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Withering Rose – Second edition explanation

Disclaimer
This book was first released two years ago. At the time, it did not fully reflect the complete vision I had for the story. With the help of an incredible team, the book has now been re-released and revised. Some elements have been changed from the original edition.
This historical psychological thriller is a work of fiction. All characters, events, locations, and incidents depicted in this book are entirely fictional or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, or to real events is purely coincidental. The story is intended solely for entertainment purposes and does not represent real historical accounts or psychological case studies.

Trigger warnings include mental illness, death, and psychological themes.

Mandy Kennick writes historical fiction and thrillers that blend meticulous research with high-stakes storytelling. Drawn to the shadowed corners of history, she explores power, secrets, and the moments where personal fate collides with world-changing events. Her work is known for its vivid settings, suspense-driven plots, and emotionally grounded characters that linger long after the final page.

When she’s not writing, she is often deep in research, chasing overlooked details that bring the past sharply to life.
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Chapter One 
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The morning sun cast long shadows across the grounds of Hartwell Manor, its golden light dancing through the lace curtains of the drawing room where I sat embroidering by the window. My needle moved with practiced precision, creating delicate rosebuds on fine linen each stitch perfectly placed, as befitting a young lady of my station. I was acutely aware of how I must appear: the picture of genteel femininity, bathed in morning light, my pale blue silk dress arranged just so around the velvet-cushioned chair. The performance was flawless, as it always was.

"Miss Evangeline," called my lady's maid, Sarah, from the doorway, her voice carrying a note of urgency that made my fingers still on the embroidery hoop.

"Your father wishes to see you in his study."

I set down my work with deliberate grace, smoothing my skirts as I rose. Every movement was measured, elegant, the way I had been trained since childhood. How different life had been just six months ago, when my greatest concern was choosing between a luncheon engagement or a walk in the gardens with Charles. Now, at seventeen, I was to marry Lord Pennyworth's eldest son, a match that would unite two of the county's most prominent families and secure my position in society forever.

Or so I had believed.

The corridors of Hartwell Manor stretched before me, lined with portraits of ancestors whose stern faces had watched over the family for generations. Their painted eyes seemed to follow me as I passed, as though they could sense the coming storm. My father, William Hartwell, had built his textile empire through shrewd business dealings and an eye for quality that had made the Hartwell name synonymous with the finest fabrics in England. The manor itself stood as testament to his success, forty-three rooms filled with the finest furniture, crystal chandeliers imported from Venice, and carpets woven in the family's own mills.

All of it about to crumble.

I found my father in his study, but he was not alone. Three gentlemen in dark suits stood before his mahogany desk like ravens perched over carrion, their faces grave and unforgiving. The air in the room felt thick, oppressive, heavy with the scent of leather-bound books and the acrid tang of fear. My father's usually ruddy complexion had turned ashen, and his hands trembled as he looked up at me—those same hands that had once lifted me onto his knee, that had signed contracts worth thousands of pounds, now shaking like autumn leaves.

"Evangeline, my dear," he said, his voice cracking on my name. "I'm afraid... I'm afraid there's been a terrible mistake."

The eldest of the three men, a thin gentleman with steel-grey hair and eyes like chips of flint, stepped forward. His movements were predatory, calculated. "Miss Hartwell, I am Mr. Thornbury, representing the consortium of textile merchants who have been your father's business partners. It is my unfortunate duty to inform you that your father stands accused of embezzling funds from our joint ventures."

The words seemed to echo in the study, bouncing off the leather-bound books and polished wood, reverberating through my skull. I felt the blood drain from my face—or rather, I allowed it to drain, let the shock register visibly on my features. "There must be some error, sir. My father is an honourable man—"

"The ledgers tell a different story, miss," Thornbury interrupted, his voice cold and dismissive as he gestured to the papers spread across my father's desk. "Nearly fifty thousand pounds have been diverted from our accounts into private investments that have since failed. The evidence is quite clear. Quite damning, in fact."

He produced a leather-bound ledger, opening it to reveal columns of numbers written in my father's own hand. The figures swam before my eyes, but the meaning was unmistakable. Dates, amounts, transfers all meticulously recorded, all pointing to guilt.

"Father?" I turned to him, searching his face for denial, for anger, for anything that might contradict these horrible accusations. My voice trembled perfectly just the right amount of distress for a devoted daughter.

William Hartwell's shoulders sagged, and in that moment, he seemed to age a decade. "I invested the money, yes, but it was to expand our operations, to benefit all of us. The ventures failed, but I never intended, I am no thief, Evangeline. You must believe that."

"Intention matters little when the money is gone," Thornbury replied sharply, snapping the ledger shut with a sound like a gunshot. "The courts will decide your guilt or innocence, Mr. Hartwell. Until then, all assets must be frozen to prevent further loss. Your accounts, your properties, your possessions, everything."

The second man, younger with a cruel mouth, added, "The bailiffs will arrive within the week to catalogue the estate. I suggest you prepare your family, Hartwell."

The next hours passed in a blur of legal documents and stern-faced officials who moved through our home like locusts, making notes, assessing values, marking everything for seizure. Word of the scandal spread through the county with the speed of wildfire, carried by servants and tradesmen, whispered in drawing rooms and shouted in taverns. By evening, the drawing room that had once welcomed the finest families in the region stood empty save for family, the silence broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock and my father's ragged breathing.
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Chapter Two
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I watched from my bedroom window as Charles Pennyworth's carriage approached the manor, its polished black lacquer gleaming in the fading light. My heart lifted momentarily—surely, he would understand the situation, scandal or no scandal. We had pledged our love to each other just a month ago, sealed with a kiss beneath the rose arbour. He had promised me forever.

But Charles's face, when I met him in the garden, was cold and distant, his expression carefully arranged into one of polite regret. The transformation was remarkable—the warm lover replaced by a stranger in gentleman's clothing.

"Evangeline, I've come to... to express my regret at your family's circumstances."

Not to offer support. Not to pledge his loyalty. To express regret.

"Charles, thank heaven you're here." I reached for his hand, but he stepped back, just slightly, just enough to make his meaning clear. "This nightmare will pass, I know it will. Father is innocent—"

"Innocent or not, the damage to both our families' reputations would be irreparable." His voice was formal, as if he were addressing a stranger at a business meeting. "I'm afraid, under the circumstances, our engagement must be dissolved."

The words struck me, and I felt my knees weaken beneath my skirts. "You cannot mean it. We love each other. We planned—" My voice broke beautifully on the last word, trembling with just the right amount of devastation.

Yet even as tears sprang to my eyes genuine enough in their way, for I had truly believed in his devotion—some distant part of my mind observed him with perfect clarity. The way his gaze slid away from mine, unable to meet my eyes. The slight relaxation in his shoulders, as though he'd been braced for worse resistance. How quickly relief flickered across his features when I showed weakness rather than fight. He had expected me to make this difficult and was grateful I was making it easy.

Coward, that cold voice whispered. He was always going to abandon you at the first sign of trouble. How useful to know. How instructive.

"Love is a luxury I cannot afford when my family's standing is at stake." Charles removed a small velvet box from his coat pocket, the engagement ring I had returned to him for resizing just last week. "I believe this belongs to you."

He pressed the box into my trembling hands and walked away without another word, his boots crunching on the gravel path, leaving me standing alone in the garden where we had shared our first kiss. I let myself crumple slightly; one hand pressed to my heart in a gesture of anguish that would have moved any observer to pity.

Then it hit me or rather, I allowed myself to feel it fully: I was ruined. No respectable man would have me now. My future, so carefully planned, had evaporated like morning mist.

The performance was flawless.

Just when I thought it couldn't get any worse, the final blow came three days later. I woke to the sound of heavy boots on marble floors and unfamiliar voices echoing through the corridors. From my window, I could see a line of wagons in the courtyard and men in rough clothing carrying out furniture, paintings, and all the beautiful things that had made Hartwell Manor a home. They moved with the efficiency of ants, stripping our lives bare.

"Miss, you must come quickly," Sarah said, bursting into my room without ceremony, her face flushed, and tear streaked. "The bailiffs, they're taking everything. Your father says you must pack only what you can carry."

My hands shook as I moved through my room, selecting items with a strange, cold calculation that seemed to operate independently of my distress. The pearl necklace, Mother's, valuable, easily pawned if necessary. The miniature portrait of my parents sentimental, but small enough to carry. The leather journal where I had recorded my private thoughts evidence of who I had been, who I might become. I passed over the elaborate gowns, the jewellery boxes, the books I had loved. All of it would be sold to pay Father's debts, scattered to strangers who would never know their history.

Choose wisely, that cold voice advised. Take only what can be converted to survival.

I selected one practical dress, sturdy boots, a warm cloak. The rest, my beautiful gowns, my piano, my childhood treasures all would be auctioned off to the highest bidder.

In the entrance hall, I found my father surrounded by chaos, bailiffs moving past him as though he were already a ghost. My older sister Charlotte stood near the grand fireplace, rigid as a statue, her face pale as porcelain. At twenty-one, married to a prosperous merchant, she had escaped the taint of scandal by virtue of her husband's name. She wore a traveling cloak, as though she had come from a distance, though she lived only ten miles away.

She had not come to help.

The silence stretched between us, broken only by the sounds of our home being dismantled. Charlotte's hands were clasped before her, her posture perfect, her expression carefully neutral. She had always been the practical one, the one who made advantageous choices. I had admired that about her once.

Finally, she spoke, her voice clear and carrying in the cavernous hall. "I'm sorry, Father, but these unfortunate circumstances have come to my husband's attention. He has made his position quite clear." She paused, and I saw her throat work as she swallowed. "We must cut ties. We can no longer be associated with this family. Surely you understand."

The words fell like stones into still water, rippling outward, drowning us all.

"I understand," Father whispered, though his face told a different story. His expression crumbled, aged, became that of a man watching his world end.

Charlotte stepped closer, leaning in to whisper something in Father's ear that I could barely hear. It sounded as though she said, "There will always be a place for you and Thomas. When this is over. When enough time has passed."

But not for me. The exclusion was deliberate, pointed. I stood there in complete shock, watching another person disown us because of this situation—no, not us. Them. Father and Thomas. Not me.

I looked to my father, who watched Charlotte leave, her skirts swishing across the marble floor, her head held high. He now looked like a broken man, hollowed out from the inside. My heart ached for him it truly did. And my heart ached for Thomas, my younger brother barely ten years old, who stood on the stairs watching with wide, uncomprehending eyes. What would come of him? What of his future?

But beneath that genuine anguish, that cold voice made its observations. She excluded you specifically. She knows something, suspects something. Or perhaps she simply never liked you. Either way, she has made her choice.

Remember this. Add it to the ledger. Everyone who abandons you, everyone who turns away remember their faces.

"Twenty-four hours," announced the chief bailiff, a burly man with no sympathy in his eyes and the smell of gin on his breath. "You have twenty-four hours to vacate the premises. After that, anyone remaining will be removed by force."

As Thomas, Father, and I walked down the front steps of our ancestral home for the last time, I turned back once to look at the manor. The bailiffs had already begun hanging notices on the doors, advertising the auction of our possessions—not their possessions, but ours, everything we had ever known or loved, reduced to lot numbers and estimated values. The rose garden where Charles had proposed now seemed like a dream from another lifetime, the flowers already beginning to wilt from neglect.

"Where shall we go, Father?" I asked quietly, my voice small and lost the perfect tone of a frightened daughter.

William Hartwell's voice was hollow, defeated. He hesitated for a long while, staring at the manor as though memorizing it, before he finally spoke. "London, I suppose. There's a boarding house in Whitechapel where we might find lodging until..." His voice trailed off, the sentence left unfinished because there was no hopeful ending to complete it. We all knew the truth: there would be no "until." This was our new reality.

As our hired carriage—a shabby thing that smelled of mildew and previous passengers—pulled away from Hartwell Manor, I pressed my face to the window and watched my former life disappear into the distance. The manor grew smaller, then vanished entirely as we rounded the bend in the drive.

The girl who had awakened that morning in silk and comfort was gone forever, replaced by someone who would need to learn how to survive in a world that had no use for fallen gentry.

Or perhaps, that cold voice whispered, replaced by someone who would learn to make the world bend to her will instead.
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Chapter Three
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The transformation from countryside to city was like descending through the circles of hell.

As our hired carriage rattled deeper into London's East End, the air itself seemed to thicken and darken. The elegant squares and tree-lined avenues of Mayfair gave way to narrower streets, then to cramped alleyways where buildings leaned toward each other like drunken conspirators. The afternoon sun, which had seemed so bright when we left the manor, struggled to penetrate the perpetual haze of coal smoke and fog that hung over Whitechapel like a funeral shroud.

The stench hit us first a nauseating assault that made my eyes water even through the carriage window. It was a mixture of human waste, rotting food, and unwashed bodies, but there were other smells too: the metallic tang of blood from the slaughterhouses, the acrid bite of tanning chemicals, the sickly-sweet decay of things left too long in the damp. The smell seemed to seep through the very walls of the carriage, clinging to our clothes, our hair, our skin.

I pressed my handkerchief to my nose, the delicate lace monogrammed with my initials—a relic from another life. It did nothing to filter the assault on my senses. Beside me, Thomas had gone pale, his small hand clutching mine with desperate strength. Father sat rigid across from us, staring out the window with hollow eyes that seemed to see nothing.

The carriage lurched to a stop, and the driver's gruff voice called down: "Far as I go, guv'nor. Won't take the horses no further into this warren."

We climbed down into a world I had never imagined existed.

The street if it could be called that was barely wide enough for two people to pass abreast. Buildings rose on either side, their upper stories jutting out so far, they nearly touched overhead, blocking out what little light remained. The cobblestones were slick with things I didn't want to identify, and the gutters ran with dark water that reeked of sewage and worse.

People moved through the shadows like ghosts hollow-eyed women in rags, men with faces hardened by desperation, children with dirt-smeared faces and knowing eyes far too old for their years. They watched us with a mixture of curiosity and calculation, taking in our quality clothes, our clean faces, the way we clutched our few possessions.

Prey whispered that cold voice in my mind. That's what they see. Weakness. Vulnerability. Easy marks.

A group of men loitered against a crumbling wall, their eyes following our progress with predatory interest. One of them said something I couldn't hear, and the others laughed—a sound that sent shivers through my body. I pulled Thomas closer, wrapping my arm around his thin shoulders.

"Stay close," Father murmured, his voice tight with fear he was trying to hide. "Don't make eye contact. Don't show fear."

But how could we not show fear? Every instinct screamed at us to run, to flee back to the world we knew. Yet there was nowhere to run. This was our world now.

I tried to pull back the tears as hard as I could, forcing my face into a mask of composure even as my heart hammered against my ribs. My mind raced with thoughts of what all the tomorrows would bring how we would survive in this place, how we would eat, how we would stay safe. Each step forward felt like walking deeper into a nightmare from which there would be no waking.

The sound of street vendors hawking their wares echoed through the narrow alleyways—"Fresh eels! Get your eels!" "Rat poison, tuppence a bag!" The cries of children, some playing, others begging. Drunken arguments spilling from gin houses. A woman's scream, abruptly cut off. The constant, oppressive noise of too many desperate people crammed into too little space.

We passed a building that looked like it should be condemned, not fit for even rats to sleep in. The door hung crooked on its hinges, and through the broken windows I could see movement in the darkness within shapes that might have been human or might have been something worse. The walls were black with mould and soot, and the roof sagged dangerously in the middle.

"This cannot be the place," I whispered to Father, my voice trembling despite my efforts to control it. "We cannot stay here."

Please, I thought. Please let him say we're going somewhere else. Anywhere else.

"No, we are just up here," he replied, his voice hollow with defeat.

Sudden relief washed over me, so intense it made my knees weak. We continued walking, carrying our worldly possessions close to us, for they were all we had left of the life we'd left behind. Father carried a single battered trunk. I clutched my small valise containing Mother's portrait, my journal, and a few items of clothing. Thomas held nothing but a small wooden horse—his favourite toy from childhood, the only thing he'd been allowed to keep.

Look at us, that cold voice observed. Three people who once commanded servants, now carrying our own bags through the filth like common labourers. How the mighty have fallen. Remember this. Remember every detail. Someone will pay for this humiliation.
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Chapter Four
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But the relief was short-lived.

Mrs. Grimsby's boarding house stood before us like a monument to desperation a sagging three-story building that seemed to lean away from its neighbours as if even other slums wanted nothing to do with it. The windows were boarded up on the ground floor, and those on the upper stories were so grimy they appeared black, like dead eyes staring down at the street. Paint peeled from the walls in long strips, revealing layers of previous colours beneath a palimpsest of decay. The sign above the door hung at a crooked angle, its letters so faded by soot and weather they were barely legible: "Mrs. Grimsby's Lodging House - Clean Rooms - Respectable."

The lies were evident even from the street.

The door looked like it had seen better days, the wood warped and splitting, held together more by habit than by any structural integrity. It looked like it, too, wanted to escape the hell that waited inside.

William Hartwell's shoulders sagged as he lifted the brass knocker its once-bright surface now green with Verdigris and brown with rust. His hand trembled as he let it fall against the wood with a hollow thud that seemed to echo through the narrow street.

"It's all we can afford," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Three shillings a week for a room. It's... it's all we can afford."

The repetition told me everything about his state of mind. My father, who had once negotiated contracts worth thousands of pounds, was now reduced to repeating himself like a man in shock.

Three shillings a week, the cold voice calculated. We have perhaps twenty shillings left. That gives us six, maybe seven weeks if we eat nothing but the provided meals. Then what? The streets? The workhouse? Death?

The door opened with a groan of protesting hinges, and the woman who answered was as worn as her establishment. Mrs. Grimsby's grey hair hung in greasy strands around a face marked by years of hard living deep lines carved around her mouth and eyes, a nose reddened by drink, skin with the greyish pallor of someone who rarely saw sunlight. Her dress once black, now faded to a dingy brown strained across her ample frame, and the smell of gin and old sweat rolled off her in waves.

"You'll be the Hartwell’s, then," she said, looking us up and down with obvious scepticism. Her eyes lingered on our clothes, calculating their worth, assessing how long we might be able to pay. "Fancy folks fallen on hard times, I hear. Well, money's money, I suppose. Come in, then, but mind the stairs they're none too steady."

She stepped aside, and we entered.

The interior of the boarding house was worse than I had imagined, worse than my darkest fears. The narrow entrance hall was lit by a single guttering candle that cast more shadows than light. The wallpaper once perhaps a cheerful floral pattern hung in strips, revealing patches of damp plaster beneath that glistened with moisture and sprouted fuzzy patches of black mould. The floorboards were warped and stained with substances I didn't want to identify.

The smell inside was even worse than the street—boiled cabbage and despair, yes, but also the stench of chamber pots that hadn't been emptied, of bodies that hadn't been washed, of rot and decay and human misery concentrated and trapped within these walls. I fought the urge to gag, forcing myself to breathe shallowly through my mouth.

This is where we'll live, the cold voice observed with clinical detachment. This is what we've been reduced to. Remember this smell. Remember this moment. File it away with all the other injustices. Someone will pay. They will all pay.

The narrow staircase creaked ominously with each step, the banister sticky with grime beneath my gloved hand. I could hear sounds from behind the closed doors we passed—a baby crying, a man's angry shouting, a woman's sobbing, the rhythmic creaking of bedsprings accompanied by grunts and moans that made my face burn with embarrassment. The air grew thicker and more oppressive as we climbed, the heat of too many bodies in too small a space rising to the upper floors.

On the second-floor landing, a door stood ajar, and I caught a glimpse of the room beyond a space no larger than a closet, packed with what looked like a dozen people sleeping on the floor, their bodies pressed together like sardines in a tin. The smell that wafted out made my stomach turn.

"That's the fourpence room," Mrs. Grimsby said, noticing my gaze. "For them what can't afford better. You're lucky, you are got yourselves a private room on the third floor. Practically luxury, that is."

Our room was on the third floor a space no larger than a servant's pantry back at Hartwell Manor. Perhaps ten feet by twelve, with a ceiling so low that Father had to duck beneath the central beam. A single window, its glass so dirty it might have been painted black, provided the only light and ventilation. The walls were bare plaster, cracked and water-stained, with dark patches that might have been mould or might have been something worse.

Two narrow beds with straw mattresses dominated the space, their frames made of rough wood that looked like it might harbour splinters or worse. The mattresses were thin and lumpy, and I could see dark stains on the ticking that I tried not to think about. A single threadbare blanket lay folded at the foot of each bed.

A washstand stood in the corner a rickety table holding a chipped basin and a pitcher with a broken handle. Beside it, a single wooden chair with one leg shorter than the others. That was all. No wardrobe, no chest of drawers, no mirror, no privacy screen. Just those few pieces of furniture and the oppressive sense of walls closing in.

"Breakfast is at seven, supper at six," Mrs. Grimsby announced, pocketing the coins Father had counted out with trembling fingers. I watched her thick fingers close around the money our money, our survival and something cold and hard settled in my chest. "No visitors after ten, and payment is due every Monday, prompt. You fall behind, you're out on the street. No exceptions, no excuses. I run a respectable house, I do."

Respectable, the cold voice sneered. This hovel is about as respectable as a brothel. But she has power here, and we have none. Remember that. Remember how it feels to be powerless. Learn from it.

"The privy's out back," she continued, jerking her thumb toward the window. "You'll share it with the other tenants. There's a pump in the yard for water you'll have to carry it up yourselves. Candles are extra, tuppence each. I don't provide them in the room rate."

"We understand," Father said quietly.

"Right then. Welcome to Grimsby's." She turned to leave, then paused at the door. "Oh, and one more thing keep your valuables close. I run a respectable house, but I can't be responsible for what the other tenants might do. Lock your door at night, if you value what's yours."

The door closed behind her with a decisive click, and we stood in silence, absorbing the reality of our new circumstances.

This was home now. This squalid, stinking room in a building that should have been condemned. This was what we had been reduced to.

Father sank onto one of the beds, and the frame groaned under his weight. A small cloud of dust rose from the mattress, making Thomas cough. Father had barely spoken during the entire journey from the manor, maintaining the rigid composure that had been drilled into him since childhood the stiff upper lip, the refusal to show weakness, the belief that a gentleman never complained. But now, in this squalid room with its stained walls and broken furniture, his composure finally cracked.

"I still cannot believe it," he whispered, his voice breaking. His hands trembled as he pressed them to his face. "How have we fallen so far? How did this happen?"

I sat beside him on the bed and took his hand. I could feel how cold his fingers were, how they trembled like a bird's wings. The hands that had once signed contracts and shaken hands with lords were now thin and weak, the skin papery and spotted with age I hadn't noticed before.

"It's temporary, Father," I said, forcing conviction into my voice even as doubt gnawed at my heart. "You will find work, and we'll find a way to rebuild—"

"My reputation is ruined," he interrupted, his voice hollow. "Who will hire an old man accused of embezzlement? Who will trust me with their business? I'm finished, Evangeline. Finished."

He lowered his head, and the silence stretched before us like a chasm. I could hear the boarding house around us footsteps on the stairs, voices raised in argument, that constant background noise of human misery. Finally, Father spoke again, but his voice lacked conviction.

"You're right. I'll find work and we will be okay. This is just temporary. Just temporary."

He's lying, the cold voice observed. He knows it's not temporary. He knows we're ruined. Look at him, he's already given up. He's weak. They're all weak. If we're going to survive this, it won't be because of him.

Thomas, who had remained silent throughout our ordeal, spoke up from his position by the window. He'd been staring out at the narrow alley below, watching the shadows move in the gathering dusk.

"I could find work," he said, his voice small but determined. "I'm strong enough. I could be a crossing sweeper, or sell newspapers, or—"

"Absolutely not," Father said sharply, with more force than I'd heard from him in days. "You're to continue your education. One day, when this nightmare is over, you'll need—"

"When will it be over, Papa?" Thomas's voice cracked with the strain of trying to be brave, trying to be the man he thought he should be. "When will we go home?"

The question hung in the air like smoke. Father turned away, unable to meet his son's eyes. We all knew the truth, though none would speak it aloud: we would never go home again. Hartwell Manor was lost to us forever, as surely as if it had burned to the ground.

Never, the cold voice confirmed. We will never go back. That life is over. But perhaps... perhaps we can build something new. Something better. Something that can never be taken away.
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Chapter five
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The first week passed in a haze of adjustment and growing desperation.

I learned the rhythms of the boarding house quickly, the sounds that marked the passage of time in this place where clocks were a luxury few could afford. The pre-dawn stirring as people rose for work in the factories and docks. The heavy tread of Mrs. Grimsby's boots as she made her rounds, checking that no one had died in the night (it happened, I learned, more often than one might think). The seven o'clock bell that summoned us to breakfast.

The morning porridge was watery and often contained weevil’s small dark specks that floated on the surface or crunched between your teeth if you weren't careful. The first time I found one, I nearly vomited. By the third day, I learned to eat around them. By the fifth day, I stopped noticing them at all.

Adaptation, the cold voice noted. The human capacity for adaptation is remarkable. We can grow accustomed to anything, given time. Even degradation. Even horror.

The evening meal consisted of bread so stale it had to be soaked in weak broth to be edible, accompanied by a thin soup that was mostly water with a few vegetables floating in it—usually turnips or cabbage, sometimes potatoes if we were lucky. Meat was a rarity, and when it appeared, it was of such dubious origin that I preferred not to speculate.

"I cannot eat this," Thomas declared on our fourth evening, pushing the bowl away with a look of disgust. "It's fit only for animals."

"It's all we have, Thomas," I said gently, though my own stomach turned at the sight of the grey, greasy liquid in my bowl. "You must try to eat something. You need your strength."

But Thomas's appetite continued to diminish, and with it, his strength. The poor living conditions began to take a visible toll on his health. He developed a persistent cough that kept us all awake at night a dry, hacking sound that seemed to come from deep in his chest. His face grew gaunt, the bones of his cheeks and jaw becoming more prominent with each passing day. Dark circles appeared under his eyes, and his skin took on a greyish pallor that frightened me.

He's dying, the cold voice observed with clinical detachment. Slowly, perhaps, but dying, nonetheless. Malnutrition, poor sanitation, the damp and cold it's only a matter of time. Unless we find money for better food, for medicine, for a doctor.

I watched him sleep fitfully on his narrow bed; his small body curled beneath the thin blanket and felt something twist in my chest. He was my brother. I loved him. But beneath that love, that cold voice continued its calculations, noting symptoms, estimating timelines, assessing options.

The duality disturbed me, but I couldn't push it away.

I knew we needed money for better food, for medicine, for a doctor if Thomas's condition worsened. Father had tried to find work, but his efforts had been met with rejection after rejection. His reputation preceded him, and no one wanted to hire a man accused of embezzlement, regardless of whether the charges had been proven.

So, I ventured out into the streets of London, searching for employment with a desperation that would have horrified my former self.

The first position I inquired about was at a millinery shop in Cheapside. I had dressed in my best remaining dress a grey wool that was beginning to show wear at the cuffs and hem and pinned my hair up in what I hoped was a respectable style. I had practiced my speech, rehearsed my qualifications, prepared myself to be humble and grateful for any opportunity.

The shop was small but clean, its window displaying an array of bonnets and hats that would have been considered modest by the standards of my former life but seemed impossibly elegant now. A bell chimed as I entered, and the proprietor looked up from her work a stern woman perhaps forty years of age, with sharp eyes that took in every detail of my appearance in a single sweeping glance.

"Yes?" she said, her tone making it clear I was interrupting something important.

"Good morning, ma'am. I'm inquiring about employment. I understand you might need—"

"Can you sew?" she interrupted, setting down the hat she'd been trimming.

"I can embroider," I replied hopefully, trying to inject enthusiasm into my voice. "I'm quite skilled at needlework. I've done altar cloths for our church, and samplers, and—"

The woman laughed a harsh, barking sound that made me flinch. "Embroidery! This is a business, girl, not a drawing room. Can you operate a sewing machine? Can you cut patterns? Can you work ten hours a day, six days a week, without fainting or complaining?"

"I... I could learn," I said, hating the pleading note that crept into my voice. "I'm a quick study, and I'm willing to work hard—"

"Learn?" The woman's expression hardened. "I don't have time to train some pampered miss who's never done a real day's work in her life. Come back when you've learned some useful skills."

She turned back to her work, dismissing me as thoroughly as if I'd ceased to exist.

I left the shop with burning cheeks and a tight feeling in my chest. Behind my humiliation, that cold voice observed: She saw through you immediately. Saw the softness of your hands, the way you held yourself, the accent that marks you as gentry. You're marked, branded by your upbringing. You'll have to learn to hide it better.

The second position was at a dressmaker's establishment, slightly less reputable than the first. The proprietress was younger, with a harried expression and ink-stained fingers.

"Experience?" she asked, not looking up from the ledger she was reviewing.

"I've done extensive needlework—"

"Can you use a sewing machine?"

"No, but—"

"Can you cut patterns from measurements?"

"I could learn—"

"Next."

The third position was at a laundry. The woman who ran it looked me up and down and shook her head before I'd even finished explaining why I was there.

"You've got soft hands, girl. Laundry work will tear them to shreds within a week. You'd be crying and useless before the month was out. Try somewhere else."

It was the same story everywhere I went. My refined education, which had once been my greatest asset, now seemed like a cruel joke. I could read Latin and speak French, but I couldn't operate a loom. I could paint watercolours and play the piano, but I couldn't scrub floors efficiently enough to earn a living wage. I could recite poetry and discuss philosophy, but I couldn't mend clothes quickly enough to meet a seamstress's quotas.

Useless, the cold voice hissed. All those years of education, all those accomplishments, and you're utterly useless in the real world. You were trained to be decorative, to be a gentleman's wife, to grace a drawing room. You were never meant to survive on your own.

At a textile factory near the docks, I waited in line with dozens of other women most of them younger than me, all of them with the hard, worn look of people who'd known poverty their entire lives. When my turn came, the foreman a burly man with a face like weathered leather looked at my hands and shook his head.

"You've never done a day's real work in your life, have you, miss?" He didn't wait for an answer. "The machines here will take your fingers off if you're not careful. They're dangerous even for girls who've been working them since they were children. You'd be a liability. Find yourself a position as a lady's maid or governess—that's more your sort of thing."

"I've tried," I said, my voice tight with frustration. "Those positions require references, and I—"

"Then I can't help you." He was already looking past me to the next woman in line. "Next!"

I walked back to the boarding house through streets that seemed to grow darker and more menacing with each step. The afternoon was fading into evening, and the shadows lengthened between the buildings. Men loitered in doorways, their eyes following me with an interest that made my skin crawl. I walked faster, clutching my reticule close to my body.

Prey, the cold voice reminded me. That's what you are here. Weak. Vulnerable. Alone. Learn from this. Learn what it means to be powerless. And then learn how to never be powerless again.

By the end of the second week, our meagre savings were nearly exhausted. We had perhaps four shillings left enough for one more week's rent, with nothing left over for food or medicine or anything else.

Thomas's cough had worsened, evolving from a dry hack into something wet and rattling that brought up phlegm streaked with blood. He had developed a fever that left him delirious at night, tossing and turning on his narrow bed, crying out for things that no longer existed. He spoke of the manor as if we were still living there, asking when he could go riding, when his tutor would arrive, whether Cook had made his favourite pudding.

"He needs a doctor," I told Father one evening as we sat by Thomas's bedside, watching him sleep fitfully. His breathing was laboured, each breath seeming to require enormous effort. "And proper medicine. The apothecary on the corner has lung tonics that might help, but they cost two shillings a bottle."

"Two shillings?" Father's face was haggard, his eyes hollow with despair and exhaustion. "We have perhaps four shillings left to our name. If we spend half of it on medicine, we won't be able to pay next week's rent."

"Then what do you suggest?" I asked, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. "That we let him die?"

Father flinched as if I'd struck him. "I will write to Charlotte," he said finally. "She's family. Surely, she will help. She must help."

"No!" The word came out sharper than I'd intended, and Father looked at me in surprise. I forced myself to speak more calmly, though rage burned in my chest. "We don't need her. She abandoned us when she could have helped. She stood in our entrance hall and disowned us to save her own reputation. She offered you and Thomas shelter but specifically excluded me. She made her choice."

And I will remember it, the cold voice added. I will remember every slight, every betrayal, every person who turned their back on us when we needed them. I'm keeping a ledger, and one day, the accounts will be settled.

"We must find another way," I said, though I had no idea what that might be.

Father said nothing, just turned back to Thomas's bedside, his shoulders slumped in defeat.
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Chapter Six
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The next morning, I made my way through the narrow, filth-strewn streets to the pawnbroker's shop, Mother's pearl necklace clutched in my reticule. It was the last precious item I had managed to save from the manor the one thing of value we had left.

The weight of it seemed heavier with each step not the pearls themselves, but what they represented. The last tangible piece of our former life, about to be traded for survival. Mother had worn this necklace on her wedding day. She'd worn it to balls and dinners, to church on Sundays, to every important occasion in her life. And now I was going to sell it to a pawnbroker in Whitechapel for whatever pittance he deigned to offer.

Sentiment is a luxury, the cold voice reminded me. Thomas is dying. The necklace is just an object. Objects can be replaced. Brothers cannot.

The shop squatted between a gin house and a rag merchant's stall, its windows so grimy that the goods displayed behind them appeared ghostly and indistinct. A faded sign hung above the door: "Silas Blackwood - Pawnbroker - Fair Prices Paid." The last part was almost certainly a lie.

A bell jangled harshly as I pushed open the door, and the smell hit me immediately a nauseating mixture of old leather, tobacco smoke, and something sweetly rotten that made my stomach turn. The shop was crammed with the detritus of other people's desperation: tarnished silver, worn clothing, tools, books, musical instruments, jewellery. All the things’ people had pawned when they ran out of options.

This is where hope comes to die, the cold voice observed.

The pawnbroker emerged from the shadows at the back of the shop like a spider sensing prey in its web. He was a greasy man with calculating eyes that swept over me, taking in my worn but quality dress, my desperate expression, the way my hands trembled slightly as I approached his counter. He was perhaps fifty, with thinning hair slicked back with pomade and a waistcoat that strained across his considerable belly.

"What have we here?" he asked, his voice oily with false pleasantness. "A lady fallen on hard times, I'd wager. You're not the first, my dear, and you won't be the last. What have you brought me?"

I placed the necklace on the scarred wooden counter between us, the pearls gleaming softly even in the shop's dim light. For a moment, I saw them as they had been draped around Mother's throat at a ball, catching the light of a hundred candles, making her look like a queen. The memory felt like it belonged to someone else entirely, to a girl who no longer existed.

"These are real pearls," I said, forcing my voice to remain steady despite the tremor in my hands. Each word felt rehearsed, performed the desperate daughter playing her part. "They're worth at least twenty pounds."

The pawnbroker lifted the necklace with thick, dirt-rimmed fingers, holding it up to what little light filtered through the grimy windows. He produced a jeweller’s loupe from his waistcoat pocket and examined each pearl with maddening slowness, making small sounds of consideration that I knew were calculated to unnerve me. He was performing too, I realized playing the role of the careful businessman, the cautious investor.

We're both actors, the cold voice observed. Both playing our parts. But he has the power here, and I have none. For now.

"Real enough," he admitted finally, setting the necklace back down with deliberate carelessness, as though Mother's most precious possession were nothing more than a trinket. "But real don't always mean valuable, miss. Not in my line of work."

"They belonged to my mother," I said, and the pleading note that crept into my voice was genuine or genuine enough. Some distant part of me observed the performance with cold clarity. Perfect pitch, that voice whispered. Just desperate enough to be believable. He'll think he has you exactly where he wants you.

"They're heirloom quality," I continued, letting my voice break slightly. "Any jeweller would—"

"Any jeweller ain't standing in front of you now, is he?" The pawnbroker's smile revealed yellowed teeth, several missing. His breath reeked of gin and decay. "Too fine for my usual customers, these are. I'd have to hold onto them for months, maybe years, before the right buyer came along. That's risk, miss. Risk costs money."

I watched him, and beneath my desperation genuine in its way, for Thomas truly was
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