hurled a handful of leaves against the glass, and the moon vanished behind a curtain of clouds. Jackson leaned forward. He could not explain why, but the sudden darkness—the way the forest lost its shape—set him on edge. It wasn’t fear, not yet; it was that instinctive unease that stirs when silence becomes too perfect. The carriage, however, kept moving, and he tried to shake off the feeling by clinging to the image of Felicity waiting at the inn. He imagined her with her cloak around her shoulders, her face alight with daring, her hands clasped in her lap. She was waiting, confident, because the love they shared was stronger than any fear.

	The coachman jerked the reins sharply. The sudden stop threw Jackson against the seat. The shrill whinnying of the horses betrayed their alarm. He pulled the curtain aside.

	Nothing.

	Nothing but darkness—thicker than before, as if someone had draped a veil over the night.

	"What’s happening?" he called out.

	No answer. He heard footsteps on damp earth, a metallic scrape, and the creak of the carriage tilting to one side. Jackson placed his hand on the door and pushed it open.

	Three men lurked in the shadows, cloaked and hooded. One, standing farther back, had his face hidden beneath a scarf.

	"Good evening, milord," said the first, his tone dripping with irony.

	Jackson stepped down, his body taut with resolve. He did not think of retreating. The humid air struck his face like a slap. He caught the glint of a short blade and gauged the distance, the breath, the angle.

	"Stand aside."

	The response came as a hard punch. His lip split open, the metallic taste of blood flooding his mouth. He tried to advance, but another blow caught his cheekbone, sending a white flash across his vision. He staggered back half a step; someone grabbed his lapel and threw him down.

	"Stay away from the baron’s daughter," a voice growled.

	The coachman moved above, and the carriage creaked under his shifting weight. The horses neighed, bodies struggled. Jackson could not see what was happening, because a boot drove hard into his ribs. Pain pierced through him like a heated iron. Still, he managed to strike one of them and heard a surprised grunt. The man retaliated with a brutal kick to his thigh.

	"Broken ribs aren’t enough!" shouted the one with the scarf. "He must stop breathing!"

	Stop breathing. The words ignited Jackson’s fury. Propping himself on one elbow, he caught the wrist that held the blade and yanked with all his strength. He threw the man off balance just enough to rise halfway to his feet. Breathless, he smiled—a bitter, defiant smile.

	The third man stepped forward and brought down the hard knot of a weapon’s hilt against his temple. His skull rang with a dull buzz; the ground tilted beneath his feet, and the forest blurred into a dark smear.

	"Felicity… wait for me," he whispered before the violence struck again and dragged him into darkness.
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	The darkness receded slowly, as if a heavy curtain were allowing the light to enter intervals. Hastings opened his eyes with painful effort and found himself in a place different from where he had been struck down—though the air felt vaguely familiar.

	He tried to sit up, but a sharp pain in his side forced a groan from his throat. His body was bandaged, his ribs bound tightly, and every movement reminded him he had been brutally attacked.

	"Milord," came a voice beside him.

	A familiar face appeared—Weston, a footman he recognized, stepping forward with a jug of water in his hands. The man’s deep, steady voice was the first anchor in the midst of confusion.

	"Where… where am I?" Jackson asked, his throat dry.

	"At Greystone Manor, sir. They brought you here after…" Weston hesitated, lowering his eyes. "After finding you on the road."

	Jackson drank greedily from the water offered to him. The coolness restored a flicker of clarity, and with it came memory. At first, fragments—the carriage, the moon, the flash of a weapon, the metallic taste in his mouth. Then, with the force of reality, came the certainty of what had happened: they had meant to kill him.

	A chill spread through his skin as he remembered what mattered most—that very night he had been meant to meet Felicity and flee with her. Gretna Green, their marriage, the new life awaiting them… It all came rushing back like an avalanche.

	"Felicity!" He forced himself upright, though the pain bent him double on the bed. Gripping the footman’s wrist in desperation, he demanded, "Where is she?"

	Weston hesitated, and that silence struck harder than any blow.

	"Milord… Lady Felicity is no longer nearby."

	The world seemed to stop. Jackson felt the blood freeze in his veins.

	"What does that mean?" His voice came out hoarse, almost unrecognizable.

	"The baron took her away that same night. No one knows where, but…" Weston’s voice dropped lower, almost a whisper. "It’s said she has married a duke."

	"Married… to a duke?" Jackson repeated, disbelief cracking his words.

	Something inside him snapped. With a violent motion, he tore the blankets aside and struggled to his feet.

	"No!" he roared, his face flushed, his eyes inflamed with a fury he could not name—pain, despair, or both. "I will not allow them to take her from me!"

	Weston stepped forward, trying to restrain him, but Jackson had already set one foot on the ground. The effort drew a cry from his lips that split the silence, yet he did not yield.

	"Find her!" he ordered, his voice echoing through the room like thunder. "Find her, search every corner of the earth, and let no one rest until we know where she’s been taken!"

	He put his weight on his right leg—then felt it: a searing pain, as if the bone were breaking again beneath his skin. Another cry escaped him, and his body, betraying him, sent him crashing to his knees. The wooden floor groaned beneath him and sweat soaked through the bandages.

	"Sir!" Weston rushed to him, catching him by the shoulders.

	Jackson pushed him away at first, with the pride of a man still determined to fight, but reality soon conquered him. His leg would not obey; his ribs burned with every breath; his head swam. Yet he caught the servant’s wrist, gripping it with more strength than the man expected.

	"Promise me…" he gasped. "Promise me you’ll find her—that you won’t stop until you do."

	Weston nodded solemnly. "I swear it, milord. We’ll do everything within our power."

	Jackson closed his eyes and let himself be helped back onto the bed. Pain forced a low growl from him—a sound that made the servant clench his jaw, as though sharing the wound. Weston adjusted the sheets and drew the blanket over him.

	"Rest, sir. Leave everything to me."

	When Weston left, closing the door behind him, Jackson remained alone—alone with the silence and the torment no bandage could ease.

	He lifted a trembling hand to his forehead. The image struck him mercilessly: Felicity waiting at the inn, her eyes fixed on the road, watching for the carriage that was to carry them to freedom. He saw her bite her lip, glancing toward the path where he should have appeared, believing every distant sound might be him. And then—longing stretching into agony. The moment her heart broke as she realized he would not come.

	What must she have felt? The thought tore through him. Did she believe I deceived her? That I never meant to keep my promise?

	The pain in his body was nothing compared to that other pain, the one no healer could soothe. For it was not merely loss—it was the stain of a betrayal he had not committed, but which the only woman he loved now believed true.

	If I must crawl through hell itself to reclaim you, I will.
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	London, 1817

	 

	The carriage moved slowly through the cobbled streets, shrouded in a mist that blurred every outline until all became unrecognizable. Felicity rested her forehead against the cold glass, letting her breath fog the pane before drawing back. London. It had been seven years since she had last seen it, and now she was returning as another woman entirely.

	Behind her lay the countryside where she had lived as a duchess—the calm routine of the past years and the title that no longer belonged to her. Her late husband’s nephew had inherited the name and the lands that carried its weight, while she retained enough fortune not to depend on anyone. It was not poverty that brought her back to the capital, nor ambition for glittering salons. What drove her was something far more intimate and urgent: the need to see her mother before she died.

	The rattling of the wheels made her straighten. She smoothed a fold in her coat absently and caught her own reflection in the fogged glass—the same eyes, though steadier now; the same mouth, but no longer so ready to smile without reason.

	The city emerged slowly through torn veils of mist: wavering streetlamps, blackened façades, and the persistent damp that seeped through one’s clothes. The carriage turned into the last corner and stopped before Chatham House. Felicity held her breath. It had been years since she had crossed that threshold, and the closed, austere façade seemed to have waited in silence for her return.

	She stood motionless for a few seconds, her gloved hand resting on the carriage door. When she finally stepped down, the cold brushed her face with a damp breath, and the gray, silent wall seemed to regard her without compassion.

	With a composed step, she advanced toward the entrance. The knocker struck the wood with a deep sound that echoed through the damp night air. A moment later, the door opened inward with ceremonial precision. Lyon, the family butler of decades, appeared in the doorway. He had aged far more than she had imagined; deep lines carved his face, where discipline struggled to hide emotion.

	"Milady…" He bowed with solemn reverence, though his voice trembled faintly as he spoke the title. "Welcome home."

	Felicity’s heart pounded violently. She did not let it show. Holding the veil that covered part of her face, she stepped firmly inside. The scent of polished wood and melted wax filled the hall, as if the house itself wished to appear dignified for her return.

	Behind her came Agnes, the maid who had accompanied her from the countryside. Still young, her cheeks flushed pink from the cold journey, she carried a pair of bundles and curtsied awkwardly to Lyon, eager to appear dutiful.

	"Leave that luggage in the hall," Felicity said calmly, without taking her eyes from the butler, "and have the trunks taken to my room at once."

	Agnes nodded, relieved to set down her burden. Lyon gestured briefly to another servant waiting silently nearby to see to it.

	"Madam," he continued, stepping closer with near-protective air, "the journey must have been exhausting. Perhaps you would like to rest and have something warm prepared before—"

	"I want to see my mother," she interrupted. The firmness in her voice left no room for argument.

	A flicker of compassion crossed the butler’s face.

	"Of course, milady. I must tell you the doctor was here earlier this afternoon for a visit."

	Felicity drew a deep breath, as though the mention of the doctor only heightened her anxiety.

	"What did he say?" she asked, her fists tightening at her sides.

	"That is her condition delicate. She has lost weight and strength in these past months. She eats little, though she tries—for our sake, I believe."

	Determination hardened Felicity’s features.

	"Thank you for your care," she said softly, with a hint of remorse. "She will not be alone any longer."

	Lyon bowed his head respectfully, concealing the emotion that clouded his eyes. For years he had served a merciless baron and witnessed how the baroness had been silenced and forgotten in her own home. To see the daughter return now, strong and unflinching, felt almost like a long-overdue act of justice.

	As they walked, their footsteps echoed over the polished floor. Felicity could not help but let her gaze wander along the corridor walls: the tapestries had been restored, the lamps gleamed with a new shine, and the family portraits watched her with dull eyes that seemed to judge her every movement. Those same walls had once borne witness to her father’s disdain toward her mother, to the cold rigidity with which he treated her, to the way he had decided her fate without ever asking her will.

	The memories weighed on her, but not as heavily as what awaited at the end of the corridor.

	"What are the consequences of her illness?" Felicity asked quietly, aware of the effort each word cost her.

	"She tires easily," Lyon replied in a measured tone. "Her appetite is gone. There are days she can scarcely rise, others when she seems to regain her strength—but it never lasts long. The doctor says…" He paused, as though measuring his words. "He says we must prepare ourselves."

	She tried to remain composed, though the news pierced her chest like a blade.

	They stopped before the door—unchanged, made of dark oak, the knocker carved in the shape of a withered flower. Felicity drew a deep breath and laid her hand on the wood. For a moment, she could not bring herself to push it open. The memory she carried of her mother was still that of a woman with soft, round cheeks, a warm voice, and gentle hands that could soothe a child’s pain in the face of her father’s harshness. She feared that, once she opened that door, the memory would be shattered forever.

	At last she pushed, and the creak of the hinges sounded almost like a lament.

	The chamber lay in a comforting dimness, lit only by a pair of oil lamps and the faint glow of the fireplace. The air smelled of eucalyptus and medicine. Upon the bed, Lady Martha’s body rested like another shadow among the pale quilts.

	Felicity stepped inside and froze. The sight struck her like a blow, as though the very air of the room had lodged itself in her chest.

	Her heart clenched at the sight. The figure she remembered as strong and maternal, full of warmth, had been reduced to fragility. The once-rosy cheeks were now sharp lines beneath translucent skin; her hands lay upon the coverlet—thin, veined in blue, with bony fingers that looked as if they might break at the slightest touch. A faint tremor rose and fell in her chest with each breath.

	Felicity moved closer, feeling as if every step might shatter her more than the woman she approached. She leaned over the bed and took one of those fragile hands in her own. The cold of that skin pierced her, sending a shiver through her entire body.

	"Mother…" she whispered, her voice barely a thread.

	The woman’s eyelids fluttered open. Her eyes, once bright, were veiled with exhaustion—but as soon as they recognized her daughter’s face, a spark of light returned to them.

	"My child…" she murmured, her voice so faint it nearly blended with the crackling of the fire.

	Felicity’s chest tightened violently. Tears blurred her vision, and she pressed that frail hand to her cheek, as though trying to give it warmth with her own.

	"I’m here, Mother. I came so you wouldn’t be alone."

	But the instant she spoke those words; a sharp sting of guilt pierced her conscience. Because her mother had been alone. She had written to her over all those years—letters filled with short, affectionate phrases, always careful, always with a subtle undertone that Felicity, too busy guarding herself from her own pain, had refused to read between the lines. Words like I tire easily, or I feel more fragile these days had gone unanswered, or received cold, formal replies—never the tenderness her mother deserved. She had built a wall of ice around her heart, and in that wall had also been trapped the only woman who had ever truly loved her.

	She leaned closer, caressing with her thumb those fingers that looked as though they were made of glass.

	"I’m sorry…" she whispered, her voice trembling through her whole body. "Forgive me for not coming sooner."

	Lady Martha’s lips curved into a faint smile, barely a shadow on her dry mouth.

	"Don’t worry, darling. You’re here now…" she murmured, closing her eyes as if that simple truth were enough to let her rest.

	A knot rose in Felicity’s throat, so tight it nearly choked her. She sat down in the chair beside the bed, still holding her mother’s hand, and let memory overtake her: the plump, cheerful woman who had once filled the house with her low laughter; the one who shielded her with gentle words whenever her father raised his voice; the one who had endured scorn without rebellion, only to give her daughter all the tenderness she could.

	And what had she done in return? Run away, hide, shut herself inside her own grief until she forgot that her mother, too, had suffered—that she, too, had needed to be saved.

	The fire crackled in the hearth, and the soft hiss of the embers reminded her of the vow she had made upon stepping down from the carriage: never to cry again for anything unworthy of her tears. Yet there, beside that bed, she understood there were sacred reasons to weep—and one of them was the hand she held now.

	She leaned forward once more, resting her forehead against those thin fingers, and let a few silent tears fall upon them.

	 


Chapter 2
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	The pale light of dawn crept timidly through the folds of the curtains, a grayish glow that slowly erased the darkness of the bedchamber, as if afraid to profane the rest of those who slept. Felicity opened her eyes slowly, her neck stiff and aching. She had spent the night in the chair beside the bed, never once letting go of her mother’s hand.

	The warmth from the fireplace had long since faded, and the air smelled of damp wood—the same lingering scent that had filled the room since the previous evening. She sighed, straightening a little in her seat, and forced herself to release her mother’s hand with the same care one might take to detach a petal from its stem. Martha’s skin was still cold, so fragile it seemed it might shatter, yet her breathing was steady—a faint murmur that was enough to rekindle hope.

	For a moment, Felicity simply watched her. The woman’s face had grown gaunt, transformed into a map of bones and shadows. And yet, in that stillness, there was something solemn—as though illness, by stripping her of strength, had granted her a sacred kind of dignity.

	You needed me, and I wasn’t there. I chose to protect my own pain instead of tending to yours.

	She leaned down to adjust the blanket over her mother’s shoulders, making sure the fabric shielded her from the morning chill. Then she remained standing by the bed, as if her presence alone could make amends for years of absence.

	Outside, the city began to stir beyond the house walls. Carriages rumbled in the distance, a vendor’s call rang faintly through the fog, and somewhere, a confused rooster crowed in a courtyard. All of it contrasted with the oppressive calm of the room, where only her mother’s uneven breathing and Felicity’s racing heartbeat could be heard.

	Felicity closed her eyes for a moment. Emotion threatened to overflow, but she held it back. If she truly wished to care for her mother, she had to reclaim the steadiness that time and hardship had taught her to feign.

	She placed her hand once more over her mother’s—more to summon courage than to give it—and stayed there until the light had completely filled the room. Then, gently, she withdrew her fingers and leaned down to kiss her mother’s forehead.

	"Rest, Mother," she murmured, her sweetness fractured by guilt.

	The woman did not stir, though a faint sigh escaped her lips, as if her daughter’s voice had managed to slip into her dreams.

	Felicity picked up her shawl from the chair, draped it across her shoulders, and after one last look at the bed, turned toward the door. She was not leaving, she was beginning. She had not returned to this house to watch but to sustain what still remained.

	Moving silently, she opened the door and stepped into the corridor, careful not to let the hinges disturb her mother’s sleep. Daylight now poured through the halls, different from the dimness of the night before. Everything seemed unchanged, and yet everything was different.

	Felicity smoothed her hair with the palm of her hand, adjusted the shawl around her shoulders, and began to walk. Her steps, muffled by the carpet, left barely a trace. As she advanced, familiar details reappeared at each turn: a marble-topped console, a vase of fresh laurel, a wall clock whose pendulum beat a grave rhythm—as if reminding her that time moved on, with or without her consent.

	Descending the staircase, she noticed Lyon waiting in the vestibule. The butler, upright as a statue of dignity, bowed the moment she appeared.

	"Good morning, milady," he said in a deep voice softened by a tenderness he barely allowed himself. "Were you able to rest?"

	Felicity shook her head slightly. "Not much."

	"Your presence brings her the peace she had lost, madam. Since the baron’s passing, Lady Chatham’s days have been… difficult. Too much silence. Too much solitude." He lowered his gaze for a moment, as if prudence warned him not to say more. "Your return will change everything."

	Felicity caught a trace of reproach beneath the courtesy of his words, though she could not blame him. She, too, had felt that sting of guilt upon seeing her mother’s decline.

	"She will never be alone again," she replied firmly.

	The butler nodded in quiet satisfaction, his hands clasped at his waist. Felicity, meanwhile, stepped to the center of the vestibule and looked up at the crystal chandelier hanging motionless in the cold morning air. She drew in a deep breath, as though the act itself were a declaration.

	"Lyon," she said at last, "bring me a cup of coffee in my father’s study. I’ll take it there."

	The butler’s face did not change, though a flicker of surprise brightened his eyes. "As you wish, milady."

	She allowed herself a faint, ironic smile—barely a touch upon her lips.

	"If there’s a place in this house where his shadow still lingers, it’s there. And it’s time I faced it."

	Lyon bowed in silence, understanding far more than her words revealed.

	The baron’s study awaited at the end of the corridor—silent and solemn, a mausoleum to the memory of a man whose authority had once filled even the air. Felicity paused before the door, resting her hand on the knocker, and let out a long, restrained sigh. For years, that threshold had marked the limit of her obedience: once inside, everything she felt or thought dissolved under his will. But that morning, she entered not as the obedient daughter, but as a woman who had survived far more than he had ever imagined.

	She pushed the door open. The hinges groaned with a harsh, dragging echo, almost a complaint. The room stood bare—stripped of the presence that had ruled it for decades. The shelves were empty, the drawers open, the carpet half-covered with stacks of boxes filled with papers, yellowed documents, and a few personal effects. The acrid scent of tobacco and the must of old books were gone; only cold, excessive cleanliness remained, amplifying the sense of emptiness.

	Felicity stepped into the room. Each creak of her boots on the carpet seemed to echo with a weight that wasn’t her own, as though the house itself insisted on reminding her of what it had once been. She approached the desk. It had been her father’s throne, the place from which he issued orders, closed deals, and decided the fates of all who depended on him. Now it was only a piece of mahogany furniture, polished and soulless, its surface bare, waiting for another hand to claim it.

	She rested her fingers on the wood, and a surge of memories struck her with brutal force. She could hear his voice again—dry, implacable—reminding her that she was a woman, and that her worth lay solely in the marriage she could secure. She could see the proud, disdainful expression with which he looked down upon her mother—reduced to a shadow in her own salons, ignored except when reminded of her failure to bear him a son.

	A shiver ran through her. She pulled her hand back sharply and, without thinking, opened one of the boxes. Papers, letters, receipts. She gathered them in her hands and suddenly they burned like embers against her skin. With an uncontrollable motion, she let them fall onto the desk. The sharp rustle of the scattered pages sounded like a gunshot. She opened another box and overturned it violently—pens, an inkwell, and bundles of documents spilled across the floor.

	Her breathing quickened. Years of suppressed anger surged upward in waves, driving her to tear open drawers, to drag out whatever was still inside. Every object that fell, every sheet of paper that crumpled beneath her hands was a cry against years of humiliation, against the cold indifference of a father who had never seen her as anything more than a piece on his board.

	"You used me," she muttered between her teeth, her face flushed. "You treated me as a means to your ends—never as your daughter."

	The sound of the door opening tore through her fury. Lyon appeared on the threshold, a tray in his hands with a freshly poured cup of coffee. He stopped short at the sight before him: papers strewn across the floor, a quill lying broken, ink spilled in dark pools. The butler’s normally impassive face tightened just slightly, a flicker of confusion crossing it.

	Felicity drew a deep breath. The rage drained from her at once, replaced by an icy calm. In an instant, she composed herself—as though putting on a mask. She turned, walked gracefully toward him, and took the cup from the tray with a delicate motion.

	"Thank you," she said, her serenity belying the chaos around her.

	The butler bowed his head, waiting for an explanation that did not come. Felicity took a slow sip of the coffee, tasting its bitterness as if drawing strength from it. Then she brushed a strand of hair from her forehead and stepped into the center of the room, surveying the devastation she had created.

	"This room must change," she said firmly. "Everything that can be sold, sell it. Whatever cannot, burn it without hesitation."

	Lyon opened his mouth, but she raised a hand, silenced any protest.

	"The important documents—set them aside on the desk. I’ll review them personally before deciding their fate."

	He watched her closely, struck by the force in her voice. He had served her father for years, obeyed a man whose authority was absolute, yet never had he seen anyone command that same room with such natural power as the daughter did now.

	Felicity turned toward him, her expression calm once more.

	"This is no longer the baron’s house, Lyon. It’s mine. And I won’t allow his shadows to rule it any longer."

	A solemn silence followed her words. The butler bowed, with a respect that bordered on reverence. Felicity allowed herself one last glance at the desk, the boxes, the scattered papers on the floor. Then she took another sip of coffee, straightened it, and walked toward the door. Each step was a declaration: she had taken possession of the place, reclaimed what was hers—by right, and by will.

	As she stepped into the corridor, the air felt lighter. For the first time in many years, she sensed that the house no longer oppressed her. It welcomed her—under a new name. Hers.

	 

	 


Chapter 3
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	The morning had unfolded with a deceptive calm. Felicity sat in the small sitting room that opened onto the vestibule—a discreet space, chosen deliberately so as not to disturb her mother’s rest. On the low table before her lay a disordered pile of unopened letters: unpaid bills, notes from old acquaintances she barely remembered, and a few envelopes sealed with provincial wax that stirred in her nothing more than vague indifference.

	The creak of footsteps on the floorboards made her lift her head. Lyon appeared in the doorway, upright as ever, bearing the grave composure of a man who had spent a lifetime weighing his words before speaking to them. In his hands he carried a small account book.

	"Milady," he began in his measured voice, "I have inspected the bottles the doctor left in Lady Martha’s room. Some of the tonics are nearly finished, and it would be advisable to replenish them without delay. I was considering sending a boy to the apothecary."

	Felicity raised an eyebrow with a hint of irony. She sensed what he truly wanted: her approval—and the purse to pay with.

	"How much is required?" she asked, sliding the letters aside.

	"It is not a large sum, madam."

	For a few seconds she did not answer. She turned her gaze toward the window; sunlight filtered through the curtains, gilding the dust suspended in the air. It was the first time since her return that London offered a clear day—no rain, no stifling fog. A sudden impulse ran through her, unexpected and oddly liberating.

	"It shall not be a boy who goes," she said at last. "I will go myself."

	The butler allowed himself only the briefest pause, just long enough to conceal his surprise.

	"Shall I have the carriage prepared, milady?"

	She shook her head slowly, and the gesture held a trace of silent defiance.

	"That will not be necessary. The weather is fair, and a walk will do me good. Tell Agnes to ready herself to accompany me."

	Felicity rose to her feet. She smoothed the folds of her gown with deliberate calm and gathered the gloves she had left on the table. As she did, she felt a different kind of energy take root within her. The routine of illness, of hushed whispers around her mother’s chamber, had pressed upon her chest for days. Perhaps a simple visit to the apothecary seemed little enough—but to her, it meant a breath of freedom regained.

	"Permit me, milady," Lyon said gently, "to at least provide a servant to accompany you and Miss Agnes. London is not always kind to ladies who walk unattended."

	Felicity paused, glancing at him from the corner of her eye. In those loyal eyes she read genuine concern, not command. She relented with a brief nod.

	"Very well. Only Agnes and one discreet servant. I have no wish to attract more attention than my return already invites."

	"As you wish, madam. I shall see it at once."

	With that assurance, Lyon closed the door softly behind him. Felicity remained motionless for a moment, then she turned her gaze back to the document she had left half-finished on the table. The page—still largely blank—seemed to call to her again. There were matters she must settle before she left the house.
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	The morning air wrapped around her as she stepped outside. There was a different clarity to it than she remembered: the light, though faint, bathed the rooftops in a golden sheen that caught glimmers from the chimneys. Felicity descended the steps of the portico with a steady stride, Agnes following reverently behind her, adjusting the shawl over her shoulders.

	The servant Lyon had assigned to accompany them closed the door behind him and took his place a few paces back—near enough to guard, distant enough not to intrude. His very presence was deterrent enough against any impertinence.

	Carriages of all sizes passed to and for, some bearing the painted crests of noble houses, others with the more modest air of merchants. In the distance, a crier was announcing the arrival of silks from India, while a flower seller waved her basket among the passersby, scattering a faint scent of hyacinths and daffodils.

	Felicity walked slowly, almost savoring each detail, as though London was a stage newly set and not the city she had once left behind. She recognized a few façades blackened by smoke, yet others had been restored shops with larger windows and curtains revealing goods artfully displayed. Everything spoke to her of time’s passage, of a city that had gone on beating without pause through her absence.

	Agnes followed a step behind, silent and watchful, while the servant trailed even farther back with well-trained discretion. Felicity, however, felt no discomfort. She had spent too many years confined to the countryside, with landscapes that never changed and silences that lasted too long; the vitality of London—its ordered bustle, its countless voices—stirred her with a strange, unexpected comfort.

	She paused a moment before a lace shop. The window displayed handkerchiefs embroidered with delicate filigree, ribbons of pastel silk, and a muslin gown set upon a wooden mannequin. In an instant, memory returned: the years when her mother had led her from shop to shop, weighing every purchase according to her husband’s wishes. Then, such fabrics had not been ornaments but currency in a game where she herself was the stake.

	A waste of youth and time, she thought, turning away. Now my steps follow no man’s command but my own.

	The sun, still shy, gleamed in the puddles left by the last rain. Felicity walked lightly, avoiding them with natural grace, gathering her skirt with a gesture just calculated enough to appear effortless. At every corner, some detail caught her eye—a new coffeehouse where gentlemen read the morning papers, a bookseller’s shop displaying leather-bound volumes in the window, a group of ragged children chasing a stray dog, their laughter uneven but full of life.

	It was not a perfect city, nor a kind one—but it was London, and the pulse that throbbed in its streets drew her back into the present with an intensity that moved her.

	Turning down a quieter lane, she spotted the apothecary’s sign: a painted wooden board showing a mortar and balance, swaying gently in the breeze. The windows revealed rows of bottles—some filled with amber liquid, others with chalk-white powders or dried roots sealed in linen pouches.

	The bell above the door tinkled as she entered. The air inside, thick with the scent of dried herbs and resinous oils, enveloped her at once—a sharp, sweet fragrance that clung to the tongue. Agnes paused, masking a flicker of discomfort, while Felicity advanced with composure, as if the place were part of some necessary ritual.

	The interior glowed with the light of oil lamps placed at intervals, their golden reflections dancing across the glass jars behind the counter. The dark-wood shelves overflowed with labeled vials, linen bags tied with string, and small metal boxes containing powders and lozenges of uncertain origin. The murmur of voices and the rustle of garments created a subdued hum, broken now and then by a cough.

	Felicity halted naturally upon realizing she would have to wait. There were at least three customers ahead of her. A lady in deep green, her face veiled with gauze, held a carefully folded prescription in her hands. Beside her, a middle-aged gentleman tapped his fingers impatiently against his mahogany cane, as though every minute stolen from his affairs were an affront. Closest to the counter, a humble woman, a barefoot child clinging to her skirt, spoke softly with the apothecary, who rummaged through a drawer for herbs to make a soothing tisane.

	Felicity observed them in silence, with that blend of distance and attentiveness she had long ago learned in aristocratic drawing rooms. Her place in line did not trouble her; she welcomed the pause—it forced her to look beyond her own grief. The sight of the woman and her child stirred a sharp tenderness in her. The boy, his cheeks flushed and lips dry, nestled against his mother’s skirt with a weariness far too old for him. The woman stroked the nape of his neck gently while she waited, and that small gesture, full of quiet love, awakened a memory too near to bear.

	Robert… The name cut through her like a blade, and she suppressed it at once. She could not afford to remember him—not there, not among strangers.

	Agnes shifted slightly beside her, hands folded over her apron, her eyes fixed on the shelves as if to resist the temptation of speech. The silence between them was natural; words were unnecessary. Felicity knew her maid waited patiently, discreet as always, yet alert to her every movement.

	The apothecary at last finished with the woman, who left quickly after a small curtsey to those still waiting. The child barely had strength to glance up at them. The gentleman with the cane stepped forward briskly, dropped a few coins on the counter, and requested a balm for his rheumatism. His voice was curt, accustomed to command, and the apothecary served him without raising his eyes, dismissing him in a matter of seconds. Then came the turn of the lady in green, who presented her prescription with a barely perceptible inclination of her head and waited, poised and impassive, for her order to be prepared.

	Felicity stood still, her mind quietly observing. The apothecary’s shop was like a reflection of the city itself: the humble and the powerful, the urgent and the trivial, all gathered under the same roof, sharing the same need for relief. Within that silent order, she felt something awaken growing understanding that the life of London, with all its noise and motion, was part of what she had truly missed.
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	When the apothecary finally lifted his gaze to the new arrival, he regarded her with the routine courtesy owed to any lady of distinguished bearing. His eyes, weary from hours of weighing powders and sorting bottles, did not recognize her at once; he saw only the quiet elegance, the composure of the maid beside her, and the discreet presence of a servant waiting near the door.

	"How may I be of service, madam?" he asked, adjusting the spectacles that threatened to slip down his nose.

	She stepped forward with calm assurance and laid upon the counter the prescription given by the doctor.

	The doorbell chimed at that very moment. A rush of cold air swept through the shop as two women entered with the ease of those who never pass unnoticed. The first, tall and cloaked in dark wool, bore a resolute chin and a gaze capable of weighing without wounding. The second, in a pale coat, had wide eyes in which surprise and discernment mingled. They were the Marchioness of Huntingdon and the Viscountess of Ashbourne.

	"They are for my mother, Lady Chatham," said Felicity serenely. Her voice, though composed, carried an undertone of purpose. "The physician has insisted that they not be lacking in the house."

	The apothecary froze. The name struck him like a bell, summoning every whisper London had murmured in low tones for years. He raised his eyes to her as if seeing her for the first time, and the surprise that crossed his features was unfeigned.

	"Lady… Chatham?" he murmured, incredulous. "Are you the baron’s daughter?"

	She straightened, meeting his gaze without hesitation. The certainty of being recognized did not intimidate her.

	"Yes."

	The silence that followed was brief but heavy. Agnes, a few steps behind, instinctively adjusted her posture; the servant at the door remained motionless, alert. The apothecary recovered himself and bowed with restrained deference.

	"My apologies, milady. I did not recognize you at first." He turned toward the shelves. "I shall prepare the order at once."

	The soft clink of glass followed, the rhythmic tapping of the pestle against the mortar. The air filled with the sharp scent of herbs—rosemary, thyme, sage, the clean bitterness of cinchona bark. The balance upon the counter stood perfectly still, as if promising justice in its twin scales. Felicity watched in silence, wondering how different the world might be if life could be measured with such exactness.

	The man inclined his head again, embarrassed by his earlier blunder.

	"Here it is, milady. The cordial will ease her rest. The bitter tonic should be diluted—two spoonfuls at dusk will suffice. I have also added a linden tisane, for those hours when unease troubles the spirit."

	She placed a simple leather purse on the counter.

	"Thank you for your care and promptness. I shall return next week."

	"My thanks to you, milady."

	Agnes stepped forward to take the parcel, but her mistress gathered it herself with a steady hand. The servant opened the door without instruction. Felicity crossed the threshold without glancing back at the new arrivals. The bell announced her departure, and the brightness of the street swallowed her silhouette.

	The silence that followed lasted only long enough for one to feel one’s own pulse. Then the two ladies exchanged a glance. No words were needed to acknowledge the weight of what they had just witnessed. They advanced to the counter, and it was Emily, the marchioness, who spoke first with her usual firm courtesy.

	"Forgive the intrusion," she said. "Might I ask who the lady was who has just left?"

	The apothecary hesitated only a heartbeat. Discretion was part of his craft, yet he recognized in these clients the kind of lineage that commands both respect and obedience.

	"The daughter of the late Baron of Chatham," he replied at last.

	Violet exhaled—a breath that fell short of a sigh. Her wide eyes gleamed suddenly, heavy with restrained emotion.

	"Then… it was her."

	"She must have returned only recently," added the apothecary. "Until now, it was always a servant who came to collect the medicines."

	Emily inclined her head, with that gesture of hers that never demeaned yet always drew answers.

	"Is the baroness ill? Since when? How does she fare?"

	The man lowered his voice, careful not to sound indelicate.

	"From what I hear, she is very weak. She eats little and sleeps less. The doctor has not yet named the illness, though he says the end cannot be far."

	"Good heavens," Violet exclaimed softly. "That is grievous news."

	They let the conversation end there; both knew they must return at once and speak of what had just transpired. After they were served, they thanked him with a nod and stepped out into the chill of the street, where the air smelled faintly of coal smoke and toasted bread.

	They walked a short distance in silence. The city’s bustle surrounded them, carriages rattling, hawkers calling, the bark of a dog chased by laughing children. London carried on, indifferent to what had occurred in a modest apothecary’s shop. For them, however, the world had just shifted to its axis.

	"We must tell him," Violet said quietly, her gaze fixed on the cobblestones. "He cannot remain ignorant."

	"And he won’t," replied Emily. "Not while it lies within our power to set it right."

	The carriage that had brought them drew up beside the curb, and the coachman opened the door. He helped them inside. The steady rhythm of hooves filled the silence until Violet, her forehead resting against the glass, dared to whisper,

	"Do you think he is ready to face it?"

	"For such revelations, never," Emily answered calmly. "But perhaps it is time he reclaimed what he once lost."

	Violet’s eyes glistened, though she smiled faintly.

	"Or at least that he be given the chance to explain himself—without fear."

	The marchioness nodded slowly.

	The carriage rolled onward through the streets of London. Outside, the city remained unmoved; inside, in the quiet bond of two loyal women, pulsed the certainty that the lady’s return would alter Jackson’s life forever.
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	Greystone Manor, February’s End, 1817

	 

	Dawn had barely crept over the hills when Jackson Hastings drove the spade into the damp earth. The morning air, cold and thick with the breath of the fields, pearled his brow with sweat. His white shirt, open at the chest and clinging to his skin, revealed a body hardened by years of discipline—and by that habit of his never delegating what his own hands could accomplish.

	The laborers, long accustomed to his presence, no longer found it strange to see him among them. The Earl of Everton had long decided that a title was no excuse to live apart from the land that sustained it. Thus, each morning he rose with the same resolve as his men and took up the hoe, the axe, or the rake as one more workman. The only difference was that, even knee-deep in mud, his bearing never allowed anyone to forget who he was.

	The weak winter sun, shy and pale, touched his bare shoulders and cast faint glints over the scars that crossed his skin. One, broader than the rest, ran down his right side, disappearing beneath the waist of his trousers; another, thin as a thread, traced its way from his collarbone to his neck sharp reminder of the ambush that had changed his fate. He did not conceal them; they reminded him that he still lived, that every blow endured had become a challenge met.

	He breathed deeply and hoisted a sack of grain onto his shoulder in a single motion that drew murmurs of admiration from the younger men. He carried it a few paces, dropped it onto the cart, and wiped the sweat from his face with the fabric of his shirt, which crumpled against his abdomen as he passed it over his brow. The gesture bared the firm lines of his stomach, the bronze gleam of his skin slick with effort.

	The air was saturated with the scent of wet soil, fresh manure, and the smoke of wood fires rising from the cottages. The caw of crows perched in the leafless trees mingled with the clang of metal tools. Jackson paused, leaning on the spade handle, and looked out across the horizon. The fields stretched like a sea of mud and promise—fresh furrows, timber stacked for mending fences, a narrow stream dragging itself lazily between stones still glazed with frost.

	"My lord, shall I take this part?" asked a red-haired lad, watching him with respect.

	Jackson shook his head, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

	"I’ve strength enough left. Go help Thomas with the horses."

	The boy obeyed, and the earl sank the spade once more. The iron struck a stubborn root; he clenched his jaw and pulled with a low grunt that deepened into a muted roar. The wood splintered, gave way. The strain corded his neck and carved the muscles of his arms into sharper relief.

	It was not vanity. In physical labor he found peace no London drawing room had ever granted him. In the fields he could forget the weight of his title, the memory of the woman he had lost, and the rumors that had pursued him since birth. There he was merely a man among men—master of his sweat, his strength, and his choices.

	He bent over the barrel and plunged his face into the icy water. The shock made him gasp; droplets ran down his back, slipping beneath the waistband of his trousers. With one hand he swept the damp hair from his brow and closed his eyes, letting the cold steadiness seep through his blood.

	The workers glanced at him from time to time—not with curiosity, but with a mixture of respect and quiet wonder. It was not every day that an earl shared their mud, sweated under the same sky, and dirtied his hands in the same soil. Jackson knew it, and though he never said so, he liked them to see him thus—a man who did not hide behind his name.

	Standing tall in the middle of the field, he looked like the figure of a heroic painting: sweat gleaming on his skin, his chest rising and falling with an unbroken rhythm.

	He lifted his head. Faintly, from far off, he thought he heard the echo of hooves. Silva, his horse, grazed peacefully nearby, ears twitching at the sound. Jackson arched a brow, then returned to his work.

	Minutes passed in the rhythm of shovels and the drag of sacks, the creak of timber and leather. Each movement was precise, contained—his body trained never to yield. Yet beneath that control pulsed something secret: the memory of a name he no longer spoke, of a face that haunted his sleep, of a vow made in darkness.

	The wind picked up. Sweat cooled and turned to an unwelcome chill. He rubbed the back of his neck, fingers digging into tense muscles, and exhaled. Work steadied him—but it never quenched the fire inside.
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