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  Prologue
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England, spring 1804 (or a variation thereof) 
Three Years Ago
A hand curled around a glass of water, Lady Charlotte Frampton stood by the refreshment table. Doing her best to drown out the cheerfulness of the many attending guests to her father’s rather impromptu ball, she forced the clear liquid down her throat, hoping it would somehow clear her mind and ease her heart.
“You look lovely tonight, my dear,” Lord Northfield whispered from behind her.
His breath brushed over the bare skin on her neck, and she gritted her teeth as a wave of nausea rolled over her. Swallowing, she turned around, eyes hard as she regarded him with all the repulsion that burned in her heart. “I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from calling me that, my lord.”
Instead of being offended, Lord Northfield chuckled. “How endearing,” he said, then glanced around the large ballroom before leaning closer. “You did not object the other night.”
“I did object,” Charlotte forced out through gritted teeth. “However, how was I to know that you are anything but a gentleman?”
Amused, Baron Northfield laughed. “Be that as it may,” he continued, “Your father will make the announcement within the hour,” his unrelenting eyes held hers for a moment before drifting lower to linger on more intimate places, “and then I shall have every right to call you my dear.” A triumphant sneer drew up his lips as he held her gaze, daring her to fight him, knowing that she could not win.
As his threat echoed in her ears, Charlotte felt her body grow rigid with dread and repulsion and the utter hopelessness of her situation. Her fingers tightened around the glass in her hand until her sinews stood out white and her hand began to ache. And yet, Charlotte welcomed the pain for it was far better than the torturous despair that ate at her soul.
Brushing a golden lock of his meticulously groomed hair behind his ear, Lord Northfield smiled at her, clearly amused with the struggle that coursed through her. 
Once, she had thought him handsome with his clear blue eyes and symmetric features. He was tall and striking, and women flocked to him. However, on closer inspection, Charlotte now knew that he was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, a predator who preyed on the weak.
For a reason Charlotte could not fathom, his choice for a target had fallen on her.
And he had taken her down.
The memory of a nightmare flashed before her mind’s eye, and her hand convulsively clenched around the delicate glass in her hand.
A moment later, a soft crack reached her ears, and then the opposing pressure vanished. Cold water ran over her hand as tiny shards of crystal dug into her fingers and palm, others falling to the floor.
Lord Northfield’s eyes narrowed slightly as his gaze shifted to her hand.
Blood welled up between her clenched fingers and dripped to the ground. However, no one seemed to notice. The music continued to play. Couples continued to dance. And the world continued to turn.
Why didn’t anyone notice?
From a distance, a voice echoed to her ears. “Charlotte!”
Hearing his voice, Charlotte’s muscles instantly went slack with relief. Her hand opened, and the remaining shards fell to the floor as she fought the growing dizziness that threatened to knock out her legs from under her.
As she turned her head, she found him rushing toward her, his kind face clouded with concern as his eyes shifted from her face to her bloodied hand.
He was her friend, her protector, her saviour. He always had been, and yet, today, he could not help her.
“Kenneth,” she gasped as he reached for her hand, his watchful eyes examining the small cuts.
“Are you all right?” he asked, pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket. “What happened?” His eyes drifted to Lord Northfield, and she noticed the slight tension that always came to his jaw whenever he wanted to say more than he dared.
“I’m fine,” Charlotte said, allowing his strong arms to hold her upright as white lights began to dance before her eyes. “I’m fine,” she repeated although the meaning of that sentence was lost on her.
“It is nothing,” Lord Northfield interjected, a disapproving frown on his face as he glanced from her to Kenneth. Then he held out his hand to her. “Allow me to escort you to the terrace for some air.”
Staring at her own hand as though he’d just threatened to cut it off, Charlotte took a step back and then shook her head. The mere thought of being alone with that man terrified her to her very core.
At her rejection, Lord Northfield’s jaw clenched and his eyes hardened, revealing the unfeeling heart that beat in his chest. “You will do as I say,” he snapped, advancing on her.
“That’s enough, Northfield,” Kenneth commanded, stepping in front of her, shielding her with his body. He glared at her enemy. “Leave. Now.”
A snarl on his face, Lord Northfield took a deep breath as the glare in his eyes promised retribution. Squaring his shoulders, he raised his head, looking down at them with unconcealed disgust. Then he turned on his heel and walked away.
Closing her eyes, Charlotte took a deep breath. Although she held no hope in her heart for herself, she prayed that Kenneth would not suffer for his gallant heart. Who knew of what else Northfield was capable?
“What is going on, Charlotte?” Kenneth asked, his warm eyes searching her face as he held his handkerchief pressed to her wounded hand. “What just happened?” The look in his eyes told her that he was not referring to her bleeding hand.
Swallowing, Charlotte forced a smile on her face. “Nothing.” She shook her head, unable to look him in the eyes and lie. “Everything’s fine. Let me just go and take care of this.” Withdrawing her hand from his, she stepped around him and hastened toward the door before he could object.
Tears burned in her eyes, but she held them back until the solitude of the corridor engulfed her. Then the dam burst, and all the pain and misery of the past fortnight poured down her cheeks.
Unable to hold back the agonising sobs that tore from her throat, Charlotte fled through the first door she could find and retreated to the very back of the library, hoping that the distance would drown out her sobs. With hands curled into fists, she leant back against a tall bookshelf, resting her head against its precious volumes, before her knees gave in and she sagged to the ground.
Then she heard the door open and footsteps approach.
Instantly, Charlotte froze, her sobs stuck in her throat as images of that one fateful night flashed before her eyes and her heart doubled over in pain. Not again! Her mind screamed, and she pushed herself to her feet. Had he come after her as he had then?
“Charlotte? Are you in here?”
For the second time that night, Kenneth’s voice washed over her strained nerves and put them at ease.
Taking a deep breath, Charlotte swallowed as her heart hammered in her chest. “I’m here,” she whispered, all strength gone from her body.
Footsteps echoed closer, and then Kenneth stood before her, his dark eyes searching her face. “Tell me what’s going on? What did he do?”
Averting her eyes, Charlotte shook her head. “Nothing,” she insisted in a feeble voice as she could not bear the thought of him looking at her the way her parents had. Not him. Not Kenneth. She needed him to look at her the way he always had. Only then did she stand a chance to come out of this with her soul intact.
As she tried to step around him, his hand settled on her shoulder and held her back…and Charlotte loved him for it. For knowing her so well. For being able to tell that something was wrong. For wanting to help her.
His other hand settled under her chin and gently tilted up her head. “Look at me,” he whispered, and when she finally did, a soft smile curled up his lips. “Tell me, and I will protect you.”
Wishing with all her heart that he could, Charlotte felt herself begin to tremble. “You cannot. There’s no way. You have to let me go.”
The expression in his eyes hardened. “Let me be the judge of that,” he said, his voice insistent. “Tell me. Did he say something to upset you? You’ve been acting strange for the past fortnight. Ever since the night of Lord Radcliffe’s ball, you’ve been…” His voice trailed off as his eyes narrowed in suspicion. “The way he spoke to you…” His eyes drilled into hers. “What did he do to you?”
Blinking back fresh tears, Charlotte shook her head. “That doesn’t matter now. I—”
A strangled growl rose from Kenneth’s throat as he stepped back, his hands balling into fists. Pacing the floor in front of her, he clenched and unclenched his hands, occasionally running them through his hair as though trying to pull them out by the roots. His eyes were dark and threatening, and the pulse in his neck hammered with such speed that Charlotte feared for him. Never had she seen him in such a rage.
Then he stopped his frantic pacing and came to stand in front of her, holding her gaze for a long time as though needing one final confirmation. Then he spun around on his heels and stormed toward the door. “I’ll kill him. I swear to God I’ll kill him.”
At his words, panic seized Charlotte’s heart and she rushed after him. “No. No. No. Please, don’t,” she pleaded, reaching for his arm and pulling him back to face her. “Please, I beg you. Don’t do this.”
Looking down at her, his eyes searched her face, confusion mingling with the rage so clearly edged in his features. “Why not? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t go out there and challenge him.”
“Because he’ll kill you,” Charlotte sobbed, knowing her words to be true. “Believe me. He doesn’t fight fair. If you get in his way, he will kill you. And I’d rather marry him than lose you. You’re the only one who—”
“Marry him?” Kenneth’s eyes bulged. “Are you out of your mind? After what he did to you, why would you even consider—?”
“Because my father insists on it.” Swallowing, Charlotte looked into his eyes, remembering the moment she had gone to her parents for help, certain that they would protect her. 
She had never been more wrong.
“What?” Disbelief written all over his face, Kenneth stared at her. “Why?”
As her hands began to tremble, Kenneth reached for her and pulled her into his arms, holding her tight until her body began to still. “He said,” Charlotte began, remembering the look of disappointment on her father’s face, “that I should not have allowed him to take advantage of me.” As fear surged to the surface, she lifted her head and looked at him, her eyes pleading. “But I…I didn’t. I tried to stop him. Believe me.” Agonising sobs tore from her throat as she pleaded her case. “Please, believe me. I tried. I—”
Once more, Kenneth lifted her head and made her look at him. “I never thought I’d say this,” he forced out through clenched teeth, and Charlotte’s heart stopped, terrified to see him turn against her…just as her parents had, “but your father is not the kind of man I thought him to be.” He swallowed, raw emotions underneath his calm exterior. “You,” he looked deep into her eyes, imploring her to believe him, “have done nothing wrong. Do you hear me? This is not your fault. None of it!”
Closing her eyes, Charlotte sagged against his shoulder, and once again, his arms held her tight. 
Until that moment, she hadn’t realised how desperately she had needed someone to believe her, to not accuse her of wrongdoing, but to stand by her side…even if there was nothing he could do to help.
“Look at me,” he said once again, and she opened her eyes. Holding her gaze, he smiled, “Marry me.”
Charlotte’s eyes opened wide. “What?”
“Marry me,” he repeated, “and I swear I’ll protect you. That man will never lay a hand on you again.”
At his offer, a faint hope began to blossom in her heart, but Charlotte immediately crushed it. “No, I can’t let you do that. You can’t—”
“That is for me to decide,” he insisted, his gaze unwavering. “Your parents demand that you marry him to avoid a scandal, is that not so?”
Swallowing, Charlotte nodded.
“Then marry me instead,” Kenneth said, his warm hands wrapped around her chilled fingers. “If all they care about is to avoid a scandal, then marry me.” Holding her gaze, he nodded. “This is the choice you have: either I go out there and kill that bastard,” the muscles in his jaw tensed, and he swallowed, “or you marry me and give me every right to protect you from him.”
“But—"
“It’s either or,” he interrupted. “And don’t for a moment think that you can talk me out of it.”
Surprised beyond comprehension, Charlotte stared up at him; yet, deep down, she had known that he would be her only hope. She had been so afraid for him to find out, not because she’d feared he wouldn’t believe her, but because she’d known that he would sacrifice himself to save her.
A soft smile tugged on the corners of his mouth. “Marry me,” he said once again, and Charlotte wished she had the strength to refuse him.






  
  Chapter one
Smoke & Fog
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England, spring 1807 (or a variation thereof) 
Three Years Later
Like a monster advancing, smoke curled out from under the closed door, reaching out its talons for her.
As though in a daze, Charlotte stood alone in the middle of the long corridor, eyes fixed on the nightmare slowly materialising before her. Could this be real? She wondered. How ought she to know?
Ever since … she couldn’t remember. Ever since when? It had been a long time since a clear thought had occupied her mind. All she could remember was the strange fog that hung about her, keeping her separate from the world around her, keeping her safe.
Inside the fog, it was dim and cushioned. There were no loud noises or bright lights. No pain or regret. Nothing. It was as though she were floating in water. There was nothing sharp or hard, but simply a liquid essence of life, carrying her wherever it chose.
Charlotte blinked as distant screams reached her ears. Shaking her head, she closed her eyes, stumbling backwards until her back collided with the hard wall.
A touch of pain shot through her. It wasn’t much, but rather unexpected. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt pain.
An image of a moon-lit night flashed before her eyes. Then, there had been water, too. Cold water. Icy cold. It had threatened to engulf her, but someone had pulled her back to the surface.
Frederick.
A moan escaped her lips as a deep ache bit at her heart, and she almost toppled over. Sinking to the floor, Charlotte hugged her knees, willing away the memories that had left her at peace for so long.
With her head resting on her knees, she tried to fight down the rising panic, taking one long breath after the other.
Then she began to cough.
Lifting her head, Charlotte found herself not surrounded by fog…but by smoke. It stung her eyes and burned in her throat, tearing ragged coughs from within her. Her body convulsed, fighting the invading presence, forcing her out of the place in her mind where no pain existed.
Deep down, a part of her knew she couldn’t stay. If she did, she would be lost.
Get up! A familiar voice whispered, and her eyes went wide, searching up and down the corridor. Save yourself!
“Kenneth?” she asked, holding her sleeve before her mouth and nose. “Kenneth?”
For a moment, a short precious moment, Charlotte was certain that he had come for her, the way he always had.
But there was no one there.
Only smoke.
Get up or die! His voice snarled at her. It’s either or.
Pushing herself to her feet, Charlotte shook her head, trying to clear away the last remnants of the fog that dulled her senses. Where was she?
Winham Institute, her mind supplied.
Charlotte nodded. Yes, that sounded correct. But why was she here?
Then she shook her head. No, that question could wait until later.
Once more looking up and down the corridor, Charlotte realised that she was alone. That was strange. After all, she was never alone. Not when they allowed her out of her cell and took her to see Dr. Watkins. Someone was always with her lest she …
Again, screams reached her ears, mingling with frantic shouting and the incessant ringing of a bell.
Stumbling onward, Charlotte reached for each door on her way down the corridor, only to find them all locked. After a while, she realised that some of the loud noises drilling into her mind came from inside those rooms as though someone was banging on the door, screaming at the top of their lungs.
Were there people in there?
Again, the bell rang, its shrill sound a warning that echoed in her bones.
More coughing shook her body, and she stumbled farther down the corridor, eyes squinted against the smoke, but fixed on the door at the opposite side of the long hallway. Would it be locked, too?
Fear sneaked into her heart as her body fought to survive, pushing her onward. Then the door was within reach; yet, Charlotte hesitated.
Right then and there, she still had hope. However, once she found the door to be locked, it would vanish, leaving her to die alone.
Am I not ready to die? She wondered.
While her mind and heart screamed in confirmation, her body refused to surrender, fighting for supremacy. 
Finally, as the smoke nearly took her sight, her hand reached out, slowly inch by inch, searching for the door handle. Finding it, she stood for a moment, uncertain what outcome to hope for.
Then her hand moved as though of its own accord, … and the door sprang open.
Shocked, unprepared for the new decisions that were now forced on her, Charlotte stood and watched as the smoke curled around her legs, reaching out its arms to claim the new space she had opened to it.
Move! Kenneth’s voice snapped, and Charlotte flinched.
Taking a tentative step toward the back staircase, she glanced around, but there was no one there. Screams, however, echoed to her ears like a stampede, hammering at her eardrums with such force that she feared they would burst.
Step by step, Charlotte descended the stairs to the ground floor, then turned around a corner and came face to face with the real-life nightmare that had forced her out of her own. Through the window, she could see into the inner yard of the circular building, its right wing swallowed up by flames, stretching out its arms, hungering for more. Here and there, she saw people running, shouting to each other. Although Charlotte did not recognise them, she knew that very few of them were patients.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to ignore the screams of those trapped in their cells, unable to free themselves. Ought she to go back for them?
Get out now! Kenneth’s voice screamed above the roaring of the fire. Move!
Startled, Charlotte spun on her heel, relieved to leave the fire behind her, and started for the door and the freedom it promised. However, the moment her hand came down on the handle, luck abandoned her.
It was locked.
Instantly, panic rose, and Charlotte scanned her surroundings with frantic eyes. Was there another door she could try? Or were they all locked?
The window!
Charlotte’s head snapped up. Yes, she could smash the window. If only she had…
Glancing around, Charlotte’s eyes fell on a spindly looking chair, an abandoned walking stick…and then she saw the potted plant. Sitting in a ceramic pot filled with dirt, it ought to have the needed weight to break through the glass.
Determined, Charlotte strode over, her hands reaching for the key to freedom.
Lifting it, she groaned. The inactivity of the past few weeks? … months? … years? … had robbed her of all the strength she’d once possessed.
Approaching the window, she stood sideways at the best angle for her to aim, took as deep a breath as she could without coughing her lungs out, and hurled the potted plant at the window.
The second the glass burst into a million pieces, her heart rejoiced.
Was she truly ready to die?
Scrambling through the window, Charlotte felt small shards dig into her hands and legs. As the blood ran down her skin, a memory of long ago resurfaced.
Once again, she saw Kenneth’s face before her, his kind, warm eyes looking into hers. “Marry me, and I swear I’ll protect you,” he’d said, and he had meant it.
Lost in her past, Charlotte flinched when shouting reached her ears. Somewhere to her left, people were running about, arguing.
“We have to do something. They’re all going to die.”
“Do you truly want to go back in there? Don’t be an idiot!”
“But—?”
“Forget it! I’m not risking my life for those bedlamites!”
As the harsh world around her came knocking on the door to her soul, Charlotte shrank back. Receding little by little, her fog disappeared, leaving her vulnerable and burdened with a life she didn’t deserve. Why was she not locked in her cell, waiting for death? After all, no one deserved it more than she!
But she wasn’t dead. So, the question remained: what now?
Taking a tentative step forward, Charlotte swallowed as she proceeded toward the angry shouting. Her skin crawled with the apprehension she felt at encountering the man who had spoken so harshly. But had he been wrong?
Confusion entered her mind, and Charlotte felt reminded of the struggle that had been her daily bread not too long ago. What was right or wrong? For a long time, she had not been able to tell them apart, and she was not certain if she ever would be able to again.
Stopping in her tracks, Charlotte inhaled deeply, and her body rejoiced as clean air filled its lungs. For a moment, she closed her eyes and then peeked around the corner.
As the flames began to devour more and more of the building, the doctors and orderlies stood on the front lawn, watching as most of their patients were trapped inside, with death waiting to claim them.
Even years later, Charlotte could not say what happened in that moment. But her feet refused to carry her any further. She knew she ought to return. She knew she belonged there, not among decent people. And yet, she turned around and walked away.






  
  Chapter two
Life & Death
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At what point she’d lost her shoes, Charlotte did not know. Stumbling through the underbrush of the dense forest surrounding Winham Institute, she simply kept walking as stones and twigs cut into her feet. It was an old, familiar kind of pain, and yet, a part of Charlotte felt as though she was experiencing it for the first time. 
Occasionally, a small voice would claim her attention. Unfortunately, it was not Kenneth. She hadn’t heard him since leaving the asylum’s grounds hours ago. No, this voice came from deep within her, incessantly asking a question she had stubbornly chosen to ignore: Where are you going?
As the sun began to set, she sighed, cursing the nagging voice. Finally, she decided to answer if only to silence it. However, her only response was, “Onward.”
What else was there? After all, she had nowhere to go. She had no family, no friends. She was dead to the world, and if she didn’t return, even her parents would believe the lie. They would finally be free of her, and the scandal she had brought down upon them.
But even so, she had to go somewhere. If going back was not an option, then where?
“Onward,” Charlotte mumbled as her fingers trailed through the tall-stemmed grass spreading out before her. Leaving behind the forest, she welcomed the day’s last rays of sunshine on her face, warming her chilled skin and bathing her in a glowing light that pained neither her eyes nor her soul.
After crossing the field, she looked around as the sun slowly disappeared behind the horizon. Night was falling fast; soon, she would be blind, unable to see the ground in front of her. Her eyes began to droop as though suddenly realising how long she had gone without rest. As though objecting to being neglected, her stomach rumbled and churned demanding to be fed.
But there was nothing. Nothing but the open land.
Sinking down onto a soft patch of ground, flanked by a bush with gentle leaves, Charlotte ripped out handfuls of stalks of the tall grass around her and used it as a pillow to bed her head.
The moment her eyes closed, her stomach ceased its protest and her body relaxed, abandoning all hold on reality and drifting off into a world where time had no meaning.
It was in that place that Kenneth came to her again. 
With his warm, kind eyes looking into hers, he whispered promises she knew he’d never meant to break. But he had, and his loss had sent her down a path she could never undo. She had become a monster, allowed her own pain to change who she was, and there was no turning back.
When she awoke the next morning, Charlotte for a moment expected the white walls of her cell, the strange smell of confinement and the confused mumblings of others like her. Instead, she found a clear blue sky touching green pastures, all set aglow by a warming sun.
Never in her life had Charlotte seen anything so beautiful.
And it scared her.
How could she live in such a world? For years, all that she had known had been pain and loss, agony and regret. Was there even anything left of her old self? Or had her soul long since been consumed, eaten alive little by little ever since that one fateful night years ago?
Again, an image flashed before her eyes, and Charlotte cringed.
This man’s eyes were neither kind nor warm. Instead, they promised pain and humiliation. The sneer on his face told her that he cared for no one, only himself, only his wants and desires. The memory sent a chill down her back and turned her stomach upside down.
Although filled with very little, it churned and rumbled, and a sickening sensation spread through her body. Drawing in ragged breaths, she could barely hold herself propped up on her elbows before her stomach expelled its final contents.
Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, Charlotte dragged her tired limbs away until the stench that assaulted her nostrils had finally vanished. Her eyes filled with tears, and she rolled over onto her belly and buried her face in her hands. 
There she lay for a long time as her life slowly caught up with her.
Bit by bit, her memories returned and she wept for all that had happened, all that had been done to her and all that she had done to others. How could she blame Lord Northfield for his misconduct if she herself had done far worse?
Rolling onto her back, Charlotte closed her eyes, hoping to give her mind a moment of peace. However, the second she did, she found herself looking at Kenneth once again -- Kenneth and his smiling eyes and his heart of gold. She also saw the disappointed look on her father’s face as he had shaken his head at her for what she had done. She saw Frederick’s solemn eyes as he had gulped down one drink after another. Then she saw Leopold on the floor, writhing in pain, his wife’s sobs filling the air as she watched her husband die.
Charlotte knew that she had crossed a line that there was no coming back from such a heinous deed. Then what ought she to do now?
For a moment, she thought to simply lie there in the early morning sun and wait for death to claim her. However, her body instantly protested. Her mouth felt dry, and her stomach churned. Her eyes burned, and her throat was parched. Her limbs ached, and her head throbbed. And yet, it was her heart that hurt the most.
Where had all this pain suddenly come from? Charlotte wondered. How had she not felt it before?
Lying still, Charlotte tried to calm her frantic thoughts, and before long, a soft sound reached her ears. It had probably been with her throughout the night, only her mind had been too occupied to hear it.
Pushing herself up, Charlotte began to crawl through the tall-stemmed grass until she reached another side of the field that led down into a sparkling green valley, here and there dotted with groves. Hesitantly, she stood up, her knees wobbly, and scanned the land before her.
There, not too far away, a small stream trickled through the ocean of grass.
Licking her cracked lips, Charlotte strode forward as fast as her body allowed.
When she finally reached the small bank, she almost dropped to the ground, her hands eagerly reaching for the nourishing liquid. Scooping it up with her cupped hand, she forced herself to drink slowly, aware of her stomach’s delicate state.
It felt heavenly.
After drinking her fill, Charlotte sat down in the shade of a large oak tree, resting her back against its huge trunk. The world around her looked so beautiful, yet, —
No!
Shaking her head, Charlotte forced the thoughts away. Kenneth had been right. She had to make a choice. Live or die? For a reason she couldn’t name, maybe simply an innate desire to survive, she hadn’t been able to choose death. Therefore, her only choice was to live, and if she had to live, then she couldn’t entertain these thoughts. She had to lock them away and only think about what her body needed to stay alive.
Everything else didn’t matter.
Food! Her stomach screamed.
Craning her neck, Charlotte let her eyes sweep across the land. Maybe she ought to follow the stream. Then at least, she would have water and maybe find some berries growing near.
With her mind made up, Charlotte forced herself back on her feet and continued onward.
At some point in the afternoon, she finally came upon a bush that held a few red berries that she’d seen before. However, in that moment, their name eluded her. Once more forcing herself not to rush, she picked as many as she could, sat down by the stream and slowly ate one. Then another. And another.
At night, she once more curled up on the ground near a bush with soft twigs and leaves. In the morning, she woke up chilled as the temperature seemed to have dropped that night. However, as soon as the sun came up and she began to walk, her body warmed up.
For days, Charlotte simply continued onward, following the stream, eating what she found. Her mind remained detached from the past, only focused on what to do next. Her limbs, however, grew more and more slack with each day. Sometimes the lack of food made her dizzy, forcing her to sit or lie down.
After what seemed like an eternity had passed since she had left the asylum, Charlotte came over a small hill and spotted a grand house in the distance.
The reminder of civilisation, of people, hit her with such force that her knees gave in and she sank down. Hitting her head on a small rock, she sagged into herself before rolling down the hill. 
Bruised and exhausted, Charlotte tried to open her eyes, but the effort was too much. Her mind protested, forcing them closed, and she abandoned all thought.






  
  Chapter three
A Brother’s Love
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With anger in his heart, Sebastian Campbell, only son to the Earl of Weston, urged his horse onward. Clinging to the back of his chestnut gelding, he gritted his teeth as the blood boiled in his veins. For a moment, he closed his eyes, but not even that allowed him to shake the image of his sister’s face as pain and misery edged into her beautiful eyes. 
Cursing under his breath, he guided his mount down the slope and toward his father’s estate, Hartridge Hall. When he finally reached the front stoop, he jumped to the ground, not bothering to toss the reins to the stable boy who came running toward him. Instead, he climbed the few steps in a single bound and threw open the door before the footmen even had a chance to reach for the handles.
“My lord,” they greeted him, inclining their heads.
Sebastian, however, ignored them. “Where is he?” he demanded, a snarl on his face. “Where’s my father?”
“In the study,” one of them replied, his face tense with discomfort.
Striding onward, Sebastian tried to force his muscles back under control, lest he strike his father on sight. Not that the man didn’t deserve it!
Before he had reached the hallway leading to his father’s study, a soft voice called from the upstairs landing. “Sebastian, you’re home.”
Stopping in his tracks, Sebastian looked up and saw his mother hurrying down the stairs, a glowing smile on her face as she came toward him. “Hello, Mother.”
“I didn’t expect you home so soon,” she said, wrapping him in a soft hug. “How was the continent? Did you enjoy yourself?”
With hard eyes, he glared at her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he hissed, and her face instantly changed.
Gone was the delighted smile, replaced by an expression of haunted guilt. “I’m sorry, Sebastian. I pleaded with him but …”
Gritting his teeth, Sebastian nodded, knowing only too well how unrelenting his father could be. “You could have written to me,” he said, shaking his head. Again, his hands balled into fists as his anger boiled hot in his veins. “I’ll kill him for this,” he snarled, then stormed off.
“Sebastian!” his mother called after him, her dainty footsteps echoing behind him on the parquet.
Not bothering to knock, Sebastian threw open the door to his father’s study, bursting in like a madman bent on carnage.
Instantly, his father’s head snapped up, disapproval marking his face at the intrusion. However, the moment he recognised his son, the corners of his mouth curled upward, and he slowly set down the quill he had been holding. Then he rose to his feet. “I see you have returned.”
“How could you?” Sebastian snarled, glaring at his father, fighting to keep control. Never in his life had he been this angry…or this miserable. “Is this why you sent me away? So, you could do as you please?”
A hand on his rounded belly, his father laughed, “I always do as I please. It’s a prerogative of my station.”
“Then why didn’t you tell me?” Sebastian demanded. “Why did you marry her off the second I left the country?”
Shrugging, his father sighed. “I didn’t tell you because—you have to admit—you’re a bit of hot-head, and I didn’t wish for your personal feelings to complicate the matter.”
“Complicate the matter?” Sebastian echoed, staring at his father in disbelief. Although he had known all his life that his father was probably the most unfeeling man in England, a small part of him had always hoped that he was wrong.
Now, he knew.
All the while, his mother stood by the door and watched … as she always had … and didn’t utter a single word.
“Yes,” his father said, shaking his head in disapproval. “Look at yourself. I wager everything I own that the second you found out about this, you’ve been riding non-stop, only to throw your hatred in my face. Am I not right?” His eyes narrowed, and his lips pressed into a thin line before he continued. “You act like a child, rash and impulsive, and that is precisely why I thought it best not to give you an opportunity to interfere and ruin everything.”
“Ruin everything?” Taking a deep breath, Sebastian gritted his teeth. “How dare you speak of her as though she were a horse you can sell?”
His father snorted. “Please do not be overly dramatic. I did not sell her. I merely married her to an esteemed gentleman who will give her a good life. If you would calm down, you’d see that this is a most advantageous marriage. Although he is merely a baron, his family is vastly wealthy and of high standing in society. He is everything we could hope for.”
Now, it was Sebastian’s turn to snort. “We? Or you?” Holding his father’s gaze, Sebastian stepped closer. “I just saw her,” he forced out through gritted teeth, and for a second, he thought to see his father’s careful mask of indifference slip. However, it may have been a trick of light. “Of course, after I heard what you had done to her, I went to see Victoria…first. Although she tried her best to put on a brave face, it was clear that she’s miserable. She didn’t agree to this marriage, did she?”
His father sighed. “No, she didn’t. But women generally tend to be a little skittish when it comes to married life. She’ll settle into her duties soon enough.”
In an instant, Sebastian’s hands snapped forward and grabbed his father by the collar.
“What are you doing?” With wide eyes, his father tried to keep his composure. “This is not the way of a gentleman.”
Bringing him closer, Sebastian’s voice dropped to a freezing low. “Neither was yours, and yet, you had no scruples.”
“Are you truly surprised that I should marry my own daughter to whom I please?” his father asked, struggling to free himself from Sebastian’s grip. “Isn’t it a father’s duty to find a good husband for her as well as for the family?”
Sebastian inhaled slowly as his mind argued that his father was not wrong. However, where Victoria was concerned, Sebastian had never been able to remain rational.
Born into a loveless marriage, Sebastian had spent the first ten years of his life alone while his father had been busy pursuing other matters and his mother had retreated from life altogether, only seeing her own misery. But everything had changed the day Victoria had been born.
From the moment, Sebastian had laid eyes on his little sister, he had loved her with all his heart and soul, vowing to protect her until the end of his days.
Now, he had failed her.
Releasing his father, Sebastian stepped back, his anger replaced by the misery he had seen in his sister’s eyes.
“Now, come, come,” his father said, straightening his collar. “Do not forget that this will ultimately benefit you as well. After all, you are the heir to my title and fortune. Does that not please you?”
Closing his eyes, Sebastian shook his head, then met his father’s gaze once more. “None of that matters to me.”
“How can you say that?” his father demanded, eyeing his son through narrowed eyes. “You’ve always been strangely attached to your sister, but—"
“I love her,” Sebastian interrupted, staring at his father. “Do you truly not know what that means? Is there no one in this world whom you love? Whom you would give your life for? Whom you would relinquish your fortune for?”
Staring back at him, his father seemed to be at a loss. “That is not the point. I—”
“That is precisely the point,” Sebastian argued as his anger surged through his veins once more. “I know I can’t undo what you did, but I will not rest until I see her smile again.”
His father snorted, “You’re a fool.”
“And you’re a monster,” Sebastian snapped, pleased to see his father’s eyes open wide. “And I swear I’ll make you regret this. You will pay for what you did to her.”
His father shook his head. “Almost thirty years of age and you act like a child.”
“Say what you will,” Sebastian replied, stepping backwards. “But don’t for a second believe that this is the end of it.” Then he spun around and left.






  
  Chapter four
Lotte
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When the blackness receded from her heavy mind, a new cold spread through her body, freezing her limbs and chilling her bones. Every part of her being ached, inside and out, and Charlotte wondered if this was hell. However, the absence of tormenting agony led her to believe that she was still alive after all. 
Trying to open her eyes, she cringed when a blinding light pierced her skull, and she immediately closed them again, squeezing them shut. Through the drumming in her head, another sound slowly found its way into her mind, and Charlotte held her breath, listening.
Hoof beats.
Ruling out the unlikelihood of a runaway horse, Charlotte determined that a rider must be approaching. Had they found her? Was she still close to the institute? After days out in the country, she had lost all sense of time and place.
The hoof beats slowed down, and she dimly noticed someone jumping to the ground just as her head began to spin once more. Then a warm hand settled on her chilled shoulder.
“Miss, are you all right?” a stern voice asked, a hint of annoyance unmistakable. Clearly, the man was displeased with the inconvenience of her appearance in his path. “Blasted woman, what are you doing out here?” he grumbled when she failed to react.
Strangely annoyed with his manners—considering her situation—Charlotte inhaled deeply, trying to muster the strength to open her eyes and meet his anger. However, her mind refused to cooperate, welcoming the fog that returned, wrapping her in a comforting warmth.
Slowly, everything receded. The cold. The blinding light. As well as the warm hand on her shoulder.
A moment later, she fell into a dark nothing.

      [image: ]As unconsciousness abandoned her once again; the memory of the icy chill that had gotten a hold of her returned, and Charlotte instantly gritted her teeth, awaiting its onslaught. However, instead she found herself wrapped in a comforting warmth, and she carefully moved her hands over the soft ground that held her. Was she in a bed? How had she gotten—?
Then another memory returned.
The memory of hoof beats and a man, displeased to have stumbled upon her.
Instantly, Charlotte’s eyes flew open.
The dimly lit room she found herself in was barely furnished. Three simple beds stood along the walls, a closet in one corner and a chair as well as a table with spindly legs had been placed beside Charlotte’s bed. Its glass slightly smudged, a modest window at the back wall allowed for a small beam of bright light to filter into the dark interior. Everything about the room spoke of simplicity, and yet, the walls whispered of a strong foundation, built with money, and not one erected quickly out of necessity. 
Charlotte took a deep breath. How long had she been unconscious? Was it still the same day? How much time had passed?
Panic began to rise, and Charlotte closed her eyes for a moment, trying to fight it back down. At least, she was not back at Winham Institute - those walls she would remember for the rest of her life—which meant that the man who’d found her had not belonged to a search party looking for her. But then who was he? And where had he taken her?
Opening her eyes, Charlotte glanced around the room, but couldn’t discern anything more than she had on her first inspection. However, through the door, dim voices and the shuffle of feet drifted to her ears.
Brushing a hand over her head as it began to feel dizzy with the many thoughts that suddenly rushed to the front of her mind, Charlotte found her hair to be coarse and knotted. Her face, however, felt clean, a little raw even as though it had been scrubbed to get the dirt and grime off that had undoubtedly accumulated there after spending days out in the country. Only her fingernails still showed remnants of the time she had spent outside, a dark line running along their chapped edges.
Where was she? Charlotte wondered again. Dimly she recalled seeing a stately manor in the distance mere moments before she had collapsed. Was it possible that the rider who had come upon her had taken her there? Was he a gentleman of the upper class?
At that thought, Charlotte’s stomach churned. What if he had recognised her? What if …?
The throbbing in her head returned, and Charlotte groaned. However, a moment later, her faculties seemed to return as she reminded herself that if she was indeed at the manor house she had glimpsed these were definitely the servants’ quarters, which meant that he had not recognised her after all.
Carefully pushing herself up, Charlotte felt the strain of such a simple task in every muscle of her body and immediately sank back down.
In the next instant, the door opened, and Charlotte’s heart almost jumped out of her chest as she stared at the young woman’s face who’d stuck her head in through the small gap in the door.
“You’re awake,” the young woman gasped, and a gentle smile came to her face. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
Then the door closed, and footsteps hurried away, a distant echo of voices drifting to Charlotte’s ears.
Long moments passed, and Charlotte felt her skin crawl as she waited for whatever was to come. Where had the young woman disappeared to? Who was she alerting?
As the minutes stretched on, Charlotte wished she could simply rise from the bed and search out those who could provide answers. However, she doubted that she could make it even two steps toward the door in her weakened condition.
Moments later, a battery of footsteps echoed from down the hall and then a middle-aged man accompanied by another young woman as well as the one Charlotte had seen before burst into the room. Approaching the bed, the man smiled at her, his kind eyes calming the rapid beating of Charlotte’s heart. “Good morning, my dear,” he said in a quiet and steady voice. “You had us quite worried. Can you tell us what happened?”
Overwhelmed by the situation at large, Charlotte stared at him, unable to form a coherent thought. What was she to say?
“It’s quite all right,” the doctor said, seeing her distress. “We can talk about that later. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Procten.” Then he gestured to the other young woman, who had entered with him. “This is my daughter Evelyn, and I suppose you’ve already met Betty,” he concluded, glancing at the young woman, who had discovered Charlotte’s wakeful state only moments earlier. Then his eyes turned back to her. “Can you tell us your name?”
Never in her life had Charlotte been asked a more complicated question!
Swallowing, she opened her mouth. What was she to say? Giving them her name would ultimately take her back to the asylum, and although Charlotte wasn’t certain of much these days, she knew she never wanted to see that place ever again. “My name …,” she croaked, frantically searching her mind. “I mean, I’m … I’m Lotte.”
“Lotte,” Dr. Procten repeated. “It’s nice to meet you. How are you feeling today?”
“My head hurts,” Charlotte answered, relieved that he didn’t press for more details about herself.
Feeling her forehead and checking her eyes, he nodded. “That was to be expected. From what Lord Ashwood said you must have taken quite a fall. Although you’re in need of rest as well as nourishment, there’s nothing else wrong with you except for a few scrapes and bruises. You were quite lucky, my dear.”
“Thank you,” Charlotte whispered, worrying what would happen next. From what Dr. Procten had said, it was reasonable to assume that after coming upon her, Lord Ashwood had reluctantly taken her to his estate rather than letting her freeze to death. However, where would she go from here?
“Do you have any family living nearby?” Dr. Procten asked, a gentle smile on his face as he looked at her the way her father used to when she had been young. “Can we send a message?”
With wide eyes, Charlotte stared at the kind man standing beside her bed as her heart hammered in her chest. What was she to do? If her family knew where she was…
Once again seeing her distress, Dr. Procten shook his head. “Do not worry, child. All shall be well.” Then he stepped around the bed and spoke to his daughter in hushed tones. After a while, she nodded. A moment later, Dr. Procten stepped toward the door, gesturing for Betty to follow.
When their footsteps echoed down the hallway, the doctor’s daughter approached the bed and then sat down on the chair. “Hello, I’m Evelyn,” she introduced herself once more. “Do you need anything?”
Shaking her head, Charlotte stopped. “Maybe some water,” she whispered, watching the tall dark-haired woman as she rose from the chair and carefully poured a glass from the jug on the nightstand. “Thank you,” Charlotte mumbled as Evelyn handed her the refreshing liquid. How long had it been since she’d last drunk anything?
Returning to the chair, Evelyn smiled at her. “My father often allows me to help when he is taking care of female patients,” she explained. “Although I’m not a doctor, he has come to realise that it is often easier for women to speak to another woman.” Sitting back, Evelyn looked at her expectantly. “Is there anything you would like to say? Anything we should know to help you?”
Taking a deep breath, Charlotte shook her head.
“All right,” Evelyn relented. “Can you tell me what happened to you? Do you remember how you got here?”
Remember? Charlotte wondered, realising that it might be far easier to plead memory loss than to form a complicated lie for her to explain her whereabouts as well as her identity. Hoping that the young woman would believe her, she shook her head. “I don’t remember.”
“I see,” Evelyn nodded. “Do you have any questions?”
Charlotte took a deep breath as relief eased her heart. “Where am I?”
“This is Farnworth Manor,” Evelyn explained, “home of Lord Ashwood, his mother, the dowager viscountess, as well as his sister Claudia. From what my father told me, Lord Ashwood came upon you not too far from the manor. It seemed you had fallen down a slope to the side of the path leading up to the estate. Do you remember how you got there?”
Again, Charlotte shook her head. How much longer would this woman believe her if she did at all?
“But you remembered your name,” Evelyn observed, her watchful eyes lingering on Charlotte’s face. “Do you remember if you have any family nearby?”
Charlotte swallowed. “I don’t have a family,” she said, hoping that would keep them from asking around and maybe arousing suspicions. “They died a long time ago.”
“Then you do remember something?” Evelyn asked, the tone of her voice free of suspicion but instead laced with curiosity.
“Not much,” Charlotte lied, hoping that Evelyn would soon give up. “I’ve always been alone, worked as a maid here and there.”
“But you cannot remember how you came to be out here all by yourself?”
Yet again, Charlotte shook her head.
“Very well,” Evelyn said, a kind smile on her face. Then she rose to her feet. “You rest now, and I will have something to eat brought up to you shortly.”
“Thank you,” Charlotte mumbled, relieved to be finally left alone. “And please thank your father for tending to me. After all, there is no way for me to repay him for his kindness.”
Evelyn smiled at her. “Do not worry yourself. My father has an innate desire to tend to those in need, and besides, he was at Farnworth Manor anyway in order to see to the dowager viscountess.” Holding Charlotte’s gaze for a moment, the young woman nodded before turning to go.
When the door closed behind Evelyn, Charlotte sank back into the pillows, her mind spinning. What would happen now?






  
  Chapter five
Upon Meeting Miss Davenport
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After a long nap as well as a bowl of chicken soup and some bread, Charlotte felt unexpectedly well. Her body seemed to be on the mend, and the exhaustion that had been her constant companion in the past few days receded. However, as her mind was no longer occupied with concerns for her physical needs, it constantly spun in dizzying circles around the one question she couldn’t answer: what now? 
Charlotte knew she ought to be thankful for the viscount’s hospitality. Instead of letting her freeze to death, he had taken her into his home, fed her and allowed his mother's doctor to see to her injuries. In return, she suspected he would at the very least demand some answers. Or would he not?
Considering the impression he had likely gained when he’d stumbled upon her, he probably thought her a simple maid. Come to think of it, she herself had said something of the kind to the doctor’s daughter Evelyn.
Therefore, Lord Ashwood might already have forgotten about her. However, none of these considerations answered her question: what now?
Maybe she could ask to be employed in the viscount’s household. Maybe she could work as a maid or in the kitchen. Maybe the family would be kind enough to help her.
If not, then what?
After she’d sufficiently recovered, would she be allowed to leave? To go where? Try her luck at another estate and beg for work? Or make it to Town and see how her chances were there?
Although her hands trembled with the uncertainty of her future, Charlotte welcomed the distraction for it kept her mind busy and focused on something other than her own heart-breaking past where only guilt and shame waited to engulf her once more.
For a long time, Charlotte lay in her bed and stared up at the window, imagining the green hills in the distance,  wondering how best to proceed, when suddenly footsteps came hurrying down the hall toward her chamber. Expecting Betty, one of the two maids who kindly shared their room with her and tended to her whenever they could, Charlotte swallowed as a young woman, dressed in one of the finest gowns she had ever seen, burst into the room, eyes sparkling with excitement.
“Oh, how wonderful! You’re awake,” the young woman exclaimed, clapping her hands together in delight. “I’ve come by a few times, but you were always sleeping. I was ready to give up, but then I thought to myself, ‘No, one more time. I’ll go and see her one more time.’ And here you are, wide awake.” Dancing across the small room, the young woman came to sit on the chair still standing by Charlotte’s bed. “Betty tells me your name is Lotte and that you don’t remember how you got here. Oh, what a marvellous story! It must be so exciting! Tell me, is there anything you do remember? What is it
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