
Coloring a Silent Earl’s Heart
Author: Henrietta Harding

Category: Historical

Description: Widowed, penniless, and pursued by a ruthless

creditor, Sophia Sinclair turns to the one skill that might save her:

painting. A portrait commission at a seaside estate offers her a fresh

start, but the Earl she must paint is colder and more charming than

she ever imagined…

Wounded in war and left in silence, Alexander Balfour, Earl of

Aldeburgh, has shut himself away from the world. Haunted and

dismissed as broken, he avoids all feelings, until a spirited young

widow begins to stir something long buried…

Each brushstroke fills their hearts with hope and Sophia slowly

manages to break the walls Alexander constructed around his heart.

Can a silent earl and a desperate artist dare to hope for love in a

colorless world? When it matters most, will Alexander find his voice

once again?

Coloring a Silent Earls Heart is a historical romance novel of

approximately 60,000 words. No cheating, no cliffhangers, and a

guaranteed happily ever after.

Total Pages (Source): 25



Page 1

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 8:40 am

London, 1812

Alexander Balfour, the Earl of Aldeburgh, gazed upon the miniature portrait cradled

in his palms, while rain pelted against the drawing room windows of his London

townhouse.

Diana’s painted visage—its delicate brushstrokes capturing her rosebud lips and fair

complexion—had been his sole comfort during the darkest nights on the battlefield.

How many times had he pressed it to his heart beneath his uniform as cannons roared

and men fell around him? How proud he had been of the beautiful woman who would

be his wife. How he had boasted of her beauty, her delicate softness.

A deep frown settled between his brows as he looked at it. His fingers moved with

deliberate care across the gilded frame, as though the small oval might shatter

beneath his touch—much as his former life had.

Alexander sensed rather than heard the drawing room door open. The subtle change

in air pressure and the flicker of candlelight alerted him to a new presence, but he

maintained his focus on Diana’s portrait.

His mother’s silhouette passed into his peripheral vision, her rigid posture and steel-

grey gown perfectly matched to her temperament. His mother had never been an

affectionate woman, but her coldness since his return had been unmatched. Behind

her followed another figure—one whose presence caused Alexander ‘s chest to

constrict as his heart raced with emotion.

Gregory Camden. His oldest friend. His brother in spirit if not blood.



Alexander remained motionless, studying Diana’s face while watching his mother’s

mouth from the corner of his eye. He had learned to read lips with remarkable

proficiency, though he took care not to reveal this skill to Lady Aldeburgh.

Knowledge, however limited, remained his sole advantage in their silent war of

attrition.

“He has been thus for hours.“ He could make out his mother’s words, each syllable

formed with utter disdain. “Gazing upon that portrait as though it might speak to him

when he refuses to speak himself.”

Gregory’s expression shifted, and Alexander recognized the familiar tightening of his

jaw that had presaged many a schoolboy brawl at Eton. Some things, it seemed, war

had not changed. Alexander almost smiled.

Almost.

“The physicians claim his hearing is damaged,” his mother continued, her hands

clasped before her like a general surveying a disappointing battalion. “Though they

believe his voice remains intact, he chooses silence—whether from stubborn pride or

self-pity, I cannot say. The Earl of Aldeburgh, reduced to communicating with crude

notes like a common schoolboy. His father would be mortified to see the title worn by

such an... invalid.”

The word struck Alexander like a physical blow to the chest, though he permitted no

change in his expression. Invalid. His mother’s favorite designation for him since his

return—so much more elegant than cripple yet no less damning. How quickly the

hero had become the burden.

Gregory stepped forward, and though Alexander could not hear his response, he

witnessed the tension in his friend’s shoulders. The loyalty warming his face

contrasted sharply with his mother’s frigidity.



Their lips moved in further conversation that Alexander deliberately chose not to

follow. Instead, he studied the familiar contours of Diana’s face, wondering if her

voice remained as musical as he remembered. Why had she stopped returning his

letters in his final months of deployment?

At the time, he had attributed the silence to the chaotic nature of war, the unreliability

of military post. Later, as he lay in the hospital tent hovering between life and death,

he had clung to thoughts of reunion, of her joy upon discovering that reports of his

demise had been premature.

Yet no joyful reunion had materialized upon his return to English shores. She had not

rushed to his bedside during his convalescence. His letters, laboriously written during

painful recovery, had gone unanswered. Still, hope had persisted in the small, foolish

corner of his heart that remained untouched by war’s brutality.

His ruminating fractured as Gregory moved into his direct line of sight, becoming

impossible to ignore without obvious rudeness. Alexander reluctantly lifted his gaze

to meet his friend’s, recognizing the determination in the set of his shoulders.

Gregory’s eyes flicked momentarily to Diana’s portrait, then back to Alexander ‘s

face, and a stiff smile appeared on his friend’s face. One speaking far more than

words could, though Alexander chose not to listen to the inaudible reality.

Instead, he glanced toward his mother, who watched their silent exchange with thinly

veiled impatience. Gregory followed his gaze, and something passed between the two

that resulted in Lady Aldeburgh departing with unusual acquiescence, the door

closing firmly behind her rustling skirts.

The sudden absence of his mother’s cutting presence altered the atmosphere of the

room like the clearing of storm clouds. Gregory approached with the careful

deliberation one might use when nearing a wounded animal. He retrieved a small



leather-bound notebook from his waistcoat pocket—the universal accessory of those

who attempted communication with Alexander these days.

But Gregory did not immediately write. Instead, he settled into the adjacent chair

with uncharacteristic hesitation. His gaze travelled the length of Alexander ‘s form,

perhaps cataloging the changes wrought by war.

Alexander ‘s fingers tightened imperceptibly around Diana’s portrait. Whatever news

Gregory carried; it concerned her. Of that, he was certain. He closed his eyes,

refusing to listen. Choosing to live in his own fool’s paradise a little longer. As long

as he could.

When he opened his eyes, Gregory was gone.

A piece of paper lay in front of him, and he picked it up reluctantly, staring at the

scribbled words in his friend’s familiar handwriting.

I’ll see you at tonight’s dinner party.

***

The dinner party was one he had tried to refuse. His mother, however, had insisted.

“To reintroduce you to society,” she had informed Alexander via a tersely written

note, though he suspected her true purpose was to parade him before her intimate

circle like some exotic curiosity. Six guests gathered in the dining room, where

footmen moved with silent efficiency beneath crystal chandeliers that cast prismatic

reflections across the polished mahogany table.

Alexander ‘s valet had dressed him with painstaking attention to current fashion. Yet

for all the careful tailoring, Alexander felt like an impostor in his own skin, a

counterfeit nobleman occupying the place that rightfully belonged to the carefree



young earl who had departed for war with visions of glory dancing in his head.

That man had died somewhere in the Spanish countryside, his dreams reduced to ash

alongside the village of Arroyo del Puerco.

Seated to his right, Lady Mayweather, a widow of impeccable lineage and formidable

conversational skills, directed a stream of pleasantries toward him. Alexander

watched her painted lips move, forming words he could not hear and did not care to

attempt to make out, questions he had no desire to answer. Her eyes darted

occasionally to his ears, as though his impairment might be visible if she looked

closely enough.

Gregory occupied the chair to his left, a strategic placement that allowed him to serve

as intermediary between Alexander and the rest of the gathering. A role his friend

performed with admirable dedication, though Alexander responded to his written

inquiries with increasing brevity as the evening progressed.

Lady Mayweather inquires after your health ; Gregory wrote in the small notebook

that had become their primary means of communication, sliding it towards Alexander

tactfully.

Alexander glanced at the widow, whose expression suggested her inquiry arose more

from morbid curiosity than genuine concern. He took the proffered pencil and

scrawled a single word in reply: Fine .

Gregory’s mouth tightened at the corner, a subtle indication of his frustration. He had

always been the more diplomatic of the two, even in their youth, smoothing

Alexander ‘s occasional social blunders with effortless charm. Now that charm

worked overtime as he relayed Alexander ‘s curt response with embellishments

designed to satisfy Lady Mayweather’s inquisitiveness without revealing Alexander

‘s indifference.



Across the table, Lord Spencer engaged his mother in animated conversation about

the upcoming Season, punctuating his observations with theatrical gestures that sent

his quizzing glass swinging wildly from its golden chain. His mother’s eyes remained

cold, turning even harder whenever they landed upon him.

The first course arrived with elegant precision, aromatic steam rising from silver

tureens of turtle soup. Alexander watched the guests exclaim over the presentation;

their appreciation evident in their expressions even as their words remained locked

beyond his comprehension. The sight of food turned his stomach, his appetite

deserting him as it so often did after his return.

A footman appeared at his shoulder, ladling soup into his bowl with practiced ease.

Alexander grimaced as he looked at the opulence that surrounded them, the rich

aroma that wafted from the soup. It was so different from what he had become used

to; so different from the acrid smell of gunpowder and burning thatch, a woman’s

desperate cries as she clutched a small child to her breast, flames licking at the edges

of her skirts...

His hand jerked involuntarily, sending his spoon clattering against fine porcelain. The

sound—inaudible to him but evident in the startled expressions around the

table—drew every eye. Six faces turned toward him with varying degrees of

sympathy and discomfort.

Gregory’s hand appeared on his forearm, a steady pressure that anchored him to the

present. Alexander drew a careful breath, forcing his features into a mask of

composure as he retrieved his spoon with deliberate precision. The moment passed,

conversation resuming as the guests carefully redirected their attention elsewhere.

Yet the damage was done. The memory, once summoned, refused to retreat, playing

behind his eyes with merciless clarity. The woman’s face, contorted in terror. The

child’s bewildered expression. His own desperate lunge forward, arms outstretched to



reach them as the building’s timbers groaned overhead...

Gregory’s pencil tapped against the notebook, reclaiming his attention.

Are you well? he had written, concern evident in the pressure of his script.

Alexander managed a curt nod, though perspiration beaded his forehead despite the

dining room’s comfortable temperature. He found himself counting the courses that

remained before he might escape these well-meaning strangers with their pitying

glances.

The dowager countess’ gaze fell upon him with the weight of perpetual

disappointment. She had borne his father’s death with stoic dignity, maintaining their

family’s position through strategic social alignments and careful financial

management. His own return had shattered her expectations of noble sacrifice. After

all, as he was now, he was damaged, diminished and disappointingly alive.

An heir who could not—or would not—speak. A titled gentleman reduced to written

communication, showing weakness that was not appropriate to his class. A bloodline

in peril of extinction.

By the time the final course arrived, Alexander ‘s collar felt constricting, his cravat a

noose around his throat. He reached for his wine glass with trembling fingers, willing

the evening to conclude before his control fractured completely.

When at last the ladies withdrew, leaving the gentlemen to their port and cigars,

Alexander breathed his first full breath in hours. Lord Spencer and the other two male

guests engaged in what appeared to be a spirited debate about horse racing, Gregory

contributing occasionally while Alexander sat in blessed peace, no longer required to

maintain the exhausting pretense of social engagement.



After an appropriate interval, Gregory leaned closer, the notebook in hand. Alexander

‘s eyes darted to the page and relief washed over him as he read the words.

Shall we withdraw to the smoking room? More privacy there.

He nodded at once and stood—Gregory speaking for both of them with the practiced

ease of long friendship as he made an excuse—and retreated to the wood-paneled

sanctuary where crystal decanters on a silver tray awaited.

The smoking room had been his father’s domain, the air permeated still with the

ghost of his preferred Turkish tobacco despite months of absence. Heavy leather

chairs flanked the fireplace, where flames danced against polished andirons.

Alexander moved to the decanter, pouring generous measures of brandy into two

glasses.

Gregory accepted the offered drink with a nod of thanks, though his expression had

grown grave in the transition from dining room to private sanctuary. He paced before

the fire, uncharacteristic restlessness betraying his unease.

Alexander watched him from beneath lowered brows, and his hand moved to rest on

Diana’s portrait where it rested in his waistcoat pocket. He had transferred it there

before dinner, unwilling to leave it in his bedchamber even for the brief hours of the

gathering. An irrational compulsion, perhaps, but one he could not deny.

At length, Gregory halted his pacing and turned to face Alexander directly. The

flames cast his features in sharp relief, highlighting the determination in his jaw even

as shadows concealed his eyes. He reached into his coat and withdrew a folded

newspaper, holding it for a moment as though the paper itself might burn his fingers.

Something cold and leaden settled in Alexander ‘s stomach at the sight. He remained

motionless, brandy untouched, as Gregory unfolded the paper with careful



movements and extended it toward him.

The section had been neatly clipped from a larger page, its borders precise as though

cut with a surgeon’s blade. Alexander’s gaze fell upon the column of announcements,

scanning mechanically until he found the paragraph Gregory had marked with a thin

line of ink.

The engagement is announced between Lord William Radcliffe, second son of Lord

Radcliffe of Staffordshire, and Miss Diana Anderton, only daughter of...

The words blurred before his eyes, individual letters losing meaning as they swam

across the page. A curious numbness spread through Alexander’s limbs, his fingertips

tingling as though struck by frost despite the room’s warmth.

Diana. His Diana. Betrothed to another? Was she courting another while he lay near

death in a field hospital, her portrait pressed to his heart like a talisman against

mortality.

The miniature seemed to burn against his chest now, a brand rather than a blessing.

With fingers grown suddenly clumsy, he withdrew it from his waistcoat, staring at the

painted features that had sustained him through countless horrors.

Had she always possessed that calculation in her gaze, that coldness about the mouth?

Had his memory gilded her image during their separation, transforming a pretty but

unremarkable young woman into an angel of mercy?

The portrait slipped from his nerveless fingers, striking the hardwood floor with a

crack that he felt rather than heard. The glass shattered, a spiderweb of fractures

distorting Diana’s perfect features into a grotesque approximation of beauty.

Alexander stared at the broken miniature, emotion tugging at his lips. The war had



taken his hearing, his voice, his future—yet somehow, this betrayal cut deeper than

Spanish steel or French lead.

Gregory’s hand came to rest upon his shoulder, a wordless offer of support.

Alexander remained frozen, transfixed by the ruined portrait at his feet. The woman

who had abandoned him. The love that had never been as steadfast as his own.

When he finally raised his eyes to meet Gregory’s concerned gaze, something within

Alexander calcified—perhaps grief transforming into bitter resolve. He would not

allow himself to be undone by this final betrayal. He had survived cannon fire and

field hospitals, fever and despair. He would survive Diana Anderton’s betrayal as

well.

The brandy glass shattered against the fireplace, amber liquid hissing as it met hungry

flames. In the violent gesture, Alexander felt something break free within his

chest—not healing, not yet, but the first, terrible, necessary step toward it.

Gregory watched him with solemn understanding, making no move to retrieve the

fallen portrait or comment on the broken glass. Some wounds required witness rather

than words, and in that moment of shared silence, their friendship—forged in

boyhood and tempered by war—proved stronger than any romance.

The portrait remained where it had fallen, Diana’s fractured visage a testament to

dreams that had died on Spanish soil, leaving only the stark reality of a future

Alexander had never envisioned: solitary, silent, and stripped of illusions.
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The April rain lashed against the windows of Sinclair Manor with a fury that almost

matched Sophia Sinclair’s own turbulent thoughts. Standing in what remained of the

drawing room—a chamber once resplendent with Brussels carpets and gilt-framed

landscapes—she took inventory of her diminished circumstances with the cold

precision of a merchant tallying losses after a shipwreck.

“Milady.” Abigail ‘s soft Scottish lilt pierced the gloom as she entered with a meagre

tea tray. “I’ve brought ye something warm. You’ve not eaten since yesterday.”

Sophia turned from the window, summoning a smile that belied the hollow ache

beneath her ribs. “That is kind of you, Abigail. Though I fear we must soon accustom

ourselves to simpler fare, if we are to have any fare at all.”

The young maid set the tray upon a small rosewood table—one of the few elegant

pieces not yet seized by creditors—and straightened with the quiet dignity that had

endeared her to Sophia these past three years. Where other servants had fled at the

first whisper of financial ruin, Abigail had remained steadfast, her loyalty unwavering

despite wages now more promised than paid.

“I’ll not be leaving ye, milady,” Abigail declared, as though reading the melancholy

direction of her mistress’s thoughts. “Not when you need me most.”

“Need you I certainly do,” Sophia admitted, accepting the offered cup with hands that

betrayed only the slightest tremor. “Though I cannot imagine what I have done to

deserve such devotion.”

“Aye. You treated me as a person when others saw only a wee servant,” Abigail



replied simply, smoothing her already impeccable apron. “And you taught me my

letters when no one else thought a maid should know how to read. Such kindnesses

are not forgotten, milady.”

Warmth bloomed in Sophia’s chest at the girl’s words—a momentary respite from the

chill that had settled there since her husband’s untimely passing. Six months a

widow, and still the reality of Gilbert’s death struck her anew at unexpected

moments.

Not that theirs had been a love match; convenience and mutual respect had formed

the foundation of their brief union. Yet his absence had left her unmoored in a society

that valued women primarily as extensions of their male relations.

“We still have each other,” Sophia said, more to herself than to Abigail . “And I still

have my wits, my health, and my paintbrushes. Many have rebuilt fortunes with less.”

“That’s the spirit, milady,” Abigail encouraged, her youthful face brightening. “And

you paint like an angel. Surely there are those who would pay handsomely for your

talent.”

Sophia sipped her tea, allowing the familiar ritual to calm her frayed nerves.

“Perhaps. Though I fear it will take more than a few charming watercolors to satisfy

Lord Shropshire’s demands.”

The mere utterance of the man’s name sent a shiver of distaste through her slender

frame. Silas Fletcher, Earl of Shropshire, had emerged from the shadows of Gilbert’s

past like a vengeful specter, brandishing promissory notes signed in moments of

desperate folly across gaming tables in London and Brussels.

“Two thousand pounds,” Sophia murmured, the sum still as shocking as when she’d

first learned of it. “Gilbert must have been mad with desperation to wager such an



amount.”

“Or deep in his cups,” Abigail added with uncharacteristic bitterness. “Begging yer

pardon, milady, but the late master had no head for spirits, nor cards neither.”

“No,” Sophia agreed softly. “No, he had not.”

Gilbert Sinclair had possessed a kind heart and gentle manner but the same yielding

nature that made him an amiable husband had rendered him fatally susceptible to

vice. Their marriage had been brief and childless, leaving Sophia without even the

security of an heir to safeguard some portion of the estate.

The rain intensified, drumming against the roof with increasing urgency. Sophia

moved to the hearth where a modest fire struggled against the damp chill that had

invaded the old manor house. Most rooms now stood empty, their furnishings sold to

satisfy the more reasonable creditors.

The few servants who had not already sought positions elsewhere had been dismissed

with only the references Sophia could provide, leaving herself and loyal Abigail to

rattle about the echoing corridors.

“I’ve finished organizing your painting supplies, milady,” Abigail reported, gathering

the tea things with practiced efficiency. “Everything is packed as you requested.

Though I confess I don’t quite understand why we’re leaving for the countryside

estate when it’s in even worse repair than this one.”

“Because each day we remain here costs more than we can afford,” Sophia explained,

her green eyes reflecting the dancing flames. “The country house is smaller, more

manageable, and crucially, much further from Lord Shropshire’s regular haunts.

Distance may not deter him indefinitely, but it shall buy us precious time.”



Abigail nodded, though her expression betrayed lingering concern. “And you truly

believe we can raise two thousand pounds through your painting?”

“Not immediately, no,” Sophia admitted. “But I’ve written to several acquaintances

in Devon and London. Surely among them, someone must know of a respectable

position for a lady of reduced circumstances but considerable artistic education.”

The very thought of seeking employment would have scandalized her mother, whose

rigid adherence to propriety had shaped Sophia’s girlhood. A gentleman’s daughter,

subsequently a gentleman’s wife, did not soil her hands with trade. Yet necessity had

a remarkable way of sweeping aside such niceties. Better to work with dignity than to

surrender to Shropshire’s increasingly improper suggestions.

“You’ve a gift that few possess, milady,” Abigail asserted with fierce conviction.

“Why, I remember how Lady Harrington herself declared your portrait of her

daughter the finest likeness she’d ever seen.”

Sophia smiled at the memory. “Let us hope her ladyship’s praise translates to

practical recommendations. I shall need more than compliments if we are to survive.”

The mantel clock chimed three, its elegant tone incongruously genteel amid their

reduced circumstances. Sophia straightened her shoulders, drawing strength from the

simple action. The daughter of Baron Talbot would not be defeated by misfortune,

however dire. She had weathered her mother’s early death, her father’s subsequent

neglect, and a marriage entered with clear-eyed pragmatism rather than romantic

illusion.

She would weather this storm as well, even as the waters rose ever higher around her.

The sharp report of the door knocker shattered the momentary peace, its commanding

rhythm unmistakable even from the drawing room. Sophia and Abigail exchanged a



glance of mutual dread.

“It’s him again,” Abigail whispered, her freckled face paling. “That’s his knock, sure

as I’m standing here.”

“Perhaps if we remain quiet, he will assume the house empty,” Sophia suggested,

though she harbored little hope of such a fortunate outcome. Lord Shropshire was not

a man easily discouraged, particularly when pursuit of his desires coincided with his

financial interests.

The knocking ceased abruptly, replaced by a more ominous sound—the groan of the

front door opening unbidden. Heavy footsteps echoed through the entrance hall,

accompanied by the distinctive tap of a walking stick against marble.

“I’ll go and send him away, milady,” Abigail declared with more courage than

caution, setting down the tea tray and squaring her slender shoulders.

“Abigail, wait—”

But the maid had already slipped from the room, her chin raised in defiance that

belied her eighteen years. Sophia followed swiftly, heart hammering against her ribs

as she entered the hall in time to witness Abigail ‘s confrontation with their

unwelcome visitor.

“The mistress isn’t receiving callers today, my lord,” Abigail stated firmly,

positioning her slight frame before the drawing room door. “If you’d be so kind as to

leave your card—”

“Stand aside, girl,” Lord Shropshire commanded, his imposing figure swaying

slightly as he loomed over the maid. Even at this distance, Sophia could detect the

sour reek of spirits emanating from him. “I’ve business with your mistress that won’t



wait for the niceties of calling hours.”

Silas Fletcher cut an impressive figure despite his evident intoxication—tall and

broad-shouldered, with the military bearing that had served him well on the

battlefield and in London’s drawing rooms.

Dark hair swept back from a high forehead, and his features might have been

handsome were they not marred by the perpetual sneer that twisted his mouth. His

scarlet regimentals, adorned with the medals that proclaimed his valor, seemed

calculated to remind all who encountered him of his heroic service to king and

country.

“My lord,” Sophia stepped forward, unwilling to allow Abigail to bear the brunt of

his displeasure. “This is most irregular. Gentlemen do not force their way into ladies’

homes, regardless of any business between them.”

Shropshire’s gaze swept over her with insolent appraisal, lingering on the modest

swell of her bosom beneath her morning dress . The familiar scrutiny made her skin

crawl, though she maintained the serene countenance that had become her armor in

society.

“Ah, the lovely widow emerges,” he drawled, executing a mocking bow that sent him

teetering precariously before he righted himself with the aid of his walking stick.

“Forgive the intrusion, Lady Sinclair, but when one’s letters go unanswered, one

must resort to direct methods.”

“I have answered your correspondence, my lord,” Sophia countered coolly. “I

explained that while I acknowledge my late husband’s debt to you, I require time to

arrange payment.”

“Time,” he spat the word as though it offended him. “Time is a luxury afforded to



those who possess either wealth or youth and beauty sufficient to barter for patience.

You, my dear Lady Sinclair, are fortunate to retain the latter two in abundance.”

Abigail stiffened beside Sophia, her indignation palpable. “Sir! You forget yourself!”

“Abigail,” Sophia cautioned quietly, placing a restraining hand on the girl’s arm.

“Lord Shropshire is just leaving. Aren’t you, my lord?”

Instead of retreating, Shropshire advanced further into the hall, his walking stick

tapping an ominous cadence against the floor. The medals on his chest clinked softly

with each step, reminders of the esteem in which society held him despite his

personal defects.

“I find myself increasingly disinclined to leave empty-handed,” he remarked, his gaze

roving the depleted entrance hall where bare patches on the wall marked the absence

of once-treasured paintings. “Though I see little of value remaining in this

mausoleum. Sinclair truly left you nothing but debts, didn’t he?”

The casual cruelty of his observation stung, though Sophia refused to grant him the

satisfaction of a visible reaction. “My financial circumstances are not a subject for

discussion, my lord. Now, if you would be so good as to depart, I—”

“Two thousand pounds, Lady Sinclair,” he interrupted, his voice dropping to a silken

murmur that was somehow more menacing than a shout. “A substantial sum, to be

sure, but one that need not be paid in coin alone.”

His meaning could not have been plainer had he spelled it out in the crudest terms.

Heat flooded Sophia’s cheeks—not the becoming blush of maiden modesty, but the

burning flush of outrage.

“You insult me, sir,” she stated, each word precise as the strike of a small hammer.



“And you dishonor both your rank and my late husband’s memory with such

implications.”

Shropshire laughed; the sound devoid of genuine mirth. “Your husband thought

nothing of wagering such a sum against me, madam. I merely offer an alternative

method of settlement that might prove... mutually satisfying.”

“Get out,” Abigail burst forth, Scottish temper overriding deference to rank. “Before I

summon the constable!”

“With what servants, little maid?” Shropshire taunted, his gaze flicking dismissively

to Abigail . “I passed no footmen in the drive, no stable boys at the mews. You are

alone here, save for your mistress—a fact not unknown in the village, I assure you.”

The subtle threat within his observation chilled Sophia’s blood. They were indeed

vulnerable, two women alone in a house too large to secure properly, too isolated for

immediate assistance should the need arise.

“Nevertheless, you will leave now,” Sophia commanded, drawing herself up to her

full height. “Whatever claim you hold against my husband’s estate, it grants you no

license to violate the sanctity of my home or my person.”

Something dangerous flickered in Shropshire’s eyes—a momentary glimpse of the

brutality that likely served him well on the battlefield but had no place in civilized

society. For a breath, Sophia feared he might disregard all propriety and seize her

then and there.

Instead, he withdrew a silver flask from inside his coat and took a long pull, wiping

his mouth with the back of his hand in a gesture that revealed the coarseness beneath

his lordly title.



“You have one month, Lady Sinclair,” he announced, returning the flask to his

pocket. “One month to produce the sum owed, after which I shall be forced to pursue

more... vigorous methods of collection.”

“The courts…” Sophia began, but his harsh laugh cut her short.

“The courts will most certainly favor a man of my standing, foolish girl. Your

husband’s signature on those promissory notes is incontestable. And should you

flee…” his gaze swept meaningfully over her figure once more, “I assure you, I shall

find you. England is not so large that a woman of your... distinctive charms can

disappear without trace.”

With that parting threat, he executed another mocking bow and strode toward the

door, pausing on the threshold to deliver a final barb. “A month, Lady Sinclair.

Consider my alternative offer in the interim. You might find it the more palatable

option, in the end.”

The door slammed behind him with such force that dust sifted from the neglected

chandelier overhead. Sophia released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding,

her composure finally fracturing as she sagged against the nearest wall.

“Of all the vile, despicable—” Abigail sputtered, trembling with indignation. “To

suggest that you—that a lady such as yourself would—”

“Peace, Abigail,” Sophia murmured, though her own hands shook as she smoothed

her skirts. “Lord Shropshire’s behavior, while reprehensible, is hardly surprising.

Men of his ilk have long viewed women of reduced circumstances as legitimate

prey.”

“He ought to be horsewhipped,” Abigail declared, her brogue thickening with

emotion. “War hero or nay, no gentleman speaks to a lady so!”



“Which merely confirms what I have long suspected—that Lord Shropshire, despite

his title and medals, is no gentleman at all.” Sophia straightened, determination

replacing fear as the initial shock of the encounter receded. “His visit only confirms

the wisdom of our planned departure. We must accelerate our preparations.”
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The sea stretched before Alexander Balfour in a vast expanse of restless gray-blue, its

waves crashing against Sidmouth’s rocky shore in a spectacle of nature’s raw power.

He could see the spray as it leapt skyward, could feel the faint tremor of impact

through the soles of his boots, but the roar—that magnificent, primal sound that had

once filled him with exhilaration—existed now only in memory.

Another pleasure surrendered to the war , he thought bitterly, his gaze fixed on the

distant horizon where sky met water in a hazy line. Like so many others.

Three months had passed since their removal from London to this seaside

retreat—His mother’s ancestral property, closed these past five years since her own

father’s death. The Georgian manor stood atop a gentle rise overlooking the English

Channel, its pale stone facade and columned entrance presenting a dignified

countenance to the world while its occupants retreated into isolation behind its

elegant walls.

A tactical withdrawal, the military might call it. Alexander ‘s lips twisted in a

humorless smile at the thought. But there was no dignity in this retreat, no strategic

advantage to be gained. They had fled London’s whispers and pitying glances like

deserters abandoning their posts.

Not “they,” he corrected himself. My own mother fled embarrassment. I merely

followed, like the dutiful son she no longer believes me to be.

The wind whipped his fair hair across his forehead, and he made no move to brush it

back. Such small traces of untidiness had come to characterize his appearance of late,

much to Lady Aldeburgh’s perpetual disapproval.



The immaculately groomed heir to the Balfour legacy, who had once been the darling

of London’s ballrooms, now often neglected to shave for days at a time. His valet had

long since learned not to press the issue, having received one too many cold stares for

his well-intentioned efforts.

Alexander turned from the sea, his expression guarded as he surveyed the grounds of

Balfour Abbey. The name was a misnomer—the house had never been a religious

establishment, merely constructed upon the ruins of one—but generations of Balfours

had embraced the pretension with enthusiasm.

The expansive gardens, once renowned throughout Devon for their beauty, now

suffered from the same neglect as their master, tended by a skeleton staff of local

villagers who lacked the skill to maintain their former glory.

A movement at the terrace doors caught his attention. Gregory Camden emerged onto

the stone balustrade; his tall figure unmistakable even at this distance. Alexander ‘s

spirits lifted marginally at the sight of his friend, though he made no outward show of

it as Gregory approached along the weathered garden path.

“Magnificent view,” Gregory observed when he drew near, his lips forming the

words with deliberate clarity for Alexander ‘s benefit. He gestured toward the sea

with an appreciative sweep of his arm. “Though perhaps not the ideal day for

standing about in the open air.”

Alexander shrugged, the gesture eloquent in its indifference. The concept of

discomfort had become largely academic to him since Spain—what was a bit of wind

compared to lying half-conscious in a field hospital, delirious with fever as surgeons

argued over the merits of amputation?

Gregory studied him with barely concealed concern, his expression reminiscent of a

physician assessing a particularly troubling case. “Your mother mentioned you



missed breakfast again.”

Lady Aldeburgh is not my mother , Alexander thought acidly. She is the Dowager

Countess of Aldeburgh, administrator of my affairs, and my most consistent critic,

but she forfeited the title of mother the moment she declared she would have

preferred a heroic corpse to a damaged son.

He withdrew a small notebook from his coat pocket—the constant companion that

had replaced his voice—and wrote with swift, economical strokes: Not hungry.

“Nonsense,” Gregory countered, undeterred by Alexander ‘s brevity. “You’ve grown

thin as a rail. Mrs. Peabody complains that her finest efforts return to the kitchen

untouched.”

Alexander ‘s jaw tightened. He had no wish to discuss his diminished appetite, nor to

engage with Gregory’s well-meaning but increasingly tiresome concern. He turned

back toward the sea, hoping his friend would take the hint.

Gregory, predictably, did not. Instead, he stepped closer, positioning himself within

Alexander ‘s line of sight with the practiced ease of months spent navigating his

friend’s new limitations.

“I’ve brought something that might interest you,” he announced, producing a slim

leather case from inside his coat. “From London.”

Despite himself, Alexander ‘s curiosity stirred. His world had contracted significantly

since their removal to Devon, with news from the capital arriving sporadically

through Gregory’s visits and the occasional letter from acquaintances who had not yet

abandoned correspondence.

He accepted the proffered case, opening it to reveal a set of fine sable brushes nestled



in velvet alongside small pots of pigment. Artist’s supplies, of superior quality to the

mediocre materials available in the local village.

Alexander raised a questioning eyebrow at his friend.

“I recalled your particular fondness for sketching during our school days,” Gregory

explained. “Thought it might provide some diversion.”

Diversion . The word itself was an insult, suggesting his existence had been reduced

to a series of meaningless activities designed to fill empty hours. Yet Alexander could

not deny the small spark of interest that flickered to life at the sight of the brushes.

How long had it been since he’d attempted to create rather than merely exist?

He traced a finger along one of the brushes, its softness a tactile pleasure in a world

where sensation had become increasingly muted. During their schoolboy summers, he

had indeed shown aptitude for landscape studies, though his efforts had been

abandoned in favor of more gentlemanly pursuits as he grew older. Perhaps there was

some comfort to be found in returning to the pastime.

“There’s more,” Gregory continued, encouraged by Alexander ‘s evident interest.

“I’ve taken the liberty of talking to a few people about finding an instructor for you.

Someone… to help you.”

Alexander ‘s nascent appreciation curdled instantly. He snapped the case shut with

more force than necessary, thrusting it back toward Gregory with a scowl that

required no translation.

An instructor? As though I were a child in need of occupation? His shoulders

stiffened with familiar pride—the one aspect of his former self that remained intact

despite all other losses. Or worse, an invalid requiring therapeutic activities to prevent

complete deterioration.



Gregory’s expression fell, his enthusiasm dampened by Alexander ‘s evident

displeasure. “It’s not what you’re thinking,” he protested, correctly interpreting his

friend’s reaction. “The man is an artist of some repute. I thought perhaps—”

Alexander yanked out his notebook, writing with such vehemence that the pencil

nearly tore through the paper: I am neither a child nor a charity case in need of your

pity projects.

“That’s not—” Gregory began, then stopped himself, visibly gathering his patience.

“Very well. If the idea offends you so greatly, I shall write to cancel the

arrangement.”

The swift capitulation deflated Alexander ‘s anger somewhat, leaving him with the

uncomfortable awareness that he had behaved ungraciously toward the one person

who consistently treated him as something other than a burden or embarrassment. He

sighed, running a hand through his wind-tousled hair.

After a moment’s consideration, he reopened the notebook: The supplies are

appreciated. The instructor is unnecessary.

Gregory nodded, accepting the olive branch for what it was. “The supplies are yours

regardless. Do with them what you will.”

They stood in companionable silence for a time, watching the restless sea. Despite his

irritation at Gregory’s presumption, Alexander found himself grateful for his friend’s

steadfast presence. In a world where communication had become an exhausting

exercise in writing and lip-reading, Gregory’s willingness to persist where others had

abandoned the effort represented a loyalty that transcended mere friendship.

Perhaps that’s why his meddling rankles so deeply , Alexander reflected, studying his

friend’s profile against the grey sky. He remains the living embodiment of all I have



lost—health, purpose, connection. A constant reminder of the man I used to be.

Despite his initial resistance, Alexander found himself unable to completely reject

Gregory’s gift. The following morning, he carried the leather case to the small

sunroom overlooking the eastern gardens, where light flooded through tall windows

in a wash of pale gold.

The chamber had been his grandfather’s favorite retreat, and something of the old

gentleman’s contemplative spirit seemed to linger among the faded upholstery and

well-worn writing desk.

He arranged the supplies with methodical precision: brushes aligned by size,

pigments organized by color, a small porcelain dish for water. From a cabinet, he

retrieved several sheets of thick paper, slightly yellowed with age but still serviceable

for his purpose.

What to paint? The question lingered as he stared at the blank page before him. The

gardens presented an obvious subject, their spring blooms providing ample material

for study. Yet his gaze drifted instead to the small oval portrait he had carried from

London—now repaired, the glass replaced, though faint cracks remained visible

across Diana’s face like prophetic spider webs.

He positioned the miniature against a small vase, studying the familiar features with

an artist’s detachment that momentarily superseded the lover’s pain. The golden curls

arranged in fashionable ringlets. The delicate arch of brow over eyes whose color the

artist had rendered a shade too green. The rosebud mouth curved in a smile that now

struck him as perhaps too practiced to be genuine.

His brush moved across the paper with hesitant strokes at first, gaining confidence as

the familiar motions awakened muscle memory long dormant. He lost himself in the

process, the world narrowing to the interplay of pigment and water, the subtle



gradations of light and shadow required to capture Diana’s likeness.

Hours slipped past unnoticed until a shadow fell across his work, startling him from

his absorption. His mother stood in the doorway, her silver-streaked hair arranged in

its usual severe style, her mourning dress—still worn in honor of his father though

the prescribed period had ended—lending additional austerity to her angular frame.

“So,” she observed, her lips forming the words with exacting precision, “Gregory’s

little scheme has borne fruit after all.”

Alexander tensed at the intrusion. Of course she would find me here. She possesses

an unerring instinct for interruption, particularly when I have found a moment’s

peace.

He set down his brush carefully, capping the water dish to prevent spillage—a

pointless courtesy given that the room, like much of Balfour Abbey, had grown cold

under the dowager’s indifferent stewardship.

“You’ve some talent,” she continued, approaching to examine his work with critical

eyes. “Your father sketched as well, though he had little time to indulge the pastime

after assuming his responsibilities to the estate.”

The comparison was deliberate, of course. Every reference to his father contained an

implicit rebuke—a reminder that the previous Earl had fulfilled his duties with

exemplary dedication while his son and heir occupied himself with watercolors like a

schoolgirl.

As though I have abandoned my responsibilities by choice, Alexander thought

bitterly. As though I would not give everything I possess to reclaim the life that was

taken from me.



He made no move to respond, knowing from experience that she required no actual

participation from him to continue her monologues. She preferred it this way—to

speak without interruption, to pronounce judgment without challenge.

“I had thought to inform you that luncheon is served,” she said, her gaze lingering on

Diana’s portrait with unmistakable distaste. “Though I see you remain preoccupied

with the past.”

She ran a finger along the edge of the table, examining it for dust with the critical eye

of a housekeeper rather than the lady of the manor. Finding none—Mrs. Potter, the

housekeeper, being one of the few servants who maintained pre-war standards despite

reduced staff—she redirected her attention to Alexander ‘s painting.

“A credible likeness,” she allowed, the faint praise more damning than criticism.

“Though one wonders at the wisdom of immortalizing a woman who proved herself

unworthy of such devotion.”

Alexander ‘s hand tightened around the brush, knuckles whitening with the effort of

restraint. Diana’s betrayal was a wound still raw to the touch, and his mother’s habit

of probing it with surgical precision tested the limits of his forbearance.

She would not dare speak so if I could answer in kind, he thought, resentment

burning in his chest. My silence has rendered me defenseless against her small

cruelties.

As if sensing his thoughts, Lady Aldeburgh’s mouth curved in a thin smile devoid of

warmth. “I shall inform Mrs. Peabody you will not be joining me. Again.” She turned

to leave, then paused, delivering a final barb with practiced skill. “Though I wonder if

Miss Anderton—forgive me, Lady Radcliffe now—spares even a passing thought for

the man who pines so devotedly in her absence.”



The door closed behind her with quiet finality, leaving Alexander alone with the ruins

of his concentration. He stared at the half-completed portrait, seeing now only the

flaws in his technique, the imperfections in his rendering of Diana’s features. With a

sudden, violent movement, he swept the painting from the table, watching with grim

satisfaction as it fluttered to the floor.

Why did I survive?

Refusing to allow himself to ponder on these thoughts, he rose to his feet. He stalked

from the sunroom, leaving his supplies in disarray—a small rebellion against order

that would undoubtedly prompt another of the Dowager Countess’s pointed

observations about his lack of discipline. Let her criticize. Let her believe him

overcome by childish pique. Better that, than allow her to glimpse the depth of his

despair.

The days that followed established a pattern: mornings spent in solitary painting,

afternoons walking the coastal path that skirted the boundaries of the estate, evenings

sequestered in the library with a book he often stared at without comprehending.

Instead, he began sketching another. And another. Each rendering an attempt to

exorcise her memory through repetition.

Gregory visited twice during this period, his presence a welcome disruption to the

stifling routine. On his second visit, over a game of chess in the library, he broached

the subject of the painting instructor once more.

“I know that you did not approve of the idea of an instructor originally,” Gregory

continued, his tone deliberately casual as he studied the chessboard, “But perhaps we

could discuss it again.”

Alexander ‘s eyes narrowed in suspicion, his hand hovering over a knight as he



awaited elaboration.

“I attended Lady Harrington’s soirée in Exeter last week,” Gregory explained. “Quite

by chance, I overheard a most interesting conversation regarding a lady artist of

considerable talent.”

Not this again, Alexander thought, his jaw tightening as he anticipated another well-

intentioned but unwelcome scheme for his improvement. He shook his head curtly,

hoping to forestall further discussion of the matter.

Gregory, predictably, ignored the warning. “Lady Sophia Sinclair,” he continued,

countering Alexander ‘s move with an aggressive advance of his Queen. “Widowed

recently. Apparently, she is quite the talent.”

The name meant nothing to Alexander, who regarded his friend with growing

impatience. He withdrew his notebook, writing a terse message: I have no need of

instruction. The subject is closed.

“Ah, but you misunderstand,” Gregory replied, his expression brightening with the

enthusiasm that had characterized his boyhood schemes—not all of which, Alexander

recalled, had ended well for either of them. “I haven’t engaged her to instruct you.

Rather, I’ve invited her to paint your portrait.”

Alexander stared at his friend in blank astonishment that rapidly transformed into

indignation. He snatched up his pencil, scrawling across the page with enough force

that the lead snapped halfway through: You did what?!

“Now, before you fly into a passion,” Gregory said, raising his hands in a placating

gesture, “consider the benefits. A new face at Balfour Abbey. A project with purpose

rather than these endless studies of—” he gestured vaguely toward the stack of Diana

portraits Alexander had attempted to conceal behind a settee. “And I assure you, the



lady’s circumstances make her unlikely to treat you with the condescension you so

despise.”

Alexander glared at his friend, his thoughts racing. A portrait? As though I wish to

preserve this hollow shell of myself for posterity? As though I desire to sit immobile

for hours while a stranger scrutinizes my every feature?

He picked up a new pencil and wrote again, more carefully this time: You had no

right. Cancel the arrangement immediately.

“I cannot,” Gregory replied with a hint of defiance. “The lady has already accepted

the commission and expects to arrive next week. She has, in fact, relocated to this

very county in reduced circumstances following her husband’s death. The fee I’ve

offered represents a significant opportunity for her.”

Then double the fee and release her from the obligation, Alexander wrote, shoving

the notebook toward Gregory with enough force to scatter chess pieces across the

board.

Gregory sighed, his patience evidently wearing thin. “You cannot hide from the

world forever, Alexander. Sooner or later, you must accustom yourself to the

company of someone other than your mother and myself.”

Alexander merely stared at his friend, his eyes hard.

“Besides,” Gregory continued, gathering the fallen chess pieces with methodical

precision, “Lady Sinclair comes highly recommended. Lady Harrington herself

described her work as ‘possessing a rare sensitivity to character.‘ Perhaps such

insight is precisely what you require.”

What I require is to be left in peace, Alexander thought bitterly, though he did not



bother to write the sentiment down. Gregory, for all his virtues, possessed the

stubborn determination of a terrier with a prized bone when he believed himself to be

acting in Alexander‘s best interests.

Instead, he rose abruptly from the chess table, stalking to the window that overlooked

the western gardens. Rain had begun to fall, silver sheets sweeping across the

landscape in undulating waves.

Even without turning, Alexander could picture Gregory’s expression: brows drawn

together, mouth set in a determined line, eyes reflecting equal measures of concern

and resolve.

“Lady Sinclair arrives Tuesday next,” Gregory said after a lengthy silence. “I’ve

arranged accommodations for her and her companion—a lady’s maid, I believe—in

the east wing. The blue suite should serve admirably, being somewhat removed from

the family quarters.”

Alexander did not turn from his contemplation of the rain, his rigid posture

communicating—more eloquently than words—his continued objection to the plan.

“Think of it as a favor to me, if nothing else,” Gregory pressed, a note of pleading

entering his voice. “I’ve given my word to the lady, and to retract the invitation now

would reflect poorly on both our characters.”

A masterful manipulation, Alexander acknowledged silently, recognizing the appeal

to his sense of honor—one of the few aspects of his former self that remained intact.

Gregory knows precisely which strings to pull.

He continued to stare out the window, his thoughts churning like the storm-tossed sea

visible in the distance. The prospect of a stranger’s presence in his sanctuary—a

woman, no less, with all the social expectations such an arrangement entailed—filled



him with profound unease. Yet beneath the resistance lurked a flicker of something

else. Curiosity, perhaps. Or the faintest stirring of interest in something beyond his

own misery.

At length, he turned back to Gregory, who watched him with the wary expression of a

man uncertain whether his companion intends to shake his hand or strike him.

Alexander retrieved his notebook, considering his words carefully before writing:

One week. If the arrangement proves intolerable, she leaves. No negotiations.

Relief washed across Gregory’s features, his shoulders relaxing visibly as he read the

conditional surrender. “Agreed,” he said quickly, before Alexander could reconsider.

“One week’s trial. Though I’m confident you’ll find Lady Sinclair’s company more

agreeable than you anticipate.”

Alexander‘s skeptical expression conveyed his doubt on that score, but he did not

pursue the argument further. Let Gregory have his small victory. The mysterious

Lady Sinclair, confronted with Alexander ‘s silence and his mother’s frost, would

likely flee of her own accord before the week’s end.

***

The morning of Lady Sinclair’s expected arrival dawned clear and bright, a rarity in a

season characterized by persistent drizzle. Alexander woke earlier than usual, sleep

having proved elusive as his mind conjured increasingly dire scenarios regarding the

impending visit. He dressed with unusual care, instructing his valet to select his finest

morning coat—a concession to vanity that annoyed him even as he submitted to it.

I may be rendered mute and deaf, but I shall not appear an object of pity to this

woman, he thought as Jenkins deftly arranged his cravat in the Mathematical style.

Let her see that the Earl of Aldeburgh maintains certain standards, regardless of his

afflictions.



His mother, encountering him in the breakfast room, raised a silver eyebrow at his

uncharacteristic attention to appearance. “How gratifying to see you’ve emerged from

your chrysalis for the occasion,” she remarked, the disdain evident on her face.

“Though I remain unconvinced that this portrait scheme represents anything more

than another of Gregory’s well-intentioned but misguided attempts at philanthropy.”

Alexander ignored her, focusing instead on the letter that had arrived with the

morning post—a lengthy missive from Gregory that he now unfolded beside his

untouched plate.

My dear Alexander,

By the time you read this, I shall be en route to Balfour Abbey with our guest. I

thought it prudent to provide some additional context regarding Lady Sinclair before

introductions are made, as verbal explanations in your presence remain somewhat

challenging.

Lady Sophia Sinclair (née Talbot) is the daughter of Baron Talbot of Northumbria, a

family of respectable lineage if modest fortune. Her marriage to Lord Gilbert Sinclair

three years past was, by all accounts, a sensible match rather than a love connection.

The lady now finds herself in circumstances greatly reduced from her former

situation. Her late husband, while honorable in most respects, apparently harbored a

fondness for games of chance that left his estate encumbered with considerable debt.

Lady Sinclair has, with admirable pragmatism, turned to her artistic talents as a

means of supporting herself.

The samples of her work that I was permitted to view confirm this assessment—her

rendering of Miss Harrington—captured not merely the young lady’s features but

something of her essential nature as well.



I believe you will find Lady Sinclair refreshingly direct in her manner and mercifully

free of the simpering sympathy that so irritates you in most social interactions. She

has known hardship of her own and seems unlikely to regard yours with either

excessive pity or morbid fascination.

In conclusion, I entreat you to approach this arrangement with an open mind, if not

outright enthusiasm.

Your devoted friend, Gregory

P.S. The lady is quite handsome, with a countenance that suggests intelligence rather

than mere prettiness. I mention this not from any matchmaking impulse—I am not yet

so desperate for your restoration to society—but merely to prepare you for the

possibility that you might find her presence less onerous than anticipated.

Alexander refolded the letter with a mixture of irritation and reluctant interest.

Gregory’s postscript, despite his disclaimers, reeked of matchmaking—a prospect so

absurd that it might have provoked laughter in a man who remembered how to laugh.

As if any woman would willingly tie herself to a man who could neither hear her

voice nor respond in kind. As if he himself had not had his fill of feminine

faithlessness.

Yet despite his cynicism, he found his thoughts returning to Gregory’s description

throughout the morning as he paced restlessly through the house, awaiting the arrival

of their guests. A countenance that suggests intelligence rather than mere prettiness.

What did that signify?

He was standing at the library window, watching the drive with feigned indifference,

when the carriage finally appeared between the ancient oaks that lined the approach

to Balfour Abbey. From this distance, he could make out little beyond the vehicle

itself—a hired conveyance of respectable if not luxurious appointment.



Despite his determination to remain aloof, curiosity drew him to the entrance hall,

where his mother already stood issuing instructions to the butler regarding the

accommodation of their guests. She glanced at Alexander with undisguised

skepticism as he positioned himself near the foot of the grand staircase, her lips

forming words he chose not to read.

The great oak doors swung open to admit Gregory, his expression brightening at the

sight of Alexander in the hall. Behind him followed a slender figure in a traveling

dress of forest green, her face partially obscured by a modest bonnet trimmed with

ribbon of the same hue.

As she stepped into the light of the entrance hall and raised her gaze to meet his,

Alexander found himself momentarily arrested by eyes the color of spring

leaves—not the pale blue of Diana’s, nor the calculating grey of Judith Aldeburgh’s,

but a clear, vivid green that seemed to look not at him but into him with unsettling

directness.

Sophia Sinclair, he thought, studying her with the careful observation of an artist

assessing a new subject. What will you bring to the darkness that my life has

become?
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Three days had passed since that first garden session, days filled with Sophia

Sinclair’s gentle persistence and unwavering patience. Three days of sketching

beneath spreading oak trees while spring sunlight filtered through new leaves. Three

days of watching her slender hands demonstrate brush techniques, her lips forming

explanations he struggled to fully comprehend despite his growing proficiency at

reading them.

Three days of torturous awareness that with each shared hour, each exchanged note,

each inadvertent brush of fingers over shared materials, she was breaching the

carefully constructed fortress of his isolation.

Alexander stared at the blank page before him, pencil motionless in his hand as rain

lashed against the library windows. They were to have begun the formal portrait

today, moving from preliminary sketches to the commissioned work itself. Lady

Sinclair had prepared the morning room—a chamber with northern exposure that

provided ideal light for painting—with her characteristic thoroughness.

Her preparations, like everything about her, reflected both practicality and

unexpected thoughtfulness. She had arranged the chair so that he might observe the

gardens while posing, ensuring he would not suffer the tedium of staring at blank

walls during the long sessions.

Such consideration for my comfort, Alexander thought, the pencil snapping between

his fingers. As though sitting still for hours while she scrutinizes my ruined

countenance could ever be anything but an exercise in humiliation.

The concept of the portrait, initially merely unwelcome, had transformed into



something actively repellent as the reality of it loomed closer. To sit immobile while

Sophia— Lady Sinclair , he corrected himself sharply—studied his features with

professional intensity. To have her document with artistic precision the changes

wrought by war and suffering.

Gregory’s well-intentioned meddling has gone too far, he decided, rising from his

desk with abrupt determination. I cannot—will not—subject myself to this refinement

of torture, regardless of how many commissions Gregory has promised the woman.

He penned a terse note, his usual precise handwriting rendered somewhat jagged by

the force of his agitation:

Lady Sinclair,

I regret that today’s session must be postponed due to unavoidable business matters

requiring my immediate attention. My apologies for any inconvenience this may

cause to your schedule.

Lord Aldeburgh

The formality of the signature—the title rather than his name—was deliberate, a

reassertion of distance he sensed had diminished during their garden sessions. She

has begun to see the man rather than the earl, he thought grimly. A dangerous

prospect for us both.

He rang for a servant, handing over the sealed note with instructions for its delivery

to the east wing before the appointed hour. The valet accepted the directive with his

customary impassivity, though Alexander fancied he detected a flicker of curiosity in

the man’s gaze.

Had the entire household begun to invest hope in Lady Sinclair’s presence? The



notion grated, reinforcing his determination to withdraw from the increasing warmth

of her company.

Once alone, Alexander paced the confines of his study like a caged predator, restless

energy finding no proper outlet. Sleep had eluded him the previous night, his dreams

haunted not by the usual specter of battlefield horrors but by a pair of clear green eyes

regarding him with disturbing perception. He had woken at dawn, drenched in sweat,

the phantom sensation of slender fingers brushing against his own still tingling across

his skin.

The rain continued unabated, rendering even his habitual coastal walks impossible.

Trapped within the house, Alexander deliberately avoided the breakfast room,

instructing the valet to bring a tray to his study instead.

The prospect of facing Lady Sinclair across the table, of watching her expression shift

from anticipation to confusion to disappointment upon receiving his cancellation, was

beyond his current capacity for self-control.

Lady Aldeburgh, at least, would be spared the necessity of feigning regret at the

portrait’s postponement. Her disapproval of the entire enterprise had been thinly

veiled beneath aristocratic courtesy—a rare instance where Alexander found himself

in reluctant agreement with his mother’s assessment, if not her motivations.

She fears the portrait will preserve the image of her damaged son for posterity, he

thought with bitter clarity. While I fear it will merely confirm what the mirror already

tells me—that the man who departed for war exists no longer, replaced by this hollow

simulacrum—a facade—who cannot even bear to hear his own voice in the

oppressive silence of his world.

The morning passed in restless activity—correspondence neglected during the past

days of artistic occupation now addressed with methodical precision, estate matters



reviewed and annotated for his steward’s attention, a half-hearted attempt at

sketching that resulted in a crumpled page tossed into the fire.

By noon, the performative industry had exhausted itself, leaving Alexander staring at

the rain-lashed windows with the familiar weight of purposelessness settling over his

shoulders.

A mahogany cabinet in the corner of the study caught his attention—his father’s

collection of correspondence, meticulously preserved by generations of Balfours who

valued written records of their lineage’s achievements. Alexander crossed to it,

fingers trailing over the polished surface before withdrawing a key from his waistcoat

pocket.

The lock turned with well-oiled precision, revealing neat rows of leather-bound

volumes containing letters spanning nearly a century of family history. He selected

one labelled simply Alexander —1805-1810 , the elegant script recognizable as his

father’s hand.

Inside lay the documented evidence of his former self—letters from school exulting

in his sporting triumphs and academic achievements, correspondence from his Grand

Tour filled with enthusiastic descriptions of Continental wonders, missives from

London seasons recounting social conquests and political observations.

The handwriting was unmistakably his own, yet the voice within the letters belonged

to a stranger—a young man of boundless confidence and limitless prospects,

untouched by suffering and secure in his place within the world.

How casually I inhabited that life, Alexander thought, tracing a finger over a

particularly exuberant passage describing a successful foxhunt. How certain I was of

my rightful claim to happiness and success.



He closed the volume with careful precision, returning it to its place before

withdrawing another marked Military Correspondence—1812 . This held fewer

letters; communications interrupted by the ugly and predictable vicissitudes of war,

many likely lost in the chaotic postal systems of the Peninsula campaign.

The final letter, dated merely weeks before his injury, concluded with a passage that

struck him now with painful irony:

I look forward to relating these adventures in person when next we meet, Father. The

stories one cannot commit to paper for reasons of military discretion will, I assure

you, provide ample entertainment during winter evenings at Balfour Abbey for years

to come.

Alexander replaced the volume with careful control, though his hand trembled

slightly with suppressed emotion. Those promised stories would remain forever

untold—his father had died before his return, and his own voice had been silenced by

choice if not necessity, locked away with the memories too painful to revisit even in

the privacy of his own thoughts.

A smaller case at the rear of the cabinet drew his attention next—his personal

collection of musical compositions, carefully copied in his own hand during happier

days. He withdrew it with reluctance, anticipating the sharp edge of loss that

accompanied all reminders of his former passion for music.

Another death unmarked by any proper mourning, he thought, splaying his fingers

across the notations that had once translated to sound beneath his touch. The musician

within me perished on that Spanish field alongside the soldier, the socialite, the son

my father recognized. Yet the body persists, a shell housing only fragments of the

man who once inhabited it.

Alexander closed the music case with deliberate gentleness, returning it to its place



before locking the cabinet with a decisive turn of the key. Enough indulgence in what

cannot be recovered, he admonished himself. Self-pity is a luxury afforded to lesser

men, not the Earl of Aldeburgh.

The familiar mantra—one his father would have approved—provided scant comfort

as the afternoon stretched before him, empty of purpose yet laden with the peculiar

exhaustion that accompanied his increasingly frequent retreats into memory. He

moved to the window, watching raindrops trace meandering paths down glass panes

like tears on a transparent cheek.

A movement in the gardens below caught his attention—a slender figure in a pearl-

gray walking dress and practical boots, navigating the gravel paths with determined

strides despite the inclement weather. Sophia Sinclair, apparently undeterred by either

rain or his cancellation, had ventured outdoors with a large sketchbook protected

beneath a voluminous black umbrella.

Does the woman never rest? Alexander wondered, reluctant admiration mingling with

irritation. He observed her pause beneath a massive oak tree, its new spring foliage

providing additional shelter as she balanced the sketchbook against her knee in order

to capture some aspect of the rain-washed landscape.

There was something compelling in her complete absorption, the intensity of her

focus as she worked seemingly oblivious to the dampness that must have been

seeping through her boots and the hem of her dress. Lady Sinclair appeared

remarkably unconcerned with potential damage to her appearance or attire when

artistic opportunity presented itself.

A working professional rather than a society lady, Alexander reminded himself,

though the distinction seemed increasingly irrelevant the longer he observed her.

Whatever her current circumstances, Sophia Sinclair possessed the innate dignity and

composure of true gentility—qualities that transcended financial status or social



position.

He found himself wondering, not for the first time, what she had been like before

widowhood and financial distress had forced her transformation from society wife to

working artist. Had she laughed easily? Had her eyes always held that combination of

perception and kindness? Had she been content in her marriage to Lieutenant

Sinclair, or had it been merely a sensible arrangement shattered by war’s arbitrary

cruelty?

Questions without purpose or relevance, he chided himself, turning deliberately away

from the window and the unsettling direction of his thoughts. Lady Sinclair’s past

holds no bearing on our temporary professional association.

The remainder of the afternoon passed in restless activity punctuated by increasingly

frequent glances toward the tall case clock in the corner. Each chime marked another

hour of self-imposed isolation, another hour of wondering what Lady Sinclair might

be doing, another hour of questioning his own decision to withdraw from their

scheduled session.

By four o’clock, a pervasive restlessness had settled into Alexander ‘s bones, driving

him from study to library to drawing room in search of distraction. The rain had

finally ceased, leaving the gardens gleaming with crystalline droplets beneath watery

sunshine, yet he found himself reluctant to venture outdoors where he might

encounter Lady Sinclair on her return from whatever artistic expedition had occupied

her afternoon.

Instead, he retreated once more to his study, ringing a bell for tea. It arrived quickly,

accompanied by a small selection of honey cakes that Alexander recognized as his

childhood favorite—a transparent attempt by Mrs. Peabody, the cook, to tempt his

consistently poor appetite.



The consideration irritated and touched him in equal measure, a reminder of the

household’s quiet but persistent care despite his withdrawal from meaningful

interaction.

He had just poured the first cup when a hesitant knock disturbed his carefully

constructed solitude. Likely Gregory, he thought with resignation, come to express

disappointment at my cancellation and urge renewed cooperation with his protégée.

He knocked on the wood of the table twice in response and the door opened to reveal

not Gregory’s familiar tall figure but the small, neat form of Abigail , Lady Sinclair’s

lady’s maid. The Scottish girl hesitated on the threshold, her expressive face

betraying a mixture of determination and trepidation as she clutched a folded note in

her gloved hand.

“Begging your pardon, my lord,” she said, her lips forming the words with careful

clarity that suggested Lady Sinclair had instructed her regarding communication.

“I’ve a message from my mistress.”

Alexander gestured for her to approach, curiosity temporarily overriding his irritation

at the interruption. The maid crossed the room with quick movements, presenting the

folded paper with a brief curtsy before retreating to a respectful distance.

The hand was unmistakably Lady Sinclair’s, the elegant script both feminine and

decisive:

Lord Aldeburgh,

I trust this finds you recovered from the pressing business that prevented our

scheduled session. When you feel able, might I entreat you to join me in the music

room? I have taken a liberty that I hope will not cause offense but rather might offer a

more congenial environment for our work together.



With sincere regards, Sophia Sinclair

Alexander read the note twice, searching for any hint of reproach or disappointment

between the carefully composed lines. Finding none, he felt an unexpected twinge of

shame at his own behavior. Whatever her private thoughts regarding his transparent

excuse, Lady Sinclair had maintained both dignity and kindness in her

response—qualities that made his own retreat seem increasingly childish by

comparison.

He glanced up to find Abigail watching him with surprising directness for a servant,

her expression suggesting she awaited some response to convey to her mistress.

“ Thank you ,” he scribbled in the notebook that had become somewhat of a third

hand to him. “ Please inform Lady Sinclair that I shall attend her shortly .”

The maid’s face brightened with evident relief, suggesting that his response had been

hoped for rather than merely anticipated. She curtsied again, more deeply this time,

before withdrawing with the same efficient grace that characterized all her

movements.

Alone once more, Alexander considered the note with mingled curiosity and

apprehension. What “liberty” had Lady Sinclair taken? The music room had been

closed since his return from Spain, the piano within untouched save by the

housemaids who dusted its silent keys with weekly regularity. He had avoided the

chamber entirely, unwilling to confront the cruelty of a mute instrument to a deaf

musician.

Yet now Lady Sinclair has chosen it for some purpose, he thought, rising from his

desk with reluctant determination. And after a day of hiding in my study like a

petulant schoolboy, I can hardly refuse her summons without confirming myself as

utterly without manners or courage.



His reflection in the study’s small mirror revealed the consequences of a day spent in

solitary brooding: hair disheveled from running agitated fingers through it, cravat

loosened and slightly askew, waistcoat bearing a small ink stain from his earlier

correspondence. With swift, economical movements, he restored order to his

appearance, guided by the ingrained habits of a gentleman even in the absence of

anticipated company.

Not that Lady Sinclair would comment upon such lapses, he acknowledged

grudgingly. She has shown remarkable restraint in overlooking my various

discourtesies.

The journey from study to music room required traversing much of the house’s

western wing, a passage that offered ample opportunity for Alexander to reconsider

his decision. Yet something in Lady Sinclair’s note—the absence of expectation,

perhaps, or the simple directness of her invitation—propelled him forward despite his

misgivings.

He paused outside the music room’s closed door, steeling himself for the onslaught of

memories that awaited within. How many hours had he spent in this chamber during

happier days?

How many winter evenings had passed in the simple pleasure of fingers upon keys,

creating beauty through disciplined skill? How many moments of genuine

communion with his father had occurred in this room, where his father’s appreciation

for his son’s musical talent had found its fullest expression?

It matters not; he told himself firmly. That life is gone. This visit is merely a courtesy

to a professional woman who has been subjected to inexcusable rudeness by her

patron.

With that meager fortification, Alexander opened the door, prepared to confront



whatever awaited him with the stoic resignation that had become his most constant

companion.

The transformation was so complete, so unexpected, that Alexander found himself

frozen upon the threshold, his prepared expression of polite indifference giving way

to undisguised astonishment.

The music room—once dominated by the grand pianoforte that had been his mother’s

wedding gift to his father—had been utterly reimagined. The instrument remained,

though it was draped in rich burgundy fabric that concealed its keyboard and

transformed it from musical device to elegant table.

Upon this improvised surface stood an array of artistic implements arranged with

meticulous care: brushes of varying sizes nested in porcelain holders, pots of

pigments organized by color family, palettes prepared with preliminary mixtures

awaiting use.

Near the tall windows that overlooked the western gardens stood two easels, angled

to capture the afternoon light that streamed through recently cleaned glass. Canvas

had been stretched across one frame, its pristine surface ready to receive the

commissioned portrait, while the other held a partially completed landscape that

Alexander recognized as the view from his coastal walking path.

Where his father’s music stand had once stood, a small bookcase now housed what

appeared to be artistic references—volumes on technique, anatomy, and composition,

alongside portfolios of prints and sketches. Once the servants had caught wind of her

plan, they must have all been eager to help.

Even the furniture had been rearranged; the heavy velvet drapes drawn back to

maximize natural light and comfortable chairs positioned to allow rest between

working sessions.



The chamber that had once served as sanctuary for his musical pursuits had been

transformed into an artist’s atelier—a space designed with evident care to

accommodate the work commissioned by Gregory—while sparing Alexander the

exposure of having his portrait created in more public rooms of the house.

Amid this remarkable transformation stood Sophia Sinclair, her expression betraying

anxious anticipation as she awaited his reaction. Her lady’s maid hovered nearby,

hands clasped before her apron

She fears she has overstepped, Alexander realized with sudden clarity. That this

reclamation of unused space might offend rather than please.

The recognition of her vulnerability—this proud, talented woman uncertain whether

her considerable effort would be met with approval or rebuke—stirred something

long dormant within Alexander ‘s chest. For the first time in months, he felt an

emotion other than bitter resignation or smoldering resentment: simple,

uncomplicated gratitude.

“Lord Aldeburgh,” Lady Sinclair said, a smile appearing on her countenance. “Thank

you for coming. I hope you’ll forgive the liberty I’ve taken with this room. Lord

Camden mentioned it had fallen into disuse, and the light is quite perfect for our

purpose.”

She appeared slightly flushed, whether from exertion or nervousness Alexander could

not determine, and a streak of blue pigment marked one cheek where she had

apparently touched her face with paint-stained fingers. Curiously, that small

imperfection rendered her more appealing, evidence of genuine labor rather than

mere supervision of the transformation.

Alexander became aware that he had been staring without response for an

unconscionable period. With swift, slightly unsteady movements, he withdrew his



notebook and pencil, writing with more care than usual:

The transformation is remarkable and most thoughtfully executed. Far from causing

offense, your initiative has provided the perfect solution to a challenge I had not fully

articulated even to myself.

He hesitated, then added: I must apologize for my earlier cancellation.

He passed her the notebook, watching as her eyes moved across the page. The

transformation of her expression from anxiety to relief to quiet pleasure affected him

more deeply than he cared to acknowledge, creating a curious lightness in his chest

where leaden resignation had dwelled for so long.

“Thank you,” she said simply, returning the notebook with a smile that reached her

eyes, transforming her from merely handsome to genuinely beautiful. She spoke

slowly, providing him ample opportunity to read her lips. “Your approval means a

great deal. Abigail and I spent most of the day making the arrangements—with Mrs.

Potter’s assistance regarding the heavier items, of course.”

Alexander glanced toward the maid, including her in his nod of appreciation. The

Scottish girl blushed slightly at the direct acknowledgment, curtsying again before

busying herself with some minute adjustment to an already perfectly arranged set of

brushes.

How long has it been, Alexander wondered with sudden clarity, since I truly saw the

people around me as individuals rather than mere extensions of my own diminished

existence?

The question disturbed him sufficiently that he turned away, ostensibly to examine

the arrangement of easels by the window. The landscape on the second easel captured

his attention.



It was a skillful rendering of the cove below Balfour Abbey: the tumultuous sea

depicted with remarkable energy, despite the careful control of the brushwork. Lady

Sinclair had captured the quality of light that occurred only in late afternoon, when

the sun’s descent transformed the water from pewter to molten gold near the horizon.

“Do you approve?” Lady Sinclair asked, moving to stand beside him with a respectful

distance maintained between them. She turned to face him. “I took the liberty of

exploring the coastal path yesterday and found the view quite compelling. The

interaction of land and sea creates such fascinating tensions—stability against

constant change, permanence against eternal motion.”

Alexander found himself nodding, struck by her articulation of precisely what had

drawn him to that spot during his solitary walks. He wrote quickly: You have

captured it perfectly. The quality of light especially.

“You’re very kind,” she replied, though her expression suggested she valued his

assessment as genuine criticism rather than mere politeness. “I found myself thinking

of Turner’s seascapes while working on it, though my modest talents can scarcely

aspire to such mastery.”

The self-deprecation struck Alexander as entirely unnecessary given the evidence

before him, yet he recognized in it the same social modesty expected of accomplished

women. It was a curious parallel to his own reflexive dismissal of his artistic and

musical talents in company, despite private pride in his abilities.

Not Turner, perhaps, he wrote, but possessed of its own distinct merit. You see the

sea as it truly is, not merely as convention dictates it should be portrayed.

A faint blush colored her cheeks at the direct praise, reminding Alexander that despite

her professional status, Lady Sinclair remained a gentlewoman unaccustomed to such

forthright assessment from a relative stranger. He hastily redirected his attention to



the prepared canvas on the primary easel.

“I thought we might begin with a simple sitting today,” she suggested, following his

gaze. “Nothing taxing. Merely an opportunity to start making a few sketches of your

face, make sure that I capture every detail as well as I can. The actual work of

painting can commence tomorrow, if that suits you.”

The prospect of being scrutinized as a subject still discomfited Alexander, yet the

environment Lady Sinclair had created was private, thoughtfully arranged, tailored

specifically to his comfort, and rendered the idea significantly less daunting than it

had seemed that morning.

He nodded his agreement, allowing her to guide him to the chair positioned near the

window. The arrangement provided him a clear view of the gardens rather than a

blank wall or, worse, a mirror that would force him to confront his own image

throughout the sitting. Another small consideration that spoke volumes about Lady

Sinclair’s perceptiveness regarding his sensitivities.

“Perfect,” she declared once he was settled, her professional assessment apparently

approving of his natural posture. “The light catches your profile beautifully from this

angle. Abigail, would you be so kind as to bring the smaller easel a bit closer? Yes,

just there.” Alexander couldn’t help but notice Lady Sinclair kept her gaze on him, to

allow him to read her lips regardless of who she was speaking to.

The maid complied with swift efficiency, positioning the secondary easel within

arm’s reach of Lady Sinclair’s primary workstation. Upon it she placed a smaller

canvas, already prepared with some preliminary work that Alexander could not quite

discern from his position.

“I prefer to work on two scales simultaneously,” Lady Sinclair explained, noting his

curious glance. “The larger canvas for the formal portrait, and a smaller study that



allows for more immediate experimentation with technique and expression. I find it

helps capture the essence of the subject while the more formal work progresses at its

necessarily slower pace.”

The explanation, delivered with professional confidence rather than apologetic

deference, offered a glimpse of the woman Lady Sinclair might have been had

circumstances not forced her into financial dependence on the patronage of others.

She would have made a formidable society hostess, Alexander thought with reluctant

admiration, had fate granted her the security to cultivate such a role.

“Now,” she continued, selecting a pencil with careful deliberation, “if you would be

so kind as to turn slightly toward the window—yes, precisely so—and perhaps rest

your hand upon the arm of the chair in a natural position...”

The next hour passed with surprising swiftness as Lady Sinclair worked with quiet

concentration, occasionally offering gentle direction regarding his position but

otherwise allowing comfortable silence to prevail. Alexander found the experience

less onerous than anticipated; her focus remained on her work rather than on him

personally, her occasional glances analytical rather than pitying.

The lady’s maid withdrew after the initial arrangements were complete, murmuring

something about assisting with dinner preparations that Alexander did not fully catch.

Her departure left him alone with Lady Sinclair, a circumstance that would have

raised eyebrows in London drawing rooms but seemed entirely unremarkable given

the professional nature of their association.

As the light began to soften toward evening, Lady Sinclair set aside her materials

with evident reluctance. “We should conclude for today,” she said, her lips forming

the words clearly for his benefit. “The changing light makes consistent work

impossible, and I would not wish to tire you with an overly lengthy first session.”



Alexander rose, stretching subtly to relieve the mild stiffness of maintained posture.

He moved to examine her progress, curious despite himself to see how she had begun

to interpret his likeness.

The initial work on the larger canvas consisted primarily of compositional

sketching—the basic structure of his figure against a background not yet fully

realized. Yet even these preliminary lines suggested a dignity he had not expected, a

certain quiet strength in the set of the shoulders and the angle of the head that bore

little resemblance to the broken man he glimpsed in mirrors.

The smaller study had progressed further, his features rendered with swift, confident

strokes that captured not merely his appearance but something of his essential nature.

There was melancholy in the eyes, yes, but also intelligence, resilience, and a

complexity that suggested depths beyond immediate perception.

Is this truly how she sees me? Alexander wondered, startled by the disconnect

between her interpretation and his own perception of himself. Not as the ruined

remnant of a once-complete man, but as someone still possessed of substance and

worth?

Lady Sinclair watched his assessment with the carefully neutral expression of an

artist awaiting criticism, her hands clasped before her to prevent nervous movement.

The vulnerability implicit in that controlled stillness moved him unexpectedly.

This woman of genuine talent opening herself to judgment from a man whose only

qualification was the accident of birth and wealth that had placed him in a position to

commission her work.

It is remarkable, he wrote, choosing his words with care. You have seen more than I

expected—perhaps more than I wished to have seen.



She studied his note, her expression thoughtful rather than pleased by the ambiguous

compliment. “A portrait should reveal truth, not merely appearance,” she replied after

a moment’s consideration. “Though I understand if the prospect discomfits you. We

can adopt a more conventional approach if you prefer.”

The offer of retreat—of returning to the safe artifice of formal portraiture that

captured position rather than person—hung between them like an unopened door.

Alexander considered it briefly, tempted by the safety it promised, before reluctantly

shaking his head.

Continue as you have begun, he wrote. Truth, however uncomfortable, holds more

value than comfortable falsehood.

Something flickered in her eyes at his response. Perhaps approval, or recognition of

shared values, but her professional composure quickly reasserted itself. “Thank you

for your trust,” she said simply. “Shall we continue tomorrow? Perhaps beginning

after breakfast, when the light is favorable?”

Alexander nodded, surprising himself with the genuine anticipation he felt at the

prospect. The day that had begun in withdrawal and self-imposed isolation now

concluded with an unexpected sense of... not happiness, exactly, but something

adjacent to it. Purpose, perhaps. Engagement with a world beyond his own suffering.

As he wrote a brief note of agreement and thanks for the day’s session, he found

himself considering a novel possibility: that Sophia Sinclair, with her quiet

competence and perceptive gaze, might offer more than merely a commissioned

portrait. She had already transformed an abandoned room haunted by memories of his

former self into a space of new purpose and potential.

Might she, he wondered as he departed the newly christened atelier, perform a similar

transformation upon its reluctant occupant?



The question accompanied him as he returned to his chambers to dress for dinner. He

suddenly found himself willing to attend, despite the prospect of Lady Aldeburgh’s

perpetual disapproval, and Gregory’s undoubted smugness at this apparent success of

his matchmaking scheme.

Not matchmaking, Alexander corrected himself firmly as Jenkins assisted him into

evening attire. Professional association, nothing more. The fact that Lady Sinclair

happens to be a beautiful, intelligent widow of appropriate age is entirely irrelevant to

our strictly artistic connection.

The argument sounded quite thin even within the privacy of his own thoughts, but

Alexander chose not to examine it too closely. It would not do, he thought, to even

attempt to think of it. Why would a woman like Lady Sinclair think, even for a

minute, of me in a capacity such as that? I am far too broken for her wholeness.

Still, even though he knew there was no hope, he could not deny that for the first time

in longer than he cared to remember, he faced an evening, a day, a week ahead with

something other than resignation.

It was enough, for now, that Sophia Sinclair had worked a small miracle in the music

room. Whether she might work a larger one upon its occupant remained to be seen.
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The wheels of the hired carriage rattled over the final stretch of coastal road leading

to Balfour Abbey, each rotation bringing Sophia closer to what might well be her

salvation or her ruin. As the imposing structure came into view around a final bend,

all her careful preparations scattered like autumn leaves in a gale. Lord Camden sat

quietly across from her, while Abigail sat beside her–eyes darting about eagerly.

“Good heavens,” she breathed, half-rising from her seat. “It is magnificent.”

Magnificent seemed a paltry word for the vision before them. Balfour Abbey rose

from the verdant landscape like some fantastic creation of a painter’s

imagination—ancient stone mellowed by centuries of salt winds, elegant Georgian

additions lending civility to medieval foundations, and gardens that stretched toward

the sea in geometric splendor before surrendering to the wild beauty of the coastal

cliffs beyond.

Abigail leaned forward beside her, mouth agape. “Ach, look at this ,” she murmured,

her Scottish brogue more pronounced in her astonishment. “One could fit our entire

cottage in its entrance hall alone, I’d wager.”

Sophia nodded wordlessly. The contrast between this magnificent estate and the

humble dwelling they had so recently departed could scarcely be more profound. The

modest cottage with its leaking roof and stubborn damp now seemed like a child’s

plaything compared to the sprawling grandeur of Balfour Abbey.

A pang of memory—sharp and unwelcome—pierced through her professional

assessment. Sinclair Manor had once impressed her similarly, though on a more

modest scale.



She recalled her first arrival as Gilbert’s bride, how she had gazed upon its ordered

gardens and well-proportioned facade with the pride of a woman elevated by

marriage to a position of security and respect. How swiftly that security had

crumbled, like a sandcastle before an advancing tide.

“Remember why we are here,” she murmured. “This is business, not pleasure. The

Earl requires a portrait, and I require the fee. We are not visitors in a social sense.”

Yet as their carriage approached the sweeping drive, Sophia found herself

straightening her bonnet and smoothing creases from her traveling dress—a

serviceable garment of forest-green wool that had seen better days, the deep dark

green of the wool providing an accompaniment to the mourning band on her arm. She

would not shame herself before the Dowager Countess, however reduced her

circumstances might be.

“I know it looks rather imposing,” Lord Camden spoke suddenly, and Sophia felt heat

rush to her cheeks at the realization that he had noticed her discomfort. “But I

promise you, they are… well… human. I am certain that they will be grateful for

your talent.”

Sophia looked up at the kind man who had come all the way to accompany them to

Balfour Abbey. He grinned brightly and leaned forward. “Though I must confess,

Lady Sinclair, that having sung your praises so enthusiastically to both Lord

Aldeburgh and his mother, I find myself somewhat anxious that the reality of your

talent matches my description of it.”

The frank admission startled a laugh from Sophia. “Then we share the same

apprehension, sir, for I have promised work worthy of your recommendation. Let us

hope neither of us proves a disappointment to the other.”

The carriage came to a halt and Lord Camden jumped from it, holding the door open



for the women and helping them out before he spoke again.

“I very much doubt that is possible,” he replied with a warmth that bordered on

impropriety, though his gaze had shifted to Abigail , who supervised the unloading of

their modest luggage with the efficiency of long practice.

Sophia noted the direction of his attention with interest. Abigail , though merely a

lady’s maid, possessed both intelligence and natural prettiness that her station in life

could not diminish. That Lord Camden might notice these qualities spoke well of his

character.

“Before we proceed inside,” Lord Camden said, lowering his voice slightly, “I should

perhaps warn you that the dowager countess views her son’s condition with... limited

sympathy. She is a woman of traditional sensibilities who considers his impairment

an unfortunate embarrassment rather than the battle wound it truly represents.”

Sophia nodded, grateful for the insight. “I understand. There are those who prefer to

conceal difficult truths beneath layers of propriety, particularly when they prove

inconvenient to one’s social standing.”

“Precisely so.” Lord Camden’s expression brightened with evident approval of her

understanding. “Lord Aldeburgh himself is... not as he once was, certainly, but

neither is he the invalid his mother would have others believe. If you approach him as

a man first and a hurt gentleman second, I believe you will find him a willing subject

for your work.”

With these final words of guidance, Lord Camden offered his arm to escort her up the

steps toward the imposing entrance. Sophia accepted it with outward composure,

though her heart quickened as they approached the arched doorway into what might

well prove either her salvation or her undoing.



The entrance hall of Balfour Abbey stretched upward in soaring proportions that

momentarily stole Sophia’s breath. Marble floors gleamed beneath her modest half-

boots, intricate patterns inlaid with such precision that they appeared woven rather

than cut from stone.

At the foot of this impressive staircase waited two figures whose contrasting presence

immediately drew Sophia’s attention. The woman—tall, silver-haired, and

formidably elegant in mourning black despite the presumed passage of sufficient time

for lighter colors—could only be The Dowager Countess of Aldeburgh.

Beside her stood a man whose physical presence commanded attention, despite his

evident discomfort at being the focus of it. Lord Aldeburgh was not at all what

Sophia had expected based on Lord Camden’s descriptions of a wounded warrior.

Tall and broad-shouldered, with the natural grace of an athlete rather than the

awkward posture of one accustomed to infirmity, he possessed a face that might have

been sculpted by a Greek master with a preference for austere beauty over soft

sentiment.

Fair hair, a shade caught between gold and silver, fell across a forehead that

suggested both intelligence and stubbornness in equal measure. His jaw, cleanly

shaven but bearing the shadow of a beard that would return before day’s end,

conveyed determination bordering on obstinacy.

But it was his eyes that arrested Sophia most completely—a blue so intense it rivalled

the sea itself, cool and deep and watching her with an assessment that contained

neither pity nor condescension, merely careful observation.

Lord Camden performed the introductions with careful attention to proper form, his

words directed primarily to Lady Aldeburgh while his body remained positioned so

that Lord Aldeburgh might read his lips. The small consideration spoke volumes

about his understanding of his friend’s needs without calling undue attention to



them—a kindness Sophia immediately resolved to emulate.

She curtsied deeply, first to the Dowager and then to the Earl, keeping her expression

pleasant but not overly warm. Sympathy, she suspected, would be the quickest way to

alienate Lord Aldeburgh, while excessive deference might trigger Lady Aldeburgh’s

evident disdain for those she considered beneath her son’s notice.

“Lady Sinclair comes highly recommended by Lady Harrington,” Lord Camden

explained, “whose daughter’s portrait demonstrates remarkable sensitivity and skill.”

“Indeed?” Lady Aldeburgh’s voice matched her appearance—cold, and faintly

dismissive. “How... fortunate that your talents have found employment, Lady

Sinclair. One hears such distressing accounts of gentlewomen forced into genuinely

degrading occupations when circumstances turn against them.”

“One must adapt to changing circumstances, Your Ladyship,” Sophia replied with

perfect composure. “I consider myself blessed that my modest artistic abilities might

serve both my needs and the desires of those who commission my work.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s gaze sharpened at this exchange, his attention moving between

Sophia and his mother with interest. The slight narrowing of his eyes suggested

appreciation for her measured response, though his expression remained otherwise

unreadable.

Acting on instinct rather than calculation, Sophia withdrew the small leather-bound

notebook she had prepared specifically for this purpose. Writing swiftly but legibly,

she composed a brief message before offering it directly to the Earl with a smile that

acknowledged their unusual circumstances without dwelling upon them:

Lord Aldeburgh, I am honored by your hospitality and the opportunity to capture

your likeness. I look forward to our collaboration with sincere anticipation.



He accepted the notebook, momentary surprise flickering across his features before

he composed them once more into careful neutrality.

When he raised his gaze to meet hers once more, Sophia found herself caught in an

assessment more thorough than any she had experienced since her debut Season. This

was not the practiced appraisal of a society gentleman evaluating a potential

conquest, nor the dismissive glance of a superior noting a subordinate’s existence.

Rather, Lord Aldeburgh seemed to look beyond her carefully maintained facade of

professional confidence, searching for the woman beneath the artist’s demeanor.

“I’m sure Lady Sinclair must wish to refresh herself after her journey,” the dowager

pronounced with the intonation that rendered suggestions into commands. “Mary will

show you to your chambers in the east wing. I believe you’ll find the

accommodations sufficient for your needs during your... engagement here.”

The dismissal was gracious in its phrasing but unmistakable in its intent. Sophia

curtsied once more, accepting the inevitable separation with good grace while noting

Lord Aldeburgh’s slight frown at his mother’s peremptory manner.

As she and Abigail followed the housemaid toward the east wing, Sophia glanced

back once to find Lord Aldeburgh still watching her, his expression suggesting

thoughts far more complex than the simple evaluation of a commissioned artist. She

offered a small smile—not the practiced social curve she had perfected during her

Season, but something more genuine and direct.

He did not return it, yet neither did he look away.

It was, Sophia decided as she climbed toward her temporary chambers, a beginning

of sorts. What precisely had begun, however, remained as enigmatic as The Earl of

Aldeburgh himself.



The chamber door shut behind the departing maid with a quiet click, leaving Sophia

and Abigail to their first moment of privacy since entering Balfour Abbey. Abigail‘s

reaction was immediate and unrestrained.

“This is something,” she breathed, turning in a slow circle, her eyes wide with

undisguised awe. “Would you look at this room! Why, the bed curtains alone must

have cost—” She broke off, momentarily speechless before the opulence that

surrounded them.

“Oh milady! Look at the view!” Abigail had crossed to the window, pulling back

heavy curtains to reveal a prospect that momentarily stilled even her exclamations.

Sophia joined her, accepting the momentary surrender to appreciation despite her

professional determination to maintain perspective. Below them stretched formal

gardens laid out with geometric precision, their patterns so elaborate they resembled

Persian carpets rendered in box hedges and spring blooms.

“How beautiful,” she murmured. “No wonder they call it Balfour Abbey rather than

merely Balfour House or Park. There’s something almost sacred in such perfection.”

“And us to live in it for weeks!” Abigail replied, the excitement evident in her voice.

“Even if we’re not proper guests, it’s a far cry from our cottage with its leaking roof

and that dreadful damp in the north corner.”

Sophia smiled, though a twinge of melancholy accompanied the expression. There

had been a time, not so very long ago, when such surroundings would have struck her

as merely appropriate rather than extraordinary.

The daughter of Baron Talbot and subsequent wife of Lord Sinclair, the Baron of

Bath, had moved through the great houses of England with the easy familiarity of one

born to privilege, if not quite to such exalted level as Balfour Abbey represented.



“We must remember our purpose here,” she said gently, drawing back from the

window. “This isn’t a social visit but a professional engagement. Lord Aldeburgh—”

“Is certainly the most handsome gentleman I’ve seen in an age,” Abigail interrupted

with the frank assessment that was at once her greatest charm and most problematic

attribute. “Even with that forbidding expression, there’s no denying his fine looks.

Though upon meeting him, I find myself wondering what Lord Camden meant by

describing him as so terribly afflicted. Beyond his hearing, there seems little enough

wrong with his lordship.”

“The most grievous wounds are not always visible,” Sophia replied, recalling the

flash of bleak assessment she had glimpsed in Lord Aldeburgh’s remarkable eyes.

“Whatever physical injuries he sustained in Spain, I suspect they pale in comparison

to the damage wrought upon his spirit.”

“Aye, there’s truth in that,” Abigail agreed, sobering. She moved to unpack their

single trunk—a battered leather affair that had seen better days, much like its

contents. “Still, there’s life in him yet, for all the Dowager’s talk of him being an

invalid. Did you see how he looked at you?”

Sophia, amid arranging her painting supplies on a delicate escritoire designed for

more genteel feminine correspondence, paused. “Looked at me? He scarcely

acknowledged my presence beyond basic courtesy.”

“If that’s what you choose to believe,” Abigail replied with a knowing smile that

bordered on impertinence. She shook out a gown, expertly smoothing out the creases

acquired during their journey.

“Do enlighten me as to what I missed,” Sophia said dryly, though a flicker of

curiosity stirred within despite her determination to maintain a strictly professional

detachment from her subject.



“He watched you.” Abigail ‘s voice lowered as if imparting a secret, though no one

remained to overhear. “Not with that vacant stare gentlemen sometimes adopt when

they think they ought to be paying attention, but their minds are elsewhere. Nor with

that assessing look that makes a woman feel like a mare at Tattersall’s. He watched

you as if...” She hesitated, searching for the right words.

“As if?” Sophia prompted, her hands stilling over the arrangement of brushes.

“As if you were a puzzle he wished to solve.” Abigail shrugged, returning to her

unpacking. “I’ve a knack for noticing such things. Comes of being overlooked so

often myself—it gives a person time to observe what others miss.”

Sophia considered this assessment with the same thoughtful attention she might apply

to evaluating a fellow artist’s technique. Abigail possessed remarkable perception,

often discerning emotional undercurrents that Sophia, for all her education and

refinement, sometimes missed. Yet in this instance, her companion’s observation

seemed colored more by romantic inclination than objective assessment.

“I suspect his lordship regards any stranger in his household with similar wariness,”

she said at last. “Particularly one commissioned to scrutinize his features for hours at

a time.”

“Perhaps.” Abigail didn’t press the point, though her expression suggested she

remained unconvinced. “Will you begin the formal portrait tomorrow, then?”

“No,” Sophia replied, grateful for the return to professional considerations. “I believe

a more gradual approach will serve better. Lord Camden mentioned Lord Aldeburgh

has developed an interest in sketching since his return from the Peninsula. I thought

we might begin with shared artistic endeavors rather than immediately positioning

him as a subject.”



“Clever,” Abigail nodded approvingly. “Get him comfortable with you as a fellow

artist before you start examining him like an anatomical specimen.”

“Your phrasing lacks delicacy, but the principle is sound,” Sophia laughed despite

herself. “A portrait requires more than technical accuracy. One must capture

something of the subject’s essential nature, which requires understanding beyond

mere observation.”

“And that understanding comes easier in conversation than in formal posing,” Abigail

concluded with her usual practicality. “Well, I wish you luck with it. His lordship

doesn’t strike me as a man who reveals himself easily, even to those who’ve earned

his trust.”

Before Sophia could respond, a soft knock at the door heralded the arrival of a

housemaid bearing an invitation—or rather, summons—to take tea with Lady

Aldeburgh in the small drawing room at half past four. Though the prospect held

limited appeal after the journey’s fatigue, and the dowager’s evident chill during their

introduction, social protocol permitted no graceful refusal.

“Rest while I’m gone,” Sophia instructed as she checked her appearance in the

looking glass. “The journey has tired us both, and tomorrow promises to be

demanding in its own way.”

“I’ll finish unpacking,” Abigail countered, ever practical, “though I might step into

the gardens later if the weather holds. Seems a shame to be surrounded by such

splendor and not explore a bit of it.”

Sophia detected the underlying motivation in her maid’s seemingly innocent

suggestion—the gardens might well offer opportunity for another encounter with

Lord Camden—but merely nodded her agreement before departing to face Lady

Aldeburgh’s inevitable interrogation.



The small drawing room proved anything but small by ordinary standards, though

Sophia supposed it earned its designation in comparison to the grand salon glimpsed

during their arrival. Lady Aldeburgh awaited her, enthroned in a wingback chair

upholstered in deep purple that complemented her severe beauty and emphasized her

perpetual mourning attire.

“Lady Sinclair,” she acknowledged Sophia with the barest inclination of her silver

head. “Pray be seated. I trust you find your accommodations satisfactory?”

“More than satisfactory, milady,” Sophia replied, taking the indicated chair opposite.

“Your hospitality is most generous.”

“Balfour Abbey has housed many a guest, most of them quite noble,” Lady

Aldeburgh observed with the inflection that transformed even factual statements into

subtle insults. “Though I understand from Lord Camden that you are not without

gentle connections yourself. Your father is Baron Talbot, he mentioned?”

“Was, Your Grace,” Sophia corrected, keeping her voice carefully neutral. “He

passed three years ago. The title went to my cousin, as my father had no sons.”

“I see.” Lady Aldeburgh sipped her tea with regal precision. “A pity. Titles so often

languish in the hands of distant relations who lack the proper appreciation for family

legacy.”

“I believe my cousin manages the estate capably,” Sophia replied, accepting a cup of

tea from the dowager’s own hands—a courtesy that surprised her given Lady

Aldeburgh’s evident disdain. “Though I confess we have had little contact since my

father’s passing.”

“Family connections require cultivation,” Lady Aldeburgh pronounced now. Her

voice carried the certainty of one whose opinions were rarely contradicted. “Even



distant relations may prove useful in times of difficulty. Your present circumstances

might have been quite different had you maintained such ties.”

“Perhaps,” she conceded with a serenity she did not feel. “Though I find there is

unexpected satisfaction in supporting oneself through honest labor, particularly when

that labor derives from abilities one previously cultivated merely for

accomplishment.”

“An admirable sentiment,” Lady Aldeburgh replied, her tone suggesting she found it

anything but. Sophia looked down at her hands, growing quite uncomfortable under

the woman’s gaze.

“My son’s condition presents certain challenges,” she said abruptly, setting aside her

cup with a carefulness that suggested carefully controlled agitation. “He cannot hear

your instructions, and while he retains the capacity for speech, he has chosen silence

since his return. You should prepare yourself for potentially frustrating limitations.”

“Lord Camden explained the situation,” Sophia assured her. “I’ve brought a notebook

specifically for written communication, and I understand his lordship has become

quite proficient at reading lips.”

“Indeed.” Lady Aldeburgh’s tone suggested this accomplishment deserved minimal

acknowledgment. “Though you should not overtax him with excessive demands for

interaction. His physicians have advised against undue stimulation or excitement,

which inevitably lead to episodes of... distress.”

The hesitation before that final word spoke volumes, suggesting incidents more

serious than she cared to articulate. Sophia found herself wondering precisely what

form Lord Aldeburgh’s “distress” might take, and what had triggered such episodes

in the past.



“I shall proceed with appropriate caution,” she promised, her concern now extending

beyond professional considerations to genuine compassion for a man clearly still

haunted by wartime memories . “Perhaps we might begin with simple sketching in

the gardens tomorrow? A shared activity in pleasant surroundings might establish

comfort before we commence the formal portrait.”

Lady Aldeburgh considered this proposal with narrow-eyed assessment, as though

searching for hidden impropriety in the suggestion. Finding none substantial enough

to reject outright, she nodded with reluctant approval.

“The gardens were once a particular source of pleasure for my son,” she admitted, her

tone suggesting such pleasure belonged firmly to the past. “Perhaps they might still

provide some measure of... solace.” She rose deliberately, almost in a regal manner,

signaling the conclusion of their interview. “You will join us for breakfast at nine. I

bid you good evening, Lady Sinclair.”

Dismissed like a servant granted temporary audience with the queen, Sophia curtsied

and departed, her mind already turning to practical considerations for the morrow’s

session.

Lady Aldeburgh’s resistance was palpable, her disapproval of Sophia’s presence

thinly veiled beneath aristocratic courtesy. Yet it was not Lady Aldeburgh’s opinion

that ultimately mattered for the success of this commission, but that of her silent son,

whose blue gaze had revealed intelligence and wariness in equal measure.

As she retraced her steps toward the east wing, Sophia paused before a portrait that

captured her attention amid the gallery of stern-faced Balfour ancestors.

A young officer in the scarlet regimentals of His Majesty’s infantry gazed from the

canvas with familiar blue eyes, his expression alight with confidence and barely

contained energy. The brass plate beneath the frame identified the subject as “Captain



Lord Alexander Balfour, Earl of Aldeburgh, 1810.”

Painted scarcely two years past, the portrait depicted a man seemingly worlds

removed from the silent figure Sophia had met in the entrance hall. The contrast

caught at her heart with unexpected force. What horrors had this vibrant young

officer witnessed to transform him into the wary, wounded nobleman who now

haunted Balfour Abbey’s silent corridors?

And more pertinently to her professional concerns, how might she capture both

aspects of Lord Aldeburgh in her commissioned portrait—the man he had been

alongside the man he had become?

Sophia woke before dawn, that uncertain hour when night still clung to the corners of

her chamber despite the first tentative lightening of the eastern sky. Such early rising

had become habitual since Gilbert’s death—sleep abandoning her with the first

birdsong, leaving her to confront each day’s necessities before the sun properly

illuminated them. Today, at least, offered purpose beyond mere survival.

She crossed to the window, drawing back heavy draperies to reveal Balfour Abbey’s

grounds beneath a pearlescent sky. Mist clung to the formal gardens, transforming

geometric hedgerows into spectral labyrinths and rendering familiar shapes

mysterious. The scene possessed a haunting beauty, yet Sophia could not suppress a

shiver that owed nothing to the morning’s chill.

“What am I about?” she murmured to the silent room. “To imagine I might penetrate

the defenses of a man who has repelled the efforts of physicians and family alike?”
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Art required understanding; portraiture demanded intimacy of a peculiar sort—the

ability to see beyond surface to essence, to perceive character in the set of a jaw or

the shadow beneath an eye. Yet Lord Aldeburgh had made an art of concealment,

retreating behind silence and carefully composed features as effectively as a general

withdrawing to fortified heights.

She was yanked from her thoughts when Abigail entered, a tray of tea in carefully

balanced in her grip.

“You’re up early, milady,” Abigail observed, setting down her burdens with an

assessing glance at Sophia’s already-dressed figure. “Shall I fetch your brushes from

the valise, or have you commandeered the poor Abbey’s entire collection already?”

“Impertinent creature,” Sophia replied without heat, grateful for her maid’s uncanny

ability to lighten oppressive atmospheres. “I’ve merely prepared what materials we

might require for a preliminary session. The proper portrait must wait until I’ve

gained Lord Aldeburgh’s preferences in composition, his patience for posing. There

are many practical considerations to look at.”

“Of course, milady,” Abigail agreed as she shook out Sophia’s walking dress of pale

green muslin. The gown had been cleverly altered to current fashion—sleeves

narrowed, waist raised, ribbon trim disguising worn edges—but no amount of

ingenuity could entirely mask its age. Still, the color complemented Sophia’s eyes,

and vanity had not entirely abandoned her despite circumstance’s best efforts.

“Will this suffice?” she asked, surveying her reflection with deliberate objectivity

once Abigail had arranged her light brown hair in a simple coiffure suited to outdoor



work. At four-and-twenty, she had long since accepted being “handsome” rather than

beautiful—her features regular and pleasing but lacking the fragile perfection so

prized by society.

“You look lovely,” Abigail replied with steady conviction. “The green brings out the

remarkable color of your eyes. Even his lordship must notice, deaf though he may

be.”

“His ears are damaged, not his eyes—though I sincerely doubt he will concern

himself with my appearance either way,” Sophia replied, gathering her shawl and

communication notebook. “I am merely the instrument of Lord Camden’s determined

campaign to draw his friend back into society’s embrace.”

“If you say so, milady,” Abigail murmured, her tone suggesting such protestations

convinced neither of them.

The passage to the morning room required navigation through corridors hung with

ancestral portraits whose patrician features regarded Sophia with painted suspicion,

as though sensing an interloper among their aristocratic ranks.

Lady Aldeburgh presided over breakfast with glacial coolness that owed nothing to

current fashion and everything to personal dignity. She inclined her head in minimal

acknowledgment of Sophia’s curtsy, then resumed her contemplation of a plate

bearing toast arranged with geometric exactitude but apparently untouched.

The Earl of Aldeburgh occupied the table’s opposite end, his posture maintaining

military correctness despite the domestic setting. He glanced up at Sophia’s entrance

with brief intensity, then returned his attention to the gardens visible through tall

windows, his own plate displaying similar evidence of food arranged rather than

consumed.



Only Gregory Camden, positioned midway between mother and son like a diplomat

at contentious negotiations, showed genuine enthusiasm for either breakfast or

company. He rose at Sophia’s appearance, executing a bow more suited to a formal

drawing room than the morning table.

“Lady Sinclair! I was just observing that the day promises perfection for your artistic

endeavors. The quality of light is extraordinary—that crystalline clarity that follows

rain, outlining every leaf and blossom with remarkable definition.”

“Indeed, Lord Camden,” Sophia replied, accepting tea from a footman with

murmured thanks. “Though naturally I would defer to Lord Aldeburgh regarding

timing and location, as I have no wish to disrupt his customary routine.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s gaze had shifted from the window to her face with unsettling

suddenness, as though her words had penetrated some profound abstraction. After a

moment’s consideration, he withdrew a slim leather notebook from his coat pocket

and wrote briefly before extending the page toward her with economical grace.

The gardens are at your disposal, Lady Sinclair. I have no pressing engagements to

prevent our commencement.

“Excellent,” she replied, maintaining direct eye contact to facilitate his lip-reading.

“Perhaps we might begin at ten? I’ve prepared some preliminary exercises—nothing

taxing, merely an opportunity to establish comfortable working relations before

commencing the formal portrait.”

Lord Aldeburgh inclined his head in assent, his expression betraying nothing of his

thoughts regarding her proposal. Lady Aldeburgh, however, made her opinion

abundantly clear with a delicate yet distinctly skeptical exhalation.

“My son is not a schoolboy requiring gentle introduction to difficult subjects, Lady



Sinclair,” she observed, her tone suggesting Sophia had proposed something vaguely

obscene. “I must admit, I am still quite certain he would prefer direct commencement

of the portrait rather than... exercises.”

Before Sophia could formulate a response balancing professional conviction with

appropriate deference, Lord Aldeburgh himself intervened. He wrote swiftly, the

movement of his pencil more forceful than before, and passed the result not to Sophia

but to his mother.

Lady Aldeburgh’s reaction was immediate—her lips thinned as she read, a faint flush

rising in her otherwise pale cheeks. “As you wish,” she said finally, her gaze

returning to Sophia with renewed frost. “It seems my son finds merit in your

approach. You will find easels and other necessary equipment in the conservatory.

One of the servants will direct you.”

The remainder of the meal passed in strained silence broken only by Lord Camden’s

valiant conversational efforts. He described local landmarks that might interest

Sophia during her stay, inquired after her previous commissions with genuine

curiosity, and generally behaved as though he were unaware of the palpable tension

between mother and son.

When at last Lady Aldeburgh rose, signaling the meal’s conclusion, Sophia felt as

though she had survived a military engagement rather than merely breakfast. Lord

Aldeburgh similarly abandoned the table with evident relief, exchanging only the

briefest of communications with Lord Camden before quitting the room without a

backward glance.

“Forgive the somewhat frigid atmosphere,” Lord Camden said when they were alone,

his voice lowered though no servants remained within earshot. “The Dowager’s

notion of maternal care often manifests as suffocation. Alexander—forgive me, Lord

Aldeburgh—finds it rather difficult, though he’s too much the gentleman to say so



directly.”

“There is no need for apology,” Sophia assured him, touched by his obvious concern.

“Family dynamics grow complex even in the best circumstances, and these are

scarcely those.”

“You’re most understanding,” he replied, his expression brightening. “Precisely why

I believed you the perfect choice for this commission. Alexander requires someone

who sees beyond his impairment to the man beneath, yet possesses sufficient

sensitivity not to press where wounds remain raw.”

The vote of confidence warmed Sophia even as it increased her awareness of the

delicate negotiation before her. To create a worthy portrait of Lord Aldeburgh, she

must indeed perceive the man behind his silent facade—yet to breach those defenses

might well cause pain to a gentleman already sorely tried by fate.

When ten o’clock found her established in the gardens, such philosophical concerns

had yielded to practical matters. Abigail had selected their location with admirable

judgment: a secluded corner of the formal gardens where ancient stone bench

overlooked early roses just beginning their spring display.

The position offered both aesthetic appeal and strategic advantage, being visible from

the main terrace yet sufficiently removed to forestall casual interruption.

“Will this suit, milady?” Abigail inquired, adjusting the portable easels with anxious

precision. “The light falls beautifully here, with the roses catching morning sun just

so.”

“It’s perfect,” Sophia assured her, surveying the supplies arranged with characteristic

efficiency: paper secured against morning breeze, charcoals and pencils of varying

hardness, a modest selection of watercolors with accompanying brushes. All lay in



readiness for a session whose success depended less on materials than on the

unpredictable human element.

“Shall I remain?” Abigail asked, her gaze straying toward the main house.

“For now, yes,” Sophia decided after brief consideration. “Though you might position

yourself a bit removed. Your presence may reassure his lordship while still allowing

our conversation some privacy.”

Abigail nodded, arranging herself on a bench several yards distant with mending to

occupy her hands.

Lord Aldeburgh arrived precisely at the appointed hour, his tall figure appearing

around a neatly trimmed hedge with startling suddenness. He had exchanged his

formal morning coat for a less structured jacket of deep blue that complemented his

eyes, and Sophia noted with professional approval how sunlight caught in his fair

hair, creating an effect that would prove challenging but rewarding to capture in

paint.

She rose to greet him, gesturing toward the arranged easels with what she hoped

appeared as genuine welcome rather than nervous flutter. “Good morning, my lord. I

thought we might begin with some simple sketching—nothing formal, merely an

opportunity to become accustomed to working alongside one another before

commencing the commissioned portrait.”

He inclined his head in acknowledgment, his gaze taking in the prepared materials

with evident understanding of their purpose. As he moved to the vacant easel, Sophia

observed the fluid grace of his movements—a physical harmony undiminished by

whatever injuries had claimed his hearing. Here was a man whose body remembered

confidence even as his spirit struggled to reclaim it.



“I thought perhaps those roses might make a pleasing subject,” she suggested,

indicating the nearby flowerbed. “Simple enough for preliminary work yet offering

interesting challenges of texture and light.”

Lord Aldeburgh studied the indicated blooms, his expression thoughtful rather than

enthusiastic. After a moment’s consideration, he took up a pencil and began to sketch

with swift, assured strokes that immediately captured Sophia’s attention. His

technique revealed no hesitation, no amateur uncertainty—rather, his hand moved

with the decisiveness of one accustomed to translating vision to paper with confident

ease.

Sophia found herself watching his work with genuine fascination, momentarily

forgetting her own easel as the roses took shape beneath his pencil. There was raw

talent in his execution, untutored perhaps but undeniably present in the confident

lines and intuitive understanding of perspective.

Becoming aware of her observation, Lord Aldeburgh paused, a questioning eyebrow

raised as he met her gaze.

“Forgive me,” Sophia said, conscious of having been caught staring. “I’m simply

impressed by your natural facility. Lord Camden mentioned you had taken up

drawing recently, but your technique suggests considerable innate talent.”

He appeared to consider this assessment before reaching for his notebook.

I sketched as a boy but abandoned the pursuit for more suitable gentlemanly

activities. Recent circumstances have provided ample time to reclaim old habits, if

not skill.

The self-deprecation seemed at odds with the evidence before her, yet Sophia

recognized in it the same reflexive modesty expected of gentlewomen regarding their



accomplishments—an interesting parallel between their situations that suggested

Lord Aldeburgh, for all his privileges of rank and sex, understood something of

society’s constraining expectations.

“Sometimes interrupted activities come back to us with unexpected vitality when

revisited,” she said. “As though the talent has been silently developing in our

absence.”

They worked in companionable silence for the next half-hour; the only sounds were

distant calls of seagulls wheeling over the cliffs and faint pencil scratch-against-

paper. Sophia split her focus between her own sketch and covert view of her subject’s

development.

Working with great attention, Lord Aldeburgh’s brow wrinkled slightly as he

concentrated on catching some specific characteristic of light or texture. The phrase

changed his features and gave what had been cautious blankness movement.

Here, Sophia realized, was a glimpse of the man behind the mask—absorbed,

engaged, momentarily free from the self-consciousness that seemed to characterize

his interactions with others.

From her position on the distant bench, Abigail caught Sophia’s eye and mouthed

something that appeared to be “He looks rather bored.”

Sophia stopped upon her the observation. She had, thus far, mostly relied on written

correspondence, a method that, although useful, set a certain formality between them

that would hinder the free flow required for a good portrait.

Setting aside her brush, Sophia went from behind her easel and positioned herself

exactly across from Lord Aldeburgh, calling his attention with a smile she hoped

would convey professional interest rather than the odd fluttering that had taken



residence under her breastbone since their first meeting.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing toward his sketch.

After brief hesitation that suggested unaccustomed vulnerability rather than

reluctance, he nodded, turning the paper toward her with a gesture that managed to be

both proud and self-deprecating—the universal ambivalence of an artist revealing

their work to another’s judgment.

The sketch exceeded even her initial assessment of his talent. Though technically

imperfect in places, it captured the essence of the roses with remarkable sensitivity,

suggesting their fragility and ephemeral beauty through economical lines that

conveyed more feeling than precision. Here was not merely skill but genuine artistic

temperament—the ability to perceive and translate emotion through image.

“This… it is beautiful,” she said. He merely nodded, then gestured to her to start

sketching.

Rather than reaching for her notebook, Sophia acted on impulse. Taking a fresh sheet

of paper, she swiftly sketched Lord Aldeburgh himself—a few deft strokes capturing

his concentrated expression, the strong line of his jaw, the way sunlight illuminated

his fair hair. She turned the paper toward him, watching carefully for his reaction.

For a moment, something like alarm flickered across his features—perhaps concern at

having become the subject of her scrutiny when he had expected only roses to fall

under her artistic gaze. But then, remarkably, the rigid set of his shoulders eased, and

his lips curved in what might almost have been termed a smile.

He shook his head with a rueful expression that spoke volumes—acknowledgment of

her playful challenge combined with reluctance to accept it. The silent exchange

contained more genuine communication than all their previous written words.



Sophia smiled in return, encouraged by this small breach in his formidable reserve.

She took back the sketch, studying his features with the frank assessment of an artist

rather than the demure glances society prescribed for young women in the presence

of handsome men.

“You have the most expressive eyes,” she said, knowing he would read the words

from her lips. “They remind me of Cesare Gennari’s Jesus —intense,

soulful—containing depths beyond immediate perception.”

His expression registered surprise at the comparison—whether from the artistic

reference or the implied compliment, Sophia could not determine. She quickly moved

to shift her paints, then added a small touch of watercolor to her sketch, a wash of

blue that captured the remarkable shade of his eyes, then held it up for his approval.

The moment stretched between them, charged with something Sophia dared not

name. Lord Aldeburgh studied the sketch, then her face, with an intensity that might

have discomfited her in another context. Here, sheltered by the professional nature of

their interaction, she met his gaze steadily.

“May I draw your portrait properly sometime?” she asked. “Not the formal

commission—something simpler, to help me understand how best to approach the

larger work.”

He nodded and Sophia smiled, genuine pleasure warming her expression. “Thank

you. I believe it will help us both become more comfortable with the process.”

She reached for her water cup to rinse her brush, finding it precariously perched on a

small table next to the easel. As her fingers closed around it, the cup tilted, water

threatening to spill across her sketch. Lord Aldeburgh moved with surprising

swiftness, his hand darting forward to steady the vessel before disaster could strike.



Their fingers met around the small porcelain cup, his larger hand enveloping hers

with unexpected warmth. The contact lasted only moments, yet Sophia felt the brief

touch like a physical shock, awareness spreading from the point of contact through

her entire being.

From her position several yards away, Abigail cleared her throat discreetly, breaking

the spell. Sophia withdrew her hand with careful composure, though she could not

prevent the color that rose to her cheeks. Lord Aldeburgh likewise retreated, his own

expression returning to careful neutrality as he focused once more on his sketch.

The interruption proved more significant than Abigail ‘s gentle reminder of propriety.

Footsteps on the gravel path heralded Gregory Camden’s approach, his tall figure

rounding the hedge with the confident stride of a man accustomed to moving through

the world unimpeded by doubt or limitation.

“Ah! I see the artistic endeavors are well underway,” he called cheerfully, apparently

oblivious to the charged atmosphere he had disrupted. “Splendid morning for it,

wouldn’t you agree?”

Sophia turned to greet him with a smile that revealed none of her mild vexation at his

timing. “Indeed, Lord Camden. Lord Aldeburgh has been demonstrating considerable

natural talent.”

“Has he, indeed?” Camden moved to examine the Earl’s work, his expression

brightening with evident pleasure at his friend’s participation. “Magnificent! I knew

you had the touch, Alexander. Even at school, your battleship sketches were the envy

of our form.”

Abigail, Sophia noticed, had straightened her posture and smoothed her apron upon

Lord Camden’s arrival, her expression betraying a youthful eagerness that would

have been comical had it not been so transparently genuine. The maid’s gaze



followed the gentleman’s movements with undisguised admiration that, thankfully,

he seemed too preoccupied to observe.

“And your work, Lady Sinclair,” Camden continued, turning his attention to Sophia’s

easel. “Ah! Is that... why, it’s Alexander himself!” His delight was palpable as he

studied her swift sketch of Lord Aldeburgh. “You’ve captured him perfectly—that

furrow of concentration between his brows, the set of his mouth when he’s focused.

Remarkable!”

Lord Aldeburgh himself appeared somewhat disconcerted by his friend’s enthusiasm,

his posture stiffening slightly as he became the subject of discussion. Sophia, sensing

his discomfort, moved to redirect the conversation.

“The light begins to shift,” she observed, glancing toward the sun’s position.

“Perhaps we should conclude for the morning? I wouldn’t wish to overtax Lord

Aldeburgh’s patience on our first session.”

Lord Camden nodded, accepting her tactful suggestion with good grace. “Capital

idea. Luncheon will be served shortly in any case. Lady Aldeburgh maintains military

precision in the household schedule, particularly where meals are concerned.”

As they gathered their supplies, Sophia found herself reflecting on the curious

morning—the tentative connection established through art rather than words, the brief

physical contact that had affected her with unexpected intensity, and most

intriguingly, the glimpses of the man behind Lord Aldeburgh’s carefully maintained

reserve.

She had come to Balfour Abbey with the professional goal of capturing a nobleman’s

likeness on canvas. Yet she found herself increasingly drawn to the more challenging

task of understanding the person beneath the title—the wounded soul behind the

handsome visage, the man of sensitivity and intelligence hidden behind silence and



wary eyes.
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The spring breeze carried the scent of salt from the distant sea as Sophia and Abigail

made their way along Sidmouth’s winding High Street. It was market day, and the

small seaside town hummed with activity that seemed to Sophia both refreshingly

ordinary and jarringly unfamiliar after the hushed grandeur of Balfour Abbey.

“I believe this is the establishment Lord Camden recommended,” Sophia said,

gesturing toward a modest storefront bearing the faded sign Pearson’s Fine Art

Supplies . “He assured me Mr. Pearson stocks pigments superior to anything

available in the next three counties.”

“If his lordship says so, then it must be true,” Abigail replied with such a wide-eyed

deference that Sophia could not suppress a smile.

“Your admiration for his judgment grows more pronounced by the day,” she

observed mildly, adjusting her bonnet against the persistent breeze. “One might

almost suspect a particular interest.”

Abigail’s freckled complexion betrayed her with a swift flush. “I merely respect his

lordship’s evident good taste and discernment, milady.”

“Indeed? And I suppose his handsome countenance and charming manner play no

role whatsoever in this respect?”

“My lady!” Abigail protested, though the upward curve of her mouth belied her

scandalized tone. “Such teasing is most unfair when we are supposed to be attending

to your supplies.”



Sophia conceded with a graceful incline of her head. “You’re quite right. Let us save

the discussion of Lord Camden’s numerous virtues for our return journey, when we

shall have ample time to catalog them in exhaustive detail.”

The tinkling bell above the shop door prevented Sophia from further teasing, as they

stepped into the cool dimness of the art supply shop. The establishment’s interior

presented a pleasing chaos of creative possibility—shelves lined with jars of pigment

powders in jewel-like hues, rolls of canvas and paper stacked in orderly pyramids,

brushes of every conceivable size displayed in gleaming brass holders.

Mr. Pearson himself proved to be a stooped gentleman of advancing years, with

spectacles perched upon a prominent nose and fingers permanently stained with the

evidence of his trade. His initial reserve melted into enthusiastic camaraderie when

Sophia revealed herself to be not merely a dabbler but a working artist with specific

requirements and discerning taste.

“Lady Sinclair requires the finest ultramarine you can provide, Mr. Pearson,” Abigail

announced with the fierce protectiveness that so endeared her to Sophia. “And none

of that synthetic substitute that fades before the season’s end.”

The shopkeeper’s bushy eyebrows rose appreciatively. “A lady who knows the

difference! How refreshing.” He shuffled behind his counter to retrieve a small jar

sealed with red wax. “Genuine lapis lazuli, milady, ground to exacting specifications.

Expensive, I fear, but irreplaceable for capturing certain... qualities.”

Sophia accepted the jar with reverent fingers, knowing its contents cost more than

their weekly food allowance. The expense was justified, she told herself firmly. Lord

Aldeburgh’s portrait demanded nothing less than excellence, particularly for the

remarkable blue of his eyes.

“I shall take it,” she decided, setting it aside with the growing collection of supplies.



“And perhaps some of that burnt sienna as well. The light at Balfour Abbey has a

particular golden quality in the afternoon that I wish to capture accurately.”

As Mr. Pearson busied himself wrapping their purchases, Abigail leaned closer to

speak in hushed tones. “That blue will empty half your purse, milady. Are you certain

it’s necessary?”

“For this commission? Absolutely.” Sophia sighed, watching the shopkeeper measure

out cadmium yellow with meticulous care. “Though I confess, Abigail, there are

moments when I question whether any pigment, however fine, can truly capture what

I see in Lord Aldeburgh’s countenance.”

“His expression does change remarkably when he looks at you,” Abigail observed

with casual innocence that fooled Sophia not at all.

“That is not what I meant,” she replied, though the observation sent an unwelcome

flutter through her midsection. “I speak merely of artistic challenges—the complexity

of rendering silent dignity, of suggesting sound in a medium without voice.”

“Of course, milady.”

“You needn’t sound so knowing. My interest is purely professional.”

“I never suggested otherwise.” Abigail’s expression remained neutral. “Though you

did sigh his name in your sleep this morning before I woke you.”

“I did no such thing!” Sophia’s protest emerged louder than intended, drawing Mr.

Pearson’s curious glance. She continued in a fierce whisper, “You are inventing

things, Abigail, and it is most improper.”

“Perhaps,” Abigail conceded, though her eyes sparkled with mischief. “But you



cannot deny your spirits lift remarkably when his lordship enters a room, nor that

your hands tremble slightly when he passes you his notebook.”

“My hands tremble from artistic concentration,” Sophia insisted, busying herself with

her reticule to conceal the telltale warmth rising in her cheeks. “And my spirits rise

simply because Lord Aldeburgh’s cooperation makes my work proceed more

smoothly.”

“Is that why you spent three hours selecting your gown this morning for a simple trip

to town?”

“That will be quite enough, Abigail.” Sophia infused her tone with the gentle

authority that reminded her companion of the boundaries between friendship and

impertinence. “Whatever fanciful romance you imagine exists solely in your

imagination.”

Abigail accepted the rebuke with a respectful nod, though Sophia noted the

skepticism remained firmly etched in her expression. The girl was too perceptive by

half, a quality simultaneously valuable and vexing in a lady’s maid.

Mr. Pearson completed their transaction with professional efficiency, arranging their

purchases in a sturdy wooden box that Abigail insisted on carrying despite its weight.

As they emerged once more into the bright spring sunshine, Sophia found herself

relieved to escape the shop’s intimate confines and her maid’s uncomfortable

observations.

They walked in silence for several minutes, the weight of unspoken thoughts hanging

between them until Sophia could bear it no longer.

“I fear I am failing him,” she confessed abruptly, her voice soft enough that Abigail

had to lean closer to hear. “As both artist and instructor.”



“Lord Aldeburgh?” Abigail’s doubt was palpable. “The gentleman who has begun

smiling occasionally in your presence? Who arrives early to each session and lingers

afterward? That Lord Aldeburgh?”

“You exaggerate his enthusiasm,” Sophia protested, though the description sent

another uncomfortable flutter through her chest. “And in any case, politeness is not

the same as satisfaction. Lord Camden has invested considerable hope in my ability

to... to draw his friend out of himself, I suppose. I am not certain I possess such skill.”

They paused at the corner where High Street intersected with the narrow lane leading

toward the marketplace. Abigail shifted the heavy box to her other arm, her

expression softening from teasing to genuine concern.

“You’re too hard on yourself, milady. Anyone with eyes can see his lordship is

improving. He engages more with each passing day. Why, last session he actually

laughed. Silently, to be sure, but a laugh nonetheless, when you knocked over that

cup of water.”

“At my expense, hardly a triumph.”

“But an emotional response! Lady Aldeburgh told the housekeeper she hasn’t seen

him show amusement of any kind since before his injuries.” Abigail’s conviction was

unwavering. “You must remember, milady, that his lordship has suffered terribly. His

recovery cannot be measured in days or even weeks.”

Sophia sighed, recognizing the truth in Abigail’s assessment. “You are wiser than

your years would suggest, dearest Abigail.”

“Not wise, milady. Just observant.” Abigail shrugged; the movement awkward with

her burden. “And what I observe is a gentleman slowly turning back toward the light

after a long darkness. That’s no small accomplishment, even if he’s not yet where



either of you might wish him to be.”

The simple truth of this observation settled over Sophia like a warm shawl against the

spring breeze, comforting despite its insufficient protection against deeper chills. She

had indeed witnessed subtle changes in Lord Aldeburgh over their sessions

together—moments of genuine engagement, flashes of the man Gregory insisted still

existed beneath the wounded exterior.

“Perhaps you’re right,” she conceded. “Though I still question whether we might

make faster progress with a different approach. His drawing improves daily, yet he

remains reluctant to attempt speech, though Dr. Morrison insists the capacity remains

intact.”

“Some hurts go deeper than flesh,” Abigail replied with unexpected solemnity. “My

grandmother used to say that souls can break same as bones, but unlike bones, they

don’t always know how to mend themselves back together.”

“Your grandmother sounds remarkably wise.”

“Aye, she was that.” Abigail’s Scottish lilt deepened with affection. “She also said

that healing sometimes needs a proper guide—someone patient enough to show the

way without pushing too hard.”

Sophia contemplated this as they turned toward the marketplace, its colorful stalls

offering temporary distraction from weightier matters. The conversation lulled as

they navigated between vendors hawking everything from fresh fish to lace

handkerchiefs, eventually finding themselves before a fruit seller’s abundant display.

“Perhaps some strawberries?” Sophia suggested, eyeing the first offerings of the

season. “A small indulgence before returning to the Abbey.”



“A splendid idea,” Abigail agreed, her expression brightening. “Though I daresay

they’ll not compare to those grown in the Abbey’s kitchen gardens. Mrs. Potter

speaks of them as though they were crown jewels rather than mere fruit.”

“Mrs. Potter speaks of everything at Balfour Abbey with similar reverence,” Sophia

observed, selecting a small basket of the berries. “Including its formidable mistress.”

Abigail glanced around quickly before leaning closer. “Have you noticed how her

ladyship always sits so perfectly upright? I swear the woman has never allowed her

spine to touch the back of a chair in her life.”

The accurate observation startled a laugh from Sophia. “Abigail! Such comments are

most improper.”

“But it is true,” Abigail insisted, warming to her subject. “And the way she stirs her

tea each morning—precisely three rotations clockwise, never counterclockwise, as

though the very order of the universe might collapse should she stir in the wrong

direction.”

Sophia bit her lip to suppress further laughter, even as she recognized the dangerous

territory they approached. “We should not mock her ladyship. Her circumstances

are... difficult.”

“Difficult, perhaps, but self-inflicted,” Abigail countered with unexpected sharpness.

“Her coldness toward his lordship does him no favors. Anyone can see he hungers for

his mother’s approval, yet she offers only criticism.”

The observation struck uncomfortably close to certain private thoughts Sophia had

harbored about the relationship between mother and son. “It’s not our place to judge,

Abigail.”



“No, but it is our eyes’ place to see, and what I see is a woman who would rather her

son had died a hero than lived to face difficulties.” Abigail’s indignation colored her

cheeks. “And then she has the nerve to arch her eyebrow like this…” She

demonstrated with comical exaggeration, “whenever his lordship makes the slightest

deviation from her notion of proper behavior.”

Despite herself, Sophia laughed at the eerily accurate impersonation. “Your powers

of observation are truly formidable. Though perhaps save such performances for

private moments.”

“I would never!” Abigail protested with mock innocence, before continuing in a

perfect imitation of Lady Aldeburgh’s aristocratic drawl: “Such vulgar displays are

entirely beneath the dignity expected of residents at Balfour Abbey, however

temporary their situation.”

Sophia nearly choked on a strawberry, torn between propriety and genuine

amusement. “You are incorrigible! What would Lord Camden say if he heard you

mocking the dowager so?”

The mention of the gentleman’s name produced the desired effect, Abigail’s

impertinence immediately replaced by flustered embarrassment. “Lord Camden

would never condescend to notice such behavior from someone of my station.”

Sophia recognized the opening and seized it without mercy. “Indeed? The same Lord

Camden who is unable to keep his eyes from turning to you whenever you are in the

same vicinity? The same Lord Camden who jumps up to offer you a seat whenever

you enter a chamber?”

“He was merely being courteous,” Abigail insisted, though her heightened color

suggested she recognized the quality of his attention. “A gentleman of his standing

would never seriously consider... that is to say, it would be foolish to imagine...”



“That he might admire a young woman of intelligence, loyalty, and considerable

charm, regardless of her circumstances?” Sophia completed the thought. “I see

nothing foolish in the possibility.”

Abigail shook her head, genuine vulnerability replacing her usual confidence. “You

know as well as I do, milady, that gentlemen of the ton do not marry ladies’ maids,

however much they might... admire them.”

The stark truth of this observation sobered Sophia. For all her progressive notions

about individual worth transcending social position, she could not honestly deny the

rigid hierarchies that governed their world. Lord Camden, for all his amiable nature

and apparent interest, remained an aristocrat bound by the expectations of his class.

“The world is changing, Abigail,” she offered, though even to her own ears the words

sounded hollow. “Old certainties crumble with each passing year.”

“Not quickly enough to matter for people like me,” Abigail replied without self-pity,

simply stating fact. “Though I thank you for the kind thought, milady.”

Sophia squeezed her companion’s arm gently. “You have nothing to envy of society

ladies, Abigail McLeod. Your worth exceeds that of many women who claim

superior rank solely through accident of birth or advantageous marriage.”

Abigail’s grateful smile suggested she understood the heartfelt sentiment behind

Sophia’s words, even if they both recognized the world’s indifference to such

enlightened views. The moment of somber reflection dissolved as they continued

through the marketplace, their spirits gradually lifting amidst the cheerful bustle of

commerce.

They had just purchased a small bag of candied almonds—another modest indulgence

to sweeten their journey home—when Abigail’s grip on Sophia’s arm suddenly



tightened to a painful degree.

“Milady,” she whispered urgently, her face draining of color. “Don’t look now, but

isn’t that…?”

Sophia’s gaze followed her maid’s subtle gesture toward the opposite side of the

marketplace, where a broad-shouldered figure in a scarlet military coat was emerging

from the entrance of the White Lion Gentlemen’s Club. Even at this distance, Silas

Fletcher’s distinctive bearing was unmistakable—the aggressive set of his shoulders,

the slightly unsteady gait suggesting early indulgence in spirits despite the

respectable hour.

“Silas Fletcher,” she breathed, her heart seizing with sudden dread. “What on earth is

he doing in Sidmouth?”

“Nothing good, I’ll wager,” Abigail muttered, her Scottish accent thickening with

anxiety. “We should leave at once, milady.”

Sophia nodded, already turning to retrace their steps toward the relative safety of

High Street. They had managed only a few paces when Lord Shropshire’s voice cut

through the marketplace chatter with the precision of a newly sharpened blade.

“Lady Sinclair! What an extraordinary coincidence!”

Years of social training prevented Sophia from breaking into an undignified run,

though every instinct urged exactly that course. Instead, she drew a steadying breath

and turned to face her late husband’s creditor with as much composure as she could

muster.

“Lord Shropshire,” she acknowledged with the barest inclination of her head. “I had

not expected to encounter you so far from London.”



“Nor I you,” he replied, closing the distance between them with alarming swiftness.

His smile revealed teeth too white and even to be natural, like a predator’s display.

“Yet here we both are. Providence, perhaps?”

“Mere coincidence, I’m sure.” Sophia maintained her position, refusing to retreat

despite the overwhelming urge to put distance between them. “Abigail and I are

simply completing errands before returning to Balfour Abbey.”

“Ah, Balfour Abbey.” His gaze sharpened with keen interest. “So, the rumors are

true. You’ve secured the patronage of the reclusive Earl of Aldeburgh. Most...

resourceful of you, my dear Lady Sinclair.”

The insinuation underlying his words sent a wave of indignation through Sophia, but

she forced herself to remain outwardly calm. Displaying emotion before Silas

Fletcher was akin to bleeding in shark-infested waters.

“I have been engaged to paint his lordship’s portrait,” she replied with careful

precision. “A professional commission arranged through Lord Camden.”

“Of course,” he agreed with exaggerated understanding. “A purely professional

arrangement. Though one cannot help but wonder if the earl might be persuaded to

settle certain outstanding debts as part of his... patronage.”

The threat, thinly veiled as suggestion, hung in the air between them. Before Sophia

could formulate a response that balanced dignity with prudence, Abigail stepped

forward, practical concerns overcoming deference to rank.

“Begging your pardon, my lord, but we’re expected back at the Abbey directly. Lady

Aldeburgh is most particular about punctuality.”

Silas’s attention shifted to Abigail, his expression cooling to something far more



dangerous than his previous false warmth. “I don’t recall addressing you, girl.

Perhaps you require instruction in proper behavior toward your betters.”

“Abigail spoke only the truth,” Sophia interjected swiftly, positioning herself subtly

between her maid and the increasingly agitated lord. “We are indeed expected back

shortly.”

“Then allow me to escort you,” he offered with a mockery of gallantry. “My curricle

is just—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Sophia interrupted, searching desperately for escape

without confrontation. “We’ve arranged alternative transportation.”

Silas stepped closer, close enough that she could detect the sour-sweet smell of

brandy on his breath despite the early hour. “I insist, Lady Sinclair. We have much to

discuss regarding Lieutenant Sinclair’s outstanding obligations.”

“I believe the lady declined your offer, Shropshire.”

The new voice—Lord Camden’s, approaching from behind them—sent a wave of

relief through Sophia so profound she nearly swayed with it. Gregory Camden stood

several paces away, his customary pleasant expression replaced by cool assessment.

Beside him stood Lord Aldeburgh himself, his countenance bearing the intensity that

Sophia had come to recognize as masked anger.

Silas straightened, his demeanor shifting from predatory to cautiously alert.

“Camden. Lord Aldeburgh.” His acknowledgment of the earl came with the slightest

delay, as though reluctant to concede superior rank. “I was just offering Lady Sinclair

transportation back to Balfour Abbey.”



“How fortunate, then, that we’ve already made such arrangements,” Lord Camden

replied smoothly, though his usual warmth was notably absent. “Lady Sinclair and

Miss McLeod will return with us.”

A flash of something ugly crossed Silas’s features before settling into artificial

amiability. “Another time, perhaps.” He executed a shallow bow toward Sophia that

contained more mockery than respect.

“We will continue our discussion regarding your husband’s affairs at a more

convenient moment, Lady Sinclair. I assure you, I am most... eager to reach a

satisfactory resolution.”

With that parting threat delivered, he turned abruptly, disappearing into the narrow

alleyway beside the gentlemen’s club with a speed that suggested retreat disguised as

dignity.

The tension in Sophia’s shoulders released slightly, though the encounter had left her

nerves raw and exposed. “Thank you, Lord Camden. Your timing was most

providential.”

“Not providence but purpose,” he corrected with returning warmth. “We spotted you

earlier near the art supply shop and thought to offer you conveyance home. Fortuitous

indeed that we did.”

Lord Aldeburgh moved forward, his blue gaze searching Sophia’s face with evident

concern. He withdrew his ever-present notebook and wrote swiftly: Are you well? I

do not know this man, but I can see that you are uncomfortable. Is he threatening to

harm you?

The genuine concern in his expression touched Sophia more deeply than she cared to

acknowledge. “I am quite well, thank you, my lord. His lordship was merely...



overzealous in his greetings.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s doubtful expression suggested he doubted the encounter had been

so innocuous, but he merely nodded his acceptance of her explanation.

“Our carriage awaits just around the corner,” Lord Camden announced, gesturing

toward the end of the alleyway. “If you ladies would care to accompany us?”

Abigail, Sophia noticed with fond exasperation, had undergone a remarkable

transformation at Lord Camden’s appearance—her earlier distress replaced by

heightened color and careful attention to her posture. The heavy box of art supplies,

previously such a burden, now appeared mysteriously weightless in her arms.

“Allow me,” Lord Camden offered, reaching for the container with easy confidence.

“This seems an unnecessarily heavy burden for a lady.”

“Oh! I couldn’t possibly… that is… it’s not so very…” Abigail’s usual composure

fractured entirely as their hands briefly met in the exchange.

“Nonsense,” he insisted, already taking possession of the box. “I assure you, Miss

McLeod, my masculine pride requires at least occasional demonstrations of utility.”

Their procession through the narrow alleyway proceeded in pairs—Lord Camden and

Abigail leading the way, their heads inclined toward each other in what appeared to

be increasingly comfortable conversation, while Sophia and Lord Aldeburgh

followed at a more measured pace.

“I must thank you both for your timely intervention,” Sophia said, maintaining a clear

view of her lips for his benefit. “Lord Shropshire can be... persistent in his

attentions.”



Lord Aldeburgh wrote quickly: You are acquainted with him?

“Unfortunately, yes.” Sophia hesitated, uncertain how much to reveal of her

circumstances. Discretion had become habitual, yet something in Lord Aldeburgh’s

steady gaze invited confidence. “He holds certain financial claims against my late

husband’s estate. His methods of collection are somewhat... unorthodox.”

Understanding dawned in Lord Aldeburgh’s expression, followed swiftly by

controlled anger. He wrote again: Has he threatened you?

“No… I wouldn’t go that far,” Sophia prevaricated, unwilling to burden him with

concerns he could not reasonably be expected to address. “He merely presses more

firmly than propriety would dictate.”

Lord Aldeburgh studied her face with an intensity that suggested he detected the

evasion in her answer. Rather than pursuing the matter, however, he simply offered

his arm with formal courtesy as they emerged from the alleyway into the brightness

of the adjacent street.

The unexpected gallantry—the first such gesture he had extended toward her—sent a

flutter of warmth through Sophia’s chest that had nothing to do with relief from their

encounter with Silas. She accepted the offered support with a grateful smile, finding

unexpected comfort in the solid strength of his arm beneath her fingertips.

Ahead of them, Lord Camden was already assisting Abigail into a handsome town

carriage bearing the Balfour crest. The ease with which he performed this

courtesy—as though helping a lady’s maid were the most natural action imaginable

for a gentleman of his station—spoke volumes about his character.

As Lord Aldeburgh similarly handed Sophia into the carriage, their eyes met briefly.

It was a moment of silent communication that required neither speech nor written



word. In that unguarded instant, Sophia glimpsed something in his gaze that stirred an

answering recognition within her own heart… a possibility she dared not name, even

to herself.

The door closed behind them with soft finality, and as the carriage began its journey

back to Balfour Abbey, Sophia found herself contemplating how swiftly one’s

circumstances could change—from ordinary errands to threatening confrontation to

this curious combination of lingering anxiety and inexplicable hope, all in the span of

a single spring afternoon.

Beside her, close enough that she could detect the subtle scent of sandalwood that

clung to his clothing, Lord Aldeburgh sat in characteristic silence. Yet there was

something different in his stillness now—a quality of protective vigilance rather than

isolated withdrawal. His gaze moved regularly between the passing scenery and

Sophia’s profile, as though reassuring himself of her continued well-being.

The gesture, small yet significant, suggested that perhaps Abigail had been right after

all. Perhaps Lord Aldeburgh was indeed turning slowly back toward the light. And

perhaps, Sophia reflected as countryside replaced town beyond the carriage windows,

she might dare to hope that in some small way, her presence helped illuminate that

journey.
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The morning sun was casting its golden rays when Alexander stood motionless before

the glass, watching the early morning light transform Balfour Abbey’s grounds into a

landscape worthy of Claude Lorrain’s brush—all amber glow and velvet shadow, the

formal gardens softened into dreaming beauty.

He had slept poorly, troubled not by the battlefield nightmares that so often haunted

his rest, but by his mother’s increasingly transparent attempts to keep Lady Sinclair at

arm’s length. Last evening at dinner, Lady Aldeburgh had positioned herself between

them with such determined efficiency that one might have thought the artist carried

some infectious disease requiring strict quarantine.

The sharp rap at his door announced Jenkins, bearing freshly pressed linen and the

morning’s correspondence upon a silver tray. The valet moved about the chamber

with the quiet efficiency born of long service, laying out shaving implements while

maintaining the discreet silence that characterized their daily interactions.

“Lord Camden inquired whether you would join him for breakfast, my lord,” Jenkins

ventured after completing his preparations. “He mentioned something about an early

ride along the coastal path.”

Alexander shook his head, gesturing toward the small morning room where he

occasionally took solitary meals when the prospect of social engagement—even with

Gregory—exceeded his capacity for forbearance. Jenkins bowed with perfect

understanding, withdrawing with the unobtrusive competence that had made him

indispensable in Alexander’s altered circumstances.

Alone once more, Alexander contemplated the day stretching before him with its



familiar pattern—breakfast, correspondence, portrait session with Lady Sinclair at ten

o’clock, luncheon, perhaps a walk if weather permitted. The routine that had once

seemed stifling now offered curious comfort, particularly the hours spent in Lady

Sinclair’s company amid the peaceful surroundings of the converted music room.

Two weeks of portrait sessions had established a comfortable rhythm between them;

her quiet instruction drawing forth artistic abilities he had scarcely known he

possessed, her perceptive observations encouraging him to engage rather than

withdraw. Though he would never admit as much aloud—even had he possessed the

voice to do so—he had come to anticipate their encounters with something

approaching eagerness.

The knowledge of their encounter with Shropshire in Sidmouth still kindled a

protective anger within his chest. Lady Sinclair had dismissed the incident with

admirable composure, yet Alexander had recognized genuine fear beneath her social

mask. The man had threatened her somehow—of that much he felt certain. What

remained unclear was the precise nature of her obligation to such an evidently

unsavory character.

He turned from the window, struck by sudden inspiration. The day was too

magnificent to waste within four walls, the sea too splendid to appreciate only

through glass. Perhaps Lady Sinclair might welcome a change from their established

routine—a walk along the cliffs rather than the usual formal session.

The idea took firmer hold with each passing moment. They might bring sketching

materials, make studies of the coast rather than continue the formal portrait. It would

provide respite for them both, and perhaps in less structured surroundings, away from

his mother’s watchful presence, Lady Sinclair might speak more freely of her

circumstances.

Decision made, Alexander completed his morning ablutions with uncharacteristic



haste, selecting walking attire rather than his usual formal jacket. Jenkins raised an

eloquent eyebrow at this departure from routine but made no comment as he assisted

with the final adjustments to his master’s appearance.

Breakfast proved a solitary affair, Gregory having apparently tired of waiting and

departed for his ride. Alexander was halfway through a piece of toast, which was the

most his unsettled stomach would accept, when the door opened to admit a footman

delivering a folded note in Lady Sinclair’s elegant hand.

Lord Aldeburgh, I find myself wondering if you might consider a departure from our

usual arrangement today. The quality of light is particularly exceptional, and it seems

a shame to remain indoors when nature offers such magnificent inspiration. Perhaps,

if it would not displease you, we might attempt some landscape sketches along the

coastal path? Abigail would accompany us, of course, to maintain all propriety.

I shall await your reply in the morning room to learn your preference.

Your obedient servant,

Lady Sinclair

The synchronicity of their thoughts startled a silent laugh from Alexander. That she

should propose the very excursion he had been contemplating seemed a confirmation

of that curious connection developing between them; an ability to anticipate each

other’s thoughts that required neither speech nor hearing.

He scrawled a quick affirmative response, adding that he would meet her at the east

terrace in half an hour with provisions arranged for a day’s expedition. The footman

departed with the message, leaving Alexander to complete the necessary

arrangements with an efficiency born of military training.



By the appointed time, he had organized a light repast to be transported by one of the

stable lads to a sheltered cove along their route—a location he remembered fondly

from childhood explorations. He had also selected a small, rectangular package from

his personal possessions, wrapping it carefully in tissue paper before securing it

within his coat pocket.

Lady Sinclair and her maid awaited him on the terrace, both attired for walking in

sensible boots that complemented their morning dresses. Abigail carried a substantial

satchel that presumably contained artistic supplies, while her mistress held only a

small sketchbook and pencil case.

“Good morning, Lord Aldeburgh,” Lady Sinclair greeted him, her clear green eyes

reflecting the day’s brilliance. “I hope my suggestion wasn’t too presumptuous. The

morning seemed to demand something more adventurous than our usual session.”

Alexander shook his head, withdrawing his notebook to write: I had formed the same

intention. Great minds, it seems, think alike.

Her answering smile sent an unexpected warmth through his chest. He found himself

studying the curve of her upper lip, the precise shade of pink that colored her cheeks

in the fresh morning air, committing these details to memory with an artist’s attention

to specificity.

“Shall we proceed, then?” she suggested after a moment’s pause that stretched just

beyond conventional propriety. “I understand the path can be challenging in places,

but Abigail and I are both accomplished walkers.”

Alexander offered a slight bow of acknowledgment before gesturing toward the

garden gate that opened onto the coastal path. He deliberately slowed his naturally

long stride to accommodate the ladies, though he soon discovered Lady Sinclair

moved with a lithe grace that required no such consideration.



Their route took them along the cliff tops, where thorny gorse thickets bloomed in

brilliant yellow patches against emerald turf and the sea stretched below in a vast

expanse of shifting blue. Gulls soared overhead, their cries inaudible to Alexander,

yet somehow present in their fluid movements against the cloudless sky.

Lady Sinclair paused frequently to make swift sketches—a weathered tree clinging to

the cliff edge, the angle of light on distant headlands, the textural contrast between

smooth water and jagged rock. Each time she stopped, Alexander found himself

watching her rather than the view, captivated by the intensity of her concentration and

the delicate precision of her movements.

Abigail maintained a discreet distance, near enough to satisfy propriety yet far

enough to allow conversation a measure of privacy. The arrangement struck

Alexander as evidence of the understanding between mistress and maid—a

relationship that transcended conventional boundaries of class and position.

They had been walking perhaps an hour when they reached the promontory

Alexander had selected for their respite. A natural hollow in the cliff face created a

sheltered alcove, protected from the wind while providing a spectacular panorama of

the coast. He gestured toward it with subtle pride, pleased when Lady Sinclair’s eyes

widened in appreciation.

“How magnificent!” she exclaimed, moving immediately to the edge to better

appreciate the vista. “The perspective is extraordinary—almost as though one were

suspended between sea and sky.”

Alexander nodded, pleased by her enthusiasm. He looked at her for a while before

turning to his notebook and scribbling in it.

I discovered this place as a boy. My father called it ‘Eagle’s Rest,’ though I’ve never

seen eagles here—only gulls and occasional falcons.



“A romantic appellation, nonetheless,” she replied, settling herself upon a flat boulder

that nature had positioned like a perfect viewing bench. “Though perhaps your father

possessed the imagination to see beyond literal observation.”

The assessment of his father’s character, remarkably perceptive from someone who

had never met him, gave Alexander pause. He found himself wondering, not for the

first time, what sort of woman lay beneath the composed exterior Lady Sinclair

presented to the world. What experiences had shaped her, what dreams and

disappointments had formed her pragmatism, her sensitivity?

As though reading his thoughts, she opened her sketchbook to a fresh page and began

drawing with swift, confident strokes. “Perhaps,” she suggested, looking up, “this

might be an appropriate occasion for me to satisfy your curiosity about my

circumstances. I’ve noticed your questioning glances, though you’ve been too

gentlemanly to voice them directly.”

Startled by this direct address of the unspoken current between them, Alexander

could only incline his head in acknowledgment. He seated himself on an adjacent

rock, positioned to observe both her expression and the emerging drawing, which

appeared to be taking the form of a modest country house half-hidden among trees.

“This was my childhood home,” she explained, adding details to the sketch with

economical precision. “Talbot House in Northumbria. Not grand by any means, but

comfortable and filled with books, which compensated for many deficiencies.”

She continued drawing intermittently, as she spoke, allowing him to see the words he

could not hear. She added a small figure on the garden path—a young girl with a

book under her arm.

“My father valued education, even for daughters. An unusual perspective, but one for

which I remain grateful.” A fleeting shadow crossed her features. “After my mother’s



death when I was twelve, books became my primary companions. Father retreated

into his library, emerging only for meals and occasional lectures on history or natural

philosophy.”

The image shifted as she turned to a new page, this time depicting a formal

townhouse with imposing columns. “My London debut, arranged by my aunt when I

was eighteen. A necessary evil, according to my father, though he refused to

accompany me. Too many shallow conversations for his scholarly temperament.”

Alexander found himself leaning closer, drawn by both the skill of her execution and

the narrative unfolding through image and word. Her life emerged in these sketches

like a novel revealed chapter by chapter, each turn of the page disclosing new

dimensions of the woman herself.

“I met Gilbert Sinclair during my second Season,” she continued, the new sketch

showing a young officer in regimental dress. “He was kind, if not particularly

intellectual, and offered security when my father’s health began to fail. Our

understanding was mutual. Companionship rather than grand passion.” Her pencil

hesitated briefly. “We hadn’t been married long when he became gravely ill. I tried

taking care of him as best I could, but there was not much I could do except watch…

and wait…”

She paused, her gaze distant as though seeing beyond the present moment to

memories both tender and painful. “I never expected him to be gone so soon. Though

he had his flaws, he was a good man.”

The sketch that followed depicted Sinclair Manor—first in its apparent prosperity,

then in a second image showing the same house with subtle signs of neglect:

overgrown gardens, missing roof tiles, an empty stable yard.

“After his death, I discovered Gilbert had left affairs in considerable disarray. His



fondness for cards had created debts I knew nothing about.” Her voice remained

steady despite the evident pain behind the words. “Most creditors were reasonable,

willing to accept payment arrangements or partial settlements. Lord Shropshire,

however, proved... problematic.”

Alexander’s jaw tightened at the mention of the man they had encountered in

Sidmouth. He wrote a single word: How?

Lady Sinclair hesitated, propriety warring visibly with honesty. “His demands were

not limited to financial compensation,” she finally said, the careful phrasing more

revealing than explicit detail. “When I made it clear such arrangements were

unacceptable, his methods became increasingly aggressive.”

Anger flared in Alexander’s chest—a protective rage he had not experienced since

before Spain. That a man of Shropshire’s standing should so abuse his position,

should threaten a widowed gentlewoman with such dishonorable proposals, violated

every principle of conduct Alexander had been raised to uphold.

Sensing his indignation, Lady Sinclair touched his sleeve lightly—the briefest

contact, yet it sent a jolt of awareness through him like a lightning strike. “Please

don’t concern yourself,” she said softly. “I’ve managed thus far, and Lord Camden’s

commission provides means to satisfy at least the most pressing financial

obligations.”

Alexander shook his head, unwilling to dismiss the matter so easily. He wrote:

Shropshire’s behavior is unacceptable. No gentleman would press such advantage

against a lady.

“The world contains fewer gentlemen than one might hope,” she replied with a sad

smile that suggested experience beyond her years. “But I’ve discovered unexpected

kindness in places society taught me not to look.” Her gaze shifted toward Abigail,



who had settled some distance away with her sewing. “Loyalty that transcends station

or circumstance.”

She turned to a fresh page in her sketchbook, this time drawing the distinctive outline

of Balfour Abbey with swift, confident strokes. “And now I find myself here, by

fortunate chance or providence, employed in work I genuinely love among people

of...” she hesitated, a faint color rising in her cheeks, “...of unexpected

understanding.”

The compliment, delivered with such unaffected sincerity, touched something long

dormant in Alexander’s chest. How strange that this woman—herself wounded by

life’s tragedies, struggling against circumstances not of her making—should see in

him not the broken remnant of a man but someone capable of understanding.

Acting on impulse rather than calculation, he reached into his coat pocket for the

small package he had brought. The moment seemed right for the gesture he had

contemplated since observing her careful preservation of her brushes, noting how she

cleaned and stored them with particular attention to their delicate tips.

He extended the parcel toward her, suddenly self-conscious as she accepted it with

evident surprise. Her fingers brushed his in the exchange, the contact brief yet

charged with significance beyond its physical dimension.

“For me?” she asked, her expression betraying genuine astonishment. When he

nodded, she carefully unwrapped the tissue paper to reveal a brush of exceptional

quality—its handle enameled in deep blue with silver inlay, its sable tip perfectly

formed for the detailed work she preferred.

“Oh!” The soft exclamation conveyed more feeling than elaborate speech could have

managed. Her fingers traced the delicate pattern of silver leaves winding around the

handle, her expression suffused with pleasure. “Lord Aldeburgh, this is exquisite.



I’ve never owned such a fine instrument.”

Alexander felt an unexpected warmth spread through his chest at her evident delight.

He had acquired the brush in Florence during his Grand Tour, part of a set purchased

on artistic impulse though he had never developed sufficient skill to justify their

quality. For years the case had remained in his chambers, unused but not

forgotten—like so many abandoned possibilities from his former life.

He took his notebook once more: A small token of appreciation for your patience

with a difficult subject. The blue reminded me of the sea as you’ve captured it in your

sketches.

“Thank you,” she said simply, holding the brush as though it were crafted from spun

glass rather than mere wood and animal hair. “I shall treasure it both for its beauty

and for the thoughtfulness behind the gift.”

Something in her gaze—a warmth beyond professional gratitude, a connection

transcending their formal association—sent an unfamiliar flutter through Alexander’s

chest. Before he could examine the sensation more closely, Abigail approached with

a discreet cough that signaled the arrival of the stable lad with their picnic provisions.

The moment dissolved, replaced by practical considerations of arranging their simple

meal in the sheltered hollow. Yet as they dined on cold chicken and fresh bread,

Alexander found his gaze returning repeatedly to Lady Sinclair’s animated

countenance as she described her artistic training and ambitions.

They lingered in the sheltered cove until late afternoon, Lady Sinclair filling her

sketchbook with studies of sea and sky while Alexander attempted his own more

modest efforts. The hours passed with remarkable swiftness, comfortable silence

alternating with her occasional observations about light or composition, delivered

without expectation of response yet inclusive, nonetheless.



The journey back to Balfour Abbey held a different quality than their outward

path—a sense of shared experience that transcended the mere fact of having occupied

the same physical space. Something had shifted between them during those hours on

the cliff, Alexander realized. A barrier had been removed, revealing aspects of each

other usually kept carefully concealed behind social masks.

As they approached the Abbey’s east gate, Alexander found himself reluctant to re-

enter the formal world awaiting them—the structured routine of dinner, his mother’s

critical presence, the careful distance maintained between earl and artist. Here on the

coastal path, rank and circumstance had briefly receded, allowing connection

unmediated by social expectation.

The illusion shattered as they entered the gardens to find Jenkins awaiting them with

carefully neutral expression. “My lord,” he said, addressing Alexander with

punctilious correctness. “Her Ladyship requests your presence in her study

immediately upon your return.”

Alexander’s shoulders tensed at the message, recognizing the summons for what it

was—his mother’s disapproval of the day’s expedition manifesting in formal

reprimand. He nodded acknowledgment before turning to Lady Sinclair with genuine

regret.

Thank you for today, he wrote hastily. Your company was most refreshing.

Tomorrow’s session as usual?

“Of course,” she replied, though something in her expression suggested she too

recognized the significance of the dowager’s summons. “Until tomorrow, then.”

Alexander watched her retreat toward the east wing with Abigail before turning

toward the main house, steeling himself for the confrontation ahead. His mother’s

displeasure was a familiar adversary, yet one he found increasingly difficult to



tolerate as his own strength gradually returned.

Lady Aldeburgh awaited him in the small study she had claimed as her personal

domain following his father’s death.

“You have been walking with Lady Sinclair,” she stated without preamble as he

entered. Not a question but an accusation, delivered with the inflection that had

intimidated servants and society hostesses alike throughout Alexander’s childhood.

He inclined his head, neither confirming nor denying the self-evident fact of their

excursion. His mother’s lips thinned at this display of what she clearly considered

insolence. “I have observed with increasing concern the developing familiarity

between yourself and this... woman,” she continued, arranging herself more formally

in her chair as though preparing to deliver a prepared address. “While allowances

must be made for the unusual circumstances of her employment, certain boundaries

of propriety cannot be breached without consequence.”

Alexander remained standing, unwilling to settle into what would inevitably become

a lengthy lecture. His notebook remained closed in his hand—a silent indication of

his reluctance to engage in the conversation his mother clearly anticipated.

Lady Aldeburgh’s gaze flicked to the notebook before returning to his face. “I have

received a letter,” she said, lifting a folded sheet from her desk with deliberate care.

“From a Lord Shropshire, with whom I am not personally acquainted. He writes

expressing concern about Lady Sinclair’s presence in our household.”

The mention of Shropshire’s name sent a jolt of alarm through Alexander. He opened

his notebook with swift urgency, writing: What possible business could Shropshire

have concerning our household arrangements?

“None directly,” Lady Aldeburgh conceded after reading his note. “However, as a



concerned member of society, he felt obligated to inform me of certain...

irregularities... regarding Lady Sinclair’s circumstances.”

Alexander’s jaw tightened as he wrote: Irregularities? “It seems your artist,” Lady

Aldeburgh pronounced the word with delicate distaste, “has developed a reputation

for securing patronage through means beyond her professional talents.” She held up a

hand to forestall his immediate protest. “I do not suggest impropriety has occurred

within this household. However, the mere appearance of such a possibility demands

immediate correction.”

Rage built in Alexander’s chest—not the hot, explosive anger of youth but something

colder and more controlled, forged in the crucible of battlefield discipline. He wrote

with such force that the pencil nearly tore through the paper: Shropshire’s

insinuations are beneath contempt. Lady Sinclair is a gentlewoman of impeccable

character whose current circumstances result from her husband’s death, not her own

faults.

Lady Aldeburgh read his words with narrowed eyes, her expression hardening as she

reached the implied comparison to her own widowhood. “Circumstances alter cases,”

she replied with glacial precision. “Her husband may have died tragically, but he left

his widow in disgrace through gambling debts and financial impropriety. A true

gentleman provides for his dependents even in death.”

The hypocrisy of this statement—coming from a woman who had repeatedly

emphasized Alexander’s obligation to secure the Balfour line regardless of his

personal desires—struck him with force. He wrote again, underlining key phrases for

emphasis: Lady Sinclair has responded to adversity with dignity and resourcefulness.

Her willingness to employ her talents rather than rely on charity speaks to her

character, not her disgrace.

“A lady does not work,” his mother countered, her voice rising slightly in the first



display of genuine emotion. “A lady does not travel unaccompanied save for a maid

barely out of the schoolroom. A lady does not form connections with gentlemen

outside the sanctioned boundaries of proper society!”

The last accusation hung between them, its real meaning unmistakable despite Lady

Aldeburgh’s characteristic avoidance of direct statement. She believed—or chose to

believe—that something improper had developed between Alexander and Lady

Sinclair, something that threatened the dignity of the Balfour name and her own

carefully maintained position as arbiter of its social standing.

Alexander tore the page from his notebook, starting afresh with careful control of his

mounting anger: What precisely are you suggesting, Mother? That I have

compromised Lady Sinclair? Or perhaps that she has somehow ensnared me through

feminine wiles? Either assumption is offensive to us both.

Her lips thinned as she read his response, but she said nothing, merely lifting one

silver eyebrow in an expression he had long ago learned to interpret as disbelief

mingled with disappointment.

Unable to bear her silent condemnation, Alexander wrote once more: Lady Sinclair

has brought more life and purpose to this house in a few weeks than all your careful

management has achieved in a year. She sees me, Mother—not as the invalid you’ve

already buried in your mind, but as a man still capable of thought and feeling and

worthwhile existence.

Taking the page from his hand, she tore it deliberately in half, the sound sharp in the

quiet room. “I have had quite enough of this particular form of communication,” she

announced.

“It grows tiresome, and in any case, Dr. Morrison has repeatedly stated that you

retain the physical capability for speech. Your continued silence is a choice,



Alexander, not a necessity—a choice that dishonors your father’s memory and your

own responsibilities.”

The accusation struck deeper than she could know, piercing the armor of indifference

Alexander had cultivated since Spain. His hands clenched at his sides, the physical

manifestation of emotions too complex and painful to express even had he possessed

the voice to do so.

Lady Aldeburgh pressed her advantage, producing a fresh sheet of paper from her

desk. “I will not give my blessing to any connection between yourself and Lady

Sinclair beyond the professional arrangement already established,” she wrote in her

elegant hand. “The portrait may proceed, but I expect all interaction to occur within

proper boundaries and under appropriate supervision.”

She extended the note toward him with the imperial confidence of one accustomed to

unquestioned obedience. “You must know that your position requests sacrifices,

Alexander. I would hope that recent events have taught you the importance of duty

over personal inclination.”

The reference to his wartime service—deployed as a tool to enforce her will rather

than acknowledge his sacrifice—tore through him like a storm of bullets from a rifle.

A storm of memory threatened at the edges of his consciousness; screams he could no

longer hear still echoed in his mind. The flames he could still feel against his skin, the

desperate reaching for lives he had failed to save...

He turned abruptly, unwilling to permit his mother this glimpse into the abyss that

still yawned beneath his carefully maintained composure. He kept his head down as

he rushed from the study, trying his level best to swallow the rage building within

him.

To his mild surprise, his feet led him to the music room and Alexander moved to the



easel where his own modest attempts at drawing awaited, staring at the carefully

balanced composition with sudden dissatisfaction.

With deliberate movement, he selected a fresh sheet of paper and new

materials—charcoal rather than pencil, red and black chalk rather than the muted

tones he typically employed. The paintbrush worked almost mechanically in his hand,

the world appearing on his canvas as his fingers deftly moved across it. The village

aflame.

The mother clutching her child as timbers crashed around them. His own desperate

lunge toward them, knowing even as he moved that he would be too late, that the

distance was too great, that his reaching hands would close on emptiness...

Pain lanced behind his eyes, sharp and sudden as a bayonet thrust. He barely

registered the sound of the door opening, the soft gasp as Lady Sinclair entered and

observed his state.

“My lord?”

Sophia’s voice seemed to impossibly reach him across a vast distance, and he turned

toward her, aware that his expression must betray the internal battle but unable to

reassemble his usual mask of composure.

“Are you unwell?” she asked, crossing the room with swift concern. “You’re terribly

pale—and your drawing...”

She hesitated, her gaze moving to the paper where his anguish had taken visible form.

“May I?” she asked and gestured toward the drawing.

He nodded, suddenly exhausted. Lady Sinclair studied the drawing with the focused



attention she brought to all artistic matters, her expression reflecting neither revulsion

nor false sympathy, but thoughtful assessment of the raw emotion captured in those

violent strokes.

“This is Spain,” she said quietly, not a question but a statement of recognition. “What

you’ve kept locked within yourself since your return.”

The simple acknowledgment affected Alexander more powerfully than he could have

anticipated. A tremor passed through him, vision blurring as pain lanced from temple

to temple with increasing intensity.

She reached out, laying a hand upon his arm. “You’re in pain,” she observed. “Let me

help you to your chambers before it worsens.”

He nodded once, the movement sending fresh agony through his skull. Lady

Sinclair’s arm slipped around his waist, providing support with surprising strength for

one of her slender build. “Lean on me,” she instructed, her voice pitched low but

clear enough for him to read her lips through the encroaching fog of pain. “Abigail is

near—I’ll send her for Dr. Morrison.”

The journey from atelier to bedchamber passed in fragmented impressions: the cool

touch of Lady Sinclair’s hand against his fevered brow, the momentary glimpse of his

mother’s startled face as they passed through the main hall, Abigail’s swift departure

to summon the physician, the blessed dimness of his chambers as Jenkins closed the

heavy curtains against the late afternoon sun.
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It was strange, Sophia thought where she sat before her canvas, brush suspended

between palette and painting, how fast things could change. Though she was

physically present, still doing the job she was to be paid for, there was no denying

that her mind was a thousand miles from the portrait taking reluctant shape beneath

her hand.

Three days had passed since Lord Aldeburgh’s collapse—three days during which his

chamber door had remained firmly closed to all save Dr. Morrison and Jenkins, who

emerged with identical expressions of professional inscrutability when questioned

about their master’s condition.

When Lord Aldeburgh had finally appeared at breakfast yesterday, pale but

composed, something essential had vanished from his countenance. The tentative

openness they had shared during their clifftop excursion had disappeared, replaced by

a reserve so complete it bordered on coldness.

“Shall I adjust the draperies, milady?” Abigail inquired softly, breaking into Sophia’s

troubled reverie. “The light shifts so quickly this time of morning.”

“The light is perfectly adequate,” Sophia replied, wincing at the sharpness in her tone.

“Forgive me, Abigail. I fear I make poor company today.”

“Not at all,” her maid assured her with the quiet loyalty that had sustained Sophia

through far worse trials than a gentleman’s changeable mood. “You’ve had little

sleep these past nights. Anyone would find their spirits affected.”

Sophia sighed, setting aside her palette with uncharacteristic carelessness. The dark



circles beneath her eyes bore silent testimony to nights spent staring at the

bedchamber ceiling, replaying every moment of their excursion in search of some

misstep that might explain Lord Aldeburgh’s sudden withdrawal.

“I simply cannot fathom it,” she murmured, more to herself than to Abigail. “We

were making such progress. Then suddenly—” She gestured vaguely, unwilling to

complete the thought.

“Men are creatures of mysterious tempers,” Abigail observed, arranging brushes with

practiced efficiency. “Even the best of them can turn about like weathervanes in

April. Me ma used to say that.”

“This is different,” Sophia insisted, rising to pace the length of the carpet. “This isn’t

mere mood but deliberate distance. He scarcely looks at me, Abigail, and when he

does, there’s something like... regret, perhaps? Or resignation?”

The memory of his note yesterday morning still stung: I shall attend our session at the

usual hour, assuming you wish to continue the portrait. Such formal phrasing, and

delivered by Jenkins, rather than presented in person. As though he

expected—perhaps even hoped—she might abandon the commission altogether.

“I begin to think Lady Aldeburgh has succeeded where Napoleon’s armies failed,”

Sophia murmured, then immediately pressed her fingers to her lips as if to push the

words back inside. “That was inexcusably harsh. Please forget I spoke so, Abigail.”

“I’ve already forgotten, milady,” Abigail replied with perfect loyalty, though her

expression suggested the observation had confirmed rather than surprised her own

assessment. “Though perhaps—”

The remainder of Abigail’s sentence was lost beneath the soft chime of the mantel

clock announcing the hour. Both women glanced toward the door, knowing Lord



Aldeburgh’s punctuality remained unaffected by whatever change had occurred in his

disposition.

True to expectation, quick footsteps in the corridor heralded his arrival moments

later. He entered the atelier like a man approaching an unpleasant obligation, his

posture rigid, his expression composed into the carefully neutral mask Sophia had

thought permanently discarded.

“Good morning, Lord Aldeburgh,” she greeted him with deliberate warmth,

determined not to surrender to the chill he radiated. “I trust you are fully recovered

from your indisposition?”

He inclined his head in minimal acknowledgment before taking his customary

position by the easel, his movements possessing the careful precision of one

navigating unfamiliar territory rather than a space that had become comfortable

through daily habitation.

Sophia exchanged a glance with Abigail, who responded with an almost

imperceptible shrug before quietly withdrawing to her usual position near the

window, sewing basket in hand. The maid’s silent support bolstered Sophia’s

determination to penetrate the wall Lord Aldeburgh had erected between them.

“I thought we might begin with some preliminary color studies today,” she suggested,

moving to arrange her palette with a composure she did not feel. “The portrait

requires certain decisions regarding background and lighting that would benefit from

your input.”

Lord Aldeburgh produced his notebook and wrote a brief response: I defer to your

professional judgment in all artistic matters.

The polite deflection was perfectly calculated to frustrate further engagement. Sophia



bit her lip, struggling to maintain her professional demeanor despite the hollowness

spreading beneath her ribs. After weeks of careful progress, they had somehow

returned to the stiff formality of their first encounter.

“As you wish,” she conceded, selecting a brush with careful deliberation. “Though I

had come to value our collaborative approach.”

His expression flickered briefly—a momentary crack in the facade revealing

something raw beneath the surface—before resuming its careful neutrality. He made

no move to respond, focusing instead on the blank paper before him with the

concentrated attention of one determined to exclude all external distractions.

Sophia began mixing colors on her palette, the familiar routine providing insufficient

distraction from the leaden weight of disappointment in her chest. How quickly she

had grown accustomed to their easy communication, the rhythm they had established

that required neither speech nor hearing to convey understanding. Now the silence

between them felt oppressive rather than companionable, laden with unspoken

tensions.

The minutes stretched, marked only by the soft sounds of brush against canvas and

the occasional rustle of Abigail’s sewing. Sophia found herself watching Lord

Aldeburgh covertly as she worked, noting the tight set of his shoulders, the furrow

between his brows that suggested internal struggle rather than mere concentration.

Something had happened—something beyond his collapse, beyond the physician’s

ministrations. Something that had driven him back behind walls she had thought at

least partially dismantled. The realization that she might never know precisely what

had precipitated this retreat pierced her with unexpected acuteness.

“You needn’t protect me from whatever troubles you,” she said quietly, knowing he

would read the words from her lips even if he chose not to acknowledge them. “I had



thought—hoped—we had progressed beyond such careful distance.”

His pencil paused momentarily, the slight tension in his hand betraying that her words

had found their mark. Yet he did not look up, did not reach for his notebook to

respond, his gaze remaining fixed on the drawing emerging beneath his fingers with

deliberate focus.

The rebuff, silent but unmistakable, stung more sharply than Sophia could have

anticipated. She returned to her work with renewed concentration, determined not to

reveal how deeply his withdrawal affected her. Pride, that familiar companion of the

vulnerable, stiffened her spine and steadied her hand as she applied pigment to canvas

with meticulous care.

They continued thus for perhaps half an hour, the gulf between them widening with

each passing minute until Sophia began to wonder whether the portrait could be

completed at all under such strained circumstances. The thought of abandoning the

commission—of returning to the uncertain existence that awaited her beyond Balfour

Abbey’s protective walls—sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with the

morning’s temperature.

A discreet knock at the door provided welcome interruption to the uncomfortable

silence. Jenkins entered with his usual dignified efficiency, delivering a folded

newspaper. His expression betrayed unusual discomfort as he approached.

“Begging your pardon for the interruption, milady, my lord,” he said, executing a

small bow that managed to acknowledge both occupants while suggesting his errand

concerned primarily the latter. “Lord Camden sent this from town with instructions it

be delivered immediately to his lordship.”

He extended the tray bearing the newspaper toward Lord Aldeburgh with a series of

subtle gestures that seemed to convey meaning beyond the simple delivery—a raising



of eyebrows, a slight inclination of the head that suggested concern rather than mere

courtesy.

Lord Aldeburgh accepted the newspaper with a questioning glance, clearly as puzzled

by the urgency as Sophia herself. Jenkins hesitated uncharacteristically before

withdrawing with another bow, his departure so swift it bordered on unseemly haste

for one of his impeccable standards.

Perplexed by the servant’s unusual behavior, Sophia watched as Lord Aldeburgh

unfolded the newspaper with casual curiosity that transformed into something

altogether different as his gaze fell upon a particular column. The color drained from

his face with such alarming swiftness that she half-rose from her seat, concerned he

might suffer another collapse.

“Lord Aldeburgh? Are you unwell?” she inquired, alarmed by the stark pallor that

had overtaken his features.

He made no sign of having heard her—an omission that reflected genuine distress

rather than deliberate discourtesy. The newspaper slipped from his suddenly

nerveless fingers, falling to the carpet between them with the soft rustle of high-

quality newsprint.

Before Sophia could move to retrieve it, Lord Aldeburgh turned abruptly to a fresh

sheet of paper on his easel. The transformation in his demeanor was as sudden as it

was profound—the careful composure shattered, replaced by an almost feverish

intensity as he began to draw with swift, urgent strokes that bore no resemblance to

his usual measured technique.

Bewildered by this dramatic shift, Sophia glanced toward Abigail, who returned her

confusion with equal measure. The maid gestured subtly toward the fallen newspaper,

suggesting Sophia might find explanation within its pages.



Moving with careful deliberation, unwilling to disturb whatever process Lord

Aldeburgh was engaged in, Sophia bent to retrieve the paper. The broadsheet had

fallen open to the announcements section, where black-bordered notices of births,

marriages, and deaths occupied neat columns beneath the day’s date.

Her gaze scanned the entries quickly, seeking whatever had provoked such a visceral

reaction. Near the bottom of the second column, a particular announcement stood

out—not for its size or positioning, but for the military insignia that preceded the text:

It is with profound regret that we report the death of Colonel James Forsythe, late of

His Majesty’s 43rd Regiment of Foot, who succumbed on Tuesday last to wounds

sustained during honorable service in the Peninsula.

Colonel Forsythe, having survived initial battlefield injuries at Badajoz, endured

prolonged suffering with characteristic fortitude before finding final peace in the

presence of his devoted family. Funeral services shall be conducted at St. Mary’s

Church, Kensington, on Saturday next. Military honors to be rendered.

Sophia felt a chill spread through her chest as understanding dawned. This Colonel

Forsythe had meant something significant to Lord Aldeburgh—not merely a fellow

officer but someone whose fate had somehow intertwined with his own wartime

experience.

She looked up from the paper to find Lord Aldeburgh still drawing with fierce

concentration, his hand moving across the page with almost alarming speed and

force.

From her position, Sophia could see the emerging image—not the carefully

composed landscapes or architectural studies he typically produced, but rough,

immediate sketches of military encampments, uniformed figures gathered around

fires, the distinctive silhouette of artillery against a horizon.



War. He was drawing war as he had lived it—not the sanitized, heroic version

presented in official paintings and stirring accounts, but the immediate, visceral

reality of his experience. Each stroke conveyed urgency, as though the memories long

suppressed now demanded expression with a force that could no longer be contained.

“Abigail,” Sophia said quietly, “would you be so kind as to bring fresh water? I

believe we may be working longer than anticipated today.”

The maid nodded, understanding the request for what it was—a tactful dismissal

allowing greater privacy for whatever might unfold. She withdrew with characteristic

discretion, closing the door softly behind her.

Alone with Lord Aldeburgh, Sophia hesitated, uncertain how best to navigate this

unexpected development. His withdrawal had been painful, yes, but this vulnerable

exposure of long-buried memories seemed altogether more intimate than even their

previous connection had been. To intrude carelessly might shatter whatever fragile

process of reconciliation or release had begun.

Yet to withdraw completely, to maintain the careful distance he had imposed between

them, felt equally wrong—a betrayal of the understanding they had begun to forge

before his collapse and subsequent retreat.

After a moment’s consideration, Sophia set down her brushes and moved quietly to

stand beside him. Not hovering, not demanding attention, but simply

present—offering silent companionship in what was clearly a moment of profound

emotional significance.

For several minutes, Lord Aldeburgh seemed entirely unaware of her presence, lost in

whatever memories the newspaper announcement had unleashed. His drawings

continued to emerge with feverish intensity—a progression of scenes that told a

fragmented story of military life: soldiers gathering in camaraderie, the organized



chaos of camp, moments of surprising beauty amid harsh circumstances.

Then, with a transition so abrupt it was almost jarring, the images darkened. Smoke

and flame appeared in jagged strokes, figures running or fallen, the ordered lines of

military formation dissolving into confusion. These were no longer general

impressions of war but specific memories, rendered with the clarity of direct

experience.

Sophia remained silent, bearing witness to this outpouring with steady presence.

When at last his hand slowed, the initial surge of emotion apparently spent, she

reached gently to touch his arm—the briefest contact, meant only to remind him of

her presence.
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He started slightly, turning toward her with an expression of such raw vulnerability

that Sophia felt her heart constrict within her chest. Gone was the careful mask of

aristocratic reserve, gone the deliberate distance he had maintained these past days. In

its place was naked emotion—grief, certainly, but also something like relief, as

though a long-carried burden had begun, finally, to lighten.

Acting on instinct rather than calculation, Sophia took a small notecard from her

drawing table and wrote a simple message: I am so very sorry about Colonel

Forsythe. I am grateful, however, that you survived to share these moments with

those of us fortunate enough to know you now.

She offered the note without fanfare or excessive gesture, a simple communication

from heart to heart. Lord Aldeburgh accepted it with a hand that trembled slightly, his

eyes moving across the words with evident emotion.

For a moment, Sophia feared she had overstepped—that her attempt at comfort might

drive him further into isolation rather than drawing him out. But then his expression

shifted, the tension in his shoulders easing visibly as he inclined his head in

acknowledgment of her sentiment.

He turned to a fresh sheet of paper and began drawing once more—not with the

frantic energy of before, but with deliberate purpose.

This time the images were more carefully composed: a group of officers seated

around a makeshift table, playing cards by lamplight; two uniformed figures on

horseback, surveying a valley from a ridge; a formal military review with flags

displayed and the distinctive architecture of a Spanish town visible in the



background.

Sophia recognized the intent behind these new sketches—not merely the processing

of trauma, but a deliberate sharing of experience. He was showing her moments from

his military service, creating a visual narrative of the life he had led before injury

changed its course forever.

Without speaking, she retrieved her own sketchbook and began making notes beside

small drawings, creating a simple visual dialogue. When his sketch showed a

particular building of distinct architecture, she drew a question mark beside a similar

structure. When officers appeared around the card table, she sketched a small arrow

pointing to one figure with a question in her eyes.

Lord Aldeburgh responded to her silent inquiries, adding details to indicate that yes,

this was headquarters at Ciudad Rodrigo, and that particular officer had been Colonel

Forsythe himself, notorious for his skill at whist and his habit of quoting Shakespeare

at inappropriate moments.

Through this wordless exchange, a history emerged… fragments of a life Sophia had

known only through the most general outlines. The vibrant young officer Lord

Aldeburgh had been come alive through these sketches, his personality and

experiences revealed through carefully rendered details.

As Lord Aldeburgh sketched a particular scene—officers gathered around a map

table, planning what appeared to be a significant engagement—Sophia noticed a

curious hesitation in his hand, a momentary stiffening as he approached a figure

standing slightly apart from the others. He paused, pencil hovering above the paper,

before carefully, deliberately, adding the details that identified the figure as himself.

The self-portrait, though small and subsidiary to the main composition, revealed

something profound in its careful execution—a tentative reclamation of identity, an



acknowledgment of the man he had been before Spain changed everything.

Sophia found herself studying this miniature representation with peculiar intensity,

noting the confident stance, the slight incline of the head suggesting attentive

listening, the relaxed grip on the sword hilt at his side. Here was The Earl of

Aldeburgh, before injury and isolation had reshaped him—a man comfortable in his

skin, certain of his place in the world.

Yet there was connection between that figure and the man beside her—threads of

character and essence that remained unbroken despite all that had occurred in the

intervening years. The realization sent a curious warmth through her chest, a

sensation both comforting and disquieting in its intensity.

As the afternoon light began to shift, casting long shadows across the atelier floor,

Lord Aldeburgh set down his pencil with the air of one emerging from deep

concentration.

He looked at the collection of drawings spread before them—a visual memoir of

experiences both painful and precious—then at Sophia herself with an expression of

quiet wonder, as though surprised to find her still present after such extended

immersion in memory.

He reached for his notebook, hesitated, then wrote with careful deliberation: Thank

you for your patience. Forsythe was with me that final day. He pulled me from the

flames when others thought me already lost. His survival until now seemed... a

comfort somehow. As though at least one part of that day had not ended in complete

tragedy.

The simple explanation, offered without expectation or demand, touched Sophia

deeply. “Thank you for sharing these memories,” she replied softly. “I know such

recollections do not come without cost.”



Something shifted in his expression—a softening around the eyes, a relaxation of the

tight line that had formed his mouth these past days. He wrote again: I had not

intended to burden you with such matters. My mother believes discussion of my

wartime experiences unsuitable for feminine sensibilities.

Sophia could not prevent the small, incredulous laugh that escaped her. “Feminine

sensibilities! As though women have not managed households and nursed the

wounded and maintained society while men waged their wars. As though we are too

delicate to hear of realities we have always borne, though differently.”

Her vehemence appeared to startle him, though not unpleasantly. His eyes widened

slightly before crinkling at the corners in what might have been the beginning of

genuine amusement. His pencil scribbled quickly over the paper and a smile tugged at

his lips as the words appeared: You are unlike any woman of my previous

acquaintance, Lady Sinclair .

“I shall choose to interpret that as a compliment, Lord Aldeburgh,” she replied,

relieved to see the return of something approaching their former ease. “Though I

suspect your mother would consider it confirmation of her worst fears regarding my

influence.”

His expression clouded momentarily at the mention of Lady Aldeburgh, confirming

Sophia’s suspicion that the dowager had played some role in his recent withdrawal.

Before she could pursue this revelation, however, he wrote once more: It was

intended as highest praise, I assure you. Few in my experience possess both the

strength to witness difficult truths and the compassion to understand their impact.

The compliment, delivered with such evident sincerity, sent warmth flooding through

Sophia’s chest—a sensation both pleasurable and unsettling in its intensity.

Something had shifted between them during that unusual afternoon, some deeper

connection forming through shared vulnerability rather than polite conversation.



She became suddenly, acutely aware of their proximity—how they had gravitated

closer during their wordless exchange of sketches, how his hand rested mere inches

from her own upon the table, how his eyes held hers with an openness that made

formal address seem absurdly inadequate.

“I believe,” she said carefully, “that understanding often requires us to move beyond

convenient assumptions about others based on circumstance or category. You are not

merely an earl with an impairment, just as I am not merely a widow reduced to

employment.”

He nodded, his gaze still fixed on her face with that same intensity that seemed to

perceive beyond surface to essence. His fingers moved toward his notebook, then

hesitated, as though the words he wished to express might exceed its capacity to

contain them.

The moment stretched between them, charged with possibilities neither dared

articulate aloud. Sophia found herself studying the blue of his eyes—the precise

shade she had spent hours attempting to capture in pigment yet somehow never quite

managed to render accurately. There was a depth to them, a complexity beyond mere

color that challenged artistic representation.

A sudden, unexpected thought coursed through her. She was starting to care for

Alexander far more than she ever expected to.

The realization should have alarmed her—should have sent her retreating behind the

protective barriers of professional distance and practical consideration. Instead, it

settled within her chest with the curious rightness of a key finding its proper lock,

explaining much that had previously confused her.

Her heightened awareness of his presence in any room. The pleasure she took in his

rare smiles. The pain his recent withdrawal had inflicted, far beyond what mere



professional disappointment might explain. The fierce protectiveness she had felt

upon witnessing his vulnerability. All suddenly cohered into a truth both exhilarating

and terrifying in its implications.

Before Sophia could determine how—or whether—to acknowledge this revelation,

even to herself, the atelier door opened to admit Abigail, returning with the promised

fresh water and a discreet reminder of the passage of time.

“Begging your pardon, milady, my lord,” she said, curtseying with perfect propriety

despite the significant glance she cast between them. “Lady Aldeburgh has inquired

whether you’ll be joining the household for dinner this evening. The hour grows late,

and she wished to inform the kitchen of expected numbers.”

The intrusion of practical concerns shattered the intimate atmosphere that had

developed during their unusual session. Lord Aldeburgh straightened, reaching once

more for the social mask that seemed increasingly ill-fitted to the man Sophia had

come to know beneath it.

Yet there remained a difference in his countenance—a softness around the eyes, a

relaxation of the rigid posture he had maintained these past days. Whatever barriers

Lady Aldeburgh had attempted to erect between them had not survived this

afternoon’s shared experience.

He wrote swiftly: Please inform Lady Aldeburgh that I shall indeed attend dinner.

And please extend my apologies to Lady Sinclair for having monopolized her time

with matters entirely unrelated to her commission.

“There is no apology necessary,” Sophia assured him with quiet sincerity. “Some

experiences transcend professional boundaries, I believe. I am... honored by your

trust.”



His gaze held hers for a moment longer than strict propriety might allow, conveying

without words a depth of feeling that both thrilled and unsettled her. Then he inclined

his head in a gesture somehow more intimate than formal, gathered his drawings with

careful hands, and withdrew from the atelier with measured steps that betrayed none

of the emotion they had shared.

As the door closed behind him, Abigail abandoned all pretense of servants’

discretion. “Well!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide with barely contained curiosity.

“Something has certainly shifted since this morning. One might almost believe his

lordship a different man entirely.”

“Abigail,” Sophia admonished half-heartedly, still processing the afternoon’s

revelations—both about Lord Aldeburgh and her own feelings regarding him. “Such

observations overstep.”

“Perhaps,” the maid conceded without apparent contrition. “But am I mistaken? This

morning you entered this room like a woman approaching an obligation. Now you

look...” She hesitated, searching for the appropriate description. “Illuminated,

somehow. As though something long dimmed has been rekindled.”

The assessment, uncomfortably perceptive, cut through Sophia’s attempts at

professional detachment. “We shared... difficult memories,” she admitted, beginning

to gather her own materials with hands less steady than she might have wished. “Lord

Aldeburgh received news of a comrade’s death—one who saved his life during the

war. It prompted certain confidences.”

Abigail nodded, accepting this explanation while her expression suggested she

perceived more than Sophia had explicitly stated. “And these confidences have

altered your understanding of his lordship?”

“They have confirmed what I already suspected,” Sophia replied carefully. “That



beneath his reserve lies a man of profound feeling and integrity, one who has suffered

greatly yet retained essential kindness and honor.”

“A man worth knowing,” Abigail suggested with deliberate neutrality. “Perhaps even

worth caring for, despite circumstance or convention.”

Sophia looked sharply at her maid, recognizing the dangerous territory they

approached. “Abigail, you must not—that is to say, any such inclination would be

entirely—”

“Inappropriate? Impractical?” Abigail suggested with a foreign boldness. “Oh,

milady, I know all of that.”

Her voice had suddenly grown demure, soft.

Sophia closed her eyes and sank onto the nearest chair, suddenly overwhelmed by the

implications of her afternoon’s realization.

“What am I to do?” she whispered, abandoning pretense with the one person who had

witnessed her circumstances without judgment or abandonment. “Even if—which I

do not concede—such feelings existed on both sides, what possible future could they

have? He is an earl with responsibilities to his lineage. I am a widow dependent on

the goodwill of others for mere survival.”

“You are Lady Sophia Sinclair,” Abigail corrected with quiet certainty. “A woman of

intelligence, talent, and remarkable courage. Those qualities transcend circumstance,

as you yourself observed to his lordship not fifteen minutes past.”

Sophia shook her head, unable to marshal coherent objection to Abigail’s argument

yet equally unable to embrace its optimism. “The world does not operate according to

merit, Abigail. We both know this too well.”



“Perhaps not,” the maid conceded. “But neither does the heart conform to convenient

social arrangements. And I have observed his lordship watching you when he

believes himself unnoticed. His expression is not that of a man concerned with

bloodlines or fortune, but of one who sees something precious beyond conventional

measure.”

The observation, delivered with such simple conviction, sent a fresh wave of emotion

through Sophia’s chest—hope and fear intermingled in equal measure, like

complementary pigments blending into an entirely new hue.

“You are a romantic, Abigail McLeod,” she said finally, attempting lightness she did

not feel. “Finding love stories where perhaps only mutual respect and unusual

circumstance exist.”

“Perhaps,” Abigail agreed with a small smile that suggested she remained

unconvinced. “Though I notice you do not deny the possibility with quite the force

you might have done a week ago.”

Unable to formulate suitable response to this uncomfortable truth, Sophia returned to

the practical task of cleaning her brushes—a routine that required no conscious

thought, allowing her mind to continue processing the afternoon’s revelations.

She had indeed developed feelings for Lord Aldeburgh—feelings that went well

beyond artistic appreciation or sympathetic understanding. Whether these feelings

constituted the beginnings of love or merely infatuation born of unusual intimacy, she

could not yet determine with certainty.

What remained clear, however, was the impossibility of acting upon such feelings,

regardless of their nature or potential reciprocation. She had come to Balfour Abbey

as a commissioned artist, dependent upon the Aldeburgh family’s patronage for

financial survival. To jeopardize that arrangement through inappropriate emotional



entanglement would be not merely imprudent but potentially disastrous.

Lady Aldeburgh had made her position abundantly clear, if Lord Aldeburgh’s recent

withdrawal was any indication. The Dowager would never countenance connection

between her son and a widowed gentlewoman reduced to employment, regardless of

Sophia’s birth or education. And without Lady Aldeburgh’s approval, any

relationship beyond professional association would place Lord Aldeburgh in the

untenable position of choosing between family obligation and personal inclination.

“I cannot allow myself to dwell on such matters,” Sophia said finally, as much to

herself as to Abigail. “We have come here for a purpose—one that provides means to

address more pressing concerns than romantic fantasy.”

Abigail nodded, though her expression suggested limited faith in this resolution. “Of

course, milady. Practical considerations must indeed come first.”

Yet as Sophia prepared for dinner that evening, selecting her most conservative gown

in unconscious defense against her newly acknowledged feelings, she found herself

unable to dismiss the memory of Lord Aldeburgh’s expression as they had shared

those moments of wordless understanding—the particular quality of openness that

had transformed his features from merely handsome to truly exquisite.

Whatever barriers remained between them, which were considerable, something

fundamental had shifted during their unusual session. A connection had formed, or

perhaps merely revealed itself, that crossed the careful boundaries of their formal

association.

Whether that connection might develop further, whether it could survive the

considerable obstacles arrayed against it, remained to be seen. But as Sophia secured

the final pin in her hair and prepared to face dinner in Lady Aldeburgh’s formidable

presence, she acknowledged one irrefutable truth: indifference to Lord Aldeburgh



was no longer possible, regardless of how prudence might dictate she should feel.

Her heart, that unreliable organ so often cautioned against in sensible advice to young

ladies, had apparently made its own decision without consulting either practical

consideration or social convention.
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“Fresh air,” Gregory declared, yanking open the heavy draperies with unseemly

enthusiasm. Sunlight flooded Alexander’s study in a merciless invasion. “You’ve

been entombed in this mausoleum for days.”

Alexander squinted against the sudden brightness, irritation tightening his jaw. The

quarterly accounts had occupied him since dawn, and he’d finally begun making

sense of his steward’s cramped figures.

“Don’t glower at me like that,” Gregory continued, undeterred. “Even your father,

God rest him, allowed himself occasional respite from duty.”

The mention of his father stung as Gregory had surely known it would. Alexander

reached reluctantly for his notebook, scrawling a brief protest: These tenant

improvements cannot approve themselves.

“They’ve waited this long. Surely they can wait another afternoon.” Gregory plucked

the quill from Alexander’s fingers and laid it decisively on the blotter. “The weather

is uncommonly fine, and you are uncommonly pale. A gentleman requires sunlight

occasionally, or he begins to resemble the mushrooms in Mrs. Potter’s cellar.”

Alexander sighed, recognizing the futility of resistance. Twenty years of friendship

had taught him that Gregory in this mood was immovable—like trying to halt a

cavalry charge with a dinner napkin.

One hour , he wrote, underlining the words twice.

“Two,” Gregory countered with the swift certainty of a man accustomed to



negotiating surrender terms. “And we’ll take the path through the park. Mrs. Potter

tells me the rhododendrons are spectacular this season.”

Fifteen minutes later, properly hatted and coated despite the mild temperature,

Alexander found himself treading the gravel paths that wound through Balfour’s

formal gardens toward the more natural landscape beyond. The sunshine struck him

with unexpected force after days indoors—a physical sensation almost forgotten

during his self-imposed confinement.

“There,” Gregory said with obvious satisfaction, noting Alexander’s grudging

appreciation of the fine weather. “Was I not right? Fresh air improves even your

dismal countenance.”

Alexander refused to grant him the victory of acknowledgment, though in truth the

warmth against his face and the scent of new growth did provide unexpected

pleasure. Spring had advanced considerably during his retreat into ledgers and

correspondence—the formal hedges now softened with delicate new foliage, early

roses unfurling tentative buds, songbirds busy about their domestic arrangements.

“Your mother rather reluctantly mentioned that your sessions with Lady Sinclair

progress satisfactorily,” Gregory observed as they passed beneath a stone archway

festooned with climbing ivy. “The portrait nears completion, she believes.”

Alexander nodded, unsurprised by his mother’s careful monitoring despite her

apparent withdrawal from active interference. The dowager’s tactical retreat had

fooled him not at all—she had merely adapted her strategy, waiting for a more

opportune moment to reassert control.

They rounded a copse of copper beeches, the path opening suddenly onto a vista

across the ornamental lake. Gregory halted so abruptly that Alexander nearly collided

with him.



“Well!” Gregory exclaimed with transparent delight. “What a fortunate coincidence.

It appears we are not alone in our appreciation of this fine day.”

Alexander followed his friend’s gaze across the expanse of lawn that bordered the

lake’s eastern shore.

Even at this distance, Sophia Sinclair was unmistakable. She sat straight-backed yet

relaxed, her attention wholly absorbed by the canvas before her.

“We should pay our respects,” Gregory suggested with the false casualness of a

general who has just spotted an advantageous position. “Common courtesy demands

acknowledgment, particularly to those in our employ.”

Alexander shot his friend a look of profound suspicion. The “chance” encounter

carried all the hallmarks of Gregory’s particular brand of manipulation—too perfect

in its timing and arrangement to be genuine coincidence. Whether Lady Sinclair was

complicit remained unclear, though her complete absorption in her work suggested

artistic single-mindedness rather than social calculation.

Before Alexander could formulate objection, Gregory had already set off across the

lawn. With a resigned sigh, Alexander followed, adjusting his pace to preserve

dignity without appearing reluctant.

As they drew nearer, he found himself watching Sophia with increasing fascination.

The sunlight illuminated her in a way the studio never had, revealing subtle

complexities in her coloring and expression. She wore a walking dress of faded blue

cotton—simple in its lines yet somehow perfectly suited to her figure and the outdoor

setting.

There was something in her composed concentration that reminded him of paintings

he had seen in Florence during his Grand Tour years ago—not the conventional



beauties with their simpering expressions and idealized features, but the more

complex representations of the Muses, women of intelligence and capability rather

than merely decorative appeal.

So complete was his distraction that he nearly stumbled on a tussock of grass,

catching himself at the last moment. He slowed his steps, discomfited by the direction

of his thoughts and the strange fluttering sensation beneath his ribs.

Gregory, meanwhile, approached the ladies with his customary confidence, calling

out a greeting several paces before reaching them. “Lady Sinclair! Miss McLeod!

What a pleasant surprise to encounter you enjoying Balfour’s modest attractions.”

Sophia looked up from her canvas, momentary startlement giving way to composed

welcome. “Lord Camden, Lord Aldeburgh.” She inclined her head in graceful

acknowledgment. “How fortunate to meet you on such a glorious morning.”

Abigail executed a deeper curtsy, her fair complexion pinkening noticeably as

Gregory bowed with unnecessary flourish. Alexander caught the slight widening of

her eyes, the reflexive smoothing of her apron—small betrayals of consciousness that

mirrored his own unexpected reactions to Sophia’s presence.

“We hope we do not intrude upon artistic inspiration,” Gregory continued, his tone

warming to the timbre he reserved for genuine rather than merely polite interest.

“Not at all,” Sophia assured them, setting aside her brush with careful movements. “I

was merely taking advantage of the fine weather to capture the quality of light on

water. A subject I’ve long wished to attempt.”

Alexander moved closer, his initial discomfort at the manufactured encounter giving

way to genuine curiosity about her work. The canvas revealed a study of the lake’s

surface where sunlight struck water, creating that peculiar iridescence that seemed to



defy accurate reproduction through pigment alone.

“Would you care to see?” she asked, noticing his attention and shifting slightly to

afford him better view.

He nodded, suddenly acutely aware of her proximity as he stepped beside her. The

faint scent of lavender water mingled with the sharper notes of linseed oil and mineral

pigments—an unexpectedly appealing combination that caught him off-guard.

“I’ve been attempting to capture that particular moment where light penetrates the

surface,” she explained, gesturing toward the lake with her brush. “The point where

clarity gives way to mystery, where what lies beneath becomes visible yet remains

somehow transformed by the medium through which we perceive it.”

The observation struck Alexander with unexpected force. Was this not precisely what

happened between people—the careful negotiation of surfaces and depths, the

distortion inherent in any attempt to truly know another’s inner landscape? He found

himself nodding with perhaps more enthusiasm than the comment strictly warranted.

Abigail, meanwhile, had lowered the parasol as Gregory engaged her in conversation,

his animated gestures suggesting a topic of considerable interest to them both. The

maid’s usual composure had given way to a becoming animation, her Scottish burr

more pronounced in her evident pleasure at his attention.

“Oh!” Abigail exclaimed, as the wind lifted her shawl from her shoulders, in the

direction of the lake.

Gregory reacted with swift decisiveness, sprinting toward the shore with long strides

that spoke of years traversing playing fields and hunting grounds. The shawl settled

upon the water’s surface just as he reached the bank, forcing him to lean precariously

over murky shallows to retrieve the sodden garment.



“Rescued!” he proclaimed, straightening with the dripping prize held aloft like a

tournament trophy. His triumph brought unexpected laughter from both

ladies—bright, genuine sound untainted by drawing-room restraint.

Abigail hurried toward him, dismay at her shawl’s condition warring with gratitude

for his gallant rescue. “Sir, you shouldn’t have troubled yourself! Now you’re all wet,

and the shawl’s quite ruined.”

“Nonsense,” Gregory declared, presenting the dripping fabric with exaggerated

ceremony. “A gentleman cannot stand idly by while a lady’s possessions are

imperiled. As for this trifling dampness…” he gestured dismissively at his wet

sleeves “an English spring day will dry it faster than you might imagine.”

Abigail accepted the sodden bundle with evident emotion, her fingers working

automatically to wring excess water from the delicate weave. “It was my mother’s,”

she explained softly. “One of the few things I have of hers.”

Something in Gregory’s expression shifted at this revelation—the playful gallantry

giving way to genuine understanding. Without further comment, he removed his coat

with fluid grace, draping it around Abigail’s shoulders with careful hands. “The

breeze grows chill,” he said simply. “You mustn’t catch cold while your shawl dries.”

The gesture, performed with such unaffected courtesy it seemed devoid of conscious

condescension, nevertheless represented a remarkable breach of social boundary—a

gentleman’s coat placed around a servant’s shoulders, regardless of her status as

lady’s maid rather than scullery worker.

Alexander, observing the scene from his position beside Sophia, found himself

unexpectedly moved by his friend’s simple kindness. Though Gregory had always

been the more sociable of the pair, there was something about this interaction that

suggested something beyond mere courtesy—a specific interest in Abigail McLeod.



With Gregory and Abigail occupied in their own exchange, Alexander was achingly

aware of his own role, now as Sophia’s sole companion. Noticing her discarded

parasol, Alexander moved impulsively; picking it up and carefully handing it to her in

an effort to protect her delicate visage from the scorching sun. The action felt

strangely loaded despite its practical nature—an admission of concern for her comfort

that went beyond mere politeness.

“Thank you,” Sophia said softly, glancing up with evident surprise at his solicitude.

“The light can be treacherous for complexion and canvas alike.”

Alexander nodded, unable to respond more fully without his notebook, which

remained in his coat pocket.

Sophia, meanwhile, had returned to her work with the same absorbed focus he had

observed from across the lake. The slight furrow between her brows as she

concentrated struck him as oddly endearing.

The strange fluttering sensation returned to Alexander’s chest as he observed her, a

physical manifestation of emotion he had not experienced since those early days with

Diana. The comparison unsettled him deeply. Diana’s betrayal had confirmed his

darkest suspicions about love’s transience, the fundamental unreliability of affection

when tested against adversity or inconvenience.

Yet there he stood, parasol in hand, experiencing that same quickening of pulse and

breath at the mere proximity of Sophia Sinclair. The recognition brought not pleasure

but apprehension—fear that this fragile reawakening might lead only to fresh

disappointment.

Across the clearing, Gregory and Abigail had settled upon a fallen log, engaged in

conversation that appeared to absorb them completely. Abigail cradled her damp

shawl in her lap, working the fabric between gentle fingers to restore its shape, while



Gregory gestured expressively, apparently describing some amusing anecdote

bringing smiles to her face.

The sight of his friend’s evident attraction to Abigail provided momentary distraction

from Alexander’s own uncomfortable self-examination. Gregory had always

possessed a somewhat unconventional approach to social boundaries, valuing

individual character above station or circumstance. Yet his current behavior

suggested more than mere democratic principle—the quality of his attention indicated

genuine admiration.

The complexity of their respective situations struck Alexander with sudden clarity.

Just as his own position as Earl of Aldeburgh created nearly insurmountable barriers

to any connection with Sophia beyond professional association, so too did Gregory’s

rank present obstacles to whatever interest he might harbor for Abigail McLeod.

The social structures that defined their world, that provided order and meaning to

daily existence, simultaneously constrained their most basic human impulses toward

connection.

He was drawn from his philosophical meandering by Sophia, who’s upturned head

signaled she had something to say. “I believe I’ve accomplished as much as light and

time permit today,” she said, setting aside her brush with evident reluctance. “Though

I shall need another session to properly capture the effect I seek.”

Alexander lowered the parasol as she rose, folding it with careful movements that

disguised his uncertainty about proper protocol in this unusual situation. Should he

offer his arm for a promenade about the lake? Return directly to the house? Wait for

Gregory to notice their readiness to depart?

His dilemma resolved itself as Gregory looked up, apparently sensing the shift in

activity. “Finished already, Lady Sinclair?” he called, rising from his seat with



Abigail following suit. “I was just describing to Miss McLeod the remarkable rock

formations along the northern shore. Perhaps we might all walk that way before

returning to the Abbey?”

Sophia glanced at Alexander, clearly unwilling to agree without some indication of

his preference.

He nodded quite impulsively, choosing not to dwell too much on his sudden desire to

prolong their outing. The fresh air had indeed proven restorative, and the company,

though initially unwelcome, had become unexpectedly agreeable.

As Abigail hurried to assist with packing Sophia’s supplies, Gregory approached

Alexander with poorly disguised satisfaction. “A felicitous encounter, wouldn’t you

say?” he murmured, pitching his voice too low for the ladies to overhear. “Lady

Sinclair’s artistic skills extend well beyond portraiture.”

Alexander fixed his friend with a look that demanded honesty, unwilling to play

Gregory’s games of social manipulation without at least acknowledging their

existence.

Gregory had the grace to appear momentarily abashed. “Very well, I may have

mentioned to Mrs. Potter that the lake presents particularly fine vistas on spring

mornings,” he admitted. “And perhaps I suggested that Lady Sinclair might find

inspiration there for landscape studies. But the wind that carried off Miss McLeod’s

shawl was entirely natural, I assure you.”

The distinction between orchestrated meeting and genuine incident hardly seemed

worth pursuing. Instead, Alexander turned his attention to Gregory’s evident interest

in Abigail, raising a questioning eyebrow that required no written elaboration.

“Miss McLeod possesses a refreshing directness of character,” Gregory replied to the



unspoken inquiry, his tone deliberately casual though his expression suggested

greater significance. “I find her observations on human nature remarkably astute for

one of her years.”

Before Alexander could pursue this intriguing assertion, the ladies rejoined them,

Sophia’s supplies neatly packed and canvas secured against damage during transport.

Gregory’s coat remained draped around Abigail’s shoulders, her damp shawl folded

carefully over one arm.

“Shall we?” Gregory suggested, offering his arm to Sophia with punctilious

correctness that nevertheless struck Alexander as deliberate strategy rather than mere

courtesy.

This arrangement naturally paired Alexander with Abigail as they set off along the

lakeside path, an outcome that might have seemed coincidental had Alexander not

observed his friend’s machinations over twenty years of friendship. Gregory clearly

intended to create opportunity for private conversation with Sophia while

simultaneously providing Alexander similar access to Abigail—presumably as source

of information about her mistress.

The manipulation might have irritated him had Alexander not harbored genuine

curiosity about Abigail’s perspective. The maid’s devoted service to Sophia would

have been unusual under ordinary employment, suggesting bonds of shared

experience and mutual respect.

“Lord Camden’s coat becomes you,” he wrote in his notebook after they had walked

some distance, the other pair having pulled several paces ahead along the narrowing

path.

Abigail’s flush confirmed his suspicion, though her reply maintained admirable

composure. “His lordship is most kind,” she said carefully. “Though such kindness



may create misconceptions about his intentions.”

The observation, offered without self-pity or resentment, struck Alexander as

remarkable for its clear-eyed assessment of social reality. This young woman

harbored no illusions about the likely outcomes of Gregory’s attention, whatever its

genuine nature.

You seem very loyal to Lady Sinclair, he wrote after a thoughtful pause, choosing not

to impart his own opinions about Gregory’s attentions on the girl.

“She saved my life,” Abigail replied simply. “When I was in trouble, Lady Sinclair

offered me employment, but most of all... she offered me protection.” Her voice

softened. “Such debts cannot be measured in wages.”

This revelation provided another piece in the puzzle of Sophia Sinclair’s character

and he felt a smile tugging at his lips. She was truly good of heart.

“And here,” Gregory proclaimed as Alexander and Abigail rejoined them, “is the so-

called Lady’s Veil—named for the manner in which water cascades over these stones

during the rainy season, creating an effect not unlike delicate lace.”

The formation, while pleasant enough, hardly warranted such enthusiastic

description. Alexander caught Sophia’s eye, sharing a moment of silent amusement at

Gregory’s determination to render ordinary scenery remarkable through sheer force

of personality.

“Fascinating,” Abigail murmured with such perfect sincerity that only the slight

twitch of her lips revealed her similar assessment of the underwhelming spectacle.

Gregory, either oblivious to their gentle mockery or choosing to ignore it, continued

his impromptu tour with undiminished enthusiasm. “Local legend claims a lovelorn



maiden threw herself from these very rocks after her shepherd lover proved

unfaithful. Her tears, according to the more fanciful versions, feed the spring that

emerges just there.” He pointed toward a small stream trickling into the lake.

“How dreadfully romantic,” Sophia observed, her tone suggesting skepticism rather

than appreciation for such melodramatic folklore. “Though perhaps she might have

found more constructive outlets for her disappointment. Learning a trade, perhaps, or

devoting herself to charitable works.”

The practical suggestion, delivered with such perfect composure, startled a silent

laugh from Alexander. How refreshing to encounter a woman who regarded romantic

tragedy with healthy skepticism rather than sentimental reverence! Diana would have

sighed over such legends, perhaps pressing a delicate handkerchief to suspiciously

dry eyes while extolling the depth of feeling that could drive one to such desperate

measures.

Gregory appeared momentarily nonplussed by this prosaic response to his dramatic

narrative. “Well, yes, that would certainly have been the more sensible approach,” he

conceded. “Though perhaps less likely to result in picturesque water features for

future generations to admire.”

“One cannot argue with the aesthetic results,” Sophia agreed with admirable gravity,

though Alexander detected suppressed mirth in the slight crinkle around her eyes.

“The tragic maiden has contributed more to local scenery than most practical women

manage in a lifetime of useful endeavor.”

This gentle mockery of conventional romantic sentiment created a curious bond

between them—a shared perspective that required no written words to communicate.

Alexander found himself studying Sophia’s profile as she turned back toward the

lake, struck again by that peculiar clarity of character that distinguished her from the

women of his previous acquaintance.



The afternoon light had begun its slow transition toward evening gold, casting long

shadows across the park and reminding Alexander that their unplanned excursion had

extended well beyond its intended duration. He gestured toward the descending

western sun, raising a questioning eyebrow at Gregory.

“Yes, I suppose we should start back,” his friend agreed with evident reluctance.

“Lady Aldeburgh will be wondering at our prolonged absence, and dinner awaits.”

The mention of his mother cast a slight pall over Alexander’s improved spirits.

She would undoubtedly notice their coincidental encounter with Sophia and Abigail,

drawing conclusions that would reignite her opposition to any connection beyond the

strictly professional.

As they gathered themselves for the return journey, Gregory once again maneuvered

to walk ahead with Abigail, leaving Alexander and Sophia to follow at a more

measured pace. The deliberate orchestration might have frustrated Alexander had he

not found himself genuinely pleased by the opportunity for Sophia’s uninterrupted

company.

“Your friend is most attentive to Abigail,” Sophia observed as they fell into step

along the graveled path. “I’ve rarely seen her so animated in conversation.”

Alexander nodded, considering how best to respond without his notebook

immediately at hand. After a moment’s hesitation, he withdrew it from his pocket,

writing while they walked: Gregory possesses a gift for drawing people out. Though

his interest appears genuine rather than merely polite in this instance.

Sophia considered this assessment with thoughtful expression. “Abigail deserves such

consideration,” she said finally. “She possesses intelligence and character far beyond

what her station might suggest.”



As might you , he wrote after a moment’s consideration. Had something other than

circumstances dictated.

She glanced at him with momentary surprise before her expression settled into rueful

acknowledgment. “We all might have been otherwise,” she replied softly. “War and

death reshape more lives than those directly touched by bullet or blade. Your own

path diverted as surely as mine, though in different direction.”

The simple truth of this observation struck Alexander with unexpected force. They

were both survivors of fortune’s capricious nature—he through physical injury and

invisible wounds of spirit, she through widowhood and financial catastrophe. Perhaps

this shared experience of life’s fundamental uncertainty created the foundation for

their growing understanding, despite differences of gender and remaining privilege.

As they approached the east terrace where they would necessarily part—she to the

guest wing, he to the family quarters—Alexander found himself reluctant to conclude

their interaction. Something important had begun during their clifftop excursion,

continued through their shared artistic sessions, and deepened in that afternoon’s

casual encounter. Something that defied easy categorization yet felt increasingly

significant with each passing day.

Gregory and Abigail had paused at the terrace steps, their conversation appearing to

reach some natural conclusion as the younger woman carefully removed his coat and

returned it with a curtsy that managed to convey genuine gratitude without servility.

The exchange complete, Abigail moved to join her mistress, the two women

preparing to take their leave.

“Thank you for the pleasure of your company,” Sophia said, addressing both men

though her gaze lingered on Alexander. “The afternoon proved unexpectedly

delightful.”



“The pleasure was entirely ours,” Gregory assured her with characteristic warmth.

“Perhaps we might arrange another such excursion before the season changes? The

western woods offer particularly fine vistas as spring advances.”

The suggestion, innocent on its surface yet laden with potential significance, hung in

the air between them. Sophia glanced toward Alexander, something she’d become

accustomed to doing.

He nodded, the gesture containing more enthusiasm than he had intended to reveal.

The prospect of further informal encounters beyond the structured environment of the

portrait sessions stirred an anticipation he had not experienced since before Spain.

“We would be delighted,” Sophia replied, her smile suggesting the plural included

Abigail rather than implying royal prerogative. “Though of course our schedule

remains at Lord Aldeburgh’s convenience, given the portrait’s priority.”

With this tactful reminder of their professional relationship—a necessary shield

against potential impropriety—she curtsied once more before turning toward the east

wing, Abigail falling into step beside her with the practiced coordination of long

association.

Alexander watched their departure longer than strictly necessary, struck again by that

curious mixture of strength and grace that characterized Sophia’s bearing. Even in

retreat, she maintained a dignity that owed nothing to artificial posture or practiced

movement, but seemed rather the natural expression of internal character.

“A most satisfactory afternoon,” Gregory remarked as the ladies disappeared from

view. “The air has brought your color back, and Lady Sinclair’s artistic talents clearly

extend beyond portraiture. Her study of the lake showed remarkable sensitivity to

light and atmosphere.”



Alexander shot his friend a look that demanded honesty rather than social pleasantry.

Gregory, recognizing the expression from long acquaintance, abandoned pretense

with a rueful smile.

“Very well,” he conceded as they began ascending the terrace steps. “I may have

contrived our meeting, but the outcome justified the manipulation, did it not? You’ve

been too isolated here, Alexander. The portrait sessions are well enough, but human

connection requires more varied interaction than formal sittings permit.”

The assessment, while uncomfortably accurate, irritated Alexander nonetheless. He

disliked being managed, even when the results proved beneficial. Withdrawing his

notebook, he wrote with particular emphasis: I am neither child nor invalid requiring

arranged playdates, Gregory.

“Of course not,” his friend agreed with perhaps excessive readiness. “You are,

however, a man whose circumstances have constrained normal social intercourse to a

degree that threatens your spirits. As your oldest friend, I claim both right and

responsibility to intervene when necessary.”

The presumption might have provoked genuine anger had Alexander not recognized

the sincere concern beneath Gregory’s high-handed manner. Despite his tendency

toward manipulation, Gregory’s fundamental motivation remained affection rather

than control—a distinction that separated him from Lady Aldeburgh’s more

calculated interventions.

And what of your own evident interest in Miss McLeod ? Alexander wrote after a

moment’s consideration . Is that too merely therapeutic strategy?

The question struck home, bringing a rare flush to Gregory’s tanned face.

“Abigail—that is, Miss McLeod possesses unusual qualities of mind and character,”

he replied with uncharacteristic hesitation. “Her conversation provides welcome relief



from the insipid chatter that characterizes most social interaction.”

Alexander raised an eyebrow at this carefully neutral assessment. She’s very pretty ,

he wrote with deliberate provocation. Particularly when discussing topics that engage

her interest.

“Her appearance is certainly pleasant,” Gregory admitted, his composure somewhat

restored. “Though I assure you my interest remains entirely appropriate to our

respective stations.”

The declaration, clearly intended to forestall further questioning, succeeded primarily

in confirming Alexander’s suspicion that Gregory’s attraction to Abigail extended

beyond mere appreciation for stimulating conversation. His friend had always

possessed a somewhat unconventional approach to social boundaries, valuing

individual merit above accidents of birth or circumstance.

Yet, for Alexander, the afternoon’s encounter had only confirmed what he had been

reluctant to acknowledge—that his interest in Lady Sinclair had progressed well

beyond professional respect or even friendly acquaintance.

But he knew that his damaged self had little to offer any woman, particularly one who

had already endured more than her share of hardship.
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It was quite late in the evening when Sophia finally made her way to her bedchamber.

The day’s painting session with Lord Aldeburgh had stretched longer than

anticipated, with the afternoon light proving too perfect to abandon until the very last

rays had disappeared behind the western hills.

“Your neck must truly be aching, milady,” Abigail observed, gently brushing

Sophia’s hair with rhythmic strokes. “You’ve been hunched over that easel since

breakfast.”

“Worth every twinge,” Sophia replied, unable to keep the satisfaction from her voice.

“Lord Aldeburgh’s portrait progresses better than I dared hope. I think I am finally

managing to get that… particular light in his eyes, after it has been evading me for

quite some time.”

Abigail’s reflection smiled knowingly in the looking glass. “If you don’t mind my

saying so, milady, you speak of his lordship with particular warmth these days.”

Heat rose unbidden to Sophia’s cheeks. “I speak of him as any artist would of a

compelling subject, nothing more.”

“Of course,” Abigail replied, her tone suggesting precisely the opposite. “And I

suppose that’s why you’ve sketched his hands no fewer than fifteen times in your

private notebook?”

“His hands are remarkably expressive,” Sophia protested, suddenly finding great

interest in arranging the bottles on her dressing table. “Given his inability to speak,

they’ve become essential to his communication. As his portraitist, I must study them



with particular attention.”

“Very professional,” Abigail agreed with exaggerated solemnity that dissolved into a

genuine smile. “There, all finished. Shall I take your sketchbook to the drawing

room? You mentioned wanting to review today’s progress before retiring.”

“You can leave it here,” Sophia said, grateful for the change of subject. “And then

you should rest yourself. I’ve monopolized your evening long enough.”

Abigail retrieved the leather-bound sketchbook from Sophia’s painting supplies and

placed it on the small table beside the bed. With a curtsy that managed to be both

proper and affectionate, she withdrew, leaving Sophia alone with her thoughts.

Sophia sighed as she reached for the sketchbook, a strange nervousness fluttering

beneath her ribs. Leafing through the day’s work would ground her, she thought,

returning her mind to the practical considerations of composition and technique rather

than the increasingly complicated feelings that threatened her professional

detachment.

She opened the book to her most recent work and froze, her breath catching in her

throat.

There, nestled between her own sketches, lay a drawing she had not created—a

portrait of herself seated among the garden roses, head bent in concentration over her

easel, a loose strand of hair falling across her cheek.

Beneath the portrait, written in a strong, elegant hand she had come to know well,

were words that caused her heart to stumble in its steady rhythm:

Lady Sinclair—



Your presence brings light where there was darkness, purpose where there was

emptiness, hope where there was resignation.

I cannot imagine returning to the silence that preceded you, nor would I wish to. You

have given voice to the man I feared lost forever on Spanish soil.

With deepest gratitude and admiration, A.B.

Sophia traced the words with trembling fingers, reading them again and again as

though their meaning might alter with repetition. But the sentiment remained

unchanged—as clear and profound as it was unexpected.

“Oh,” she whispered to the empty room, the single syllable entirely inadequate to

express the tumult of emotion rising within her breast.

It was not a declaration of romantic love, precisely—Lord Aldeburgh was too careful,

too proper for such forwardness. Yet the depth of feeling conveyed in those carefully

chosen words spoke of connection beyond mere artistic appreciation or social

friendship. He had opened himself to her in a way she suspected he had done with no

one else since his return from war.

The realization both thrilled and terrified her. What began as professional duty had

become something far more perilous—something for which her reduced

circumstances had left her entirely unprepared.

“This cannot be,” she told herself sternly, even as her fingers continued to caress the

page that held his words. “I came to Balfour Abbey to secure my future through

honest work, not to lose my heart to a man whose world exists leagues above my

own.”

Yet even as practical considerations formed in her mind, her heart refused their logic.



In Lord Aldeburgh—Alexander, as she had begun to think of him in her most private

thoughts—she had discovered not merely a wounded nobleman in need of healing,

but a man of profound sensitivity and intelligence whose silence concealed depths she

longed to explore.

The knowledge settled over her with the weight of inevitability. Somewhere between

sketch and portrait, between professional duty and personal connection, she had

fallen in love with Alexander Balfour.

“Foolish, foolish woman,” she murmured, closing the sketchbook and pressing it to

her chest as though the pressure might ease the ache beneath her ribs. “Of all the

unwise paths available to you, you’ve chosen the most treacherous.”

Yet despite her self-admonishment, Sophia found herself unable to regret the feeling

taking root within her heart. Whatever consequences might follow, whatever

practicalities might intrude, she would cherish the connection formed with this

remarkable man who had entrusted her with glimpses of his true self.

With the sketchbook still clutched against her heart, Sophia extinguished her candle

and settled beneath the coverlet, her mind filled with images of blue eyes and strong

hands, and words written in elegant script that promised more than they directly

expressed.

Morning arrived with unseasonable warmth, sunlight streaming through the east-

facing windows of Sophia’s chamber and rousing her from slumber filled with half-

remembered dreams. She woke with a curious lightness in her chest, a sense of

anticipation that momentarily overshadowed her usual practical concerns.

Then memory returned—Lord Aldeburgh’s drawing, his note, the feelings it had

awakened—and with it, a flush of mingled pleasure and trepidation.



“You’re awake, milady,” Abigail observed, entering with a breakfast tray. “And

looking rather flushed. I hope you haven’t taken a chill from yesterday’s long session

in that drafty music room.”

“I am perfectly well,” Sophia assured her, accepting a cup of tea with a smile she

could not suppress. “Merely anticipating another productive day.”

Abigail raised an eyebrow as she laid out Sophia’s morning dress—a gown of pale

spring green that brought out the color of her eyes and had been carefully mended

where the cuff had begun to fray.

“Would your anticipation have anything to do with this?” She held out the

sketchbook that Sophia had left upon her bedside table, open to Lord Aldeburgh’s

drawing and note.

Sophia felt heat rise to her cheeks. “You’ve been prying,” she accused without real

anger.

“Not intentionally,” Abigail defended, placing the book beside Sophia’s tea. “I was

moving it to make space for your breakfast and it fell open. Though I can’t say I

regret seeing it.” Her expression softened. “It’s a beautiful drawing, milady. And his

words...”

“Are private,” Sophia finished, though without sharpness. She could not find it in her

heart to be cross with Abigail, whose loyalty had never wavered despite their reduced

circumstances.

“Of course,” Abigail nodded, though a small smile played at the corners of her

mouth. “Though if I might be permitted an observation—”

“When have my permissions ever prevented your observations?” Sophia interrupted,



a reluctant smile belying her words.

Abigail laughed, the sound bright in the morning quiet. “True enough. I was merely

going to say that his lordship has a remarkable eye for detail. The way he’s captured

your expression—that little furrow between your brows when you’re

concentrating—speaks of close observation indeed.”

“He is gifted,” Sophia admitted, running her fingers over the sketch with involuntary

tenderness. “I had no idea he possessed such talent.”

“Talent, yes,” Abigail agreed as she helped Sophia into her morning dress. “Though I

suspect his rendering of you owes as much to feeling as to artistic ability.”

Sophia did not reply, though her heart quickened at the suggestion. She had lain

awake half the night contemplating the meaning behind Lord Aldeburgh’s words,

alternately convincing herself they represented mere gratitude for her professional

services and then allowing herself to hope they might signify deeper regard.

“There,” Abigail declared, securing the final pin in Sophia’s simply arranged hair.

“Ready to capture hearts as well as likenesses, I’d say.”

“Abigail,” Sophia protested, though without conviction. “Remember our purpose

here. Lady Aldeburgh already regards me with suspicion; I’ll not give her cause to

believe I have designs beyond my commission.”

“As you say, milady,” Abigail replied, her tone suggesting she remained

unconvinced. “Shall I bring your painting supplies to the music room, then?”

“Please,” Sophia nodded, grateful for the return to practical matters. “I’ll join you

there after breakfast. Lord Aldeburgh mentioned he would be occupied with estate

business early this morning, so we needn’t rush.”



After Abigail departed, Sophia finished her tea in thoughtful silence, her gaze

repeatedly drawn to the sketch that had so thoroughly disrupted her composure.

Whatever Lord Aldeburgh’s intentions in creating it, the gesture had irrevocably

altered the nature of their association. The question that remained was how she

should respond.

Professionalism dictated acknowledgment without excessive sentiment—a measured

thank you that maintained appropriate distance. Yet her heart urged a more honest

recognition of the connection forming between them, something that honored the

courage it must have taken for this proud, wounded man to expose his feelings,

however obliquely.

With a fortifying breath, she closed the sketchbook and rose from her bed. The matter

would keep until their morning session. Perhaps in the familiar surroundings of their

improvised studio, with brushes and canvas between them, the proper response would

become clear.

The music room stood empty when Sophia arrived, though evidence of Abigail’s

efficiency surrounded her—easels positioned to capture the morning light, paints

arranged in meticulous order, fresh water in porcelain bowls for washing brushes.

Sophia moved through the space with growing familiarity, adjusting a curtain here,

repositioning a chair there, until all was precisely as she preferred for the day’s work.

As she waited for Lord Aldeburgh to join her, Sophia found herself drawn to the

pianoforte that served as their makeshift supply table. The instrument had clearly

been magnificent once. Its mahogany case gleamed with the patina of age and care,

its brass fittings polished to a soft glow despite its current repurposing.

On impulse, she lifted the corner of the heavy cloth that concealed the keyboard.

Ivory keys, slightly yellowed with age but unblemished by wear, greeted her curious

gaze. She pressed one key gently, expecting no sound from an instrument so long



neglected.

To her surprise, a perfect note rang out—clear and true in the quiet room. The

pianoforte had been maintained despite its disuse, suggesting someone in the

household could not bear to let it fall into disrepair even if its music was no longer

welcomed.

“Of course,” she murmured to herself. “Lord Aldeburgh may not hear its music, but

he would ensure its preservation nonetheless.”

Her fingers hovered over the keys, tempted to play despite her limited skill. She had

received instruction as befit a gentlewoman of modest accomplishment, though she

had never possessed the passion or talent that marked true musicians. Still, perhaps a

simple melody...

A flash of color caught her eye as she prepared to lower the cloth—something small

and bright resting atop the piano’s inner workings. Curiosity overcame propriety, and

she carefully lifted the lid to investigate further.

There, nestled among the strings like a bright bird in a metal forest, lay a miniature

portrait in an ornate gold frame. The subject was a young woman of extraordinary

beauty—golden curls arranged in fashionable ringlets around a heart-shaped face,

wide blue eyes gazing from the portrait with practiced innocence, rosebud lips curved

in a smile that managed to be both demure and inviting.

Sophia lifted the portrait with careful fingers, a strange hollowness opening beneath

her ribs as she studied the exquisite features. The artist had captured not merely

beauty but a particular quality of feminine allure—the look of a woman well aware of

her power to enchant.

“Who are you?” she whispered to the painted face that seemed to mock her with its



perfection.

The door opened behind her, and Sophia started guiltily, nearly dropping the portrait

as she turned to find Lord Aldeburgh himself standing in the doorway. His expression

shifted from pleasant anticipation to frozen stillness as his gaze fixed upon the

miniature in her hands.

“Lord Aldeburgh,” she said, the words barely audible even to her own ears. “Forgive

me. I—I had no right—”

He remained motionless, his blue eyes troubled as they moved from the portrait to

Sophia’s face and back again. The silence between them stretched painfully, fraught

with unspoken questions and sudden uncertainty.

Sophia carefully replaced the miniature where she had found it, closing the pianoforte

lid with gentle precision. When she turned back to Lord Aldeburgh, she had schooled

her features into a mask of professional composure that belied the turmoil in her

heart.

“Shall we begin?” she asked, gesturing toward the prepared easel with a steadiness

she did not feel.

Lord Aldeburgh hesitated, his gaze lingering on the closed pianoforte before he

nodded and moved to his accustomed position. Gone was the ease they had

established over days of shared work; in its place stood formality rigid as armor.

They commenced the session in strained silence, Sophia focusing on technical

matters with deliberate concentration while Lord Aldeburgh maintained the posed

position with military precision. The warming connection that had grown between

them seemed suddenly tenuous, threatened by the beautiful ghost whose image lay

hidden beneath polished mahogany.



As the morning progressed, the tension became increasingly unbearable. Sophia

found herself making small errors she would normally never commit—smudging a

line here, blending colors imperfectly there—her thoughts too chaotic for the

precision her work demanded.

Lord Aldeburgh, too, appeared distracted, his gaze repeatedly drifting toward the

pianoforte with an expression Sophia could not interpret. Was it longing? Regret?

Anger at the discovery of what was clearly a private memento?

When Abigail entered with refreshments, both painter and subject seized upon the

interruption with evident relief.

“Would you care for tea, my lord?” Sophia asked, the words sounding overly formal

to her ears after the easy companionship they had established.

He nodded, rising from his pose with barely concealed eagerness. As Abigail poured

the tea, her shrewd gaze moved between them, clearly detecting the altered

atmosphere.

“Is all well, milady?” she inquired, handing Sophia a cup with particular care. “You

look rather pale.”

“Merely concentrating too intensely,” Sophia replied with a smile that felt brittle

upon her lips. “The morning light is challenging today.”

Abigail’s expression suggested she remained unconvinced, but she nodded and

discreetly withdrew, leaving them alone once more with their unspoken tensions.

Lord Aldeburgh moved to the window, tea untouched in his hand as he gazed out at

the gardens below. The rigid set of his shoulders spoke of inner turmoil that matched

Sophia’s own, though she could not determine whether it arose from annoyance at her



prying or discomfort at having his past so unexpectedly revealed.

She found herself suddenly, irrationally angry—at herself for discovering the portrait,

at him for his silence regarding the beautiful woman, at the circumstances that placed

her in this position of humiliating uncertainty. The emotion propelled her across the

room to stand beside him, her tea abandoned alongside her caution.

“My lord,” she began, the words emerging more sharply than intended, “I must

apologize for my unpardonable curiosity regarding the portrait. It was not my place to

examine your personal possessions.”

He turned toward her, surprise evident in his expression at her direct approach. After

a moment’s hesitation, he retrieved his notebook from his pocket and wrote swiftly:

There is no need for apology. The discovery was accidental, I’m sure.

The response, polite but distant, only fueled Sophia’s frustration. She had glimpsed

the man beneath the Earl’s formal exterior, had begun to believe that they understood

each other on a deeper level, only to discover this glaring omission—this beautiful

ghost whose existence he had never mentioned despite their growing intimacy.

“Who is she?” The question escaped before wisdom could prevent it, hanging in the

air between them like a challenge.

For a moment, Sophia thought he might refuse to answer. His jaw tightened, eyes

darkening with what might have been anger or pain. Then, with visible effort, he

wrote:

Miss Diana Anderton. My betrothed before the war.

“Your betrothed,” Sophia repeated, the words tasting like ashes on her tongue. How



foolish she had been, how utterly na?ve to imagine that a man of Lord Aldeburgh’s

standing and evident attractions would have reached five-and-twenty without forming

a serious attachment. “I... I had no idea you were engaged to be married.”

He shook his head sharply, then wrote with quick, forceful strokes:

Not anymore. She became engaged to another while I lay wounded in Spain.

Understanding dawned with painful clarity. The beautiful woman had abandoned him

when his injuries rendered him less than perfect in society’s estimation—had traded

the wounded hero for an intact replacement while he fought for his life in a field

hospital.

“I’m so sorry,” Sophia said softly, genuine compassion overwhelming her earlier

jealousy. “What a terrible betrayal to face upon your return.”

Something shifted in his expression—surprise, perhaps, that she focused on his pain

rather than Miss Anderton’s decision. After a moment’s contemplation, he added:

Gregory brought news of her engagement the night of my first dinner in London. I

had carried her portrait through the Peninsula campaign, believing...

He stopped writing abruptly, the memory evidently too painful to commit to paper.

Sophia resisted the urge to touch his arm in comfort, knowing such familiarity would

be unwelcome in his current state.

“You need not explain further,” she assured him. “Some wounds are too personal to

share, even with... with those who wish to understand.”

Lord Aldeburgh studied her face with an intensity that made her heart quicken despite

the circumstances. Slowly, he raised his hand to touch his chest, then his heart, before



extending his hand toward her in a gesture she had come to recognize—their private

sign for trust.

The simple movement conveyed more than pages of explanation could have

achieved. He trusted her with this painful piece of his past, was willing to share the

wound rather than conceal it behind proud silence.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “For trusting me with the

truth.”

He nodded once, a brief acknowledgment, before returning to his notebook:

I do not understand how the portrait came to be on the pianoforte. I keep it locked in

my study desk.

Sophia frowned, considering the implication. “Someone deliberately placed it where I

would find it?”

His expression darkened, and he looked toward the door with evident suspicion:

My mother never approved of our artistic sessions. She considers them beneath my

dignity.

“You believe Lady Aldeburgh placed it there to cause discord between us?” The

suggestion should have seemed far-fetched, yet Sophia had witnessed enough of her

iciness to find it disturbingly plausible. “But why would she—”

She stopped abruptly, the question answering itself before it could be fully formed.

Lady Aldeburgh would intervene if she believed her son was forming an

inappropriate attachment to a portraitist of reduced circumstances—a woman who

worked for her living despite her genteel origins.



The realization brought a flush of mortification to Sophia’s cheeks. Had their

interactions been so transparent that even the dowager had perceived feelings neither

had openly acknowledged? Had her professional demeanor slipped so dramatically

that she now appeared a fortune-hunter setting her cap at the Earl?

Lord Aldeburgh seemed to follow her thoughts with remarkable accuracy. He stepped

closer, his expression softening as he wrote:

Whatever my mother’s motivations, they change nothing between us. The past is the

past. Diana made her choice, as did I in commissioning your work.

He hesitated, then added:

Your presence here means more to me than memories of what was lost .

On impulse, she reached for her own communication device—not pen and paper, but

the language of gesture they had developed over days of shared work. She touched

her fingertips to her temple, then opened her hand toward him—their sign for

understanding.

His response came without hesitation—fingers pressed briefly to his lips, then to his

heart, before extending toward her. Gratitude. Their private vocabulary had become a

sanctuary where words, written or spoken, could not intrude.

Sophia smiled, her earlier distress fading beneath the certainty of their connection.

Whatever had existed between Lord Aldeburgh and the beautiful Diana belonged to

the past. The present—this fragile, growing understanding between artist and subject,

between woman and man—belonged to them alone.

“Shall we continue?” she asked, gesturing toward the abandoned easel with newfound

confidence.



He nodded, a smile touching the corners of his mouth for the first time that morning.

As he resumed his position, Sophia noted a subtle change in his posture—a relaxation

of the rigid formality that had characterized the session’s beginning, a return to the

natural grace she had come to admire.

Taking up her brush, she studied his features with fresh perspective. The knowledge

of his past pain added depth to her understanding of the man before her, transforming

what might have been merely a handsome subject into a complete person whose

experiences—joyful and painful alike—had shaped his present self.

“Turn your face slightly toward the light,” she directed, her professional eye

reasserting itself. “Yes, just so. The morning sun catches the blue of your eyes

perfectly from this angle.”

As she worked, Sophia found herself infusing the portrait with this new

understanding; not merely capturing his physical appearance, but suggesting through

subtle technique the resilience that had brought him through betrayal and injury to

this moment of renewal. With each brushstroke, she committed to canvas not just the

Earl of Aldeburgh, but Alexander Balfour himself—the man beneath the title, the

soul behind the silence.

When Abigail returned later to announce luncheon, she found them working in

harmonious concentration, the earlier tension replaced by comfortable understanding.

If she noticed the change, her only acknowledgment was a knowing smile as she

helped gather Sophia’s supplies.

“Shall we resume after luncheon, my lord?” Sophia asked as Lord Aldeburgh rose

from his pose.

Instead of reaching for his notebook, he responded with gesture—touching his fingers

to his heart, then extending his hand toward her with a questioning tilt of his head. It



was their sign for willing agreement, yet posed as a question rather than a statement.

“Yes,” Sophia replied, answering both his explicit query and the unspoken one that

lay beneath it. “I would like that very much.”

His smile—rare and therefore precious—warmed her more thoroughly than the spring

sunshine streaming through the music room windows. Whatever complications lay

ahead, whatever obstacles Lady Aldeburgh or society might place in their path, this

moment of perfect understanding was theirs to treasure.

As they departed the music room side by side, Sophia cast one final glance at the

pianoforte where Diana’s portrait lay hidden.
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Sophia slowly climbed the staircase toward her bedchamber, her thoughts fixed

firmly on Lord Aldeburgh. The day’s portrait session had progressed well, yet

concentration had proved difficult. His presence… his way of tilting his head when

considering her suggestions, the careful precision of his gestures… distracted her

from professional concerns in a manner both troubling and thrilling.

“Foolish woman,” she murmured as she reached her chamber door. “He is your

patron, not your suitor.”

Yet she could not deny the connection forming between them. In the weeks since her

arrival at Balfour Abbey, they had developed a silent language of shared glances and

subtle movements that often conveyed more than written words. Today, when their

fingers had briefly touched over a shared brush, the contact had sent awareness

through her that had nothing to do with artistic collaboration.

She entered her chamber still lost in these dangerous musings, only to be jolted from

them by an unexpected sensation—a cool breeze that sent papers fluttering across her

writing desk.

“Abigail?” she called, crossing quickly to secure the latch.

Her lady’s maid emerged from the dressing room instantly. “Oh golly! I’m certain I

closed that before going below stairs.” Abigail hastened to help, shutting the window

with a decisive click. “The latch must be faulty.”

“Strange,” Sophia agreed, though her attention had already shifted to something more

intriguing—a small package wrapped in brown paper resting upon her bed.



“What’s this?”

Abigail brightened. “It arrived while you were painting. I thought perhaps another

gift from Lord Aldeburgh, like the sketch he left in your notebook.”

Hope quickened Sophia’s pulse as she took up the package. Could he have crafted

another drawing?

She unwrapped the parcel with careful fingers, revealing a small portrait—her own

likeness rendered on canvas scarcely larger than her palm. Yet as she studied it,

confusion rather than pleasure furrowed her brow.

“This isn’t Lord Aldeburgh’s work,” she said, examining the harsh lines and clinical

precision that bore no resemblance to his sensitive style. “The technique is entirely

different—colder, somehow.”

Abigail peered over her shoulder. “Perhaps a commission? Though why would his

lordship engage another artist when his own skill is considerable?”

“Precisely my thought,” Sophia agreed, turning the canvas to search for a signature or

explanation.

A folded note slipped from behind the portrait, falling to the floor. Abigail retrieved

it, handing it to Sophia with a curious glance.

“Perhaps this will explain matters.”

Sophia unfolded the paper, recognition of the bold, slashing handwriting sending an

immediate chill through her before she had read a single word. Her eyes scanned the

brief message, blood draining from her face as comprehension dawned.



“My lady!” Abigail exclaimed, alarmed by her sudden pallor. “What is it?”

The letter trembled in Sophia’s hand, the words blurring before her eyes as their

import overwhelmed her composure:

My dear Lady Sinclair,

Did you truly believe a mere change of scenery would release you from our

arrangement? How delightful to discover your present accommodation—and in such

elevated company. A wounded earl and his fortune make for interesting neighbors to

a widow in dire financial straits.

Our business remains unfinished. The debt comes due in a fortnight, and I shall

collect what is owed me one way or another. Two thousand pounds... or yourself. The

choice, madam, remains yours until the appointed day.

With sincere anticipation,

Silas Fletcher, Lord Shropshire

The room tilted alarmingly around her, darkness encroaching at the edges of her

vision. She heard Abigail’s voice as if from a great distance, felt hands guiding her

toward a chair as her knees threatened to buckle.

“He is never going to stop she whispered,” the single coherent thought penetrating the

fog of terror that descended at the sight of Silas Fletcher’s handwriting. “Even my

presence at Balfour Abbey… it is not enough to deter him. Nothing… Nothing will

make him stop.”

The realization proved too much for her overtaxed senses. As Abigail’s concerned

face swam before her eyes, Sophia surrendered to oblivion.



***

“There now, easy,” Abigail’s voice filtered through the darkness. “Come back to us,

milady.”

Sophia blinked against the sharp scent of smelling salts, awareness returning with

unwelcome clarity. She lay upon her bed, Abigail’s worried face hovering above her.

“What happened?” she asked faintly, though the memory returned even as she

spoke—the portrait, the letter, the horrifying discovery that Silas Fletcher had found

her sanctuary.

“You fainted dead away,” Abigail replied, setting aside the smelling salts. “That

letter—what did it say to affect you so?”

“Lord Shropshire… Despite the protections of Balfour Abbey, despite my foolish

belief that he would be deterred knowing we had an income, thinking we had

protection… Despite all of this, he managed to get into my bedchamber?

What else is he willing to do if he can go this far?” Sophia said, sitting up despite

Abigail’s protests. The movement sent a wave of dizziness through her, but she

forced herself to remain upright. Weakness was a luxury she could ill afford in their

present circumstances.

Abigail’s face paled, her freckles standing in stark relief against suddenly bloodless

cheeks. “But how? It is meant to be safe here!”

“It scarcely matters now,” Sophia replied, her mind already racing ahead to more

pressing questions. “What matters is what we do next.”

“We must leave at once,” Abigail declared, already moving toward the wardrobe.



“Tonight, if possible.”

“No.” Sophia’s tone halted her maid mid-stride.

“No?” Abigail turned, bewilderment evident in her expression. “After what happened

at Sinclair Manor—his threats, his behavior—surely you can’t mean to stay where he

can reach you? My lady, you read his note, did you not?”

“I did,” Sophia admitted with a shudder. “And it is troubling. Telling me he has

grown tired of a pale imitation, creating my likeness from so far away… but we have

few choices. We cannot leave. Where would we go? With what funds?” Sophia

countered, forcing steadiness into her voice. “Our resources are too limited for flight,

especially with no certain sanctuary awaiting us.”

“But Lady Sinclair, the danger—”

“Is no less wherever we might flee,” Sophia finished firmly. “No, Abigail. Running

would only hasten our ruin, not prevent it.”

Abigail approached, her young face grave with concern. “What will you do, then?”

Sophia pressed her fingers against her temples, seeking clarity through the fog of fear

still clouding her thoughts. “I shall complete Lord Aldeburgh’s portrait as

commissioned. The fee—”

“Will not come close to two thousand pounds,” Abigail interjected, practical even in

distress.

“No,” Sophia agreed quietly. “But it will provide us some means while I consider

alternatives.”



Abigail hesitated, then retrieved the fallen note. “Could you not speak to Lord

Aldeburgh about this matter? Surely, he would—”

“No!” The vehemence of Sophia’s response startled them both. She moderated her

tone with effort. “I will not bring my troubles to Lord Aldeburgh’s door. His kindness

toward me has been significant. I will not repay it by entangling him in my

difficulties.”

“Is it merely consideration for his lordship that prevents you seeking his assistance?”

Abigail asked, uncomfortably perceptive. “Or is it pride?”

“Perhaps both,” Sophia admitted after a moment. “But there is more. Lord

Shropshire’s military achievements have earned him connections that render him

nearly untouchable despite his vices. What could Lord Aldeburgh do against him

without risking his own reputation?”

“His lordship is an earl,” Abigail pointed out. “Surely his rank—”

“Would only ensure the matter became fodder for London gossip,” Sophia finished.

“I will not subject Lord Aldeburgh to such attention, not when he has deliberately

withdrawn from society.”

Abigail’s expression remained troubled. “Then what shall we do?”

Sophia straightened her shoulders, drawing strength from necessity as she had done

so many times since Gilbert’s death. “We shall continue as though nothing has

changed. I will complete the portrait, collect my fee, and use that time to devise a

solution.”

“And if Lord Shropshire comes before then?” Abigail’s question hung between them,

giving voice to the fear that coiled in Sophia’s chest.



“Then we shall face that obstacle when it arises,” Sophia replied with more

confidence than she felt. “Now, help me dress for dinner. We must not give Lady

Aldeburgh reason to suspect anything amiss.”

As Abigail moved to retrieve the blue silk gown, Sophia caught sight of the portrait

still lying upon the bed. Silas Fletcher’s rendering of her face stared back with

unsettling accuracy—a reminder that he had observed her closely enough to capture

her likeness with disturbing precision.

With a sudden decision, she snatched up the portrait and note, crossing to the

fireplace where embers still glowed from the morning’s fire. She thrust both items

into the grate, watching as flames consumed canvas and paper alike.

If only the threat they represented could be so easily destroyed, she thought grimly.

But Fletcher himself remained very much alive, his presence now a shadow across

the tentative happiness she had begun to build at Balfour Abbey.

And most troubling of all was the question that had plagued her since reading his

note: How had he managed to get past the footmen and servants and enter the manor,

not to mention the bedchamber?

The dinner gong sounded as Abigail secured the final pin in Sophia’s hair. The blue

silk, altered from last season’s fashion, brought out the green of her eyes, though her

face was still pale from her earlier faint.

“There,” Abigail declared, stepping back to assess her work. “You look lovely,

milady. No one would suspect anything amiss.”

Sophia studied her reflection with critical eyes. “Will you be well enough without

me?” she asked, concern momentarily displacing her own fears. “I could find some

pretext—”



“And have Lady Aldeburgh questioning why you require your maid at dinner?”

Abigail shook her head decisively. “No, I shall manage perfectly well. Use the time

to make an inventory of our possessions. We must know exactly what resources

remain to us.”

With a final adjusting touch to her gown, Sophia departed, each step toward the

dining room an exercise in composure. By the time she reached her destination, her

mask was firmly in place—the serene countenance of a lady with no greater concern

than whether the soup might be served at the proper temperature.

Lord Camden and Lady Aldeburgh were already seated, the former rising with a

warm smile at her entrance. “Lady Sinclair! We had begun to fear you might be

indisposed.”

“Forgive my tardiness,” Sophia replied, taking her place with a graceful nod to the

dowager. “The day’s artistic exertions required additional preparation time.”

Lady Aldeburgh’s response was interrupted by Lord Aldeburgh’s entrance. He

moved to his new seat at the table—across from the other guests, to accommodate

him, though this was never mentioned. He looked up, his blue eyes meeting Sophia’s

briefly as he settled into his chair. Something in his expression—a question, perhaps,

or concern—suggested he had detected her distress despite her careful composure.

“Lady Sinclair’s portrait work progresses admirably,” Lord Camden offered,

smoothly directing conversation as footmen began serving the first course. “I had the

opportunity to observe this morning’s session, and I must say, Alexander has never

been captured with such perception.”

“Indeed,” Lady Aldeburgh remarked, her tone suggesting this achievement ranked

somewhere between dubious and irrelevant. “How fortunate that Lady Sinclair has

these talents to ensure her welfare.”



“Indeed, I consider myself fortunate, Lady Aldeburgh,” Sophia replied with measured

calm. “To earn one’s living through work that brings genuine satisfaction is a

privilege denied to many.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s mouth curved slightly at her response, his attention ostensibly on

his soup. Lady Aldeburgh, momentarily outmaneuvered, redirected her focus to

correcting a footman’s wine service.

Sophia was hardly aware of the taste of any of the delectable dishes, her mind

consumed by Silas Fletcher’s presence and threat. The moment of reckoning arrived

sooner than expected when Lady Aldeburgh, dabbing her lips, remarked: “I

understand there was some disturbance the east wing this afternoon. Something about

Lady Sinclair that caused quite the stir among the servants.”

Sophia’s hand froze around her wine glass, her pulse quickening painfully. “A small

matter,” she managed, her voice steady despite the sudden dryness of her throat.

“Nothing of consequence.”

“Indeed?” Lady Aldeburgh’s eyebrow arched with practiced skepticism. “Jenkins

seemed to think otherwise. He mentioned something about the coachman being

unusually... particular about its delivery.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s attention sharpened visibly, his gaze moving between his mother

and Sophia with growing concern. He reached for his notebook, but Lady Aldeburgh

continued before he could write a word.

“One hopes that unwelcome associations aren’t following you to Balfour Abbey,

Lady Sinclair,” she said, her veneer of social pleasantry doing little to disguise the

implicit warning. “We value our privacy most highly here.”

“I assure you, Lady Aldeburgh, I have no wish to disturb the tranquility of your



household,” Sophia replied, struggling to maintain her composure. “I was merely

feeling a bit ill. It will not happen again, I hope.”

The lie scorched her tongue, but she could see no alternative. To reveal Fletcher’s

threats would only confirm Lady Aldeburgh’s suspicion that Sophia had brought

trouble to Balfour Abbey—and worse, might prompt inquiries regarding her

connection to the man.

Lord Aldeburgh was writing rapidly in his notebook, his expression troubled, when a

footman appeared at Lady Aldeburgh’s side, murmuring something Sophia could not

hear.

“Excuse me,” the dowager said, rising with regal precision. “A matter requiring my

immediate attention.”

As Lady Aldeburgh departed, Lord Camden exhaled audibly. “Lady Aldeburgh can

be rather direct in her inquiries. I hope you weren’t too discomfited.”

“Not at all,” Sophia assured him, forcing a smile she was far from feeling. “Her

ladyship’s concern for her household is entirely understandable.”

Lord Aldeburgh passed his notebook to her, his expression suggesting he was not

deceived by her show of equanimity:

My mother exceeded the bounds of propriety. Please accept my apologies for her

intrusion into your private affairs.

“There’s no need for apology,” Sophia replied, touched by his concern despite her

determination to keep him safely removed from her troubles.

He wrote again:



Was there truly nothing amiss with the delivery? You seem troubled this evening.

The perceptiveness of his observation startled her. For a moment, Sophia was

tempted to confide in him—to share the burden Silas Fletcher had put on her

shoulders.

Then she remembered Fletcher’s reputation, his connections, the damage he could

inflict on a nobleman who dared interfere with his pursuits. Lord Aldeburgh had

endured enough suffering without becoming entangled in her troubles.

“Merely fatigue,” she lied, her smile more genuine for the concern that prompted his

question. “I worked too long on the portrait today. Nothing that a good night’s rest

won’t remedy.”

He studied her face for a long moment, his blue eyes reflecting doubt and something

else—a warmth that made her heart ache with possibilities that Fletcher’s

reappearance had rendered even more impossible than before.

Lord Camden rose from his chair. “I believe I shall retire to the library. There’s a

volume on local flora I’ve been meaning to examine.”

His departure left Sophia alone with Lord Aldeburgh—a circumstance that would

have delighted her earlier but now filled her with trepidation. The more time spent in

his company, the greater the risk she might betray her distress.

“I should retire as well,” she said, rising with careful grace. “Tomorrow’s session will

require my full attention if we are to make meaningful progress on the portrait.”

Lord Aldeburgh stood, his expression suggesting he wished to say something further.

After a moment’s hesitation, he merely inclined his head in acknowledgment.



As she turned to leave, he reached out suddenly, his fingers brushing her arm with the

lightest of touches. The contact sent awareness cascading through her. She paused,

meeting his gaze with a question in her own.

Lord Aldeburgh hesitated, then raised his hand in their private gesture for well-

being—fingers touched briefly to his heart, then extended toward her, palm upward.

The simple movement carried more genuine concern than volumes of conventional

pleasantries.

Sophia returned the gesture, her throat tight with emotion she dared not express.

Without further words, she departed, her steps measured until she was certain she had

passed beyond his sight.

Only then did she allow her pace to quicken, her composure to falter, as she sought

the sanctuary of her bedchamber and Abigail’s steadfast presence. There, at least, she

need not pretend that her world remained unshattered by Silas Fletcher’s malevolent

intrusion.
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Alexander stood at his study window, watching the morning mist rise from the

gardens. The empty easel in the music room, visible from his vantage point, served as

a constant reminder of Lady Sinclair’s absence. Her maid had delivered a note an

hour earlier, explaining that her mistress found herself indisposed and would not

attend their scheduled portrait session.

Indisposed. The polite society term that revealed nothing while suggesting

everything. Was she truly ill, or had she reconsidered their association following the

discovery of Diana’s portrait? He had thought the matter settled between them, her

grace in accepting his explanation matched by his relief at sharing that painful

chapter of his past. Yet doubts crept in, persistent as the mist clinging to the yew

hedges.

He only became aware of Jenkins’s entrance when the man put a gentle hand on his

shoulder, and Alexander turned to face him. “Will there be anything else, my lord?”

Alexander shook his head, returning his attention to the grounds below. The portrait

sessions had become the fixed point around which his days revolved—a purpose

beyond mere existence, a connection to a world he had believed lost forever. Without

them, the hours stretched before him like an empty road with no destination.

His peace was soon disturbed again, this time by the appearance of Gregory next to

him—a smile on his friend’s face.

“Good morning!” Gregory exclaimed, crossing the study with his characteristic

energy. “Jenkins informs me Lady Sinclair has cancelled today’s sitting. Nothing

serious, I trust?”



Alexander retrieved his notebook, writing swiftly:

Her maid provided no explanation beyond ‘indisposition.’ I fear yesterday’s

discussion of Diana’s portrait may have caused offense.

Gregory settled into the leather chair opposite Alexander’s desk, his brow furrowing

slightly. “Unlikely. The lady struck me as remarkably understanding regarding the

matter. More probably simple fatigue—she works with remarkable diligence.”

Alexander’s doubt must have shown in his expression, for Gregory leaned forward,

his manner becoming more earnest.

“In truth, her absence provides the perfect opportunity for an expedition I’ve been

contemplating. The Hound and Hare has reopened under new

management—Whitcombe, from the old regiment. He’s transformed it into quite the

gentlemen’s establishment.”

Immediate wariness settled over Alexander’s features. His few ventures into society

since his return had proved disastrous—awkward silences, exaggerated enunciation,

conversations deliberately conducted beyond his ability to follow.

You know my feelings on such outings, he wrote, his pencil pressing harder than

necessary against the paper. The effort exceeds any possible enjoyment.

“That was before Lady Sinclair’s arrival,” Gregory countered promptly. “Your ability

to read lips has improved tremendously through daily practice with her.”

Alexander pursed his lips at this. “Indeed,” he said simply. Alexander’s frown

deepened. It plagued him to no end that he would never hear the sound of Sophia

Sinclair’s voice, though he chose not to meditate upon that too much.



I have no desire to provide entertainment for curious onlookers.

“No one would dare,” Gregory replied with genuine indignation. “Whitcombe runs a

proper establishment—gentlemen only, most of whom already know your

circumstances. They respect you, Alexander.”

Seeing his friend’s continued resistance, Gregory withdrew his own notebook—a

habit adopted from Alexander—and began writing with swift, determined strokes.

After a moment, he passed the result across the desk:

Reasons to accompany me to the Hound and Hare:

1. Whitcombe specifically asked after you. 2. Fresh perspective beyond these walls 3.

Excellent brandy from Whitcombe’s private stock 4. My unimpeachable company 5.

Practice in wider social settings will improve your communication 6. If truly

unpleasant, we depart immediately 7. You cannot hide forever, my friend. The world

awaits your return.

The last point struck with force. You cannot hide forever. How many times had

Alexander told himself the same in dark hours when sleep proved elusive? His retreat

to Balfour Abbey had begun as recovery, transformed to avoidance, and now teetered

dangerously close to permanent surrender.

Lady Sinclair’s absence today had demonstrated with painful clarity the

precariousness of his emerging contentment. He had allowed his world to contract

until it revolved almost entirely around their daily sessions. With those suddenly

removed, what remained but emptiness?

After lengthy consideration, Alexander reached for his notebook:

Two hours. No introductions beyond necessity. We depart the moment I indicate,



regardless of social niceties.

Gregory’s face brightened with genuine pleasure. “Excellent! I’ll have Jenkins order

the carriage while you change.”

As his friend departed to make arrangements, Alexander remained at his desk,

questioning his decision. Social interaction represented a minefield of potential

humiliations for a man with his impairment. Yet Gregory was right—he could not

hide forever, constructing a life dependent on a temporary visitor’s presence.

Perhaps it was time to test the waters of that world once more, however tentatively.

***

The Hound and Hare occupied a handsome stone building on Sidmouth’s high street,

carriages lined before its freshly painted entrance. Alexander regarded the

establishment with growing apprehension as their conveyance halted at the front

door.

“More crowded than anticipated,” Gregory admitted, noting Alexander’s expression.

“Remember, we depart the moment you wish to.”

The interior presented a study in masculine comfort. From the dark paneling and

leather chairs grouped for conversation, to a mahogany bar stretching the length of

one wall. Perhaps twenty gentlemen occupied the main room, creating the

atmosphere unique to establishments where women were excluded and social barriers

temporarily lowered.

Alexander felt the familiar pressure in his chest—the tightening that accompanied

crowds, the instinctive strain to hear voices he so desperately wanted to hear. No

matter how often he faced such settings, the visceral reaction remained unchanged.



Gregory’s hand settled briefly on his shoulder, steadying without drawing undue

attention, and Alexander turned to face him. “Whitcombe approaches.”

A tall gentleman with military bearing strode toward them, his weathered face

breaking into a genuine smile. Whitcombe had served as quartermaster in

Alexander’s regiment, his integrity universally respected among the officers.

“Lord Aldeburgh!” he exclaimed as he executed a bow that balanced deference to

rank with the camaraderie of shared service. “An honor I scarcely hoped for.

Welcome to my humble establishment.”

Alexander inclined his head in acknowledgment, grateful for Whitcombe’s clear

enunciation that made lip-reading relatively effortless.

“I’ve reserved the small alcove near the fire,” Whitcombe continued, gesturing

toward a comfortable nook with excellent sightlines. “Privacy with a view of the

room—perfect for observing without constant interruption.”

The consideration touched Alexander unexpectedly. Whitcombe had clearly given

thought to accommodating his requirements without drawing attention to them—a

rare sensitivity that spoke well of the man’s character.

They followed their host through the crowded room, Alexander acutely aware of the

eyes tracking their progress. Before his injuries, he had moved through such

gatherings with practiced ease, exchanging pleasantries and political observations

with the confidence of a man secure in his position. Now, each interaction

represented potential embarrassment.

The alcove proved exactly as described; a comfortable refuge with excellent views of

the main room, yet removed enough to provide a measure of privacy. Alexander

settled into a leather chair with poorly concealed relief.



“Brandy, gentlemen?” Whitcombe inquired, signaling to a waiting server. “From my

private stock. It’s a particularly fine vintage from before Bonaparte began his

mischief with French exports.”

Gregory accepted enthusiastically for them both, engaging Whitcombe in

conversation while Alexander observed the familiar rituals unfolding before

him—greetings exchanged, opinions offered and contested, friendly wagers

proposed. A world he had once navigated with unconscious ease now observed as

though through thick glass—visible but untouchable.

Whitcombe soon departed to attend other patrons, leaving them to their brandies. The

quality proved exceptional, the amber liquid warming Alexander’s throat with

complex notes of dried fruit and oak. He found himself relaxing incrementally, the

initial tension easing as he realized his presence had caused less disruption than

feared.

“Not so terrible after all?” Gregory inquired, his expression hopeful.

Alexander considered before responding in his notebook:

Tolerable. Though Whitcombe’s excellent brandy contributes significantly to that

assessment.

Gregory laughed; the sound visible in the movement of his chest. “The universal

balm for social discomfort!”

His response was interrupted by a commotion from an adjacent room—double doors

opening to disgorge several gentlemen whose flushed faces and animated gestures

suggested recent gambling activity. Their boisterous energy contrasted with the

measured atmosphere of the main room, drawing attention from nearby tables.



Among them strutted a man whose bearing immediately captured Alexander’s

attention. He was tall and broad-shouldered, wearing a military coat adorned with

medals that caught the light. His dark hair swept back from a high forehead, his

features marred by an expression of smug satisfaction that bordered on contemptuous.

The newcomer made a show of jingling a pouch suspended from his watch chain, the

gesture unmistakably meant to display recent winnings. Though Alexander could not

hear the metallic sound, he recognized the universal language of a gambler flaunting

success—a vulgar display considered poor form in refined establishments.

Gregory frowned, following Alexander’s gaze to the newcomer. Alexander quickly

turned his head to face Gregory once more.

“Unpleasant fellow,” Gregory remarked. “Turned up about a fortnight ago and

immediately established himself at the gaming tables.”

The stranger settled at a table not far from their alcove, his back partially turned as he

signaled imperiously for service. Something in his profile teased at Alexander’s

memory—a vague familiarity he could not immediately place.

As a server delivered his drink, the man turned slightly, his gaze sweeping the room

with proprietary arrogance. When his eyes fell upon Alexander, recognition flickered

across his features, quickly replaced by something harder to define—assessment,

perhaps, or calculation.

For a long moment, their gazes held, mutual recognition without context creating a

curious tension. Then the stranger’s mouth curved in what might charitably be called

a smile, though it contained no warmth—merely acknowledgment tinged with an

inexplicable edge of mockery.

Alexander found himself leaning forward slightly, an instinctive response to



perceived challenge. The stranger maintained his stare for another moment before

smirking derisively, dismissing Alexander with casual disregard.

The implied insult was subtle but unmistakable. Alexander felt heat rise to his

face—not embarrassment but a swift, unexpected anger he had thought buried

beneath layers of resignation. He opened his mouth to speak, the instinctive response

of a gentleman confronted with rudeness, only to be reminded cruelly of his condition

when no sound emerged.

The stranger noticed this aborted attempt, his head turning just enough to reveal a

smirk of satisfaction, as though Alexander’s impairment confirmed some private

assessment. He drained his glass with deliberate slowness before rising to depart, his

bearing suggesting he considered further acknowledgment beneath his dignity.

Gregory, observing this silent exchange with growing concern, leaned closer. “Pay

him no mind,” he advised, though his own expression had hardened. “Men of his sort

measure worth by the wrong standards entirely.”

Alexander nodded vaguely, though his mind was still stuck on the retreating figure

whose casual dismissal had awakened something dormant within him—pride,

perhaps, or the natural indignation of a man unaccustomed to such treatment before

his injury.

When the stranger had disappeared through the front entrance, Alexander turned to

Gregory, reaching for his notebook with unusual urgency:

Who was that man? I feel I should know him, yet I cannot place the connection.

Gregory’s expression grew thoughtful. “That was Lord Shropshire—the man we

encountered forcing his attentions on Lady Sinclair in the village. Silas Fletcher. He’s

new to these parts—arrived from London recently with little explanation. Frequents



the gaming rooms more than respectable society, from what I gather.”

What do you know of his character? Alexander wrote, realizing this was the same

man Lady Sinclair had told him of.

Gregory hesitated, evidently debating proper discretion. After a moment, he replied

carefully: “Not much is known about him, but there are... whispers. Gambling debts.

Behavior toward certain women that borders on impropriety. Nothing concrete

enough for society to condemn outright, but sufficient to raise questions about his

fundamental honor.”

Concern coursed through him at this. Persistent, Sophia had called him, though she

had never mentioned inappropriate behavior. Was there something she felt too afraid

to share with him?

I dislike him instinctively, Alexander admitted, the confession unusually direct for his

typically guarded communications. There is something predatory in his manner. I felt

it that day in the village.

“Your instincts seldom err,” Gregory agreed, his expression suggesting a similar

assessment. “I shall make discreet inquiries about his business here. Such men rarely

appear in provincial settings without a specific purpose.”

The encounter had cast a pall over their outing, Alexander’s brief engagement with

the social world tainted by unpleasant reality. Yet curiously, he found himself more

alert, more present than he had been in months. The confrontation, however silent,

had awakened something beyond anger—a sense of involvement in the world beyond

Balfour Abbey.

“Shall we depart?” Gregory inquired, clearly reading Alexander’s shift in mood.

“We’ve fulfilled the terms of our expedition.”



Alexander considered briefly before shaking his head. He reached for his notebook:

Not yet. Another brandy, I think. And perhaps you might point out some of the local

gentlemen. If I am to rejoin society, however tentatively, I should at least know my

neighbors.

Gregory’s surprise gave way to evident pleasure at this unexpected determination.

For the next hour, they remained in the comfortable alcove, Gregory providing

discreet information about various patrons while Alexander observed with newfound

attention.

When they finally departed, Alexander carried with him not only new knowledge of

his neighbors but also a curious sense of anticipation. Fletcher’s appearance, Lady

Sinclair’s sudden indisposition, his own reemergence into society—separate events

that nevertheless felt connected by invisible threads he could not yet identify but

increasingly sensed.

As their carriage turned toward Balfour Abbey, Alexander found himself wondering,

for the first time in months, what the coming day might bring.
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Alexander stood before the mirror as Jenkins adjusted his evening attire, tugging the

waistcoat to eliminate an imaginary wrinkle. The valet’s expression revealed nothing

of his thoughts, yet Alexander sensed his disapproval of the evening’s proceedings.

The entire household seemed to share his sentiment—this dinner party, hastily

arranged at his mother’s insistence, had disrupted Balfour Abbey’s peaceful routine.

He turned around to face Jenkins.

“Her Ladyship requests your presence in the drawing room at half-past six,” Jenkins

informed him, stepping back to examine his handiwork with professional scrutiny.

“The first guests are expected to arrive by seven.”

Alexander nodded, unable to summon enthusiasm even for Jenkins’s benefit. The

evening stretched before him like an elaborate form of torture—forced socialization

with neighbors who would either avoid him entirely or speak with exaggerated care,

as though his impaired hearing had somehow affected his intelligence as well.

Lady Aldeburgh had presented the dinner party as a necessary step in his recovery ,

though her true purpose could not have been more transparent.

Six eligible young ladies from neighboring estates had been invited, each one

possessing impeccable bloodlines if not particularly scintillating personalities. His

mother’s determination to see the Balfour line continued had apparently overcome

her reluctance to display her damaged son before society.

A slight vibration in the floorboards alerted him to approaching footsteps moments

before Gregory appeared in the doorway, resplendent in formal attire.



“Ready to face the inquisition?” his friend inquired with deliberately exaggerated

cheer.

Alexander reached for his notebook with a resigned expression.

I begin to think Spanish prison camps offered more subtle forms of torment.

Gregory laughed, and despite himself, even Alexander smiled. “Come now, it’s

merely dinner and conversation. And Lady Sinclair will be present, which surely that

offers some consolation?”

The mention of Sophia brought a complicated mixture of anticipation and dread. As

they continued to work together, a tentative understanding had formed between

them—one Alexander valued more than he cared to admit. Now she would be

subjected to his mother’s barely concealed disdain while watching him perform like

an oddity for the local gentry.

Lady Sinclair has better uses for her time than witnessing my social humiliation , he

wrote, though the thought of her presence did indeed provide the only bright prospect

in an otherwise dismal evening.

“I somehow doubt she shares that assessment,” Gregory replied with pointed

emphasis that Alexander chose to ignore. “In any case, we’d best proceed downstairs.

Lady Aldeburgh values punctuality above all virtues save perhaps proper mourning

attire.”

Alexander nodded, tucking his notebook and pencil into his pocket before following

Gregory from the chamber. As they descended the grand staircase, his friend

mentioned something about ‘reinforcements having arrived,’ but Alexander missed

the specifics, his attention momentarily diverted by a painting he’d never properly

noticed before—a pastoral scene rendered with surprising sensitivity for a work of its



era.

The drawing room was ablaze with light, every candle in the crystal chandeliers

burning as though to banish any hint of shadow. Lady Aldeburgh stood near the

fireplace in mourning silk moderated only slightly for evening wear, her silver-

streaked hair arranged in careful coils beneath a cap of Belgian lace.

Beside her, to Alexander’s surprise, stood Mrs. Peabody, the housekeeper, and Mrs.

Potter, the cook, both appearing distinctly uncomfortable in such formal

surroundings.

His mother’s gaze fastened upon him immediately, assessing his appearance with the

critical eye of a general inspecting troops before battle. Whatever she found

apparently satisfied minimum requirements, for she inclined her head slightly before

turning her attention to the servants.

“You may proceed with final preparations,” she instructed. “Ensure the Madeira is

properly decanted and remind Thomas that the fish course must be served from the

left.”

As the servants withdrew, Lady Aldeburgh approached Alexander, her expression

suggesting she was about to confront an unpleasant duty.

“The Misses Covington will be in attendance tonight,” she informed him, referring to

the daughters of a neighboring baronet. “Their mother indicates that Georgiana has

made remarkable progress with her watercolors. You might find conversation on

artistic subjects less taxing than political matters.”

The suggestion—well-intentioned despite its condescending undertone—sparked an

unexpected flash of irritation. Before his injury, Lady Aldeburgh had never presumed

to direct his social interactions. Now she arranged them with the careful consideration



one might give to managing a child’s playmates.

He reached for his notebook, prepared to assert his capability to conduct his own

affairs, when the drawing room door opened to admit Sophia and her lady’s maid.

The words died unwritten as Alexander took in her appearance with undisguised

appreciation.

She looked beautiful, and his heart jumped at the sight.

“Lady Sinclair,” his mother acknowledged with the barest inclination of her head. “I

trust you are still comfortable here.”

“Most comfortable, Lady Aldeburgh,” Sophia replied, curtseying with perfect grace

despite the subtle slight in his mother’s greeting. “Balfour Abbey’s hospitality

remains beyond reproach.”

Something in her expression suggested Sophia understood precisely the distinction

Lady Aldeburgh had attempted to establish. The observation pleased Alexander

immensely, his mood lifting despite the ordeal that awaited him.

Before further pleasantries could be exchanged, Jenkins appeared to announce the

arrival of Sir William and Lady Covington, along with their daughters. The evening

had commenced, and Alexander steeled himself for hours of social navigation with

only his notebook and Gregory’s occasional assistance to guide him through the

complexities of conversation.

By the time dinner was announced, ten guests had joined the residents of Balfour

Abbey, neighboring gentry of varying ranks and backgrounds, each one carefully

selected by Lady Aldeburgh for maximum social advantage with minimum risk of

impropriety.



Alexander found himself seated at the head of the table as protocol demanded, with

Miss Georgiana Covington positioned to his right and elderly Lady Townsend to his

left—the latter presumably chosen for her tendency toward monologues that required

minimal attention.

From his position, Alexander could observe Sophia placed near the table’s opposite

end between a portly clergyman and Gregory’s younger cousin, her bearing

suggesting neither discomfort nor pleasure at her assigned company. She responded

to their conversation with composed politeness, her occasional glances toward

Alexander betraying awareness of his predicament.

Miss Covington, a pale young woman with fashionably arranged curls, had

apparently been thoroughly briefed on Alexander’s condition. She spoke with

exaggerated clarity, her mouth forming words with such deliberate precision that any

attempt at natural conversation became impossible.

Her artistic interests, touted by Lady Aldeburgh as common ground, proved limited to

decorative accomplishments taught by an expensive governess with more regard for

technique than creativity.

“I find watercolors so very soothing,” she pronounced during the fish course, her

expression suggesting she expected profound agreement. “Though I confess

landscapes present difficulties. One can never quite capture the proper perspective of

mountains, can one?”

Alexander nodded politely, though his thoughts drifted to Sophia’s masterful

rendering of Balfour’s coastal views, where perspective seemed to emerge naturally

from her brush with neither effort nor affectation. The comparison was perhaps unfair

to Miss Covington, who had been given no reason to develop genuine talent beyond

the requirements of genteel accomplishment.



As the meal progressed through multiple courses, Alexander found himself

increasingly isolated despite being surrounded by people. Lady Townsend had

launched into a detailed account of her late husband’s parliamentary career, requiring

no contribution beyond occasional nods of acknowledgment. Miss Covington,

perhaps sensing his distraction, had turned her attention to the gentleman on her other

side.

Though he maintained the appearance of social engagement, Alexander’s gaze

returned repeatedly to Sophia, whose animated conversation with Gregory’s cousin

suggested topics of genuine interest.

Once, their eyes met across the table, and she offered a small, private smile that

conveyed perfect understanding of his situation. The simple acknowledgment

heartened him beyond reason—here was one person who saw his discomfort without

pitying it.

When the ladies withdrew after dessert, leaving the gentlemen to their port,

Alexander found temporary relief from the strain of forced socialization.

Gregory positioned himself nearby, effectively shielding him from well-meaning but

awkward attempts at inclusion while maintaining the appearance of normal social

intercourse. The respite proved short-lived, however, as Lady Aldeburgh’s plans for

the evening’s entertainment soon became apparent.

Upon rejoining the ladies in the drawing room, they discovered the furniture had been

rearranged to accommodate parlor games. A small table near the fireplace held folded

papers for charades, while card tables had been set up in the adjacent morning room

for those preferring more sedate pastimes.

“I thought perhaps some light entertainment might prove agreeable,” Lady Aldeburgh

announced with the air of one conferring an unexpected treat. “Charades for the



younger members of our party, and whist for those who prefer it.”

The suggestion met with polite enthusiasm from the guests, though Alexander noted

Sophia’s carefully neutral expression as the company divided itself according to

preference. The younger ladies gravitated predictably toward charades, while several

of the gentlemen, including Sir William Covington and the local magistrate, retired to

the morning room for cards.

Alexander found himself caught in an awkward predicament. His impairment made

charades particularly challenging—he could not hear the whispered consultations or

subtle verbal clues that facilitated the game. Yet retreating to the card room meant

abandoning Sophia to his mother’s sphere of influence, where she would undoubtedly

face subtle slights throughout the remainder of the evening.

The decision was made for him when Sophia approached, her expression conveying

determination beneath social pleasantry.

“Would you consider partnering for charades, Lord Aldeburgh?” she asked, her direct

gaze suggesting purposes beyond mere game-playing. “I find I perform best with a

partner who observes carefully.”

Alexander hesitated only briefly before nodding, her offer representing unexpected

salvation from social awkwardness. They shared a loaded glance—one that showed

him that Sophia too, saw the absurdity of playing charades, the game his life had

become.

Gregory, observing this development with evident approval, immediately suggested

they form teams of two persons each, with himself and Miss Covington comprising

the second pair, and the remaining young ladies joining forces as the third.

As they arranged themselves around the drawing room, Alexander found himself both



apprehensive and curiously exhilarated. The prospect of public performance normally

repelled him, yet partnering with Sophia offered a strange confidence he could not

entirely explain.

His mother watched these arrangements with evident disapproval, though social

constraints prevented direct intervention. She seated herself slightly removed from

the players, her posture suggesting she observed rather than participated in the

evening’s frivolity.

The game commenced with Miss Covington’s team selecting the first word. Her

performance proved predictably conventional—elaborate gestures toward her own

attire indicating “gown” or “dress,” followed by pointed reference to the mantel clock

suggesting “time.” Gregory’s contribution involved an enthusiastic if inelegant

mimicry of casting a fishing line, apparently intended to represent “line.”

“Deadline,” guessed Sophia after brief consideration, her quick comprehension

eliciting surprised approval from their opponents.

When their turn arrived, Alexander found himself unexpectedly absorbed in the

challenge. Without verbal communication, he and Sophia relied entirely on physical

expression and the understanding that had developed during their portrait sessions.

Her gestures proved remarkably effective, while his own contributions seemed

instinctively attuned to her thought processes. Of course, that made the game of

charades far simpler for the pair of them.

What began as a mere social obligation transformed into genuine pleasure. They

guessed each other’s clues with an accuracy that increasingly astonished the other

participants, their success based not on conventional signals but on a deeper

recognition of how each approached problems.



By the game’s third round, Alexander found himself rather enjoying the activity,

Sophia’s evident delight in their partnership banishing his usual self-consciousness.

Even Lady Aldeburgh’s rigid countenance had softened marginally in the face of her

son’s unexpected animation.

The respite from social strain ended abruptly with the appearance of a new figure in

the drawing room doorway. Alexander’s attention, momentarily fixed on Sophia’s

graceful rendering of “ocean,” shifted as he registered Gregory’s sudden tension.

Standing in the entrance, observing the proceedings with undisguised disdain, was a

tall gentleman in formal attire, a dour expression on his pointed face.

Recognition dawned immediately—Lord Shropshire, the arrogant man from the

Hound and Hare whose dismissive assessment had awakened Alexander’s dormant

pride.

More significant than Shropshire’s unexpected appearance, however, was Sophia’s

reaction to it. Though she maintained outward composure, Alexander detected

immediate distress in the subtle stiffening of her shoulders, the almost imperceptible

paling of her cheeks. Her eyes, previously warm with shared amusement, now held

awareness that bordered on fear.

As the final round of charades concluded with their team’s predictable victory,

Alexander observed Sophia’s movements with increasing concern. She excused

herself to retrieve refreshment from the side table, her usual grace momentarily

constrained by evident tension.

Shropshire, who had been conversing with the magistrate near the card room

entrance, detached himself from that conversation with predatory smoothness. He

intercepted Sophia at the refreshment table, positioning himself to block her return to

the main gathering.



Though Alexander could not hear their exchange, the visual evidence spoke volumes.

Shropshire’s posture—leaning slightly forward, invading her personal

space—conveyed aggression thinly disguised as social interaction. Sophia’s response,

a nearly imperceptible withdrawal that dignity prevented from becoming actual

retreat, suggested she found his proximity threatening.

The conversation progressed with increasing tension evident in Sophia’s bearing.

When Shropshire reached to grasp her wrist in what appeared to casual observers as

merely an emphatic gesture, Alexander saw her flinch.

The sight propelled him across the room with purposeful strides, years of military

command momentarily overriding social hesitation. Gregory, sensing his friend’s

intent, followed closely behind, his expression suggesting a similar assessment of the

situation’s impropriety. Shropshire’s entire face turned cold as he turned to face

Gregory.

“Lord Shropshire,” Gregory addressed the taller man with deliberate civility that

barely concealed underlying steel. “I believe Lady Aldeburgh was hoping to make

your acquaintance this evening.”

Shropshire’s grip on Sophia’s wrist slackened but did not release entirely. He turned

toward the interruption with poorly concealed irritation.

“Camden,” he acknowledged curtly. “And Lord Aldeburgh himself. I was just

renewing my acquaintance with Lady Sinclair. We have certain... unfinished

business.”

The slight emphasis on those final words, combined with the increased pressure

Alexander observed on Sophia’s captive wrist, confirmed his

assessment—Shropshire represented not merely social unpleasantness but actual

threat.



Without conscious thought, Alexander moved forward, positioning himself

deliberately between Sophia and her tormentor. The action required Shropshire to

either release her or create an obvious scene. After a moment’s hesitation, he chose

the former, though his expression suggested the concession merely postponed rather

than resolved their confrontation.

It was quite evident even from a distance that the conversation in the drawing room

had stilled, the assembled company suddenly aware that some drama beyond parlor

games had entered their midst. Lady Aldeburgh, ever vigilant against social

impropriety, approached with regal displeasure etched across her features.

“Lady Sinclair,” she addressed Sophia with pointed emphasis that ignored both her

son and Shropshire. “Perhaps you might assist Miss Covington with the music

selection.”

The transparent attempt to remove Sophia from the situation carried unmistakable

subtext—Lady Aldeburgh considered her the cause rather than a victim of the

disruption. Alexander felt anger kindle in his chest, his mouth opening instinctively to

speak when the futility of the attempt struck him anew.

The drawing room contained too many people speaking at once, their movements and

conversations creating visual chaos that made lip-reading nearly impossible.

Fragments of dialogue reached him—Lady Townsend’s attempt to redirect attention

toward the upcoming assembly, Miss Covington’s nervous inquiry about musical

selections—but coherent understanding eluded him just when he most needed it.

As Lady Aldeburgh escorted Sophia firmly toward the pianoforte, Alexander found

himself caught in the hell of his condition—aware of the threat but unable to

effectively intervene, capable of physical action but denied the verbal tools to shape

its reception.



The struggle must have shown in his expression, for Gregory placed a steadying hand

on his arm, lips forming careful words: “I’ll stay with Lady Sinclair. Address

Shropshire.”

The simple directive crystallized Alexander’s scattered thoughts. Whatever

connection existed between Sophia and Shropshire, whatever threat the man

represented, required immediate investigation. Turning back to the military officer

with deliberate precision, Alexander reached for his notebook, intent on demanding

an explanation for his behavior toward Sophia.

Before he could complete the action, Shropshire offered a mocking bow, his lips

forming words Alexander caught only partially: “...more hospitable circumstances...

proper appreciation of Lady Sinclair’s... situation.”

With that cryptic statement, he turned toward the card room, effectively removing

himself from confrontation while maintaining the appearance of social propriety.

Alexander watched him go, frustration burning in his throat like bitter Spanish wine,

the words he could not speak aloud building pressure that found no release.

Across the room, Sophia stood beside Lady Aldeburgh, her posture perfect yet

somehow diminished, as though some essential vitality had been temporarily

extinguished. Their eyes met briefly across the intervening space—a moment of

connection that conveyed volumes despite its brevity.

Whatever threat Shropshire represented clearly extended beyond ordinary social

unpleasantness. Alexander resolved in that moment that he would discover its nature,

regardless of his mother’s disapproval or society’s constraints.

For the first time since Spain, something beyond his own suffering had kindled

genuine determination. The emotion, though uncomfortable in its intensity, felt

strangely like returning to life after prolonged dormancy.
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Sophia stood rigid before the dowager’s sitting room, her knuckles poised to knock.

The bruises encircling her wrist—courtesy of Silas Fletcher—throbbed beneath her

sleeve, a physical reminder of last night’s disaster. Taking a steadying breath, she

rapped sharply upon the polished oak.

“Enter,” commanded Lady Aldeburgh’s voice from within.

The Dowager Countess sat enthroned in a high-backed chair, her silver-streaked hair

arranged in severe coils beneath a cap of Brussels lace, her mourning dress relieved

only by a cameo brooch at her throat.

“Lady Sinclair.” She did not rise, nor did she invite Sophia to sit. “I trust you have

recovered from last evening’s... exhibition.”

“Entirely, Your Ladyship,” Sophia replied, refusing to be cowed despite standing like

a schoolgirl awaiting punishment. “Though I regret the disruption to your gathering.”

“Indeed.” Lady Aldeburgh’s mouth tightened. “Lord Shropshire’s behavior was most

irregular. I wonder what might have provoked such marked attention toward a

portraitist.”

The implication hung between them, as delicate and dangerous as spun glass.

“My late husband knew Lord Shropshire.” Sophia kept her voice steady. “His

lordship has occasionally presumed upon that connection in ways I have consistently

discouraged.”



“How fascinating.” Lady Aldeburgh’s tone suggested it was anything but. “That a

military man of his standing should pursue acquaintance with the widow of a mere

lieutenant.”

Sophia remained silent, recognizing the trap laid before her. Any defense would only

entangle her further in Lady Aldeburgh’s web of suspicion.

“Regardless,” the dowager continued, “this incident has forced me to reconsider our

arrangement.” She gestured toward a nearby table where a letter sat waiting. “I have

written to Lord Camden suggesting the portrait might be concluded within a

fortnight.”

“A fortnight?” Sophia could not entirely mask her dismay. “The work remains

unfinished. The background elements require—”

“The essential likeness has been captured,” Lady Aldeburgh interrupted. “The rest is

mere embellishment, surely accomplishable by an artist of your professed talents.”

The dismissal of weeks of careful work stung, but Sophia swallowed her pride. “As

you wish, Your Ladyship. Though Lord Aldeburgh might have his own opinion

regarding the portrait’s completion.”

“My son’s welfare remains my foremost concern.” Lady Aldeburgh’s voice

sharpened. “His... condition renders him vulnerable to emotional attachments formed

through extended proximity. I would be remiss as a mother if I permitted such

entanglements to develop.”

There it was—laid bare at last. No longer content with subtle disapproval, Lady

Aldeburgh now openly acknowledged what she perceived growing between Sophia

and her son.



“I have conducted myself with complete professionalism,” Sophia stated, her cheeks

burning despite her effort to remain composed.

“Perhaps in your own estimation.” Lady Aldeburgh rose, her height adding to the

imposing effect. “Nevertheless, until your departure, certain adjustments to our

arrangement are necessary. You will conduct your remaining sessions in the drawing

room, where I shall provide appropriate supervision.”

“The drawing room lacks the northern light essential for—”

“The drawing room offers perfect visibility,” Lady Aldeburgh cut in. “Your materials

have already been transferred there.”

“You moved my supplies?” Sophia could not prevent the indignant question. Her

paints, brushes, and canvases were tools of her livelihood, arranged with careful

precision.

“Only those required for immediate use.” The dowager’s tone suggested the matter

was settled beyond appeal. “The remainder can await your departure. Now, I believe

it is nearly time for today’s session. Alexander expects punctuality.”

Dismissed like a servant caught pilfering silver, Sophia had no choice but to depart

with as much dignity as she could muster. The corridor to the drawing room stretched

endlessly before her, each step carrying her further from the comfortable routine

established over weeks of artistic collaboration.

Lord Aldeburgh stood by the tall windows when she entered, his broad shoulders

silhouetted against the morning sky. He turned at her approach, his expression

brightening momentarily before registering her formal demeanor and the drawing

room’s unfamiliar setting.



“Good morning, Lord Aldeburgh,” she greeted him, her eyes cast downward. “I trust

you slept well?”

Confusion flickered across his features at her sudden formality. Before he could

respond, Lady Aldeburgh glided into the room, settling herself in a chair positioned

to observe their every interaction.

“The light here presents different challenges,” Sophia continued, moving toward the

hastily arranged easel. “But we shall manage admirably, I’m certain.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s gaze moved between Sophia and his mother, comprehension

dawning in his blue eyes. He retrieved his notebook from his coat pocket, scribbling

swiftly before extending it toward Sophia:

What has happened? You seem distressed. Did my mother say something to upset

you?

Sophia glanced toward Lady Aldeburgh, who watched their exchange with

undisguised scrutiny. “I am perfectly well,” she assured him, focusing on arranging

her brushes with exaggerated care. “Though the drawing room’s aspect requires

adjustments to my technique.”

He frowned, clearly unsatisfied with her evasion. Writing again, he presented his

notebook:

Mother’s interference. I should have anticipated this after last night. Please tell me

what she said.

“The drawing room provides excellent visibility,” Lady Aldeburgh remarked from

her position. “One can observe all proceedings with perfect clarity.”



Lord Aldeburgh frowned at this, though he made no direct challenge to his mother’s

statement. Instead, he took his position with military stiffness, the relaxed posture

Sophia had coaxed from him over weeks of sessions entirely vanished.

The painting session progressed with painful awkwardness. Every glance exchanged,

every necessary adjustment of position, every minute of companionable silence now

occurred beneath Lady Aldeburgh’s relentless gaze. The easy rhythm they had

established in the converted music room evaporated like morning dew beneath a

harsh sun.

Sophia worked methodically despite these constraints, focusing on technical aspects

that required minimal interaction. The portrait had progressed significantly during

their weeks together—Lord Aldeburgh’s likeness captured with remarkable accuracy,

not merely in physical appearance but in the quiet intelligence and sensitivity she had

discovered beneath his silent exterior.

A knock at the drawing room door provided momentary respite from the strained

atmosphere. Gregory Camden entered, his expression suggesting immediate

comprehension of the situation.

“Lady Aldeburgh!” He executed a perfect bow toward the dowager. “What an

unexpected pleasure. I had not thought artistic pursuits engaged your interest.”

“One’s obligations occasionally supersede personal preferences,” she replied with

frigid dignity. “As Earl of Aldeburgh, my son’s activities merit appropriate

supervision.”

“Indeed?” Gregory’s eyebrow arched slightly. “And does this supervision extend to

all of his lordship’s affairs, or merely this particular artistic endeavor?”

The veiled challenge hung between them; Gregory’s usual good humor momentarily



replaced by something sharper. Lady Aldeburgh’s lips thinned almost imperceptibly,

though her posture remained unwavering.

“All matters concerning the Balfour name fall within my purview,” she stated. “Until

my son establishes his own household independently, of course.”

The suggestion of continued dependence clearly struck a nerve, for Lord Aldeburgh

set down his notebook with unusual force. Though unable to participate verbally, his

expression conveyed volumes regarding his assessment of this characterization.

“How fortunate we are to benefit from your vigilance,” Gregory remarked with

barely concealed irony. “I am looking for Miss McLeod. I hear she has some

knowledge of Scottish botanical traditions that might assist with my current studies.”

“I believe she is attending to my chambers,” Sophia said, a small smile playing

around her lips at the transparency radiating from him. “She mentioned pressing

gowns for our departure.”

The words escaped before she could consider their impact. Lord Aldeburgh’s head

turned sharply toward her, his expression transforming from controlled irritation to

genuine alarm.

He seized his notebook, writing rapidly before thrusting it toward Sophia:

Departure? What departure? The portrait requires more time yet for proper

completion.

The dismay evident in both his expression and the pressure of his pencil strokes

against paper pierced Sophia’s composure. She had not intended to disclose Lady

Aldeburgh’s ultimatum so abruptly, particularly not while its architect observed their

exchange.



“Lady Aldeburgh has kindly suggested that the portrait might be completed within

the coming fortnight,” Sophia explained, striving for professional detachment she did

not feel. “I shall endeavor to meet this timeline without compromising artistic

quality.”

Lord Aldeburgh’s gaze shifted from Sophia to his mother, comprehension hardening

into anger. He wrote again, deliberately turning the notebook toward Lady Aldeburgh

rather than Sophia:

You arranged this without consulting me? The commission is mine, not yours.

“The arrangements were made with Lord Camden, who initiated the commission,”

Lady Aldeburgh replied with unruffled composure. “As Lady Sinclair has made

significant progress, establishing a conclusion date seemed entirely reasonable.

Artists often extend projects unnecessarily when compensation is based on time

rather than results.”

Heat rose to Sophia’s cheeks at this, and she dropped her head. Before she could

respond, however, Lord Aldeburgh rose abruptly and wrote briefly before extending

his notebook toward his mother. Though she tried to avert her eyes, she found herself

catching a glimpse of the clear writing:

This session is concluded for today. We will discuss these arrangements privately.

The statement, though politely phrased, contained unmistakable authority—the Earl

of Aldeburgh asserting precedence over the Dowager Countess in a manner that

transformed the drawing room’s atmosphere. Lady Aldeburgh’s spine stiffened,

though social constraints prevented open confrontation before witnesses.

“As you wish,” she conceded. “Though I maintain that practical resolution serves all

parties’ interests.”



Sophia began gathering her materials with careful movements, her mind racing with

implications. The conflict between mother and son had escalated beyond subtle

manipulation to direct opposition—a development promising no easy resolution

regardless of outcome.

“I shall return tomorrow at our usual time,” she said, addressing Lord Aldeburgh with

professional courtesy that inadequately masked deeper concern. “Unless you prefer to

adjust our schedule?”

His expression softened as he met her gaze, something in his eyes conveying

reassurance beyond written communication. He inclined his head in

acknowledgment, the gesture somehow more intimate than words might have been.

As Sophia departed the drawing room, Gregory fell into step beside her with

calculated casualness. “A rather illuminating morning,” he observed when they had

moved beyond Lady Aldeburgh’s hearing. “Though perhaps not in ways Her

Ladyship anticipated.”

“Lord Camden,” Sophia began carefully, conscious of servants potentially within

earshot, “I find myself in an increasingly difficult position.”

“As does my friend,” he replied gravely. “Though I suspect his determination may

surprise even those who believe they know him best.”

The cryptic observation offered limited comfort as Sophia made her way toward the

east wing, uncertainty clouding what had previously seemed a path of increasing

clarity. Whatever developed between mother and son would undoubtedly affect her

own precarious situation at Balfour Abbey.

Approaching her chambers, Sophia found Abigail in animated conversation with

Lord Camden… their heads bent together in conspiratorial closeness suggesting



matters beyond ordinary servant interaction. They sprang apart at her approach,

though not before she noted Abigail’s flushed cheeks. Lord Camden quickly bowed

and departed.

“My lady!” Abigail curtsied hastily. “I was just... that is, Lord Camden was

explaining...”

“No explanation necessary,” Sophia assured her, suppressing a smile despite her

troubled thoughts. “Though perhaps you might assist me with these materials? The

dowager has decided our painting sessions shall occur in the drawing room

henceforth.”

“The drawing room?” Abigail’s dismay echoed Sophia’s own feelings. “But the light

is all wrong, and your supplies—”

“Have been transferred without consultation,” Sophia finished, entering her chamber

with Abigail close behind. “Lady Aldeburgh has also determined the portrait shall be

completed within a fortnight.”

“A fortnight!” Abigail exclaimed, closing the door firmly behind them. “But…

“Apparently all that is left are mere embellishments, easily accomplished by an artist

of my ‘professed talents,’“ Sophia quoted, her composure finally cracking. She sank

onto the edge of her bed, the morning’s confrontation catching up with her at last.

“Oh, Abigail, what am I to do? Lady Aldeburgh clearly believes I have designs upon

her son, and Lord Aldeburgh himself seems increasingly distressed by our situation.”

“If I may speak plainly,” Abigail said, setting down the materials to take Sophia’s

hands in her own, “His Lordship’s distress stems not from your presence but from the

threat of your departure. Anyone with eyes can see his regard for you grows daily.”



“A complication neither of us can afford,” Sophia sighed. “Even if such feelings are

mutual, what possible future could exist? He is an earl with responsibilities to his

bloodline. I am a widow dependent upon the goodwill of others for mere survival.”

“Perhaps Lord Camden—”

“Is his friend, not mine,” Sophia finished. “His loyalty properly belongs to Lord

Aldeburgh, not a portraitist of reduced circumstances.”

Abigail squeezed her hands gently. “Then what shall we do, milady?”

“What we have always done,” Sophia replied, straightening her shoulders with

determination. “Complete the task before us with dignity and professionalism, then

depart with our integrity intact. The portrait must be finished regardless of Lady

Aldeburgh’s interference.”

Though the words sounded admirable even to her own ears, Sophia could not ignore

the hollow ache spreading beneath her ribs at the thought of leaving Balfour

Abbey—of leaving him. What had begun as a mere professional commission had

become something far more complicated, something she dared not name even in the

privacy of her thoughts.

“And Lord Shropshire?” Abigail asked, her voice dropping to a whisper despite the

closed door. “His appearance at last night’s dinner party was no coincidence, I’ll

wager.”

“One problem at a time,” Sophia murmured, though Fletcher’s presence weighed

upon her like a physical burden. “For now, we focus on completing the portrait before

Lady Aldeburgh invents further reasons to hasten our departure.”

The determination in her voice convinced even herself, at least momentarily. Yet as



Abigail helped her arrange the painting supplies salvaged from the drawing room,

Sophia could not escape the growing certainty that their precarious situation at

Balfour Abbey approached crisis—with neither clear escape nor resolution in sight.
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Chapte r 14

Alexander leaned against the drawing room window frame, surveying the gardens

where spring blossoms had given way to the fuller greenery of approaching summer.

From within this carefully orchestrated prison of social propriety, even the familiar

grounds of Balfour Abbey appeared transformed, tantalizing in their proximity yet

inaccessible during the interminable painting sessions.

“The light proves particularly challenging today,” Sophia remarked, adjusting her

easel with deliberate movements, ensuring she faced them as they spoke. “Perhaps if

Your Lordship would resume your position by the fireplace? The shadows create an

interesting dimension there.”

Alexander complied, resuming the pose they had established for the portrait, his eyes

never leaving her face. a

Lady Aldeburgh sat nearby, her embroidery frame upon her lap, creating delicate

stitches with mechanical precision while missing nothing of their interactions. Her

vigilance had proven relentless these past days, a silent testament to her

determination that nothing untoward should develop between her son and the

portraitist.

“I believe I shall visit the stillroom,” she announced suddenly, setting aside her

needlework with a slow movement. “Mrs. Potter mentioned some confusion

regarding the lavender water, and one cannot trust the servants to resolve such

matters without supervision.”



The declaration of temporary absence—the first moment of privacy she had permitted

them in nearly a week—immediately raised Alexander’s suspicions. His mother

never abandoned her post without purpose, particularly not when that post involved

surveillance of her son’s activities. His eyes flitted between the two of them, their

voices forever muffled in audibility.

“Of course, Your Ladyship,” Sophia replied with appropriate deference. “We shall

continue with the shadowing of the left sleeve during your absence.”

Lady Aldeburgh paused at the doorway. “I shall return shortly,” she stated, the

emphasis clearly deliberate. “The matter should require no more than a quarter-hour’s

attention.”

The door closed behind her with a definitive click, leaving them momentarily alone.

Alexander remained motionless, half-expecting his mother to re-enter immediately;

testing their behavior in her supposed absence. After several moments of continued

privacy, he relaxed slightly, reaching for the notebook he kept perpetually in his

pocket.

Before he could begin writing, however, Sophia approached swiftly, carrying her

sketchpad rather than remaining behind her easel. Her movements possessed unusual

urgency, her expression suggesting matters of significance beyond their normal

artistic concerns.

“Quickly,” she murmured, handing him the sketchpad and pencil rather than waiting

for him to retrieve his own. “She never leaves us unattended. Something must have

drawn her away—perhaps news of your expected visitors this afternoon.”

Alexander raised a questioning eyebrow, unaware of any scheduled callers.

“Lady Covington and her daughter,” Sophia explained. “Jenkins mentioned



preparations for afternoon tea in the blue drawing room. Apparently arranged at your

mother’s specific request.”

The information confirmed his suspicions regarding Lady Aldeburgh’s sudden

departure. Another eligible young lady paraded before him like prized horseflesh at

Tattersall’s, with maternal supervision to ensure proper appreciation of bloodlines

and connections. His mother’s campaign to secure suitable marriage for her damaged

son continued unabated, regardless of his expressed disinterest.

Rather than allowing frustration to consume the precious moments of privacy,

Alexander turned his attention to the sketchpad Sophia had provided. He turned to a

fresh page, writing with unusual haste:

One day, when this portrait is complete and these charades concluded, I shall speak to

you properly. Not in writing, not in whispers, but with my own voice, however

imperfect. I shall tell you I care for you, Sophia Sinclair. I shall tell you that you

taught me what love is.

The declaration, committed to paper without hesitation or equivocation, represented

crossing of threshold he had approached cautiously these past weeks. To write the

word— love —transformed feeling into tangible reality that could neither be denied

nor retracted once revealed.

Sophia’s gaze moved across the written confession, her complexion paling before

sudden color flooded her cheeks. Her eyes, lifting to meet his, contained

unmistakable brightness of unshed tears.

“Alexander,” she whispered, his given name upon her lips for the first time. “I—”

The sound of approaching footsteps silenced her response. With remarkable presence

of mind, she tore the page from her sketchbook, folding it swiftly before secreting it



within her sleeve. By the time the drawing room door opened to readmit Lady

Aldeburgh, Sophia had resumed her position behind the easel, her composure

betrayed only by the heightened coloring in her cheeks.

“The matter is resolved,” Lady Aldeburgh announced, surveying the room with

narrow-eyed assessment. Finding nothing obviously amiss in their respective

positions, she returned to her chair, retrieving her embroidery with practiced

movements. “Though one wonders why servants hired for their competence require

such constant supervision.”

The remainder of the morning’s session passed in strained formality; the atmosphere

charged with unspoken significance that Lady Aldeburgh clearly sensed though could

not identify. Her gaze moved between them with increasing frequency, searching for

evidence of impropriety during her brief absence.

When she seemingly found none, she continued her handiwork—her eyes still

crossing over to Sophia and her son every now and then.

***

The blue parlor, arranged for optimum social intimidation, contained the exact

configuration of furniture Lady Aldeburgh preferred for receiving guests of suitable

rank. Lady Covington, a plump, perpetually flushed woman of middle years,

dominated conversation from the moment of her arrival. Her daughter sat with a rigid

posture that suggested breathing itself might constitute social error.

Throughout the visit, conversation continued around Alexander as though he were

furniture rather than a person. Lady Covington extolled her daughter’s domestic

virtues while Lady Aldeburgh responded with appropriate murmurs of appreciation.

Neither woman attempted to include him in exchange, treating his presence as a

necessary formality rather than integral participation.



When Miss Covington performed a piece on the pianoforte, Alexander applauded

with appropriate enthusiasm despite not having heard a note, catching her eye with

smile intended to convey appreciation for difficult social position rather than specific

musical achievement.

“Most accomplished,” Lady Aldeburgh pronounced with utter formality. “Lord

Aldeburgh appreciates musical talent particularly, having been quite a skilled

performer himself before his unfortunate accident.”

The reference to his impairment, deliberately introduced to remind all present of his

damaged state, triggered a familiar surge of resentment. His mother wielded his

condition as both explanation and warning, ensuring prospective matches understood

the complications while reminding Alexander himself of his dependence upon her

social management.

***

“You appear remarkably purposeful for a man who has endured afternoon tea with

Lady Covington,” Gregory observed when Alexander entered his study later that

evening. “Has some development occurred beyond the expected matrimonial

campaign?”

Alexander reached for his notebook, writing with unusual swiftness:

I have declared myself to Sophia. This morning, during a brief absence when Mother

visited the stillroom. Written rather than spoken, but unmistakable in meaning.

Gregory’s eyebrows rose dramatically before a smile spread across his features.

“Well! This represents a significant advancement from cautious glances and carefully

worded notes. How did the lady respond to this declaration?”



Mother’s return interrupted us before she could reply, Alexander wrote, frustration

evident in his forceful script. She concealed the note but had no opportunity to

respond directly.

“Inconvenient timing,” Gregory acknowledged thoughtfully. “Though perhaps

fortuitous in providing opportunity for careful consideration rather than immediate

response prompted by surprise or momentary emotion.”

Alexander frowned, writing again:

You believe her response might prove negative upon reflection? That I have mistaken

her regard?

“Quite the opposite,” Gregory assured him. “I merely suggest that a declaration of

love from an earl to a woman of reduced circumstances represents complication

beyond ordinary romantic attachment. Lady Sinclair strikes me as a person who

considers consequences thoroughly before committing herself to significant action.”

Alexander wrote again, expressing the thoughts that had troubled him since their

library meeting:

Her circumstances place her at a disadvantage I cannot fully remedy. My mother

controls the household, local society follows her lead. Even with my title and fortune,

my protection remains limited by physical impairment and social constraints.

Gregory leaned forward; his expression unusually serious. “Such limitations apply

only if you continue to accept them,” he stated with clear emphasis. “You are Earl of

Aldeburgh, master of this estate and considerable fortune. Your mother administers

these assets only through your continued acquiescence.”

I have permitted this arrangement too long, he acknowledged in writing. Allowed



guilt over disappointing her expectations to override proper authority as head of the

family.

“Guilt serves no constructive purpose in this instance,” Gregory observed, his lips

moving more gently than his words might have suggested. “Your mother’s

expectations rest upon circumstances beyond your control. The impairment resulted

from heroic action, not personal failing.”

After a pause, Gregory nodded with unusual seriousness. “In truth, I understand such

feelings more intimately than you might imagine,” he confessed.

“Miss McLeod has proven herself possessed of remarkable intelligence, fortitude, and

genuine kindness that transcends her station. Despite significant obstacles presented

by our respective positions, I find myself increasingly drawn to qualities society often

overlooks in those it considers beneath notice.”

This admission—unexpected yet somehow not entirely surprising—altered

Alexander’s perspective on his friend’s frequent visits and particular interest in

Sophia’s maid. What he had attributed to Gregory’s natural sociability clearly

contained deeper significance.

He wrote quickly:

You love Abigail McLeod despite differences in station and circumstance?

Gregory’s expression suggested complex emotions beneath his usual cheerful

exterior. “Love represents perhaps a stronger term than prudence permits at present,”

he replied carefully. “Yet I cannot deny that I hold particular regard that exceeds

appropriate interest in her lady’s maid. Her combination of practical intelligence and

genuine compassion proves increasingly compelling with each encounter.”



We find ourselves similarly entangled in affections society would deem

inappropriate, Alexander wrote. Though your situation presents greater challenges

given Miss McLeod’s position.

“Indeed,” Gregory agreed with a rueful smile. “An earl might potentially marry a

gentlewoman of reduced circumstances with minimal scandal, particularly one with

Sophia’s connections and accomplishments. A viscount’s second son entangled with

a lady’s maid presents complications less easily navigated.”

How does one balance personal happiness against social expectations? Alexander

wrote, addressing the question that troubled him increasingly.

“There exists no universal answer to such a question,” Gregory replied after a

thoughtful pause. “Each must determine where principle outweighs convention,

where personal integrity demands precedence over social expectation. For my part, I

believe true connection between souls represents a rarity too precious to sacrifice

upon the altar of mere propriety.”

I cannot marry Miss Covington, or any lady selected primarily for connections and

fortune, Alexander wrote with sudden decision. Whether Sophia returns my feelings

or practical obstacles prevent our union, pursuing a loveless marriage merely to

satisfy Mother’s expectations represents betrayal of personal integrity I cannot

commit.

After Gregory’s departure, Alexander remained in his study, composing then

discarding several drafts before settling upon a direct approach. It would, he decided,

be the best way to ensure clarity. The final version, written in a firm hand that

betrayed none of his interior hesitation, stated his position with unmistakable clarity:

Mother,



Today’s visit with Lady Covington and her daughter reinforces a conclusion I have

approached gradually these past weeks. I cannot and will not pursue matrimonial

connection based primarily upon considerations of family alliance, fortune, or social

expectation. Any marriage I might contract must arise from genuine attachment and

mutual understanding rather than calculated advantage.

Miss Covington deserves a husband who values her qualities rather than the

convenient social position she represents. I am not that man, nor shall I pretend

interest that does not exist merely to satisfy conventional expectations.

My heart has found its direction, though circumstances surrounding this attachment

remain complicated. When matters become clearer, we shall discuss implications

directly. Until such time, I must insist that matchmaking efforts cease entirely.

With respect and affection despite our disagreement, Your son, Alexander

He sealed the letter carefully, summoning Jenkins to deliver it directly to Lady

Aldeburgh’s chambers. Whatever her response—and he harbored no illusions

regarding its likely negative nature—the declaration of independence represented the

first step toward reclaiming authority too long surrendered.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 8:40 am

Sophia’s fingers trembled slightly as she set down the tortoiseshell comb before the

looking glass. The night had afforded little rest; Alexander’s written declaration had

replayed ceaselessly in her mind, his bold words both thrilling and terrifying in equal

measure. Morning light cast long shadows across her chamber.

Her time at the Abbey was coming to a close. The thought of never seeing Alexander

again filled her with misery. A sharp rap at the door interrupted Sophia’s

contemplation. No servant knocked with such imperious force.

“Enter,” she called, rising to her feet with the instinctive good posture that had been

drilled into her since childhood.

Lady Aldeburgh stepped into the chamber and gaze swept the room with cold

assessment, noting the modest accommodations with something approaching

satisfaction.

“Lady Sinclair,” she began without preamble, “I trust you slept well.”

“Perfectly well, thank you,” Sophia lied, maintaining her composure through long

practice. “Though I confess surprise at your visit. Is there some matter regarding

today’s portrait session I should know of?”

Lady Aldeburgh’s mouth tightened almost imperceptibly. “There will be no portrait

session today. Nor indeed tomorrow. I have come to inform you that your services are

no longer required at Balfour Abbey.”

Though half-expected, the dismissal still struck with the force of a physical blow.



Sophia clasped her hands before her to hide their sudden trembling.

“I beg your pardon, Lady Aldeburgh, but I was engaged by Lord Camden to complete

a formal portrait of Lord Aldeburgh. The work remains unfinished.”

“The work has progressed sufficiently for Lord Camden’s purposes,” Lady

Aldeburgh countered swiftly. “The essential likeness has been captured; the rest is

mere embellishment that any competent artist might complete from preliminary

sketches.”

Sophia felt heat rising to her cheeks despite her determination to maintain dignity.

“With respect, Your Ladyship, portraiture involves more than mere mechanical

reproduction of features. The work requires—”

“What the work requires,” Lady Aldeburgh interrupted coldly, “is an artist who

understands proper boundaries between commissioned employee and subject. Your

influence upon my son has grown increasingly inappropriate. He rejects suitable

matches while spending hours in your company.”

Here it was at last—the accusation Sophia had anticipated since that first day in the

garden when Alexander’s gaze had met hers with unexpected warmth.

“My lord shows remarkable improvement,” Sophia argued, fighting to keep

desperation from her voice. “His artistic expression has flourished these past weeks.

Surely his recovery represents the most important consideration?”

“Recovery?” Lady Aldeburgh’s eyebrow arched with dangerous precision. “Is that

what you imagine yourself providing, Lady Sinclair? Some miraculous cure through

your artistic ministrations?”

“I make no such claim,” Sophia replied carefully. “Yet I have observed gradual but



unmistakable progress in his lordship’s communication and general spirits. Given

sufficient time—”

“He is the Earl of Aldeburgh,” Lady Aldeburgh cut in, her voice carrying the edge of

finely honed steel. “Not some wounded soldier to be nursed by a gentlewoman of

reduced circumstances. His position demands connections appropriate to his

rank—not attachment to a widow whose husband’s gambling debts forced her into

employment.”

The deliberate cruelty of the observation stung Sophia into momentary silence. When

she found her voice again, she chose her words with utmost care.

“Lord Aldeburgh’s position certainly entitles him to respect and consideration. I

would suggest, however, that those qualities are best demonstrated by valuing his

preferences rather than dismissing them.”

Lady Aldeburgh’s expression froze into mask-like stillness. “My son’s preferences

have been compromised by his condition. As his mother, I am obligated to protect his

interests when his judgment fails him.”

She moved toward the door with regal precision. “Your services conclude today. I

have instructed Jenkins to arrange transportation to wherever you wish, and to

provide the agreed-upon fee for work completed thus far.”

“My lady—” Sophia began, her composure finally cracking.

“This discussion is concluded,” Lady Aldeburgh stated with finality. “I expect your

departure by tomorrow noon at the latest. Good day, Lady Sinclair.”

The door closed with quiet definitiveness, leaving Sophia alone with the shattered

remains of her professional composure. She sank onto the edge of her bed, hands



trembling despite her efforts to still them.

She had known this moment would come—had anticipated Lady Aldeburgh’s

eventual intervention since the first time Alexander’s eyes had met hers with

something beyond professional interest.

Yet facing the reality proved considerably more painful than expected. Not merely

for the damage to her professional prospects, substantial though that was, but for the

abrupt severing of connection with the man whose silent strength had somehow

become essential to her happiness.

The chamber door opened again, this time admitting Abigail with an armful of freshly

laundered linens. Her expression brightened momentarily, then fell as she registered

Sophia’s distress.

“Milady! What has happened?” She set down her burden, hurrying to Sophia’s side.

“You’re white as chalk!”

“Lady Aldeburgh has dismissed me,” Sophia replied, her voice steadier than she felt.

“We are to depart Balfour Abbey by tomorrow at noon.”

“Dismissed!” Abigail exclaimed, indignation overriding proper deference. “But the

portrait isn’t complete! Lord Camden himself said—”

“Lord Camden’s opinion apparently carries less weight than Lady Aldeburgh’s

determination to separate her son from improper influence,” Sophia interrupted with a

bitter smile. “She believes I encourage attachment beyond professional bounds.”

Abigail’s youthful face reddened with barely suppressed outrage. “As though his

lordship has no mind of his own! Anyone with eyes can see he’s improved

tremendously since your arrival. There are days when I’d swear he’s trying to



speak—I’ve seen him mumbling to himself when he thinks no one is watching.”

“I’ve observed the same,” Sophia admitted softly. “He requires but time and proper

encouragement—neither of which Lady Aldeburgh seems willing to provide.”

“It’s not right,” Abigail declared with passionate conviction. “A mother should want

her son to be happy, not locked away like some shameful secret!”

Sophia sighed, the weight of disappointment settling more heavily with each passing

moment. “Lady Aldeburgh believes she protects him from an unsuitable connection.

From her perspective, an impoverished widow represents danger rather than

opportunity.”

A curious expression flashed across Abigail’s face. “Speaking of danger, milady...”

She reached into her apron pocket, withdrawing a folded letter sealed with unfamiliar

wax. “This arrived for you earlier. One of the stable lads brought it, said a man paid

him to deliver it directly to your hands.”

Sophia accepted the letter with sudden foreboding. The handwriting on the outer fold

was unmistakable—Silas Fletcher’s bold, slashing script that had haunted her

correspondence since Gilbert’s death.

Breaking the seal with reluctant fingers, she unfolded the single sheet, its contents

brief but unmistakable in their menace:

Lady Sinclair,

I shall call at your residence upon your departure from the Earl’s hospitality. The sum

of two thousand pounds remains due, with interest accruing daily. Should payment

prove impossible, alternative arrangements might be negotiated to mutual

satisfaction.



Until our meeting, Silas Fletcher, Lord of Shropshire

Sophia’s hand dropped to her lap, the letter’s implications striking with nauseating

force. Despite her every hope otherwise, he somehow knew of her imminent

departure from Balfour Abbey’s protection.

“It’s him again, isn’t it?” Abigail asked, her voice low with apprehension. “Lord

Shropshire?”

“Yes,” Sophia confirmed, refolding the letter with trembling fingers. “He knows

we’re leaving Balfour Abbey. He intends to intercept us upon our departure.”

Abigail’s face paled. “How could he possibly know? Lady Aldeburgh only just

informed you!”

“Someone within the household must have communicated with him,” Sophia replied,

mind racing through limited possibilities. “Perhaps a servant bribed for information,

or—” She stopped suddenly, a chilling thought taking shape. “Or Lady Aldeburgh

herself may have contacted him.”

“Surely not!” Abigail exclaimed. “Even the dowager wouldn’t deliberately place you

in that man’s path.”

Sophia wasn’t so certain. Lady Aldeburgh’s determination to remove her from

Balfour Abbey might extend to alliances with unsavory characters who served her

purpose.

“Regardless of how he obtained the information, Lord Shropshire now expects

immediate payment,” Sophia said, forcing practical consideration to override panic.

“He believes my commission here has provided funds to settle Gilbert’s debt.”



“Two thousand pounds!” Abigail shook her head in disbelief. “The portrait fee

wouldn’t approach even half that sum, even if they paid double the agreed amount.”

“Which they have not,” Sophia added grimly. “And now never shall, given Lady

Aldeburgh’s precipitous termination of my services.”

Abigail’s practical mind turned immediately to solutions. “Perhaps we might return to

the cottage? It’s remote enough that Lord Shropshire might struggle to locate us

immediately. At least it would buy some time to consider alternatives.”

“The cottage offers minimal protection should he discover its location,” Sophia

pointed out. “And our funds barely suffice for basic necessities, let alone settling

debts of such magnitude.”

It was not like her to be so utterly hopeless, but with all she’d been forced to endure,

she knew not what more to do. They sat in troubled silence, the gravity of their

situation settling between them like a physical presence. Finally, Abigail spoke with

quiet determination.

“We should tell Lord Aldeburgh,” she suggested. “About both Lady Aldeburgh’s

dismissal and Lord Shropshire’s threats.”

Sophia shook her head immediately. “Absolutely not. His lordship faces enough

difficulty without becoming entangled in my problems.” She straightened her

shoulders with determined dignity. “We shall manage as we always have, Abigail.

Through resourcefulness and determination rather than dependence upon others’

charity.”

“It isn’t charity to accept help from those who care for you,” Abigail argued gently.

“And his lordship does care. Anyone with eyes can see that.”



Sophia rose from the bed, moving to the window where weak spring sunshine cast

patterns across the kitchen yard below. Alexander’s written declaration echoed in her

mind: I shall tell you that you taught me what love is.

Those words had opened possibilities she scarcely dared contemplate—a future

beyond lonely widowhood and financial struggle. Yet Lady Aldeburgh’s intervention

had closed that door almost before it could properly open.

“I believe he might speak again, given sufficient time and encouragement,” she said

softly, more to herself than Abigail. “There are moments when words seem to form

on his lips, though fear or habit prevents their utterance.”

“All the more reason you should remain,” Abigail insisted, her youthful face alight

with conviction. “Lady Aldeburgh cannot force you to leave if his lordship wishes

you to stay.”

“She most certainly can,” Sophia contradicted with gentle firmness. “This is her

house, regardless of his legal ownership. Without Alexander’s direct

intervention—which I cannot and will not solicit—her will prevails.”

Abigail’s expression fell, recognizing the truth in this assessment. “What shall we do,

then?” she asked simply.

Sophia returned to practicalities with determined resolve. “Begin packing our

belongings. I shall write to Lady Harrington regarding potential commissions—her

daughter’s marriage approaches, and she mentioned interest in a bridal portrait.”

“And Lord Shropshire?” Abigail pressed, unwilling to ignore the most immediate

threat.

“We shall have to evade him somehow,” Sophia replied, though her mind offered no



clear strategy for accomplishing this. “Perhaps departure before dawn might afford

some advantage, assuming Lady Aldeburgh permits such an arrangement.”

Neither woman voiced what both clearly recognized—that Silas Fletcher possessed

resources and determination that made long-term evasion virtually impossible.

Without Alexander’s protection or funds to settle Gilbert’s debt, Sophia’s options

narrowed to unpalatable choices she could scarcely bear contemplating.

Yet as she began the melancholy task of gathering her artistic materials, Sophia found

her thoughts returning to Alexander’s declaration. Whatever Lady Aldeburgh

believed, whatever society might dictate regarding appropriate connections, that

simple written statement had changed something essential between them.

Whether that change might lead anywhere beyond heartache remained to be seen.
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Alexander sat behind his small writing desk, his fingers drumming an agitated rhythm

upon the wood. The Abbey gardens stretched before him, bathed in moonlight that

transformed familiar paths into ghostly ribbons between shadowed hedgerows.

Another night when sleep proved elusive, his mind filled with one face, one voice he

would never hear, one absence that would soon become permanent, to his utter woe.

“Curse it all,” he muttered soundlessly, the oath forming on his lips without voice to

carry it. Even this small rebellion—thinking like the soldier he had been rather than

the nobleman he was expected to be—provided scant satisfaction against the hollow

ache in his chest.

The pendulum clock in the corridor struck one, its mechanical precision marking

another sleepless hour. Alexander turned from the window, pacing the length of his

chamber with restless energy that found no outlet in productive action. His nightshirt

hung loose upon a frame grown leaner these past months, evidence of an appetite

diminished by circumstances rather than illness.

He had managed perhaps an hour’s fitful sleep earlier that evening, only to be startled

awake by dreams so vivid they lingered still in his consciousness: Sophia dragged

forcibly from Balfour Abbey while he remained paralyzed, his limbs refusing

commands to move, his voice locked within a throat that produced no sound; her

carriage disappearing into mist while his mother looked on with satisfied smile;

Shropshire’s mocking laughter as he claimed her hand.

The images remained so vivid that Alexander paused in his pacing, pressing the heels

of his hands against his eyes as though physical pressure might dispel their lingering

power. Something beyond mere attachment drove his growing disquiet—a bone-deep



certainty that danger threatened Sophia beyond his ability to prevent it.

Unable to bear the chamber’s confines any longer, he threw on his banyan over his

nightshirt and quit the room, moving through darkened corridors by instinct rather

than sight. The household slept, or at least maintained the fiction of slumber, though

Alexander harbored suspicions that his mother’s surveillance extended even into

these midnight hours.

The night air struck his face with unexpected chill when he stepped onto the terrace,

May having brought capricious weather to Devon this year. He paused, drawing deep

breaths that steadied his racing pulse if not his troubled thoughts. The gardens spread

before him, silver-washed in moonlight that picked out individual blossoms among

shadow-draped foliage.

Movement near the stone balustrade caught his eye—a solitary figure, shawl draped

over slender shoulders, gazing toward the distant sea. His heart leapt with recognition

before his mind could process the improbability of her presence at this hour. Sophia

stood alone in the gardens, her profile turned toward the moon, entirely unaware of

his presence.

Alexander hesitated only briefly before approaching, deliberately making his footfalls

audible against stone to avoid startling her in the darkness. At the sound, she turned

swiftly, alarm transforming to recognition as she identified him in the moon-silvered

night.

“My lord,” she said, dropping into a curtsy that seemed absurdly formal given the

circumstance of their meeting. “I had not expected to encounter anyone at this hour.”

Moonlight revealed what daylight might have concealed—the unmistakable tracks of

recent tears upon her cheeks, the slight redness around eyes that appeared overlarge

in her pale face. The evidence of her distress struck him with physical force, his hand



rising of its own accord to form their private gesture—fingers touching his heart

before extending toward her, their sign for concern.

“It is nothing,” she insisted, though her expression was void of conviction. “Merely

the sleeplessness that sometimes afflicts one in strange houses.”

Alexander frowned, recognizing prevarication when presented with it. He repeated

the gesture with more deliberate emphasis, adding a questioning tilt of his head that

demanded an honest response.

Sophia’s composure wavered briefly before she squared her shoulders with visible

determination. “Truly, my lord, it is nothing worth troubling yourself over. Merely...

considerations regarding my imminent departure.”

The words struck like an unexpected blow, robbing him momentarily of breath.

Departure? No notice had been given of the portrait’s completion or any decision

regarding her leave-taking. His confusion must have shown plainly, for Sophia’s

expression softened with something uncomfortably like pity.

“Your mother did not inform you?” she asked quietly. “Lady Aldeburgh has

terminated my commission. I am to depart Balfour Abbey by tomorrow at noon.”

Shock rendered Alexander momentarily immobile, his mind working to comprehend

this betrayal. His mother had dismissed Sophia without consultation, without

permission, without even allowing proper farewells between them. The realization

burned like brandy, its potency increasing rather than diminishing as it spread

through his consciousness.

Before he could respond, Sophia continued with forced brightness entirely belied by

the shadows in her eyes. “It signifies little. The portrait has progressed sufficiently for

another artist to complete the remaining details. Lord Camden shall have his



commission fulfilled, regardless of who applies the final brushstrokes.”

Her brave pretense at indifference affected Alexander more deeply than outright

distress might have done. That she would attempt cheerfulness for his benefit while

clearly suffering herself spoke to a character society routinely undervalued in women

of reduced circumstances.

He quickly scribbled a note and held the notebook towards her with a trembling hand,

and she looked at the words, tears filling her eyes.

You are leaving.

She looked up at him regretfully.

“I have no choice. Lady Aldeburgh… she is not wrong.”

Alexander’s jaw tightened at this reference to his mother’s interference. He reached

for Sophia’s hand, covering it briefly with his own—a silent promise of support she

appeared to understand immediately, though her expression remained troubled.

“Please,” she whispered, though she made no move to withdraw her hand. “Do not

challenge your mother, on my account. My situation grows complicated enough

without creating further difficulties.”

Before Alexander could insist through gesture on explanation of precisely what

difficulties threatened beyond his mother’s disapproval, footsteps interrupted their

exchange.

“Milady?” Abigail’s voice called softly, approaching from the side garden. “I’ve

brought the chamomile you requested. Oh!” The lady’s maid stopped abruptly upon

spotting Alexander, curtsying hastily. “Forgive me, my lord. I did not realize—”



“It is quite all right, Abigail,” Sophia assured her, withdrawing her hand from

Alexander’s with obvious reluctance. “His lordship and I merely encountered each

other by chance during our respective night wanderings.”

The excuse seemed hollow to Alexander, though Abigail’s expression suggested

understanding rather than censure. She approached, offering a steaming cup with

careful hands.

“Your chamomile, milady,” she said, eyes flicking nervously between them. “Perhaps

we should return indoors? The hour grows late, and tomorrow brings... many

obligations.”

The hesitation spoke volumes regarding whatever awaited beyond this moonlit

interlude. Alexander stepped forward, unwilling to surrender their brief connection

without gaining a better understanding of Sophia’s situation. He gestured toward her,

then pointed questioningly at the Abbey’s east wing where her chambers lay.

“Yes,” she confirmed, understanding his unspoken inquiry. “I must complete packing

before morning. Your mother has arranged transportation immediately following

breakfast.”

Such haste seemed unnecessary for mere conclusion of portraiture, confirming

Alexander’s growing suspicion that his mother’s interference extended beyond

simple disapproval of potential attachment. Before he could press further, Sophia

curtsied with formal grace entirely at odds with their previous intimacy.

“Goodnight, Lord Aldeburgh,” she said, lips steady despite the emotion evident in her

eyes. “And... farewell, should we not have the opportunity to speak again before my

departure…”

The finality in her tone struck Alexander with peculiar force—as though she



anticipated more permanent separation than mere physical distance would suggest.

He watched helplessly as she turned away, following Abigail toward the east wing

entrance with dignified steps that betrayed none of her earlier distress.

Alexander remained on the terrace long after Sophia had disappeared, his thoughts

churning with implications of her imminent departure and the mysterious troubles she

refused to share. One certainty emerged from confusion: he would not—could

not—allow his mother’s machinations to succeed without challenge.

He would not make her life more difficult, he would wait, like she asked. But he

would not allow her to stay away. He would not allow his mother to keep her from

him indefinitely.
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To say that Sophia was hesitant to leave was a wild understatement. Not only was she

heartbroken, but the fact that she’d had to keep facing Alexander while knowing that

their goodbye was unavoidable had begun to wear on her. A frown lay between her

brows as she watched Abigail packing the last trunk.

“We are ready, milady,” Abigail murmured, fastening worn leather straps with hands

that betrayed her distress. “I’ve wrapped your drawing things in extra flannel against

the damp.”

“You think of everything,” Sophia replied, forcing steadiness into her voice. “I

cannot imagine how I should have managed these past months without your

constancy.”

She had not told him how she felt; that she had fallen irrevocably in love with him.

But what purpose could such a confession serve? Alexander’s obligations to his name

and title existed as immutable facts against which her wishes counted for naught.

A strangled sob pierced her melancholy musings. Sophia turned to find Abigail

pressing her apron to her lips, tears streaming unchecked down her cheeks.

“Abigail?” she asked softly, reaching for the girl’s hand. Abigail shook her head.

“Forgive me, milady. I do not want to burden you with my troubles.”

“There can be no talk of burdens between friends who have weathered so many

storms together,” Sophia replied, guiding her to sit upon the bed’s edge. “Tell me

what distresses you beyond our general circumstances.”



Abigail’s hands twisted her apron into creases that would require ironing. Her

Scottish brogue thickening with emotion, she replied, “It’s Lord Camden, milady. I

dinnae think—never imagined such a gentleman would look twice at a lass like me.

Yet during yer sessions with his lordship, when Lord Camden would visit...”

Understanding dawned with painful clarity. “You’ve formed an attachment to Lord

Camden.”

“Aye,” Abigail confessed, the single syllable carrying impossible longing. “He spoke

to me as though my thoughts held worth. Asked about my grandmother’s remedies as

if they represented wisdom rather than peasant superstition. He even brought books

from the library when he discovered I could read.”

Fresh tears overwhelmed her. “Pure foolishness, I know it well. What could a

viscount’s son possibly want with a Scottish lady’s maid, except momentary

diversion? Ach! I canna master my heart, though I know full well it leads only to

heartbreak.”

The raw anguish in her voice found an answering chord within Sophia’s breast. How

keenly she understood that torment—the knowledge that society’s barriers stood

immovable between oneself and happiness, however genuine the feeling that beat

against them.

“I do not believe your assessment is entirely accurate,” Sophia said carefully. “Lord

Camden has ever struck me as a man who values substance over station. His

friendship with Lord Aldeburgh demonstrates loyalty beyond conventional

considerations.”

“Friendship between gentlemen bears little resemblance to connection between a man

and woman of different stations,” Abigail replied gently.



“Perhaps. But Lord Camden does not strike me as one who will care much for

society,” she said gently.

Hope flickered briefly across Abigail’s tear-stained face before practicality reasserted

itself. “Even were that true—which I dinae believe it could ever be… what future

could exist for a lady’s maid and a nobleman? His family would never allow it.”

The question echoed Sophia’s own midnight thoughts regarding Alexander with

uncomfortable precision. What future indeed for any attachment that violated

society’s carefully ordered hierarchies?

“I cannot offer certainty regarding Lord Camden’s intentions,” Sophia said finally.

“But this I promise without reservation: whatever influence I might possess, whatever

assistance I might provide to ease your way toward happiness, I shall give freely. You

deserve joy, Abigail, regardless of the station circumstances have assigned you.”

Abigail looked up, raw hope warring with ingrained doubt. “Ye truly believe such a

thing possible? That barriers of birth and fortune might be overcome?”

“I believe genuine feeling creates possibility where none existed before,” Sophia

answered, thinking of Alexander’s hands forming their private language of gesture,

the sincerity in his gaze, the warmth of his touch.

The two women shared a loaded look before Abigail glanced through the window,

down at Jenkins, who stood ready next to the carriage and looked up with a deep

frown.

“Jenkins says the carriage awaits below. Shall I tell him we’re ready to depart?”

Sophia nodded, though the thought of leaving Balfour Abbey—of leaving him—sent

fresh agony through her breast. “Yes. Best have done with it quickly.”



The entrance hall stood empty save for a single footman positioned by the great oak

doors. Lady Aldeburgh had not deigned to offer a farewell, which surprised Sophia

not at all. The dowager had made her position abundantly clear; formal leave-taking

would simply provide additional opportunity for uncomfortable confrontation.

“Your trunks have been loaded, Lady Sinclair,” the footman informed her. Sophia

nodded and moved toward the carriage, when a slight movement caught her eye. Her

heart jumped when she recognized Alexander. He moved swiftly towards her, his

eyes searching hers.

“You cannot—” he began, the words emerging hoarse and halting from lips unused to

forming speech. “You cannot leave.”

The sound of his voice struck Sophia with physical force. That he would break his

silence, would push beyond limitation to speak aloud, conveyed urgency beyond

mere reluctance to see her depart.

“My lord,” she said carefully, acutely aware of Abigail’s presence and the

coachman’s poorly concealed curiosity. “Your mother has made arrangements.

Everything is ready...”

“I love you.”

“Alexander,” she whispered, his given name slipping unbidden from her lips. “I—”

He seized her hand, pressing folded paper into her palm with an urgent gesture. She

glanced down, unfolding it with trembling fingers to reveal the hastily written

message: Tell no one I can speak. Not yet. I will come for you. Wait for me. Trust

me.

Tears blurred her vision as she read, understanding dawning with bittersweet clarity.



He had broken the bonds of silence specifically for her, had pushed beyond limitation

to declare himself plainly rather than through written word or gesture.

Yet practical obstacles remained insurmountable—Lady Aldeburgh’s opposition,

Alexander’s responsibilities as Earl, her own precarious circumstances with Silas

Fletcher’s threat hanging over her like an executioner’s blade.

With shaking hands, she withdrew a pencil from her reticule, writing beneath his

message with swift, decisive strokes:

We were not meant to be. Your mother speaks the truth regarding my unsuitability.

Find happiness with someone worthy of the Balfour name. Forget me.

The words, so contrary to her heart’s deepest desire, felt like betrayal even as she

wrote them. Yet they represented kindness rather than cruelty—freeing him from the

obligation his honor would demand once aware of her true circumstances with

Shropshire.

She pressed the note into his hand, forcing composure she did not feel as she stepped

toward the carriage. “Goodbye, Lord Aldeburgh,” she said quietly, formal address

reinstated as a shield against emotion. “I shall always remember your kindness with

deepest gratitude.”

His expression—confusion giving way to dawning comprehension, then hardening to

determination—haunted her as the carriage pulled away from Balfour Abbey. She did

not allow herself a final glance back, though the temptation clawed at her resolve

with talons of regret.

“He loves you,” Abigail said softly when the Abbey had disappeared around a bend

in the road. “Truly loves you, milady. I have never heard him speak aloud before this

day.” “His feelings honor me beyond deserving,” Sophia replied, staring resolutely



forward as countryside rolled past the carriage windows. “Yet they change nothing

regarding our respective positions. He remains Earl of Aldeburgh; bound by

obligations I would not ask him to forsake. I remain an impoverished widow with a

creditor whose threats grow increasingly dangerous.”

“But surely his lordship could—”

“Could what?” Sophia interrupted with uncharacteristic sharpness. “Defy his mother?

Disregard his family’s centuries of careful connection? Risk scandal that might

forever damage the Balfour name? And all for what? For a woman without fortune,

without connection, without means to contribute anything beyond affection to such a

union?”

Abigail fell silent, recognizing the futility of argument against such determined

opposition. They travelled in uncomfortable quietude, each lost in private thoughts of

men whose stations placed them beyond reach despite evident affection.

The carriage rounded a sharp bend some ten miles from Balfour Abbey, wheels

striking a pothole with jolting force that momentarily lifted them from their seats.

Before either could comment on the rough road, a thunderous crash shook the entire

conveyance, followed by a sickening lurch as the carriage tilted sharply leftward.

“Oh, good heavens!” Abigail cried, clutching at the strap beside her seat. “What’s

happened?”

The carriage came to a juddering halt, tilted at such a precarious angle that both

women slid toward the door. From above came the coachman’s voice, cursing

fluently before calling down: “Wheel’s broken, ladies! You’ll need to step down

while I examine the damage.”

“Quickly,” Sophia urged, helping Abigail toward the door on the higher side. “Before



it shifts further.”

They managed to clamber out, finding themselves upon a deserted country lane

bordered by thick woods.

“Axle’s snapped clean through,” he announced. “No mending this without proper

tools and spare parts. You’ll need to wait while I walk back to that village we passed

some miles back.”

“Walk back?” Sophia repeated, apprehension prickling along her spine. “Surely that

would require several hours.”

“Can’t be helped, milady,” the coachman replied with a shrug that struck her as oddly

unconcerned given their predicament. “Unless you fancy spending the night in the

broken carriage, I’ll need to fetch help.”

Before Sophia could respond, rustling from nearby woods drew her attention. Three

men emerged from dense undergrowth.

“No need for such a journey, Peterson,” called the foremost of these newcomers,

addressing the coachman with a familiar ease that confirmed Sophia’s growing

suspicion. “We’ve come to offer assistance to the ladies.”

“Right on time,” the coachman replied, abandoning all pretense of genuine mishap.

“Though breaking the wheel for real seems excessive. Could’ve just claimed

mechanical trouble.”

“His lordship insisted on authenticity,” the man replied with an unpleasant laugh.

“Now then, ladies, if you’ll just come quietly—”

“Abigail, run!” Sophia commanded, shoving her maid toward the open field opposite



the woods. “Get help! Go!”

The girl hesitated only momentarily before gathering her skirts and sprinting with

unexpected speed. Two of the ruffians moved to pursue but halted at a sharp

command from a new voice… one that sent ice through Sophia’s veins.

“Let her go. She’s of no consequence.”

Silas Fletcher emerged from the woods; his tall figure immaculate in riding clothes

that contrasted sharply with his companions’ rough attire. He approached slowly,

stopping before Sophia with a mocking bow.

“Lady Sinclair,” he greeted snidely. “How fortunate we should encounter each other

on this lonely road. Almost as though Providence herself arranged our meeting.”

“There is nothing providential about deliberate ambush, Lord Shropshire,” Sophia

replied, fear transmuting to anger that lent steadiness to her voice. “Nor anything

honorable in attacking defenseless women on a public highway.”

“Always the proud little widow, aren’t you?” he sneered, grasping her arm with

painful force. “Even now, when circumstances have rendered such pride absurd.” His

fingers dug into her flesh through her traveling dress. “Your journey continues with

me, madam. The banns have been posted at St. Michael’s, and the vicar awaits our

arrival with suitable witnesses.”

Horror bloomed as his meaning became clear. “You cannot possibly imagine I would

marry you!”

“I imagine you have little choice,” Shropshire replied with chilling calm. “Two

thousand pounds of debt against your name, no protector since abandoning Balfour

Abbey, and reputation already compromised beyond repair. The alternative to



accepting my generous offer involves debtors’ prison, where I assure you, conditions

prove considerably less pleasant than life as Countess of Shropshire.”

“I would prefer prison a thousand times over to marriage with a man who would

force such a choice,” Sophia hissed, struggling against his grip without success.

Shropshire’s expression darkened, pretense of civility falling away to reveal uglier

truth beneath. “Your preference matters not at all, Lady Sinclair. The choice was

merely courtesy extended beyond requirement. You will marry me today.”

He nodded to his men, who moved forward with practiced coordination that

suggested this was not their first such enterprise. Two seized Sophia’s arms while the

third produced rope from his jacket.

“Bind her hands,” Shropshire instructed carelessly. “And gag her if necessary. I’ll not

have hysterics disturbing our journey to the church.”

As rough hands forced her wrists together, Sophia caught a glimpse of movement

from the corner of her eye—Abigail had not fled as far as it appeared but crouched

behind a hedgerow with a knitting needle clutched in a white-knuckled grip.

Before Sophia could make sense of anything happening, Abigail lunged forward with

surprising quickness, driving her needle into the thigh of the man binding Sophia’s

wrists. He released her with a howl of pain, giving Abigail the opportunity to grab

Sophia’s arm.

“Run, milady!” she cried, pulling Sophia toward the open field. Silas Fletcher’s

enraged shout followed them: “After her, you fools! A hundred guineas to whoever

brings her back!”

“We must separate,” Sophia gasped as the women crested a small rise. “You toward



the village—I’ll draw them after me.”

“I’ll not leave you!” Abigail protested fiercely.

“You must get help!” Sophia insisted. “Find Lord Camden—tell him what’s

happened. Now go!”

With the final squeeze of Sophia’s hand, Abigail veered sharply leftward while

Sophia continued straight ahead. The strategy worked—most of the pursuers

followed Sophia, only one breaking off toward Abigail. The maid’s agility, honed

from years of domestic service, gave her an advantage over her pursuer that Sophia

prayed would prove sufficient.

As for her own chances—those diminished with each passing moment as

Shropshire’s men gained ground behind her. Yet even as hope dwindled, Sophia ran.

If Alexander came for her as promised, he had to find something worth saving.
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Alexander sat silently, his eyes fixed to the spot where he had arranged dozens of

sketches and paintings—a chronicle of the past weeks with Sophia. Each piece

represented a moment of connection, of understanding beyond words. Art had

become their language when speech failed him, and now these creations must speak

for him once more.

His mother was due any moment. Alexander straightened his cravat and adjusted his

jacket, though his appearance mattered little compared to the task before him. His

heart hammered against his ribs as he heard the click of his mother’s heels upon the

marble floor of the corridor.

Lady Aldeburgh entered with the rigid posture that had become her hallmark since

his father’s death—back straight as a cavalry officer’s.

“You wished to see me, Alexander?” Her gaze swept the room, taking in the unusual

arrangement of artwork with a narrowing of her eyes. “What is the meaning of this...

display?”

Alexander gestured toward the nearest chair, inviting her to sit. When she had

arranged herself with characteristic precision, he handed her a carefully prepared

note:

I wish to show you something of importance. Please observe with an open mind. I

owe you nothing, I know that. But as you are my mother, and despite hardships, I

care for you. I do not need you to understand, though I want you to.

Lady Aldeburgh’s mouth tightened at the implied command, but she inclined her



head in reluctant acquiescence. “Very well.”

Alexander began his silent presentation, moving methodically from one image to the

next. He had arranged them chronologically, beginning with Sophia’s early sketches

of him, formal and technically accomplished, progressing through their garden

sessions to the more intimate, emotionally resonant pieces they had created together.

His mother’s expression remained impassive as he pointed out specific details—the

gradual relaxation in his posture from one portrait to the next, the increasing

confidence in his own artistic attempts, the subtle transformation from rigid formality

to genuine connection captured in lines and shadows.

When he reached the coastal landscapes they had painted side by side, Lady

Aldeburgh leaned forward slightly, something in the paired works catching her

attention. Alexander had placed his rendering beside Sophia’s—the same view

captured from slightly different perspectives, yet harmonizing in a way that spoke of

deep understanding between the artists.

“You created this?” she asked, surprising him with the genuine curiosity in her tone.

Alexander nodded, pointing to his signature in the corner.

“You possess more talent than I realized,” she admitted, studying the work with

greater attention than she had shown to anything of his in months. “The technique is

unpolished, certainly, but there is something... affecting in your interpretation.”

He turned to the table where he had saved the most revealing works for

last—Sophia’s sketches of him smiling, laughing silently, his eyes alight with an

animation that had been absent since Spain. Besides these, he had placed his own

drawings of Sophia—her concentration as she worked, her gentle smile when

something pleased her, the particular tilt of her head when she listened with genuine



interest.

Lady Aldeburgh’s breath caught as she recognized what lay before her—evidence of

attachment that suggested far more than mere artistic collaboration.

“This is why you summoned me?” Her eyes were once again cold. “To make a case

for your inappropriate fascination with Lady Sinclair?”

Alexander seized his notebook, writing with swift, forceful strokes:

She has brought me back to life. Before her arrival, I existed merely as the shadow of

my former self. Through her understanding and patience, I have rediscovered

purpose, courage, even joy. This is not mere fascination, Mother. This is

transformation.

Lady Aldeburgh read his words; her lips pressed into a thin white line. “You speak of

transformation as though it could alter the fundamental realities of your position. You

are Earl of Aldeburgh, heir to eight centuries of noble lineage. She is a widow of

compromised circumstances, forced into employment by her husband’s reckless

behavior.”

Alexander’s jaw tightened at this dismissal. He wrote again, underlining key phrases

with such force that the pencil nearly tore through the paper:

My position grants privilege and responsibility, not immunity from human feeling. If

the Balfour name has meaning beyond mere title, surely it includes the capacity for

recognizing genuine worth regardless of circumstance. Sophia possesses more true

nobility in her character than many born to a higher rank.

“Pretty sentiments,” Lady Aldeburgh replied, though her eyes had softened almost

imperceptibly. “But they do not address practical considerations. What of children,



Alexander? What of the bloodline that has endured since William’s time? The

Balfour name must continue.”

The implied insult—that Sophia’s blood was somehow insufficient to carry forward

their lineage—drove Alexander to his feet. He paced the length of the library,

struggling to master the anger that threatened to overwhelm his carefully planned

approach.

When he returned to his mother, he chose a different tactic. Rather than continuing

their written debate, he selected a particular sketch from among the collection—one

showing Sophia seated in the music room, her fingers hovering above the covered

keyboard of the pianoforte, her expression caught between longing and hesitation.

Lady Aldeburgh stared at the image for a long moment. “She plays?” she asked

finally.

Alexander shook his head, then pointed to the covered keyboard before gesturing

toward his own ears. Understanding dawned in his mother’s face.

“She refrained out of consideration for your condition,” she said slowly. “Even

though she might have enjoyed the instrument herself.”

He nodded, then selected another drawing—this one showing Sophia explaining

something to him, her hands forming the particular gestures they had developed

between them, her expression patient and engaged rather than pitying or frustrated.

“She created a language with you,” Lady Aldeburgh observed, genuine surprise

coloring her voice. “A means of communication beyond these constant notes and

written exchanges.”

Alexander wrote again, his script more measured now that he sensed a crack in his



mother’s resistance:

She did not see a broken man requiring repair, but a whole person needing only

understanding and patience. While others spoke around me or about me, she spoke to

me—directly, honestly, without condescension. Through her, I have begun to find the

voice I thought forever lost.

His mother’s gaze lingered on his final sentence. “Your voice,” she repeated

thoughtfully. “You speak metaphorically, of course.”

Alexander considered her for a long moment, weighing his decision carefully. The

time for half-measures had passed. Drawing a deep breath, he squared his shoulders

and formed words that had remained largely unspoken since Spain.

“Not... metaphor,” he said, each syllable emerging with deliberate effort, his voice

raspy from disuse yet audible in the library’s stillness. “I can... speak... Mother.”

Lady Aldeburgh’s composure—maintained through war, widowhood, and her son’s

devastating injuries—shattered completely. She stared at him as though witnessing

resurrection itself, one trembling hand rising to cover her mouth. She dropped her

hand and looked her son in the eye.

“Alexander,” she whispered, using his given name rather than his title for the first

time in months. “How long have you been able...?”

“Words... come with... difficulty,” he replied, forming each sound with careful

precision. “Began practicing... after Sophia arrived. She gave me... courage to try.

For… her.”

Tears gathered in Lady Aldeburgh’s eyes—a sight so unprecedented that Alexander

momentarily forgot the argument that had precipitated this revelation. He had not



seen his mother weep since the news of his father’s death had arrived from Spain.

“And I sent her away,” she said, tears forming in her eyes “The woman who

accomplished what physicians and family could not.”

Alexander knelt beside his mother’s chair, taking her hands in his—another breach in

the formal distance that had grown between them. “Not... too late,” he said with quiet

determination. “She returns... to a cottage near... village. We can find her.”

Lady Aldeburgh drew a shuddering breath, visibly struggling to reassemble her

customary composure. “You truly love her,” she said, a statement rather than a

question.

“With all... my heart,” Alexander confirmed, the declaration emerging stronger and

clearer than his previous speech.

His mother’s hands tightened around his, her eyes searching his face with an intensity

that reminded him of the woman she had been before grief and disappointment had

hardened her into the Dowager’s rigid facade.

“I believed I was protecting you,” she said finally. “From those who might take

advantage of your condition, from potential heartbreak, from decisions you might

later regret.” She hesitated, then added with evident difficulty: “I see now my

protection became its own form of imprisonment.”

Alexander nodded, acknowledging the truth in her assessment without harboring

resentment. Her methods had been misguided, but her intentions had stemmed from

genuine, if misapplied, concern.

“Forgive me... Mother,” he said softly.



Lady Aldeburgh shook her head, a single tear escaping to trace a silvery path down

her cheek. “It is I who should seek your forgiveness, Alexander. I have allowed my

fear for you to overshadow my faith in you.” She straightened, something of her

former strength returning to her bearing. “What would you have me do now?”

Before Alexander could respond, urgent knocking interrupted their reconciliation.

The library door burst open to reveal Gregory Camden, his usually immaculate

appearance in disarray, his expression grave with concern.

“Alexander,” he began, then stopped abruptly, registering Lady Aldeburgh’s presence

with visible surprise. “Your pardon, Lady Aldeburgh, but a matter of extreme

urgency has arisen.”

“Speak plainly, Lord Camden,” she replied with unexpected warmth. “It seems this is

a day for breaking with convention.”

Gregory hesitated only briefly before continuing: “Miss McLeod has arrived in a state

of considerable distress. I believe her news concerns Lady Sinclair’s safety.”

Cold dread seized Alexander’s heart. “Bring her,” he ordered, the imperative

emerging with startling clarity despite his impairment.

Lady Aldeburgh’s eyebrows rose at her son’s speech, but she offered no comment as

Gregory departed to fetch Abigail.

The lady’s maid who entered moments later bore little resemblance to the composed

young woman who had attended Sophia throughout her stay at Balfour Abbey. Her

dress was torn at the hem and sleeve, her face streaked with dirt and tears, her

breathing ragged as though she had run a considerable distance.

“My lord,” she gasped, dropping a hasty curtsy. “Forgive my appearance, but Lady



Sinclair—” She broke off, her shoulders shaking with a sob.

“Slowly, Miss McLeod,” Lady Aldeburgh said with unexpected gentleness, guiding

the distraught girl to a chair. “Gather your thoughts and tell us what has happened.”

Abigail drew a breath, her hands twisting in her muddied apron. “We were traveling

toward the village when our carriage wheel broke—deliberately sabotaged, we later

realized. Men emerged from the woods, led by Lord Shropshire himself.” Her eyes

darkened with anger. “He claimed Lady Sinclair’s debt gave him the right to force

her into marriage. The banns have already been posted at St. Michael’s Church.

“Forced marriage,” Lady Aldeburgh repeated, the color draining from her face. “Such

practices belong to another century entirely.”

“How did you escape?” Gregory asked, his hand resting protectively on Abigail’s

shoulder.

“Lady Sinclair told me to run for help while she led them in another direction,”

Abigail replied, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. “I managed to evade the man

they sent after me, but she—my poor lady—”

For Alexander, this was enough. He strode to the bellpull, yanking it with such force

that the cord nearly separated from its mounting.

“Horses,” he commanded when Jenkins appeared with unusual swiftness. “Four…

immediately.” Words were coming out faster now. “And send word… Constable

Hayward… meet at St. Michael’s… whatever men he can gather.”

“At once, my lord,” Jenkins replied, his usual impassivity giving way to evident

concern.



“I’m coming with you,” Lady Aldeburgh announced, rising with newfound energy

that belied her years. Alexander stared at his mother in surprise as she continued.

“Shropshire may disregard the protests of a woman alone, but he will think twice

before defying the Dowager Countess of Aldeburgh in defense of her future daughter-

in-law.”

Alexander’s reaction to his mother’s declaration must have shown plainly on his face,

for she added with the ghost of a smile: “You have made your feelings abundantly

clear, Alexander. If Lady Sinclair has indeed captured your heart, then the Balfour

name and influence stand ready to protect her.”

Gregory had already helped Abigail to her feet. “The church lies some ten miles

south,” he reported. “If we ride hard, we might reach it within the hour.”

“Then we waste precious minutes in discussion,” Lady Aldeburgh declared, already

moving toward the door with purpose that transformed her usual rigid posture into

something formidable. “Shropshire shall soon discover the consequence of

threatening those under Balfour protection.”

As servants scrambled to prepare horses and Lady Aldeburgh issued rapid

instructions regarding matters Alexander had not even considered, he found himself

watching his mother with newfound appreciation. The steel that had made her such a

formidable opponent now aligned with his own purposes, converting a former

adversary into a powerful ally with breathtaking swiftness.

“Your mother... impressive,” Gregory as they strode toward the stables.

“Always was,” Alexander replied, surprised by how easily speech came when

urgency overrode self-consciousness. “Merely aimed... in the wrong direction.”

They mounted swiftly, Lady Aldeburgh installed in the light carriage Jenkins had



somehow produced and readied within minutes, with Abigail beside her to guide

them to the location of Sophia’s capture.

As they thundered down the drive, Balfour Abbey’s ancient stones gleaming gold in

afternoon sunlight, Alexander found himself praying as he had not since the

battlefield—desperate, wordless pleas for Sophia’s safety and the strength to rescue

her from Shropshire’s clutches.
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St. Michael’s Church stood upon a gentle rise; its medieval tower visible for miles

across the surrounding countryside. Under different circumstances, Alexander might

have appreciated its picturesque setting among ancient yew trees, or the fine Norman

architecture that had survived centuries of religious upheaval.

Today, he saw only the building that housed Sophia’s would-be prison, his attention

fixed solely on reaching her before vows could be spoken.

“There!” Abigail called, pointing toward a cluster of vehicles before the church door.

“That’s our carriage—see the broken wheel? And that black stallion must be Lord

Shropshire’s.”

Lady Aldeburgh leaned forward, studying the scene with narrowed eyes. “Only two

men standing guard,” she observed. “Shropshire must be confident in his scheme’s

success.”

“Overconfident,” Gregory corrected grimly, his usual good humor entirely absent. “A

fortunate weakness in our enemy.”

They approached with deliberate noise, abandoning any pretense of surprise in favor

of an authoritative arrival that might forestall the ceremony within. The

guards—rough-looking men clearly hired for brawn rather than

breeding—straightened at their approach, hands moving instinctively toward

weapons concealed beneath coarse jackets.

“Stand aside,” Lady Aldeburgh commanded, her voice carrying the absolute certainty

of one accustomed to immediate obedience. “I am Lady Aldeburgh Balfour, Dowager



Countess of Aldeburgh, and I will enter this church.”

The guards exchanged uncertain glances, clearly unprepared for aristocratic

intervention in their employer’s scheme.

“Begging your pardon, m’lady,” the taller of the two began, “but we have strict

orders—”

“Your orders,” Alexander interrupted, dismounting with swift grace that belied his

years of silence, “mean nothing... against mine. I am Earl... of Aldeburgh, and I am

telling you… to let us in.”

The guards’ eyes widened at his speech, more impressed by this evidence of noble

authority than by the mere trappings of rank. Their hesitation provided opening

enough for Gregory to position himself strategically beside the church door, ready to

force entry should diplomacy fail.

“You serve criminal endeavor,” Lady Aldeburgh continued, descending from the

carriage with Abigail’s assistance. “Abduction and forced marriage carry severe

penalties. Step aside now, and you may yet avoid dire consequences.”

Whether persuaded by her argument or simply overwhelmed by the combined

authority of dowager countess and earl, the guards retreated from the doorway with

muttered apologies. Alexander did not wait to acknowledge their surrender, pushing

past with single-minded determination to reach Sophia.

The scene within the church struck him with the force of a physical blow. The interior

lay dim after bright sunshine outside, but he could clearly discern Sophia struggling

at the altar rail, her wrists bound before her as Shropshire gripped her arm with

bruising force. A visibly uncomfortable clergyman stood before them, prayer book in

trembling hands, while several rough men blocked potential escape routes.



Sophia’s traveling dress was torn at the shoulder, her hair fallen from its careful

arrangement, yet even in disarray, she maintained the dignity that had first drawn him

to her—head high despite her circumstances, eyes flashing with defiance rather than

surrender.

“Stop!” Alexander shouted, the word ringing through ancient stone arches with

unexpected power. “Release her!”

Every head turned toward the interruption, expressions ranging from relief to alarm to

outright hostility. Shropshire recovered first, his deceptively handsome features

contorting with rage at the interference.

“Aldeburgh,” he growled, tightening his grip on Sophia’s arm. “This matter does not

concern you. Lady Sinclair and I are concluding private business.”

“Private business!” Gregory echoed incredulously from just behind Alexander. “Is

that what you call abduction and forced marriage these days, Shropshire?”

Sophia’s gaze locked with Alexander’s across the church, relief and fear mingling in

her expression. “Alexander,” she breathed, the single word containing volumes of

emotion.

Shropshire yanked her closer, his smile cruel as he addressed Alexander. “How

touching. The mute earl finds his voice for a penniless widow. Unfortunately, your

interference comes too late. The lady has debts that can only be satisfied through this

union.”

“You speak!” The vicar exclaimed, staring at Alexander with astonishment that

momentarily overrode his discomfort with the unfolding scene.

“I do,” Alexander confirmed, advancing slowly down the aisle. “And I demand... this



ceremony cease... immediately.”

Lady Aldeburgh had entered behind them, her regal bearing commanding attention

despite the unusual circumstances. “Vicar Pemberton,” she addressed the clergyman

directly, “I trust you have verified that these banns were posted with the lady’s

consent? And that you have examined the marriage license for proper signatures?”

The clergyman blanched, his gaze darting between Shropshire and the imposing

dowager. “Well, that is to say... Lord Shropshire assured me all was in order...”

“It is indeed,” Shropshire insisted, producing a folded document from his coat with

his free hand. “The lady’s signature, properly witnessed.”

“Forgery!” Sophia exclaimed, renewing her struggles against his grip. “I signed

nothing! This entire scheme is built upon coercion and deceit!”

“Obviously fraudulent, my dear Vicar, as the Lady’s hands are tied.” Lady

Aldeburgh’s voice rang out.

Abigail pushed forward, rushing to Sophia’s side despite the threatening movements

of Shropshire’s hired men. “My lady! Are you hurt?”

The momentary distraction provided the opportunity Alexander had awaited. As

Shropshire’s attention was divided between the maid and the advancing Balfours, his

grip on Sophia slackened fractionally. Alexander lunged forward, seizing the man’s

wrist with crushing force that compelled him to release Sophia’s arm.

“Unhand her,” he growled, each word emerging with perfect clarity despite his

damaged voice.

Sophia stumbled backward, immediately caught and steadied by Abigail. Gregory



moved forward to flank Alexander, creating a protective barrier between the women

and Shropshire’s hired ruffians.

“You dare interfere?” Shropshire hissed, his face reddening, as he squared off against

Alexander. “The woman owes me two thousand pounds from her worthless

husband’s gaming debts. I merely offer an honorable resolution to her financial

difficulties.”

“Nothing honorable... in forced marriage,” Alexander countered, positioning himself

more directly between Shropshire and Sophia. “Nothing noble... in preying upon a

defenseless widow.”

Lady Aldeburgh had approached the altar rail, her attention fixed on the vicar rather

than the confrontation between the men. “Vicar Pemberton, I suggest you depart

immediately,” she advised, her tone making clear this was a command rather than a

suggestion.

“The Bishop of Exeter will hear of this unfortunate lapse in judgment regarding

irregular marriage proceedings, but your prompt withdrawal now may mitigate the

consequences.”

The clergyman needed no further encouragement, gathering his prayer book and

edging toward the vestry door with mortified expression. Shropshire’s men, seeing

their employer increasingly outnumbered, began a similar strategic retreat toward the

main entrance.

“Cowards!” Shropshire shouted after them, his composure cracking as his scheme

unraveled. He turned back to Alexander with naked hatred. “The debt remains legally

binding, Aldeburgh. Will you pay it? Two thousand pounds for damaged goods?”

The crude reference to Sophia drove reason from Alexander’s mind. With speed born



of battlefield training, he struck Shropshire squarely in the jaw, the impact sending

the taller man staggering backward against the altar rail.

“Alexander!” Lady Aldeburgh exclaimed, though her tone held more surprise than

censure.

Shropshire recovered quickly, launching himself at Alexander with a roar of outrage.

They collided with bone-jarring force, grappling in most ungentlemanly fashion as

they crashed to the stone floor before the altar steps. Years of military training gave

Alexander an advantage despite his opponent’s greater bulk, allowing him to block

most of Shropshire’s wild blows while landing several strikes of his own.

Around them, the church erupted into confused action. Gregory engaged the

coachman who had participated in Sophia’s abduction, while Lady Aldeburgh

shepherded Sophia and Abigail toward the relative safety of a side chapel. The

remaining hired men, evidently deciding their pay insufficient for such complications,

fled through the main doors without further encouragement.

“I’ll ruin you,” Shropshire gasped as Alexander pinned him against the stone floor.

“Society will hear how the Earl of Aldeburgh brawls in churches over a widowed

artist.”

“Society will hear,” Alexander countered, his grip unyielding despite his opponent’s

struggles, “how Silas Fletcher... abducted a gentlewoman... for forced marriage. How

he forged documents... threatened violence.” He leaned closer, voice lowering to

dangerous intensity. “How The Earl of Aldeburgh... and The Dowager Countess...

witnessed his crimes firsthand.”

Fear flickered across Shropshire’s face as the precariousness of his position became

apparent. His gaze darted toward the door where Gregory had subdued the coachman,

then to Lady Aldeburgh’s implacable countenance as she comforted the visibly



shaken Sophia.

“The debt exists,” he insisted, though with notably less conviction. “Legally binding.

Signed by her husband.”

“A matter for solicitors,” Alexander replied, his speech growing smoother with each

exchange. “Though not the abduction and forced marriage.” He released Shropshire’s

collar, rising to his feet with deliberate dignity that contrasted sharply with their

recent grappling. “Leave now. Never approach Lady Sinclair again. Or face

consequences beyond mere social ruin.”

Shropshire staggered upright, blood trickling from his split lip, his immaculate attire

now stained and torn from their struggle. His expression shifted from rage to cold

calculation as he assessed the altered balance of power.

“This isn’t finished, Aldeburgh,” he snarled, straightening his coat with what dignity

he could muster.

“Lady Sinclair’s debt will be addressed,” Lady Aldeburgh interjected, her voice

carrying effortlessly across the church interior. “Through proper channels, with

appropriate verification. Now remove yourself from consecrated ground before I

summon the magistrate to witness your disgrace firsthand.”

Defeated but unrepentant, Shropshire stalked toward the door, pausing only to deliver

the final threat: “She’ll never be accepted in society, Aldeburgh. A widow who

worked for her bread, with gambling debts and scandal attached to her name.

Remember that when your noble friends whisper behind their fans.”

“They will whisper,” Alexander replied steadily, “about Countess of Aldeburgh...

regardless of her origins. Such is the nature... of society gossip.” He suddenly smiled.

Warm and spontaneously. “Thankfully, I no longer have to hear it.”



The declaration—its humor and double meaning unmistakable to all

present—brought an audible gasp from Sophia and a chuckle to Lady Aldeburgh.

Shropshire’s face darkened further, but he offered no retort, instead slamming

through the church door with force that set ancient hinges groaning in protest.

Only the coachman remained, held firmly by Gregory, though no longer struggling

against his captivity. The man’s weathered face displayed misery rather than malice

as he addressed Alexander.

“My lord, I had no choice,” he pleaded, the words forming clearly on his lips. “My

children are sick—the younger with lung fever that required expensive medicines.

His lordship offered fifty pounds for my cooperation.”

Alexander studied him for a long moment, recognizing desperation that drove men to

actions they would otherwise condemn. “Go,” he said finally. “Never serve him

again. If your children need care, apply to the Balfour Abbey steward. We employ

physicians for tenant families.”

Relief transformed the man’s countenance. “Thank you, my lord. May God bless you

for your mercy.” He departed swiftly, clearly sensing the wisdom in prompt

withdrawal.

With external threats removed, Alexander turned at last to Sophia, who had remained

within the shelter of Lady Aldeburgh’s surprisingly protective presence. She stood

trembling slightly, the ordeal’s toll evident in her pallor and the shadows beneath her

eyes, yet her posture retained the quiet dignity that had drawn him from the

beginning.

“Sophia,” he said, her name emerging with perfect clarity despite his damaged voice.

“Are you hurt?”



“Only my pride,” she answered softly, attempting a smile that faltered before it fully

formed. “Though I confess to bruised wrists and considerable fright.”

He crossed to her in three swift strides, taking her hands gently between his own. The

rope burns encircling her delicate wrists kindled fresh anger, but he mastered the

emotion, focusing instead on the miracle of her safety.

“Forgive me,” he murmured, voice dropping to an intimate register meant for her

alone. “I... should have protected you.”

“There is nothing to forgive,” Sophia insisted, her green eyes meeting his with

unwavering directness. “You came when I needed you.”

“I always will,” he promised simply.

Lady Aldeburgh cleared her throat discreetly, reminding them of her presence.

“Perhaps,” she suggested with a strange, almost gentleness, “declarations might

continue in more suitable surroundings? Lady Sinclair has endured a considerable

ordeal.”

Though he spoke to his mother, Alexander kept his eyes trained on Sophia. “Of

course,” he agreed. “Balfour Abbey?”

She hesitated, glancing between mother and son. “Would that be appropriate? Lady

Aldeburgh had specific reasons for requesting my departure.”

“Lady Aldeburgh,” the dowager interjected with a faint smile, “has reconsidered her

position regarding certain matters. The Abbey’s hospitality extends to you for as long

as you wish, Lady Sinclair.”

Sophia’s eyes widened at this unexpected reversal, but before she could respond,



Alexander spoke again:

“I love you,” he said simply. “As I have never loved before.”

“And I love you,” she whispered, “though I feared to admit it even to myself,

knowing the impossibility of—”

He silenced her doubts with a gentle kiss, propriety briefly forgotten in the

overwhelming relief of reunion. When they parted, Alexander was vaguely aware of

Gregory’s pleased expression, Abigail’s tearful smile, and his mother’s surprising

lack of objection to such a public display.

“No impossibilities,” he assured her, his thumb gently tracing the curve of her cheek.

“Not anymore.”

As they departed the church—Lady Aldeburgh and Abigail restored to the carriage,

Gregory mounted upon his horse, Sophia riding pillion behind Alexander—the

afternoon sunlight transformed St. Michael’s from the site of attempted crime to an

unexpectedly appropriate beginning of their future together.

“We shall return here,” Alexander murmured as they passed beneath the ancient gate,

“under happier circumstances.”

Sophia’s arms tightened around his waist, her cheek resting against his shoulder in a

gesture of trust that affected him more deeply than elaborate declarations might have

done.

“I shall hold you to that promise, my lord,” she replied softly, her words carrying to

him alone.

As they rode toward Balfour Abbey—toward home—Alexander found himself



offering silent gratitude for the woman whose arrival had transformed his silence into

speech, his isolation into connection, his existence into life worth living in all its

complicated fullness.
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The late summer air carried the scent of roses through the open windows of Balfour

Abbey’s grand salon. Candles flickered in silver sconces, casting golden light over

the assembled company while conversation flowed as freely as the excellent wine. At

the center of it all stood the Earl and Countess of Aldeburgh, their matched

expressions of contentment worth more than any portrait that could capture them.

“Lady Aldeburgh, your gathering surpasses even Lady Holland’s celebrated

evenings,” declared Sir Thomas Lawrence, the renowned portrait painter whose

friendship with Sophia had blossomed since her marriage three months prior. “Rarely

have I encountered such stimulating discourse outside London’s hallowed circles.”

Sophia smiled, the simple gold band on her finger catching the candlelight as she

gestured toward her husband. “The credit belongs to Lord Aldeburgh. He has a

remarkable talent for bringing together minds that might otherwise never connect.”

“Merely following... my wife’s example,” Alexander replied, his speech having

gained fluency though still delivered with deliberate care. His hand found hers with

the easy familiarity of true partners. “She taught me... the value of unexpected

connections.”

Their glance held such private meaning that several guests exchanged knowing

smiles. The transformation of the reclusive earl had become the season’s most

romantic tale, whispered in drawing rooms throughout Devon with varying degrees of

accuracy.

Lady Aldeburgh approached, her rigid posture softened by the passing months, her

mourning black replaced by deep purple that signaled her gradual return to society.



“Mrs. Covington wishes to discuss the proposed exhibition of local artists,” she

informed them. “Her enthusiasm exceeds her knowledge, but her patronage would

prove valuable.”

“We shall rescue her from conceptual confusion,” Sophia promised, squeezing her

mother-in-law’s hand affectionately.

“Before you do,” Gregory Camden interjected, drawing their small circle closer with

conspiratorial air, “I’ve news that may interest you. Lord Shropshire has been

committed to debtor’s prison.”

Sophia’s eyes widened. “Truly?”

“Indeed. It seems our distinguished war hero overextended himself at the gaming

tables while drowning his wounded pride in French brandy. His creditors proved

considerably less patient than you were expected to be.”

“Poetic justice,” Lady Aldeburgh observed with satisfaction that bordered on

impropriety. “Though one should not take pleasure in another’s downfall.”

“Of course not,” Gregory agreed solemnly, though his eyes danced with barely

suppressed mirth. “Mere observation of natural consequences, nothing more.”

Alexander’s arm slipped around Sophia’s waist, a subtle gesture of comfort for the

woman who had nearly been forced into marriage with the now-imprisoned

nobleman. “Justice... finds its path... eventually,” he murmured.

A commotion near the entranceway drew their attention as Jenkins announced

another arrival. Abigail McLeod entered, her simple gown of Scottish wool

transformed into something approaching elegance through clever design that Sophia

immediately recognized as her former lady’s maid’s handiwork.



“Miss McLeod,” Sophia exclaimed, moving forward to embrace the younger woman

with genuine affection that ignored conventional distinctions between mistress and

servant. “How wonderful to see you before your departure tomorrow.”

“I canna leave without bidding you farewell, milady,” Abigail replied, her Scottish

brogue more pronounced with evident emotion. “And to thank ye once more for yer

extraordinary generosity.”

Gregory appeared at her side with remarkable swiftness, his hand coming to rest at

the small of her back with protective tenderness that required no explanation. The

diamond ring upon Abigail’s finger proclaimed what polite society still struggled to

comprehend—that the younger son of Viscount Camden had chosen as his bride a

lady’s maid from Edinburgh.

“Extraordinary generosity indeed,” Gregory echoed, his gaze fixed upon his betrothed

with undisguised adoration. “Though nothing compared to the generosity of this

remarkable woman in accepting my hand.”

“The scandal will subside,” Alexander assured them with quiet authority earned

through his own defiance of convention. “True worth... always overcomes... initial

resistance.”

“Scotland awaits you both,” Sophia added with a warm smile. “And we shall follow

directly after your departure. Lady Aldeburgh has kindly arranged accommodations

near Inverness that should prove most comfortable for our extended stay.”

“The Highland light demands proper study,” Lady Aldeburgh explained to Sir

Thomas with newfound enthusiasm for artistic matters. “My son and daughter-in-law

require suitable surroundings for their work, particularly given the significant

exhibition planned for next spring.”



As the gathering continued around them, Alexander drew Sophia toward the terrace

doors, the cooling night air a welcome respite from the salon’s warmth.

“Happy?” he asked simply, the single word containing volumes of meaning between

them.

“Beyond measure,” she replied before leaning into the solid strength of his presence.

“Though I confess to slight apprehension regarding our journey north. The Scottish

roads have fearsome reputation, particularly as autumn approaches.”

“We shall travel... with all comfort,” he promised, his fingers tracing delicate patterns

against the silk of her sleeve. “Mother has arranged... for a physician to accompany

us... given your condition.”

Sophia glanced up sharply. “My condition? How did you—”

A smile softened his features, transformed from the rigid mask he had worn when she

first arrived at Balfour Abbey. “You refuse... morning tea... though previously

preferred. Your hand... often rests here.” His palm hovered above her still-flat

stomach with reverent delicacy. “And your sketches... include increasingly... maternal

subjects.”

Laughter bubbled up within her, joyous and unrestrained. “Such observational skills!

I had planned to tell you tomorrow, after our arrival in Scotland.”

“Am I correct?” he asked, sudden vulnerability showing beneath his confidence.

“Perfectly,” she confirmed, covering his hand with her own to press it gently against

her abdomen. “Spring shall bring more than exhibition, my love. Our child should

arrive by April, according to Dr. Morrison’s calculations.”



The fullness of emotion that transformed Alexander’s expression surpassed any

response mere words might convey. He drew her into his arms, his kiss

communicating everything language—written, spoken, or gestured—could not

adequately express.

“Concerned?” he asked when they parted, his eyes seeming to search hers for any

hint of worry.

“Not with you beside me,” she assured him. “Though I hoped we might extend our

Highland stay through my confinement. The landscapes provide endless inspiration,

and I intend to continue drawing until the very moment our child decides to join us.”

“Whatever... you desire,” he promised. “Scotland... England... or the continent itself.

Home exists... wherever we are together.”

From within the salon came sounds of music—Gregory had been persuaded to play

the pianoforte, his talent providing entertainment that drew appreciative applause.

Lady Aldeburgh’s voice rose in gracious acknowledgment of some compliment,

while Jenkins directed footmen bearing fresh refreshments with orchestral precision.

Yet on the moonlit terrace, Alexander and Sophia remained in their private world, the

Earl and Countess of Aldeburgh creating between them the harmony that had first

drawn them together—two artists seeing beyond surface to essential truth, two souls

recognizing in each other completion neither had dared imagine possible.

“I believe,” Sophia murmured, her head turned upward, resting against his chest

where his heartbeat provided steady counterpoint to evening sounds, “that love

resembles art in one significant aspect.”

“How so?” he inquired, his fingers trailing gentle patterns through her hair.



“Both require courage to begin, patience to develop, and faith to complete.” She met

his gaze with the directness that had first captured his attention in the Abbey’s

drawing room. “And both, when genuine, create something that transcends their

individual components.”

Alexander’s smile deepened, his thumb tracing the contour of her cheek with artist’s

appreciation for subtle perfection. “Beautifully expressed... my countess

philosopher.”

“I have excellent inspiration,” she replied softly.

Above them, stars emerged in velvet darkness as summer constellations began their

ancient transition toward autumn alignments. Within the Abbey, society continued its

elaborate dance of conversation and connection. Yet between them existed the most

profound art of all—love rendered in daily brushstrokes of understanding, respect,

and genuine partnership that would continue evolving through all seasons to come.

THE END?
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Five Years Later – Summer, 1817

“James, careful with those roses!” Sophia Balfour called as her three-year-old son

toddled dangerously close to the thorny bushes that lined the garden path at Balfour

Abbey. The boy paid her little heed as he continued his determined pursuit of a

particularly vibrant butterfly.
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Mrs. Charlotte Pembroke sat in the large leather armchair and wished desperately for

things to be the way they once were.

Her cousin, Viscount Julian Rutledge, sat on the other side of the large desk, a man in

his thirties, but she still recalled him as the young boy who would chase her with

frogs.

At twenty-five, Charlotte was a widow. Along with the mourning, came endless

serious conversations and meetings, all of which seemed completely out of her

control and without any sense.

It might have helped if she’d had time to settle into her new life without her husband.

However, the world didn’t wait for those who suffered.

She pinched her thigh, her only trick to stop the tears from welling in her eyes as her

mind wandered. Something that had not gone unnoticed by Lord Rutledge.

“I need you to listen to me,” he said sternly. “This is important, and I’m not entirely

certain you understand that.”

Charlotte blinked a few times, fighting back the nausea caused by the cigar smoke

that swirled from the ashtray on the desk.

“I’m listening,” she said. “I’m just tired. If I could rest for a few hours, we can start

again.”

Lord Rutledge clenched his jaw. “We’ve tried that,” he said. “You go to rest and



don’t return. No, this time you will see this through.”

The last thing she wanted was to listen to what he had to say. Her heart thumped in

her chest as she tried to hold onto her sanity. One look at her cousin and she knew

that there would be no space for argument. She pinched her thigh again.

“I know things have been difficult without your husband,” he said in a feeble attempt

at sympathy. “But the world moves on and so must we. With that, we need to talk

about what to do with Henry.”

Henry was the only person that Charlotte wanted to see that day. She thought of him,

playing with his toys while she sat there and struggled through the conversation.

Henry was only seven years old and would grow up to never know his father. Just the

thought of it tore through her chest.

How could she remain in that seat, cigar smoke swirling around her as the wind

howled outside, while her son was elsewhere?

She was desperate to get to him again. However, it seemed her only chance at that

was to sit through the conversation and make it through to the other end.

“We must talk about what happened yesterday,” Lord Rutledge said.

He was referring to an argument that had occurred between the two of them. There

had been a time when they’d gotten along. That good relationship had ended when

Charlotte’s husband died, and her cousin took control of the household.

One tragic riding accident had plunged her into the darkest place she’d ever been in.

When she married her husband, she did so with the idea that they would never be

apart. A life without him seemed impossible.



Now she was living that experience, and it was so much worse than she could ever

have imagined.

“I hardly think it’s that important,” Charlotte said.

“It is,” Lord Rutledge said. “And the fact that you think it isn’t, frankly, concerns

me.”

“Well, you have me in your chair now,” she snapped. “Why don’t we just get through

it.”

Lord Rutledge let out a loud sigh and leaned back in his chair. His brow settled and

she knew that she had angered him again. That seemed to be a daily occurrence.

“You will make this new way of life a lot easier if you just accept it,” he said.

She could not let him finish. “Accept it?” she asked. “My husband is barely in the

ground and you’re asking me to just accept it? Do you hear yourself, Julian? Show

me some kindness. I should not have to beg for it.”

“I have a responsibility here,” he argued. “Despite the tragedy, things need to

continue here and there isn’t a minute to waste. It is my job now to make sure that

you are financially sound, and that Henry is cared for and guided into a good life.”

There was nothing unusual about that, but she still didn’t understand why Henry

couldn’t remain under her responsibility. Without her husband, it seemed that she was

no longer needed as a mother.

“This new role of mine in your life will be much easier if you learn to do as you’re

told,” Lord Rutledge continued. “I don’t have the time to argue with you every day

about every small matter.”



“You made it seem like a much larger matter yesterday,” she said.

“Please, be patient with me,” he asked. “This is tough on all of us.”

Charlotte tucked a stray strand of her auburn hair behind her ear and turned toward

the window. If she was going to listen to him, then she couldn’t also look at him.

They weren’t getting along, but she hoped that it might change soon. That would

depend entirely on whether or not he gave her back control of her son.

Outside, the weather was turning bad. Closer than that, she saw her own hazel brown

eyes staring back at her in the reflection of the window.

Dark bags hung beneath her eyes, and her face seemed withdrawn. She was a fraction

of the woman she’d been just weeks before.

Charlotte no longer remembered the sound of her own laughter. All she knew was

sadness and worry.

“The fact is that I am Henry’s legal guardian now,” Lord Rutledge said, and her eyes

snapped back at him, burning with anger. “If you do not learn to comply with my

requests, then I will be forced to take legal action and deem you an unfit mother.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she said, her voice bordering on a snarl.

“I will do what I believe is right,” he said plainly. “Now, it is up to you. You can be

part of his life, provided that you make the necessary adjustments to your new life.”

That was precisely why she had avoided having that conversation with him. Charlotte

knew that he would say many things she didn’t want to hear.

Her cousin wanted full control of their finances, including the small portion left to



Charlotte. That was hers, and he wanted it, too. He’d made mention of that shortly

after his arrival.

“I am his mother,” she said. “I know what is best for my son. You’ve not even known

him until now. How do you expect to make the right decisions?”

“Because I understand the world, Charlotte,” he said. “There is much in this world

that you have been shielded from. I intend to be a role model for Henry, to show him

what it is to be a gentleman and a success.”

She pinched her thigh again, this time so hard that she knew it would add to her

already growing collection of bruises. However, it did nothing to stop the anxious

bouncing of her leg.

“I’ve had a look at the books,” he continued, as if he hadn’t just made the worst threat

toward her that any woman could hear. “A few tough decisions will need to be made,

but with my help I think we will be just fine.”

In her mind, Charlotte imagined running from her life. She pictured taking what little

money she’d been left and packing up Henry’s bag, taking off on a ship and sailing as

far away from London as they could get. Only she knew that eventually they would

be found, and Henry would certainly be taken from her.

“Would you really have my son taken from me?” she asked, refusing to move on with

the conversation yet.

“If it is what I need to do, yes,” he said.

“You are heartless then,” she accused him.

“Quite the opposite, actually,” he said with a smirk. “It is because I care so much that

I make these threats. You are grieving and I worry that you’ve not entirely considered



your new position in this world.”

“I’m perfectly aware that I am a widow,” she said sternly.

“It’s more than that,” he responded. “Your… situation, makes it so that you will

likely not be married again. Henry will be the only child you ever have. I want to

make sure that you take your responsibility to him as seriously as I do.”

He was referring to the fact that Charlotte was unable to have any more children.

After the birth of Henry, complications made it so. She swallowed back her words,

knowing that if she spoke them she would certainly lose her battle.

All she could muster was a nod. If she could make it through their conversation, she

could get back to her son and hold him so tight that he complained.

It was that thought that gave her courage to continue. Her tears could come later

when she crawled into bed.

“Right, now, as I was saying,” Lord Rutledge continued. “I have the unfortunate role

of making some tough decisions. The first of which has to do with the stables and the

horses.”

“What of them?” she asked, her chest tightening.

“We’re going to have to sell them,” he said. “We’ll keep enough for travel, but the

rest we will sell to a local breeder. I believe they will fetch a good amount.”

“They better,” she said with a scoff. “We chose them with care. Is there not

something else we can do first? Henry loves those horses. He’ll be heartbroken

without them.”

Lord Rutledge shrugged. “That’s the best idea I have,” he said. “It will work and,



while it might be an adjustment, you will thank me for it later.”

“Will you be the one to tell Henry about it then?” she asked.

“I don’t mind,” Lord Rutledge said with a shrug.

He seemed far too pleased with himself. Charlotte was becoming more restless. She

turned her face to the window again, unable to look at her cousin without glaring at

him.

The weather and her mood seemed to be a perfect match that day. Heavy drops

landed on the windowpane, rolling over her reflection like the tears she fought back.

Charlotte was acutely aware of his eyes on her then, as if he was scrutinizing every

part of her.

“Have I not had to make enough changes already for now?” she asked softly. “I’m

not yet comfortable with the emptiness of my bed when I go to sleep at night, or my

husband’s empty seat at the table. Must everything happen so quickly?”

“If we’re to keep our position as it is, yes,” he answered.

“Perhaps Henry and I should just go somewhere for a few days,” she said. “Just so

that we can prepare ourselves for the future we face. Along the coast maybe.”

“Ah yes, that brings me to the next topic that I must discuss with you, as if has to do

with Henry’s very near future,” Lord Rutledge said. “I think he needs the best

schooling that we can possibly afford. That is the best way to set him up for a

successful future.”

She couldn’t argue with that, but still her cousin looked at her as if he was about to

say something awful. He tapped his fingers nervously on the desk and peered at her,



his face paling slightly.

“What is it?” she asked nervously. “I can see something’s wrong.”

“There is only one school that suits that description,” he said. “It is a boarding school

a little while away from here.”

“No.” The words fell from her lips almost immediately, accompanied by a heavy

sinking feeling in her stomach. “Please, he’s all I have.”

“I know you’re against it now, but when he returns and you see all he’s become,

you’ll agree with my decision,” Lord Rutledge said.

Charlotte shook her head. “Please, don’t do this.”

She could not fight it any longer. Heavy tears filled her eyes, finally spilling over her

cheeks. She could not possibly feel more distraught. Lord Rutledge cleared his throat,

and she saw something break in his demeanor.

“We’ll give it another year,” he said, sending a wave of relief through her. “If I am

not happy with his education by then, I will not hesitate to send him. I still think the

school is his best option. We can revisit it before his next school year.”

She nodded, but she couldn’t find any more words to say. Charlotte and Lord

Rutledge had known each other their entire lives. He was a stubborn man and, once

he’d made up his mind about something, it couldn’t be changed.

When the new school year started, she was certain that Henry would be sent away.

“We’ll leave it there for today,” Lord Rutledge said. “I can see that this is enough

now. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to approach these subjects with you.”



Charlotte rose silently to her feet and headed for the door. If she was not going to

argue with him, then it was best for her to say nothing at all. As she stepped out of his

office and into the hallway, she felt as though the entire world rested on her

shoulders.

Her life was crumbling around her. She barely recognized her world anymore. There

was no comfort for her in it anymore. When she’d felt sad or worried before, she

would turn to her husband for support and guidance.

She thought of Henry, alone at boarding school and saddened without his father. It

broke her heart completely. Worse than that, what would stop Lord Rutledge from

going to court to take full custody of her son?

Her feet carried her to where she had left her son with his governess. When she

opened the door and saw him there, she felt a wash of relief. What mattered was that

she still had him close and that, for now, he would not be sent away.

Charlotte would fight as hard as she could to keep custody of her son, and what little

control she had left of her life. She was raised by a high court judge, if she just

thought carefully about things, she knew that she could make it work for her.

If selling the horses made Lord Rutledge happy for now, then she would allow it.

And she would do so with a smile.

“Everything alright, Mrs. Pembroke?” the governess asked, looking at her carefully.

Charlotte was aware of the redness in her eyes, and the blush of her cheeks from the

crying. That didn’t bother her. It was the look of a woman in mourning for her

husband, wasn’t it?

“I’m alright,” she lied. “Thank you. Why don’t you take a small break. I’d like to go

out to the stables with Henry to spend time with the horses.”



The governess smiled and nodded her head.

The instant that Charlotte felt Henry’s small hand in hers, she felt at ease again. As

they walked toward the stables, he spoke of innocent things like cats and butterflies.

It was a refreshing change from her heartache.

Her son shared the same eyes as her husband, and the same sweet smile. She hoped

that he would grow up to be like her late husband, rather than like Lord Rutledge.

What a cruelty it was that Henry would be raised without his father there.

As they neared the stables, he pulled his hand from hers and ran ahead, eager to meet

with his favorite horses. The horses welcomed him happily, bowing their heads to let

him stroke them on the snout.

“Careful!” Charlotte said, with what felt like the first laughter she’d had in weeks.

It saddened her to think that the horses would be gone soon, but she knew that Henry

would understand if she explained it to him properly.

She just needed to pick her words carefully. As she joined him at his side, she knew

that she would need to find her courage if she was going to get through any of it.

Her life had changed at the drop of a hat, and if she didn’t adjust, she would only

continue to suffer. So, she took a moment and steeled herself against the future.

If she could keep Henry at her side, she would be alright. That was her priority, and

she would do whatever it took to make sure that happened.

Away from the house, she worried that she might never feel peace again. But for a

moment, tucked away in the stables, she and Henry could be quiet and happy, and it

was all she could have asked for that day.


