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Prologue
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Kembleford, Gloucestershire, Spring, 1961

It was the kind of morning that left everything half-lit, clouds thick with rain not yet fallen, the wind slow but promising mischief. The fog had climbed over the trees like an old duchess pulling on her pearls, settling against the windows of Montague Hall in soft, persistent hushes.

Lady Felicia Montague stood at the drawing room window in silence, watching the gravel path disappear into the pale white mist. She held a tumbler of whisky, half melted, the last of the night’s intentions quietly slipping into morning. Her dressing gown, silk and monogrammed, hung slightly open at the collar, revealing the fine gold crucifix around her neck. Her nails were perfectly painted. Her eyes, though, were bloodshot.

Behind her, a fire cracked in the hearth, trying to make something out of itself. On the sideboard, a letter sat unopened beside the Times and a delicate butter knife that had been stabbed rather melodramatically into a pat of marmalade two hours ago.

The envelope was cream, official, and postmarked from Lusaka.

She hadn’t opened it because she already knew what it said. Something vague. Something damning. Something requiring her signature and silence.

Footsteps echoed in the hall. Father Brown, punctual and dry as ever, appearing like some benevolent ghost with a cassock and a nose for trouble. She didn’t turn around.

“You came early,” she said, her voice flat.

“You called late,” he replied, without judgment. “I assumed it was urgent.”

She tilted her head slightly, eyes still on the window. “Only if the collapse of one’s entire life counts.”

Father Brown walked toward the fire, warming his hands, saying nothing.

“They’ve found something in the archives,” she said after a moment. “Something Monty buried. Something I should’ve burned when I had the chance.”

He nodded gently. “The past is never really buried. Not properly. It’s more like... compost.”

She laughed, sharply. “That’s grotesque.”

“Yet fruitful,” he said, turning toward her. “Even decay has purpose.”

She looked at him then, really looked. His round face, his patient eyes, the priest’s collar she once called “the most stylish form of repression in Europe.” It was Father Brown who had seen her through her lowest years. The deaths. The scandals. The shame. Even the flirtation with Flambeau that nearly ended everything.

And now here he was again, standing in her drawing room as her world cracked beneath her heels.

“I used to think I was someone important,” she said. “Lady Felicia. The great Countess of Montague. Granddaughter of the Duke of Frome. The whole bloody porcelain doll.”

“You are important,” Father Brown said. “Just not in the way they told you to be.”

She reached down, picked up the letter, and held it above the fire.

He didn’t stop her.

The paper curled slowly, like an autumn leaf. Names blackened. Seals crumbled. What the government didn’t know couldn’t hurt them. Or at least, it wouldn’t hurt Monty.

As the last scrap fell into ash, she straightened her shoulders.

“Well,” she said, setting down her glass. “If they want a story, they’ll get one. But it’ll be on my terms.”

Father Brown smiled. “That’s the spirit.”

“No,” she corrected, brushing back her hair. “That’s the Countess.”

She turned toward the door, her heels clicking across the floor.

Because the past wasn’t finished with her yet.

And she had no intention of being quiet when it came.
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Blood and Rain

April 12th, 1912 – Fairweather Hall, Somerset

Lady Isobel Windermere, born Lady Isobel Frome, went into labour during a thunderstorm so violent it rattled the stained-glass windows of Fairweather Hall. The family physician, Dr. Beale, later described the birth as “a dramatic entrance,” though whether he meant the storm or the child, no one could say. The butler, Timmons, wagered it was both.

Felicia Georgiana Windermere came into the world red-faced, screaming, and with a head of hair “like the damned Black Irish,” as her grandfather muttered before pouring himself a second brandy and muttering about Catholics and fate.

The ninth Duke of Frome, Quentin Langton, was not an affectionate man. He had buried his son, his wife, and at least in spirit, his own daughter, who had married far below her station to a Catholic Yorkshire baron with more opinions than land. That same daughter now lay weak and half-conscious in the rosewood bedchamber of the west wing, cradling the child she had named Felicia, though no one had asked the Duke what he thought of the name.

He did not, in fact, think much of it.

“What does a child need with such gaiety?” he asked the priest, standing stiff beside the hearth in the library. “It’s a name for actresses and scandal sheets.”

Father Pargeter said nothing, merely bowed his head. The Duke paid for the man’s rectory, after all.
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THE RAIN LINGERED FOR three days, and so did the hush around the nursery. The baby was healthy, yes, but her father, Lord Alexander Windermere, had not been seen since two nights before the birth. A cable arrived from Manchester, then another from Paris. Business, it said. Essential. He sent flowers and an apology in French.

It was the first of many such apologies in Felicia’s life.

The nursery, tucked into the eastern wing overlooking the rose garden, was staffed by one woman and one rule: Obedience before affection. Nanny Langton, no relation to the family, despite the name, was a former sister from a Catholic orphanage in Perthshire. She had one eye slightly off-centre, a wristwatch set five minutes fast, and a collection of rosaries large enough to supply a battalion.

She baptised Felicia herself when the priest was late. Not with oil or water, but with a whispered phrase she spoke as she wrapped the newborn in a wool blanket:

“You’ll be a trial, and a gift, in equal measure.”
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BY THE TIME FELICIA could speak, she had developed two key skills: asking questions that upset people, and escaping rooms unnoticed.

At four, she was found on the roof of the stables, clapping at the crows. At six, she corrected her cousin John’s Latin declensions and was made to apologise. At seven, she asked the Duke why Catholics were still called traitors in the Daily Mail. He stared at her for a full ten seconds before responding, “Because the country still prefers its villains in lace cuffs.”

She didn’t know what that meant. She remembered it anyway.

Cousin John Langton, older by two years and already insufferably dutiful, was her constant companion. They were schooled together at the long oak table in the morning room, taught by a string of exhausted tutors who rarely lasted the season. John answered questions. Felicia questioned answers.

In church, she sang the loudest and genuflected with theatrical flair. When Father Pargeter called her “spirited,” the Duke responded, “That’s what they say about wild horses before they shoot them.”

But there were softer moments, too. Dappled sunlight on the nursery floor. Long walks with Nanny Langton, who allowed more freedom than she admitted to. Laughter echoing from the billiards room where Felicia once hid a live ferret. The way the Duke, on rare occasions, let her climb into his study chair after supper and press her small hand against his lion-engraved signet ring.

“You’ve fire,” he told her once. “Burn carefully.”
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THE OLDER SHE GREW, the more carefully she learned to burn. She smiled at the right moments. Learned to curtsy, to fence, to play Chopin without emotion. Her mother, increasingly absent, floated through the house like an oil painting on borrowed time. Her father returned twice a year, polished and perfumed, full of compliments and impatience. He brought trinkets. Never stayed long.

By ten, Felicia had perfected the art of being watchable. She knew which dress to wear for guests, how to manipulate the cadence of her voice to hold attention, when to feign innocence and when to use it as a weapon.

It wasn’t vanity, it was survival. In a house of silence and status, charm was her rebellion.
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IN DECEMBER OF 1920, just after her eighth Christmas, her mother fell ill with what was first called “a persistent fatigue” and later, in darker corridors, “a failing of the will.”

By spring, she was dead.

Felicia cried once, silently, in the corridor outside her mother’s dressing room. She clutched a vial of perfume that still smelled like jasmine and talc. Nanny Langton found her, sat beside her on the floor, and did not speak.

The next morning, Felicia stood beside her grandfather at the funeral. He did not take her hand.

When the priest spoke of Lady Isobel’s grace, her charity, her beauty, Felicia thought: None of that helped her. None of it saved her.

The pews were full of titled faces and sympathetic mouths. And not one of them would matter to her ever again.

Not in any real way.
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