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A Race Against Death


[image: ]


It did not take long for the servants to gather the trunks and parcels, their movements brisk and efficient despite the heaviness that pressed upon the air like a gathering storm. The sharp clatter of luggage being secured to the carriage mingled with the soft rustle of mourning attire until, at last, all stood in readiness. With solemn expressions, the footmen held the door, and Danielle allowed Andrew to guide her inside.

The door shut with a muted thud, sealing them within a world suddenly too small for grief so vast. The carriage lurched forward. 

Andrew wasted no time. He drew Ellie into his arms, one hand firm at her back, the other cradling her close as though he might anchor her to something steady, something unbreakable. She did not resist. She could not. Instead, she folded against him, her fingers curling into the fabric of his coat as she pressed her cheek to his chest, seeking refuge in the quiet strength of him. His heartbeat was steady. Strong. Unyielding.

For a fleeting moment, she clung to it as though it were the only thing keeping her from unraveling entirely. Though her tears had ceased, her eyes still burned, and her heart ached with a depth she had never imagined possible. The world beyond the carriage window dissolved into indistinct motion, meaningless and distant. All she could see was Aunt Clara’s gentle smile. Her warmth. Her kindness. The way she had made even the quietest moments feel safe, but now she was gone.

The word echoed in her mind with brutal finality. Gone, never to laugh again, never to offer comfort, never to gather them close as she once had. A silent cry rose within her, fierce and raw, yet no sound passed her lips. The injustice of it clawed at her chest.

Why must life steal away those most beloved? Why must grief strike without warning, without mercy? Her thoughts spiraled, restless and sharp. How had her uncle escaped the prison meant to hold him for life? Who possessed such influence, or such cruelty, to set him free? The questions chilled her. Her grip tightened unconsciously on Andrew’s sleeve, as though the very ground beneath her feet threatened to give way. 

He did not speak. But his hold on her deepened, his hand shifting ever so slightly as if to reassure her, I am here. Her aunt was gone. Her cousin was alone. And something dark lingered just beyond their reach. Though Ellie no longer wept, her spirit trembled beneath the weight of it.

***
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“Oh, Ellie!” Lillian’s cry broke through the moment Danielle and Andrew stepped into their grandfather’s country home just outside London. The fourteen-year-old rushed forward and flung herself into her sister’s arms, clinging with all the desperation of a child who had lost her anchor.

“Everything is so terrible.” Her voice fractured, sobs shaking her slender frame. 

Ellie held her tightly, one hand smoothing over Lillian’s back in instinctive comfort, though her own throat burned with unshed tears. Every part of her longed to collapse into that grief, to weep freely, to release the storm within, but she forced herself to remain steady. For Lillian. For them all.

At last, Lillian drew back, wiping her eyes as she hurried to their mother, leaving Ellie standing still, trembling beneath the weight she had refused to release. Danielle crossed the room to where her father stood waiting. The moment she reached him, Benedict Huntington gathered her into a firm embrace.

“How is Eleanor holding up?” she asked softly, concern threading her voice. Benedict exhaled heavily, as though the answer alone carried its own burden. 

“She has not left her chamber in our townhouse. She is undone by the loss of her mother... and consumed with fear for Lord Wallace. The hospital will not permit her to see him. She is not considered family.”

Danielle’s brow drew tight. “And His Grace? Is Lord Ainsworth allowed to visit his grandson?”

“He is,” Benedict replied. “And I expect you and Andrew would also be received, given the family connection. But Eleanor...” He paused. “She is forbidden.”

Ellie stepped forward, disbelief flashing into anger. “Forbidden? How can that be? She and Lord Wallace are dearest friends.”

Benedict’s expression hardened. “Because she has no standing now. No fortune. And she bears the stain of her father’s disgrace.”

Ellie recoiled as though struck. “That is monstrous. She has lost her mother, and still, they punish her?”

“It is not the duke’s doing,” Henry Huntington said as he stepped forward. Ellie moved to him at once, embracing him, drawing what comfort she could from his familiar presence. “I believe the insistence comes from Lord Wallace’s other grandparents.”

Ellie pulled back, her eyes bright with indignation. “And why should they have any say at all?”

Henry’s mouth set grimly. “Because Prince Oscar Ferdinand Wallace, distant cousin to King James Leopold Ellsworth of Winshire, has long interfered in such matters...” He spoke at length, explaining the tangled web of pride, inheritance, and long-standing resentment. Yet as he did, Ellie’s expression shifted, not from confusion, but from growing outrage. “...and thus,” Henry concluded, “their attention has fallen upon Lord Wallace. The prince has already laid public claim to the boy.”

Ellie pressed her hand to her chest, shaken. “But he is heir to the Duke of Devon. Would they truly strip him of one inheritance to force another upon him?”

Henry nodded gravely, gesturing for them to sit as a maid quietly brought in tea. No one reached for it. The room felt heavier now.

“From what I understand,” Henry continued, “they are resolved. Whether Lord Wallace wishes it or not.”

Ellie shook her head, disbelief sharpening into something fiercer. “Such arrogance... such tyranny. And society permits it?”

Henry regarded her gently. “The ton rarely challenges power when it is cloaked in rank.” 

Silence stretched. Then Ellie spoke again, her voice unsteady, but not with weakness.

“Such injustice.”

All eyes turned to her.

“Why must families suffer for the sins of one?” she demanded, her voice gaining strength. “Why must Eleanor be condemned for what she neither chose nor caused? She has lost her mother, yet they deny her even the comfort of seeing the man she cares for?”

Henry spread his hands, weary. “It is how society preserves itself.”

“No,” Ellie said, sharper now. “It is how it excuses cruelty.” The words struck the room like a crack of thunder. “She divorced Ainsworth to save her life,” Ellie went on, her voice trembling with fury. “Is a woman expected to remain bound to a man who might destroy her, simply to satisfy the sensibilities of those who would never bear such a fate themselves?”

The men stared at her, startled into stillness. Henry’s gaze softened. “I do not disagree, child. But the ton is unyielding.”

Ellie took a deep breath, her hands curling at her sides. “Then it is the ton that must yield.” The quiet certainty in her voice silenced even the air between them. 

“It is wrong,” she said, each word deliberate now, unwavering. “Wrong to condemn the innocent. Wrong to strip a woman of dignity because of a man’s sins. Wrong to demand silence where there should be justice.” Her breath hitched, but she did not falter. “If no one else will stand against it...” Her gaze lifted, steady and resolute. “Then I will.”

The silence that followed was no longer heavy with grief but charged. Like the first spark before a fire takes hold.
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Before Danielle and Andrew set out for the hospital, they paused to bid farewell to Ellie’s mother. Ellie briefly considered stopping first at her father’s townhouse to see Eleanor but quickly dismissed the thought. Her cousin would want answers above all else, his condition, his chances of survival, and Ellie could not bear to face her without them. So, she chose purpose over comfort.

The ride to the hospital was somber, the wheels of the carriage striking the cobblestones in a hollow, relentless rhythm that seemed to echo the unease tightening in her chest. The city passed in muted gray, as though even London itself had dimmed beneath the weight of grief and uncertainty. Andrew sat beside her, close enough that the warmth of him seeped through the layers of her mourning attire. He said nothing, yet his hand found hers without hesitation. Not fleeting. Not uncertain. Steady.

Ellie did not look at him, but she did not pull away. Instead, her fingers curled slightly against his, accepting the quiet anchor he offered. It steadied her more than she wished to admit. Because if Lord Wallace did not survive... everything would change. Not only for Eleanor. For all of them.

When at last they arrived, the hospital loomed ahead, stern, imposing, and far too still. The moment Ellie stepped inside, the sharp scent of carbolic acid and medicinal tinctures stung her senses, as though the very air warned of suffering within. The corridors were alive with restrained urgency. Low voices. Quickened footsteps. A distant groan that seemed to linger longer than it should.

Something here felt... fragile. Precarious. As though life itself hung by a thread. A young nurse intercepted them at the entrance, her crisp white cap and apron immaculate, though her expression betrayed hesitation.

“How may I help you?” she asked.

“We are here to visit Lord Joshua Wallace,” Andrew replied. The nurse’s gaze moved between them, measuring, uncertain. 

“Forgive me,” she said carefully, “but due to the severity of Lord Wallace’s injuries, only family are permitted to see him.”

Ellie felt Andrew’s hand tighten ever so slightly around hers, subtle, but deliberate. She lifted her chin.

“We are family. My husband is his cousin, the new Duke of Essex.”

Recognition dawned at once. The nurse curtsied deeply, color rising to her cheeks.

“Your Grace, forgive me. Please, this way.” She turned quickly, leading them down a series of dim corridors that seemed to stretch longer than they ought. The further they went, the quieter it became, until even the sounds of the hospital faded into an unsettling hush.

At last, she stopped before a heavy door. For a brief moment, Ellie hesitated. Then Andrew’s thumb brushed lightly against her hand. A silent question. A silent answer. She drew a breath. Nodded. And stepped inside.
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The chamber was dim, the flicker of an oil lamp casting long shadows that seemed to cling to the walls. The only sounds were the faint hiss of flame... and the shallow, uneven breathing of the man upon the bed. It was not the breathing of rest. It was the breathing of someone fighting. The Duke of Devon stood at the bedside, his hand resting upon his grandson’s arm as though unwilling to relinquish even that small connection. At the sound of the door, he turned, and though weariness lined every feature, he summoned a faint smile.

“Andrew, Danielle... it is good to see you.”

“How is Lord Wallace?” Andrew asked, his tone calm, but edged with something harder beneath. The duke’s expression tightened. 

“No change.”

The words settled heavily. Ellie stepped closer, her gaze drawn to the marquess. Pale. Still. Too still. He looked... distant. As though already slipping beyond their reach.

“His parents and grandparents are expected tomorrow,” the duke added after a moment. Andrew’s brows lifted slightly. 

“All of them?”

A weary nod. “Joshua is their second-oldest grandson, and with his elder brother having defied them, they now turn to him. They mean to claim him, though he is meant to be my heir.”

“But he is your heir,” Andrew said, quiet but firm. The duke turned toward the window, the lamplight catching in his eyes. 

“Yes... but they will not yield easily. And if he wakes...” His voice faltered. “They will come with demands.”

If he wakes. The words struck like a chill through the room. Ellie felt her breath catch. 

“How is Miss Eleanor?” the duke asked. Ellie forced herself to answer. 

“We have not yet seen her. But she is heartbroken and barred from coming here.”

Bitterness darkened the duke’s expression. “I have argued the matter, but the prince has made his will clear. None but family are to approach. Eleanor is forbidden most of all.”

Something in Ellie snapped. “Forbidden?” Her voice sharpened, no longer restrained. “She has lost her mother. Her father was a tyrant. Her world has already been stripped from her, and still they deny her even this?”

The duke said nothing. Because he could not. Ellie took a step forward, her grief shifting, hardening into something fiercer.

“If Lord Wallace dies without her seeing him...” Her voice wavered, then steadied. “That cruelty cannot be undone.”

Silence fell. Heavy. Absolute. Even Andrew stilled beside her. Then, quietly, but unmistakably, his hand shifted at her back. Not to restrain. To support. Ellie drew in a breath, her voice lower now, but no less resolute.

“Had she been a man, none of this would be questioned. But because she is a woman, she is cast aside, silenced, deemed unworthy, though she has done nothing but survive what others could not.” Her hands trembled, but she did not stop. “It is unjust. And I will not pretend otherwise.”

The duke watched her with something like weary admiration. “Few would speak so plainly.”

“Then few speak truth,” Ellie replied. Another silence followed, but this one felt different. Charged. Awake. At last, the duke exhaled. 

“I will try again when they arrive tomorrow. But I fear the outcome will be the same.”

Ellie’s gaze softened as she turned back to the marquess. He looked so young. So still. As though caught between this world... and the next. Without thinking, her hand found Andrew’s once more. This time, he did not merely hold it. He turned toward her slightly, just enough that she could feel the quiet strength of him beside her, unwavering. Grounding. Present. There.

“How did he sustain the head injury?” she asked softly.

“When he fell after the shots struck him,” the duke answered, “his head hit a large boulder before he reached the pavement.”

Ellie’s breath caught. “Then he fights not only the wounds, but the blow as well.”

“Yes.”

A pause. Then Andrew spoke, his voice low, controlled. “He is not alone in that fight.” The words were meant for the duke. But Ellie felt them. Felt them in the steady pressure of his hand. In the quiet promise beneath them. Her grip tightened. And for the first time since returning to London... she did not feel as though she were standing on the edge of collapse. Together, they remained at the bedside, hope fragile, time uncertain, and tomorrow looming like a storm yet to break.
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“Your Grace, Lady Bennett, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Martha said with a respectful curtsy, her voice warm though touched with sorrow.

“Thank you, Martha,” Ellie replied gently, her smile kind and sincere. “Is Miss Eleanor able to receive visitors?”

The housekeeper’s expression faltered, and she folded her hands before her.

“I am afraid not, My Lady. She has not left her chamber since... since the dreadful events. She eats little, speaks even less. It pains us all to see her so withdrawn.” Her gaze dropped, though the grief in her eyes remained unmistakable.

Ellie’s heart sank. It did not surprise her. Eleanor’s tender spirit had always been easily wounded. Yet the thought of her cousin grieving alone pierced her deeply. She glanced at the staff lingering quietly in the hall and saw that they, too, bore the weight of sorrow. Eleanor had always treated them with kindness, and their affection for her showed plainly in their subdued expressions.

“She may welcome the comfort of your presence,” Martha added softly after a pause. “Allow me to guide you to her bedchamber.”

Ellie inclined her head. “Yes, please. I would be most grateful.”

“I shall wait in the parlor,” Andrew offered. His gaze lingered on Ellie, steady, reassuring, as though lending her strength without a single word. She reached for his hand and gave it a quick, quiet squeeze, drawing courage from the warmth of his touch. Then, gathering her skirts, she followed Martha up the sweeping staircase, her heart tightening with each step as the hush of the household deepened around them.

***
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Martha knocked firmly at the chamber door, but no answer came. She hesitated, then spoke gently through the wood.

“If you please, Miss Eleanor, your cousin, Lady Bennett, has come to see you.”

Ellie held her breath in the silence that followed, unease settling low in her chest. At last came the faintest sound of movement within. Soft footsteps, the scrape of a lock turning. The door opened just enough for Martha to step back and usher Ellie inside, then closed again with a quiet click.

Eleanor stood only a few paces from the door. The sight of her struck Ellie like a blow. Her gown was rumpled, her hair loosely pinned, and her eyes, swollen and reddened from weeping, poke of a sleepless night and unrelenting grief. Sorrow clung to her like a shadow. Without hesitation, Ellie crossed the room and gathered her into an embrace. Eleanor sagged against her, burying her face in Ellie’s shoulder as sobs broke free. Though Eleanor was nearly three years her senior, it was Ellie who summoned the strength as she so often had. Eleanor had always been gentle, reserved, made timid by years beneath the authority of a cruel father and a domineering husband.

“My dear Eleanor,” Ellie murmured, holding her close. Her own eyes stung, but she would not yield to tears. Not now. Not when Eleanor needed her. At length, the sobs subsided, leaving Eleanor trembling but quieter. Ellie guided her gently toward a settee, seating herself beside her and enclosing her cousin’s hand between her own.

“My heart aches for you,” she said softly. “I cannot imagine the depth of your sorrow in losing your dear mother.”

Eleanor’s lips quivered. “I shall miss Mama all my life,” she whispered. “But at least she no longer suffers under my father.” Her voice faltered, and she turned her gaze away, as though uncertain whether to continue. 

Ellie waited, patient and steady, then asked gently, “You are worried for Lord Wallace, are you not?”

Fresh tears welled in Eleanor’s eyes. She nodded. “They will not allow me to see him. I only wish I could be there. What if...” Her voice broke. “What if he dies, and I never have the chance to say goodbye? He saved my life.”

Ellie tightened her hold on her hand. “Do not surrender to despair. We must believe he is strong enough to endure this. He has every reason to fight.”

Eleanor swallowed, her shoulders trembling. Ellie studied her for a quiet moment before asking, more softly still, “You care deeply for him, do you not?”

A faint flush rose to Eleanor’s pale cheeks. “I do,” she admitted in a whisper. “Though I know I am not worthy of him. His family has made that quite clear, rejecting me without so much as meeting me. But he...” Her voice softened. “He was kind. After everything with Johnathon, it was Lord Wallace who showed me I was not beneath all men. With him, I felt seen, respected.” Her voice broke again. “And now... they would take even that from me.”

Ellie’s chest tightened, compassion and indignation rising in equal measure.

“I have spoken with Grandfather and with the Duke of Devon,” she said. “They are doing what they can to appeal to his grandparents. But pride of that sort is not easily moved.”

Eleanor’s gaze lifted suddenly, urgent. “You have seen the duke? Did he tell you of Lord Wallace’s condition?”

Ellie hesitated only briefly. Truth, though painful, was kinder than uncertainty.

“Andrew and I have just come from the hospital. There has been no change. He remains unconscious. The physicians are concerned, a fever has set in. They believe his wounds are infected, though the injuries themselves did not appear so grave. It may be the blow to his head that keeps him from waking.”

Eleanor broke then, fumbling for a handkerchief as fresh sobs overtook her. Ellie’s thoughts, however, sharpened. Something did not sit right. The details pressed against her mind, insistent. Suddenly, she looked at her cousin, her voice urgent.

“Eleanor, how many times did your father fire? And how many shots might have struck Lord Wallace?”

Eleanor blinked, startled. “Father fired at Mama twice. At me... three, perhaps four times.”

Ellie’s breath caught. “Then it is possible Lord Wallace was struck more than twice.”

Color drained from Eleanor’s face. “What are you saying?”

“That the physicians may have missed a bullet,” Ellie said, her voice steady now, though her pulse raced. “If one remains lodged within him, deep, unseen, it may be the cause of the fever.”

Eleanor’s hand flew to her mouth. “No...”

“Think,” Ellie urged gently. “Tell me exactly what happened.” 

Eleanor closed her eyes, forcing herself back into that terrible moment. 

“Father fired at me. Lord Wallace pulled me aside. There was shouting. Gordon and your grandfather’s steward fired as well. Then... a pause. And then Father fired again as he fell.”

Ellie rose, pacing, her thoughts racing faster with every step. 

“Then Lord Wallace faced him when the first shots struck, his wounds to the chest and shoulder...” She stopped abruptly, turning back. “By the last shot, had he turned toward you?”

Eleanor nodded faintly, swaying. Ellie was at her side in an instant, guiding her to the bed and pressing a glass of water into her trembling hands.

“Yes,” Eleanor whispered. “He turned toward me. I think... I think he wanted to be certain I was safe.”

Ellie straightened slowly. Something within her settled. Not fear. Resolve.

“Then there may yet be a bullet lodged within him,” she said firmly. “And if so, every moment matters.” She turned at once, already moving toward the door. “I must return to the hospital immediately.”

Eleanor caught her hand, her voice pleading, fragile. “Will you allow me to come? I will remain in the carriage, I promise. Only... I cannot bear to be so far from him.”

Ellie hesitated, but only for a heartbeat. Then she nodded. “Yes. You shall come.” And this time, there was no uncertainty in her voice. Only purpose.

***
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Andrew joined them in the hall just as they were preparing to depart. His gaze moved swiftly between them, taking in Eleanor’s pale distress and the tension etched into Ellie’s features. He needed no further prompting. Ellie stepped toward him at once, her voice low but urgent as she shared her suspicions. With each word, his expression hardened, his jaw tightening, his eyes sharpening with a dark, focused intensity. For a moment, silence hung between them. Then—

“Then we must not waste another second.” His tone was clipped, decisive. Commanding. The hesitation that might have lingered in another man was entirely absent in him. Andrew turned at once, already reaching for the door, every movement driven by purpose. The air seemed to shift around him, urgency settling like a force no one could ignore.

Ellie felt it, felt him, that unyielding certainty, that quiet strength she had come to rely upon more than she dared to name. Without a word, she moved beside him. Together, they swept through the hall, their pace quickening as the weight of what they now understood pressed upon them. The household stirred in their wake, servants stepping aside, sensing the gravity of the moment even without knowing its cause. 

Behind them, Eleanor followed, clutching her shawl tightly, her breath uneven, but her resolve no less fierce. For Lord Wallace, time was no longer a luxury. It was a narrowing window. Each passing moment carried consequences. Each delay, a risk. And as Andrew pushed open the door and ushered them out into the waiting carriage, one truth rang clear between them. They were racing not merely against uncertainty... but against death itself.

***
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As soon as they arrived at the hospital, Ellie wasted no time. She caught the arm of a passing nurse and spoke with quiet urgency.

“Please, fetch a physician at once. Lord Wallace’s condition requires immediate attention.”

Startled by the authority in her tone, the nurse bobbed a quick curtsy and hurried away without question. Ellie and Andrew moved swiftly down the corridor and entered the chamber where Joshua lay. His grandfather remained seated at the bedside, his hand resting lightly upon his grandson’s arm. At the sound of the door, he looked up, concern flickering through the weariness etched into his features.

Moments later, the door opened again. Two physicians entered, followed by several nurses. One of the doctors, an older gentleman with a stern countenance and unmistakable air of self-importance, stepped forward and bowed stiffly.

“Your Graces. Nurse Hannah informs me you wished to speak with us.”

Ellie inclined her head. “Yes, Doctor. We were told Lord Wallace continues to fight for his life, that an infection has set in. Yet his wounds themselves do not appear to be the cause.” She held his gaze steadily. “I must ask, could it be that a bullet remains inside him, overlooked in the chaos?”

The older physician’s lips curved into a thin, patronizing smile. “We believe it is the head trauma that keeps him unconscious, not any lingering wound,” he replied, his tone edging toward dismissal. Ellie did not yield.

“I understand the danger posed by the head injury,” she said evenly. “But I ask again, might it be possible that a third bullet was missed? That his worsening condition stems from something yet undiscovered?”

The physician’s brows snapped together, irritation flashing in his eyes.

“And why, Your Grace, do you assume he was struck three times?” His voice dripped with condescension, as though the question itself were an insult. Ellie met his gaze without flinching.

“Because I spoke with the young lady he shielded. She is certain her father fired more than two shots in his direction. It is entirely possible that a third struck him.”

The man stiffened, pride bristling. “Your Grace, I would thank you not to question my methods. I have practiced as surgeon and physician for thirty years. We removed every bullet and treated every wound. I will not have it suggested that I failed in so elementary a matter.” His glare was sharp, but Ellie’s resolve sharpened further.

“I question nothing but the possibility of human error,” she replied, her voice calm but unyielding. “You know as well as I that no man, however experienced, is infallible. I do not accuse you of negligence, Doctor. I caution against certainty without proof, particularly when a man’s life hangs in the balance.”

He drew himself up, fists tightening. “I beg your pardon? I assure you, mistakes of that nature do not occur under my care.”

Ellie’s patience gave way, controlled, but unmistakable. “Is that so?” she returned, her voice clear and firm. “Then it is your arrogance that blinds you, sir. I ask only that you search again, if not for prudence, then for conscience. Would you truly risk the death of a marquess because your pride forbids a second examination? That, Doctor, would stain your reputation far more than caution ever could.”

Silence fell, sharp and charged. The physician’s nostrils flared as he glowered at her, anger rising. Before he could respond, the younger of the two doctors stepped forward. His manner was calm, measured, his expression thoughtful.

“Forgive us, Your Grace,” he said, bowing slightly. “You are correct, it can do no harm to be thorough. We should examine him again, if only to be certain.” He glanced toward the older man. “Wouldn’t you agree, Uncle?”

The elder physician said nothing. With a sharp turn, he strode from the chamber, his pride unwilling to bend. The younger doctor exhaled quietly, shaking his head.

“I assure you, my uncle is an excellent physician,” he said. “But... he does not receive criticism well.”

Ellie allowed herself the faintest, wry smile. “So, it would seem.”

A brief flicker of humor touched the young man’s expression before it faded. “He has rarely been challenged,” he admitted. “Certainly not by a lady of your rank.”

Ellie lifted a brow, her tone dry but resolute. “Then perhaps it was long overdue.”

The physician inclined his head, then turned back to the matter at hand. “Do you know where this possible third bullet may have struck him?”

Ellie relayed Eleanor’s account carefully, recounting each detail of the shots fired and Lord Wallace’s final movement toward her cousin. The doctor listened intently, then exchanged a meaningful glance with one of the nurses.

“Very well,” he said at last. “If you would wait outside, Your Grace, we shall examine him again immediately.”

Ellie nodded and stepped back. With Andrew at her side and the duke just behind, she withdrew from the chamber, her pulse racing, her thoughts fixed on what might yet be found.

***
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The wait did not last long. The door burst open. Nurses emerged first, guiding the bed as it was wheeled swiftly down the corridor. The unconscious marquess lay pale and motionless, the lamplight flickering across the bandages at his chest and head. Urgency rippled through the air as they hurried toward the operating rooms. The younger physician broke from the flurry to address them, his expression grave.

“You were correct, Your Grace. A third bullet was found, lodged deep in his lower back. The wound is badly infected. But if we can remove the ball and the corrupted tissue surrounding it...” He paused. “We may yet give him a fighting chance.”

Ellie’s breath caught, relief and dread colliding within her. The doctor inclined his head and hurried after the others. Silence followed, thick, suspended. Andrew’s arm slipped around Ellie, drawing her close. His gaze searched hers, steady and intent, as though seeing not only what she had done, but who she was becoming. Glancing briefly about to ensure they were unobserved, he bent and brushed a swift, private kiss against her lips. Ellie stilled. He did not draw far away.

“You are a remarkable woman, Ellie,” he murmured, his voice low, threaded with warmth and quiet admiration. “Nothing, and no one, will prevent you from doing what you set your mind to. Yes, you are stubborn...” A faint smile touched his lips. “...and at times entirely infuriating.”

Her breath caught softly. “But God knew precisely what He was about,” he continued, gentler now. “The ton needs you.” His gaze softened further. “And more than that, I needed you.”

Warmth rushed to her cheeks, her composure wavering beneath the weight of his words. Emotion shimmered in her eyes as she leaned into him, drawn by something deeper than comfort.

This time, when Andrew kissed her, it was slower. Lingering. Not merely reassurance, but a promise.
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