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Loving a Duke in Disguise


Introduction 


Isabella Lynn Monroe, a modest lady's maid with a heart full of dreams, is thrust into a perilous game of deception when her imperious mistress forces her into an identity switch. One fateful night, disguised as a noblewoman, Isabella crosses paths with Daniel, the dashing Earl of Duncaster. However, their connection is abruptly severed when Isabella is falsely accused of theft and dismissed from her post.

Will Isabella ever be able to clear her name, or will she remain lost to the Earl forever?

Daniel, a nobleman burdened by a painful secret, longs for true love but is convinced no woman would accept his inability to father children due to a past injury. Disillusioned by society's superficial standards, he guards his heart, resigned to a solitary life—until fate unexpectedly brings Isabella to his doorstep. Neither recognizes the other from their fateful first encounter, yet a slow-burning attraction begins to kindle between them.

Will Daniel’s hidden fears keep him from opening his heart, or will he risk everything for a chance at love?

As Isabella settles into her new role in Daniel's household, she is irresistibly drawn to him, unaware that her vengeful former mistress, Marie, is plotting to expose her deception and shatter her growing bond with the Earl. With secrets swirling and jealousy threatening to destroy everything, can they hold onto her newfound happiness, or will Marie's schemes and the barriers of class tear them apart for good?
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Chapter 1 


The first light of dawn was barely peeking through the small window of Isabella’s attic room when she woke. The room was sparse, containing only a small bed, a wooden dresser, and a washbasin, but it was home.

She had grown accustomed to its simplicity, finding a sense of solace in the modesty. It was her haven. Stretching, she pushed back the thin covers and swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet finding the worn rug on the cold wooden floor.

Isabella dressed quickly, choosing her usual plain, dark dress and white apron. She braided her long brown hair and pinned it up neatly so it would not get in her way as she worked. She glanced at her reflection in the small, cracked mirror above the dresser, her brown eyes tired but determined. Today would be another long day, but she would face it as she always did: with quiet resolve.

Descending the narrow staircase, Isabella moved through the silent house. The Montgomery estate was grand and imposing, a stark contrast to the orphanage where she had grown up.

She still marveled at the ornate furnishings and opulent decorations, even though she had been working here for several years. As she entered the kitchen, the familiar scent of freshly baked bread greeted her, and she smiled softly at Mrs. Jenkins, the cook, who was already bustling about.

“Good morning, Mrs. Jenkins,” Isabella said, her voice a whisper in the quiet morning.

“Good morning, dear,” Mrs. Jenkins replied warmly. “There is some tea ready for you.”

Isabella poured herself a cup of tea, the warmth spreading through her hands as she held the delicate porcelain. She savored the brief moment of peace before her duties began in earnest. Setting the cup down, she gathered the breakfast tray for her lady, Marie Montgomery.

Then she sucked in a deep, sharp breath, and attempted to prepare herself for what was next.

Facing her mistress.

If she was in a good mood, then the day would be fine, but if not…

Well, Isabella did not like to think about those consequences.

With the tray balanced carefully, Isabella made her way up to Marie’s chambers. She paused outside the door, taking a deep breath to prepare herself. Working for Marie was a mixed blessing. Isabella enjoyed the act of caring for someone, finding satisfaction in the routine and the small tasks that filled her day.

But Marie herself was not an easy person to please. Demanding and often unkind, she treated Isabella with a cold indifference that sometimes bordered on cruelty.

Knocking softly, Isabella entered the room. Marie was still asleep, her blonde hair spread out like a golden halo on the pillows. Isabella moved quietly, setting the tray on the small table by the window and drawing the heavy curtains aside to let in the morning light.

“Good morning, Miss Montgomery,” Isabella said gently, knowing it was best to wake her lady with as much care as possible if she did not want to suffer a storm first thing.

Marie stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She frowned immediately, her face contorting into an expression of displeasure.

“Isabella, must you make so much noise?” she snapped.

“I am sorry, miss,” Isabella replied, keeping her tone even. “Your breakfast is ready.”

Marie sat up, her gaze scanning the tray.

“I hope the tea is hot this time,” she muttered, reaching for the cup. She took a sip and sighed, her expression softening slightly. “At least you got that right.”

Isabella nodded, hiding her relief. “Would you like help dressing this morning, miss?”

Marie waved a hand dismissively. “Of course. And be quick about it. I have an engagement later, and I must look my best.”

As Marie sat in front of her vanity, Isabella brushed her hair gently, the rhythmic strokes calming her own nerves. Marie’s reflection in the mirror was one of irritation and fatigue, as it often was

“You have no idea how difficult it is, Isabella,” Marie began, her tone carrying the weight of self-pity. “Mother insists on parading me around like a prized pony at every ball and social event. She is so desperate for me to marry well, and it is utterly exhausting. Every man I meet is either a bore or insufferably arrogant. I just want to live my own life, make my own choices.”

Isabella nodded, her hands deftly braiding Marie’s golden hair. “I understand, miss. It must be challenging to have so many expectations placed upon you.”

Marie sighed dramatically, her eyes closing as if the very thought of her predicament was too much to bear. “Challenging? It is unbearable. I long for freedom, for a life where I can choose whom I spend my time with. But that will never happen as long as Mother has her way.”

Isabella’s heart ached with empathy. She knew what it was like to have little control over one’s own life, to be bound by circumstances and expectations. Yet, Marie’s complaints were tinged with a lack of awareness of the privileges she possessed. Despite her sympathy, Isabella could not forget the numerous times Marie had treated her with disdain, as if she did not realize that others could have problems of their own.

As Isabella finished braiding Marie’s hair, securing it with a delicate ribbon, Marie’s eyes snapped open with a sudden glint of mischief.

“Speaking of freedom, Isabella, I will be going out again this afternoon, and I will need you to switch clothes with me at the seamstress today. Since I will tell my mother that is where I am going to be, I will need you there, with your back to the window as always, just in case her nosy friends pass by.”

Isabella’s stomach dropped. She had been hoping Marie would not ever ask that of her again, but here it was, the request that always filled her with dread.

Isabella thought it completely unnecessary, but because they had a similar hair color, Marie would not allow her to refuse. She might have enjoyed her freedom, but she was always deathly afraid of getting caught.

Isabella wanted to utilize that fear if possible. “Do you think that is a good idea?”

“Yes,” Marie said, standing up and turning to face her. “Mother would never allow me to walk freely through the streets of London, and I am craving some freedom. You will wear my clothing and wait for me, while I spend some time doing exactly what I want.”

“Miss, I…I do not think that is a good idea,” Isabella said, her voice wavering slightly. “What if someone recognizes you? What if your mother finds out?”

Marie’s eyes narrowed, and her voice took on a sharp edge. “Are you refusing me, Isabella?”

Isabella took a deep breath, summoning her courage. “It is just that the last time we did this, miss, we nearly got caught. If your mother finds out, I will lose my position. I cannot afford that. The orphanage…”

Marie’s expression softened only slightly. “Oh, Isabella, always thinking of that dreary orphanage. Do not be so dramatic. No one will find out, and besides, you owe me this. After all, I have kept you employed despite your many…shortcomings.”

The reminder of her precarious position made Isabella’s resolve falter. She knew Marie was capable of making good on her threats. “But, miss…”

“No buts, Isabella. We are doing this. You will wear my dress, and I shall wear yours. No one will suspect a thing.” Marie’s tone left no room for further argument.

Isabella sighed inwardly, knowing she had no choice. “Very well, miss.”

Marie’s smile returned, though it lacked warmth. “Good. Now, let us get ready. We have not much time. I will have my breakfast, and then we shall go, all right?”

All Isabella could do was nod.

After ensuring everything was in order, Isabella made her way to the servants’ quarters. She needed to talk to someone, to share the burden of her anxiety. Her best friend, Sarah, was in the small common room, polishing silverware with great care and precision. Sarah looked up as Isabella entered, her warm smile fading into concern as she saw the tension on Isabella’s face.

“Isa, what is wrong?” Sarah asked, setting aside the silverware and standing up.

Isabella sighed, feeling the weight of the morning’s events pressing down on her. “It is Marie. She wants me switch clothes with her again.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “Again? What is it this time?”

“She does not tell me what she is doing, only that she will have me fired if I do not comply with her wishes.”

Sarah shook her head, a mixture of sympathy and frustration in her expression. “She is going to get you into serious trouble one day, Isa. You know that, right?”

“I know,” Isabella replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “But what can I do? She’s threatened my position, and I cannot afford to lose this job.”

Sarah reached out, squeezing Isabella’s hand. “You are in an impossible situation. But you have to be careful. If anyone finds out, it could be disastrous.”

Isabella nodded, feeling a lump form in her throat. “I am so scared, Sarah. Every time she asks me to do something like this, I feel like I’m walking on a tightrope.”

Taking a deep breath, Isabella allowed herself a small smile.

“This time, I might not simply sit in the seamstress’s store like Marie wants of me. This time, I may even visit my mother and the children at the orphanage…”

Sarah’s face fell. “Now, that could really lead to trouble.”

“I know, but I have done this enough times to know now that Marie will never be the wiser. As long as I am fast.”

Sarah nodded. “I understand your desire to see them all. How is everyone at the orphanage?”

“They are doing well. Mother is as strong as ever, and the children…they always manage to lift my spirits. I miss them so much, but every visit reminds me of why I have to keep going. For them.”

“Oh, Isa! I almost forgot. There is a letter waiting for you with Mr. Thompson. Perhaps it is from Eileen.”

Isabella’s eyes brightened with anticipation. “Oh, it has been a while since I received a letter…”

“You had better go get it before Mr. Thompson forgets where he put it. I’ll cover for you while you are gone.”

“Thank you. I shall be back as soon as I can.”

Hurrying to the butler’s pantry, Isabella found Mr. Thompson meticulously organizing various household keys and documents. The elderly butler looked up as she entered, his expression softening at the sight of her.

“Ah, Miss Isabella. I believe I have something for you.” He reached into a drawer and pulled out a neatly folded letter, handing it to her with a kind smile. “From the orphanage, I presume.”

Isabella took the letter eagerly, her fingers trembling slightly. “Thank you, Mr. Thompson. I appreciate you holding on to this for me.”

He nodded, his eyes twinkling. “You are most welcome.”

Isabella hurried back to her small attic room, wanting a moment of privacy to savor the letter. Sitting on her bed, she unfolded the paper carefully. The sight of the children’s signatures brought a smile to her face, each name written with a different flourish of enthusiasm and innocence.

She read through the children’s messages first, her heart warming with each one. They spoke of their daily adventures, their excitement over small victories, and their longing to see her again. Then, she found her orphanage’s mother’s note, written in the familiar, neat handwriting she missed so much.

My dearest Isabella,

I hope this letter finds you well. The children have been eagerly waiting for your next visit and insisted on writing to you themselves. They miss you dearly, as do I. Life at the orphanage continues as usual, but there is a noticeable void without you here.

I want you to know that we are all proud of you. I understand the challenges you face every day, and I am grateful for your strength and perseverance. Remember that you are always in our thoughts and prayers.

Stay safe, my dear. We all look forward to the day we can see you again. Until then, know that you are deeply loved and missed.

With all my love,

Eileen

Isabella clutched the letter to her chest, tears filling her eyes. The love and support from her mother and the children gave her the strength she needed to face her challenges. She wiped her tears away, determined to stay strong for them.

Yes, she decided. I will visit with them today. No matter what Marie says.

She could not afford to lose this job, but she also needed to see those she cared about the most.



Chapter 2 


The first light of dawn barely peeked through the heavy curtains of Daniel’s room when he woke, his head pounding with the remnants of last night’s escapades. Groaning, he rolled over, squinting against the faint sliver of light that managed to intrude on his sanctuary. His bachelor pad in the heart of the city, usually a place of order and calm, now felt like a battlefield littered with the debris of his reckless evening.

Thank goodness this was not Harrington Hall. That would have been much more problematic.

Daniel had needed the night out. His mind had been a restless storm, and the walls of his house felt like they were closing in. Henry and Barrett, his closest friends, had insisted on a night on the town, and Daniel had agreed. It was not like him to indulge in such excess, but sometimes, the weight of everything became too much, and last night had been one of those times.

He managed to sit up, the room spinning slightly as he did. The dark wood paneling of his bedroom blurred and refocused, and he rubbed his temples, trying to massage away the headache. Memories of the previous night flashed in his mind. The laughter, the loud music, the clinking of glasses, and the series of pubs they had visited.

Normally, Daniel was a creature of habit. One tavern, a few drinks, and then home. But last night had been different. He needed to drown out the noise in his head, to forget, even if just for a few hours. He let Henry and Barrett drag him from one spot to the next, each drink going down easier than the last.

“Why did I let them talk me into this?” Daniel muttered to himself, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. The floor was cold under his bare feet, a harsh contrast to the warmth of his bed. He stood up, his body protesting every movement, and made his way to the bathroom. “Urgh, this feeling is just too much. Although, it certainly beats the formal events we all have upcoming…”

The reflection in the mirror was not a pretty sight. Bloodshot eyes, hair disheveled, and a face that spoke of exhaustion. He splashed cold water on his face, the shock helping to wake him up a bit more.

As the cold water dripped down his cheeks, he thought about the ladies he had met this Season so far. He had been trying to find a wife, but it was not going well. As an earl, he had been swamped with ladies and their mothers vying for his attention, all of them acting how they thought he wanted them to instead of how they really were. Despite all the colorful gowns, all he saw were spoiled ladies.

Ladies who he could not get along with however hard he tried.

The conversations were exhausting and the ladies hard to connect with in any real way.

“Daniel, old chap, you look dreadful,” Barrett’s voice echoed from the doorway, reminding him that all his friends had stayed the night with him.

Daniel turned to see his friend leaning casually against the doorframe, a sympathetic smile on his face. The Lord of Umber was always looking for a good time, and he often dragged Daniel and the lord of Newton along with him. Not that Daniel minded too much. He had very much needed his friends around him when his parents passed away.

“Good morning to you too, Barrett,” Daniel replied dryly, grabbing a towel to dry his face. “What a night!”

“I know, which was why I thought I should check in on you. You seemed a bit out of sorts last night,” Barrett said, stepping in to the room. “Me and Henry were worried about you.”

Daniel sighed and sat down on the edge of his bed. “I appreciate the concern, truly. I just...I do not know how much more of this I can take.”

Barrett sat down beside him, his expression serious. “What’s really bothering you, Daniel? Is it just the pressure of finding a wife? You were speaking a lot about that last night…”

Daniel ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “It is more than that. What I truly want is a love match, just like my parents had. They were so in love, so happy. I want that, too, but I am beginning to worry it will not happen for me. The more time that goes by, the harder it becomes.”

Barrett nodded, understanding. “It is hard to find someone genuine when everyone is putting on an act. But you cannot give up hope. If your parents found it, there is a good chance you will too. You never know…perhaps we all will someday.” Barrett stood up. “Now, how about some breakfast? Henry is downstairs, probably eating everything in sight.”

Daniel chuckled. “Sounds like a good idea. Let me get dressed, and I will be down in a minute.”

As Barrett left the room, Daniel felt a flicker of hope. Maybe his dream of finding true love was not so far-fetched after all. He just needed to be patient and keep searching, even if it meant enduring a few more disappointing encounters.

He quickly dressed and made his way downstairs to the dining room, where Henry was indeed making quick work of a hearty breakfast.

“Ah, the man of the hour!” Henry greeted him with a grin. “Feeling better?”

“A little,” Daniel admitted, taking a seat. “I am starting to think maybe I just need to look harder. Somewhere out there, there has to be someone who wants me for me, and not just for my title and wealth.”

“That’s the spirit,” Henry said, raising his coffee cup in a toast. “To finding true love.”

“To finding true love,” Daniel echoed, clinking his cup against Henry’s.

But today was not going to be about love.

Today, duty called on Daniel.

Despite his headache, Daniel had an appointment today at one of the London orphanages. It was in his parents’ will that he continue their patronage, and this would be his yearly visit. As much as he cherished the idea of helping the children, the timing could not be worse.

But duty called, and he would not let a hangover prevent him from fulfilling his responsibilities.

He was never going to let his parents down like that.

Henry smirked as Daniel took a cautious sip of his coffee. “So, Daniel, how many of those ladies last night were after your heart, and how many after your fortune?”

Daniel rolled his eyes, “If I had a shilling for every time I was asked about my estate…”

“You would be even richer!” Barrett interjected, laughing.

“Yes, thank you, Barrett,” Daniel said with a dry chuckle. “Remind me again why I associate with you two?”

“Because we are the only ones who tolerate your grumpiness before breakfast,” Henry teased, biting into a piece of toast.

“Exactly,” Barrett agreed, waving a sausage on his fork. “No one else would dare.”

Daniel could not help but smile at their banter. “Well, I suppose you have a point.”

Barrett and Henry’s playful jibes were a welcome distraction from Daniel’s more serious thoughts.

Barrett leaned back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “You know, Daniel, perhaps you should consider looking for love outside the usual social circles. Maybe someone who is not already preoccupied with your title.”

“That is easier said than done, Barrett,” Daniel replied, but he knew there was truth in his friend’s words. “It is not like I can just walk into a random shop and find the love of my life.”

“Why not?” Henry said with a mischievous glint in his eye. “You might be surprised where you find her. Maybe she’s out there right now, tending to her flower shop or working as a governess, completely unaware of who you are.”

Daniel chuckled. “Are you suggesting I disguise myself?”

“Not a bad idea,” Barrett said, grinning. “Imagine the surprise when she finds out you are an earl. Just be sure to reveal it before the wedding.”

“You two are impossible,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “Can you imagine the scandal that would come from marrying someone who is not a member of the ton?”

Henry laughed. “Oh, the scandal sheets would have a field day! ‘Earl Marries Commoner in Shocking Twist!’ They would eat it up.”

Daniel winced at the thought. “I would prefer to avoid being the topic of gossip, thank you.”

After breakfast, and once his friends had gone, Daniel prepared himself for the visit.

He dressed in his finest but most practical clothes, knowing that the children would be excited to see him and might be a bit rambunctious.

He packed a few gifts—toys, books, and sweets—and made sure his carriage was ready.

As the carriage rolled through the busy streets of London, Daniel gazed out the window, trying to push aside his weariness. His thoughts wandered to his parents, their love, and the legacy they had left him. They had always been generous benefactors of the orphanages, and Daniel was determined to continue their good work, even if it meant pushing through his own struggles.

The orphanage was a modest building tucked away in a quieter part of the city. As his carriage pulled up, Daniel could see the children already gathering, their faces lighting up with excitement at his arrival. He forced a smile, feeling a genuine warmth spread through him despite his fatigue.

Stepping out of the carriage, Daniel was immediately surrounded by a chorus of cheerful greetings. The children, ranging from toddlers to young teens, crowded around him, their eyes wide with anticipation. Daniel handed out the gifts, his heart lifting at the sight of their joy.

For a moment, he forgot about his own troubles, focusing instead on the happiness he could bring to these young lives.

The headmistress of the orphanage, Mrs. Eileen Monroe, approached him with a kind smile.

“Lord Duncaster, it is always a pleasure to have you here. The children look forward to your visit all year.”

Daniel stood up, brushing off his knees. “The pleasure is mine, Mrs. Monroe. Seeing their smiles is worth more than anything.”

She nodded, her eyes twinkling with gratitude. “Your generosity makes a world of difference to these children. We appreciate it very much.”

Daniel hesitated for a moment, then reached into his coat pocket and pulled out an envelope.

“I wanted to do something more this year,” he said, handing it to her. “Inside, you will find a healthy donation that I hope will help improve the facilities and provide for the children.”

Mrs. Monroe took the envelope, her eyes widening in surprise. “This is...incredibly generous, my lord. I do not know how to thank you.”

“No thanks are necessary,” Daniel replied softly. “Just promise me it will be used to give these children the best possible start in life.”

Tears glistened in Mrs. Monroe’s eyes as she nodded. “I promise, Lord Duncaster. This will make a tremendous difference.”

As Daniel continued to interact with the children, he felt a genuine sense of fulfillment that had been missing in his life lately.

That was why he wanted to continue on with what his parents had left for him to do. They always knew what was best for him, even if he did not immediately recognize that. They were still shaping his mind and his life, even if they were not here anymore.

After spending a few hours playing games, reading stories, and listening to the children’s aspirations, Daniel felt a renewed sense of purpose. He knew his parents would be proud of the work he was continuing in their name, and that made it all worth it.

He only wished that he would find it easier to make them proud in other ways as well. They yearned to see him in love and happy, and this year he truly felt like he had to make it happen.



Chapter 3 


Isabella stood in the small, cluttered fitting room of Madame Cherie’s seamstress shop, her heart pounding as she hurriedly changed clothes with the help of the seamstress with the lace and buttons that she simply could not tackle by herself. Marie was growing impatient, tapping her foot and glancing nervously at the door.

“Do hurry, Isabella,” Marie hissed, her eyes darting around the room. “We do not have all day.”

“Yes, my lady,” Isabella murmured. It was always a complicated affair, these swaps, but Isabella had grown adept at it. After all, her position depended on it, however much she despised it.

The fabric of Marie’s gown was soft against her skin, and the dress was far more extravagant than anything Isabella would ever wear. She felt a pang of envy but quickly pushed it aside. This was not her life. It was Marie’s, and Isabella was just a player in this strange charade.

Marie took Isabella’s maid dress and donned it quickly, her face lighting up with excitement.

“Finally, a moment of freedom,” she said, smoothing the simple fabric over her body. “Remember, Isabella. Sit by the window. Make sure you are seen from the back if anyone from the ton should pass by. I do not wish to give my mother any reason to be suspicious.”

“I understand,” Isabella replied, fastening the last button and adjusting the dress so it sat properly on her petite frame. “I will be here.”

Marie’s eyes sharpened. “You need to have your hair tied up so my necklace can be seen. Everyone knows I would not be seen out without it.”

Isabella sighed, but complied. She wanted Marie to think that she was going to listen to her and do as she was told, even if she had other plans in the back of her mind.

Marie gave a quick nod, her eyes already gleaming with anticipation. “Good. That looks better. Now, remember your role, all right?”

Isabella nodded, her anxiety mounting.

She hated these charades, but she needed this job, and Marie was not one to be crossed.

Isabella took a deep breath, gathering her courage as she watched Marie disappear out the door, her steps brisk and eager as she headed into the crowded streets. Once she was certain Marie was gone, Isabella turned to Madame Cherie, who had been quietly arranging some ribbons on a nearby shelf, her expression unreadable.

“Madame,” Isabella began, her voice low but firm, “I have an urgent errand to run. I promise I’ll be back very soon, but I must leave now.”

The seamstress paused, her eyes narrowing slightly as she regarded Isabella. There was a moment of silence, thick with unspoken understanding. Madame Cherie had seen these swaps before, and understood the delicate game that was being played between the ladies of the ton and their maids. She had no love for Lady Marie, who had often been demanding and dismissive during fittings, treating the seamstress with a haughty disdain.

“Go, child,” Madame Cherie finally said, her tone surprisingly gentle. “You have always been a good girl, Isabella. I will not say a word.”

Relief flooded Isabella’s face as she gave the seamstress a grateful nod. “Thank you, Madame Cherie. I’ll return before anyone notices I’m gone.”

With that, she hurried out of the fitting room, the luxurious gown swishing around her legs, feeling heavier than ever as she navigated the narrow corridors of the shop.

The moment she stepped out into the street, the familiar buzz of London’s bustling life enveloped her. Carriages clattered by, and vendors shouted their wares to passersby, but Isabella had no time to absorb the scene. Her heart beat in tandem with her swift steps as she made her way through the maze of alleyways.

Isabella knew she had little time, and even less freedom. Marie’s orders were clear, and any deviation could lead to serious consequences. But there was something she needed to do, something that had been gnawing at her for days now.

The streets of London were bustling with activity, and Isabella kept to the shadows, navigating the side streets she knew so well. She had to avoid anyone who assumed she was a lady because of the dress. The anxiety of being seen, combined with the urgency to get to the orphanage, made her heart race even faster.

As she walked, Isabella’s thoughts turned to the children at the orphanage. She missed them dearly and looked forward to every moment she could spend with them. They were like family to her, a source of joy and purpose in her otherwise difficult life.

The smaller streets twisted and turned, but Isabella knew them by heart. She kept her head low, avoiding eye contact with anyone who passed by. The weight of the fine dress seemed to slow her down, reminding her constantly of the pretense she was part of.

Finally, the familiar sight of the orphanage came into view. Relief washed over her, and she quickened her pace. The old building stood tall, its brick walls weathered but sturdy, a testament to the countless lives it had sheltered over the years.

As she approached the entrance, she took a moment to catch her breath and compose herself. The children did not need to see her anxiety; they needed her to be strong and cheerful.

Isabella slipped inside, greeted by the warm, welcoming atmosphere she loved so much. The children’s laughter echoed through the halls, and the familiar scent of baked bread wafted from the kitchen. It felt like home.

“Isabella!” the children cried out in unison as soon as they spotted her. They rushed over, their eyes wide with wonder as they took in her appearance.

“Look at your dress!” one of the girls exclaimed, her small fingers brushing against the luxurious fabric. “It is so beautiful!”

“And your jewels!” another boy added, pointing to the delicate necklace that adorned her neck. “Are they real?”

Isabella smiled, her heart swelling with affection for these little ones. “Yes, they are real,” she said gently, kneeling down to their level. “But they do not belong to me, they belong to my mistress.”

“Your mistress must be a princess!” exclaimed Tommy, his eyes wide with wonder.

Isabella chuckled softly, ruffling his hair.

“Not quite, but she does have very fine things.”

She glanced around, feeling a momentary pang of guilt for being there under false pretenses, but the children’s joy made it worthwhile.

The children nodded, though their fascination with her outfit was far from waning. Isabella allowed them to marvel a bit longer, enjoying their innocent excitement, while also doing what she could to be careful.

The last thing that she wanted was to give Marie any reason to admonish her again.

She then rose and made her way to the kitchen, where Mrs. Monroe was preparing tea.

Mrs. Eileen Monroe, the headmistress, was a comforting presence in the orphanage, her warmth and strength felt in every corner of the old building. She looked up from her work as Isabella entered, her eyes softening with recognition.

“Isabella, my dear,” she greeted with a gentle smile, her voice carrying the warmth of a mother’s love. She was the only mother that Isabella had ever known. She wiped her hands on her apron and approached, taking in the sight of Isabella in the luxurious gown. “You look...splendid. It is quite a transformation.”

Isabella smiled, feeling a wave of gratitude wash over her. “Thank you, Mrs. Monroe. I thought it might cheer up the children to see something so grand.”

Mrs. Monroe nodded, her eyes twinkling with understanding. “You always think of them first. You have a good heart, Isabella. Now, come, sit. Have some tea.”

“I have missed you so much,” Isabella suddenly declared, her voice choked with emotion. “It is so good to see you, and the children as well.”

Eileen gently brushed a tear from Isabella’s cheek. “And we have missed you, my darling. We always do.”

“How has everything been here?”

Eileen sighed softly, a mixture of weariness and resilience in her eyes. “Things have been busy, as always, but we manage. We had a special visitor recently. The Earl of Duncaster came to see the orphanage.”

Isabella’s eyes widened in surprise. “The new Earl of Duncaster? He was here?”

Eileen nodded. “Yes, he was. He seemed very kind and genuinely interested in the children. It was heartwarming to see.”

“I have heard about the donations from the family, but I have never met the new earl. I was already a maid outside the orphanage when the old earl passed away,” Isabella said, a hint of curiosity in her voice. “What is he like?”

Eileen smiled gently. “He is young, perhaps a bit overwhelmed by his responsibilities, but he has a good heart. He spent quite some time with the children, playing games and asking about their needs. It is clear he wants to continue his family’s legacy of support.”

Isabella felt a warmth spread through her chest. “That is wonderful to hear. The children need all the support they can get.”

Eileen squeezed her daughter’s hand. “That’s very true. He is a kind man. We could most certainly use more of those in the world!”

Isabella nodded, feeling a sense of pride and purpose. “I wish I could do more.”

“You already do so much, my dear,” Eileen reassured her. “Your visits, your help with the children, and the little money you can spare—it all makes a difference.”

“I will always do whatever I can,” Isabella continued firmly.

“Oh and the earl is so very handsome as well. It would be lovely if you could find a man just like him…”

“I’m not too sure about that,” Isabella said with a chuckle. “You always say that. But finding a husband isn’t that simple. Especially not one as kind hearted and handsome as the earl.”

Eileen gave her a wistful smile. “You never know, my dear. Sometimes, love finds us when we least expect it.”

Isabella laughed again, shaking her head. “Perhaps, but until then, I am content with being here and helping the children. They bring me so much joy.”

Eileen nodded, her eyes filled with love and pride. “And you bring them so much happiness, Isabella. Never forget that.”

The sound of children’s laughter grew louder, drawing both women’s attention.

Mrs. Monroe chuckled softly. “They must be in the middle of a game. You should join them, Isabella. They have truly missed you dearly.”

Isabella smiled, feeling a sense of contentment wash over her. “I will. Thank you, Mrs. Monroe.”

Eileen hugged her. “Go on, darling. The children need you.”

Isabella nodded and made her way to the playroom, where the children were eagerly awaiting her. As she stepped into the room, their faces lit up with joy, and she felt a profound sense of belonging. Here, among these children and with her family, she had found her true home.

Isabella stepped into the playroom, greeted by the children’s excited chatter and beaming faces. The room, filled with the warmth and energy of youthful enthusiasm, seemed to come alive whenever she was there. The children gathered around her, their eyes wide with anticipation.

“Isabella, will you play with us?” little Tommy asked, tugging at the hem of her luxurious dress.

“Of course, Tommy,” Isabella replied, smiling down at him. “What are we playing today?”

“Hide and seek!” several children exclaimed in unison, their voices blending into a cheerful cacophony.

“All right,” Isabella said, clapping her hands together. “Who will be the seeker?”

“I will!” shouted Emily, a bright-eyed girl with a mischievous grin. “I like counting.”

The children dispersed, finding hiding spots with the practiced skill of frequent players.

Isabella carefully made her way around the room, her elaborate gown swishing softly with each step.

She felt a pang of guilt again, wearing something so opulent while these children had so little.

But Eileen’s words resonated with her—every bit helps, and her presence here was valuable in its own way.

She would just have to ensure that when she returned to the modiste to return this dress before Lady Marie arrived.

Emily began the countdown, her voice echoing through the room. “Ten, nine, eight...”

Isabella hurried to find a hiding place, finally settling behind a large curtain near the window. She held her breath, listening to the giggles and whispers of the hidden children.

“Ready or not, here I come!” Emily called out, and the game was on.

Isabella’s heart raced as Emily searched the room, peeking behind furniture and curtains, her laughter infectious.

The children squealed with delight whenever they were found, adding to the joyous atmosphere.

After a while, Isabella was discovered, her hiding place betrayed by the swish of her dress. She joined in the laughter, her worries and anxieties melting away in the company of the children.

As Isabella laughed with the children, she felt a profound sense of joy and nostalgia. The carefree moments of her childhood at the orphanage flooded back, and she remembered the simple happiness of playing games without the weight of adult responsibilities.

These were the moments she missed dearly, but working as a maid for Marie was the only way she could support herself and contribute to the orphanage.

“Now it is your turn to count, Isabella!” Emily exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

Isabella nodded, a playful grin spreading across her face. “All right, everyone, find your hiding spots. I shall count to twenty.”

She covered her eyes with her hands and began to count aloud, her voice steady and rhythmic. “One, two, three, four...”

The children scampered off, their giggles echoing through the room as they sought out the best hiding places. Isabella’s heart swelled with affection for them, each one holding a special place in her heart. Although being around them always made her think of her most prized dream. A family of her own.

She could not wait until she finally had children of her own to love.



Chapter 4 


The sky began to darken a little with a storm on the horizon as Isabella realized that it was time to go. Half an hour had slipped away like water through her fingers.

If she wanted to be early in case Marie returned, she needed to leave now.

Rising from the worn chair in the orphanage’s modest common room after plenty of games, she gave a final wave to the children and her orphanage mother.

She took a deep breath, feeling a heaviness settle in her chest as she prepared to say her farewells. This place, with its comforting smells and laughter-filled halls, was her sanctuary. Leaving it behind, even temporarily, always brought a pang of sorrow.

“Do you have to go already?” Tommy’s voice, small and pleading, broke through her thoughts. He clung to her dress, his wide eyes filled with disappointment.

“I am afraid I do, Tommy,” Isabella replied softly, crouching down to his level. “But I will be back soon, I promise.”

The other children gathered around, their faces mirroring Tommy’s sadness.

Isabella hugged each of them tightly, committing their warmth and love to memory.

This was her family, her heart, and leaving them, even for a short while, always felt like leaving a piece of herself behind.

“Take care, Isabella,” Eileen said with a smile. “Remember, you are always welcome here.”

“I know,” Isabella whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “I will return as soon as I can.”

Eileen pulled her into a strong embrace, the kind that only a mother could give. Isabella clung to her, drawing strength from the woman who had been her anchor through so many storms.

“Be safe, my dear,” Eileen murmured, brushing a stray lock of hair from Isabella’s face. “And remember, you are loved.”

The children’s laughter faded as she stepped out the door, replaced by the quiet hum of the evening city.

As she returned through the smaller streets, her mind wandered to Marie. The contrast between the two lives she lived was stark—the simple, loving world of the orphanage and the opulent, demanding world of her mistress. Each step closer to the shop felt like a step away from her true self, the one who found joy in the laughter of children and solace in the embrace of family.

As she navigated the winding streets, the noises of London breezed by her, almost as if they were floating through the air from the main streets. Vendors called out their wares, children played in the streets, and the distant clatter of carriage wheels created a symphony of urban life. It was all so routine, so expected, that it took her a moment to realize something was different.

There was an additional sound, faint but unmistakable.

Footsteps.

They echoed softly behind her, almost blending with her own.

Isabella quickened her pace slightly, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. The footsteps matched her speed. Every instinct told her not to look back, to keep moving forward as if she had not noticed. But curiosity, or perhaps a need to confront her fear, got the better of her. She glanced over her shoulder, just a brief look.

There, a few yards behind, was a figure.

It was difficult to make out details in the dim light, but the person was close enough for her to feel a jolt of adrenaline.

She could not tell if it was a man or a woman, young or old. The figure moved with a purpose, not hesitating, not slowing down.

Panic started to set in, her heartbeat quickening.

She had to decide whether to confront this person or try to lose them.

Opting for the latter, she turned abruptly down a side alley, hoping to shake them off. The walls closed in around her, the space narrowing, forcing her to brush against rough brick and damp stone.

But the footsteps persisted, a relentless echo that spurred her onward.

She darted through another alley, and then another, her mind racing. Was it just a coincidence, or was someone truly following her?

And if so, why?

Isabella’s breath came in shallow gasps as she navigated the labyrinth of alleyways. The relentless footsteps echoed like a sinister drumbeat, propelling her forward. She veered left, then right, the unfamiliar paths of London’s backstreets offering a twisted maze that she hoped would confound her pursuer.

Her heart pounded in her ears, drowning out the city’s usual cacophony. She risked another glance over her shoulder, and to her horror, the figure had gained ground. The dim light from the gas lamps cast eerie shadows, making it impossible to discern any features.

The figure seemed almost spectral, a shadowy presence in relentless pursuit.

Isabella’s mind raced. She needed to think, to find a way out. Another turn took her into a particularly narrow alley, its cobblestones slick with moisture. She nearly slipped but caught herself, her hand grazing the rough brick wall. The sound of the footsteps behind her was relentless, closing the distance.

She needed to get to Madame Cherie’s shop, where she might find safety. Gathering her courage, she took a different route, one she hoped her pursuer would not anticipate.

But she was not about to be lucky.

Not today.

All of a sudden, a rough hand grabbed her, yanking her backward.

Isabella’s bag was ripped from her shoulder, and she felt a sharp tug at her neck. Panic surged through her as she struggled, her screams piercing the silence of the hallway.

“Help! Someone help me!”

*

Daniel had gone for a walk after leaving the orphanage and had even stopped in a tavern.

Now, he strode through the quiet streets, the echo of his polished shoes a steady rhythm against the cobblestones. His mind wandered as he walked, thinking of nothing in particular, when a sudden scream jolted him back to reality.

“Help! Someone help me!”

The voice was desperate, filled with terror.

It made his blood run ice cold.

Without a second thought, Daniel sprinted toward the sound, his heart pounding in his chest. As he turned the corner, he saw a young woman struggling with a man who was trying to steal her bag and necklace. Her cries pierced the night, and the sight ignited a fierce protectiveness within him.

“Let her go!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the narrow walls of the alley.

The attacker hesitated, glancing at Daniel with wild eyes.

Seizing the moment, Daniel closed the distance between them and landed a punch squarely on the man’s jaw.

Disoriented, the man’s knees buckled, and he slumped against the wall, gasping for breath. His eyes were wide with shock and pain, his hand feebly reaching for the woman’s necklace still clutched in his other fist.

“I-I am just hungry,” the man stammered. “And tired of living in dirty alleyways such as this.”

Without another moment of hesitation, the man tore off into the distance.

Daniel debated racing after him but saw no point. It was more important to check on the poor lady who had been attacked. She had sunk to the ground, her breath coming in rapid, shallow gasps. Her beauty struck him immediately—even in her disheveled state, there was a grace and elegance about her.

She looked up at him, her eyes locking onto his. For a moment, the world around them faded, and all he could see was the quiet strength in her gaze. Her lips trembled as she tried to speak, and he found himself mesmerized by the subtle beauty of her features.

He knelt beside her, concern etched on his face.

“Are you all right, miss?” he asked gently, his voice softening.

She looked up at him, her wide eyes filled with a mix of fear and gratitude. “Yes, I think so. Thank you. You saved me.”

Relief washed over him as he offered her a hand, helping her to her feet. She was trembling, and without thinking, he held her in his arms, trying to offer some comfort. Her delicate frame felt fragile against him, and he wished he could do more to ease her distress.

“Can I escort you home?” he asked, hoping to ensure her safety.

She shook her head, stepping back slightly. “No, thank you. I can manage.”

Daniel was taken aback by her refusal but did not push.

“At least tell me your name,” he implored, wanting to know more about the woman who had captured his attention so completely.

Again, she refused, her eyes darting nervously around as if she feared being seen.

“I...I cannot. I am sorry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “I must leave.”

Before he could say another word, she turned and hurried off, her steps quick and unsteady.

Daniel watched her go, a mix of admiration and frustration swirling within him.

He was left standing alone in the alley, the dim light casting long shadows around him.

Who was she? Why was she so scared?

Questions tumbled through his mind, each one more pressing than the last.

He wanted to find her, to make sure she was safe, but she had vanished into the night, leaving him with nothing but the memory of her frightened eyes and the soft touch of her hand.

As he glanced to the ground where the struggle had taken place, he realized that there was something there. Something glittering. The necklace…

Daniel knelt down and picked up the necklace, examining it closely under the faint light of a nearby streetlamp. It was a delicate piece, adorned with a small pendant shaped like a locket. The craftsmanship was exquisite, suggesting it held great sentimental value.

Did the thief drop this in fear? He supposed he must have done.

His curiosity deepened. He could not help but wonder about the woman’s story and the significance of the necklace. He hoped that soon, he might be able to return it to her. Although that would have been much easier to do if she had given him her name…

Daniel sighed, rubbing the back of his neck as he turned to leave. The encounter had left him unsettled, his thoughts consumed by the mysterious woman. Those bright brown eyes, searching for something inside of him…something that he had so desperately wanted to give her.

He did not think that he would ever forget those eyes.

By the time he reached his townhouse, he was no closer to finding answers inside his mind.

He unlocked the door and stepped inside, the warmth of the interior doing little to thaw the chill that had settled in his bones. Daniel hung his coat on the rack and made his way to the sitting room, where a fire was already burning in the hearth. He sank into an armchair, staring in to the flames as if they held the answers he sought.

Why had he never seen that lady before?

She was dressed like a member of the ton, but he had never spotted her at any social event. He was sure that she was someone he most certainly would have wanted to talk to.

He knew the circles of society well, and the fact that he had never seen her before was troubling. Could she be new to town, or was she deliberately avoiding the usual social gatherings?

Daniel poured himself a glass of brandy from the decanter on the side table, the amber liquid catching the light of the fire. He took a slow sip, the warmth spreading through him, but it did little to calm the turmoil inside. He replayed their encounter over and over, scrutinizing every detail, every word.

She had wanted to keep her identity a secret, and she had most certainly not seemed like any Lady Daniel knew.

Was she hiding from someone? Was she in some sort of trouble?

Plus, when she raced away, she moved through the alleyways with a familiarity that suggested she had been there before. Who was she?

The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that there was more to her story than a mere robbery attempt.

He also wanted to unravel this mystery, to know more.

No one had ever inspired him in quite the same way.



Chapter 5 


Isabella ran until her lungs burned and her legs ached, her heart pounding like a drum in her chest. The encounter with the stranger who had saved her replayed in her mind, his voice, his touch, the concern in his eyes. She had never felt such a strong mix of fear and gratitude.

She slowed her pace, finally feeling safe enough to take stock of her surroundings. The shop was not far now. She could see the familiar sign of Madame Cherie’s dress shop up ahead.

She slipped inside, the bell above the door jingling softly. Madame Cherie looked up from her work, her sharp eyes immediately noticing Isabella’s disheveled state.

“Isabella, what happened?” she asked, her voice a mix of concern and curiosity.

But before Isabella could answer her, Marie’s sharp voice sliced through the quiet. “Where have you been?”

Isabella’s heart sank.

Marie stood with her arms crossed, a fierce frown etched on her face.

“I came back early, and you were not here. You have not done what I asked of you at all. You are supposed to be in the window, with your back to the world, so people might assume that you are me, but you have been…” She threw her hands in the air in frustration. “Well, I do not know where you have been.”

“I…I am sorry, Lady Marie,” Isabella stammered, but the words caught in her throat as she noticed Marie’s eyes narrow, taking in the state of her dress. “I did not mean…”

The fabric was torn and frayed, a visible reminder of the struggle she had endured.

“What happened to you?” Marie stepped closer, inspecting the damage. “And where is the necklace? What on earth have you done?” All the color left Marie’s face.

Isabella hesitated, her voice trembling as she explained, “I was attacked. A man tried to steal my bag...and he took the necklace.”

Marie’s expression shifted from surprise to fury. “Attacked? You expect me to believe that? Look at you! You are a mess! And my grandmother’s necklace…gone! Do you know what that is worth? Is that why you concocted this whole story? To steal from me? Your boss? Do you know how foolish that is? Did you truly think that this was a good idea? To leave when you have been told to stay, for this?”

“I am telling the truth!” Isabella’s voice quivered as she felt Marie’s anger envelop her like a storm. “I did not go out for any plan. I went to the orphanage…”

“The orphanage,” Marie sneered. “Oh, please. I do not believe a word you say. Did you give the children my necklace to sell? Is the orphanage part of this crime?”

Isabella shook her head hard. “No, I really was attacked. I have a witness, too. A man helped me. He chased the attacker away. Otherwise it might have been a lot worse…”

Marie’s eyes flashed with skepticism. “A man helped you? And where is this savior of yours now? Conveniently gone, I suppose, just like the necklace.”

Tears welled up in Isabella’s eyes. “I did not mean for any of this to happen. I was just trying to get here as quickly as I could.”

Marie’s frustration seemed to bubble over. “You were not even supposed to leave!”

“Please, Lady Marie, you have to believe me. The man who helped me, he was a gentleman. He can confirm what I am telling you. I am sure we can find him if we search…”

Marie crossed her arms tighter, her eyes cold. “It doesn’t matter what you say. The necklace is gone, and you’re responsible. I trusted you with something valuable, and you failed me.”

“Marie, surely there is a way to resolve this,” Madame Cherie interjected gently. “Perhaps we can report the theft and hope for the necklace’s recovery.”

Marie scoffed. “Report it? And what would that accomplish? This was a family heirloom, irreplaceable and priceless. My parents will be furious.”

Isabella’s tears spilled over, and she wiped them away with trembling hands. “I will do anything to make it right, Lady Marie. I promise.”

Marie studied her for a long moment, then sighed dramatically. “You have caused enough trouble for one day. Isabella, you are dismissed.”

Isabella’s heart plummeted. “Dismissed? But...”

“You heard me. You are no longer employed by my family,” Marie said with a finality that brooked no argument.

Isabella felt a sharp pang in her chest at Marie’s words. She had always tried to do her best, to be helpful and reliable, but she could never do enough.

Ever.

“I will make it right,” she said, her voice breaking. “I shall find a way to replace the necklace. I promise.”

Marie turned away, shaking her head as if she could not bear to look at Isabella any longer. “Just get out of my sight. I do not want to see you right now.”

Isabella left Madame Cherie’s shop, her heart heavy with the weight of Marie’s dismissal. As she stepped outside, the carriage was already waiting, the driver holding the door open. She climbed in, her legs shaking. Marie followed, her face a mask of fury.

The carriage ride home was excruciatingly awkward. Isabella sat as far from Marie as possible, staring at her hands in her lap. Marie, however, seemed determined to make her discomfort known.

“You have truly outdone yourself this time, Isabella,” Marie began, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “I cannot fathom how you thought it was acceptable to lose a priceless family heirloom.”

“I am truly sorry, Lady Marie,” Isabella whispered, her voice barely audible over the rattling of the carriage.

“Sorry?” Marie spat. “Do you think ‘sorry’ will replace my grandmother’s necklace? Everyone will know that you are a thief.”

Isabella’s eyes filled with tears again, but she forced herself to remain composed. “I will find a way to make it right, my lady. I promise.”

Marie scoffed. “And how do you propose to do that? With what money? You are nothing but a maid with no resources.”

Isabella bit her lip, fighting back the urge to defend herself. She knew it would do no good. Marie’s mind was made up, and no amount of pleading would change it.

The carriage jolted as it hit a bump in the road, and Isabella winced, clutching the edge of the seat. The tension between them was suffocating, and she wished desperately for the ride to be over.

Finally, the carriage arrived at the Montgomery estate. As soon as it stopped, Marie flung open the door and stepped out, not bothering to look back at Isabella.

“You will pack your things and be gone by the end of the day,” Marie said coldly. “I will not tolerate your presence any longer.”

Isabella nodded, her heart breaking anew. She climbed out of the carriage and headed toward her room, her mind racing.

Isabella’s hands trembled as she packed her few belongings into a small bag. Each item she placed inside seemed to add to the heaviness in her heart. The finality of it all was suffocating. She had no idea where she would go or how she would manage to survive. Her thoughts were interrupted by the soft creak of the door opening.

Sarah stood in the doorway, her face etched with concern. “Isabella, what has happened? Why are you packing? I heard a commotion, but…”

Isabella could not hold back the tears any longer. They flowed freely down her cheeks as she recounted the events of the evening.

“Marie thinks I stole her grandmother’s necklace. But that is not what happened. I was attacked while in her clothing, and it was stolen. I tried to explain, but she will not listen. She has fired me and called me a thief. She has said that she will make sure everyone knows that about me, so I will not be allowed to work again.”

Sarah’s eyes widened in disbelief. “That’s terrible! But you would never do such a thing. How could she accuse you like that? She knows you. You have worked here for such a long time, and you’ve always been good to our mistress.”

“She does not care about the truth,” Isabella said, her voice breaking. “I am just another servant to her. My words mean nothing.”

Sarah moved closer, wrapping her arms around Isabella in a comforting embrace. “I am so sorry, Isabella. This is not fair. What will you do now?”

Isabella shook her head, her voice trembling with uncertainty. “I’ll have to go back to the orphanage, at least until I can find another position.”

Sarah’s grip tightened, her voice filled with determination. “I will do what I can to help. Maybe I can talk to Lord and Lady Montgomery. They might listen to reason.”

Isabella offered a weak smile, appreciating her friend’s loyalty, but she knew the futility of the effort. “Thank you, Sarah, but Marie has already made up her mind. It is no use.”

Sarah’s eyes flashed with resolve. “Then I will come visit you at the orphanage. You will be alone in this. And if I hear of any jobs, then I will immediately let you know.”

Isabella nodded, finding a small comfort in Sarah’s words. “That means a lot to me. I would love that.”

After their embrace, Isabella gathered the last of her belongings. She took a final, sorrowful look around the small room that had been her sanctuary. With a heavy heart, she stepped out, the weight of Marie’s accusations still pressing down on her.

As Isabella made her way through the Montgomery estate for the last time, she felt the curious eyes of the other servants upon her. Whispers followed her, carrying rumors and speculation. She kept her head down, avoiding their gazes. The familiar surroundings now felt cold and unwelcoming.

When she reached the main door, she took a deep breath, steeling herself for the uncertain future ahead. The orphanage was not far, but the distance felt vast, given the weight of her predicament. She stepped outside, the cool evening air hitting her face like a wake-up call.

Determined not to succumb to despair, she started her journey back to the orphanage, her mind racing with thoughts of how to clear her name and secure her future and get another job, to ensure she could keep going, no matter what.



Chapter 6 


The next few days passed in a blur as Isabella settled back into life at the orphanage.

Each morning, she awoke to the familiar sounds of children’s laughter and Eileen’s gentle voice calling them to breakfast. She found solace in the simple routines, the comforting presence of the children, and the warmth of Eileen’s unwavering support.

Despite the comfort of the orphanage, Isabella could not shake the lingering sadness over losing her job at the Montgomery estate.

Marie’s cruel accusations and dismissal haunted her, and she worried about how she would find another position. She knew that word of a theft, even one she did not commit, could spread quickly and tarnish her reputation.

Isabella tried to push these thoughts aside as she focused on helping the children. She spent her days mending their clothes, preparing meals, and reading to them in the evenings.

The children’s innocent smiles and boundless energy were a balm to her wounded spirit. Yet, despite the comfort they brought, she could not entirely banish the nagging thoughts of the past and the uncertainty of her future. She knew that she could not stay at the orphanage for very long. The orphanage did not have the money to pay her for working there or keep her fed there for long.

As much as she wanted to stay there, she needed to find another job. Isabella knew that she needed a job that paid decent so she could give more of her money to the orphanage.

Without the money from her job, this place was going to suffer.

Strangely enough, it was not just the loss of her job or the traumatic experience of being robbed that occupied her mind. She found herself constantly thinking about the man who had come to her rescue that night. His voice, his touch, and the concern in his eyes replayed in her mind like a comforting melody.

Who was that man?

Why could she not stop thinking about him?

One afternoon, while Isabella was hanging freshly washed linens to dry, she heard a familiar voice calling her name. Turning, she saw Sarah hurrying toward her, her face etched with worry.

“Isabella,” Sarah said, embracing her friend tightly. “It’s so good to finally have a moment to see you.”

“Sarah!” Isabella exclaimed, a smile breaking across her face despite the heaviness in her heart. “Come inside, let us have some tea.”

The two friends walked inside, Isabella leading Sarah to the small, cozy kitchen. She set about preparing tea, the familiar motions bringing her a sense of calm. They sat at the worn wooden table, the afternoon sun streaming through the window.

“How have you been, Isabella?” Sarah asked, her eyes filled with concern.

Isabella sighed, pouring the steaming tea into their cups. “I’m trying to keep positive, but I really do need to find another job. I know Eileen can’t keep paying for me. However, with Marie’s anger…”

Sarah reached across the table, squeezing Isabella’s hand. “I do want you to know that it seems like her vendetta is not over yet. She has begun to spread rumors about you being a thief.”

Isabella felt a pang of despair. “So, it’s true then. I had hoped it was just idle threats, but now...what am I going to do, Sarah? I fear I will never get another job now. How can I help the orphanage if no one will hire me?”

Sarah’s expression softened with sympathy. “I know it seems dire, but we just need to find someone who will listen and give you a chance.”

“But where?” Isabella asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Who would take a chance on someone with such a stain on her reputation?”

Sarah took a sip of her tea, thinking. “We need to be strategic. We can start by talking to people who have seen your work and know your character firsthand. Perhaps someone who has benefited from your kindness will speak up for you.”

A sense of hopelessness overcame Isabella.

This had just become even more dire than she could have possibly expected.

Isabella’s head fell into her hands. She started to feel sick to her stomach. She did not want to be a burden to anyone, least of all those who had cared for her, all her life.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself as best as she could because this was not the best time for her to break down. If she started crying, then she might never stop.

“I suppose we could try,” Isabella said, though her voice lacked conviction.

Sarah’s eyes sparkled with determination. “We will, Isabella. I’ll start by asking everyone I know if there is anything they can do to help, any job they can find for you. Someone is bound to listen and give you a chance. Lady Marie is not the only wealthy woman out there, and I am sure that there are people who do not believe what she says.”

“But she always says that her voice carries a lot of weight with the ton.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “She says a lot of things. I do not necessarily think that we need to believe them all.”

Isabella managed a small smile at Sarah’s unwavering confidence. “Thanks, Sarah.”

As they worked, Eileen entered the kitchen, her kind eyes observing the scene.

“What are you two up to?” she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“We are trying to figure out how to clear Isabella’s name and find her a new job,” Sarah explained. “Lady Marie is trying to sabotage her, but I am sure there is a way that we can bypass that. I do not wish for Isabella to give up. I’m going to ask everyone I know for help.”

Eileen nodded thoughtfully, her gaze lingering on Isabella. “I could do the same thing, Isabella. I have connections with people who donate to the orphanage, such as the Earl of Duncaster. I will ask and see if there are any job opportunities.”

Isabella grinned gratefully. “Thank you both, very much.”

Eileen patted Isabella’s shoulder reassuringly. “I’ll write letters this evening and send them first thing in the morning.”

“I do hope it works,” Isabella declared, the nerves still careening through her. “I really do just need someone to give me a chance.”

Eileen nodded firmly. “We’ll make it happen, Isabella. Have faith.”

Once Eileen was gone, Sarah turned back to Isabella. “In the meantime, let us make the most of today. How about we take the children outside to play? They always seem to lift your spirits.”

Isabella agreed, grateful for the distraction. Together, they gathered the children and led them to the small garden behind the orphanage. The children, sensing the excitement of having both Isabella and Sarah with them, ran ahead with gleeful shouts.

The afternoon passed quickly with games of tag and hide and seek. Isabella felt her worries momentarily ease as she laughed and played with the children, their joy infectious. Sarah and Isabella took turns chasing the children and being chased, their laughter mingling with the children’s, creating a symphony of happiness.

As the sun began to set, casting a golden glow over the garden, Sarah finally rose to her feet. “I need to head back soon,” she said reluctantly. “But I’ll visit again soon, and you know what? I’m also going to make sure people know what a heartless liar Lady Marie is! She will not get away with this.”

Isabella chuckled. “Do not get yourself into trouble!”

“I won’t. I’ll just get the truth out there.”

With a final wave to the children, Sarah departed, leaving Isabella standing in the garden, watching her friend’s retreating figure.

As the evening chill set in, she gathered the children and guided them back inside.

That night, after the children had been put to bed, Isabella sat in her small room, her mind whirling with thoughts of the future. She found herself praying silently for a chance, for a way to clear her name and find work that would allow her to support the orphanage she loved so dearly.

As Isabella lay in her small bed, she found herself drifting off into a dream. In this dream, she saw herself in a world far removed from the constraints and judgments of high society.

In this world, Isabella walked through a vibrant, bustling village market, the air filled with the sounds of merchants calling out their wares and children laughing.

The sun was warm on her face, and the scent of fresh bread and blooming flowers filled the air.

She wore a simple, comfortable dress, and her hair flowed freely in the breeze. No one whispered behind her back or cast suspicious glances her way.

She imagined herself owning a small, cozy cottage on the outskirts of the village. The cottage had a thatched roof and was surrounded by a colorful garden, where she grew vegetables and tended to blooming flowers. Birds sang from the trees, and a small stream ran nearby, its gentle babbling a soothing background melody.

Inside her cottage, the fireplace crackled warmly, causing shadows to dance on the walls. Isabella saw herself sitting by the hearth, sewing or reading a book. There was no need to worry about accusations or rumors; her life was her own.

She had friends in the village, people who knew her and valued her for who she was, not for what society dictated she should be.

In this dream, she also saw the children from the orphanage, happy and thriving. They played in her garden, their laughter filling the air. She taught them to read, to cook, and to tend to the garden.

They were her family, and together, they created a home filled with love and warmth.

The man who had rescued her that night appeared in her dream, too. He was a constant, comforting presence, his kind eyes and warm smile reassuring her that she was safe and cherished.

They spent their days working side by side, their evenings filled with quiet conversations and shared dreams.

Isabella dreamed of a life where she did not have to rely on the whims of the wealthy. She saw herself opening a small school in the village, where she taught children of all backgrounds. Her reputation was built on her kindness and dedication, not on the opinions of the elite. The villagers respected and admired her for her hard work and integrity.

Perhaps it was not a likely dream, but that was why it filled her mind as she slept. Society was difficult for people like her, and she could not help but wish for a life where everything was different, where she could just be herself without all the worries that followed her.

It was not just for herself that she worried.

It was the children of the orphanage as well.

Isabella knew that they deserved so much better than all of this, but that it was unlikely they would ever have it easy.



Chapter 7 


The next morning, Isabella awoke early, the dream still vivid in her mind. It had given her a sense of hope she desperately needed, even though it was bittersweet. As she dressed and prepared for the day, she clung to the image of that peaceful, fulfilling life she had envisioned.

The morning chores at the orphanage provided a comforting routine. Isabella helped Eileen prepare breakfast, the aroma of porridge and freshly baked bread filling the kitchen. The children’s laughter and chatter were a soothing solace to her troubled thoughts.

As she moved through the familiar motions, she felt a sense of belonging, even amid her worries.

After breakfast, Isabella helped the children get ready for the day. They played outside for a while, their joy infectious and momentarily easing her anxiety. But her mind kept drifting back to the letters Eileen had sent to the connections she had.

Would anyone respond? Would anyone even consider hiring her, given the rumors Marie had spread?

Just as they were finishing up the morning chores, Eileen came hurrying toward Isabella, a letter in her hand. Isabella’s heart skipped a beat as she took it from Eileen, her eyes filled with cautious optimism.

“Isabella, it is from the Earl of Duncaster’s estate. Open it,” Eileen urged gently.

“That was fast,” Isabella gasped. “Do you think that is a good or bad thing?”

“We will not know until you open it.”

With trembling hands, Isabella broke the seal and unfolded the letter. Her eyes skimmed over the words, and she felt a surge of hope.

“Dear Miss Isabella Monroe,

We have received your request and are pleased to inform you that the Earl of Harrington is willing to meet with you for an interview this afternoon at two o’clock. Please arrive at Harrington Hall promptly.

Sincerely, Mr. Porter, Butler of Harrington Hall.”

Isabella read the letter aloud to Eileen, her voice shaking with a mix of excitement and apprehension. Eileen smiled warmly, her hand squeezing Isabella’s.

“This is wonderful news, Isabella. The earl is known for his fairness. You must go and give it your best.”

Isabella nodded, feeling a flicker of optimism. “Thank you, Eileen. I will.”

With her heart hammering with nerves, Isabella knew that it was going to be a very long and stressful day, but perhaps one of the most important of her life.

The hours until the interview seemed to stretch endlessly. Isabella busied herself with more chores, trying to keep her mind occupied. But the thought of the interview loomed over her, a mix of hope and dread. She could not help but worry about what the earl might have heard about her.

If Marie’s rumors had reached him, would he even give her a chance?

He had written her a letter, but perhaps that was purely because of the respect that he had for Eileen. Isabella could imagine that, Eileen was someone who everyone adored. That was why the orphanage managed to keep on going.

At noon, Isabella changed into her best dress, a simple but neat garment that had seen better days. Eileen fussed over her, smoothing her hair and offering words of encouragement.

“You look lovely, Isabella. Remember, be honest and show him the kind and capable person you are. He will see the truth.”

“Do you have any other advice for me? Since you have already met him?”

“Be respectful, but do not be afraid to speak your mind,” Eileen advised, her eyes filled with wisdom. “From what I have seen of him, the earl appreciates honesty and integrity. Show him your dedication and passion for helping others. He is a good man, Isabella. He will see the real you.”

Isabella took a deep breath and nodded, feeling a bit more steady. “Thank you, Eileen. I’ll do my best.”

With a final hug from Eileen and a chorus of good luck wishes from the children, Isabella set off for Harrington Hall.

As Isabella walked toward the earl’s residence, she couldn’t help but feel a shiver of apprehension. The memory of her previous ordeal, when she had been attacked and mugged, haunted her steps.

She quickened her pace, constantly scanning her surroundings for any sign of danger.

However, she reminded herself that she was not in fancy clothing this time, and thus, less likely to attract unwanted attention.

She wrapped her shawl tightly around herself, both for warmth and a sense of security. The streets were busy with the bustle of daily life, and she took comfort in the presence of other people.

Despite her nerves, the familiarity of the route and the bustling activity around her provided some reassurance.

But the closer she got to the estate, the more her nerves took over. But she knew she had to be strong. This was her chance to clear her name and secure a future, not just for herself but for the orphanage as well.

She was not just doing this for herself, but for the children and Eileen as well.

As she neared Harrington Hall, the grandeur of the estate came into view, and her anxiety shifted from her surroundings to the upcoming interview. She took a deep breath, focusing on Eileen’s encouraging words and the children’s cheerful send off. She had to trust in herself and in the fairness of the earl.

Arriving at the grand entrance of Harrington Hall, Isabella couldn’t help but pause, her breath catching at the sight before her. The estate was a vision of opulence and elegance, far exceeding any place she had ever seen.

The vast lawns were meticulously manicured, with flower beds bursting with vibrant colors framing the wide gravel path that led to the imposing mansion. The house itself was a magnificent structure of stone and marble, its high windows gleaming in the sunlight. Ivy climbed gracefully up the walls, adding a touch of timeless beauty to the stately architecture.

Isabella felt a mixture of awe and intimidation as she approached the large, ornately carved wooden doors. Before she could knock, Mr. Porter appeared, opening the door with a courteous smile.

“Good afternoon, Miss Monroe, I presume?” Mr. Porter greeted her warmly, his voice carrying the calm assurance of someone who had long mastered the art of hospitality. Isabella could only nod in response. “Welcome to Harrington Hall. Please, do come inside.”

Isabella nodded, murmuring a polite greeting in return as she stepped over the threshold.

The instant she entered, she was struck by the breathtaking beauty of the interior. The grand foyer was a harmonious blend of sophistication and history, with polished marble floors, intricately carved wooden paneling, and a sweeping staircase that seemed to invite one to explore the upper floors.

Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, casting a soft, warm light that made the space feel both opulent and welcoming. Rich tapestries adorned the walls, depicting scenes from the estate’s storied past. The air was filled with the faint scent of fresh flowers, which were tastefully arranged in elegant vases throughout the hall.

“Please, follow me,” Mr. Porter said, guiding her through the foyer and into a spacious drawing room.

The room was equally impressive, with plush furniture upholstered in rich fabrics, a grand fireplace, and large windows that offered a stunning view of the gardens outside.

Isabella tried to contain her amazement as she followed Mr. Porter, her eyes taking in every detail. She had never seen such grandeur in her life, and it was almost overwhelming. Even nicer than the home she had worked in before, not that she had thought it possible at the time.

She reminded herself to stay composed, remembering Eileen’s advice to be honest and to show her true self.

“Please have a seat, Miss Isabella,” Mr. Porter gestured to a comfortable-looking chair near the fireplace. “The earl will call for you shortly.”

“Thank you,” Isabella replied, her voice steady despite the fluttering in her chest.

She took a seat, her back straight and her hands folded neatly in her lap.

She knew that first impressions were crucial, and she wanted to present herself as confident and capable, even if her heart was racing.

As she waited, Isabella allowed herself a moment to absorb her surroundings. The room exuded a sense of history and refinement, with bookshelves filled with leather-bound volumes and delicate porcelain figurines displayed in glass cabinets.

A large portrait of a stern-looking man, presumably a former earl, hung above the mantelpiece, watching over the room with an air of authority.

The minutes ticked by, each one feeling longer than the last. Isabella took deep breaths, reminding herself of Eileen’s encouraging words. This was her chance to prove herself, and she had to make the most of it.

Finally, the door to the drawing room opened, and a young man, likely another servant, stepped out. He nodded to Mr. Porter before leaving the room, and Mr. Porter turned to Isabella.

“The earl is ready to see you now, Miss Isabella. Please follow me.”

Isabella stood, smoothing her dress and taking one last deep breath to steady her nerves.

She followed Mr. Porter down a short hallway, her eyes catching glimpses of more artwork and fine furniture as they walked.

She marveled at the intricate paintings, some depicting serene landscapes, others grand historical events. She remained outside the door, waiting for the earl to call to her as she admired the beautiful art hanging on the walls.

Maria’s family had artwork too, but they did not seem to really admire artists work, they simply had it because they thought that they should. There was something more soulless about the pieces.

Isabella marveled at the intricate paintings, losing herself in the serene landscapes and grand historical scenes.

Each piece seemed to tell a story, inviting her to step into another world. As she admired a particularly beautiful painting of a sunset over a tranquil lake, a discreet cough interrupted her reverie.

Startled, she turned and froze, her breath catching in her throat.

Oh, my goodness, she thought desperately to herself. It cannot be…

But it did not matter how many times she blinked, the image before her did not change.

Standing in the doorway was a man whose face she could never forget.

The man who had saved her from being mugged in the alleyway.



Chapter 8 


Daniel straightened his waistcoat and took a deep breath. The butler, Mr. Porter, had just informed him that the applicant for the maid position had arrived. He was ready for another routine interview, but as he stepped out of his study, shock reverberated through his body.

Is it…?

It cannot be…

But it was.

That was not a woman he had expected to see again.

She stood in the hallway, gazing at the paintings with an expression of quiet admiration. Her simple dress and shawl did nothing to hide her beauty; if anything, they accentuated her natural grace. Her eyes, which he remembered vividly, were filled with a mixture of awe and apprehension.

It was the woman he had rescued from the alleyway.

Daniel felt a rush of emotions: surprise, curiosity, and something else he could not quite identify. He had assumed she was someone that he would never lay eyes on again, a stranger he had helped in a moment of need. Yet here she was, standing in his home, seeking employment.

“Miss Monroe, please come in,” he said, keeping his voice calm despite the whirlwind of thoughts racing through his mind.

Her head snapped around, eyes widening in recognition. For a moment, she seemed just as at a loss for words as he was. But she composed herself quickly, giving him a polite nod before stepping into the study.

He watched her closely, admiring the way she carried herself. Despite her obvious nervousness, there was a dignity in her bearing that spoke of strength and resilience. He could see why Eileen had recommended her.

“Please, have a seat.” Daniel gestured to the chair opposite his desk, trying to focus on the task at hand.

He needed to conduct this interview professionally, despite the unexpected connection.

Isabella hesitated for a moment before taking the offered seat. Her cheeks were flushed, and she avoided meeting his gaze. Daniel could sense her discomfort, but his curiosity overrode any concern.

“Miss Monroe,” he began, choosing his words carefully, “I must admit, I did not expect to see you again, especially not here.”

Her cheeks flushed a deeper shade of red, and she seemed to shrink slightly in her seat.

“My lord, I...I believe there has been a mistake,” she stammered, her voice barely above a whisper.

“A mistake?” Daniel repeated, raising an eyebrow. “You mean you are not here to apply for a position as a maid?”

Isabella shook her head, her eyes fixed on her hands in her lap.

“No, I mean...Yes, I am here for that. But I did not expect...I did not realize that you were...I mean, after the other day...” Her words tumbled out in a flustered rush, and she seemed on the verge of tears.

Daniel leaned forward slightly, his expression softening. “Miss Monroe, there is no need to be embarrassed. I am simply curious. When I saw you a few days ago, you were dressed as a lady. Now, you are here seeking employment as a maid. I would like to understand why.”

Isabella took a deep breath, seemingly working out how best to tell this truth. “My lord, I apologize for any confusion. The day you saw me, I was disguised as my mistress, Lady Marie, who wanted to sneak out alone, without any constraints. We swapped dresses at a modiste. I had to return to our arranged meeting place, but I was attacked, and you came to my rescue.” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “I’m sorry for the trouble I caused.”

Daniel listened intently, his expression one of genuine concern and understanding. “Please, do not worry about it. I am glad I was able to help.” He rose from his chair, walked over to a cabinet, and retrieved a small velvet box. “I believe this belongs to you,” he said, opening the box to reveal the stolen necklace that he had managed to retrieve.

Isabella gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “How did you find it?”

Daniel offered a reassuring smile. “I found it at the scene of the attack. I kept it safe, hoping I might somehow return it to you.”

Isabella’s eyes shimmered with gratitude and something deeper…relief, perhaps, or the realization that she was in the presence of someone she could trust. She took the necklace with trembling hands, her fingers brushing lightly over the delicate pendant.

“Thank you, my lord,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “Now I can clear my name.”

Daniel nodded, understanding the weight of her words. “I am glad it found its way back to you.”

Isabella clutched the necklace tightly as if it were a lifeline. For a moment, the room was filled with a poignant silence, both of them lost in their thoughts.

Daniel then cleared his throat, bringing them back to the matter at hand. “Miss Monroe, I understand the circumstances that brought you here. But I have to ask, are you still interested in the position? It seems your situation is quite different from what I initially assumed.”

Isabella took a deep breath, looking more composed. “My lord, I’m grateful for the opportunity, but I must decline. After all you have done for me, I cannot take advantage of your kindness by seeking employment here.”

Daniel frowned slightly, surprised by her refusal. “Miss Isabella, I am seeking a maid here, and it seems like you need a job. Here, we could help one another out.”

Isabella’s eyes widened in disbelief. “My lord, that is incredibly generous, but I do not deserve such kindness. I am just a maid, and I cannot repay you for your help.”

Daniel leaned forward, his gaze earnest. “Actually, you can.”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “I enjoy your company. In fact, I must insist that as a part of your employment, I should like you to spend an hour a day with me, talking about anything you like.”

Isabella blinked in surprise, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “An hour a day, my lord?” she asked, her tone light and playful. “You do realize that most employers expect their staff to work during all their hours of employment, not sit around chatting?”

Daniel chuckled, the sound warm and genuine. “Most employers do not have the luxury of such stimulating company,” he replied with a wink. “Consider it a condition of your employment. Your presence and conversation are highly valued.”

Isabella’s laughter rang out, a bright, melodious sound that filled the study. “Well, my lord, how could I possibly refuse such a unique offer? But I must warn you, my conversation might not be as stimulating as you hope. You may tire of it quickly.”

Daniel shook his head, a serious look replacing his earlier amusement. “On the contrary, Miss Isabella. I have no doubt that our conversations will be the highlight of my day.”

A blush spread across Isabella’s cheeks. “Very well, my lord. I accept your terms. But do not blame me if you find our talks mundane.”

Daniel’s smile broadened, a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. “I assure you, Miss Monroe, mundane is the last word I would use to describe our interactions.”

Daniel straightened his waistcoat and took a deep breath, feeling a wave of satisfaction wash over him. “Excellent. When you return in the morning, Mr. Porter will show you to your quarters and help you get settled in.”

Isabella nodded, her expression a mixture of relief and something else…perhaps anticipation.

She stood, and Daniel moved to the door to open it for her.

They walked together down the hallway, the silence between them comfortable now, rather than charged with tension.

As they reached the door, Daniel paused, turning to face her. “Isabella, I want you to know that I am here if you need anything. You are part of this household now, and your well-being is important to me.”

She looked up at him, her eyes reflecting gratitude and a newfound confidence. “Thank you, my lord. I will do my best to serve you well.”

“I have no doubt about that,” he replied, giving her a reassuring smile.

They stood there for a moment, the weight of their unspoken thoughts hanging in the air. Finally, Isabella curtsied gracefully. “Goodbye, for now, my lord.”

“Goodbye, Isabella,” Daniel said softly, watching as she stepped out into the courtyard.

He stood in the doorway, observing her as she walked away.

Her steps were light and purposeful, and he couldn’t help but admire the way she carried herself. Even in her humble attire, she possessed an elegance that was impossible to ignore.

As she disappeared from view, Daniel felt a pang of something he could not quite define.

Perhaps a blend of longing and curiosity. He realized that he was looking forward to their conversations, to getting to know the woman who had unexpectedly reentered his life.

With a final glance at the courtyard, he turned back into the house, his mind already racing with thoughts of the future and the intriguing presence of Isabella within his home.

As Daniel walked back into the house, he made his way directly to Mr. Michael Porter, the steadfast and reliable butler who had been with the family for years.

Porter was in the kitchen, overseeing the preparation of dinner, his keen eyes missing nothing as he coordinated the staff with practiced ease.

“Mr. Porter,” Daniel called, causing the butler to turn and bow respectfully.

“My lord, how did the interview go?” Porter inquired, his tone polite but with a hint of curiosity.

Daniel smiled, the satisfaction from the encounter still evident on his face. “It went quite well. Miss Isabella has accepted the position. She will be joining us starting tomorrow morning.”

Porter’s eyes brightened with genuine pleasure. “That is excellent news, my lord. Miss Isabella came highly recommended, and from what little I saw, she seems to be a person of good character.”

Daniel nodded, his thoughts momentarily drifting to their conversation. “Indeed, she is. There is something about her that suggests she will be a valuable addition to our household.”

“Please ensure that she is made to feel welcome and that her quarters are prepared adequately.”

“Of course, my lord. I will see to it personally,” Porter responded, a hint of curiosity still lingering in his eyes but kept in check by his professionalism.

Daniel gave a nod of approval. “Thank you, Porter. That will be all for now.”

He had no idea what the morning was going to look like, but he had a feeling that everything was going to be a little different from here on out. Isabella was going to bring a light to his home that he had not experienced for a long time, and with a bit of luck, now that she had the necklace back, she would be able to put whatever was troubling her behind her.

There had been no theft from Isabella, he could attest to that. If anyone had asked around, they would have immediately discovered that.

It was truly a shame how some members of the ton chose to treat their staff as if they were absolutely worthless, just because they were not born into money.

That would never be him.

He would always try to treat people with respect, no matter how they were born. He could never see eye to eye with the ton about that. But Daniel did not mind being seen as different, because he knew that he was right. Money and status simply was not everything, despite what they were all brought up to think.



Chapter 9 


As the first light of dawn filtered through the small window of her room at the orphanage,

Isabella felt a surge of excitement and a touch of nervousness. Today was the day she would start her new job at the earl’s estate.

She dressed quickly, the dream from last night still vivid in her mind. It had filled her with a sense of hope and purpose, and she was determined to carry that feeling with her into this new chapter of her life.

After a quick breakfast with Eileen and the children, who showered her with good luck wishes and hugs, Isabella set off toward the earl’s estate. The walk was brisk, the air fresh and filled with the scent of blooming flowers. Her heart fluttered with anticipation as she approached the grand gates of the estate.

Inside, she was greeted by Mrs. Hawkins, the head housekeeper. Mrs. Hawkins was a stern-looking woman with a no-nonsense demeanor, but her eyes held a glint of warmth as she welcomed Isabella.

“Ah, you must be Isabella,” she said, her voice firm but kind. “Welcome to the earl’s estate. We are pleased to have you join us. Come, I shall introduce you to the rest of the staff and show you around.”

Isabella followed her through the labyrinthine hallways of the manor, marveling at the ornate decor and the sense of history that seemed to seep from every corner. They entered the bustling kitchen first, where the staff were already hard at work preparing the day’s meals.

“This is Mrs. Carter, our cook,” Mrs. Hawkins introduced. “And these are her assistants, Lucy and Tom.”

Mrs. Carter, a plump woman with rosy cheeks and a warm smile, wiped her hands on her apron and shook Isabella’s hand. “Welcome, dear. We are happy to have you with us. If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you,” Isabella replied, feeling immediately at ease. Lucy and Tom, both young and cheerful, waved and smiled, making her feel even more welcome.

Next, Mrs. Hawkins led Isabella to the laundry room, where she met Jane and Mary, the laundresses. They greeted her with friendly smiles and chatted about how much they enjoyed working at the estate.

“The earl is a kind man,” Jane said. “Just like his parents were. We are lucky to work for such a good family.”

As they continued the tour, Isabella was introduced to more members of the household staff—more foot men, gardeners, and stable hands. Everyone was warm and welcoming, each person echoing the sentiment that the earl was a fair and generous employer.

Finally, they reached the servants’ quarters, where Isabella was finally shown her room. It was small but cozy, with a comfortable bed and a window that looked out over the gardens. She unpacked her few belongings and then joined Mrs. Hawkins in the main hall for her first assignment.

“You shall be helping with the dusting and polishing today,” Mrs. Hawkins said, handing Isabella a feather duster and a cloth. “We have guests arriving this evening, so we need to make sure everything is spotless.”

Isabella set to work, feeling a sense of satisfaction as she moved through the grand rooms, dusting the intricate moldings and polishing the gleaming wood surfaces. The other maids and she worked together seamlessly, chatting and laughing as they went about their tasks. She felt a sense of camaraderie and belonging that she had never experienced before.

As the day wore on, Isabella found herself growing more comfortable in her new role. The earl’s estate, with its grand beauty and welcoming staff, began to feel like a place where she could truly belong. The other maids, particularly Anne and Margaret, were especially kind, sharing stories about their time at the estate and giving her tips on how to navigate the sprawling manor.

During a brief break, Isabella found herself standing by a large window overlooking the gardens. The sun was setting, casting a golden glow over the flowers and trees. She took a deep breath, feeling a sense of peace and contentment.

“It is beautiful, do you not think?” a voice said from behind her.

She turned to see Margaret, a maid with a kind face and a warm smile, standing beside her.

“Yes, it is,” Isabella replied. “I feel so lucky to be here.”

Margaret nodded. “We all do. The earl is a good man, and he treats us well. You shall see that for yourself soon enough.”

Isabella smiled, feeling a sense of gratitude. No one would have ever said such a thing about the last house hold she worked in. “Thank you, Margaret. Everyone has been so kind. I already feel at home here.”

As the afternoon sun cast long shadows across the manicured lawns of the earl’s estate, Isabella continued her tasks with a sense of purpose and joy.

The morning had been busy, filled with dusting and polishing, but now, with most of the chores completed, she found herself with a bit of time to relax.

Just as she was about to take a brief rest, Mrs. Hawkins approached her with a curious expression. “Isabella, the earl has requested your presence in the garden. He wishes to speak with you.”

Isabella’s heart skipped a beat. “The earl wants to speak with me? Now?”

Mrs. Hawkins nodded, her stern demeanor softening slightly. “Yes, my dear. He is waiting for you. Follow the path to the rose garden.”

With a mix of excitement and nervousness, Isabella made her way to the garden. The path was lined with blooming roses of every color, their fragrance filling the air. She soon spotted Daniel standing by a marble fountain, his posture relaxed yet commanding.

As she approached, Daniel turned and smiled warmly. “Ah, Isabella. Thank you for joining me. Shall we take a walk?”

Isabella blinked in surprise. “A walk, my lord?”

“Yes,” he replied, his smile never wavering. “Remember, we agreed to spend an hour each day talking. I thought today we could enjoy the gardens together.”

Still somewhat bewildered, Isabella nodded. “Of course, my lord.”

Truth be told, she had assumed he might be joking, or that it certainly would not start right away, but it seemed like she had been wrong.

They began to walk along the garden paths, the gentle breeze rustling the leaves around them. Daniel led the way, occasionally pointing out various plants and flowers.

“Do you have an interest in botany, Isabella?” he asked.

Isabella hesitated. “I know very little about it, my lord. Growing up, we did not have many books or opportunities to learn about such things. But I would love to learn more.”

Daniel nodded thoughtfully. “I understand. Well, these gardens have been my passion since I was a boy. My mother taught me much about plants and their care. Did you know that roses require very specific conditions to thrive? Too much water, and they rot. Too little, and they wither.”

Isabella listened intently, fascinated by his knowledge. “I had no idea. They are beautiful.”

“They are,” he agreed. “And they can teach us a great deal about patience and care. Much like people, do you not think?”

Isabella smiled at the analogy. “Yes, my lord. I suppose they can.”

As they continued their walk, the conversation shifted to agriculture. Daniel spoke passionately about the importance of sustainable farming practices and the role of the estate in supporting the local community.

“I have always believed that we have a responsibility to care for the land and the people who depend on it,” he said. “It is something my parents instilled in me.”

Isabella found herself deeply engaged in the discussion. Though she had little formal education, her experiences growing up and helping to care for the children at the orphanage had given her a practical understanding of hard work and resourcefulness.

She shared some of the stories and lessons she had learned, surprising herself with how easily she could talk to Daniel.

“You have a lot of wisdom, Isabella,” Daniel said, his tone sincere. “More than many who have had far greater opportunities.”

She blushed at the compliment. “Thank you, my lord. I just try to make the best of what I have.”

As they walked back toward the manor, Isabella felt a sense of connection and understanding with Daniel. He was not just her employer; he was someone who genuinely cared about the people around him and the world they lived in.

“I look forward to our talks, Isabella,” Daniel said as they reached the end of their walk. “I think we both have much to learn from each other.”

Isabella nodded, feeling a warm sense of belonging. “I look forward to them too, my lord. Thank you.”

With that, Daniel gave her a nod and headed toward the manor, leaving Isabella standing by the rose garden. She watched him go, her heart light and her mind buzzing with thoughts of their conversation.

As she watched Daniel walk away, Isabella could not help but feel a burgeoning connection with him. His genuine kindness and interest in her thoughts had been unexpected and refreshing. However, as the initial excitement began to fade, reality settled in.

She sighed softly, reminding herself of the stark differences between their worlds.

Daniel was an earl, a man of nobility with immense responsibilities and societal expectations. She, on the other hand, was a poor orphan, and now a maid, grateful for the opportunity to work in such a grand estate but acutely aware of her place in society.

The idea of any deeper relationship between them was as unrealistic as it was fanciful.

Isabella shook off the thought, determined to focus on her duties. She returned to the manor, where the bustling activities of the household staff quickly absorbed her attention.

She could not get too lost in her dreams.

Not when she had so much to focus on here…



Chapter 10 


As Daniel walked back toward the manor, he felt a lingering warmth from his conversation with Isabella. The sunlight filtering through the garden cast a golden hue over the roses, but it was the clarity of their exchange that truly illuminated his thoughts.

Isabella’s genuine curiosity, her practical wisdom, and the spark in her eyes when she spoke made him see her in a different light. She was not just another maid; she was someone remarkable.

Just as he had suspected when he very first saw her…although he had thought her a lady at the time.

He replayed their conversation in his mind. The way she listened intently, asked thoughtful questions, and shared her own experiences. It was refreshing and grounding. In her presence, he felt more like a person than a title. His thoughts wandered to the possibility that perhaps, in her, he had found someone who could understand him on a deeper level.

This was the sort of person he had envisioned himself meeting.

But she was not a lady, and not someone that he would be permitted to court, which left him wondering what on earth he should do next.

Pausing at the entrance to the manor, Daniel turned to look back at the garden. There she was, standing by the rose bushes, watching him leave. A soft breeze tousled her hair, and the sun cast a halo around her. For a brief moment, their eyes met across the distance, and he saw something in her gaze that mirrored his own feelings—a sense of connection and curiosity.

Could it be possible? he wondered.

Could this young woman, with her kind heart and sharp mind, be the person he had been searching for?

Because he did not currently have an answer, he headed inside and took a seat in his study, trying to lose himself in his work instead…

***

Later in the afternoon, as Daniel headed toward the dining room for dinner, he was surprised to find Isabella standing near one of the windows, reading a letter. Her expression was fraught, like she had something heavy on her mind. Immediately, all Daniel wanted to do was help her.

“Isabella,” he called out, approaching her. “What is wrong?”

Startled, she looked up, her brow furrowing with worry. She folded up the letter rapidly. “I am sorry, it is nothing, I was just…”

But he could hear the crack in her voice, so he raised an unconvinced eyebrow. “You know that you can talk to me.”

“It is the necklace…Lady Marie’s. I do not know how to return it when she has such a hatred for me.”

Daniel felt indignant on Isabella’s behalf. “She still thinks that you are the one who stole it?” She nodded. “Then why not let me return it for you? I can ensure that Lady Marie knows you did nothing wrong.”

Isabella hesitated, glancing at the letter in her hand before looking back at Daniel. “I do not want to trouble you. You have already done so much.”

“It is no trouble at all,” he assured her, taking a step closer. “I want to help. You do not deserve to carry this burden alone.”

She sighed, the weight of her worry visible in her posture. “Thank you. I just do not know how to make her see the truth.”

“I will do what I can to help you,” he said firmly. “And I will do it in a way that causes no scene. You have my word.”

“I appreciate it more than you know.”

“Leave it to me. I shall take care of everything.”

Their eyes locked in an intense, lingering gaze. The world around them seemed to fade away. His heart raced with an excitement that he simply could not control.

There were so many things that he wanted to do in that moment, but he knew he should not. He did not wish to over complicate anything…

Daniel’s thoughts swirled with conflicting emotions. His mind screamed caution, but his heart urged him forward. He took a small, hesitant step closer to Isabella, the air between them thick with unspoken words and unacknowledged feelings.

Should he be doing this?

Probably not, but every time he drew closer to Isabella, he could not help it.

Especially when she was staring at him with such wide, intriguing eyes…

“My lord!” came a voice from down the hall, cutting through the tension like a knife.

Daniel turned to see Margaret approaching briskly. “Dinner is served.”

He edged backward rapidly, noticing Isabella doing the same.

He nodded sharply, knowing that as frustrating as it was, this was likely for the best. Much as he wanted more, he knew that it was not a good idea. He had to walk away from her and give himself time to get his thoughts in order so he did not make a mistake that both he and Isabella would come to regret forever.

Not that he could ever imagine regretting kissing her…

***

Daniel did not waste time.

As soon as he woke up, he dressed ready to head to Lady Marie’s home. The sooner he could help make things right for Isabella, the better.

He hoped his intervention would clear Isabella’s name and ease her burden, but he also knew he needed the distraction to sort through his own swirling emotions. He had spent all night long thinking about Isabella, and dreaming of her too. He truly did not know what to do with himself.

As he rode through the countryside toward Lady Marie’s estate, the morning sun casting long shadows across the fields, his thoughts were a jumble of determination and longing. The memory of Isabella’s eyes, filled with gratitude and something more, haunted him. The more time that he spent with her, the more his heart ached for her, and yet he could not keep away.

As he arrived at the grand estate, he took a moment to collect himself before being shown into the parlor, where Lord Montgomery waited to greet him.

“My lord,” Lord Montgomery greeted him warmly. “What brings you to our humble home so early?”

Daniel smiled, producing the necklace from his coat pocket. “I came across this necklace recently. I noticed a man holding it in a manner that raised my suspicions. It was too fine an item for him to possess, so I took it upon myself to investigate its origins. After some inquiries, I learned it belonged to Lady Marie. I believe it has been taken from her, and I wish to return it.”

Lord Montgomery’s eyes widened as he took the necklace from Daniel. “This is indeed Lady Marie’s! My daughter did not even tell me it was missing.”

Interesting…

“Perhaps she did not wish to worry you.”

Lord Montgomery nodded, but with confusion in his eyes. “Yes, well thank you for this. I appreciate you being the one who managed to get a hold of it.”

“It was simply a matter of being in the right place at the right time,” Daniel replied modestly. “I am pleased to see it returned to its rightful owner.”

“My lord, you have our deepest gratitude,” Lord Montgomery said earnestly. “Please, stay for a while. Lady Marie will be eager to thank you herself.”

Daniel hesitated, unsure if he wanted to see Lady Marie. He had not anticipated staying long, but he knew it would be impolite to refuse. Moreover, facing Lady Marie might provide an opportunity to subtly advocate for Isabella.

“Of course,” he replied with a nod. “I would be honored to stay.”

Lord Montgomery led Daniel to the drawing room, where the rich decor and elegant furnishings highlighted the wealth of the family. Daniel’s thoughts wandered momentarily to Isabella, trying to imagine her working in such an opulent environment. It seemed unfathomable that someone as kind and genuine as she could be accused of theft here.

A few moments later, Lady Marie entered the room. She was a striking woman with an air of confidence and poise that commanded attention. Upon seeing the necklace in her father’s hand, her eyes widened in surprise.

“Lady Marie,” Lord Montgomery began, “the Earl of Duncaster has returned your necklace. It appears it was stolen.”

Lady Marie’s gaze shifted to Daniel, a mixture of surprise and gratitude in her eyes. “I…well, thank you very much.” She swallowed hard. “I did not notice it gone.”

“You should have!” her father snapped at her. “It is not good for you to lose something so precious.”

Daniel offered a polite smile, hoping to ease the tension a little. “I am pleased to have been of assistance, Lady Marie. It is fortunate that I came across it before it was lost forever.”

Lady Marie looked at the necklace, then back at Daniel. “You have my sincere thanks. Please, allow me to offer you some refreshment as a token of our appreciation.”

Daniel inclined his head. “That would be most kind, Lady Marie.”

As they moved to the seating area, Daniel felt a pang of discomfort. He was here for Isabella’s sake, yet he found himself engaging in polite conversation with the very person who had wronged her. Still, he knew this was a necessary step.

As they settled around the ornate table, Lady Marie rang for tea. The delicate clinking of china filled the room as a maid brought in a silver tea service. Marie poured the tea herself, her fingers deft and elegant, as she tried to engage Daniel in conversation.

“I must say, Lord Berkshire,” Marie began, her voice soft and melodic, “I am grateful for your keen eye and bravery. It is not every day one encounters such valor.”

Daniel smiled politely, but his thoughts were elsewhere. With Isabella, and the moment that he wanted to kiss her…again. Would he ever be able to move on from that moment?

“You are too kind, Lady Marie,” he replied. “I simply did what anyone would have done in my position.”

Marie’s eyes sparkled as she leaned closer. “Not everyone would have taken the trouble to return the necklace personally. It speaks volumes about your character.”

Her eyes were firmly on him and Daniel could sense the predatory nature of her gaze. It seemed like she was interested in him. That was not what Daniel had come here for, he needed to change the subject quickly.

“Tell me, Lady Marie, how have you been occupying your time this Season?”

“Oh, the usual,” she replied with a dismissive wave. “Balls, dinners, and social calls. Although I must admit, they have all seemed rather dull as of late.”

“I am sure that as the Season continues, you will find a way to enjoy yourself,” Daniel said, trying to maintain his polite demeanor.

“Yes, I think you might be right about that,” Marie responded, her gaze lingering on Daniel’s face. “Will you be attending the ball this evening, my lord? It promises to be the highlight of the Season. I wonder if it shall live up to that.”

“Yes, I will be attending,” he answered, trying to smile as much as he could.

Marie’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “Wonderful! I look forward to seeing you there. I am sure it will be a lot of fun. Especially on the dance floor…”

Daniel managed a polite smile. “As do I, Lady Marie.”

He did not wish to attend the ball; he would have much preferred to spend the evening with Isabella, but of course, that was dangerous territory. He also knew that his presence would be expected at the ball. People might talk if he was not there, and the last thing he wanted was to be the subject of gossip.

But the way Lady Marie was eyeing him spiked his anxiety. He had not wanted to draw her attention his way. How on earth was he going to ensure that she was not so intrigued by him that she got her parents involved in some wild match-making scheme? That was the last thing that Daniel needed.


Chapter 11 


Isabella’s heart pounded in her chest as she made her way to the library, the summons from Daniel still fresh in her mind. She had been cleaning the dining room, trying to keep a low profile as the worry gripped her hard. When Michael had discreetly passed on Daniel’s message, her curiosity and apprehension grew.

Had he already been to see Lady Marie? If so, what had happened?

As she entered the dimly lit library, the rich scent of leather and old books enveloped her. Daniel stood by one of the tall windows, the evening light casting a warm glow on his handsome features. He turned as she entered, his blue eyes softening when they met hers.

“Isabella,” he greeted, his voice a gentle rumble that seemed to ease some of her nerves.

“My lord,” she replied, curtsying slightly. “You wished to see me?”

Daniel stepped closer, his expression earnest. “I have news that I hope will bring you some relief. I managed to return the necklace to Lady Marie this morning.”

Isabella’s eyes widened. “Oh my…how did she take it? What did you tell her?”

“It was a fortunate encounter,” he explained with a small smile playing on his lips. “I recognized the necklace in the possession of a man who clearly did not come by it honestly. After some inquiries, I traced it back to Lady Marie.”

Relief washed over Isabella, but she could not help the lingering doubt. “Do you think this will clear my name?”

“I can only hope so.”

Isabella went to take a step back, but it seemed like Daniel was not done with her as yet.

“Before you leave…I wanted to share something with you,” he said, gesturing for her to join him at a nearby table. “You mentioned your interest in literature during our walk. I thought you might enjoy borrowing a few of my favorite books.”

Isabella’s eyes widened in surprise and delight. She was most certainly not expecting that. “That is very kind of you, my lord. I would love that.”

Daniel’s eyes lit up with her response, and he moved to a nearby shelf, his fingers brushing over the spines of several well-worn volumes. He selected a few books and placed them gently on the table before her.

“These are some of my favorites,” he said, his voice warm with enthusiasm. “I thought you might enjoy them.”

Isabella looked at the titles, her heart swelling with gratitude. She reached out to touch one of the books, her fingers trembling slightly. “Thank you, my lord. This means more to me than you know.”

“Please, call me Daniel,” he insisted gently. “We are friends, are we not?”

Her cheeks flushed at his words. “Yes, Daniel. Thank you.”

Isabella’s heart raced at the sound of his name on her lips. Calling him Daniel felt simultaneously wrong and so very right. There was an undeniable chemistry between them, a magnetic pull she could not ignore.

He picked up one of the books and smiled at her. “There is a love that burns brighter than the sun, a love that defies reason and transcends time. It is a love that finds its way through the darkest nights, guiding two souls to each other despite all obstacles.”

Was Daniel actually reading to her? In a voice that seemed to make her heart pound like crazy.

“In the stillness of the forest, where the leaves whispered secrets to the wind, they met. Two hearts that had long been searching, now beating in unison. Their love was a beacon, a light that could not be dimmed by the shadows of the world.”

Isabella’s breath caught in her throat. The words were beautiful, and Daniel’s voice imbued them with a resonance that made her heart ache with longing.

Daniel turned the page, continuing to read with a soft intensity. “They stood beneath the canopy of stars, the night sky a vast expanse of endless possibilities. In that moment, they knew that their love was not of this earth, but of the stars themselves. It was a love written in the constellations, a love that would endure for all eternity.”

“Oh my.” Isabella clutched her hand to her chest. “That was beautiful.”

Daniel closed the book gently, his eyes meeting Isabella’s with a warmth that seemed to fill the entire room. “I am glad you enjoyed it. This story has always resonated with me.”

Isabella smiled, feeling a rush of emotions. “It is truly beautiful, Daniel. The way you read it...it felt like the words came to life.”

For a moment, they simply looked at each other, the air between them charged with unspoken feelings. Isabella felt as if time had stopped, the world outside the library fading into insignificance.

Just as she was about to speak, the sound of a clock chiming the hour broke the spell. Daniel glanced at the clock, a flicker of regret passing over his face. “I am afraid I must attend a ball this evening. The Season awaits…”

Isabella’s heart sank a little, but she forced a smile. “Of course. Duty calls.”

She did not like the idea of Daniel being involved with the Season, which was meant for the wealthy to find suitable partners. She did not like the idea of Daniel finding someone, but what could she do? It was not like he would ever really be able to look at her.

Daniel stood, his expression apologetic. “I wish I could stay here with you, Isabella. But I must go.”

She nodded. “I understand, Daniel. Do not worry, you have left me with a lot of reading to do!”

Daniel’s expression softened as he looked at her, a touch of something mysterious in his eyes. “I am glad to hear that, Isabella. I hope these stories bring you as much joy as they have brought me.”

He hesitated for a moment, as if he wanted to say more, but then he sighed and turned to leave. “I will see you soon. Please take care.”

As he walked out of the library, Isabella’s stomach ached.

Once he was gone, the library seemed quieter, the shadows longer. Isabella sat down at the table, her fingers brushing the spines of the books Daniel had left for her. She picked up the one he had been reading from and opened it to the page where he had stopped. The words seemed to glow with a new significance, their meaning deepened by the memory of his voice.

As Isabella read, she found herself lost in the world of the story, the characters and their struggles mirroring her own hopes and fears. The hero’s quest for love and acceptance resonated deeply with her, and she could not help but think of Daniel and their shared moments.

Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t notice the sound of approaching footsteps until a voice broke her reverie.

“Enjoying the book?”

Isabella looked up, startled, to see Michael standing in the doorway, a friendly smile on his face.

“Michael,” she said, her cheeks flushing slightly. “I did not hear you come in.”

“My apologies for interrupting,” Michael said, stepping into the room. “I just finished my duties for the evening and thought I might find you here.”

Isabella closed the book gently, a smile tugging at her lips. “It is quite all right. I was just...thinking.”

“About…?”

Isabella pursed her lips tightly together. She did not want to tell the truth and make this more complicated than it already was. “About the orphanage I grew up in…”

Michael’s smile softened, and he pulled up a chair to sit across from her. “I do not know much about your past. You grew up in an orphanage?”

Isabella hesitated for a moment but then nodded. “Yes, it is where I spent most of my childhood. It was not easy, but it shaped who I am today.”

“You know, I come from humble beginnings too.”

Isabella’s curiosity piqued. “Really? Tell me more. I do not know enough about you either.”

It was nice to have a distraction from her thoughts and feelings, and also to find a friend in another.

“I grew up in a small village, the son of a blacksmith. My family did not have much, but we made do. When I was old enough, I decided to seek work in the city and eventually found my way to the earl’s service.”

Isabella listened intently, feeling a kinship with Michael. “It must have been difficult, leaving your family and everything you knew.”

Michael nodded. “It was. But I knew I had to make a better life for myself. And I have been fortunate to serve a man like Daniel. He is a good employer, not like some.”

Isabella smiled, feeling a warmth in her chest. “I can tell he is a good man. He has been nothing but kind to me since I arrived.”

Michael nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Yes, he is. He sees people for who they truly are, not just their social standing. That is a rare quality.”

Isabella sighed softly. “It is a quality that I am very grateful for. I just hope that Lady Marie sees it, too.”

Michael’s brow furrowed slightly. “What happened with Lady Marie? If you do not mind me asking.”

“She accused me of theft, after forcing me to swap clothing with her. I was robbed because I was in fancy clothing.”

Michael’s eyes widened in shock. “She accused you of theft after that? That is terrible, Isabella.”

Isabella nodded, the memory still fresh and painful. “Yes, it was a humiliating experience. But thankfully, I was given a chance to work here.”

“Thank goodness,” Michael laughed. “It is good to have you here. You have been a great addition to the house. Miss Jenkins and the kitchen staff think so, as do Margaret and the other maids.”

Isabella could not help but smile. She really did want to fit in here, she wanted a sense of family, and she wanted it to be here so that Daniel could be proud of her.



Chapter 12 


The grand ballroom of the manor glittered with opulence. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceilings, casting a warm glow over the elegantly dressed guests. The air was filled with the sound of laughter, clinking glasses, and the soft strains of a string quartet. Daniel took a deep breath, adjusted his jacket, and stepped into the room.

As the Earl of Duncaster, his presence was immediately noted. Guests turned to acknowledge him, offering polite nods and smiles. Daniel responded with the practiced ease of someone well-versed in the social niceties of high society, but his mind was elsewhere. His thoughts kept drifting back to the library, where he had spent an enchanting afternoon with Isabella.

An afternoon that he wished did not have to come to an end.

Shaking off the memories, he scanned the room for familiar faces. He quickly spotted Henry and Barret near the refreshment table, engaged in animated conversation. Their laughter rang out above the general hum of the crowd, a sound Daniel found both comforting and grounding.

“Ah, there he is,” Henry called out as Daniel approached. “We were just wondering when you would arrive.”

Barret grinned, raising his glass in a mock salute. “Daniel, It is about time you joined us. We were beginning to think you had abandoned the Season entirely.”

Daniel chuckled, shaking hands with both of them. “Good to see you, gentlemen. I hope I have not missed too much?”

“Just the usual,” Henry replied with a smirk. “Barret here was recounting his latest hunting exploits. Apparently, he wrestled a bear single-handedly.”

“Exaggerations,” Barret said, waving his hand dismissively. “It was only a wild boar.”

Daniel laughed, feeling some of the tension ease from his shoulders. “I am sure it was quite the battle. But what about the battle in here? How is the night faring?”

“So far so good,” Henry said. “The wine is excellent, as always, and the company is...varied.”

Barret nodded in agreement. “Though I must say, the ladies this evening seem particularly intent on finding husbands. I have barely been able to escape their clutches.”

“Ah, the perils of being a charming bachelor,” Daniel teased. “Perhaps you should consider settling down.”

Barret gave him a wry look. “You can talk. When will you find yourself a bride, Daniel? Is there something you have not told us?”

Daniel smiled, his thoughts again drifting to Isabella. “No secrets here, Barret. I have just been preoccupied with other matters.”

Henry raised an eyebrow, a knowing glint in his eye. “Other matters, you say? And what might those be? Have you finally been taking dance lessons?”

“Speaking of dancing,” Barrett interjected, sensing the shift in mood. “Shall we take to the floor? I believe Lady Margaret Thompson has been eyeing you, Daniel.”

Daniel glanced over to where Lady Margaret stood, surrounded by admirers. She was beautiful, poised, and exactly the type of woman his peers expected him to court. But tonight, the thought of engaging in empty flirtation felt particularly unappealing.

“Perhaps later,” he said smoothly. “I am more interested in catching up with my friends at the moment.”

Henry raised an eyebrow but did not press the issue. “Very well. But do not think you can avoid the dance floor all night.”

Daniel chuckled, though his mind was still elsewhere. “I suppose I cannot,” he conceded. “But for now, a drink would do nicely.”

As they moved toward the refreshment table, Daniel tried to immerse himself in the lively chatter of his friends, but his thoughts kept straying back to the library and Isabella. Her intelligence, her kindness, and the way her eyes lit up when she spoke of literature. He could not help but wonder what she was doing at that very moment. Was she thinking of him too?

But it seemed that he would not be able to enjoy his respite.

As Daniel stood by the refreshment table, nursing his drink, he sensed a presence approaching. Turning slightly, he saw Lady Marie making her way toward him. She was adorned in an exquisite gown of deep emerald green that highlighted her striking features. Her confident stride and regal bearing commanded attention, and it was clear she was accustomed to being the center of it.

“Good evening, Lord Duncaster,” Lady Marie greeted with a radiant smile. Her voice was smooth and poised, each word measured to perfection.

“Lady Marie,” Daniel replied, inclining his head respectfully. “A pleasure to see you this evening. You look splendid.”

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “You are too kind. I must say, you are looking rather dashing yourself.”

Daniel smiled politely, though his mind was still occupied with thoughts of Isabella. “I appreciate the compliment.”

“My lord,” Lady Marie began, her voice soft and coquettish. “I believe you promised me a dance earlier today.”

Daniel’s mind raced. He had not exactly offered to dance with her, but he also did not wish to cause a scene.

He could see that he had very little choice.

“Of course, Lady Marie,” he said, bowing slightly. “Shall we?”

Lady Marie beamed, taking his offered hand. As they moved to the center of the ballroom, Daniel noticed her fingers frequently touching the delicate necklace he had returned to her. She seemed to be doing whatever she could to draw his attention to it. Unfortunately for Lady Marie, it only reminded him of Isabella…

The music began, and they swept into the dance. Lady Marie was an accomplished dancer, her movements graceful and assured. Yet, Daniel found it difficult to focus. His thoughts kept drifting back to Isabella and the unfairness she had endured at Marie’s hands. She might have been polite to him, but it was clear she was not to others.

“My lord,” Lady Marie said, her voice cutting through his reverie. “You seem distracted this evening.”

Daniel forced a polite smile. “I apologize, Lady Marie. I have many matters on my mind.”

She laughed lightly, her hand again brushing her necklace. “I understand. Running an estate as grand as Duncaster must be quite the responsibility. But surely, you can spare a moment to enjoy the dance? I have been looking forward to it all day long.”

“Of course,” Daniel replied, though his heart was not in it. He could see the admiring glances they were attracting from other guests, and it only added to his discomfort. To them, this pairing seemed perfect—a beautiful, eligible lady and the distinguished Earl. But to Daniel, it felt hollow.

Daniel could not help but notice the stark contrast between Lady Marie and Isabella. Where Marie’s charm felt forced and superficial, Isabella’s kindness and passion were genuine. Where Marie sought to impress with her beauty and status, Isabella had captivated him with her intelligence and resilience.

“My lord,” Marie said, her voice a touch sharper, bringing him back to the present. “You are quite the elusive dancer. I have heard you have managed to avoid several ladies’ requests this evening.”

Daniel smiled, though it did not reach his eyes. “I have been preoccupied, Lady Marie. But I assure you, I am honored to dance with you now.”

Marie’s smile turned triumphant as if she had won a prize. She leaned in slightly, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I must admit, my lord, I find your reticence quite intriguing. It only adds to your allure.”

Daniel said nothing, his mind elsewhere. He thought of the books he had given Isabella, of her delighted expression as she ran her fingers over the covers. He remembered the way her eyes sparkled with curiosity and the depth of their conversations. He realized that what he felt for Isabella was something far deeper than mere attraction; it was a genuine connection, one that transcended social barriers.

Reading to her had been the greatest pleasure of his night so far.

As the music reached its final, graceful notes, Daniel guided Lady Marie to a halt. The dance had been exquisite, but his thoughts were not with his partner. He had done his best to appear engaged, but the charm of the evening had eluded him.

“Thank you for the delightful dance, Lady Marie,” Daniel said, his tone polite but distant. He offered a slight bow. “I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.”

Lady Marie smiled, though her eyes held a hint of disappointment. “I did, my lord. It was simply lovely.”

She did not seem keen to leave Daniel’s side, but Daniel did not have anything else to say. He was exhausted from all the false niceties already and simply wished for a moment alone.

“I must return to the refreshment’s table,” he said, almost as if he meant it regretfully. “Please, enjoy the rest of the evening.”

Lady Marie nodded, but her reluctance was evident. She offered him a parting smile, though it did little to mask her disappointment. “Very well, my lord. I shall see you later, I hope.”

Guilt flooded Daniel, but he knew it was the right thing to do. He did not want to give Lady Marie any indication that he had any attraction to her, because then he would only have to let her down.



Chapter 13 


Walking toward the library, Isabella smiled at this new part of her daily routine.

Her hour—although it was often more—spent with Daniel now always started in the library with some talk of literature, before a walk in the garden to clear their minds. It was easily the most thrilling part of her day, and her heart raced faster at the thought of spending more time with her employer.

These feelings were dangerous, she knew that much, but truly exciting too.

Her footsteps echoed softly against the wooden floor as she neared the library door. Pausing for a moment to smooth her apron and steady her breathing, she pushed the door open and stepped inside. The scent of aged paper and polished wood welcomed her, a comforting reminder of the countless hours she had spent here with Daniel.

He was already there, seated in his usual chair by the window, a book open in his hands. The morning light filtered through the glass, casting a warm glow over his golden hair. He looked up as she entered, a smile spreading across his face.

“Good morning, Isabella,” he greeted, closing the book and setting it aside. “I was just thinking about our discussion yesterday on Shakespeare. Have you given more thought to what we talked about?”

Isabella felt a blush rise to her cheeks but managed to keep her voice steady. “Good morning, Daniel.” It still felt strange to call him by his first name, but she was trying her hardest to get used to it because she could see it was what he preferred. “I have indeed. I find myself even more intrigued by the complexity of his characters, especially in ‘Much Ado About Nothing.’”

Daniel’s eyes sparkled with interest. “Ah, yes. Benedick and Beatrice. Their wit and banter are quite something.”

She took her place opposite him, her hands folding neatly in her lap. “I think Beatrice is such a strong character, not afraid to speak her mind despite the constraints of her time.”

Daniel laughed. “I quite agree. She is fascinating.”

“Are we going to read more Shakespeare today?”

Daniel shook his head, much to her surprise. “I thought we might try something new today.”

“Something new?” Isabella echoed, her curiosity piqued.

Daniel reached behind him to a small table where another book lay. It was bound in deep green leather, the cover unmarked save for a simple embossed title.

“Jane Austen,” he said, holding the book up for her to see. “I thought we could explore ‘Pride and Prejudice.’ It’s one of my favorites, and I think you’ll find it quite engaging.”

Isabella’s eyes lit up. She had heard of Jane Austen but had never had the opportunity to read her works. “I would love that, Daniel.”

He smiled warmly and handed her the book. “Would you like to start us off with the first chapter?”

Taking the book, Isabella opened it to the first page, the crisp sound of the paper bringing her a small thrill of anticipation. She began to read, her voice steady and clear, filling the room with Austen’s words. Daniel watched her, his expression thoughtful and content, clearly enjoying the shared moment.

As she read, Isabella found herself increasingly captivated by the story and its characters. The wit and social commentary resonated with her, and she could not help but draw parallels between the characters’ struggles and her own. When she finished the first few chapters, she looked up to find Daniel still gazing at her, his blue eyes soft and intent.

“That was wonderful,” he said, but his tone was measured. “What do you think of it so far?”

“I think it’s fascinating,” Isabella replied, though her enthusiasm was tempered by uncertainty. “Elizabeth Bennet is so spirited and intelligent. I admire her courage to speak her mind. But…I do not quite understand Mr. Darcy. He seems so arrogant and aloof, as if he thinks he is better than everyone else.”

Daniel leaned back slightly, his gaze sharpening. “But is that not part of the point? Darcy’s arrogance is a reflection of his upbringing, of his status. He has been taught to see the world a certain way, and yet, beneath that exterior, there’s a depth to him. His proposal, for instance…”

“His proposal?” Isabella interrupted, a frown forming. “He insults Elizabeth, talks about how inferior she is, and then expects her to be grateful? I don’t see how that is defensible, Daniel.”

Daniel’s brow furrowed. “I am not defending his approach, but I think there is more to consider. He is risking his reputation, his social standing. It is not just about love. It is about defying expectations, challenging the norms of his society.”

Isabella shook her head. “But that is the problem. He is so caught up in his own importance that he cannot even see how hurtful he is being. Elizabeth has every right to refuse him.”

“Of course she does,” Daniel replied, his voice a touch firmer now. “But you cannot ignore the fact that he is willing to change, to grow. That is what makes his character so compelling.”

“Maybe,” Isabella conceded, though her tone suggested she was not entirely convinced. “But it is hard for me to forgive someone who thinks they are entitled to another person just because they have lowered themselves to ask.”

For a moment, silence hung between them, heavy with unspoken thoughts. Daniel’s gaze softened, and he let out a small sigh. “I suppose we are seeing different sides of the same coin.”

Isabella met his eyes, a flicker of something unresolved passing between them. “Perhaps. It is just…I cannot help but feel that some things should be more straightforward, that some lines should not be crossed.”

Their discussion, though rooted in the novel, had edged closer to something personal. Neither of them spoke it aloud, but the obstacles in Austen’s world echoed the unspoken tensions in their own.

For a moment, they simply looked at each other, the air between them charged with unspoken feelings. Isabella’s heart pounded in her chest, and she wondered if Daniel could hear it.

Despite everything, Isabella felt a thrill of pride at his approval. These discussions were not just about the books—they were a meeting of minds, a connection that went beyond words. She cherished these moments, where she felt seen and valued for who she was, not just her station in life.

Breaking the silence, Daniel cleared his throat and stood up. “Shall we take our walk in the garden? The weather is perfect today.”

Isabella nodded, grateful for the opportunity to compose herself. “Yes, that sounds lovely.”

They left the library and stepped outside into the garden, the summer sun bathing everything in a warm, golden light. The scent of roses and freshly cut grass filled the air, and Isabella felt her tension ease as they strolled along the gravel paths.

But Isabella had something on her mind, and it was something that she could not keep locked away inside any longer. “Daniel, do you ever worry about what people will say? About us spending so much time together?”

Her heart pounded. She had no idea if she should even ask this.

But it was too late now.

He looked at her, his expression serious. “Of course I do. But I have come to realize that the opinions of others matter less to me than the truth of my own heart. And my heart tells me that our time together is worth any risk.”

Isabella’s heart swelled with emotion. She had never felt so understood, so valued.

“I feel the same way,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

Although Isabella could not ignore what burned underneath the surface. The knowledge that their connection, however genuine, was destined to remain hidden in the shadows. Their worlds were too different, and nothing could ever change that.

She needed this job. The steady income, the chance to work with books and ideas she loved, and the opportunity to continue learning—these were things she could not afford to lose. And Daniel, for all his genuine feelings, had a life filled with responsibilities and expectations she could never truly be a part of.

I have to put my feelings aside, she resolved, her heart heavy with the weight of her decision. I cannot let this jeopardize everything. For his sake and mine.

“…I do not feel like I have the energy to attend another ball…”

All of a sudden, Isabella realized that Daniel was talking and she was not listening to him. She shook her head and tried to refocus.

“But balls always sound so wonderful in the books we read together. Full of music, dancing, and lively conversation. It is hard to imagine them being anything but delightful.”

Daniel chuckled, shaking his head. “That is the romanticized version, I am afraid. In reality, they’re tedious affairs, filled with superficial chatter and people jockeying for status. I would much rather spend the evening reading with you.”

Her heart fluttered at his words, but she kept her voice light. “You make it sound dreadful. Perhaps it is not as bad as you think. Maybe you will meet someone interesting or at least have a decent meal.”

“I have met every member of the ton,” he shot back wryly. “Dancing with you sounds far more enjoyable.”

Isabella’s heart raced at Daniel’s words, the implication both thrilling and terrifying. She tried to keep her composure, though she could feel a blush rising to her cheeks.

“Dance with me?” she repeated, her voice barely above a whisper.

Daniel stepped closer, his eyes never leaving hers. “Yes, dance with you. Would you like that?”

A mix of excitement and anxiety bubbled up inside her. She had never been to a ball, never learned the steps of those elegant dances.

“I would,” she admitted softly, “but I do not know how to dance. Dancing is not something that fits into my life.”

A smile spread across Daniel’s face, warm and inviting. “Then let me teach you.”

Without another word, he extended his hand to her. She hesitated for a moment, then placed her hand in his, feeling the warmth of his skin against hers.

“First, we need the right posture,” Daniel said, positioning himself in front of her. He gently placed her left hand on his shoulder and took her right hand in his. “Now, stand up straight, but relaxed. Feel the music in your head.”

Isabella nodded, trying to follow his instructions. She felt clumsy and self-conscious, but Daniel’s calm presence was reassuring.

“Let us start with a simple waltz,” he said, taking a step forward. “Just follow my lead.”

He began to move, guiding her with a gentle but firm touch. At first, she stumbled, her feet tangling awkwardly, but Daniel was patient, his movements smooth and confident. Slowly, she began to find the rhythm, matching his steps with her own.

But just as she though that she was starting to get it, Isabella stepped on Daniel’s foot. He winced dramatically, making her giggle.

“Oh no, I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed, her face flushing with embarrassment.

Daniel laughed, shaking his head. “You are doing fine. Let’s try again. Just relax and follow my lead.”

They resumed their dance, but moments later, Isabella tripped over a tree root, causing her to lurch forward. She grabbed onto Daniel to steady herself, and they both stumbled, nearly falling over. Humiliation burned right through her body.

“Graceful as a swan,” Daniel teased, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

Isabella laughed, unable to help herself. “I suppose I am not cut out to be a dancer.”

“Nonsense,” Daniel said, steadying her. “You are doing fine. Besides, even the best dancers have their moments.”

He gave her a reassuring smile and a wink.

As they continued, their laughter filled the grove. Isabella accidentally spun the wrong way, nearly colliding with Daniel.

“You are supposed to go right, not left,” he said with a chuckle, gently guiding her back in to place.

“Right, not left. Got it,” she repeated, concentrating hard.

As they resumed their dance, Isabella focused on following Daniel’s lead, her determination growing with each step. Despite the occasional misstep or awkward stumble, Daniel’s patient guidance and lighthearted humor kept the atmosphere relaxed and enjoyable.

“You are getting the hang of it,” Daniel said, his voice warm with encouragement. “Just let yourself flow with the music.”

Isabella nodded, trying to match his fluid movements. She found herself becoming more confident, her steps smoother and more in sync with his. The rhythm of their dance became a silent conversation, an unspoken understanding passing between them.

“See?” Daniel said, his smile brightening. “You are doing wonderfully.”

Isabella’s heart soared at his praise. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft. “I never thought I could dance like this.”

“It is all about trusting yourself and your partner,” Daniel replied. “And you are doing both beautifully.”

Isabella could not help but be enchanted by Daniel’s words. Trusting herself and him—it seemed simple, yet it carried a weight she could not ignore. But she knew that she needed to ignore it, as much as she possibly could, or she would ruin everything. And working with Daniel was not something that she could lose.



Chapter 14 


Daniel stepped out of the carriage, his polished boots landing with a quiet thud on the cobblestone drive. The grand mansion before him was a beacon of opulence, its windows aglow with the soft, inviting light of countless chandeliers. The sounds of lively music and laughter spilled out into the night, a testament to yet another lavish ball in the heart of the Season.

He adjusted his coat, taking a moment to steel himself. He could already feel the weight of expectant eyes upon him—the hopeful glances of ambitious mothers, the coy smiles of eager debutantes…and of course, Lady Marie.

Chances were, this would be another evening in which Lady Marie sought him out, and he would have to find a way to escape her clutches.

As he made his way up the steps, his thoughts drifted to the dance lessons with Isabella that had started to almost become a daily occurrence.

He recalled the warmth of her hand in his, the way her eyes sparkled with determination, and the soft laughter that escaped her lips whenever she made a mistake. Despite her initial awkwardness, she was becoming more confident with each lesson, her movements growing more graceful and assured. The feel of her body close to his, the gentle sway of her hips as they moved in unison, was something he cherished more than he cared to admit.

With a deep breath, Daniel made his way inside, the grand entrance hall bustling with finely dressed guests. He nodded politely to those who acknowledged him, offering a courteous smile that did not quite reach his eyes. The air was thick with the scent of expensive perfumes and the murmur of countless conversations, but Daniel’s focus was singular.

Scanning the room, his eyes landed on the familiar figures of his friends. Truth be told, were it not for Henry and Barrett, it was unlikely that he would attend these nights at all!

Both men looked up as Daniel approached, their faces lighting up with matching grins.

“Daniel!” Henry called out, raising his glass in a mock toast. “We were beginning to think you had been abducted by one of the more persistent mothers.”

“Or worse,” Barrett added with a chuckle. “One of the debutantes.”

Daniel laughed, feeling a bit of the evening’s tension ease away. “Not yet, though I had a close call with Lady Abernathy’s daughter on the way in. I barely escaped with my life.”

Henry shook his head, his expression one of exaggerated sympathy. “Ah, the perils of being the most eligible bachelor in London. How do you manage?”

“With great difficulty,” Daniel replied dryly, accepting a glass of punch from a passing servant. “But enough about my tribulations. How have you two been faring in this madness tonight?”

Barrett leaned in conspiratorially, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “We have been keeping ourselves entertained. Did you hear about Lord Hawthorne’s latest escapade? Apparently, he attempted to serenade Lady Beatrice from beneath her balcony last night. Unfortunately for him, her father mistook him for a burglar and nearly shot him.”

Henry snorted, barely containing his laughter. “And here I thought the Season could not get any more entertaining. What did Lord Hawthorne do?”

“Ran for his life, of course,” Barrett said with a grin. “He has been avoiding Lady Beatrice ever since. I cannot say I blame him.”

Much as it was a lot of fun listening to his friends, Daniel still found himself not fully satisfied, and it took him a moment to pinpoint why. As Henry and Barrett made a wager, betting on who could secure a dance with the elusive Lady Eliza first, Daniel’s mind wandered.

If only she were here.

He could still feel the gentle pressure of Isabella’s hand in his, the warmth of her touch sending tingles through him. The way she moved—graceful, confident, and utterly enchanting—had a way of making everything else in the world seem insignificant. Their lessons had become a sanctuary, a place where the rigid expectations of society fell away, leaving only the two of them and the music.

Daniel sighed, the longing in his chest almost palpable. He could picture her now, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders, her eyes bright with laughter as they twirled around the room. She would fit in perfectly among the elegantly dressed guests, her natural beauty outshining even the most dazzling of debutantes.

But Isabella was not here, and the reality of their situation loomed large. They came from different worlds—his one of privilege and expectation, hers of modesty and constraint. The very thought of openly courting her was fraught with peril. Yet, the more time he spent with her, the more he realized he might be willing to take that risk.

“Daniel!” Barrett’s voice snapped him from his thoughts. “You are missing all the fun. Henry has already been rebuffed twice by Lady Eliza.”

Daniel chuckled, forcing his mind back to the present. “Somehow, I am not surprised. She has quite the reputation for turning down suitors.”

Just then, a new voice interrupted their conversation. “Daniel, what a pleasant surprise!”

Daniel tried not to sigh heavily.

Lady Marie had found him.

Daniel turned to see her approaching, her gown a shimmering cascade of blue silk.

“Lady Marie,” Daniel greeted her with a polite bow. “You look lovely this evening.”

“Thank you,” she replied, her smile widening. “I was just telling Mother how much I hoped to see you tonight. Balls are always so much more enjoyable with familiar faces.”

Barrett took a discreet step back, giving Daniel a knowing look before melting into the crowd. Daniel inwardly sighed, bracing himself for what he knew was coming.

“Speaking of enjoyment,” Lady Marie continued, her tone light and conversational, “I have been looking forward to dancing all evening. It is such a beautiful night, do you not think?”

“Indeed it is,” Daniel agreed, maintaining his polite facade. He could sense the anticipation in her eyes, the subtle pressure of unspoken expectations. “Would you like to take to the dance floor with me?”

Her eyes lit up with triumph as she took his hand. “That sounds wonderful!”

As they moved to the dance floor, Daniel tried to push thoughts of Isabella to the back of his mind. He held Lady Marie’s hand, leading her into the first steps of the waltz. Her touch was cool and practiced, lacking the warmth and spontaneity he had come to cherish in his lessons with Isabella.

But Lady Marie was not going to give him the mental space to think of anyone else.

Although it seemed like she had come with a new attitude today, one that Daniel did not much care for.

“Did you see Lady Abernathy’s daughter?” Lady Marie said with a disdainful laugh. “She is wearing last Season’s gown. I suppose they cannot afford to keep up with the latest fashions anymore.”

Daniel forced a polite smile, his discomfort growing. He had never been one to indulge in such cruel gossip, and it only made him think of how Isabella must have felt, working as Lady Marie’s lady’s maid. Isabella would have been subjected to these kinds of comments daily, and Daniel could only imagine the strength it took to endure them.

“And Lady Beatrice,” Lady Marie continued, not noticing Daniel’s distraction. “Did you see her hair? It is practically a bird’s nest. Honestly, I do not know how she dares to show her face in public. I would be far too embarrassed.”

Daniel tightened his grip on Lady Marie’s hand, forcing himself to focus on the steps of the waltz. Despite the elegance of the setting and the beautiful strains of the music, he found the conversation increasingly tiresome. Lady Marie’s words dripped with a condescension that made Daniel’s jaw clench.

“Lady Beatrice does have a rather unique style,” he managed to reply, trying to keep his tone neutral. “But I am sure she is quite aware of her choices.”

Lady Marie gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “Oh, I suppose. But it is rather amusing to see how some people try so hard and still fall short.”

As they twirled around the dance floor, Daniel’s mind wandered once again. He thought of Isabella, her laughter ringing through the gardens as she stumbled over her own feet, only to brush off the mishap with a smile. She was never one to judge others, her empathy and kindness a stark contrast to the harshness he was now surrounded by.

He recalled the way Isabella’s cheeks would flush with effort, the way her eyes would light up when she finally got a step right. She was not just learning to dance; she was embracing something new, stepping out of the constraints of her world with a grace that belied her circumstances.

Her enthusiasm and spirit were infectious, and he found himself wishing he could be in a place where they could both be free from the judgments and expectations of society.

“…and Lady Julia…” Lady Marie continued, not that Daniel was really listening to her anymore. “Can you believe she had the nerve to wear white? As if she were still an innocent debutante. Everyone knows about her scandal last Season…”

Daniel just about resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

If Isabella were here, she would appreciate this, she would enjoy every moment of it and not have a bad word to say about anyone.

He would love it, too, because Isabella’s infectious nature would make it fun.

What a shame that she would never be invited…


Chapter 15 


As the carriage rattled along the cobblestones, Daniel could not help but smile at Isabella. “Thank you for inviting me to come to the orphanage with you tonight. It has been a while since I was last here.”

Isabella blushed and smiled. “I like to visit as often as I can.”

“Eileen spoke highly of you in her letter to me. You must have been a great worker there.”

“Thank you…that is very kind.”

The carriage came to a gentle halt in front of the orphanage, and before Daniel could even step down, the front door burst open, and a chorus of excited voices filled the air.

“Isabella! Isabella is here!”

The children’s cries were filled with joy as they rushed forward, their faces alight with happiness.

Isabella’s face lit up as she stepped down from the carriage, and the children surrounded her, tugging at her skirts and reaching up for hugs. Daniel watched with a smile, his heart warming at the sight. Isabella knelt down, embracing the children and listening intently as they chattered away, each one vying for her attention.

“Isabella, look at the drawing I made!”

“Isabella, we have been practicing the song you taught us!”

“Isabella, can you tell us a story tonight?”

Daniel stepped down from the carriage, and though the children’s attention was primarily on Isabella, a few of them glanced his way, curiosity mingling with their excitement.

“Lord Duncaster!” a little boy exclaimed, his face lighting up. “You are back too!”

“You remember me?” Daniel asked, crouching down to their level.

The children nodded eagerly.

“You read us that story about the brave knight last time!” a girl with curly hair said.

“And you brought us sweets,” another child chimed in.

Daniel laughed warmly. “I am glad you remember. It is good to see all of you again.”

The children’s eyes shone with excitement as they crowded around Daniel, their shyness melting away as they asked questions and showed off their various treasures—a flower, a drawing, a well-loved toy. Daniel listened attentively, responding with genuine interest and warmth.

Eileen Monroe, the head of the orphanage, appeared in the doorway, her face beaming with gratitude.

“Welcome back, Lord Duncaster. And Isabella, it is always a pleasure to see you, my dear.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Monroe,” Daniel replied, standing and offering a respectful nod. “I am glad to be back.”

He instantly knew that Isabella had a lot of respect and love for Eileen, judging by the way that she embraced her, almost as if this were her mother.

“You will be pleased to know, Isabella, that Sarah has actually come to see the children this evening as well. What a wonderful coincidence.”

“I did not know Sarah came here.” Isabella gasped.

Eileen grinned. “It seems as though you have inspired her. Since coming to visit you while you were here, she has grown quite attached to the children herself.”

Isabella’s eyes lit up with joy. “That is wonderful to hear. I have missed her terribly.”

Eileen ushered them inside, and Daniel followed, taking in the warm, inviting atmosphere of the orphanage. The interior was modest but well-kept, with cheerful drawings adorning the walls and the comforting scent of a home cooked meal lingering in the air.

“Isabella!” Sarah exclaimed, setting a book aside and rising to her feet. The two friends embraced warmly, their happiness palpable.

“Sarah, I did not know you would be here tonight,” Isabella said, her voice filled with emotion. “It is so good to see you. What luck that we have the same nights off.”

“Something that would never have happened while we worked at Lady Marie’s together.”

Isabella took a step back. “Sarah, this is Lord Duncaster. He has come to visit the orphanage with me.”

“Please, call me Daniel,” he interjected with a friendly smile, extending his hand.

Sarah shook his hand warmly as her brows rose. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Daniel. Isabella has spoken very highly of you.”

Before he could ask any questions about this, the children asked for him to read them a story, which of course he could not refuse.

Daniel found himself seated on a comfortable arm chair, a group of eager children gathered around him on the floor. He took a well-worn book from a nearby shelf, its cover faded from years of love and use. The children settled in, their eyes wide with anticipation.

“All right, let us see what adventures we can find in here,” Daniel said, opening the book to a story about a brave knight and his loyal horse.

As he read, his voice animated and full of emotion, the children were captivated. They gasped at the knight’s daring feats and giggled at the clever tricks of his horse. Isabella and Sarah exchanged smiles, their hearts warmed by the sight of the children so engrossed in the tale.

When the story ended, the children clapped and cheered, their faces glowing with joy. Daniel closed the book with a satisfied smile.

“Thank you, Lord Duncaster!” the children chorused, their voices a harmonious blend of gratitude.

“Call me Daniel,” he reminded them gently, his heart swelling at their enthusiasm. “It was my pleasure.”

As the children dispersed to continue their activities with Sarah and Isabella, Eileen approached Daniel, her face reflecting the contentment that filled the room.

“Thank you, Daniel,” she said warmly. “Your visits mean so much to the children.”

“It is an honor to be here,” Daniel replied sincerely. “These moments are just as precious to me. I know it was my parents who started this ritual, but I would like it to become so much more than a yearly thing. I would like to visit far more often.”

Eileen smiled. “Well, then I suppose I have something else to thank you for.”

“Something else?”

“I wanted to thank you personally for hiring Isabella. It means the world to me.”

“Oh,” Daniel replied with a smile. “Well thank you for the recommendation. She has been a wonderful addition to my house hold. I can only assume that her work was good here too.”

“She has done more than worked here. She has always been a help. Even when she lived here.”

Daniel’s eyes widened in shock. She had never mentioned growing up in the orphanage. She had been through much more than he even knew.

“When her parents passed away, she stayed with us and became a part of our family,” Eileen continued, not sensing what Daniel was thinking at all. “She is the one orphan who stuck around and truly became a daughter to me.”

Daniel was taken aback, a new wave of admiration for Isabella washing over him. He had always known her to be kind and dedicated, but this revelation added a depth to her character that he had not fully appreciated before.

Eileen, seeing the thoughtful look on Daniel’s face, smiled gently. “She does not often speak of her past, but it is a testament to her strength and resilience. She has been a blessing to all of us here.”

Daniel nodded slowly, absorbing this new perspective. “I had no idea,” he admitted. “She has never mentioned it.”

“That is Isabella for you,” Eileen said warmly. “She does not dwell on the hardships she has faced. Instead, she focuses on making the world a better place for those around her.”

Daniel’s eyes followed Isabella as she interacted with the children, her laughter ringing out and her eyes shining with genuine joy. He felt a swell of pride and protectiveness toward her, realizing just how remarkable she truly was.

***

You are cordially invited to a Masquerade Ball at the Grand Palace.

Daniel could not stop reading and re reading the invitation for yet another event of the Season as it sat on his desk the following morning.

Only this felt different.

The date was a few weeks away. He had been contemplating attending, both for the sake of maintaining social connections and for a rare evening of leisure. But as his eyes lingered on the invitation, his thoughts wandered to Isabella.

The prospect of the masquerade held a peculiar allure. Masks would conceal identities, making it possible for everyone to interact without the constraints of their social roles. For one night, the rigid lines between lord and maid could blur, revealing a shared humanity beyond their usual positions.

Daniel’s mind was consumed by the thought of asking Isabella to accompany him. The idea had been percolating for days, ever since he had noticed the way his feelings for her had grown, turning from mere admiration into something deeper and more personal. A masquerade, he thought, would be the perfect opportunity for them to spend time together outside the confines of the manor’s routine, without the barriers of their usual roles.

He imagined her in a beautiful gown, her identity concealed behind a delicate mask, and it stirred a sense of longing within him. The thought of sharing such an intimate and carefree evening with her was both exhilarating and daunting.

It would be the perfect chance for her to live out her dream for a moment.

The perfect chance for them to get a little closer.

He might have risen from his seat and asked her, if he hadn’t already had something heavy weighing on his mind. Something he had not shared with anyone, let alone Isabella. But after seeing her with the children the night before at the orphanage, he could not take it from his mind.

The real reason he had not settled down was not only because he could not find a woman who interested him, but because he did not want to disappoint anyone, leaving them without an heir. Because Daniel could not have children of his own.

But should that stop them from having one night of fun? One night together? Was that not thinking too far into a future that could never really be theirs?

Determination surged through Daniel as he finally rose to his feet.

This might be Isabella’s only chance to go to a ball and he would not let that slip by.



Chapter 16 


“Please, Isabella, attend the Masquerade Ball with me…”

The invitation had been so exciting, so alluring at the time.

She had agreed without much thinking about the consequences of her actions.

But now, as she stood facing the mirror in the gown that Daniel had procured for her, all she could think of was the danger.

The danger of being discovered. The danger of being seen as something she was not. The danger of letting herself believe, even for one night, that she could belong in Daniel’s world.

Her hands trembled as she adjusted the delicate mask, a beautiful piece of art that complemented the gown perfectly. She had never worn anything so exquisite, and it made her feel like a princess from one of the stories she used to tell the children at the orphanage.

The gown was a midnight blue, the fabric shimmering with a subtle elegance. It was as if the night sky had been captured in a delicate, flowing garment. The gown was adorned with intricate silver embroidery that traced delicate patterns like constellations across the bodice and skirts. The flowing fabric, soft as a whisper, seemed to promise enchantment and grace.

Isabella’s fingers traced the embroidery, marveling at the craftsmanship. She could not help but think about how much effort Daniel must have put in to choosing something so perfect for her. The thought of his kindness and consideration filled her with a mixture of gratitude and anxiety. She felt as though she was stepping into a world that was both thrilling and intimidating, a world far beyond her usual confines.

The mask was delicate, adorned with silver filigree that mirrored the embroidery on the dress. As she held it up to her face, she wondered about the anonymity it would provide. For one night, she would be hidden behind a mask, free from the constraints of her usual role as a maid. It was both liberating and unnerving, and truly, she was not sure if she could handle it.

But she knew she had to try.

With a deep breath, Isabella turned away from the mirror and walked to the center of the room, where she had enough space to practice once more. Daniel had been so patient with her, teaching her the steps of the waltz in the privacy of the garden. It had been a magical experience, dancing with only the rustling leaves and the whispering wind as witnesses.

Yet, she knew that the ballroom would be different. The grandeur, the opulence, the eyes watching her every move—she could not help but feel a pang of nervousness.

“Remember, Isabella,” Daniel had told her, his hands gently guiding her through the steps, “it is all about the rhythm. Feel the music, let it guide you.”

Closing her eyes, Isabella tried to recall the feel of his hands, the sound of his voice, the way the world seemed to narrow down to just the two of them moving in harmony.

She began to count the steps in her head: one, two, three...one, two, three...

Slowly, she began to move, her feet tracing the familiar patterns on the floor.

A knock at her door startled her from her reverie. Her heart raced as she opened it to find Daniel standing there, his gaze warming as he took in her appearance.

“You look stunning, Isabella,” he said, his voice soft and sincere. “Just as I knew you would in such a gown.”

A flush crept up her cheeks, and she looked down, suddenly feeling shy. “Thank you, Daniel. I…I do not know if I have ever felt so…beautiful.”

Daniel’s smile was reassuring. “You are beautiful, Isabella. This gown was chosen with you in mind, and it suits you perfectly. You will be the belle of the ball tonight.”

“I do not wish to be the belle. It would be better if I could simply remain in the shadows.”

“You do not need to worry,” Daniel reassured her. “I will make sure that you are safe at all times.”

Isabella’s eyes met his, and she could see the sincerity in his gaze. The tension in her shoulders eased slightly, replaced by a hopeful flutter in her chest.

“It is time to go.”

Isabella took a deep breath and nodded, trying to steady the butterflies in her stomach. She took Daniel’s offered arm, drawing strength from his presence. They made their way down the grand staircase, the sound of their footsteps echoing softly against the marble.

As they stepped outside, a carriage awaited them, its lamps casting a warm glow in the twilight. Daniel helped her into the carriage, and soon, they were on their way to the Grand Palace. The rhythmic clatter of the horse’s hooves was soothing, and Isabella found herself relaxing, if only a little.

Daniel sat across from her, his eyes never leaving her face. “Remember, Isabella,” he said gently, “tonight you are not a maid. You are a lady, a guest at the masquerade. Enjoy the evening. Let the music and the magic of the night carry you away.”

“Thank you, Daniel. It is just that I keep thinking about everything that could go wrong. What if I make a mistake or do not fit in?”

Daniel’s gaze was steady and reassuring. “Isabella, you have already shown so much grace and poise. Tonight, it is about enjoying the moment and having fun. The masquerade is an opportunity for both of us to step outside our usual roles and experience something new. And as for fitting in, everyone will be focused on enjoying themselves, just like us.”

She nodded, feeling slight relief at his words. “I suppose you are right. It is just hard to shake the nerves.”

Daniel smiled, his eyes twinkling with warmth. “Nerves are natural. I have felt them, too, and I imagine many others will be feeling the same. The important thing is that we are here to enjoy ourselves. We are in good company.”

The carriage made a gentle turn, and the Grand Palace began to come in to view, its grandeur illuminated against the night sky. The sight of the imposing structure, with its towering spires and glowing windows, was awe inspiring. Isabella’s breath caught in her throat as she took in the sight.

“There it is,” Daniel said, his voice filled with quiet excitement. “The Grand Palace. We are almost there.”

Isabella felt a fresh wave of nerves, but Daniel’s presence beside her was a steadying force. She took a deep breath, trying to focus on the excitement rather than her apprehensions.

Daniel noticed her unease and offered a playful smile. “You know, there is a saying about how to handle masked balls. Picture everyone in their masks as characters from a story—each one adding to the night’s enchantment. It might make it feel a little less intimidating.”

Isabella chuckled softly, the image of the masquerade as a whimsical story-book adventure bringing a touch of lightness to her mood. “That is a lovely way to think about it.”

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, his eyes full of encouragement.

“Just remember, you are going to be wonderful tonight. And if you ever feel unsure, look to me.”

As the carriage pulled up to the grand entrance of the palace, the sight of the elegantly dressed guests arriving filled Isabella with a mixture of awe and anxiety. The grandeur of the occasion was undeniable, but so was the sense of wonder that came with it.

Daniel offered her a reassuring smile as he helped her out of the carriage. His hand, steady and supportive, guided her as they approached the palace’s grand entrance. The massive doors were open, revealing a bustling scene of laughter, music, and elegantly dressed guests.

Just like she envisioned it from the stories that she had read with Daniel.

How could he say that the balls were not glorious?

Isabella took a deep breath, her nerves giving way to a sense of anticipation. As they entered the palace, the grandeur of the ballroom unfolded before her—a sea of glittering lights, flowing gowns, and masked faces. The atmosphere was vibrant, and the energy was palpable.

Determined to embrace Daniel’s idea, Isabella began to weave a story in her mind. She imagined herself as a mysterious lady from a far-off land, attending the grand ball in search of adventure and romance.

Each guest was a character in her tale—the dashing gentleman in the corner might be a nobleman with a secret, the graceful woman in green could be a duchess hiding her true identity. The story made everything feel more like a dream, softening the edges of her anxiety.

Daniel, the gallant hero of her story, led her further into the ballroom. He moved with ease and confidence, his presence a reassuring anchor.

“Shall we dance?” he asked, his voice a blend of warmth and encouragement.

Isabella nodded, her heart racing with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. She placed her hand in his, and they glided onto the dance floor. The music swelled around them, and she began to move, letting the rhythm guide her.

This was it.

The moment that she had been most anxious about.

Isabella’s heart pounded as Daniel guided her onto the dance floor. The orchestra played a lively waltz, and the other dancers moved with fluid grace. She took a deep breath, reminding herself of Daniel’s words and the story she had spun in her mind. She was not Isabella, the maid, but a mysterious lady of elegance and grace.

Daniel’s hand was warm and reassuring on her back, his other hand gently clasping hers. They began to move, and for a moment, Isabella’s anxiety melted away. The rhythm of the music, the smooth glide of her gown, and the steady presence of Daniel made everything seem possible.

“One, two, three...one, two, three...” she counted in her head, following Daniel’s lead. The steps they had practiced in the garden came naturally, and she found herself smiling. Daniel smiled back, his eyes crinkling at the corners, and she felt a surge of confidence.

The waltz took them across the grand ballroom, and Isabella marveled at the beauty around her. The chandeliers sparkled like constellations, and the laughter and chatter of the guests created a symphony of joy. She twirled gracefully under Daniel’s arm, her midnight blue gown fanning out like a starry sky.

But then, as they moved into a more intricate sequence, Isabella felt a momentary lapse in her concentration. Her foot landed slightly off the beat, and she stumbled ever so slightly. Panic flashed through her mind, but Daniel’s grip on her tightened, and he smoothly adjusted their steps, covering her mistake with practiced ease.

He whispered, “You are doing wonderfully, Isabella. Just keep going.”

Her heart raced, but she nodded, grateful for his quick thinking. They continued to dance, and Isabella found her rhythm again. The tiny mistake had gone unnoticed by the other guests, and she felt a wave of relief. She reminded herself that she was in a story, and in this story, small mishaps were part of the adventure.

As the waltz came to an end, Daniel led her into a graceful bow. She looked up at him, her breath catching at the intensity in his gaze. For a moment, it felt as if the entire world had faded away, leaving only the two of them in their enchanted story.

Isabella’s heart raced, her senses tingling with an unfamiliar thrill. The warmth of his hand on her back, the way his eyes held hers—it was all so intoxicating. For a brief, dizzying moment, she wondered if he would kiss her. The thought sent a shiver down her spine, a mix of excitement and fear swirling in her chest.

But then, her senses came rushing back. This was not a fairy tale; it was real life. She was a maid, and Daniel, though kind and considerate, belonged to a world far removed from her own. The night had been magical, but she could not afford to let herself get carried away by fantasies.

Even just for the night.



Chapter 17 


Daniel stood in the courtyard of the orphanage, watching the children play with Isabella and Sarah as the sun set, casting a golden glow over the scene. Laughter and shouts of joy filled the air, a stark contrast to the quiet anticipation that had hung over the Grand Palace just days ago. His heart felt lighter than it had in a long time, a buoyant sense of contentment filling his chest. He had not felt this way since the night of the masquerade ball with Isabella.

“My lord, thank you so much for your generosity,” Eileen said, her voice filled with genuine gratitude as she took yet another donation from him.

Daniel turned to her, offering a warm smile. “It is my pleasure, Eileen. The children deserve the best, and I am happy to help in any way I can.”

Eileen’s eyes shone with appreciation. “Your latest donation will go a long way. The new toys and books are already making such a difference.”

He nodded, but his thoughts were elsewhere. Specifically, they were with Isabella. Ever since the masquerade ball, he couldn’t shake the memory of her in that exquisite midnight-blue gown, moving gracefully across the dance floor. She had been nervous, but she had handled herself with such poise and elegance. He felt a swell of pride just thinking about it.

He only wished that she could join him at other occasions where she did not need to hide her face.

He could feel himself falling head over heels in love with her, but he did not know what to do about it. She was his maid, which was scandalous enough, but then there was also the secret issue of his infertility.

He could not deny her the chance to have children. It was not right.

Daniel sighed, a mixture of longing and frustration swirling within him. He knew the societal implications of his feelings for Isabella. A nobleman and his maid—it was the kind of scandal that could ruin reputations and careers. But he could not deny the growing connection between them, a connection that had deepened significantly since the masquerade ball.

Once all the children were tucked into bed, their laughter and energy giving way to the calm of sleep, Eileen suggested they gather for tea. Daniel welcomed the idea, needing the warmth and comfort of a quiet moment to sort through his emotions.

Eileen bustled into the kitchen, preparing a pot of tea while Isabella and Sarah joined Daniel at the large wooden table in the common room. The room was cozy, filled with the soft glow of candles and the faint scent of lavender. The atmosphere was a stark contrast to the grandeur of the ball, but it held a warmth that Daniel cherished.

As he sat down, he noticed Michael, his footman, standing discreetly by the door. An idea crossed his mind, and he motioned for him to join them.

“Michael, join us for tea, please.”

Michael looked surprised but pleased, nodding as he approached the table. “Thank you, my lord.”

The conversation swirled around him, light and cheerful, but Daniel was only half listening. His thoughts kept drifting back to Isabella, her presence so close yet so far. All he really wanted to do was reach out and touch her, but he was afraid to do so.

There was still so much to be scared of…

It was not until later, on the carriage ride home, that Isabella made a comment that caught his attention.

“Sparks seemed to be flying between Michael and Sarah tonight,” she said with a soft laugh.

Daniel turned to her, intrigued. “Oh? I did not notice.”

Isabella smiled, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I am surprised you did not see it. Michael was very attentive to Sarah during tea. He kept refilling her cup and asked about her work. It was quite sweet, really. It left me wondering…”

Daniel leaned back, considering her words. “I see. Michael has always been a good man, and Sarah is a dear friend to you. Perhaps there is something budding there.”

Isabella nodded. “It would be nice to see them happy together. They both deserve it.” Daniel nodded in agreement, but he could not ignore the way that his gut twisted up painfully. Things would be so simple for Michael and Sarah, if they wanted to find happiness in one another.

The complete opposite was true for himself and Isabella.

As the moonlight streamed through the window, casting a soft glow on Isabella’s face, their eyes met. For a moment, the world outside ceased to exist. He saw the warmth in her eyes, the compassion that defined her very being.

It was a look that spoke volumes, more than any words could ever convey. In that shared gaze, he wished their relationship could be as straightforward as Michael and Sarah’s. The longing in his heart deepened, mingled with the bittersweet realization of their impossible situation.

Daniel’s heart ached with the shared understanding between them, yet the impossibility of their circumstances weighed heavily on him. As the carriage finally arrived at the estate, he helped Isabella down, their hands lingering for just a moment.

“Good night, Daniel,” she said softly, her voice a tender caress that sent a shiver down his spine.

“Good night, Isabella,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper.

After parting ways, Daniel retreated to his study, hoping to find some solace in his collection of books. He ran his fingers along the spines, his mind still occupied by thoughts of Isabella. It was then that he stumbled upon a book he had not seen in a very long time, its cover worn and unassuming. Intrigued, he pulled it from the shelf and settled into his chair.

The Noble Heart.

Now, he could recall it. A scandalous publication that his mother used to enjoy about a lord falling in love with a maid.

It was ironic that he should stumble across it now.

Daniel traced the title with his finger, “The Noble Heart.” He remembered how his mother used to read it secretly, hiding it from the disapproving eyes of high society. He opened the book, the pages yellowed with age, and began to read. The story mirrored his own life in so many ways: a nobleman falling for a maid, their love forbidden by societal norms.

Never had he felt so compelled to read something in his life…



Chapter 18 


Isabella was on her knees, scrubbing the floor, when Margaret lightly tapped her on the shoulder, shaking her from her thoughts.

“Oh my!” Isabella gasped in shock. “You scared me then.”

“So sorry, Isabella. I just wanted to let you know that Lord Berkshire is waiting for you in the library.”

Isabella’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Daniel. Even more so when she noticed the flicker of jealousy in Margaret’s eyes. It was a fleeting look, but one that made Isabella’s heart ache with guilt. Isabella knew this situation was not entirely fair to her, or any of the other staff members. Yet, she had to do what Daniel wanted. He was in charge, after all.

She put her head down and walked toward the library quickly, excited to see what Daniel had in store for her today.

“Isabella,” he greeted, his voice gentle the moment she stepped inside. “I wondered where you were. It is not like you to be late for our meetings.”

Heat burned in her cheeks. “I am terribly sorry. I got caught up in work.”

“Well, I am glad that you are here. I have something for you.”

Curiosity piqued, Isabella took the book from his outstretched hand, her fingers brushing against his. She felt a jolt, a reminder of the connection that always seemed to linger between them. She looked at the cover, her eyes widening as she read the title: The Noble Heart.

“It is a story about forbidden love,” Daniel explained, his voice low and filled with a mixture of anticipation and uncertainty. “It is a rather scandalous publication, but I thought you might like it. I would love to hear your thoughts after you’ve read it.”

A flush crept up Isabella’s neck. The implications of such a story, given their own unspoken connection, were not lost on her. “Thank you, Daniel. I shall read it.”

His eyes held hers for a moment longer as if he wanted to say more, but instead, he simply nodded. “I look forward to discussing it with you. Perhaps today, instead of reading with me, you would like to take the time to read it alone.”

Isabella nodded. She would miss her time with Daniel, but she could not read this with him around. It would be too complicated.

“Yes, I think that would be best.”

Isabella walked back to her room, the book clutched tightly in her hands. Her thoughts swirled with a mixture of anticipation and anxiety. The title alone had already set her heart racing.

She settled into her modest bed, the room’s quietness enveloping her as she opened the book. The first few pages captivated her instantly, drawing her into a world of nobility and servitude, of forbidden glances and secret rendezvous. The parallels to her own life were both thrilling and unnerving.

Certain passages from the text stood out to her, captivating her.

Though their love was a secret, hidden in the shadows of the grand estate, every glance they shared spoke volumes. The lord’s heart ached with the weight of his feelings, knowing that society would never accept their union.

She knew her place, as a servant in his household, but in his arms, she felt like an equal. Their love was a rebellion against the rigid confines of their world, a beacon of hope in an otherwise dark reality.

Yet, as much as the story captivated her, it also terrified her. The scandal, the potential ruin, the impossibility of their love—it all felt too close to her own reality.

Was this a warning from Daniel? Or something else?

She found herself avoiding Daniel, unsure how to articulate the tumult of emotions the book had stirred within her. Especially as she reached the end of the novel.

He wanted to hear her opinion, but she was far too afraid to give it.

Days passed, and their stolen moments in the library were filled with comfortable conversations about other topics, but the book remained unmentioned. Daniel’s growing impatience was palpable; his eyes lingered on Isabella, questioning, whenever their conversations steered away from the one subject they were both avoiding.

Finally, one morning, as they sat in the library, Daniel’s patience seemed to reach its limit. “Isabella,” he began, his tone gentle but firm, “have you finished the book?”

Isabella felt a knot tighten in her stomach. “I have,” she admitted softly.

“And?” he prompted, his gaze searching her face.

She took a deep breath, gathering her courage. “It is a beautiful story, Daniel. But also heartbreaking. The risks they took, the scandal they faced...it is overwhelming.”

Daniel leaned forward, his eyes intense. “Do you think their love was worth it?”

Isabella looked down at her hands, twisting them nervously. “In the book, they found happiness despite everything. But in real life...it is not so simple.”

He reached out, gently lifting her chin so their eyes met. “What if it could be?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “What if love could transcend all those barriers, just as it did in the story?”

Isabella’s heart ached at his words, the longing in his eyes reflecting her own. She wanted to believe it could be so simple, that love could overcome everything. But reality felt so much more daunting. She shook her head slowly. “Daniel, I…I do not see how it can. The scandal, the judgment from society, the way that we would both be treated…”

His grip on her hand tightened, his voice filled with urgency. “Isabella, I have come to realize that living without you would be a far greater tragedy than any scandal. I care for you deeply, more than I have ever cared for anyone.”

Was he really saying what she thought he was?

Isabella’s breath caught in her throat, her heart pounding in her chest. Daniel’s confession was everything she had dared to hope for, yet feared to acknowledge.

“Daniel…” she began, her voice trembling with emotion. “I…I care for you, too. More than I ever thought possible. But your position, your title…”

“Mean nothing without you,” Daniel interrupted, his eyes blazing with determination. “I know this world expects me to choose someone from my own class, but my heart has made its choice. It belongs to you, Isabella.”

Tears welled in Isabella’s eyes, her resolve crumbling under the weight of his words. She had spent her life learning to hide her emotions, to be practical and cautious, yet here was Daniel, offering her everything she had ever wanted, but never dared to dream could be hers.

The silence in the library was thick with emotion, broken only by the soft crackling of the fire in the hearth.

“I am not a lady,” Isabella whispered, her voice barely audible. “I am just a maid. The world will never accept us. Plus, you will be expected to have a noble-born heir…”

A shadow passed over Daniel’s face. He took a deep breath, looking down at their intertwined hands. “Isabella, there is something I need to tell you. Something I have kept hidden from almost everyone.”

Her heart pounded in her chest, a sense of foreboding creeping in. “What is it?”

He looked back up at her, vulnerability stark in his eyes. “I cannot have children. An illness in my youth left me unable to father any. It is a secret that I have carried for years.”

Isabella gasped softly, the weight of his revelation settling over her. “Oh, Daniel...”

Isabella felt a pang of empathy and understanding wash over her as she absorbed Daniel’s words. She could see the pain in his eyes, the burden of carrying such a secret, and the fear of how it might change her feelings for him.

Daniel closed his eyes, leaning into her touch. “It has been a struggle,” he admitted. “Especially knowing how much importance society places on heirs and lineage. But none of that matters to me if I cannot share my life with someone I truly love.”

Isabella’s heart swelled with a mix of emotions. There was relief, knowing that they were more alike than she had initially thought, but also a deep sense of sorrow for the pain he had endured. She had always seen him as the perfect picture of confidence and charm, but now she saw the vulnerability beneath the surface. It only made her love him more.

“Thank you for trusting me with this,” Isabella said, her voice steady despite the emotions coursing through her. “I promise you, Daniel, that your secret is safe with me.”

He nodded, gratitude shining in his eyes. “I know, Isabella. And I want you to know that my feelings for you are genuine. I do not care about what society expects. All I want is to be with you.”

Isabella hesitated for a moment, letting the weight of his words sink in. She felt a profound sense of joy and freedom, as if a burden she hadn’t even known she was carrying had been lifted. But the practical side of her was still cautious.

“The children at the orphanage,” she said thickly, the emotion weighing down on her. “They need love and care. We can fill that void in our lives together. They can be our children, in a way. We can give them the love and family they have been missing.”

“Isabella,” Daniel murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. He shifted closer to her, his gaze locked on hers, and she felt her breath catch in her throat. The air between them was taut with tension, charged with unspoken emotions.

She watched as he leaned in, his face mere inches from hers. She could feel his breath on her skin, warm and comforting, as if drawing her into an embrace that promised everything she had ever longed for. Her heart raced, each beat echoing the anticipation and yearning she felt.

“Daniel...” she breathed, her voice a soft plea, a quiet acknowledgment of the moment they both knew was about to unfold.

The world around them seemed to blur, leaving only the two of them in a cocoon of their own making. She could see the depth of his feelings reflected in his eyes, and it filled her with a sense of belonging she had never experienced before.

As Daniel moved closer, their eyes fluttered shut, their lips almost touching in a kiss that promised everything—a future, a love that defied all odds, a bond that transcended every obstacle.

But just as they were about to close the distance between them, a sudden knock at the door shattered the intimacy of the moment.

Startled, they pulled back slightly, the reality of their surroundings crashing down around them.

The door creaked open, and Michael entered the library.

“My apologies, Lord Berkshire,” Michael said, his voice steady yet insistent. “You wanted me to remind you about the showcase you need to attend this afternoon…”

Isabella felt a pang of frustration at the intrusion, but she quickly schooled her features into calm composure. She glanced at Daniel, noticing the brief flicker of disappointment in his eyes before he turned to address Michael.

“Yes, of course,” Daniel replied, clearing his throat as he tried to shake off the spell that had enveloped them just moments before. “Thank you for the reminder, Michael. I had almost forgotten.”

Michael nodded, his eyes briefly darting between Daniel and Isabella, as if sensing the unspoken tension in the room. “Shall I have your carriage prepared, my lord?”

“Yes, please do,” Daniel said, dismissing him with a slight nod.

As Michael left the room, the door closing softly behind him, the silence in the library felt deafening. Isabella lowered her gaze, her cheeks flushed with both embarrassment and longing.

“I should get back to work,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Daniel reached out, gently grasping her hand.

“Isabella, wait,” he urged, his voice full of earnestness. “I am sorry for the interruption. I…”

“It is all right,” she interrupted, forcing a small smile as she looked up at him. “You have duties to attend to, and so do I.”

Daniel hesitated, a conflict of emotions flickering in his eyes. He squeezed her hand gently before releasing it.

“We will talk later,” he promised, a hint of resolve in his tone.

Isabella nodded, stepping back and giving him a small curtsey before exiting the library. As she walked down the corridor, her mind raced with thoughts of their almost kiss, the feelings it had stirred within her, and the uncertainty of what lay ahead.



Chapter 19 


Daniel stood at the edge of the crowded hall, trying to look interested in the display before him. The London Exhibition was in full swing, and the ton was out in force, eager to witness the latest marvels of technology.

On any other day, Daniel might have been intrigued by the gleaming contraptions and their intricate mechanics. But today, his mind was miles away, lost in the lingering echo of a near kiss and the woman who had become the center of his world.

A brass automaton whirred to life on a raised platform nearby, drawing gasps and applause from the gathered crowd. It was an impressive machine, a mechanical man that mimicked the movements of a human with surprising fluidity. Yet Daniel found it difficult to focus on the invention or the enthusiastic explanations of its inventor.

His thoughts were with Isabella. The softness of her voice, the way her eyes had glistened with emotion when they had shared that intimate moment in the library. The promise of a future together—a future that defied all societal expectations—had been so close, only to be interrupted by Michael’s well-timed entrance.

What if it could be?

The words he had spoken echoed in his mind. What if their love truly could transcend the barriers that society placed before them? It was a tantalizing thought, one that Daniel found himself clinging to despite the ever present doubts and fears that threatened to overwhelm him.

“Lord Berkshire!” a voice cut through his reverie, pulling him back to the present.

He turned to see Lady Marie weaving her way through the crowd toward him, her silk gown rustling with each purposeful step. Of course. He could not attend an event for the ton without her appearing.

“Lady Marie,” Daniel greeted, offering a polite nod. He forced a smile, trying to mask his distraction. “How are you?”

“I am quite thrilled to be here, but you do not have a smile on your face,” Marie remarked, a teasing glint in her eyes as she reached his side. “Or perhaps you’re just so entranced by the wonders of modern engineering that you cannot manage a smile.”

Daniel chuckled, though the sound felt hollow even to his own ears. “Something like that,” he replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “The exhibition is quite...impressive.”

“As impressive as your guest at the masquerade ball?”

Daniel’s heart sank.

He did not want to have this conversation with Lady Marie. She was far too nosy and such a gossip.

“What about the ball?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

Marie leaned in conspiratorially, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “Oh, come now, Daniel. Everyone’s been talking about the mystery girl you danced with.”

He forced a laugh, though his mind raced. “Ah, yes. The mysterious masked woman. How could I forget?”

“I have been dying to know,” Marie continued, her voice dripping with curiosity. “Who was she? You must have discovered her identity by now.”

Daniel hesitated, the truth hovering on the tip of his tongue. “She was...”

He trailed off, his mind scrambling for a safe response.

But before he could fully form a thought, the memory of Isabella’s laughter and the warmth of her presence filled his mind, and the word escaped him like a whisper carried by the wind.

“Isabella.”

Marie caught the name, her eyes widening in surprise and intrigue. “Isabella? How intriguing! And who is this Isabella, might I ask?”

Daniel cursed inwardly, realizing his mistake. He had been careless, allowing his emotions to betray him.

“She is...” He paused, searching for a way to salvage the situation. “A friend. Just a friend.”

Marie’s interest only seemed to grow at his evasiveness. “A friend, you say? How do I not know her? I know all the ton.”

Daniel’s mind raced. He had to tread carefully now. Lady Marie was one of those determined people who took pride in knowing the inner workings of London’s social elite. Once she sank her claws into something—or someone—she never let go until she had unraveled every thread of the story.

He took a deep breath, quickly deciding on a different tack. “Actually, Marie,” Daniel said, “have you seen the new flying machine they’re demonstrating? It is supposed to be quite the spectacle. I thought of you immediately when I saw it.”

Marie blinked, momentarily thrown off by the sudden shift in topic.

“Flying machine?” she asked, her curiosity piqued despite herself. “I have not seen it yet. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, it is just down the hall,” Daniel replied, seizing the opportunity. “I was just about to head over there myself. Shall we?”

Marie, intrigued by the prospect of the new exhibit, allowed herself to be led away. “I must admit, you have my attention now. Flying machines! What will they think of next?”

As they walked toward the flying machine exhibit, Daniel felt a wave of relief wash over him. He had managed to divert her interest, at least for the moment. But he knew it was only a temporary reprieve. Lady Marie’s curiosity was insatiable, and he would need to remain vigilant if he wanted to protect Isabella’s identity.

***

The evening air was cool and crisp as Daniel made his way down St. James’s Street, the sound of horse-drawn carriages clattering in the distance. Gas lamps cast a warm glow on the cobblestone path, guiding him toward the entrance of White’s, one of London’s most esteemed gentleman’s clubs.

He pushed open the heavy oak door, stepping inside the richly appointed interior. The club was a haven for the city’s elite, a place where men of stature gathered to discuss politics, business, and indulge in the finer things in life away from the scrutinizing eyes of society.

“Daniel!” a voice called from across the room.

Daniel spotted Henry and Barrett seated at a corner table near the large bay window. They were surrounded by the comforting haze of cigar smoke and the soft murmur of conversations. The faint clink of glasses and the occasional burst of laughter punctuated the air, creating an atmosphere of relaxed camaraderie.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” Daniel greeted as he joined them, settling into the plush leather chair with a sigh of relief.

“We were beginning to wonder if you had been swept away by one of those flying machines from the exhibition,” Barrett quipped, a teasing glint in his eyes as he poured Daniel a glass of brandy.

Daniel chuckled, trying to shake off the lingering tension from the day’s events. “No, nothing quite so dramatic. I just had some business to attend to.”

“Business,” Henry repeated with a smirk, raising his glass in a mock toast. “Or perhaps you were occupied with a certain mystery lady?”

Daniel nearly choked on his drink, a cough escaping him as he tried to maintain composure. “What do you mean?” he asked, feigning ignorance.

“Well, Lady Marie seems to think that you might be courting a mysterious lady. Someone named Isabella.”

Daniel’s heart stopped beating.

Had Lady Marie really gone as far as to ask his friends about Isabella?

Barrett nodded, taking a sip of his brandy. “She cornered quite a few of us, actually. I must say, she is determined. I think she might wish that she was the one on your arm.

Daniel’s mind raced. He had managed to divert Lady Marie’s attention earlier, but it seemed her curiosity had only intensified. He could not risk Isabella’s name being dragged through the circles of high society.

“I am not courting anyone. I do not know what she is talking about.”

“I knew it,” Henry chuckled. “I told Lady Marie that the only woman you might be courting is the one you rescued from the jewel thief, and you did not mention her name being Isabella.”

Daniel’s heart pounded as Henry’s words echoed in his ears. The air seemed to thicken, pressing in on him as he struggled to keep his expression neutral. His mind raced, desperately trying to think of a way to undo the damage.

Henry did not know what he had done, but Lady Marie might put two and two together, and recognize that Isabella was her old maid.

“You told her about the jewel thief?” Daniel asked, his voice more controlled than he felt.

Henry, oblivious to the turmoil he had stirred, nodded with a sheepish grin. “Yes, I mentioned that you were quite the hero. The ladies love a good rescue story, after all. I did not think it would cause any trouble.”

Barrett chuckled, nudging Daniel with his elbow. “You should have seen her face light up when Henry mentioned it. I think she is quite enamored with the idea of you playing the gallant savior.”

Daniel forced a laugh, though his mind was elsewhere. Lady Marie had a knack for weaving stories from the thinnest threads, and Henry had unwittingly handed her a spool. If she connected the dots between the mystery woman at the ball and Isabella’s involvement in the jewel thief incident, it would only be a matter of time before the rumors spread like wildfire.



Chapter 20 


Isabella awoke early, her sleep disturbed by restless dreams. She sighed deeply, hoping the unease would fade with the dawn. Rising from her small bed in the servant’s quarters, she dressed quickly, eager to begin her chores before the rest of the household stirred. Stepping quietly into the dimly lit hallway, she made her way to the kitchen, intent on fetching a pail of water to wash the front steps.

As she entered the kitchen, she was surprised to find Michael already there. He sat at the long wooden table, his brow furrowed as he scanned the morning’s scandal sheets. At her approach, he looked up, his face etched with concern.

“Isabella,” he said, his voice tinged with urgency, “you need to see this.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Michael was never one for dramatics, which only heightened her anxiety. She hesitated before moving closer, her eyes fixed on the crumpled paper in his hands.

“What is it, Michael?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

He motioned for her to sit, and she did so, her fingers nervously twisting the edge of her apron. Michael cleared his throat, then began to read aloud:

“In a shocking turn of events, a lady’s maid by the name of Isabella Monroe has been implicated in a recent theft. Sources claim she conspired with her attacker to steal valuable jewels from her employer, Lady Marie Montgomery.

The maid was found in a compromised state, her story full of inconsistencies. It is believed that she handed over the jewels willingly to her accomplice, making it appear as though she were an innocent victim.”

Isabella’s breath caught in her throat. “That is not true!” she exclaimed, her voice trembling with indignation and fear. “I would never…”

Michael raised a hand to calm her. “I know, Isabella. I believe you. But these rumors...they are dangerous. They have named you directly. We need to address this before it spirals out of control.”

Her mind raced. The scandal sheets were notorious for their sensationalism, but the damage they could inflict was real. She did not think that she would ever be a feature. It was normally only the wealthy that members of the ton were interested in.

“I need to speak with Lord Berkshire,” she said resolutely. “He has to know the truth.”

Michael nodded, then hesitated. “There is more,” he said softly, looking down at the paper. “The scandal sheet also claims that you are trying to get close to Lord Berkshire to steal from him, too.”

Isabella felt the floor drop out from under her. “What?” she whispered, horror struck. “They think...they think I am trying to rob him?”

Michael’s eyes were full of sympathy. “Yes. They are suggesting you have targeted him as your next victim.”

Tears welled up in Isabella’s eyes, but she blinked them back. “This is a lie,” she said firmly, though her voice wavered. “I would never do such a thing.”

“Come,” Michael said, offering her a hand. “Let’s go to Lord Daniel together. He needs to hear this from you.”

The walk to the study felt interminable. Isabella’s heart pounded with each step, a mixture of dread and determination fueling her movements. When they reached the heavy wooden door, Michael knocked softly. A moment later, Daniel’s voice called out for them to enter.

Daniel looked up from his desk, his expression a blend of curiosity and concern. “Isabella, Michael. What brings you here so early?”

Michael handed him the scandal sheet without a word. As Daniel read, his face darkened, his jaw tightening with each passing moment. Finally, he looked up, his eyes meeting Isabella’s.

“Is this true?” he asked, his voice strained. “Where has this come from?”

“I…I do not know, Daniel, but none of it is true.”

Daniel studied her for a long moment, the silence stretching between them. She could see the conflict in his eyes—the desire to believe her warring with the seeds of doubt planted by the scandal sheet. She hated the fact that the doubt was even there.

“Isabella,” Daniel said finally, his voice softer, “I believe you.”

Relief washed over her, but it was tempered by the lingering uncertainty in his gaze.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “I...I do not know what else to say. These accusations are false. I would never dream of stealing from you or anyone else.”

Daniel nodded, standing and walking around the desk to stand closer to her. “I will take care of this,” he said firmly. “I will speak to the publication and demand a retraction. We will get to the bottom of this. But until then...be careful. These rumors have a way of spreading, and we must be vigilant.”

As she left the study, the weight of the accusations and the lingering doubt in Daniel’s eyes bore heavily on her shoulders. She hurried down the hallway, her vision blurring with unshed tears. Reaching the solitude of the garden, she sank onto a bench and let the tears fall freely. The early morning sun cast long shadows around her, mirroring the uncertainty that clouded her thoughts. She could hear Michael calling out behind her, wanting to be her supportive friend, but right now, she needed to be alone.

What was she to do now? The scandal sheets had named her directly, tarnishing her reputation and casting a dark shadow over her future. Despite Daniel’s reassurances, the small flicker of doubt in his eyes haunted her. How could she remain in his household, knowing that these rumors could ruin not just her, but also affect his standing?

Was this a clue that she should leave?

But where else could she go? The orphanage was only ever a temporary solution. It was not something that she could do forever. And with this hanging over her head, she knew for sure that she would not ever get another job.

Maybe she would even have to leave London to escape the nasty rumors that followed her, but she had no idea where to go.



Chapter 21 


Daniel sat at his desk, the morning’s scandal sheet still lying open before him. The words accusing Isabella of theft and deceit swirled in his mind, despite his resolve to believe in her innocence. He sighed, rubbing his temples in an attempt to clear his thoughts. Just then, a knock on the door broke through his reverie.

“Enter,” he called, straightening in his chair.

Michael stepped inside, his expression grave. Daniel felt a knot form in his stomach. Michael’s serious demeanor rarely boded well.

“Michael, what is it?” Daniel asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

Michael hesitated, his eyes meeting Daniel’s with a look of deep concern. “My lord, I must report that one of the jewels that belonged to your mother is missing. A necklace of sapphires.”

Daniel’s heart sank. The necklace was one of his mother’s most cherished pieces, one she wore often. It had sentimental value far beyond its monetary worth.

“Are you certain?” Daniel asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes, my lord,” Michael replied reluctantly. “I conducted a thorough search. I checked the jewelry box and the drawers. I even spoke with the other servants to see if it had been misplaced or taken for cleaning. It is nowhere to be found.”

Daniel could see the discomfort in Michael’s eyes. He was clearly pained to bring this news, and that only made the situation worse. Michael was not one to jump to conclusions, and his thoroughness was well-known.

If he was saying the necklace was missing, then it truly was.

The implications of Michael’s report were immediate and devastating. The scandal sheet’s accusations against Isabella echoed in his mind. Daniel did not want to believe she was capable of such betrayal, but the timing was too coincidental.

“I understand,” Daniel said, his tone more clipped than he intended. “Thank you for informing me, Michael.”

Michael nodded, lingering for a moment as if he wanted to say more, then left the study, closing the door softly behind him.

Daniel stood and walked to the window, staring out at the well-manicured gardens without really seeing them. He had trusted Isabella, and he had defended her against the malicious rumors, and yet now a piece of his mother’s jewelry was missing. He felt a pang of guilt for doubting her, but the circumstances were damning.

He paced the room, trying to sort through his thoughts. Could Isabella have deceived him? The idea seemed so at odds with the kind and gentle woman he had come to know. Yet, the missing necklace suggested otherwise. He could not afford to ignore the possibility, not with his mother’s legacy at stake.

Determined to get to the bottom of this, Daniel decided he needed to speak with Isabella again. This time, he would have to confront her about the missing necklace directly. The truth had to come out, one way or another.

He stood, intending to find her immediately, but a glance at the clock on the mantel reminded him of his obligations. There was another ball tonight, an important one he could not afford to miss. His presence was expected, and his absence would only add fuel to the already blazing rumors.

Daniel sighed, running a hand through his hair. Confronting Isabella now, with his emotions running high, might do more harm than good. He needed to approach this with a clear head. Perhaps it was better to wait until after the ball when he had had time to calm down and think things through more rationally.

***

As Daniel arrived at the ball, the grandeur and opulence of the event did little to lift his spirits. His mind was still consumed by the missing necklace and the accusations against Isabella. He moved through the crowd, exchanging polite greetings and nods, but his focus was elsewhere.

And then he saw her. Lady Marie, resplendent in a deep emerald gown, surrounded by admirers. Normally, Daniel would have avoided her, finding her company overly tedious and self-indulgent. But tonight, he had a purpose.

Steeling himself, he made a beeline for her, weaving through the throngs of guests. Lady Marie looked up as he approached, her eyes widening in surprise and then delight.

“Lord Berkshire!” she exclaimed, her voice dripping with feigned warmth. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“Lady Marie,” Daniel replied, bowing slightly. “Might I have the honor of a dance?”

She beamed, clearly thrilled. “Of course, my lord. I would be delighted.”

Daniel extended his hand, and they moved to the dance floor. As they began to waltz, he kept his expression neutral, his mind racing with how best to broach the subject of the missing necklace and the accusations against Isabella.

“You are quite the elusive one, Lord Berkshire,” Lady Marie said with a playful smile. “I hardly ever get the chance to speak with you.”

“I have been preoccupied with various matters,” Daniel replied smoothly. “Speaking of which, there is something I wish to discuss with you.”

“Oh?” Her interest was piqued, and she leaned in slightly, her eyes gleaming with curiosity.

“It concerns Isabella Monroe,” Daniel began, watching her reaction closely. “There have been rumors circulating about her involvement in certain...thefts.”

Lady Marie’s expression turned serious, and she sighed dramatically. “Ah, yes. Poor Isabella. Such a tragic story, really. But one cannot ignore the facts, can they?”

“What facts are those?” Daniel asked, his tone carefully measured.

“She grew up an orphan, you know,” Lady Marie said, her voice laced with condescension. “Those types often develop a certain...resourcefulness. It is hardly surprising that she might turn to less than honorable means to secure her future. I mean, we cannot blame people without money for what they do to get by, but that does not give them a right to our belongings, you know?”

“Resourcefulness does not equate to dishonesty,” Daniel countered, trying to keep his frustration in check. “I have found her to be nothing but loyal and trustworthy.”

He wanted to know the truth, but he did not want Lady Marie to be cruel.

Lady Marie gave him a pitying look. “You are too kind-hearted, Lord Berkshire. I admire that about you. But you must not let your sympathy cloud your judgment. I have it on good authority that she has a history of such behavior.”

“And what authority is that?” he pressed.

She shrugged delicately. “The whispers of society, my dear. They are rarely wrong. Surely, you have seen the scandal sheets?”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. “Whispers and rumors can destroy lives, Lady Marie. They can be more damaging than any truth.”

Lady Marie’s expression softened, and she reached up to touch his arm. “I know you wish to see the best in people, Daniel. But when the truth comes out, and you see her for what she truly is, know that I will be here for you.”

The dance ended, and they parted with polite smiles. Daniel’s mind was a whirl of conflicting emotions. He had hoped for answers, but all he had received were more insinuations and a reinforcement of the doubts already planted by the scandal sheets.

Doubts he truly did not want.

Daniel could not shake the gnawing feeling in his gut as he made his way through the ball. The opulence around him felt hollow, a stark contrast to the turmoil in his mind. The missing necklace and the scandalous rumors about Isabella weighed heavily on him, making it impossible to enjoy the festivities.

As the clock struck ten, Daniel decided he had had enough. He excused himself from a group of well-wishers with a brief but polite farewell and slipped out of the ballroom. The cool night air was a welcome relief, though it did little to clear his troubled thoughts.

His carriage took him back to his estate, the journey feeling interminable. By the time he arrived, the mansion was quiet, the only sounds being the distant murmurs of the night. He hurried inside, his mind set on confronting Isabella. He had decided he could no longer wait. The doubts and accusations needed to be addressed head on before he lost his mind.

The servant’s quarters were at the far end of the mansion, a place Daniel rarely ventured. The hallway was dimly lit, casting long shadows on the walls. Daniel’s footsteps echoed slightly as he approached Isabella’s small room. He knocked softly, but there was no response. He hesitated for a moment before knocking again, a bit more firmly this time.

Still no answer. His heart raced with a mix of frustration and urgency.

“Isabella?” he called, louder this time.

Receiving no response, Daniel felt a wave of anxiety surge through him. With a deep breath, he turned the door handle and pushed it open. The sight that greeted him sent a chill down his spine: Isabella was hastily packing her belongings into a small, worn-out suitcase.

Her back was to him, and she did not notice his presence at first. Daniel stood frozen in the doorway, a whirlwind of emotions crashing over him—shock, confusion, and an overwhelming sense of betrayal. Was she really planning to leave without saying a word?

“Isabella,” he finally managed to say, his voice strained.

She jumped, whirling around to face him. Her eyes were wide, and for a moment, they were filled with something that looked like guilt. But then they softened, and he saw only sorrow and resignation.

“Daniel.” Her eyes were everywhere but on his. “I did not know that you were going to be back so soon.”

“I can see that!” Daniel snapped. “What on earth is going on here?”



Chapter 22 


Isabella hesitated, looking down at her half-packed suitcase. She took a deep breath, then met Daniel’s gaze with a steady, if sorrowful, expression. It broke his heart to see her face like this, but he could not fathom what on earth was happening. It did not make any sense for her to be packing like this. He had not even confronted her yet. He had not even said the words that had been brimming on the edge of his lips ever since he left the ball.

Looking at the intense sadness in her eyes, he was not sure that he wanted to confront her at all. All he really wanted to do was comfort her. To embrace her and do whatever he could to make her feel better.

“I’m leaving,” she said simply, her voice barely above a whisper, her eyes on the floor.

“Leaving?” Daniel repeated, incredulous. “Why? Because of the scandal sheets?”

Isabella’s face tightened, and she looked away. “The rumors aren’t just going to go away, Daniel. It seems like everyone has made up their minds, and I will only bring endless trouble to your household if I remain. I need to leave so you are not affected by my problems.”

Daniel’s heart sank as he watched Isabella struggle with her emotions. He could see the pain in her eyes, and it tore at him that she felt the need to leave over this mess. He stepped closer, his voice soft but firm.

“Isabella, you are not causing trouble. The rumors are nothing but lies. I was there when the necklace was stolen. I know you had nothing to do with it. You know that I am the only person who knows exactly what happened. Well, me and the man who did the stealing, but I do not know if we are ever going to get the truth from him.”

Isabella glanced up, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “But that does not matter, does it? People believe what they want to believe, and Lady Marie...she is determined to ruin me. I know it was her behind the rumors in the scandal sheets, and that is just the start of things. I am sure that she has much more to say and do. She has only just gotten started. She has a truly nasty side.”

Daniel shook his head, his expression resolute. He had seen the nasty side, he knew that it was there, but he did not think that anyone would go this far. “Lady Marie can say whatever she wants, but I do not care about society’s gossip or what they think. I know you, Isabella. I trust you. And I do not want you to leave because of these baseless accusations.”

Isabella’s resolve wavered, and she looked down at her hands, clasped tightly together. “But you do think that I might have taken your mother’s sapphire necklace.”

Daniel’s blood ran cold.

He had not mentioned that to Isabella, even if he had experienced a glimmer of doubt, but it seemed like she sensed it regardless. The whole house knew that it was missing, and now…

Now, it had come back on Isabella.

His silence seemed to speak volumes to Isabella.

Her eyes flashed with hurt and anger. “Do you really believe I would do such a thing?” she asked, her voice shaking. “After everything, do you think I would betray you like that?”

“No,” Daniel said, more firmly than he felt. “I do not believe it…”

“And yet, I feel like all eyes are upon me wherever I go.”

Daniel’s heart ached as he watched the pain and anger flicker across Isabella’s face. He reached out, gently taking her hands in his, feeling the tension in her fingers. He needed to explain himself, but he was not sure that she would understand.

“Isabella, I...I did not want to believe it. I have been struggling with this because I trust you, I truly do. But with everything that has happened, the rumors, the accusations, it is hard not to question everything around me.”

Isabella looked at him, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I did not take your mother’s necklace,” she said, her voice steady. “Just as I did not steal Lady Marie’s. I would never steal from you, or anyone else. All I want to do is live an honest life, but no one will let me do so. So I cannot stay here and wait for people to destroy me with their lies.”

“Isabella, I am sorry. I was wrong to doubt you, even for a moment. But running away will not solve anything. It will only make them think they are right.”

She shook her head, pulling her hands away. “What am I supposed to do, Daniel? Stay and face the scorn of society? The whispers and stares? I cannot...I cannot live like that.”

Daniel felt a rush of desperation as he watched Isabella pull away. He could not lose her—not like this, not when he knew deep down that she was innocent. The flickers of doubt should not be there. Especially with her eyes so open and honest like this.

“Isabella, please,” he implored, reaching out to stop her from backing away from him.

But as she turned to leave, her dress swished, and a faint clinking sound echoed in the room.

Isabella froze, which caused him to stop, too.

What was that?

Why was she acting so strange all of a sudden?

The sudden sound broke the tension between them. Daniel and Isabella shared a puzzled look, both turning their attention to the source of the noise. Isabella reached into her pocket, her hand trembling slightly. As she pulled out the object, her face went pale—there, in her hand, was a delicate necklace, unmistakably one of Lady Marie’s. The family symbol could not belong to anyone else.

Isabella’s eyes widened in horror. “This...this is not mine. I swear, Daniel, I have no idea how it got there!”

Her voice was panicked, her expression a mix of fear and disbelief.

Daniel stared at the necklace, a cold chill running down his spine. He could hardly believe what he was seeing.

“Isabella, how...?” His voice was low, filled with a mix of disbelief and confusion. “How do you have it?”

He desperately wanted to believe her, but the evidence was damning.

Isabella’s hands shook as she clutched the necklace, her tears finally spilling over.

“Please, you have to believe me! I would never steal anything. Someone must have put this in my pocket!”

Her eyes pleaded with him, desperate for him to understand.

Daniel’s mind raced. He wanted to trust her, to believe in her innocence, but the situation was too bewildering. He could not think of a time that Lady Marie had been near Isabella to make this happen.

“I do not understand,” he murmured. “How has this happened?”

Isabella’s face twisted with frustration and despair. “I do not know! But Lady Marie has been set on ruining me from the start. This must be her doing. She is trying to turn you against me, to make me look guilty.”

They stood in silence, the air thick with tension and unspoken questions. Daniel struggled to reconcile his feelings for Isabella with the damning evidence in front of him. He took a deep breath, his voice softer but strained. “Isabella, I want to believe you. But I cannot wrap my head around this.”

Isabella’s face crumpled, a sob escaping her lips. “So, you think I am guilty,” she whispered, the pain in her voice cutting through the room. “You think I could do something like this?”

Daniel’s face darkened, his earlier calm replaced by a mixture of anger and disbelief. “Isabella,” he began, his voice low and controlled, “you have to be honest with me. How did you come by this necklace? I need you to tell me the truth.”

Isabella looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears. “I do not know! Someone must have planted it on me. Daniel, you have to believe me!”

Daniel paced the room, his mind racing at the speed of light. “This is exactly what Lady Marie will seize upon to make you look guiltier. Especially if her family do get the police involved…”

“Please, I did not do this! You have to believe me! You know me. You have been spending time with me, and you understand me in a way that most people do not….”

Daniel stopped pacing, his gaze fixed on Isabella. His mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions: disbelief, confusion, and a deep, gnawing fear that perhaps everything he believed about Isabella was a lie. The thought made his stomach churn, and he struggled to keep his voice steady.

“If you are innocent, then why were you trying to leave so quickly? It looks like you are trying to run away with the jewels.”

Isabella’s eyes widened in shock, and she took a step back as if physically struck. “Run away? You think I would steal and then run away?” Her voice was incredulous, wounded. “Daniel, I was leaving because I could not bear the thought of staying here, surrounded by suspicion and doubt. I did not want to cause you any more issues because I care about you so much. I never wanted to steal anything! The thought is horrifying to me.”

Daniel’s heart ached at the pain in her voice, but his own fear and confusion were clouding his judgment.

Was this his fault?

Had he caused this by upsetting Lady Marie and mentioning Isabella?

But he still could not work out how this could have happened.

“How can I make you believe me?” Isabella cried out. “Shall I empty my pockets? Prove to you that I have stolen nothing from here?”

Daniel said nothing, which must have spoken volumes to Isabella.

With a trembling sigh, Isabella reached into her pockets, pulling them inside out. There was nothing else—no more jewelry, no incriminating items. Just the awful realization that Daniel did not trust her, which hung heavily between them both. She stood there, shaking, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“Are you satisfied?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper, the hurt palpable.

Daniel looked at the empty pockets, his heart sinking. There was nothing, yet the damage was done. He had doubted her, and that doubt hung heavy between them. He felt a wave of shame wash over him, but before he could speak, Isabella turned and ran, sobbing, from the room, grabbing hold of her cases as she went.

“Isabella, wait!” Daniel called after her, but his voice was drowned out by her anguished cries.

He wanted to run after her, to apologize, to somehow make it right, but his legs felt like lead. He stood frozen, guilt and regret weighing him down as he watched the woman he cared about disappear from sight, leaving behind only the echo of her pain.

As the door slammed shut behind her, Daniel collapsed into a chair, burying his face in his hands. The room felt colder and emptier without her presence. He had let his fear and doubt ruin everything. The necklace lay on the table, a stark reminder of his failure to trust her when she needed it most. The sound of her crying as she fled echoed in his ears, and he knew he might have lost her for good.

His head fell into his hands, his whole body aching with regret.

As Daniel sat there, the reality of what had just happened began to sink in. The woman he loved, the one he thought he knew so well, had just run out of his life in tears, leaving behind nothing but confusion and heartbreak. His eyes fell on the necklace lying on the table, the cold, glinting metal seeming to mock him.

How had things spiraled so out of control?

He could not shake the image of Isabella’s face, stricken with hurt and disbelief. Her tearful insistence on her innocence rang in his ears, yet the evidence—the necklace—was damning. But more than that, the way she had reacted, the depth of her pain, and the sincerity in her eyes…was it all an act? Could she really be that good at deception?

A new, darker thought crept into Daniel’s mind. What if everything Isabella had told him about her feelings was a lie? Had she manipulated him all along, using his affection to cover her tracks? Just like the rumors had suggested?

The thought twisted in his gut, a poisonous doubt that gnawed at the edges of his mind. Had her smiles, her touches, her words of affection been nothing more than a facade? A way to gain his trust, to steal from him?

He remembered the way she had always seemed to understand him, the connection they shared, the deep conversations and shared moments of vulnerability. But now, all those memories felt tainted, like a beautiful painting splattered with mud. Had she been playing a role the whole time? He hated himself for even considering it, but the evidence was right there, undeniable and unforgiving.

Daniel stood up, walking out into the hallway, and shutting the door behind him. His thoughts were a chaotic swirl of anger, confusion, and sorrow. He had never felt so lost. He wanted to believe in Isabella, to trust the woman he thought he loved. But the necklace...how could he ignore that?

A sudden thought struck him, and he stopped in his tracks. What if Isabella was telling the truth? What if someone had planted the necklace on her? Lady Marie had always been hostile toward Isabella, seeing her as a threat to her own social standing. Could she really have gone so far as to frame her? And if so, why?

He knew that Lady Marie had lied about the original theft…unless Isabella was in cahoots with the man who had attacked her…

It was all so confusing. He did not know what to think.

The questions tumbled over each other in his mind, but one thing was clear: he had to find out the truth. Not just for his own sake, but for Isabella’s. He couldn’t live with himself if he let an innocent woman be branded a thief, especially one he had such deep feelings for.

Daniel felt bitter frustration welling up inside him, mixing with the guilt and doubt that already consumed him. He needed clarity, a moment to breathe and think. With a heavy sigh, he headed to the liquor cabinet, pouring himself a generous glass of brandy. The amber liquid swirled in the glass, catching the dim light of the room as he stared into it, hoping to find some answers at the bottom.

Taking a deep sip, the warmth spread through him, dulling the sharp edges of his anxiety. He needed to calm down, to think rationally. He had been caught off guard, overwhelmed by the sudden discovery of the necklace and Isabella’s distress. But now, he had to approach the situation with a clear head.

He drained his glass and set it down, the reality of the situation pressing down on him. The night had been exhausting, emotionally and mentally. He glanced at the clock; it was late, and the tension of the evening weighed heavily on him. There was nothing more he could do tonight, no way to solve the mystery in his current state. The answers would have to wait until morning.

With a weary sigh, Daniel made his way to his bedroom. The house felt emptier without Isabella’s presence, the silence almost oppressive. As he lay down, the events of the evening replayed in his mind, each detail scrutinized and reexamined. He knew he had to talk to Isabella, to Lady Marie, to anyone who could shed light on the situation.

But for now, all he could do was try to rest.

He had to sleep off all of this confusion and pain.

As he closed his eyes, he hoped desperately that in the light of day, things would become clearer. He prayed that Isabella would still be willing to talk to him, that they could find a way to sort through this mess together. His heart ached with the uncertainty of their future, but he resolved to face whatever came next with determination and honesty.



Chapter 23 


Isabella’s heart pounded in her chest as she fled the servant’s quarters, tears streaming down her face. The cruel words and accusations had cut deep, and the humiliation was more than she could bear. She barely noticed the curious stares from the other servants as she dashed through the grand hallways, her vision blurred by the tears.

It might have been late, but everyone seemed to be working…likely trying to see what was happening with her.

“How could Marie do this to me?” she whispered, her voice breaking. “After everything I have done for her. All the times that I broke the rules for her…”

Her mind raced, replaying the events of the evening. The necklace, the accusations, Daniel’s look of doubt—it all felt like a terrible dream. How had she come to this point, where the man she cared for could believe such vile things about her? And why would Lady Marie go to such lengths to destroy her? The thought of her life crumbling around her, of losing everything she had worked for, was too much to bear.

As she rounded a corner, she nearly collided with a maid standing, almost as if in wait. Isabella barely managed to stop herself in time, her hand clutching her chest as she struggled to catch her breath. Margaret smiled at her calmly, like she had been expecting this all along.

“Isabella,” the maid said, her voice soft but urgent. “Are you all right?”

Isabella shook her head, too overwhelmed to speak. Margaret hesitated, then stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Are you sure?”

She had not always felt totally comfortable around Margaret. She felt the jealousy when she was the one chosen to spend time with Daniel, but right now, she needed anyone to understand her. Without Sarah here, and without knowing where Michael was, this was all she had.

“I…I am leaving,” she stammered. “I cannot stay here…”

“What is happening? Is this related to Lady Marie?”

Isabella paused, shocked. How did Margaret know what was happening? Had she been eavesdropping?

The thought made her stomach churn with paranoia, but she pushed it aside. She had to focus.

“How...how do you know about that?” Isabella asked, her voice barely a whisper. “Did you hear something?”

Margaret looked around quickly, then leaned in closer, her expression serious. “She left a message for you.”

Isabella frowned, confused. “A message?”

Margaret glanced around again, ensuring they were alone, then spoke in a hushed tone. “Yes. A message that she wanted me to pass on to you.”

Isabella swallowed hard. At the mention of Lady Marie’s name, Isabella’s stomach twisted in dread. She took a step back, her eyes widening. “What does she want?”

Margaret’s face was grave, her eyes filled with sympathy. “Lady Marie sends her gratitude for securing Daniel’s hand.”

Isabella stared at Margaret, the words not fully registering at first. “Wh-what do you mean?” she stammered.

Margaret hesitated, then took a deep breath. “I did not know what she meant at the time because I did not know that you were leaving…”

“But?” Isabella gasped in shock.

“She said that your departure would make it easier for him to see the truth and choose the right path.”

Isabella felt as though the ground had been pulled out from under her. Her knees wobbled, and she reached out to steady herself against the wall. “No...no, that cannot be right,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I did not know that she would ever go this far, and certainly not for a man.”

All she had ever done was complain about the lords of the ton. How had she managed to fall for the one person who Isabella also was attracted to? It almost seemed to be a pointed attack at Isabella herself.

“Perhaps this is what happens, Isabella, when you allow yourself to get attached to a man who is far out of reach.”

The jealousy shone through once more, like a dagger to Isabella’s heart.

“Thank you for telling me,” Isabella managed to say, her voice choked with emotion.

Despair washed over her as she recognized the futility of fighting back. She had no allies, no evidence, and no power to counter Marie’s machinations. The thought of facing Daniel again, knowing he would probably never believe her, was too much to bear. She couldn’t endure another confrontation where her words would fall on deaf ears.

“Where will you go?” Margaret called after her. “You cannot just leave…”

“I will go to the one place I am always welcome. To the orphanage. Then…maybe I will find work somewhere else, maybe in another town. I just need to start over, away from all of this.”

Margaret’s eyes filled with tears. “I will miss you, Isabella. You do not deserve any of this.”

It was a surprise to hear. She had not thought that Margret would miss her, but the look in her eyes was one of genuine pain. Perhaps if things had been different, they could have been real friends.

Isabella nodded, feeling a glimmer of solace in Margaret’s words. “I will miss you too,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “But I must go.”

With that, she turned and continued her escape, her steps resolute despite the chaos in her heart. She avoided the main exit, slipping out through a side door that led to the gardens. The cool night air hit her face, drying her tears as she hurried along the familiar path that led away from the estate.

Sometime later, Isabella knocked gently on the door to the orphanage, and within moments, the door swung open. Eileen stood there, her eyes widening in surprise and concern.

“Isabella, what happened?” she asked, pulling her into a tight embrace. “You look terribly upset!”

Isabella tried to speak, but her throat tightened, and no words came out. She clung to Eileen, her body shaking with silent sobs. Eileen guided her inside, shutting the door behind them and leading her to the kitchen. The warmth and familiar smells of the orphanage wrapped around Isabella like a comforting blanket, but her turmoil was far from settled.

Eileen sat her down at the table, bustling about to make some tea.

“Take your time, dear,” she said gently. “Whenever you are ready.”

Isabella nodded, her eyes fixed on the table. Her mind was a whirlwind of confusion and pain. The accusations, the betrayal, and the realization that everything she had worked for could be taken away so easily were almost too much to bear.

Eileen placed a steaming cup of tea in front of her and sat down across the table, her eyes filled with concern. “Whatever it is, I am here to help you.”

Isabella took a deep breath, the words finally starting to form. “Lady Marie accused me of stealing…again,” she began, her voice trembling. “She framed me, and now everyone thinks I am a thief, and that I have stolen from Daniel also. She has even been to the scandal sheets about me.”

Eileen’s eyes widened in shock, her face a mask of disbelief and anger. “That vile woman! How could she do such a thing to you, after all you have done for her?”

Isabella nodded, feeling a mixture of relief and sadness at Eileen’s reaction. “She did it to get rid of me, to ensure Daniel never looks my way again. She wants him for herself, and she knew that as long as I was around, he would always have doubts about her.”

Eileen reached across the table, taking Isabella’s hand in her own. “You are safe here. No one can hurt you while you are under this roof. We will find a way to clear your name, my dear.”

Isabella shook her head, her eyes filling with tears once more. “I do not know how, Eileen. She has so much power and influence. And now Daniel…he looked at me with such distrust. I do not think he will ever believe me fully. That doubt will always be there. Especially when a necklace was planted on me.”

“That happened?”

Isabella nodded sadly. “A necklace that belongs to Lady Marie. Plus, there is a sapphire necklace missing in Daniel’s home, and of course, all eyes are on me about it.”

Eileen’s face softened, a gentle, knowing smile tugging at her lips. She squeezed Isabella’s hand again, her eyes searching Isabella’s for a moment before she spoke. “Isabella, can I ask you something personal?”

Isabella wiped her tears and nodded, bracing herself for whatever question Eileen had. She nodded.

“Is there...something more between you and Daniel? I have seen the way you two look at each other when you come to help out at the orphanage. There is a certain chemistry, a connection that is hard to miss.”

Isabella’s breath caught in her throat. She had not expected Eileen to notice, let alone bring it up. She looked down at her hands, feeling a mix of embarrassment and longing. “I…I do not know, Eileen. Daniel has always been kind to me, and we have shared many moments together. There have been moments when I thought it could be more, but now, looking back, I am confused. Because if he meant what he said about his feelings for me…”

She got far too choked up to finish that sentence.

Eileen’s smile grew warmer. “I think he does see you as more, dear. I have watched the way his eyes light up when you speak, the way he lingers around you. There is something there, Isabella. Do not doubt it.”

Isabella shook her head, her voice trembling. “But now…after all this, how could he ever trust me again? How could he ever look at me the same way? How will I be able to believe him when his mind can be changed so quickly?”

Eileen leaned closer, her voice firm but compassionate. “Love has a way of enduring through trials, Isabella. If Daniel truly cares for you, he will find his way back to you. You will find your way back to one another.”

Isabella’s eyes filled with fresh tears, her composure breaking entirely. She buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking with the force of her sobs. “But Eileen, I do not think I will ever have feelings for anyone like I do for Daniel,” she cried. “He means so much to me, and the thought of losing him forever is unbearable. I feel like my heart is breaking.”

Eileen stood and moved around the table, wrapping her arms around Isabella in a comforting embrace. She held her tightly, letting Isabella pour out her anguish. “Shh, my dear. Let it all out. It is all right to feel this way.”

Isabella wept for what felt like an eternity, the overwhelming mix of betrayal, fear, and heartbreak consuming her. Eileen’s presence was a steady anchor in the storm of her emotions. Finally, her sobs began to subside, leaving her feeling drained but slightly lighter.

Eileen pulled back, looking into Isabella’s eyes with a steady, compassionate gaze. “Listen to me, Isabella. You are stronger than you know. This pain will not last forever. You have friends who believe in you, and who will stand by you no matter what. We will find a way to clear your name, and we will make sure the truth comes out. After that…”

Well, there were no promises that she could make there, because no one could possibly know what would happen after that.

Isabella nodded weakly, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. “Thank you, Eileen. I do not know what I would do without you.”

Eileen smiled warmly, brushing a stray lock of hair from Isabella’s face. “You will not have to find out. Now, let us get you to bed. You need rest, and tomorrow, we will begin to set things right.”

Isabella rose from the table, feeling a tentative sense of hope. Eileen led her to the small, cozy room at the back of the orphanage where she had always stayed. The bed was simple but clean, and the familiar surroundings brought her a measure of comfort.

“Try to get some sleep, dear,” Eileen said softly, tucking the blankets around Isabella. “We will face whatever comes together. And until then, I could always use a set of helping hands here. You know how much I appreciate your work.”

Isabella nodded, her eyelids heavy with exhaustion. “Good night, Eileen.”

“Good night, Isabella. Remember, you are not alone. You will always have a place here.”

As Eileen left Isabella’s room, closing the door quietly behind her, Isabella allowed herself to relax into the softness of the bed. Despite the turmoil of the evening, the warmth and security of the orphanage began to soothe her frayed nerves. She closed her eyes, the events of the day swirling in her mind.

Images of Daniel flashed before her—his kind smile, the way his eyes sparkled when he was happy, the gentle touch of his hand. Her heart ached with the longing to see him again, to explain everything, to have him look at her with trust and affection once more.

“Please,” she whispered into the darkness. “Let him believe in me. Let him see the truth.”

With that silent plea, Isabella drifted into a restless sleep, her dreams filled with fleeting glimpses of the man she loved and the hope that they would find their way back to each other.

In the depths of her slumber, Isabella’s dreams were a tempest of emotions, fragmented and fleeting. She found herself in a familiar garden, the one where she had often walked with Daniel, sharing stolen moments of peace and companionship. The moonlight bathed the surroundings in a soft glow, and the fragrance of blooming flowers filled the air.

Daniel stood before her, his eyes filled with warmth and love.

“Isabella,” he whispered, reaching out to her.

She took a step forward, her heart yearning for his touch, but as she did, his expression shifted. The warmth faded, replaced by doubt and pain.

“How could you, Isabella?” he asked, his voice echoing with hurt. “How could you betray me?”

“No, Daniel,” she cried, reaching out to him, but he began to fade away, dissolving into the night. “I would never betray you. Please, believe me!”

The scene shifted, and she was back in the grand hallways of the manor, running once more. Lady Marie’s laughter echoed around her, cruel and mocking. “You thought you could win, but you were never more than a servant,” Marie’s voice taunted. “You could never beat me.”

Isabella stumbled, falling to her knees, the weight of Marie’s words crushing her spirit. Tears streamed down her face as she tried to stand, but the floor seemed to pull her down, refusing to let her rise.

Suddenly, she was in the orphanage, surrounded by the children she had cared for over the years. Their innocent faces looked up at her with concern. Eileen was there, too, her presence a beacon of comfort.

“You are stronger than this, Isabella,” Eileen said, her voice steady and reassuring. “You can overcome this. We will find the truth together.”

The scene shifted again, and she was in a dimly lit room, standing before a mirror. Her reflection stared back at her, but it wasn’t her own face she saw. It was Marie’s, smirking with triumph.

Isabella turned away, her heart pounding with fear and anger. “I will not let you win,” she whispered fiercely.

A sudden light pierced through the darkness, and she found herself back in the garden, but this time it was different. The flowers were wilted, and the once beautiful surroundings were decaying. Daniel stood in the center, his back to her.

She approached him cautiously, her heart heavy with sorrow. “Daniel,” she called softly.

He turned slowly, his face etched with sadness. “Isabella, I want to believe you,” he said, his voice filled with torment. “But how can I, when everything points to your guilt?”

She reached out, desperate to touch him, to convey her innocence through her touch. “Please, Daniel, look into my eyes. See the truth. I love you, and I would never hurt you.”

As their fingers brushed, the decaying garden began to restore itself, flowers blooming and the air filled with the sweet scent of renewal. Daniel’s eyes softened, the doubt slowly fading.

“Isabella,” he whispered, pulling her into an embrace. “I believe you.”

The dream shifted once more, and she found herself in a peaceful meadow, the sun shining brightly. Daniel held her hand, his smile warm and genuine. “We will get through this together,” he promised. “We will do everything together from here on out. I will never doubt you again….”



Chapter 24 


Isabella sat in the small, sunlit room that served as the orphanage’s nursery, her fingers deftly stitching a small tear in a child’s dress. The familiar sounds of laughter and playful chatter drifted in from the garden outside, mingling with the scent of freshly baked bread from the kitchen. It was a world away from the opulence and treachery of Daniel’s estate, a world where she could lose herself in simple, honest work.

This was home—the only one she had ever really known—and now, with the recent events, the only place she felt she could truly belong.

The scandal and heartbreak of the past few weeks still lingered like a dark cloud over her thoughts. Isabella’s heart ached at the memory of Daniel’s distrustful gaze, the disbelief in his voice as he had confronted her about the necklace. Even now, the sting of his accusation cut deep. She had hoped against hope that he would believe in her innocence, that he would stand by her despite the damning circumstances.

But reality had shattered that fragile dream.

“Then how did the necklace get into your pocket? I cannot just ignore the evidence. It was in your possession. How do you explain that?”

Isabella flinched as the harsh words flooded her mind once more. She might have spent every night having wonderous dreams about them falling in love, but in the daytime, all that she could think about was this.

“Isabella, turn out your pockets. Now.”

“How did you come by this necklace? I need you to tell me the truth.”

The memory of Daniel’s voice, filled with suspicion and hurt, haunted her. Each word, each phrase, felt like a knife slicing through her heart. She had replayed the scene countless times in her mind, trying to understand how everything had gone so horribly wrong. The necklace had been planted on her, of that she was certain, but proving her innocence seemed an insurmountable task.

Isabella set the needle and thread aside, her hands trembling slightly. She could not let herself be consumed by despair. The children needed her, and Eileen depended on her help at the orphanage. This place had always been her sanctuary, and now it was her refuge from the storm of accusations and betrayal.

The only positive to come from this was the extra money that Daniel had donated to the orphanage. It meant she could work there without worrying for a while. But that would not last forever. She was still going to have to figure things out eventually. Even if she did not have any idea of how…

Just then, a burst of giggles and pattering feet disrupted her thoughts. The door swung open, and a group of children tumbled in, their faces flushed with excitement. Little Emily, with her golden curls bouncing, led the charge.

“Isabella, come play with us!” Emily cried, her bright blue eyes shining with anticipation. “We are playing tag, and we need one more. You are perfect!”

Isabella forced a smile, her heart aching with the weight of her troubles, but she could not deny the children. They were her solace, her reason to keep going. Rising from her chair, she wiped her hands on her apron and let the children pull her toward the garden.

Outside, the sunlight was warm, casting a golden glow over the lush greenery. The children’s laughter was infectious, and as Isabella joined their game, she felt a flicker of genuine joy. For a little while, she could forget her heartache and immerse herself in their carefree world.

They played for what felt like hours, the garden echoing with their mirth. Isabella found herself smiling more easily, her movements becoming more fluid and less weighed down by sorrow. Emily tagged her, and she chased after the other children, their delighted shrieks filling the air.

Eventually, they all collapsed on the grass, panting and laughing. Isabella lay back, the soft earth beneath her, and gazed up at the clear blue sky. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe that everything would be all right, that she could find a way to prove her innocence and reclaim her life.

“Isabella?” a soft voice broke through her reverie. She turned her head to see Tommy, a shy boy of about six, standing beside her with a concerned expression. “Are you sad?”

Isabella’s heart melted at the sincerity in his eyes. She reached out and ruffled his hair gently. “A little, Tommy. But playing with you all makes me feel much better.”

“Good, because we like playing with you too. Eileen cannot always play with us.”

That struck Isabella a little, because Eileen had always made time to play with the children when she was young. But maybe the stress and pressure of everything was getting a little too much.

Isabella was going to have to take the chance to help Eileen as much as she could while she was at the orphanage. Just in case this could not last forever…

***

Later in the day, as the sun began to dip below the horizon, casting long shadows across the garden, Isabella made her way to the kitchen. She intended to offer her help with the evening meal, but what she found caused her heart to ache. Eileen was bustling about, preparing the evening meal, but her movements were slower and more deliberate than Isabella remembered. There was a heaviness in her gaze that had not been there before.

“Eileen,” Isabella called softly, stepping into the kitchen. “Do you need any help?”

Eileen looked up, a tired smile spreading across her face. “Oh, Isabella, you are such a dear. I am just feeling a bit run down, that is all. But everything is under control.”

Isabella walked over and gently took the spoon from Eileen’s hand. “You have done so much for all of us. Please, let me help you. You need to rest.”

Eileen hesitated, then nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Isabella. I suppose I could use a break.”

As Eileen sat down at the worn wooden table, Isabella took over the cooking, her hands moving deftly as she prepared the meal. The simple, rhythmic tasks gave her a sense of purpose, a way to channel her restless energy. She glanced over at Eileen, who was watching her with a mix of pride and exhaustion.

“You have grown so much, Isabella,” Eileen said softly. “I remember when you first came here, so lost and frightened. Now, you are the one holding everything together.”

Isabella smiled, though her heart was still heavy. “You have taught me well, Eileen. This place...it has given me a sense of home, a place where I belong.”

Eileen’s eyes softened with warmth. “And it will always be your home, my dear. No matter what happens.”

Just as she was about to serve dinner to the children, a knock at the door startled her. Wiping her hands on her apron, she went to open it and was surprised to see Sarah standing there, her face lit up with a warm smile.

“Sarah!” Isabella exclaimed, embracing her friend. “What are you doing here?”

“I heard about everything that has been going on,” Sarah replied, her voice filled with concern. “I wanted to come and help out. Eileen wrote to me, and I could tell she was worried. I could not just sit by and do nothing. Not when Lady Marie is still doing everything that she can to attack you.”

Tears welled up in Isabella’s eyes at Sarah’s kindness. “Thank you so much. I do not think she will ever stop.”

Sarah squeezed Isabella’s hand. “Let us get these children fed, and then we can talk more.”

Together, they served the meal, the children’s chatter and laughter filling the dining room. Isabella noticed the way Sarah seamlessly integrated herself into the routine, her presence a comforting reminder of the support and friendship she had.

Once the children were settled and eating, Isabella and Sarah retreated to a corner of the kitchen, sharing a pot of tea. The warmth of the tea and Sarah’s steady presence soothed Isabella’s troubled heart.

“How are you really holding up?” Sarah asked gently, her eyes searching Isabella’s face.

Isabella sighed, the weight of her troubles pressing down on her.

“It has been so hard, Sarah. I feel so lost and alone. Daniel’s accusation...it cut so deep. I cannot understand how he could believe I would do such a thing. How he could think that I would steal from him as well as Lady Marie. Especially as I know that Lady Marie has been behind all of this. She even left a message with another maid for me, thanking me for leaving Daniel alone so that she can have him.”

“Oh my!” Sarah gasped in horror.

“All of it has made me realize that I never belonged in that world anyway. I was doing nothing but making endless mistakes. It is best for me to be out of it.”

Sarah shook her head vehemently. “You are wrong, Isabella. You belong anywhere you choose to be, and you deserve happiness just as much as anyone else. Lady Marie is cruel and manipulative, but that does not mean you should let her win. You have to fight back.”

Isabella sighed, her fingers trembling around her teacup. “I do not know how to fight back, Sarah. I feel so powerless. And Daniel...he was the one person I thought might see past my station and believe in me. But now, I am not sure about anything.”

Sarah reached out, covering Isabella’s hand with her own. “You are stronger than you think. You have faced so much already, and you have come through it all with grace and dignity. Do not let Lady Marie’s lies destroy your spirit. We will find a way to clear your name.”

Isabella felt a glimmer of hope at Sarah’s words. “But how? She has already tarnished my reputation with Daniel. He will never listen to me now. I truly think that I am better off trying to keep as far away from him as possible. I need to forget him and move on.”

“Well if that is the case, then I will be there for you as much as I can.”

Isabella’s heart warmed at the offer, but she noticed the weariness in Sarah’s eyes. “That means so much to me, Sarah. But you look exhausted, would you like to stay tonight?”

Sarah smiled, shaking her head gently. “I wish I could, but I have some obligations I need to take care of first thing in the morning. I promise, though, I will be back tomorrow. We can start figuring everything out then.”

Isabella nodded, grateful for Sarah’s support. “All right. I appreciate it more than you know. It will be good to have a friend by my side.”

Sarah squeezed her hand again, her eyes full of determination. “We will get through this, Isabella. I shall be here first thing tomorrow, and we will start by talking to anyone who might have seen something. We will not let Lady Marie get away with this.”

Isabella’s heart lightened at her friend’s unwavering support. “Thank you, Sarah. I do not know what I would do without you.”

***

The next morning, as the first light of dawn filtered through the orphanage’s windows, Isabella set about her usual tasks, the weight of her troubles feeling slightly less burdensome with Sarah’s promise of support. She knew she had a long road ahead, but with Sarah by her side, she felt ready to face whatever came next.

True to her word, Sarah arrived early, her presence a beacon of hope. They spent the morning working at the orphanage and discussing possible plans to help clear Isabella’s name, but this was feeling increasingly impossible by the moment.

As the day wore on, a sense of frustration began to settle over Isabella. Just when she felt like giving up, there was a knock at the door. Sarah went to answer it, and to Isabella’s surprise, Michael stood on the doorstep.

“Michael,” Sarah greeted him with a forced smile. “What brings you here?”

“I came to see how Isabella is doing,” Michael replied, his eyes scanning the room for her. “This is the first chance that I have had to be able to check in on her.”

Isabella stepped forward, her heart pounding. “Hello, Michael.”

Michael had been her friend, someone who she cared about a lot, but now she was unsure who she could and could not trust.

“Isabella,” he said warmly, but there was a hint of concern in his eyes. “I have been worried about you. Daniel mentioned what happened, but I had to see for myself. Are you all right?”

Before Isabella could respond, Sarah stepped in. “Michael, I think you should know that Daniel accused Isabella of stealing. He believes she stole a necklace that was found in her pocket. I am sure you have heard about this.”

Michael’s eyes widened in shock. “What? Daniel did not tell me that part. He only mentioned there was a misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding?” Isabella echoed bitterly. “He accused me of stealing, Michael. He did not even give me a chance to explain.”

Michael looked taken aback. “That does not sound like Daniel. He’s always been fair. There must be some mistake.”

Sarah placed a hand on Michael’s arm. “Lady Marie is behind this. She has been doing everything she can to tarnish Isabella’s reputation and get her out of Daniel’s life. She even left a message with one of the maids, thanking Isabella for getting out of the way so that she can have his hand in marriage.”

Michael stared at Isabella, who nodded to confirm everything.

Michael frowned. “Lady Marie? I have heard that she has always been a bit...intense, but I never thought anyone would stoop to something like this.”

“Well, she has,” Isabella said, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her. “And now I am left to pick up the pieces of my life.”

Michael’s expression softened with sympathy. “Isabella, I am so sorry. I had no idea things had gotten this bad. I shall talk to Daniel. He needs to hear the truth. I will do whatever I can to help you.”

“He also thinks that I stole a necklace from his house too, so I do not know if he will believe you.”

Michael gasped. “The sapphire necklace?”

Isabella nodded, sadness ricochetting through her.

Michael hesitated, then took a deep breath. “I should also tell you something. I was the one who reported Daniel’s mother’s necklace missing. But I never, not for a second, thought it was you. I would never accuse you of such a thing.”

Isabella felt a mix of emotions. “It was you?”

Michael sighed. “I noticed it was missing and knew how important it was to Daniel. It was a family heirloom, and I knew how much it meant to him. I thought it might have been misplaced and that we should search for it…”

Isabella felt a pang of sorrow. “I understand, Michael. Of course you would not blame me. But Daniel believes I stole it, and it has shattered any trust he had in me.”

Michael shook his head. “I will not let this stand. I know Daniel well, and I believe I can make him see reason. He needs to understand that Lady Marie is manipulating the situation.”

Sarah, standing by, added, “We need to gather more evidence, something concrete that can prove Isabella’s innocence. Do you have any idea where we might start?”

Michael thought for a moment. “Lady Marie is cunning, but she might have slipped up. Perhaps we can find someone who saw her with the necklace before it was reported missing. Maybe one of the staff at the estate.”

“Or someone in her own home,” Sarah replied thoughtfully. “I can ask around. I will have to be careful, but I will do it. If there is anything to find out, I believe that we can do it. We can find out what whispers are being spoken.”

Isabella shook her head. “I do not want either of you to get in trouble on my behalf. I do not want anyone else to get caught up in this mess because of me.”

“Isabella, we care about you,” Michael insisted. “We cannot stand by and let you suffer for something you did not do. We want to help you.”

Sarah nodded firmly. “We will be cautious, but we must take action. Lady Marie has gone too far, and we cannot let her win. Not when your life is in tatters.”

Isabella could not believe what luck she had in the people around her. It was hard to feel so alone when she had so many great friends around her. While everything might be challenging for her, at least she was not alone in that. That meant something.



Chapter 25 


Daniel slouched in the corner of the dimly lit tavern, nursing his drink. The lively chatter and clinking of glasses around him seemed distant, muffled by the fog of his own troubled thoughts. The sounds might have been annoying to him, but at least he was not being forced to participate in the Season anymore.

He was done with all of that. All of the dancing and the false conversations. Never again.

Henry and Barrett sat across from him, their faces etched with concern. They had dragged him out of his self-imposed isolation, determined to lift his spirits, but Daniel knew they were fighting a losing battle. The past weeks had been a blur of scandal and doubt, and the absence of Isabella had left a gaping void in his life.

Henry leaned forward, trying to catch Daniel’s eye. “Daniel, you have been like this for days. What happened?”

“It is…” Daniel shook his head sadly. “It is a mess inside my home. You know what has been said in the scandal sheets.”

“About the maid stealing from you?”

Daniel nodded. “Right. Isabella…who is also the woman that I rescued from the attacker before.”

Barrett shook his head. “But it said in the scandal sheets that she conspired with the attacker. Is that true?”

Daniel clenched his fists, his knuckles turning white. “No, it is not true. Isabella would never conspire with anyone. She is not like that. At least…I do not think so.”

Henry and Barrett exchanged worried glances.

Barrett leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Then why did the scandal sheets say so? How did you react?”

Daniel’s shoulders slumped further, the weight of his guilt almost too much to bear. “I did not want to believe it, but I accused her of stealing it. But then, a necklace was found in her pocket, and my mother’s jewels are gone...I panicked. I accused her without thinking. I let my emotions get the better of me, and now...now she has gone.”

“So…what now?” Henry asked. “Can you not just ask her to work for you again, if that is what you want?”

“It is more than just work now…” Daniel confessed. He allowed his mouth to keep on speaking, even though he knew that was probably not the best idea. All he wanted to do was have someone’s advice at long last. “I have feelings for her. Feelings I should not have, given our difference in station. But I cannot help it. Isabella means more to me than I ever realized.”

Henry frowned. “Daniel, if there is even a possibility that she could be involved in such things, maybe it is best to keep your distance. You cannot afford more scandal.”

Barrett nodded in agreement. “And she is just a maid. You cannot let yourself get too attached. It is not proper.”

“She is not just a maid to me.”

“Come on, Daniel,” Barrett urged, leaning forward. “You cannot keep doing this to yourself. There are plenty of other women out there.”

Henry nodded in agreement. “He is right, you know. You need to get back out there, show everyone that you are not affected by the rumors. Besides, Isabella…”

“Isabella,” Daniel interrupted, his voice hoarse, “is not just another woman. She is...she was everything to me.” He stared into his glass, the amber liquid blurring his vision. “And I let her go.”

Henry and Barrett exchanged a glance, the unspoken understanding passing between them. Henry leaned forward, his tone softer. “Why is she so important to you, Daniel? What is it about her that makes you feel this way?”

Daniel took a deep breath, the confession heavy on his heart. “Isabella...she cared about me despite knowing I cannot have children. She accepted me for who I am, flaws and all. She did not care about my inability to continue my family line. She saw me, the real me, and she still cared.”

Henry’s eyes widened in surprise. “You cannot have children? Why did you never tell us?”

Barrett looked equally shocked. “Daniel, that is...we had no idea.”

Daniel nodded, his voice barely above a whisper. “I know. It is not something I share lightly. But Isabella knew, and she did not turn away. She embraced it. And now, because of my foolishness, she is gone. How can I ever make that right?”

Henry leaned back, thoughtful. “Perhaps start by finding the truth. Clear her name. Show her that you believe in her, that you trust her. It will not be easy, but it is a start.”

Barrett nodded. “And you will have to be prepared to face the consequences, both socially and personally. But if she truly means that much to you, it will be worth it.”

It all sounded like a long road ahead of him, but he knew that for Isabella it would be worth it. Right now, he could not envision a life without Isabella, she was the only person who had made him feel that way. If it were not her, then it would be no one.

After slugging back the rest of his drink, Daniel decided to leave the tavern early, the oppressive atmosphere becoming too much to bear. He needed to be home, not in the bar. It was not working out for him at all.

As he walked through the quiet streets, his thoughts drifted back to the night he first met Isabella. His footsteps echoed in the narrow alleyway, the very place he currently found himself, and he paused, the memory of that night flooding back.

The words from the attack—pleas for help, the sound of her voice—resonated in his mind and guilt flooded him all over again. That moment had changed his life, he just had not realized it at the time.

If only he could go back to that moment, to start again, then he could change everything.

A coughing sound caught his attention. His gaze fell on a figure huddled against the wall, and as he approached, he recognized the man from that night.

The man stirred, blinking up at him with weary eyes. “What do you want?” he mumbled, his voice rough.

Was it?

Could it be?

The closer Daniel got to the man, the more obvious it became.

This was him. The attacker from that night.

Perhaps he could not go back to that exact moment, but this might change things…

Daniel’s heart pounded in his chest as he approached the huddled figure. This was his chance to uncover the truth, to clear Isabella’s name. At least in his own mind. He crouched down, his voice firm but low.

“You,” he said, trying to keep his emotions in check, “I remember you.”

The man looked up, his eyes widening with recognition. “You,” he echoed, a hint of fear in his voice.

“Why did you do it?” Daniel demanded. “Why did you attack Isabella that day? The lady…the one with the necklace.”

The man coughed, looking away. “I was desperate. I needed money, and her jewels would have fetched a good price. You probably would not understand that. How could you? You have never been desperate in your life.”

Now that was something Daniel could not argue, but it was not important to what he needed to know.

“Have you robbed other women?” Daniel pressed, trying to understand the pattern.

The man shook his head vigorously. “No, I swear it. I only did it because I was starving. I had not eaten in days. I did not know who she was. I just saw an opportunity and took it. I did not even get the necklace.”

Daniel’s mind raced. “You did not know her?” he asked again, needing to be sure. “The woman that you stole from?”

“No,” the man insisted. “Of course not. I am not a monster. I would not steal from someone I know. But then, I do not know any wealthy people.”

Daniel scrutinized the man, searching for any signs of deception. But all he saw was a worn, desperate figure, a man who had been driven to crime out of necessity rather than malice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few coins, handing them to the man.

“Take this,” Daniel said quietly. “Get yourself something to eat.”

The man looked at the money with wide eyes, his voice shaky with gratitude. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

Daniel stood up, the encounter leaving him with more questions than answers. He had a new determination, though, and a sense of purpose. As he walked away, he felt a flicker of hope. Perhaps he could still make things right. He just needed to work out how to make everyone else understand what he had learned.

***

Back at home, Daniel was greeted by Michael at the door. Michael’s usually composed demeanor was replaced with a sense of urgency. That spiked Daniel’s already burning anxiety. It had been one hell of a night.

“Lord Berkshire,” Michael said, his voice a mix of relief and tension. “We found your mother’s necklace. I could not wait to tell you. I know how heavily it has been weighing on your mind.”

Daniel’s heart skipped a beat. “Where? How?”

Michael stepped aside, revealing a red-faced Margaret standing behind him. She looked down, unable to meet Daniel’s eyes. “Margaret came to me tonight, and I think she has something to say to you.”

“Margaret,” Daniel said, surprise and confusion mingling in his voice. “What is going on?”

He blinked a few times, wishing he had not had so much to drink tonight. He had no idea it was going to be so heavy.

Margaret took a deep breath, her voice trembling. “I...I have something to confess, sir. I was jealous of Isabella. She got extra attention and did not have to work as hard as the rest of us. It felt unfair. So, when Lady Marie offered me money to help her, I did. I ‘misplaced’ the necklace. I did not steal it. I just wanted her to get into trouble, but I did not realize it would get this out of hand. It got so out of hand that I did not know how to make things right.”

Daniel felt a surge of anger and disappointment. “You framed her? Do you have any idea what you have done?”

Tears welled up in Margaret’s eyes. “I know, sir. I have felt nothing but guilt since then. I did not know how to make things right. I cannot apologize enough.”

Daniel’s mind raced. This revelation changed everything. Isabella was innocent of everything, and her name had been unjustly tarnished because of petty jealousy. From Lady Marie and Margaret as well. He took a deep breath, trying to calm the storm of emotions within him.

“You should have come forward sooner,” he said sternly. “But now I need to find a way to make this right.”

“I know where Isabella is,” Michael insisted. “If that helps. She is staying at the orphanage again.”

Daniel nodded slowly. “I will see Isabella. Of course I will see Isabella, but first I need to clear her name. Unfortunately, it is too late to do that now. I shall have to take the relevant steps in the morning. I will have to sleep and to do this with a clear head in the morning. The hour is not right to get anything positive done.”

It was stressful, he was not sure how long he was going to actually be able to sleep with his head all in a whirlwind tonight. But at least he had made some progress tonight, which was more than he thought possible. He now could make things right…as long as Isabella did not completely hate him for everything that he had done.

***

The sun filtered through the heavy drapes of Daniel’s bedroom. He had managed only a few hours of restless sleep, his mind plagued with thoughts of Isabella and the revelations of the previous night. He rose slowly, the weight of his task ahead pressing down on him. Today, he needed to see Lady Marie and clear everything up once and for all.

Daniel dressed with care, his movements precise and deliberate. As he adjusted his cravat in the mirror, he felt a renewed sense of determination. He could not afford any more mistakes. Isabella’s future depended on his actions, and he had to ensure that justice was served.

When he descended the grand staircase, Michael was already waiting for him at the bottom. “The carriage awaits, just as you requested.”

“Thank you, Michael. It is the day to set everything right.”

Michael nodded, but before Daniel could turn to leave, Michael spoke again, his tone uncharacteristically hesitant. “Lord Berkshire, if I may speak candidly?”

Daniel paused, turning back to his loyal servant. “Of course, Michael. What is on your mind?”

Michael took a deep breath, his usual composure slightly faltering. “I wanted to say that I much prefer having Miss Isabella around. She brings a sense of warmth and kindness to the household that was sorely missing. It has been a joy to see you so happy in her presence. We all noticed the change in you.”

Daniel smiled, his gratitude evident. “Thank you, Michael. I could not agree more. Isabella has brought light into my life, and I have no intention of letting her go again.”

With that, Daniel stepped into the carriage alone, Michael giving him a supportive nod as he departed. The journey to the Montgomery estate was filled with a tense silence, the gravity of the situation weighing heavily on Daniel’s mind. As he arrived, Daniel took a deep breath, steeling himself for the confrontation ahead.

Things had been troublesome with Lady Marie. She had clearly been trying to get Daniel’s attention in all the worst ways, and now she was going to have to learn that was not the right way to behave. That would not work for anyone. Especially not when she had worked so hard to ruin Isabella.

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Montgomery estate, the imposing facade looming ahead like a storm cloud on the horizon. Daniel stepped out, his resolve firm despite the swirling emotions within him. He approached the grand entrance, each step echoing on the polished stone.

It was time.

A butler greeted him at the door, bowing deeply. “Lord Berkshire, welcome.”

“I am here to request an audience with Lady Marie Montgomery.”

The butler nodded and led Daniel inside. Daniel followed the butler through the opulent halls. The walls were adorned with portraits of stern-faced ancestors, their eyes seeming to follow him as he passed. He could not shake the feeling of being judged, not just by the past but by the weight of his own actions.

Finally, they arrived at a sitting room. As the staff dispersed, Daniel took a moment to compose himself. He walked to the large windows, looking out at the sprawling gardens. The serenity of the view was at odds with the turmoil within him. He took a deep breath, centering himself for what was to come.

The door opened quietly, and Lady Marie entered the room, her smile radiant.

“Lord Berkshire,” she greeted, her voice laced with a warmth that made him uneasy. “I was delighted when I heard you were here. To what do I owe this visit?”

Daniel turned to face her, maintaining a polite but guarded expression. “Lady Marie, we need to talk about Isabella.”

Marie’s smile faltered slightly, but she quickly regained her composure. “Isabella? Whatever for?”

“It has all been lies, has it not?”

“What…” She shifted uncomfortably on her feet. “What has been lies?”

“Everything that you have been saying about her. Everything that you have been saying to the scandal sheets.”

“I have not…”

“Do not lie to me, Lady Marie.” Daniel was exasperated. “I know that she did not conspire with her attacker. I know that she did not steal from you.”

Marie’s face hardened. “But I have been missing necklaces ever since she worked here.”

“Including this one?” Daniel placed the heart-gemmed necklace on the table in front of her.

Marie gasped. “Yes…that is the one. Where did you find it?”

He scoffed. “As if you do not already know. I am sure you planted it on Isabella.”

“So, Isabella had it?” she snapped, satisfied. “So nothing I have said is a lie.”

“Aside from the fact that I know you bribed a maid of mine.”



Chapter 26 


Marie’s eyes narrowed, her anger barely concealed as Daniel revealed how much he knew about her plan. “You have no proof of that. It is your word against mine.”

Daniel’s gaze remained fixed on Marie, his resolve unyielding. “Proof or no, the truth has a way of revealing itself. I will not let you ruin Isabella’s reputation or life because of your petty jealousy.”

Marie scoffed, crossing her arms. “Petty jealousy? You flatter yourself, Lord Berkshire.”

Daniel stepped closer, his voice lowering to a dangerous whisper. “Is this really a fight that you wish to start?”

The tension in the room was palpable as Daniel’s words hung in the air. Marie’s defiance wavered, her confidence crumbling under the weight of his unwavering gaze. Before she could muster a retort, the door opened again, and Lady Anne Montgomery, Marie’s mother, entered the room with a serene grace that belied the tension between her daughter and Daniel.

“Lord Berkshire, what a pleasant surprise,” Lady Anne said warmly, her eyes sparkling with genuine delight. “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?”

Daniel turned to her, a polite smile on his face. “Lady Anne, I came to return your daughter’s necklace. One that was found in my home.”

Lady Ann frowned. “But I thought you had already returned the necklace?”

“This is a different one. They all seem to keep appearing in my home. I do not understand why.”

Daniel did not need to explain outright; he was sure that Lady Marie’s mother could read between the lines and sense that something untoward was going on. It was up to the Montgomery family what they did with that information.

Lady Anne’s face paled slightly, her eyes darting to her daughter with a hint of confusion and concern. “Marie, what is this about? Why would Lord Berkshire find your necklace in his home?”

Marie opened her mouth, but Daniel interjected before she could speak. “Lady Anne, I believe your daughter has been spreading false rumors about someone who had worked in your home previously, but now works in mine. Isabella, accusing her of theft to tarnish her reputation. The necklace was found with the help of my household staff, but it was clear that it was placed there intentionally to frame Isabella.”

Lady Anne’s gaze hardened as she looked at her daughter. “Marie, is this true? I did not even know that Isabella was no longer working here.”

Marie shifted uncomfortably, her defiance cracking under her mother’s scrutiny. “Mother, I only did what I thought was necessary. Isabella is just a maid. She should not have caught the eye of someone like Lord Berkshire.”

Lady Anne’s voice was stern, and her disappointment was evident. “Marie, it is not your place to decide who is worthy of someone’s affection, especially through deceitful means. Your actions have caused unnecessary pain and suffering.”

Marie’s face reddened with a mix of shame and anger. “But, Mother, I was only…”

Lady Anne shook her head, silencing her. “You have done more harm than good. Our reputation is built on honesty and integrity, not on lies and manipulation. You owe Isabella an apology and must make amends for what you have done.”

Daniel stepped forward, his expression softening slightly. “Lady Anne, I appreciate your willingness to rectify this situation. Isabella deserves to have her name cleared and to be treated with the respect she deserves.”

Lady Anne nodded. “I will ensure that happens, Lord Berkshire. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”

As Daniel prepared to leave, Lady Anne turned to her daughter. “Marie, you will come with me. We have much to discuss.”

Marie reluctantly followed her mother, casting one last glare at Daniel before leaving the room. The tension slowly dissipated as the door closed behind them.

Daniel felt a sense of relief and accomplishment. He had stood up for Isabella and exposed the truth.

Now, there was only one place for him to go: the orphanage. He needed to share the good news with her.

As the carriage pulled up to the familiar building, Daniel’s heart pounded with a mix of anxiety and anticipation. He stepped out and was immediately greeted by the familiar sounds of children’s laughter. The sight of the orphanage, a place filled with warmth and life, brought a bittersweet smile to his face. It was here that Isabella had poured her heart and soul, a place that mirrored her kindness and compassion.

A place where he needed to finally make things right.

Walking through the gates, Daniel saw her in the garden, surrounded by a group of children. She was kneeling down, tying a ribbon in a little girl’s hair, her face lit up with joy and laughter. Daniel’s heart ached at the sight, the beauty of the moment underscored by the knowledge of all the pain she had endured.

Daniel hesitated. He feared that his presence might shatter this moment of peace. But then one of the children spotted him and let out an excited shout.

“Lord Berkshire!” the child exclaimed, and in an instant, all the children were rushing toward him, their faces beaming with excitement. Daniel knelt to greet them, his heart swelling with affection.

As the children clustered around him, Isabella looked up, her eyes widening in surprise. She quickly stood, brushing off her skirts, her expression unreadable as she approached.

“Daniel,” she said, her voice tinged with a mix of surprise and caution.

“Isabella,” he replied, rising to his feet. He took a deep breath, the weight of his words heavy on his tongue. “Can we talk?”

Isabella nodded, a mixture of curiosity and apprehension in her eyes. “Of course, Daniel. Let us step inside.”

They walked toward the orphanage, leaving the children to play. Inside, the familiar warmth of the place enveloped them, and Daniel felt a sense of calm wash over him. They found a quiet corner in one of the sitting rooms, away from the bustling activity of the orphanage.

“Isabella,” Daniel began, his voice gentle yet firm. “I confronted Lady Marie and her mother today. I returned the necklace that was planted to frame you, and Lady Anne has promised to clear your name.”

Isabella’s eyes widened with surprise and relief. “You did that for me?”

“Of course I did.” He hung his head low. “I have a lot I wish to say to you. To start, I came to apologize. For everything. For doubting you, for not trusting you. It was wrong of me, and I cannot begin to express how sorry I am.”

Isabella’s eyes softened, and she reached out to touch his hand. “Daniel, I understand why you doubted me. The circumstances were against us, and it is not easy to go against what seems to be evidence. But your actions today have shown me that you do believe in me.”

Daniel looked up, meeting her gaze. “I should have believed you from the start. You have always been honest and kind. I let my own fears and the influence of others cloud my judgment.”

Isabella squeezed his hand gently. “What matters now is that the truth is out, and my name will be cleared. You stood up for me when it mattered most. That means everything to me.”

“No, I was still wrong,” Daniel said firmly, shaking his head. “I was wrong to doubt you. Lady Marie...she was the one behind everything. The necklace, the rumors...it was all her doing. I have returned the necklace to her again, and made it clear that is to be the last time. I should have believed you, trusted in your innocence. I let my own insecurities cloud my judgment.” He took a step closer, his voice earnest.

“But more than that, I need you to know that my feelings for you are real. They have always been real. And I cannot bear the thought of losing you.”

Isabella looked away, a deep sigh escaping her. “Daniel, it is not just about the necklace or the rumors. It is about the differences between us and the world we live in. You are a lord, and I...I am just a woman who grew up in an orphanage. The time apart has made me realize just how foolish we were to think that we could overcome all of that.”

Daniel’s heart ached at Isabella’s words, but he remained steadfast. “Isabella, your background does not matter to me. What matters is who you are—the kindness, the strength, the love you have shown to everyone around you. That is what I love and admire.”

Isabella shook her head, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “It is not that simple, Daniel. Society will not accept us. They will judge us, and it will be a constant battle.”

Daniel took her hands in his, his gaze unwavering. “Then let them judge. Let them gossip and spread their rumors. I do not care about their opinions. All I care about is you. Together, we can face whatever challenges come our way.”

Tears welled up in Isabella’s eyes, but she quickly blinked them away. “You are willing to give up everything for me?”

Daniel nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely. You are worth more to me than any title or societal expectation. I love you, Isabella, and I want to be with you, no matter what it takes.”

Isabella’s lips turned up into a warm smile. “Oh, Daniel, I love you too. But I am scared. Scared of what this might mean for both of us.”

Daniel pulled her into a gentle embrace, his voice a soothing whisper. “It is okay to be scared. But we will face that fear together. We will build a life that is ours, not defined by others. Please, give us a chance.”

Isabella leaned into his embrace. “Alright, Daniel. Let us face this together. I trust you, and I want to build a future with you.”

Daniel smiled, relief and joy flooding his heart. “Thank you, Isabella. You have made me the happiest man. But I am worried that I cannot give you everything you need…”

He did not seem to even need to mention children. Isabella already knew what he meant.

Isabella pulled back slightly, meeting his gaze. “Daniel, these children here...they feel like my own. They are my family, and I love them dearly. That will never change. I am willing to accept whatever comes our way, as long as we are together.”

Daniel felt a profound sense of gratitude and admiration for her. “Thank you, Isabella. Your love and compassion are remarkable. I want to do something to show you how much I care.”

He paused, gathering his thoughts. “I want to take over the orphanage, to invest in it and ensure the children have a better life. I want to provide them with everything they need and also give you and Eileen some relief. You have both worked tirelessly for these children. It is time you received some help.”

Isabella’s eyes widened with astonishment and gratitude. “Daniel, that is incredibly generous. But are you sure? It is a significant responsibility.”

Daniel nodded firmly. “I am sure. It is a way to give back, to support you, and to honor the love you have shown to these children. Together, we can make this place even better and provide a brighter future for everyone here. We can give these children the sort of life we would want to give our own. As if they are already our own.”

Tears of happiness filled Isabella’s eyes as she embraced him tightly. “Thank you, Daniel. You have no idea what this means to me and to the children. We will make this place a home filled with love and hope.”

Daniel gently pulled away from the embrace, looking deeply into Isabella’s eyes. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small velvet box. Taking a deep breath, he knelt down on one knee, holding the box out to her. He knew that the moment had finally come.

“Isabella,” he began, his voice filled with emotion. “From the moment I met you, my life has been brighter and more meaningful. Your kindness, your strength, your unwavering love for these children and for me have shown me what truly matters in this world. I cannot imagine my life without you by my side.”

He opened the box, revealing a stunning diamond ring that sparkled in the light. “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife? Will you marry me and build a life together, filled with love, hope, and a shared commitment to making the world a better place?”

Isabella gasped, her hands flying to her mouth as tears welled up in her eyes. She looked at the ring, then back at Daniel.. Before she could respond, they heard a muffled giggle followed by a series of excited whispers. Daniel and Isabella turned to see the group of children peeking around the corner, their faces alight with anticipation.

“Say yes, Miss Isabella!” one of the older boys called out, his eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Please say yes!” another child echoed, clapping her hands together.

Isabella’s tears of joy turned to laughter as she looked back at Daniel. The children’s encouragement and enthusiasm filled the room with warmth and love. Eileen, who had been standing nearby, smiled broadly, her eyes also brimming with happy tears.

“Well,” Isabella said, her voice trembling with happiness, “how can I say no with all these wonderful children cheering us on?”

Daniel chuckled, his heart swelling with affection for Isabella and the children who had become their family. “So, what do you say?” he asked softly, his eyes locked onto hers.

Isabella nodded, her smile radiant. “Yes, Daniel. Yes, I will marry you.”

Daniel rose, gently cupping her face. “Together, we can give love to the children here, at the orphanage. We can give them a home, a family. And we can create a life together, regardless of what society says. All I want is to be with you.”

Isabella glanced at Eileen, who gave her a warm, approving nod. “You have always been like a daughter to me,” Eileen said, her voice thick with emotion. “And I think Daniel is right. Together, you two can do something truly wonderful here.”

Isabella turned back to Daniel, tears streaming down her cheeks. With a tremulous smile, she whispered, “Yes. Yes, I will marry you.”

A cheer went up from the children, their joy palpable. Daniel pulled Isabella into his arms, holding her tightly as the world seemed to fade away. In that moment, surrounded by the laughter and love of the children, they knew they had found their true home in each other.

As they pulled apart, Daniel looked into Isabella’s eyes, his voice soft and full of promise. “We shall make a life here, together. And we will make sure no child ever feels unloved or unwanted.”

Isabella nodded. “Yes, we will. That sounds perfect.”

Daniel held Isabella close, his heart overwhelmed with love and happiness. The children surrounded them, their cheers and laughter creating a joyful symphony that echoed through the orphanage. As he looked into Isabella’s eyes, he felt a profound sense of gratitude and relief that everything had worked out in the end.

Together, they had faced their fears and uncertainties, and now they stood on the brink of a new life filled with promise and hope. In that moment, Daniel knew that he had found his true home not in the grand estates or the titles he bore, but in the warmth and love of Isabella and the children who had become their family.

With a smile that reflected the joy in his heart, Daniel leaned in and kissed Isabella tenderly. “I love you,” he whispered, his voice filled with emotion. “More than words can ever say.”

Isabella’s eyes sparkled with tears of happiness as she whispered back, “And I love you, Daniel. Always.”

As they stood there, surrounded by the children and the promise of a bright future, Daniel knew that he had everything he had ever wanted. His heart overflowed with a deep and abiding happiness, knowing that they would face whatever challenges came their way together, their love and commitment to each other unwavering.



Chapter 27 


Isabella stood before the mirror in the dressing room, her hands trembling as she adjusted the delicate lace sleeves of her gown. The soft, pastel blue fabric shimmered in the candlelight, accentuating her graceful figure.

Her hair was arranged in an elegant updo, with a few loose tendrils framing her face. She barely recognized herself. Tonight was not like the masquerade ball where she could hide behind a mask; tonight, she would face society as Daniel’s betrothed.

The reality of what this night meant weighed heavily on her. She was about to be thrust into a world that she had only observed from the periphery, a world where she would no longer be the orphan girl from the charity ball, but as Isabella, future wife of Lord Daniel Berkshire.

Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself of the conversations they had shared, the promises they had made. Daniel had assured her of his love, his unwavering commitment. He had returned the necklace to Lady Marie, confronted the lies, and made it clear to all that Isabella was his choice. Still, the anxiety gnawed at her.

Could she truly belong in his world?

She gazed at her reflection, the woman staring back both familiar and foreign. Her thoughts swirled with memories of the orphanage, the laughter of the children, the simplicity of her previous life. She feared that in stepping into this new role, she might lose herself. Yet, she also knew that her love for Daniel and her desire to create a better future for the children were driving her forward.

If Daniel was willing to do all of this for her, then she was willing to do the same for him.

There was a soft knock on the door, and it creaked open to reveal Margaret, who had been helping her prepare.

“Isabella, you look beautiful,” she said, her eyes wide with admiration. “Like a real lady.”

Isabella smiled at Margaret. After a long talk the night before, they had cleared everything up. While Isabella might not have been too happy about what had happened with the ‘misplacement’ of Daniel’s mother’s necklace, and it might take her a long time to fully trust Margaret again, she didn’t want anyone to be out on the streets. She simply resolved to keep an eye on her, to see how things went in the future.

The last thing that she needed was more drama in her life.

“Thank you, Margaret,” Isabella replied, offering a nervous smile. “I hope everything goes smoothly tonight.”

Margaret stepped closer, her gaze earnest. “You will be wonderful, Miss Isabella. Lord Berkshire loves you very much. Anyone can see that. They will all see it tonight. You are going to prove to the ton that their rules are silly and that love transcends all.”

Isabella nodded, drawing strength from her friend’s words. She knew that tonight was about more than just facing society; it was about standing by Daniel’s side, showing their love to the world. Even if that was absolutely terrifying, she was going to have to do it. She took one last look in the mirror, her reflection now a symbol of the new life she was about to embrace.

As she descended the grand staircase of Daniel’s estate, her heart pounded in her chest. This was not something that she thought she would ever do, but life had truly changed for her in the craziest possible way.

“You look breathtaking,” Daniel whispered the moment that he saw her, his gaze filled with adoration. “That gown is utterly ravishing on you.”

Isabella blushed, feeling the warmth of his love wash over her. “Thank you, Daniel. I am just...nervous.”

He squeezed her hand reassuringly. “You have nothing to fear. We are in this together. Tonight, I will make sure everyone knows that you are the love of my life.”

Isabella took a deep breath, drawing strength from Daniel’s reassuring words. As they stepped outside, the cool night air enveloped them. The grand carriage awaited, its polished exterior gleaming under the moonlight. Standing by the carriage were two figures she had yet to meet.

“Isabella, I would like you to meet Henry and Barrett,” Daniel said, gesturing to the two men. “They are old friends and will be joining us tonight.”

Henry was tall and broad-shouldered, with a friendly smile that reached his eyes. Barrett, slightly shorter and more slender, had an air of quiet elegance about him. Both men stepped forward, their expressions warm and welcoming.

“It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Isabella,” Henry said, bowing slightly. “Daniel has told us so much about you.”

Barrett nodded, his smile gentle. “Indeed. We are honored to be part of this special night.”

Isabella felt a wave of relief wash over her. Their kindness and genuine warmth eased some of her anxiety.

“Thank you,” she replied softly. “It is lovely to meet you both.”

As they helped her into the carriage, Isabella could not help but worry about the others she would encounter tonight. Not everyone would be as kind and accepting as Henry and Barrett. The carriage began its journey, the rhythmic clatter of hooves on the cobblestones mingling with the soft conversation inside.

Henry and Barrett chatted amiably, sharing stories and anecdotes that lightened the mood. Daniel held Isabella’s hand, occasionally squeezing it to offer reassurance. She found herself laughing at their jokes and feeling more at ease with each passing mile.

The carriage finally pulled up to the grand estate where the ball was being held. The imposing facade, illuminated by a myriad of lanterns, took Isabella’s breath away. She glanced at Daniel, who gave her a reassuring smile.

“Remember, we are in this together,” he whispered as the carriage door opened.

Henry and Barrett exited first, offering their hands to help Isabella down. She took a deep breath and stepped out, feeling the eyes of the gathered guests upon her. She could hear the murmur of conversations, the rustle of elegant gowns, and the clinking of glasses. The grandeur of the scene was overwhelming.

Daniel stood by her side, his presence a steadying force. Together, they walked up the steps and into the ballroom, the grand doors opening to reveal a sea of opulent attire and glittering jewels. The room fell silent as they entered, all eyes turning to them.

Daniel squeezed her hand, leading her confidently through the sea of curious and scrutinizing gazes. Isabella kept her head high, focusing on Daniel’s presence beside her. The room was filled with murmurs and whispers, the voices blending into a soft hum that buzzed around them.

“Isabella,” Daniel said quietly, “do not worry. Let them talk.”

Isabella drew a deep breath, feeling Daniel’s steady hand guiding her through the throng of guests. The whispers seemed louder to her than they probably were, but she focused on Daniel’s reassuring presence. They moved gracefully through the room, acknowledging the polite nods and curious glances with a composed smile.

As they reached the center of the ballroom, Daniel turned to face the crowd. It seemed like he was not wasting any time.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Daniel began, his voice carrying effortlessly across the room, capturing the attention of absolutely everyone around them. “Thank you for joining us this evening. I have an important announcement to make.”

The room fell silent, all attention focused on Daniel. Isabella felt her heart race, her hand tightening around Daniel’s.

“This evening, I am proud to introduce you all to my betrothed, Miss Isabella Monroe,” Daniel continued, his eyes shining with love.

“She is the woman I love, the woman I have chosen to spend my life with. Despite what some of you may think or have heard, I assure you that she is my equal in every way. She has shown courage, grace, and compassion that inspires me every day. I ask you all to welcome her as you would welcome any other member of our society with respect and kindness.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, followed by polite applause. Isabella felt a wave of relief and gratitude wash over her. Daniel had not only declared his love for her but had also publicly asked for her acceptance.

The murmurs continued, but Isabella did not mind. Not as much as she thought she might, anyway.

From the corner of her eye, Isabella saw a familiar figure approaching. Lady Marie, resplendent in a deep burgundy gown, cut through the crowd with a determined stride. Isabella’s heart quickened, memories of their past encounters flooding back. Daniel’s grip tightened slightly, a subtle signal of support.

“Isabella,” Lady Marie said, her tone neutral as she reached them. “May I have a word?”

Daniel nodded, but he did not release Isabella’s hand. “Of course, Lady Marie.”

Lady Marie glanced around, her expression unreadable. “I want to apologize for the misunderstandings and any distress I may have caused you.”

Isabella blinked, surprised by the words, though the tone lacked genuine warmth. “Thank you, Lady Marie. I appreciate your apology.”

Marie’s eyes flickered with a hint of something—resentment, perhaps—but she continued, “It seems you have found your place in society now. I wish you and Daniel happiness.”

“Thank you,” Isabella repeated, maintaining her poise. “That means a lot coming from you.”

Lady Marie’s lips pressed into a thin smile. “Enjoy the evening.” With that, she turned and melted back into the crowd.

Isabella exhaled slowly, feeling a mix of relief and lingering tension. Daniel leaned closer, whispering in her ear, “You handled that beautifully.”

They continued to circulate through the ballroom, accepting congratulations and engaging in polite conversation. Yet, Isabella could not shake the feeling of eyes following her every move, accompanied by a continuous under current of gossip. She caught snippets of conversations, the whispered words floating in the air.

“Did you hear about Lady Marie?”

“I heard she has been sneaking out in disguise.”

“How scandalous. No wonder she has been keeping to herself tonight.”

Isabella’s brows furrowed in confusion as she pieced together fragments of the gossip. Lady Marie, it seemed, had been the subject of recent scandal due to her clandestine outings dressed as her maid. The realization dawned on Isabella why Lady Marie’s apology had seemed so forced and why she was now standing alone, shunned by the same society that had once adored her.

Isabella found herself near the edge of the ballroom again, her mind reeling with the newfound understanding. The whispers continued, now shifting toward her and Daniel.

“Is that the orphan girl?”

“Yes, Lord Berkshire’s new betrothed.”

“Can you believe it? She must have some charm to capture his heart.”

Isabella’s heart pounded, the weight of society’s judgment pressing down on her. She felt a mix of sympathy and indignation for Lady Marie, who, despite her earlier wrongs, was now the object of ridicule. Gathering her courage, she approached Marie once more, who was standing near a column, her gaze distant.

“Lady Marie,” Isabella said softly, “would you care for some company?”

Marie looked surprised, then softened slightly. “Thank you, Isabella. It seems we are both the subjects of tonight’s gossip.”

Isabella smiled gently. “I suppose we are. But it does not have to define us.”

Marie regarded her for a moment, then nodded. “Perhaps you are right.”

They stood together in a companionable silence, an unspoken understanding passing between them. Despite the challenges and the whispers, Isabella knew she was ready to face whatever came next. She had Daniel, and she had the strength to carve out her own place in this world.

The night continued with Isabella and Daniel making their rounds, their confidence growing with each passing moment. There might have been people who did not like what they were doing, but that was something they would always have to face. But, in this moment, it did not feel so bad. Isabella was even quite sure that she might be able to handle all of this…

As they reached the center of the ballroom, the music changed to a gentle waltz. Daniel turned to Isabella, his eyes sparkling.

“Shall we?” he asked, offering his hand.

Isabella smiled, feeling a wave of excitement. “Yes, we should dance.”

As they had done once before. But this was, of course, very different.

The crowd parted to give them space. As the first notes of the waltz filled the room, Daniel and Isabella began to dance, their movements synchronized and graceful. They had practiced together countless times, but tonight it felt different—more meaningful, more beautiful.

The crowd watched in awe as they glided across the floor, their steps perfectly in time with the music. Isabella felt the world fade away, leaving only the rhythm of the dance and the warmth of Daniel’s hand in hers. She looked into his eyes, seeing the love and pride reflected there.

“You are doing wonderfully,” Daniel whispered, his voice barely audible over the music. “You might be the best dancer in the room.”

“Oh, I do not know about that…”

“You are,” Daniel insisted. “You move beautifully.”

“Thank you,” Isabella replied, her heart swelling with happiness. “I could not have done it without you.”

As they continued to dance, the whispers and gossip seemed to dissipate, replaced by admiration and approval. The beauty of their dance captivated everyone, the elegance and grace of their movements embodying the love they shared.

Not everyone would be convinced, but Isabella was. She knew that life was going to be perfect. At least for her and Daniel when they were alone and did not have to deal with the opinions of the ton.

When the dance ended, the room erupted in polite applause. Isabella felt a blush rise to her cheeks as Daniel pulled her close, his smile broad and genuine.

“You were magnificent,” he said, kissing her hand.

“So were you,” Isabella replied, her eyes shining.

As they made their way back to the edge of the ballroom, Isabella noticed Lady Marie watching them. She met Isabella’s gaze and offered a small, sincere smile. Isabella nodded in return, feeling a sense of closure and mutual respect.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of laughter, conversation, and dancing. Isabella felt herself becoming more comfortable and confident in her new role, her anxieties melting away. She and Daniel were the picture of happiness, their love evident to all who saw them.

When the last dance was announced, Daniel took Isabella’s hand once more.

“Are we allowed to dance once more?” she asked, shocked. “I thought that was against the rules.”

Daniel chuckled. “Since when did we ever follow the rules? Plus, you are my fiancée now. I can dance with you a second time.”

Isabella swallowed hard and nodded. It was going to take some time for her to get used to all of this, that was for sure.

They moved to the center of the floor, the music enveloping them in its embrace. This dance was slower, more intimate, the soft strains of the violin weaving a delicate melody around them.

The room seemed to fade away, the flickering candlelight casting a warm glow that created a private cocoon just for the two of them. As they swayed together, Isabella felt an overwhelming sense of contentment. The gentle pressure of Daniel’s hand on the small of her back was reassuring, his touch a promise of unwavering support.

Their eyes met, and in that moment, the world outside ceased to exist. The ballroom, filled with noble guests and elaborate decorations, melted into the background. It was just Isabella and Daniel, two hearts beating in perfect synchrony. She could see the depth of his feelings mirrored in his eyes, a silent communication that spoke of love, devotion, and a future together.

The music’s tender cadence seemed to echo their emotions, each note a reflection of their journey. Isabella’s anxieties and fears dissolved, replaced by a profound peace that she had never known. She rested her head against Daniel’s shoulder, inhaling his comforting scent, feeling his breath against her hair. It was as if they had been transported to a place where only their love existed, untouched by the troubles of the world.

“Thank you for tonight,” she whispered, her head resting on Daniel’s shoulder.

“Thank you for being by my side,” Daniel replied, his voice filled with emotion. “I could not imagine my life without you.”

As the music drew to a close, they remained in each other’s arms, savoring the moment. The guests began to depart, offering their congratulations and well wishes. Isabella felt a deep sense of belonging and acceptance, the doubts and fears of the evening fading away.

Back in the carriage, as they made their way home, Isabella leaned against Daniel, feeling a profound sense of peace. That had been a terrifying evening, but if she could overcome that, then perhaps she could overcome everything.

“Tonight was perfect,” she said softly.

“It was,” Daniel agreed, kissing her forehead. “And it’s only the beginning.”

Isabella smiled, closing her eyes and imagining the future they would build together. The whispers and judgments of society no longer mattered. She had Daniel, she had friends, and she had the strength to face whatever came their way. Together, they would create a life filled with love, joy, and endless possibilities.


Epilogue 


Isabella stood in front of the mirror, barely recognizing the reflection staring back at her. Her hair was arranged in an elegant, complicated-looking chignon, adorned with delicate white flowers that matched her gown. The dress was a dream come true, a flowing ivory creation with intricate lace details that made her feel like a princess. Today was her wedding day, and the emotions swirling within her were almost too much to bear.

“Hold still, Isabella,” Sarah chided gently, securing another pin in place. “You do not want to look like a hedgehog on your wedding day.”

Isabella laughed, the sound mingling with the nervous flutter in her chest. “I do not think I could ever look like a hedgehog, not with you helping me.”

Sarah stepped back, admiring her handiwork. “There. Perfect. You look absolutely stunning.”

Isabella turned to face her best friend, feeling a surge of gratitude. Sarah had been a constant source of support throughout this journey, always there with a kind word or a helping hand. “Thank you, Sarah. For everything.”

Sarah waved off her thanks with a smile. “Nonsense. That is what friends are for. Now, sit down for a moment. Let us talk about something else to take your mind off your nerves. Have I told you about Michael’s latest antics?”

Isabella’s heart warmed at the mention of Michael, Daniel’s footman and now Sarah’s companion. “No, you have not. What has he done this time?”

Sarah’s eyes sparkled with excitement as she began her tale. “Well, you know how he always tries to outdo himself with surprises? Last week, he showed up at the estate with a bouquet of wildflowers he picked himself. He said they reminded him of me—beautiful, untamed, and full of life.”

Isabella giggled, imagining the scene. “That sounds like Michael.”

“Oh, but that is not all,” Sarah continued, her enthusiasm infectious. “He took me to a park and had a little picnic prepared. We sat by the lake, watching the ducks and talking about our future. It was...magical.”

As Sarah spoke, Isabella felt her own worries begin to dissipate. She focused on her friend’s happiness, drawing strength from her joy. “It sounds wonderful, Sarah. I am so happy for you.”

Sarah’s expression softened, and she reached out to squeeze Isabella’s hand. “And I am happy for you, too. Today is the beginning of your own magical journey. You and Daniel are perfect for each other.”

Isabella’s heart swelled with love at the thought of Daniel. He had been her rock, her confidant, and her true love. Despite the challenges they had faced, they had always found their way back to each other. Today was the culmination of all their dreams and promises.

“Do you remember the first time you met him?” Sarah asked, her eyes gleaming with curiosity.

Isabella nodded, a smile playing on her lips. “How could I forget? I was pretending to be Lady Marie, and he saved me from that robber. I never imagined that moment would lead to this. I never thought that I would even see my savior again, much less end up here!”

Sarah laughed softly. “Fate has a funny way of bringing people together. And now look at you, about to marry an earl.”

Isabella blushed, the reality of her situation settling over her like a warm blanket. “I still cannot believe it sometimes. It is like a dream.”

“A wonderful dream,” Sarah corrected. “One that you both deserve.”

A soft knock on the door interrupted their conversation, and Eileen entered the room. Her eyes shone with pride and love as she took in the sight of Isabella in her wedding gown.

“My dear, you look breathtaking,” Eileen said, her voice thick with emotion.

“Thank you, Eileen,” Isabella replied, feeling a lump form in her throat. “I would not be here without you.”

Eileen waved away her gratitude with a tender smile. “Nonsense. You have always been destined for great things. Now, are you ready to become Mrs. Daniel Berkshire?”

Isabella took a deep breath, feeling a wave of calm wash over her. “Yes, I am.”

Sarah and Eileen each took one of Isabella’s hands, guiding her toward the door. As they made their way to the chapel, Isabella felt the weight of the moment settle around her. She was about to embark on a new chapter of her life, one filled with love, hope, and endless possibilities.

The chapel doors opened, revealing the gathered guests and the beautiful decorations that adorned the space. At the end of the aisle stood Daniel, his eyes locked on hers, his expression filled with love and adoration. Isabella’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of him, and all her nervousness melted away.

As she walked down the aisle, each step bringing her closer to the man she loved, Isabella felt a profound sense of peace. This was where she belonged, with Daniel by her side, ready to face whatever the future held.

When she reached Daniel, he took her hands in his, his touch warm and reassuring. “You look stunning,” he whispered, his voice filled with emotion.

“And you look handsome,” she replied, her eyes shining with tears of happiness.

The vicar began the ceremony, his voice steady and warm. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the union of Lord Daniel Berkshire and Miss Isabella Monroe in holy matrimony. This is a day of celebration as we join together to support them in their commitment to one another.”

Isabella and Daniel turned to face each other, their hands still clasped. The vicar continued, “Lord Daniel Berkshire, do you take Isabella Monroe to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, for better or worse, from this day forward, until death do you part?”

Daniel’s eyes never left Isabella’s as he responded, “I do.” His voice was strong and filled with love.

The vicar then looked at Isabella. “Isabella Monroe, do you take Lord Daniel Berkshire to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, for better or worse, from this day forward, until death do you part?”

Isabella’s voice was soft but firm as she replied, “I do.”

“Now, Daniel and Isabella have prepared their own vows to share with one another,” the vicar announced, stepping back to give them the floor.

Daniel took a deep breath, his eyes locked on Isabella’s.

“Isabella, from the moment I met you, I knew my life would never be the same. You have brought light and joy into my world in ways I never imagined. I promise to stand by your side, to support you, to cherish you, and to love you with all my heart. Together, we will face every challenge and celebrate every victory. You are my dearest friend, my confidant, and my one true love. I am honored to become your husband.”

Tears glistened in Isabella’s eyes as she began her vows. “Daniel, you are my rock, my safe haven, and my greatest adventure. Your love has given me strength and courage, and your kindness has shown me the beauty in every moment. I promise to love you unconditionally, to support you in all your endeavors, and to cherish every day we share. You are my partner, my dearest friend, and my soul mate. I am blessed to become your wife.”

The guests dabbed at their eyes, moved by the heartfelt vows. The vicar smiled warmly. “By the authority vested in me, I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

As they turned to face the crowd, Isabella and Daniel were met with beaming smiles and tearful eyes. Among the guests were the children from the orphanage, their faces lit with excitement and happiness. Isabella had always wanted them to be part of her special day, and their presence made it even more meaningful.

One of the youngest children, Lily, ran up to Isabella, her eyes wide with wonder. “You look like a princess, Miss Isabella!” she exclaimed, hugging her tightly.

Isabella knelt down, embracing the little girl. “Thank you, Lily. I am so glad you are here.”

Daniel joined them, smiling warmly at the children. “And now, we all get to celebrate together,” he said, extending his hand to another child. “Let’s make this a day to remember.”

After the vows, the guests made their way to the grand hall where the celebration would take place. The room was beautifully decorated with garlands of flowers and shimmering candlelight, casting a warm, inviting glow. A string quartet played softly in the background, setting the perfect ambiance for the evening.

Isabella and Daniel led the way onto the dance floor, their hands entwined as they began their first dance as husband and wife. They moved gracefully, their eyes locked on each other, oblivious to the admiring gazes of their friends and family. It was a moment of pure joy and love, a perfect culmination of their journey together.

As the music played on, others joined them on the dance floor. Sarah, as Isabella’s maid of honor, stood next to her, her eyes shining with happiness. She had been a pillar of support for Isabella, and now she was beaming with pride at her friend’s happiness.

Michael, ever the charmer, approached Sarah with a playful bow. “May I have this dance, my lady?” he asked, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

Sarah laughed and took his hand. “You may, good sir,” she replied, curtsying in return. They twirled across the dance floor, their laughter ringing out and adding to the festive atmosphere.

The celebration was in full swing. Friends and family danced and mingled, their faces alight with joy. The children from the orphanage were particularly delighted, running around and joining in the festivities with gleeful abandon. Isabella made sure to dance with each of them, their happiness adding to her own.

As the night went on, Sarah and Michael danced multiple times, their connection evident in their shared smiles and whispered conversations. Isabella watched them with a heart full of joy, grateful for the love and support of her friends.

The evening continued with delicious food, heartfelt toasts, and more dancing. Isabella and Daniel were surrounded by loved ones, each person contributing to the warmth and happiness of the occasion. It was a night of celebration, laughter, and love—a night that would be remembered fondly by all who attended.

As the celebration drew to a close, Isabella and Daniel slipped away to a quiet corner of the garden. The night air was cool and fragrant with the scent of blooming flowers. They found a secluded bench under a grand oak tree and sat down, their hands still intertwined.

Isabella leaned her head on Daniel’s shoulder, a contented sigh escaping her lips. “Today has been perfect,” she said softly. “I cannot believe we are finally married.”

Daniel kissed the top of her head. “It feels like a dream, don’t you think? But it is real, my love. We are truly husband and wife.”

She lifted her head to look at him, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “I am so eager to start our life together, Daniel. And I am especially excited about the orphanage. It has always been my dream to help those children, to give them the love and support they deserve.”

Daniel nodded, his expression serious yet tender. “We will do great things together, Isabella. The orphanage is just the beginning. We can provide the children with a stable home, proper education, and a chance at a better future.”

Isabella’s eyes shone with hope. “I want to be there for them, to watch them grow and flourish. Just like Eileen did for me. She gave me a second chance, and I want to give that to other children.”

Daniel squeezed her hand. “And we will. With your compassion and my resources, we can create a haven for those who need it most. We can ensure that every child feels loved and valued.”

Isabella felt a surge of gratitude and love for the man beside her. “Thank you, Daniel. For believing in my dreams and making them yours as well.”

He smiled, his eyes filled with adoration. “Your dreams are my dreams, Isabella. Together, we are unstoppable.”

Isabella gazed up at Daniel, her heart swelling with emotion. The stars overhead sparkled, casting a gentle glow on their intimate moment. She felt the weight of their shared dreams and the promise of a future filled with love and purpose.

“Daniel,” she whispered, her voice trembling with the intensity of her feelings, “I love you more than words can express.”

Daniel cupped her face in his hands, his touch tender and reassuring. “And I love you, Isabella. With every beat of my heart.”

Slowly, he leaned in, his eyes searching hers for any hint of hesitation. But all he saw was the same deep love and trust that mirrored his own feelings. Their lips met in a soft, delicate kiss, a promise of all the love they had yet to share. It was their first kiss as husband and wife, and it held all the unspoken vows and dreams they cherished.

Isabella felt a rush of warmth and contentment as their kiss deepened, the world around them fading away. In that moment, it was just the two of them, their hearts and souls entwined. She could feel the strength of his love, the unwavering commitment they had made to each other.

When they finally pulled apart, their foreheads rested against one another, both of them breathless and filled with joy. “Our first kiss as husband and wife,” Isabella murmured, her eyes still closed, savoring the lingering sensation of his lips on hers.

Daniel smiled, his thumb gently caressing her cheek. “The first of many, my love. We have a lifetime of kisses and dreams ahead of us.”

Isabella’s eyes fluttered open, and she looked at him with a mixture of awe and adoration. “I am so lucky to have you, Daniel. Together, we can make the world a better place, starting with our orphanage.”

He nodded, his expression resolute. “We will, Isabella. We will give those children the love and opportunities they deserve. And we will build a life filled with love and happiness.”

They sat in the quiet garden, their hands still intertwined, envisioning the future they would create together.

Isabella and Daniel remained in the garden, savoring the peaceful moment. The laughter and music from the celebration inside drifted through the air, a testament to the joyous occasion they had shared with their loved ones.

Isabella leaned into Daniel, her heart full. “It is amazing, is it not? How far we have come.”

Daniel nodded, his eyes gazing into the distance as if reflecting on their journey. “It feels like a lifetime ago that we first met. So much has changed since then, but one thing has remained constant—my love for you.”

Isabella smiled, feeling the truth of his words resonate within her. “And my love for you, Daniel. We have faced so many challenges, but they have only made us stronger. Any whisper, any comment, any nastiness, it has not gotten in the way at all. I think you are right, Daniel, and that love does conquer all after all.”

Daniel’s grip on her hand tightened. “And together, we will face whatever comes next. Our love will guide us, and our shared dreams will give us purpose.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a few moments, each lost in their thoughts about the future. The orphanage, their home, and the many adventures they would embark on together. Isabella felt a profound sense of contentment, knowing that she and Daniel would be side by side through it all.

Eventually, Daniel stood, extending his hand to Isabella. “Shall we return to our guests, Lady Berkshire?”

Isabella took his hand, rising gracefully. “Yes, let us go back. We have a lot to celebrate, and many more memories to create.”

They walked back toward the grand hall, hand in hand, ready to continue the celebration of their love and the beginning of their new life together. As they rejoined their friends and family, the night seemed to sparkle even brighter, filled with the promise of all the wonderful things yet to come.

THE END?

Extended Epilogue

Do you want to know how the relationship between Isabella and Daniel unfolds in the future?

Then make sure to check out this complimentary short story featuring our beloved couple!

Click the link or enter it into your browser

http://amandaseabrook.com/isabella

(After reading the Extended Epilogue, turn the page to read the first chapters from “Loving a Duke in Disguise”, my Amazon Best-Selling novel!)


[image: ]

Do you want 9 FREE novels straight to your Kindle?

Claim your FREE novels NOW!

[image: ]


Loving a Duke in Disguise


Introduction 


Selina Whitmore refuses to become another pawn in the aristocratic game of wealth and status, a decision influenced by her parents' loveless marriage. She believes true happiness lies beyond the reach of money and titles. Yet, when she meets a captivating man who lacks fortune, everything changes…

Will Selina's conviction that love conquers all be tested?

Christopher Blackwood, Duke of Clarence, never considered marriage until he laid eyes on Selina. Her disdain for the aristocracy forces him to pose as a commoner to win her heart. However, as he delves deeper into his deception, Christopher finds himself entangled in his own lies...

How long can he maintain this charade before it all unravels?

As Selina and Christopher grow closer, their bond intensifies, challenging both of their worlds. Selina knows she cannot imagine life without him, even if their union would scandalize her family. But when the truth of Christopher's identity comes to light, will their love withstand the betrayal?



Chapter 1 




1802

Selina looked back and saw that her parents were still occupied with what they were doing. The Marquess of Downe was sitting on the blanket they had laid on the sand reading a book, and the marchioness was having her temples massaged by Nanny Letty.

Selina wondered if her mother ever got through the day without a headache. Then again, she was always shouting, so she was probably hurting her head with all of that. Selina’s head hurt whenever the marchioness raised her voice.

Why did she have to shout so much? It was as if her mother was too impatient for anything. It seemed to be worst when it came to her husband. Downe didn’t like it, but he kept quiet whenever Selina was around. As soon as she was gone, though, that was when the arguments started. Selina wanted to cry when she heard that. Why didn’t her parents love each other? They didn’t seem to like their spouse from what she had overheard.

At least they hadn’t argued much since coming to Brighton from Buckinghamshire. They both wanted a holiday, and it was the end of summer, so there would be fewer people crowding the beach. At the time, Selina had been eager to see the sea. There was a bit of tension between her parents, but Selina did her best to ignore it. She wanted to enjoy her holiday at the seaside.

Although, as she stood at the edge of the water and stared out at the waves lapping over each other and crashing into the sand, getting closer and closer to her shoes, Selina began to wish that she wasn’t here. The sea looked so ominous, so black and frightening. Even with the clear blue sky, the shining sun, and the gulls happily flying over the surface as they searched for fish, the sea was terrifying. Selina felt fear grip her and she couldn’t move.

This was scary. She wanted to get away, but her feet refused to move. She imagined the water touching her, hands reaching out to grab her dress, and then dragging her into the sea as Selina screamed, powerless to do anything about it.

She had to stop that. She was eight now, old enough to know that this way of thinking was irrational. And yet Selina couldn’t stop.

“Careful!”

Hands grabbed her from behind and yanked her backwards. Selina screamed and lost her balance, ending up on the sand. She looked up and saw a boy standing over her. A very tall boy, with his head blocking out the sun. He scowled at her.

“You were going to get yourself soaked like that,” he scolded. “The tide is coming in and you were standing too close to the water’s edge.”

“You didn’t need to grab me like that,” Selina shot back, sitting up and seeing that she had been pulled away from the edge of the sea. It was still creeping up the sand, though, and that made her scramble to her feet. She dusted herself off. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“I tried. I called out to you at least four times before I pulled you away.” The boy put his hands on his hips. “Where are your parents? You shouldn’t be wandering around here on your own.”

Selina lifted her chin defiantly, placing her hands on her hips, mimicking his stance.

“I’m eight years old!” she declared. “I’m more than old enough to be walking around without a parent.”

“Oh, really?” The boy arched an eyebrow. “I’m sure they would be delighted to hear how you almost got swept away by the tide. They shouldn’t take their eyes off you; you’re likely to get pulled out to sea.”

Selina didn’t want to hear that. It reminded her of how she felt when she was being dragged under the water. She could already feel her throat closing up.

“I was perfectly fine,” she pouted. “I would have just ruined my shoes.”

“Think your parents can afford to replace them?”

“Well, my father is a marquess. He can easily afford anything I want.” Selina looked the older boy up and down. “How about I tell him that someone is being horrible to me and tackled me like I’m one of the boys running around the beach?”

“I’m sure your father would love to discuss that with my father, the Duke,” the boy replied with a slight smile.

Selina faltered. He was the son of a duke? Her natural instinct to cower started coming back, and she took a step back. It didn’t help that he was clearly older; he had to be at least fourteen or fifteen. Normally, whenever she interacted with boys and girls that age, they were not very nice to her. Selina was naturally wary of older children due to their behavior. Her annoyance at being grabbed and manhandled faded away rapidly.

“Forgive me,” she mumbled, unable to look him in the eye.

“For what?”

“For shouting at you.”

Selina could barely look up, so she stared at her shoes. Then she saw his shoes appear before her, and the boy ruffled her hair, digging a couple of pins into her scalp. Selina squealed and pushed his hand away.

“Ouch!”

“You don’t need to apologize. At least you’re not soaking wet.” The boy sounded amused. “I’ve been building a sandcastle a bit further up the beach. Do you want to join me, or do you want to go back to your parents?”

Selina wanted to run back to her mother and father. She was embarrassed that she had been rude to a duke’s son. But she didn’t want the boy to see her nerves. Biting her lip, she nodded.

“All right, but not for too long. Nanny Letty will wonder where I am.”

“Can you see them around here?”

Selina looked and spied her family further up the beach. They weren’t looking her way; her father was still absorbed with his book and her mother was still having her temples massaged. Selina pointed.

“That’s them.”

“And I’m right here.” The boy pointed to a nearby mound of sand. “Do you want to help me, or shall I escort you back?”

“I’ll help you,” Selina said quickly. “I like building.”

“Oh?”

Selina nodded shyly. She had building blocks at home, and she played more with those than most of her other toys, including her dolls and the toys her mother wanted her to play with. The marchioness got frustrated whenever she saw her daughter not playing as she was supposed to.

Her husband told her to stop fussing and Selina would find them interesting eventually, but Selina didn’t want to. Having them pushed into her was not likely to get her focused in another direction. Building was more fascinating for her.

“Come on, then.” The boy beckoned her to follow her. “You can help me with this.”

“Are you sure?”

“You’re not afraid of me, are you?” He tilted his head to one side. “I know I might have scared you just now getting you away from the water, but I’m not that bad. I promise.”

Selina didn’t know about that, but she was more thinking about the fact that she was playing with a duke’s son, an older boy. And he was being kind to her, something she was surprised about. Selina wanted to hang around him and be able to boast to her friends that she had played with a duke’s son. He was bigger than her, and that scared her.

But he seemed to be making an effort. Selina decided that was enough.

She joined him at the mound and watched as the boy crouched and began to scoop sand up into his hands.

“What are you planning on making?” she asked. “What sort of sandcastle?”

“I don’t know yet. Maybe a mott and bailey castle.”

“Mott and bailey?” Selina frowned. “What’s that?”

“It’s a castle up on high ground with a moat around it.” He pointed at the hole he was digging around the mound. “This is going to be the moat. I’ll bring the water up from the sea and fill it in once I’ve done the castle itself.”

“But you haven’t got a bucket.” Selina looked around. “How are you going to get water?”

“Maybe I’ll wait for the tide to come in and the water will fill it in then. Although I’ll have gone back to our house by then, so I won’t be able to see it.”

Selina began to pick up sand, bunching it into her hands, and placing it on the top of the mound, shaping it into a turret. Then she began to delicately carve it out, sticking her tongue out as she did. It wasn’t that bad, but it was better than a ball of sand.

At least it distracted her from the sea, which was lapping away not far off from where they were now.

#

Christopher watched the little girl as she created the turrets on the top of his makeshift castle. It wasn’t actually that bad. She had a general idea of what went into building a castle, and she seemed to be very focused on it. It was like she had almost forgotten that he was there.

When he had seen her at the edge of the sea, Christopher had been worried. With the gown she was wearing, it only took a little water to make it heavy enough to drag her in. The slightest distraction was enough to be fatal.

Her nanny should have been watching her if the parents weren’t, but from what Christopher saw when the girl pointed, she was busy with the mother. It looked odd doing that on a beach, but Christopher wasn’t about to make a judgment over something that wasn’t his business. It was not his family, so he was staying quiet.

His father always told him to keep out of things that other families got involved in. He was still a child and too young to deal with any of it. Christopher was fifteen and wanted to object to that, but he knew that his father and mother wouldn’t listen to him until he came of age. Fifteen-year-olds didn’t have the life experience.

Maybe he didn’t have that, but he was certainly observant. The parents of the little girl didn’t seem to care. They were in their own worlds and not paying attention to their child. If they had been watching, they would have noticed that she could have gotten hurt.

Christopher bit his tongue and leave it be. While he wasn’t keen on playing with someone much younger than him, she couldn’t be older than eight years old, but it made him feel like he was doing something to help.

And she could build. She was quickly finishing the turret, and it looked good. Christopher was impressed.

“You’re good,” he remarked.

The little girl smiled shyly.

“Thank you.”

“You know what castles look like?”

“I have lessons with my governess. We’ve learned about castles, and I’ve seen pictures.” She beamed at him. “I really like the look of castles. They were such huge fortresses and protected those inside from invasion.”

“Not all of them,” Christopher pointed out. “But there are several that are still standing and look like they’re as sturdy as ever, despite having been built nearly eight hundred years ago.”

“Ever since…” she frowned as she tried to remember. “The Battle of Hastings? Is that right? King…William?”

“Not bad. That’s him. He brought over the ideas from France, where he lived, and soon we had castles everywhere.”

“I like history,” the girl admitted, her cheeks going a little pink as she picked up more sand. “But Mother says that I shouldn’t be that interested in history. I should focus more on sewing and poetry. I can’t sew, and my poetry is awful. I love to read, but I’m not good at writing stories.”

“Neither am I. We can’t be good at everything.” Christopher leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. “My favorite subject was art. I wanted to be an artist when I was your age. But Father said that I wasn’t allowed to become one. I’m the heir, so I can’t do something like that.”

“But do you still like art?” she asked.

“I do. I sketch sometimes.”

“Can I see?”

Christopher shook his head.

“I don’t show it to anyone. I draw just for me.”

“Not even for your parents? They might like them.”

“If you ever meet them, you’ll understand why.” Christopher stopped building the moat and watched as the girl built another tower. “Do you know the stories of the princess locked up in the tower?”

“I’ve had a few read to me. But I don’t like them.”

“Why not?”

She made a face.

“Waiting around for someone to do something. It makes her feel weak and incapable of doing anything, like she’s not able to do something for herself when people need her.”

Christopher raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t heard that before.

“You’ve given it a lot of thought, haven’t you?”

“Why would you lock a princess into a tower? It just proves that you’re a bad person.” She stopped building, looking quite animated. “She’s the daughter of the king, so she is supposed to be strong and courageous. Just because she’s a girl and not a boy doesn’t mean she’s immediately considered weak.”

Christopher peered at her curiously. She sounded adamant about it. And she did have a point, although trying to argue that point would result in her getting ignored and called a silly girl. Christopher didn’t think it was silly at all. In fact, it was rather articulate for a young child.

“So, you think that princesses are meant to be strong?” he asked. “That they can overcome adversity?”

“Advers…what’s that word?”

“Overcoming obstacles that get in the way. Something like that. Do you think princesses can do that?”

“Of course.” She nodded confidently. “They’re children of kings and queens. They’re raised to be strong. Just like princes.”

“Princes are normally strong, anyway. They have to grow up and become kings, eventually.”

She peered at him in a way that made Christopher feel a little uncomfortable.

“Do you think you could be a prince?” she asked. “Do you think you’re strong?”

“I…I like to think I am.” Christopher cleared his throat and attempted to steer it away from him. “I am not afraid of the water, after all.”

Something flashed behind her eyes. Interesting. Was she taking that as a challenge? Then she walked past him towards the water’s edge. Confused, Christopher scrambled to his feet and hurried after her. What was she doing?

She went to the water and, after a moment’s hesitation, stepped on the wet sand. Christopher was about to grab her and pull her away, but the waves lapped over her shoes. He watched as she moved a little further into the water until it was up to her ankles.

“What on earth are you doing?” He hurried after her, his shoes splashing water everywhere, and he grabbed her arm. “Why are you trying to walk into the sea?”

“If I’m a princess, then I’m meant to be strong, aren’t I?” She looked up at him with such dark blue eyes that he was momentarily left reeling. “Then I can conquer my fear of the sea, right?”

“But not at the expense of your own life!” Christopher led her back onto the dry sand. “What are your parents going to say about your wet shoes? The edge of your dress is wet as well!”

She kept those eyes on him, and Christopher felt like he wanted to squirm.

“If you’re a strong prince, then I’m a strong princess,” she declared. “You would prefer to marry a strong princess, wouldn’t you?”

That was so out of place that Christopher couldn’t help but laugh.

“Well, when you put it like that.”

“Lady Selina!”

Christopher turned. The nanny was hurrying towards them, grabbing her skirts to keep herself from tripping over and landing face first in the sand. Selina beamed at her.

“I’m not scared of the water, Nanny Letty! I’m a strong princess!”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Nanny Letty reached them, looking shocked at her state. “Your shoes! They’re brand new! And your stockings, too!”

“I’m not scared.”

“You need to come back with me right now. You shouldn’t wander off like that.” Nanny Letty gave Christopher a brisk nod. “Forgive my charge. She shouldn’t be bothering anyone else.”

“She was no bother at all,” Christopher replied.

He wasn’t sure if the nanny heard him, though, because she was hustling little Selina away. The girl looked over her shoulder at him, and then those blue-black eyes were gone, her black curls bouncing around her head as she was led back up the beach. Christopher watched her go, wondering what had just happened in the last few minutes. It felt like so much had occurred in such a short space of time.

Lady Selina, for such a young age, was an interesting child.



Chapter 1 




1816

“Here we go, you two,” Letitia Benson placed the tray in front of the ladies at the table. “And make sure you eat every scrap.”

“Of course we will, Nanny Letty.” Selina grinned at her as she selected a slice of cake. “Whenever you make something, we can’t help but eat absolutely everything.”

Beside her, Anne Carrol laughed.

“I’m half-expecting Selina to start licking up the crumbs like a dog. She’s that enamored with your baking.”

Mrs. Benson beamed, laughing at Selina’s expression as she went back into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a teapot.

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Selina has an ability to make even the crumbs disappear. It’s a knack that she has, ever since she was a little girl.”

“Nanny!” Selina squirmed in her chair. “I thought you said you would never embarrass me like that again.”

Mrs. Benson winked as she poured out the tea.

“Oh, forgive me, dear. It’s a force of habit. You know I’m fond of you regardless of what goes on, don’t you?”

“I know, but you still don’t need to do that, not even in front of Anne.”

Anne giggled and nudged her friend.

“I think I can imagine it all too well.”

Selina groaned, which just made her friend and former nanny laugh. Finishing pouring out the tea, Mrs. Benson sat opposite them.

“Tell me what you think. Solomon’s mother used to make it, and she said it was a family recipe that’s been passed down for several generations. Now that she’s struggling to bake anything with her swollen hands, Solomon asked if I could do it instead.”

“And we’re testing it for your mother-in-law?” Anne asked with a sly smile.

“Oh, shush, silly girl. I was honored to be asked. Solomon says I know how to make magic when I’m creating my sweets and cakes, and you know it, too.”

Selina and Anne did know. They often came into the confectionary shop Mr. and Mrs. Benson now owned, and they had tried pretty much all the sweets on display. Some were delicious, and they kept getting more, and some were not as great, but Selina wasn’t really keen on sour treats. Mr. Benson even asked them what they should put into their new batch of sweets out the back.

“How’s Mr. Benson?” Selina asked, taking a bite into the cake and almost moaning as the flavors burst in her mouth. “Is he keeping well?”

“Very well. He’s gone to visit his mother today, and then he’ll be back later. Hopefully, he catches you before you leave.” Mrs. Benson’s expression softened. “He’ll be sad if he missed you, Selina.”

Selina felt a warmth blossom in her chest when she heard that. Mrs. Benson had been her nanny since she was a baby. When Selina was eleven, Mrs. Benson had married Mr. Solomon Benson, a neighbor who had been quite sweet on her for some time. She left working as a nanny for Selina’s family, but Selina saw her often.

They were still very fond of each other, and Mr. and Mrs. Benson doted on Selina like their own. Eleven years later, and the pair were still as much in love as ever.

Unlike Selina’s parents. She bit back a sigh as she thought about the way the marquess and marchioness treated each other over the years. Lots of snide comments and remarks that made Selina very uncomfortable when she heard them. Other people hearing them might have thought it was just a married couple jesting with each other, but Selina knew better.

Of course, she understood that their marriage was one of convenience and not of love, and it didn’t help when her mother was only able to have one child to live beyond infancy - Selina - but their hatred had seeped into every part of the house. Selina took as much time as she could away from the various estates they had, either out in the country or in London. She tried to keep out of their way to the point Selina wondered if her parents remembered that they had a daughter.

It wasn’t anyone’s fault that her two brothers had died in their crib when they were six months old. Nor was it their fault when her sister caught scarlet fever and died when she was one. All of this before Selina was born. Like them, she was innocent in all of this, but with the way her parents acted, she knew they resented her for not being a boy.

She wished that they would just live in different houses, away from each other. Selina didn’t want to be around either of them when they got going again. If they hated each other, why live under the same roof or even interact? It was madness.

And Selina was meant to be the child in the family.

“So, how are things at home with you, Miss Carroll?” Mrs. Benson asked, sipping her tea. “Are they still trying to push you to go out and find a potential husband?”

“I’m afraid so.” Anne sighed. “They don’t like that it’s been four years since I entered Society, and I’ve not had anyone interested in me. I know it’s my fault, being as I am…”

“It’s not your fault at all, Anne,” Selina insisted, putting a hand on her friend’s arm and giving it a squeeze. “The gentlemen around here just don’t pay attention to the real person. All they care about is appearances and not the person themselves.”

“Even so, they do have a point.” Anne bit her lip. “I’m too shy to be around anyone. I just can’t get myself to be confident enough to talk to others.”

“It will come in time, dear,” Mrs. Benson assured her. “Don’t you worry about anything. Eventually, someone will see the person you really are, and they’ll look after you. If they love you, they’ll accept everything. Besides, you might find that your shyness disappears around them.”

Selina had been thinking the same thing. When she was around people she was comfortable with, Anne Carrol was a warm-hearted, intelligent girl with a quick wit who could easily hold a conversation. But when it came to others, especially those she wanted to impress, or those who had a habit of looking down their noses at them, her ability to speak stalled. She had a stutter that became prominent, especially around good-looking gentlemen. It was enough for them to turn away, thinking that she was stupid.

Selina fumed thinking about that. It was just madness that anyone would turn Anne down just because of a stutter. And it was driving her parents, Baron and Baroness Stanton, mad that they couldn’t find someone willing to marry their timid daughter.

“And what about you, Selina?” Mrs. Benson asked, turning her green eyes onto her former charge. “You’ve not had a suitor lately, and I haven’t heard you talk about a gentleman.”

Selina shook her head, taking another bite of her cake, cupping her hand under her mouth to catch the crumbs.

“I’m not about to get married to a pretentious man, Nanny Letty. You know my views on that.”

“I’m aware of it, but I was wondering if you had changed your mind. The Countess of Ely had come in with Viscountess Rashford the other day and was talking about how her son was talking about asking you to walk out with him. She was very surprised as she wasn’t aware that you two had been talking about it, but she was happy that he had an interest.”

Selina blinked.

“What? Are you talking about Viscount Norton?”

“I believe that’s him.”

Selina shook her head.

“Well, it’s good to know that he’s still up to his old tricks.”

“Old tricks?”

Anne grimaced, putting her teacup down before picking up her cake again.

“Viscount Norton has done this before. He says that he’s planning on courting someone he’s barely spoken to, and then he suddenly claims that he was turned down, and that gets his mother’s derision towards the young ladies he had his eye on.”

“I remember that incident last year with Lady Annabelle Hamlet. She was very public about turning him down after he pestered her for weeks.” Mrs. Benson tilted her head towards Selina. “And now he’s saying he’s going to court you. Do you think he’s going to do the same?”

“More than likely. But he barely talks to me, so asking me to court someone like him is not going to happen.”

Selina didn’t think that Viscount Samuel Norton would have anyone who wanted to marry him, anyway. He was not a very nice person. Plus, his attitude towards people around him made others give him a wide berth. The Earl of Ely was very aware of it, but the countess believed that her son was simply misunderstood and he was unfairly judged by everyone around him. She wasn’t going to listen to reason.

Not that Selina cared. She didn’t like Lady Ely, either. It was easy to see where her son got his attitude from.

“You know, Lady Ely isn’t the only one who’s talked about you, Selina,” Mrs. Benson commented. “A few older ladies have had your name on their lips.”

Selina groaned.

“What did they say?”

“That they couldn’t understand why you wouldn’t marry. The daughter of a marquess with great beauty and wealth, you’re considered one of the most eligible women in the country. And yet you refuse to entertain any of that. They can’t understand why you’re refusing marriage.”

“But you know the reason, don’t you?”

Her former nanny nodded.

“You’ve said many times. While I don’t agree with it, I understand your mentality.”

“I understand it as well,” Anne chimed in with a slight frown. “With the way things are going for me, I would marry a commoner as well. Less drama with money and status.”

Selina smiled. At least these two understood. After witnessing how people behaved in the ton, and how her parents treated each other, Selina did not want to marry for money, status or anything related to her title. She wanted love, and only for love. And if they were a commoner with no title at all, then that was even better.

Unfortunately, due to her social standing, that was going to be easier said than done. Selina knew that even commoners would know her status and if they were aware of what she wanted, they would want to be around her for her money. Selina was, essentially, stuck. She couldn’t have what she wanted.

If that was the case, she would rather remain unmarried. It meant that she could help Anne find herself a husband, even if it was slow going. Anne was a beautiful young woman, but her stuttering just got in the way. Selina wanted to make sure that Anne found herself a loving husband who didn’t see her as simple. Anne deserved to have a man who saw the real person behind the nerves. She wanted to help with that.

If it meant putting her own chance of marriage to the side, so be it. Her friend was more important.

“Is there any cake left for me?”

A familiar voice from the doorway had all three ladies turning around in their chairs. A tall, thin man with fair hair leaned against the doorway, giving them a lopsided smile. Mrs. Benson beamed.

“David! I didn’t know you were going to be here.” She stood up and approached the young man. “I thought you were going to be busy with work.”

“I managed to get the afternoon off, so I thought I’d come and see how you were.” The man accepted a kiss on both cheeks from the woman. “What’s wrong with spending time with my mother?”

“Nothing at all! You know I’m always happy to see you around.” Mrs. Benson beckoned him over to the table. “Come on over and sit down. We were just having some cake. There’s plenty to go around. Isn’t there, girls?”

Anne simply gave a tiny smile. Selina could see that she was withdrawing back into her shell again. She looked at the newcomer and gave him a nod.

“Mr. McDonald.”

“Lady Selina.” David McDonald bowed to her, his eyes never leaving her. “You’re looking as lovely as always.”

Selina arched an eyebrow.

“I…thank you. I think.”

“Oh, don’t embarrass the girl, David.” Mrs. Benson swatted David’s arm as he sat in the chair between her and Selina. “That might charm the girls in America, but it won’t do the same with Selina. You know that.”

“I thought paying compliments was appropriate, though,” David said, winking at Selina. “You wouldn’t want me to be rude, would you?”

“It’s fine, Nanny Letty. You don’t need to tell him off,” Selina assured her former nanny. “It’s something I’m used to, but it’s not something that happens very often.”

“Well, if you will shut yourself off from the ton when you’re meant to be socializing with everyone,” David pointed out, settling back in his chair. “I’ve heard that you choose not to go out to many social engagements when your attendance would be much appreciated.”

Selina wondered where he had heard that. Probably from one of his patients; they loved to gossip to anyone who was willing to listen.

“I’m not too bothered at how many social engagements I attend, Mr. McDonald,” she said. “I find that they can be rather pretentious with the people present. That’s not really what I want to be around.”

“You don’t think that you should take advantage of your status in the ton?” David asked. “Being an eligible lady means you would be a big focus.”

“And I don’t care for that. I prefer to be left alone.”

Selina was about to mention that she planned to help Anne gain her confidence to find someone who would fall in love with her, but she wasn’t about to say that out loud. She didn’t want to embarrass her friend.

“If I were you, I’d make the most of it.” David took a plate of cake from his mother and took a bite, swallowing before continuing. “You might regret it a few years down the line, not putting yourself into the center of attention and finding yourself a husband.”

Selina snorted.

“There are more important things in life than finding a wealthy husband, Mr. McDonald. I don’t put all of my efforts into searching for someone to marry, otherwise I’ll find myself disappointed.”

“I don’t know. You’re a very pretty woman, Lady Selina.” David held up a hand as his mother swatted him. “I’m just making an observation, Mother. That’s all. Am I not allowed to make a remark like that?”

“You’re going to be making Selina blush if you carry on like that,” Mrs. Benson admonished with a smile. “Just eat your cake and use that mouth to be busy chewing.”

Selina giggled, which had David glancing at her. She turned away and tried to fight back the laughter, but she caught Anne’s eye and saw the smile tugging at her mouth, which just made her giggles escape. Mrs. Benson shook her head with a sigh.

“It’s like you’re children again. Giggling over everything.”

“My apologies, Nanny Letty.” Selina picked up her teacup and took a sip. “We’ll try and restrain ourselves.”

“I’m surprised you still call Mother ‘Nanny Letty’ when she hasn’t been your nanny for over a decade,” David commented. “She got married not long before I left the country.”

Selina shrugged.

“It’s a force of habit, that’s all. She’s always going to be known as Nanny Letty to me.”

“It’s nothing to worry about, dear,” Mrs. Benson said to her son. “I don’t mind.”

“I’m not worried, Mother. I’m just curious, that’s all.” David regarded Selina thoughtfully. “It’s nice to know that you have that bond with Mother. She was good at doing that with everyone.”

Selina wasn’t sure what to say to that. David had been making comments over the last few weeks. They were innocent enough, but at the same time…

She didn’t see him much, though, due to his work. He wasn’t a member of the ton, despite his abilities as a doctor who was at the beck and call of several wealthy families in London already. Even though he had only been back in America for four months after being away for several years, David was rather popular with everyone, especially the poorer families, due to him offering his services for nothing.

Selina admired that about him. He had been doing some good since he had returned. She remembered him always being a kind and considerate young man when she had been a child. They hadn’t interacted much, but when they did, Selina recalled how much of a gentleman he was. David was almost ten years her senior, so he was off studying at medical school. Mrs. Benson had raised him well.

However, there was something different about him. Selina couldn’t put her finger on it. It wasn’t obvious, but she was sure about it.

Maybe it was due to having been apart for so long. It had been ten years, after all, since David left for America to start a life over there. And he was a lot older than her, Mrs. Benson’s son from her first marriage, so Selina hadn’t really paid much attention. She was probably looking for something that wasn’t there, being naturally suspicious.

She didn’t have a lot of faith in her gut instincts, though. Not with the childhood she had experienced. It was hard to understand what was genuine and what was false when Selina had been around her parents for so long. She had heard them making barbed remarks so much it was hard to know if someone was being true to their word.

Another reason she didn’t want to marry into society. She had had enough of it all to last a lifetime.

#

“Your Grace?”

Christopher looked up from the pamphlet he had been reading. His steward Allen had entered the study without him noticing. He frowned.

“I know my presence for more than a couple of weeks is unusual for you, Allen, but could you please remember to knock when you come into my study?”

“I did knock, Your Grace. Twice.” Allen raised his eyebrows. “Whatever you’re reading had your attention more than anything else.”

“Really? Oh.” Christopher sighed and sat back. “My apologies. My mind was elsewhere.”

“I could tell.” Allen approached the desk with long, purposeful strides. “What is it? It looks like something you would pick up in the street from a peddler.”

“Not quite.” Christopher knew he could trust his steward with this secret. He held it out. “Take a look at it.”

Allen took the pamphlet and opened it. He only read a few lines before his eyes widened.

“They’re advertising an underground boxing club? Here in London?”

“You didn’t think there were things happening once you turn off the regular streets of the city?” Christopher chuckled. “Your father did own a rat-catching business for dog fights, didn’t he?”

“I do know, but I didn’t think they would be so brazen to advertise like this. It’s something you hear by word of mouth.” Allen frowned. “Where did you get this, Your Grace?”

“I was leaving the club last night and someone was outside trying to hand these out. I think I was the only one who took something, though.”
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