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​Chapter one: The return home
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The morning mist lifted gently over the rolling hills of the Harcourt estate, revealing the soft golds and greens of early spring. The manor stood serene and timeless, its ivy-clad façade glinting in the pale light as the sound of carriage wheels crunched over the gravel drive.

Henry exhaled deeply as the familiar gates came into view. “Home,” he murmured, a small smile tugging at his lips.

Beside him, Jasmine stretched, her fingers laced through his. “It’s strange,” she said, gazing out the window at the countryside unfurling before them. “Santorini already feels like a dream.”

Henry turned to her, his expression soft. “A beautiful dream. But this”—he gestured toward the manor beyond the trees—“this is the part where we wake up and make it real.”

She smiled, eyes bright. “Our home here, and a new one there. It still feels unreal that we actually bought the house.”

Henry chuckled. “It’s modest by Harcourt standards, but I’ve never seen a view quite like that one. The Aegean looks like it’s been painted just for you.”

“Flattery, Mr. Harcourt?” she teased, leaning her head against his shoulder.

“Observation,” he corrected, with a glint of humor. “I’m merely a man who recognizes art when he sees it.”

As the car slowed to a stop in front of the grand entrance, the front doors opened to reveal familiar figures waiting—Lady Beatrice in her immaculate lavender coat, and beside her, a woman with dark auburn hair and a knowing smile.

“Ah,” Henry said, straightening his jacket. “Brace yourself. My sister’s here.”

Jasmine grinned. “Lady Sophia, the Countess of Evergreen?”

“The very same,” he replied with mock weariness. “Charming, sharp as a blade, and entirely too interested in other people’s affairs.”

“Sounds delightful,” Jasmine said, feigning innocence.

“Delightful is one word for her,” Henry murmured, stepping out of the car.

The moment his boots touched the gravel, Sophia swept forward with arms open and an irrepressible smile. “Henry!” she exclaimed. “You’ve finally returned! And with your lovely fiancée, no less.”

Henry managed a laugh as she enveloped him in a hug. “Sophia, it’s good to see you too. You’re looking remarkably regal for someone who spends half her life pretending to garden.”

She swatted his arm playfully before turning to Jasmine. “So this is the famous Jasmine. My goodness, you’re even more radiant in person.”

Jasmine blushed lightly. “Thank you, Lady Sophia. It’s lovely to meet you.”

“Sophia, please,” the countess insisted, taking Jasmine’s hands warmly. “And this must be the ring I’ve heard about. Exquisite taste, Henry—finally.”

“Finally?” Henry raised an eyebrow. “You say that as though I’ve spent years proposing to people.”

“Well,” Sophia said with a mischievous smirk, “I’m just relieved it’s not another manuscript you’ve fallen in love with.”

From behind her, a tall man with a stately air and kind blue eyes stepped forward—Count Richard of Evergreen, Sophia’s husband. “You’ll have to forgive my wife,” he said with a polite bow toward Jasmine. “She was born with a sense of humor and a lack of filter.”

“Two of her finest qualities,” Henry said dryly.

“Richard, Jasmine,” Sophia interjected with a smile, “you two will get along splendidly. You both seem to have the patience of saints.”

Jasmine laughed, instantly at ease. “Then we’ll survive just fine.”

As the group made their way inside, the manor came alive with the bustle of returning life. Staff greeted them warmly, trunks were carried upstairs, and the air smelled faintly of fresh flowers and polished oak. The warmth of the estate—its steady, grounding presence—seemed to wrap around Jasmine as she looked up at the grand staircase.

“It feels different this time,” she said quietly to Henry as they paused in the hall.

“How so?” he asked.

“It feels like home,” she said simply.

He looked at her for a long moment, his expression softening. “Then I suppose it’s finally becoming what it should be.”

Before he could say more, Sophia’s voice rang out from the parlor. “Henry, don’t tell me you’ve been away from civilization so long that you’ve forgotten how to make proper tea!”

Henry sighed with exaggerated patience. “You see what I mean?”

Jasmine giggled. “I adore her already.”

As the family gathered in the drawing room for tea, stories flowed easily—of Santorini sunsets, vineyard visits, and the house they’d bought overlooking the sea. Jasmine’s descriptions painted the trip in vivid color, and even Sophia, ever the skeptic, seemed charmed.

When the conversation drifted toward Henry’s next book, Air, Sophia leaned forward, curiosity alight in her eyes. “And when will the world finally see it?”

Henry hesitated. “Soon. Margaret says the proofs are nearly ready.”

Richard smiled. “Another success in the making, I’m sure.”

Henry offered a modest shrug. “Let’s hope it resonates.”

Jasmine placed a hand on his knee under the table. “It will,” she said softly.

The rest of the afternoon unfolded in laughter and easy conversation, sunlight spilling across crystal cups and fresh lilies. Outside, the estate’s gardens glimmered in the breeze—a quiet promise that this was not an ending, but the gentle beginning of another chapter in their shared life.

As dusk began to fall, Jasmine caught Henry’s gaze across the room. He smiled at her, that quiet, wordless smile she’d fallen in love with—the one that said we’re home, and we’re exactly where we’re meant to be.
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​Chapter Two: Traditions and To-Do Lists
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The following morning broke softly over the Harcourt estate. Pale sunlight spilled through gauzy curtains, warming the air with the faint scent of honeysuckle that drifted in from the gardens. The manor, though grand, seemed to hum with a domestic calm—one that only settled over it when Henry was home.

In the west wing, Henry sat in his study, pen in hand and a half-empty cup of coffee cooling beside him. The large oak desk was cluttered with notes, drafts, and a galley copy of Air, his much-anticipated new novel. Outside, the morning breeze whispered through the trees, carrying the faint call of distant birds.

He reread the same sentence three times, frowning.
It was easier to write about longing when I still longed for something.
He set down his pen, exhaling. “Too self-indulgent,” he muttered, crossing it out.

For all his recent success, Henry felt oddly adrift. The acclaim surrounding Helium had brought him everything he’d once thought he wanted—recognition, praise, invitations to literary events in cities he’d never imagined visiting. Yet, sitting here, surrounded by polished shelves and family portraits, he wondered if he’d already reached the peak.

He leaned back, rubbing his temple. “A writer should never believe his own reviews,” he said softly to the empty room. “It’s the quickest way to lose his honesty.”

A knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts.

“Enter,” he called.

Lady Beatrice peeked in, regal as ever in a lavender silk shawl. “Good morning, Henry. I thought you might like some company—or at least a reminder that the rest of us still exist beyond that desk of yours.”

Henry smiled faintly. “Good morning, Grandmother. I was just revising.”

She stepped in, her eyes sweeping over the pages. “Still fussing with perfection, I see. You were exactly the same as a boy—rewriting your letters to Santa until your handwriting was symmetrical.”

“Consistency is a curse,” he said wryly.

Lady Beatrice chuckled. “Well, don’t bury yourself in that study all day. Jasmine is having tea with Sophia and Richard in the garden room. You might consider joining them before your fiancée starts believing you’ve eloped with your manuscript.”

Henry laughed softly. “Noted, Grandmother. I’ll join them soon.”

As she left, Henry glanced at the framed photo of Jasmine on his desk—the one taken in Venice, under the soft glow of a café lantern. He smiled. “I suppose even writers need to live their stories once in a while.”



In the garden room, sunlight poured through arched windows, illuminating delicate china and a vase of wildflowers freshly cut from the meadow. Jasmine sat comfortably across from Lady Beatrice, Sophia, and Richard, a pot of Earl Grey steaming between them.

“This is divine,” Jasmine said, lifting her cup. “You must tell me where the tea comes from.”

“The estate’s own blend,” Lady Beatrice replied, clearly pleased. “A family recipe that dates back to your fiancé’s great-grandmother. Strong, elegant, and entirely unwilling to be rushed—rather like a Harcourt.”

Sophia grinned. “Except Henry. He’s more of a Darjeeling—smooth, mild, and prone to existential crises.”

“Darjeeling?” Jasmine giggled. “That’s oddly accurate.”

Richard raised a brow over his teacup. “You do realize your brother can probably hear you from the study, darling?”

“Good,” Sophia said breezily. “Let him know he’s being discussed. Keeps him humble.”

Lady Beatrice gave her granddaughter a look of tolerant amusement. “Sophia, really. You’re as incorrigible as ever.”

“I prefer charmingly candid,” Sophia countered, then turned to Jasmine. “Now, my dear, we need to talk about the wedding.”

Jasmine blinked. “Already?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Sophia said, setting down her cup. “You’re marrying into a family that still has an official crest, darling. There will be committees, seating charts, and centuries of tradition breathing down your neck. Best to start early before it all descends into chaos.”

Richard groaned. “You’re going to terrify her before lunch.”

“I’m preparing her,” Sophia corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Jasmine smiled, equal parts amused and overwhelmed. “Well, I suppose I could use the guidance. I’ve never planned anything remotely aristocratic before.”

Lady Beatrice nodded approvingly. “Good. A wedding at Harcourt Hall must reflect its heritage. But I should like to think it will also reflect you, my dear. Fresh, modern, but with respect for tradition.”

Sophia leaned in conspiratorially. “Translation: Beatrice will allow only one modern song at the reception.”

“Two,” Lady Beatrice said firmly, without missing a beat. “Provided they are tasteful.”

The table burst into laughter.

Jasmine found herself settling comfortably into the rhythm of conversation. Despite the family’s reputation for grandeur, the warmth was genuine. Sophia’s quick wit, Lady Beatrice’s dry humor, and Richard’s steady charm made her feel—at last—like she belonged.

As the afternoon wore on, Sophia led Jasmine through potential color palettes, floral arrangements, and the idea of hosting the ceremony in the west gardens beneath the ancient oak trees. Jasmine’s imagination ran wild—candles, ivy, strings of light glinting over the lake. It all seemed magical.

And yet, in a quiet corner of her heart, she wondered if Henry would truly want such grandeur. He’d grown increasingly introspective since the success of Helium, and fame never sat easily on his shoulders.



That evening, Henry joined them for dinner, his fingers ink-stained and his mood contemplative. Jasmine caught his hand beneath the table.

“Busy day in the study?” she asked softly.

He nodded, giving her a small smile. “Busy, yes. Productive... questionable.”

“Then tomorrow, no writing,” she said decisively. “We’ll go for a walk, just us.”

“Deal,” he murmured, his thumb brushing hers.

Sophia smirked from across the table. “Careful, Jasmine. You’re dangerously close to distracting a man of literature from his muse.”

Jasmine grinned. “I think I am the muse.”

“Precisely,” Sophia said with a wink. “So keep him inspired—and preferably not brooding before breakfast.”

Henry chuckled quietly, shaking his head. “You see why I never win an argument in this family?”

“Because you pick the wrong opponents,” Richard replied dryly.

Laughter filled the hall, echoing off the old stone walls. It was the kind of evening that blurred the lines between old traditions and new beginnings—the sound of legacy softening under the warmth of love and laughter.

And for the first time since returning home, Henry felt the faint, grounding pull of peace.

But as he glanced toward the study door later that night, he knew there was still something stirring within him—a quiet unease about the future, and the shadow of a story yet to unfold.
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​Chapter Three: Echoes of Legacy
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The following afternoon was crisp and golden, the kind of day that made the English countryside glow like a painting. Jasmine and Henry walked hand in hand along the winding garden paths that bordered the lake. The water shimmered beneath a pale sun, reflecting the grand silhouette of Harcourt Hall in gentle ripples.

“You were right,” Henry said, his tone thoughtful. “It’s better than writing.”

“Told you,” Jasmine teased, bumping his shoulder. “Sometimes the best way to think is not to think at all.”

“Spoken like someone who’s never had to face a deadline,” he replied with a crooked smile.

“Oh, please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Try running a live broadcast while your earpiece screams breaking news in one ear and your co-anchor mispronounces the Prime Minister’s name.”

Henry chuckled, slipping his arm around her waist. “Point taken.”

They walked in comfortable silence for a while, the air filled with birdsong and the distant hum of bees weaving through lavender. The quiet between them wasn’t empty—it was full, alive, like a shared heartbeat.

Jasmine stopped near a marble bench overlooking the lake. “You’ve been... quieter lately,” she said softly. “Since we came back from Santorini.”

Henry sat beside her, his gaze distant. “I suppose I have.”

“You’re thinking about the book, aren’t you?” she asked.

He hesitated, then nodded. “Margaret keeps pushing for a global tour once Air launches. Book signings, interviews, lectures—the whole circus. And part of me knows I should be excited. But another part... just wants to stay here.”

Jasmine tilted her head, studying him. “Here at the estate?”

He nodded. “It’s peaceful here. Real. Fame feels... hollow sometimes. Everyone tells you what you want to hear, but no one really sees you.”

She smiled gently. “I see you.”

Henry turned to her, his expression softening. “That’s the thing. You do. And I’m not sure I can leave that behind for months.”

She reached out and took his hand. “Then don’t. We’ll figure it out. You don’t owe the world all of you, Henry. Just the parts you’re willing to give.”

He looked at her for a long moment, then pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

“Probably something terribly noble in a past life,” she said lightly, and he laughed.

They stayed by the lake until the sun began to dip, turning the water to gold. When they finally returned to the house, the scent of baking bread drifted from the kitchens and the faint notes of piano music carried from the drawing room—Sophia, undoubtedly, entertaining herself while Lady Beatrice supervised the household with her usual quiet authority.

As they entered the main hall, Mrs. Clark, the housekeeper, appeared. “Lady Beatrice asked if Miss Jasmine would join her in the east wing,” she said with a small smile. “Something about ‘a matter of great importance.’”

Jasmine raised an eyebrow. “That sounds ominous.”

Henry grinned. “Don’t worry. If it involves embroidery or ancient Harcourt gossip, I’ll send a rescue party.”

She playfully swatted his arm before following Mrs. Clark through the long corridor lined with ancestral portraits. The east wing was older than the rest of the house—its air cooler, scented faintly of cedar and history. When they reached the double doors at the end of the hallway, Mrs. Clark gave a polite nod and departed.

“Come in, my dear,” came Lady Beatrice’s voice.

Jasmine stepped inside. The room was dimly lit, the afternoon light filtering through lace curtains. A fire crackled in the hearth, and Lady Beatrice sat at a large mahogany table, a velvet-lined chest open before her.

“Ah, Jasmine,” she said with a smile. “I was hoping you’d come.”

Jasmine approached, curiosity sparking. “Mrs. Clark said you wanted to see me?”

“Yes.” Lady Beatrice gestured for her to sit. “There’s something I wish to show you. Something that has been part of this family for more than a century.”

Jasmine’s gaze fell to the chest. Inside, resting on a cushion of deep blue velvet, was a tiara unlike anything she had ever seen. Diamonds glinted softly in the firelight, set in intricate swirls of platinum and tiny emeralds that caught the light like drops of rain.

“It’s beautiful,” Jasmine breathed. “Truly stunning.”

Lady Beatrice’s expression softened with pride. “It belonged to your late mother-in-law-to-be. But its story goes back much further. This tiara was a gift from Queen Mary herself to my grandmother, Lady Evelyn Harcourt, in 1912. It’s been worn by every Harcourt bride since.”

Jasmine’s eyes widened. “Every bride?”

“Every one,” Lady Beatrice confirmed. “And I intend for that tradition to continue—with you.”

Jasmine blinked, caught off guard. “Me?”

“Yes, my dear,” Lady Beatrice said gently. “You are soon to be part of this family—not just in name, but in legacy. And I can think of no better way to honor that than by seeing you walk down the aisle wearing this.”

Emotion swelled in Jasmine’s chest. “I... I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes,” Lady Beatrice said simply, her voice warm but firm. “It belongs to you now, at least for one day. But I must ask you to treat it with care. It is priceless, both in value and sentiment.”

Jasmine nodded, still in awe. “Of course. I’ll take the greatest care of it.”

Lady Beatrice smiled. “Good. Then it’s settled. We’ll have it cleaned and fitted to you before the ceremony.”

Jasmine couldn’t resist leaning closer to admire it. The craftsmanship was breathtaking—each stone delicately set, each curve of metal shaped like a whisper of history. “It’s almost... too perfect to wear.”

Lady Beatrice’s expression grew wistful. “Beauty often carries the weight of its history, my dear. Remember that when you wear it—it is not only a symbol of our past, but a blessing for your future.”

Jasmine nodded, her heart full. “I will. Thank you, truly.”

As Lady Beatrice closed the chest and locked it with a small silver key, Jasmine couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just stepped into a piece of history—and that history, in turn, had quietly taken notice.



That night, as she and Henry sat by the fire, she told him about the tiara.

He smiled faintly, but there was something unreadable in his gaze. “It’s fitting, I suppose,” he said. “You’ll bring new life to something so old.”

She touched his arm. “You sound uncertain.”

He looked into the flames. “Not uncertain,” he said quietly. “Just... aware. The Harcourt legacy has a way of demanding more than it gives.”

Jasmine rested her head on his shoulder. “Then we’ll make new traditions,” she whispered. “Ones that belong to us.”

He smiled, pressing a kiss to her hair. “That sounds perfect.”

But as the fire crackled and the house settled into silence, neither of them noticed the faint echo of footsteps in the east corridor—or the way the last sliver of light glinted off the locked chest that held the tiara, waiting quietly for the story it would soon be part of.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Four: Storm Over Harcourt Manor
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The morning broke gray and heavy, clouds hanging low over the countryside like a woolen shawl. A brisk wind stirred the trees as the manor hummed with quiet activity. Mrs. Clark oversaw breakfast preparations, the scent of freshly baked scones and marmalade wafting through the corridors, while Jasmine’s laughter echoed faintly from the kitchen as she attempted—unsuccessfully—to convince the chef to let her help.

Henry descended the grand staircase, adjusting the cuffs of his shirt as Lady Beatrice appeared from the east corridor, hat and gloves in place with military precision.

“There you are,” she said crisply. “We’re already ten minutes behind schedule.”

“Good morning to you too,” Henry said lightly, reaching for his coat. “I take it we’re off to face the Committee of Eternal Tradition?”

Lady Beatrice gave him a look. “You make it sound like a medieval tribunal, Henry. It’s a community committee, not an inquisition.”

“Last year, they debated the color of the jockeys’ banners for three hours,” Henry reminded her. “If that’s not an inquisition, I don’t know what is.”

Beatrice’s lips twitched despite herself. “Nonsense. These traditions are the backbone of Harcourt society. Your grandfather chaired this race for forty years, and your father before him. It’s time you take a more active role.”

Henry sighed, slipping into his coat. “Yes, I’m beginning to gather that the Harcourt men are born, educated, and bred to run horse races.”

“And estates,” Beatrice added. “And households. And occasionally, the country, when called upon.”

“I’ll settle for surviving the meeting,” Henry muttered.

As they made their way to the car, Jasmine appeared at the door, wearing one of his sweaters over her jeans, her hair tied back loosely. “You two look terribly official,” she teased. “Is this the famous committee I’ve been hearing about?”

Henry groaned. “Prepare yourself, love—it’s less ‘committee’ and more ‘local parliament disguised as a tea party.’”

Jasmine laughed. “Then I’m almost sorry I’m not coming.”

“No, you’re not,” Henry said, kissing her cheek. “Stay here and enjoy your peace. I’ll be home before the storm hits.”

“Be careful,” she said softly, brushing a stray lock of hair from his forehead.

“Always,” he promised.



The village of Harcourt-on-Wye was already bustling when they arrived. The community hall—a stately Georgian building that smelled faintly of lemon polish and old paper—was filled with familiar faces. Farmers, landowners, local councillors, and the formidable Mrs. Pennington, who had chaired the Ladies’ Floral Division since 1983.

“Ah, Lady Beatrice!” Mrs. Pennington exclaimed, sweeping forward like a ship under full sail. “And Henry, my dear boy! How wonderful to see you taking your rightful place at the table.”

“Wonderful might be an overstatement,” Henry murmured under his breath, earning a swift nudge from his grandmother.

The meeting began promptly. Discussions ranged from traditional banners to catering vendors to whether the new announcer’s voice was “too modern” for an event
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