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1813

Colonel Harding sat at his desk, writing correspondence and working on the estate management when Mrs. Evanson knocked. 

“Sir?” she said, peeking her head around the door.

“What is it?” he asked without looking up at her.

Mrs. Evanson approached his desk, handing him a letter.

“From Army Headquarters, sir.”

Colonel Harding’s eyes widened as he looked up from his writing, and he grabbed the letter from Mrs. Evanson, knowing inevitably, what the contents of the letter would be. The war raged on, and while he’d been fortunate enough to avoid it for a time because they called to duty younger and active servicemen, it was now his time to use his experience.

“Where’s Mrs. Harding?” he asked Mrs. Evanson as he read the letter

“Having a picnic with the babes under the apple tree by the pond. Shall I fetch her?”

With a sigh, he said, “No. No, that’s all right. I shall go see her. Thank you.” He placed the letter in the drawer of his desk and walked swiftly from the room.

“Oh my,” Mrs. Evanson said, fearing for the house who finally began to feel happiness again after so long. 

The afternoon sun stretched lazily across the rolling fields, casting golden light over the quiet waters of the lake. A soft breeze rustled the tall grass, carrying the scent of wildflowers and freshly baked bread from the picnic spread.

Anne sat beneath the shade of a grand oak tree, her hands resting gently over the swell of her belly, feeling the occasional flutter of movement within. She was due any day now, but she refused to let herself be confined indoors, restless with anticipation of the birth of their second child together.

Margaret giggled as she chased after a butterfly, her laughter ringing through the air, while Audrey sat beside Anne, slicing fruit with careful precision.

“You should be resting,” Audrey said, glancing at Anne with quiet concern. Audrey was 18 now, and was becoming a fine young woman. She was now one of Anne’s closest friends.

“Oh, Audrey,” Anne smiled, reaching for a berry. “You sound like your father. I am resting. I’m simply doing it outside.”

Audrey sighed, shaking her head. “You know he is going to be angry when he sees you out and about.”

Anne chuckled, but before she could respond, a small pair of hands tugged at her skirts.

“Mama!” Their two-year-old daughter, Margaret, toddled toward her, her curls bouncing as she climbed into Anne’s lap, pressing a tiny hand against her belly. “Baby?”

Anne’s heart melted as she brushed a hand through Margaret’s soft hair. “Yes, darling. Baby will be here soon.”

Margaret’s eyes widened. “Soon?”

Anne nodded, pressing a kiss to her daughter’s forehead. “Very soon.”

Just then, Colonel Harding approached, his gaze immediately settling on Anne.

“You should be resting,” he said, echoing Audrey’s earlier words.

Anne smirked. “I am resting, my darling. I don’t need to be confined to my bed to be resting.” She breathed in the fresh air as she closed her eyes and continued, “Besides, it is much more relaxing to be enjoying this beautiful summer day.”

Colonel Harding sighed, sitting beside her. His hand found hers, his thumb tracing slow circles against her palm. “You are impossible,” he said, kissing her cheek. 

Anne leaned into him. “And yet, you love me anyway.”

Colonel Harding chuckled, pressing a kiss to her temple. “That, my dear, is undeniable.”

But then, his expression shifted, something unreadable flickering in his gaze.

Anne frowned slightly, sensing the change. “What is it?”

Colonel Harding exhaled, rubbing his thumb against her knuckles. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Anne’s stomach tightened, her fingers instinctively curling against his. “Go on.”

Colonel Harding hesitated, then finally spoke. “Not now. We shall discuss it later.”

Sighing, Anne said, “Alright.” But Colonel Harding sensed the caution and worry in her voice, and he tried to reassure her with a gentle squeeze of her hand. 

Moments later, Evelyn and Edmund ran up, fishing poles in hand, and Colonel Harding said, “What have you caught?”

“Look what we have, Father!” Edmund exclaimed, holding up several fish on a line.

“Did you catch all those, Edmund?” Anne asked.

“No!” Evelyn interrupted. “I caught four of them! Edmund only caught two!”

Anne laughed, looking at Edmund as she said, “Well, Edmund, you better get back to the pond and make it even.”

Edmund exchanged glances with everyone before dashing away to the pond once more.

As Evelyn hurried off to Edmund, and Audrey played on the picnic blanket with Margaret, Anne leaned into William and said, “Tell me what it was you needed to say to me, William.”

“Not right now,” he said, kissing her head.

“Please, tell me. It is making me very uneasy that you should keep something from me.”

Sighing, he said, “Very well. I received notice.”

“Notice?” Anne said, sitting up and turning to look him in the eyes.

“My darling, you know that I am still bound to my position as a colonel, and my duty as a colonel is calling me to France.”

Anne inhaled sharply, her pulse quickening. “France?”

Colonel Harding nodded, his voice quieter now, as he brushed his thumb against her cheek in reassurance. “I’ve been asked to serve as an intelligence officer. A spy.”

Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. Anne shook her head, denying what she didn’t want to accept. She swallowed, her grip tightening around his hand. “And when would you leave?”

Colonel Harding exhaled, his gaze steady. “Soon. I am unsure exactly.”

Anne’s breath trembled, her heart pounding against her ribs. “You’re telling me this now? When I am about to give birth? You know I am weeks, maybe days away.”

Colonel Harding reached for her, his touch firm, reassuring. “I tried to postpone it, but I was not able. I am sorry.”

Anne shook her head, emotion tightening in her throat. “You... I.”

Colonel Harding sighed, pressing his fingers on his forehead as he tried to think of something to say to his wife that might bring some sense of comfort to her. “I will come back to you, Anne. I swear it.”

Anne closed her eyes, absorbing the weight of his promise.

But promises did not erase fear.

And this time, she was terrified. She stood, taking a few steps away. 

“Anne,” he said, closing the gap between them. When she didn’t turn to him, he motioned to Audrey to take Margaret somewhere else to play for a few moments, and Audrey picked up Margaret enthusiastically, saying, “Okay, Maggie, now, let’s see if we can catch some butterflies!”

When Audrey and Margaret were out of sight, William said, “Anne,” and he reached out for her. She turned around, a solitary tear rolling down her cheek. 

“I’m terrified. I can’t do this alone,” she said.

“And you won’t have to. I will return to you.”

Anne remained quiet as she looked around the estate, listening to the sounds of summer, and she squeezed her arms as a sense of reassurance, but it gave her none. William stepped closer still. 

“My darling, I have fought many battles, and yet, here I stand. I am not fighting. I am going to be a spy. I promise you; I will be fine. I swear it.”

“Or?” Anne said, her eyes darting up to look in his. “If you’re not? It will not affect you at all, because you will be dead, but I will be here with our four...” she touched her very pregnant abdomen. “Five children. I will be left alone to carry the burdens of life.” 

He wrapped his arms around her, embracing her in such a way as to show her he was just as afraid as she was, and he whispered, “You are wrong. It will affect me, because you are very much a part of who I am, and even when I am gone, I will miss you with every breath you breathe alone.”
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The soft glow of candlelight flickered against the walls, casting golden hues across the room as Anne sat on the edge of the bed, her hands resting gently over the swell of her belly. The weight of his words still pressed against her chest, heavy with unspoken fears.

She inhaled deeply, steadying herself, but the quiet did little to ease the tension building inside her.

The door creaked open.

William stepped inside, his presence filling the space effortlessly, but his expression was unreadable, his usual certainty clouded by something heavier.

Anne lifted her gaze, watching as he crossed the room, stopping just before her.

“You’re angry,” he said.

Anne exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “No,William. I’m terrified.”

William sighed, kneeling before her, his hands finding hers, his grip firm, warm. “Everything is going to be all right. I promise.”

Anne swallowed, her fingers tightening around his. “You can’t know that. You don’t know that.”

William hesitated, then exhaled, his thumb tracing slow circles against her palm. “I do.”

She swallowed hard, lifting her gaze to meet his. “Don’t make a promise you can’t keep.”

“I can make that promise to you, my darling. This isn’t my first assignment. I’m an experienced commander. I know what I’m doing.”

Anne sighed and leaned her head on his chest, wrapping her arms around him. “I don’t doubt that. I have no doubt at all in your abilities, my love. None. I know you are more than capable. It’s just...”

“What?”

“And if you don’t come back?” Anne asked, looking up at his eyes with tears in hers. “What then? What am I to do?”

William stiffened, his jaw tightening. “I will come back.”

Anne shook her head, frustration lacing her voice. “You don’t know that. You can’t know that.”

William exhaled sharply, stepping closer, his fingers curling into fists at his sides. “I won’t let anything keep me from you and this life we’ve built.”

Anne’s breath hitched, emotion tightening in her throat. “And what am I supposed to do while you’re gone? While you’re risking your life?”

William lifted her hand, pressing a kiss against her knuckles. “You are supposed to live, Anne. To raise our children. To know that I will come back to you.”

Anne shook her head, her voice quieter now. “You promise that?”

William cupped her face gently, his touch reverent, his gaze burning into hers. “I swear it.”

Anne inhaled sharply, searching his face for any hesitation, but there was none.

Then, before doubt could steal her breath, William leaned in, his lips capturing hers in a kiss that was slow, deep, filled with all the promises and fears of tomorrow.

William groaned against her mouth, his hands sliding down her back, pressing her flush against him, as if he needed to memorize the very feel of her.

Anne gasped softly, tilting her head back as his lips traced a path down her throat, his grip tightening at her waist.

“I need you,” he whispered against her skin.

Anne shuddered, her breath uneven. “Then dont...leave me,” she muttered through kisses with a passion that no one could deny.

He stilled briefly, his forehead pressing against hers, his breath heavy. “I will always come back to you. Always.”

Anne closed her eyes, absorbing the certainty in his words.

William lifted her gently, guiding her back onto the bed, his hands decided, his touch slow, deliberate. He hovered above her, his gaze searching hers, as if memorizing every detail, every emotion flickering across her face.

“I love you,” he whispered, his voice raw, unshaken.

Anne’s breath was uneven as her heart pounded, her fingers tracing the strong lines of his jaw. “Then show me.”

And he did.

With every touch, every kiss, every whispered promise, William made sure she knew she was his, and no distance, no duty, no war could ever change that. Not ever.

And as they lay in the still of the night, their bodies together, Anne’s long dark hair flowing over his chest, she knew there was no life she could live if wasn’t in it. He was her whole life. 

***
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THE MORNING LIGHT FILTERED through the grand windows, casting soft golden hues across the study as Anne stepped inside, her fingers brushing absently against the folds of her gown. She had barely slept, her thoughts tangled with worry, with anticipation, with the weight of what was to come.

William sat at his desk, his posture composed, but his gaze lifted the moment she entered.

“You’re up early,” he said, setting aside his correspondence.

Anne exhaled, crossing the room, resting her hands against the back of the chair opposite him. “I couldn’t sleep.”

William studied her carefully, then leaned back, his fingers tapping lightly against the desk. “I expected as much.”

Anne tilted her head, watching him. “You have that look.”

William smirked. “What look?”

“The one that says you’ve made a decision without consulting me.”

William chuckled, shaking his head. “I sent for Sarah.”

Anne blinked. “Sarah?”

“My cousin,” he clarified. “She will be here within the week.”

Anne straightened slightly, surprise flickering across her face. “You sent for her to help me?”

William nodded, his expression softening. “You will have the children, the estate, and soon, a newborn. I won’t be here to...” He hesitated, exhaling sharply. “I won’t be here to help you through it.”

Anne swallowed, emotion tightening in her throat. “So you sent for her to ensure I wouldn’t be alone.”

William reached for her hand, his grip firm, warm. “I sent for her because I need to know you’ll be cared for.”

Anne inhaled deeply, absorbing the weight of his words. She had spent so long believing she had to carry everything alone. But William—her William—would never allow that. Anne squeezed his hand, her voice quieter now. “Thank you.” 

William lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a lingering kiss against her knuckles. “You are my world, Anne. And I will do everything in my power to protect it.” Even in his absence, he was still hers. And she was most certainly his. And she would hold onto that for as long as she could.
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The low hum of conversation filled the club, the scent of brandy and cigar smoke lingering in the air as Colonel Harding sat at his usual table, nursing a drink, his thoughts drifting toward home, toward Anne.

He had never been a man prone to idle chatter, but today, the company was particularly grating.

Across the table, Lord Abbott leaned back in his chair, swirling his drink with lazy amusement.

“So, Harding,” Abbott drawled, his smirk sharp. “I hear you’ll be leaving soon. Off to play spy, is it?”

Colonel Harding stiffened, his grip tightening around his glass. “I have duties to fulfill.”

Lord Abbott chuckled, ignoring the warning in Harding’s tone. “And what of your lovely wife? Alone at Kettering Manor, waiting for a husband who may never return?” He took a slow sip of his drink, then added, “A woman like that shouldn’t be left unattended. She might need... company.”

The words barely left his mouth before Colonel Harding was on his feet.

The club fell silent as Harding’s fist connected with Abbott’s jaw, sending the man stumbling backward, knocking over his chair.

Lord Abbott cursed, wiping blood from his lip, but Colonel Harding wasn’t finished.

He grabbed the man by the collar, his voice low, dangerous. “You will never speak of my wife again.”

Lord Abbott struggled, but Colonel Harding shoved him back, his knuckles aching, his breath heavy.

The other gentlemen watched in stunned silence, none daring to intervene.

Colonel Harding exhaled sharply, straightening his coat, ignoring the throbbing in his hand as he turned on his heel and left the club without another word.

***
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ANNE SAT AT THE VANITY, brushing through her hair, the quiet of the evening settling around her, the baby moving inside her abdomen. She paused and placed her hand on her belly for a moment just to feel the life growing inside her. The door creaked open, and she turned, only to inhale sharply.

William stood in the doorway, his posture stiff, his expression unreadable. But it was his hand that caught her attention. Blood stained his knuckles, the skin raw and bruised.

Anne shot to her feet, crossing the room in an instant. “William, what happened?”

William sighed, flexing his fingers, wincing slightly. “Nothing worth worrying over.”

Anne grabbed his wrist, inspecting the damage, her heart pounding. “This is not nothing.”

He exhaled, his voice quieter now. “A man spoke of you in a way I did not appreciate.”

Anne’s breath hitched, her fingers tightening around his hand. “And you fought him?”

William smirked, despite himself. “I did more than that.”

Anne shook her head, frustration and concern at war inside her. “You cannot go around fighting every man who speaks ill of me.”

William lifted his free hand, brushing a thumb against her cheek. “I can if they deserve it.”

“You are impossible.”

William leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead. “And yet, you love me anyway.”

Anne sighed, but she did not pull away. Instead, she guided him to the bed, fetching a cloth, carefully tending to his wounds, her touch a gentle reminder to William of what he would be leaving behind. William watched her, his gaze steady, filled with something unshaken.

“You are worth every fight, Anne,” he said, and reached his arms to her back, unlacing her dress. Anne paused, meeting his eyes, fear and love filling the deepest corners of her soul.

Her dress fell to floor, and she stood in front of him in only her stays and chemise. William reached his hands to her stays, unlacing each loop, one by one, and Anne lifted her chemise to straddle his thighs. She inhaled sharply when his hands ascended her chemise and became lost inside, feeling the smoothness of her skin. He kissed the curvature of her neck.

“I love you,” he said, “And I will always protect your honor.”

“Stay with me then,” she said as he lifted her chemise over her head. 

“You know I would give you the world if I could, my darling.”

***
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THE NEXT DAY, ANNE sat at her mirrored dresser and prepared for the ball she was to attend with William, which was the last event they would attend together before he departed for France. As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, many thoughts raced through her mind–thoughts of William not returning, of him meeting another woman, of him having an affair–so many horrible things, and though she tried to focus on his promises to her, the horrible ones crept in. 

“Something’s on your mind,” William said as he entered the room, buttoning his evening coat.

“I’m fine,” she said and continued pinning her hair.

“Anne,” he said. “Talk to me.”

“I cannot.”

“Why?”

“Because you do not hear me,” she said.

William knelt in front of her, holding her gloved hand in his, and he said, “What do you mean, ‘I do not hear you’? Of course, I hear you.”

Anne stopped pinning her hair and turned to face him, her emotions overwhelming her as she said, “No, William, you do not. When I tell you that I am afraid, you only say that it will be fine, and when I ask you not to go, you only tell me that you have to, and when I tell you how...” Anne paused, tears welling in her eyes.

“Anne? What is it?”

Her breathing quickened and the tears flowed from her eyes as she yelled through the tears, “When I tell you that I am absolutely terrified you will not return, you only make promises to me that you know you cannot keep!” She began sobbing now, and William remained quiet as Anne cried into her gloves, but he reached his arms around her, pulling her against his chest as she sobbed. 

“I do hear you, my darling. I hear you loud and clear,” he said, and kissed her hair. “But there is nothing to be done.”

“Now, come and let’s enjoy the evening together,” he said, taking her hand in his, leading her out of the room. 

Anne gripped her hand in William’s in such a way that she feared it would be the last time she would ever leave that room holding his hand. 
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The ballroom glowed with golden candlelight, laughter rising above the strains of the string quartet. In a gown of sapphire silk, Anne stood beside Colonel Harding near the terrace doors, her hand lightly resting on his arm. They had been caught in a quiet moment amidst the revelry—something rare and private in a room full of politeness and pageantry.

“You are stunning tonight, my darling,” he said to Anne.

Her fingers traced his arm. “You know I always adore seeing you in your red coat.”

“Mmm,” he whispered in her ear. “Is that a fact?” He asked, his lips brushing against her ear ever-so-slightly.

“It is, sir,” Anne said, biting her lip with playful bashfulness, something Colonel Harding loved most in her.

“I did not know you adored the Colonel with such affection,” he said.

“But it is true, sir. I adore him immensely,” Anne said, her lips brushing his for the briefest moment. 

Colonel Harding gave a deep sigh, wishing at that moment to not be in a room full of people with her, and he said, “Well, madam, this Colonel returns the adoration.” He was speaking low, his voice warm with affection, when a uniformed aide appeared in the archway, scanning the crowd before striding purposefully toward them. Colonel Harding’s shoulders tensed before the man even reached him.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, Colonel,” the aide said, glancing uneasily at Anne. “But you’re needed. At once.”

Colonel Harding excused himself with a nod, stepping away from Anne’s side, but not before pressing her hand briefly—urgently—in his. She followed with her gaze, heart stuttering as she caught the look on his face when he returned a few minutes later.

His expression was composed, but his eyes betrayed the storm beneath.

“I leave tomorrow,” he said softly, the words carved with resignation. “France.”

Anne’s breath caught in her chest. Around them, the party continued untouched—laughter, music, candlelight. As though nothing had changed. But everything had, and Anne’s knees almost buckled beneath her. Her breathing quickened as the room spun around her. Nothing felt real. 

“Anne,” Colonel Harding said, steadying her in his arms. 

She gripped to his coat, needing to feel grounded from the muffled sounds surrounding her. 

“Anne,” he repeated. 

“I didn’t know it would be so soon,” she said, her grip on his coat sleeve tightening. 

He nodded. “They’ll move the regiment by week’s end. I’ve orders to report by dawn.”

“Did you know this was coming? Leaving so soon, I mean.”

“I suspected,” he admitted. “But I hoped...” he exhaled. “I hoped I would have more time with you.”

Anne looked away, focusing her gaze on the swirling dancers in the ballroom.

“My darling, we’ve done such a good job pretending this war doesn’t exist, that duty didn’t exist every time someone toasted to the Crown. But it’s time for me to be the man in the red coat.”

Anne’s arms extended around him and she rested her head on his shoulder. “Then I won’t waste the time I have left.”

“May I have this dance?” he said, extending his hand out for hers.

“My love, you have every dance that remains,” she said. 

They swayed on the dance floor, and Anne’s thoughts became inner demons again, tormenting her with each step they took. Her last hours before William was set to leave should’ve been hers alone, but every look, every beat, every moment felt like she was sharing it with another.

***
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THAT NIGHT, AS WILLIAM was undressing from the evening festivities, he stood before the mirror, untying his cravat and Anne approached in her chemise. 

“Tomorrow,” she said, reaching her arms around him. “Tomorrow you leave me.”

William stopped unbuttoning his shirt and rubbed his hands on her arms where they rested around his waist, as her head leaned on his back. “Don’t fret, my darling,” he said, turning to face her. “Look at me.”

He tilted her chin to look in his eyes and placed a few gentle kisses on her lips. But passion grew between them, and Anne was soon in his arms as William carried her to the bed. 

“Don’t leave me,” she said as William slid her chemise up the front of her body, kissing every inch of her nakedness. 

“I have to go, my darling,” he murmured, “but I shall return to you soon. Believe I would never stay gone longer than is necessary.”

William slid out of his breeches and hovered over her. “You are my home. I belong here,” he said. They became one, and as passion exploded inside him, he leaned close to her and whispered in her ear, “I belong with you.”
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The morning of his departure dawned cold and grey, a thin mist covering the fields outside the manor. Colonel Harding hugged each of the children, Audrey first–reminding her to be a confidante to Anne and to help her with the house and the younger children–then Edmund, Evelyn, and little Margaret. Anne stood by the gate, gloved hands clenched, trying to ignore the numbness crawling into her chest.

Colonel Harding approached on horseback, freshly shaven, uniform crisp, every inch the soldier. But his eyes, when they found hers, softened like a man facing the only battle he feared to lose.

He dismounted silently. They stood close, not touching.

“I thought I’d grown used to leaving,” he said. “But this...”

“Don’t,” Anne whispered. “I’d rather remember you smiling, strong... confident.”

She reached up, smoothing his collar with trembling fingers.

“I’ll write,” he promised.

“I know,” she replied and meant it. What she didn’t know was how long those letters would take to arrive. Or how long they’d have to carry her. Or even how long he would continue to send them.

He took her hand, kissed her fingers—too formal—then her cheek—too brief. Then he kissed her lips–finally. Anne soaked it in, gripping her fingers around his lapels. 

“Come back to me,” she whispered. And then he was gone, disappearing into the morning fog with the clatter of hooves.

The silence he left behind was louder than anything she’d ever known.

***
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IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, Anne moved like a shadow through her home. She kept busy with the garden, correspondence, the children, evening teas, but her laughter felt borrowed and brittle.

The townsfolk noticed. They always did.

At the seamstress’s, she heard the whispered comment behind her: “I wonder if he’ll return to her... Oh, he’ll return all right, if he remembers which girl he left behind.”

At church, an old friend offered a knowing smile that didn’t reach her eyes: “He’ll write to you, dear. They all do for a while.”

Anne said nothing. Let the whispers swirl. What did they know of candlelit dances, of glances that held the weight of goodbye?

Some nights she would sit by the fire in their bedroom, clutching the lapel of his old uniform coat he’d forgotten in a moment of haste. She'd press her cheek to it, imagining it still carried the warmth of his chest beneath.

He had said he would write.

But for now, there were no letters. Only longing.

Rain came often, soaking the garden paths and turning the orchard into a tangle of damp leaves and empty branches. She took to waking before dawn, pouring tea she rarely drank, and staring out the parlor window toward the road he’d taken. Always the road as if it might give him back.

Her days blurred. Letters remained unanswered, visits she declined. Only the housemaid, Betsy, dared linger.

“He’ll write, Ma’am,” she said gently, placing fresh flowers by the window. “Men like the Colonel don’t forget.” Anne nodded, but her smile became something practiced. She needed something to look forward to. Even the laughter of the children became numb to her. She felt...frozen. 

Then came the envelope. Frayed at the edges, damp from its journey.

“For you,” Betsy said when she handed Anne the letter one morning with her breakfast tray.

William’s handwriting on the front made Anne’s breath catch.

Inside, just a few lines.

My dearest Anne, 

We made landfall near Calais. The fields here are quiet still, but I can hear thunder on the horizon.  I think of you always.

Love, 

W.

No promises. No pretty phrases. Just the truth, spare and unflinching. Anne traced each letter with trembling fingers. Her heart swelled and broke anew. She held it to her chest for a long while until she felt the most familiar but gut wrenching pain in her abdomen. Minutes later, she felt it again. 

It was time.

The soft glow of candlelight flickered against the walls, casting golden hues across the room as Anne gripped the edge of the bed, her breath coming in uneven gasps. The pain rolled through her in waves, sharp and unrelenting, but she refused to let fear take hold.

Mrs. Evanson knelt beside her, her voice calm, steady. “Breathe, ma’am. You’re doing beautifully.”

Anne exhaled shakily, sweat dampening her brow, her fingers curling into the sheets.

Audrey sat at her other side, her grip firm on Anne’s hand, her own expression lined with quiet determination. “You’re almost there.”

Anne swallowed, nodding, though the exhaustion pressed against her like a weight.

Then, another contraction tore through her, and she cried out, her body trembling with the force of it.

Mrs. Evanson’s voice was urgent now. “One more, ma’am. Just one more.”

“You’re doing great,” Audrey said, gripping Anne’s hand in hers. “Father would be so proud of you, Anne.”

Anne inhaled deeply, gathering every ounce of strength she had left.

And then...

A cry.

A sharp, beautiful, unmistakable cry.

Anne felt her breath release from her chest as she collapsed back against the pillows, tears spilling freely down her cheeks.

Mrs. Evanson lifted the newborn, wrapping the tiny, wriggling body in a soft blanket before placing the child in Anne’s arms.

Anne stared down at the baby, her heart swelling, her breath uneven.

A son. William’s son. He would be thrilled.

She pressed a trembling kiss to his forehead, her voice barely above a whisper. “Hello, my love.”

Audrey wiped at her own eyes, smiling softly. “He’s perfect.”

Anne exhaled, cradling him closer, warmth spilling through her chest.

Despite everything—despite the parting, the uncertainty, the waiting—this moment was pure. It was perfect in all ways except one. William wasn’t there. 

––––––––
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NORTHERN FRANCE

The damp chill of the French countryside settled into Colonel Harding’s bones as he stood near the edge of the encampment, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon. The flickering lanterns cast long shadows across the makeshift tents, the quiet hum of soldiers murmuring in hushed tones filling the air.

He had been here for weeks now—moving between villages, gathering intelligence, slipping through enemy lines with calculated precision. But tonight, something felt different.

A courier approached, his uniform dusted with mud, his breath uneven. “Colonel Harding, urgent dispatch.”

Colonel Harding took the sealed letter, breaking the wax with practiced ease. His eyes scanned the message, his jaw tightening.

Movement in the north. Increased French resistance. A new directive.

He exhaled sharply, folding the letter, slipping it into his coat.

“Prepare the men,” he ordered, his voice steady, unwavering. “We move at dawn.”

The courier nodded, disappearing into the night.

Colonel Harding turned back toward the camp, his fingers brushing against the worn edges of another letter tucked inside his coat—Anne’s last words to him before he left.

He closed his eyes briefly, inhaling deeply as he dreamed of home and awaited news of their new baby yet and any news from her. His heart longed for her though his head remained focused on his mission. He had promised her he would return. And he intended to keep that promise.

***
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EDWARD ARRIVED UNEXPECTEDLY on a wind-swept morning, just as Anne was feeding the chickens.

A familiar sight–too familiar of a reminder for Anne’s aching heart–wearing a travel-stained coat and he dismounted at the gate, hat tucked under one arm, his eyes searching the property with a blend of familiarity and restraint. Not as polished as Colonel Harding, but there was something steady in the set of his jaw. Practical. Present. Too familiar for Anne’s hurting heart.

“Anne?” he asked, stepping closer. “I came as soon as I heard.”

Anne blinked. “You heard...?”

“That he’d shipped out. He asked me to keep an eye on things. Help, if needed.”

“Oh,” Anne said. “It was kind of you to come, Edward, but you certainly didn’t have to. William said Sarah was coming.”

“Sarah...our cousin, Sarah?” he asked as they walked and fed the chickens together.

“Yes,” Anne said. 

“William did not tell me Sarah intended to be here,” Edward said.

“William asked you to come?” Anne asked.

“He did,” Edward said.

“Oh.”

“You aren’t angry, are you?” Edward asked, turning to face Anne.

“No,” she said with a forced smile. She knew William’s intentions were honorable and that he only wanted the best for her, but she also wanted to feel as though she could handle things on her own, as though he could trust her fully while he was away.

“Anne, I think he feared for your safety while he’s away,” Edward said. 

Anne nodded but stayed quiet. Edward was right. She knew he was right. William only wanted to know she was cared for. 

Edward’s presence was not unwelcome, but the familiarity to William he carried was undeniable, and Anne feared it would keep her too focused on William’s absence. However, Edward did tend to many of the things William normally did, which was a relief for Anne and also the servants. He spent much of his days repairing fences, hauling firewood, and accompanying Anne into town, and though Anne wanted to feel independent and walk alone, she knew William would not approve, and Audrey said, “Anne, you should allow Uncle Edward to accompany you.”

Still, Anne wasn’t sure what to make of his presence.

He was kind, but not soft. Watchful, but not unkind. She caught him once, lingering too long on a photo of William in the study. And once more, watching her when he thought she wasn’t looking with something unreadable in his gaze.

And yet, his steady silence at dinner and unhurried gait beside hers on morning walk brought a strange comfort, a tether to the man she missed, and a reminder of all that hadn’t been said. Though she knew Edward, she didn’t know him. He wasn’t William. 

––––––––
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NORTHERN FRANCE – A ruined farmhouse

William—no, Colonel Harding, as the coded documents named him—knelt beneath splintered rafters, torchlight flickering off the hidden compartments he’d uncovered beneath the stone floor. His uniform, so often admired in English drawing rooms, was now tattered and stained beyond recognition. The only thing crisp was the sharpness of his mind, but that too was diminishing with his longing for home...for his Anne.

A French contact had passed him a name the night before–an officer defecting with crucial information. William’s orders were clear: intercept before the enemy did. The documents in his satchel weren’t letters to Anne—though God, he wished they were—but sketches, cipher wheels, a photo of a bridge outside Amiens. Target. Contact point. Risk.

Then, voices outside. Boots. Barked French.

He froze. Slid the loose floorboard back into place. Reached for the small pistol hidden at his ankle.

Silent. Stay invisible. Think of her.

In that moment, it wasn’t protocol or duty that steadied his breath. It was Anne—her eyes on the night of the dance, her voice saying “Let’s not waste what’s left.”

And then darkness. Shouting. The crack of rifle butts against stone.

––––––––
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RAMSGATE – THE HARVEST Festival

Anne stood on the edge of the gathering crowd, arms securely holding baby James to her chest, swaddled tight against her coat. She was in nothing showy other than wearing the brooch William gave her for her birthday last year. Lanterns bobbed from iron hooks, and the children darted between hay bales, laughing. Though she enjoyed watching Margaret, Evelyn, and Edmund. The crowd was too much for her. She hadn’t heard from William in over a month. She should have stayed home. 

Edward stood nearby, speaking with the apothecary. He glanced at her every so often, quiet concern in the corners of his mouth. She knew Edward was concerned for her. Everyone was. They all watched her as though they were waiting for her collapse. 

She turned, catching snippets of voices behind her.

“She’s brought the brother now. Right under William’s nose.”

“They say she’s stopped wearing his brooch. Poor Harding.”

Anne's cheeks burned as her hand slipped behind baby James and touched the hidden brooch on her chest. She lifted her chin, trying to tune out the noise.

Then the vicar approached, expression pale, lips tight.

“Miss Oliver,” he said gently, too gently. 

“Um, it’s Mrs. Harding, but... go on.”

“There’s news from the continent. I’m afraid... Colonel Harding’s unit hasn’t reported in. They believe he may be missing in action.”

The words dropped into the earth like stones, and the world around her became a blur.

Edward was at her side instantly. “Anne—” he said, steadying her, before he took baby James from her arms.

“No,” she said, barely a whisper. “No, he can’t be... he promised.” Anne shook her head as if the mere refusal by her would make it any less real.

The laughter of the festival continued around her, grotesquely bright. The music struck up again. Someone cheered as the pie contest began.

Anne turned her back on it all, the world spinning too loudly, too fast. Edward handed James to Audrey, and gripped Anne’s arm to steady her.

But the whispers, the fear, it was all too much. She yanked her arm away. 

“I’m sorry,” she said and hurried away from there and behind the church where she held her hand to her forehead, breathing deeply.

“Anne,” Audrey said as she approached, still holding James in her arms. “Are you well?”

Anne wanted to tell her she wasn’t, but the words wouldn’t come out.

“Anne?” Audrey repeated as Edward approached. 

Anne heard her name several more times, but she couldn’t respond; she couldn’t be present. She didn’t want any of this to be real.

––––––––
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A CELLAR BENEATH A bombed abbey, somewhere near Amiens.

Colonel Harding stirred on cold stone, consciousness dragging itself back through a fog of pain. His hands were bound with coarse rope, tight but not cruel. Candlelight flickered from a stub of wax on a crate nearby. The cellar smelled of damp stone, oil, and old ink.

Memory struck in fragments—the voices, the shout, the blow to his head. He’d been ambushed mid-transfer. The documents were hidden, but whether they remained secret...

Footsteps above. He tensed.

A figure descended, French, judging by the insignia. Young. Too young. He approached with a guarded look, holding out a flask.

“You are Colonel Harding?”

William nodded, jaw stiff.

“I am Claude. Resistance. We pulled you from the wreckage before the patrol returned.”

Relief washed over him, too sharp to feel like comfort. “My satchel...?”

Claude gestured behind him. “Safe. Hidden.” Then added softly, “They think you’re dead. The Army, I mean. The road was shelled soon after. Your unit believes you didn’t make it.”

William’s heart hammered. Anne. Edward. Everyone... they think I’m gone. He swallowed hard. “I need to send word. A letter. It’s urgent.”

Claude looked uncertain. “We have contacts, but no guarantees.”

Still, William fished for the stub of a pencil in his coat and the scrap of a map he’d been hiding,  enough blank space to write. Not official orders. Not strategy. 

Anne, 

I am alive. Wait for me.

W

He folded the note, pressing it into Claude’s hand.

“If this reaches England, it must reach her.”

Claude nodded solemnly. “We’ll try.”
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The scent of fresh bread and lavender filled the air as Anne moved through the bustling market, her basket nestled against her hip. The morning was bright, the chatter of vendors and townsfolk weaving through the streets in a familiar hum.

She paused near a stall, inspecting bolts of fine linen, when hushed voices caught her attention.

“...I heard he’s been with a French woman,” one woman murmured, her tone laced with intrigue.

Another woman scoffed. “Colonel Harding? Surely not. We all know he just adores that young governess who snared him.”

Anne stiffened.

The first woman leaned in, lowering her voice. “Oh, but I know it to be true. My cousin’s husband swears he saw them together—laughing, speaking in hushed tones. And you know what they say about men in war...why do you think he hasn’t written to her?”
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