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PART ONE: MEET & DANGER

Chapter One: The Commission (Emma)

Emma Whitfield had built her career on a simple principle: a painting's brushwork never lied, even when everyone standing around it insisted otherwise.

It was that principle, more than her doctorate from the Courtauld or her seven years authenticating Old Masters for London's most discreet auction houses, that had earned her the commission now sitting on her desk — a formal letter, embossed with a coronet she recognised from her research but had never expected to see addressed to her personally, requesting her services in appraising the Ashcombe Collection ahead of a sale critical enough that the letter's careful, formal language couldn't quite disguise its urgency.

"They're asking for you specifically," her supervisor, Charlotte Reeves, said, reading over Emma's shoulder with poorly disguised envy. "The Duke of Ashcombe doesn't hire outside appraisers as a rule. His family's used the same estate solicitors for two centuries. Something's clearly gone wrong enough that he needs someone with absolutely no connection to anyone currently advising him."

Emma had read about the Ashcombe estate the way most art historians eventually did — one of England's great private collections, several works whose provenance had never been fully published, a family that had weathered three centuries of English history with a discretion that made them something of a legend in her particular corner of academia. What she hadn't expected was to be summoned to Wiltshire herself, on forty-eight hours' notice, by a duke she'd never met.

"What exactly am I looking for?" she asked.

"He wouldn't specify beyond 'authentication and valuation, in strictest confidence,'" Charlotte said. "Which either means routine due diligence before a sale, or it means something's wrong with the collection that he can't afford to have anyone close to the family discover first." Her eyes were serious. "Whatever this is, Emma, tread carefully. Old families protect old secrets more fiercely than you'd expect."

Emma folded the letter carefully into her bag, feeling the particular electric focus that preceded every case worth actually solving, and had no idea, boarding the train to Wiltshire the following morning, exactly how much careful treading the next several months would actually demand of her.

Chapter Two: What Made Her (Emma)

Emma's fascination with authenticity had started, if she traced it honestly, not with a love of art history but with a very specific kind of grief — her grandfather's small antiques business in Vermont collapsing when she was seventeen, not from bad luck but from a trusted appraiser who had quietly certified forged furniture as genuine for three years before anyone caught the pattern, leaving her family with a ruined reputation instead of the modest, honest legacy they'd spent two generations building.

She remembered, with the particular clarity grief sometimes granted, the exact moment she'd understood the betrayal hadn't been sophisticated at all — just patient, and unwatched, the kind of fraud that only worked because nobody with the right expertise had been looking closely enough, early enough, to catch it. She'd decided, at seventeen, sitting beside her grandfather as he quietly closed the shop his own father had opened, that she would become exactly the kind of person who looked closely enough that this specific injustice could never happen to someone else without a fight.

It had cost her things, that decision, over the years — relationships that couldn't compete with the hours her training demanded, a guardedness that made new colleagues describe her, not unkindly, as "difficult to read," a tendency to distrust easy charm in exactly the way Rupert Hale's smooth confidence would later, correctly, set off every alarm she owned. She had built herself into someone who trusted evidence over instinct, provenance over promises, because evidence, unlike people, had never once lied to her the way that trusted appraiser had lied to an entire trusting family.

It was, she understood only much later, exactly the quality that made Alex's steady, truth-first insistence feel so immediately different from every other client's performance of concern she'd witnessed over her career — a man who actually wanted the evidence to lead him wherever it led, the same principle she'd built her entire adult life around, arriving finally, improbably, in the shape of an English duke she hadn't expected to also fall in love with along the way.

Chapter Three: The Estate's Trouble (Alex)

Alexander Ashcombe, ninth Duke of Ashcombe, had inherited his father's title eighteen months earlier and, along with it, a discovery he'd shared with almost no one: the estate that had survived three centuries of English upheaval was, according to his own careful review of the accounts, perhaps five years from insolvency.

"The roof alone needs four hundred thousand pounds we simply don't have," his estate manager, old Mr. Pemberton, said again, as though repeating the figure might somehow shrink it. "And that's before the death duties from your father's passing are fully settled. Your grandmother's suggestion of selling part of the collection isn't merely sensible at this point, Your Grace. It's rather the only remaining option that doesn't involve selling land that's been in your family since the Restoration."

"I'm aware," Alex said, standing at the tall windows of his study with the particular restless energy that had defined every difficult decision since he'd inherited this impossible position. "Which is precisely why I need an appraiser with absolutely no connection to this family, or to Charles, or to anyone who's had access to that gallery in the last decade."

"You suspect something specific," Pemberton said carefully.

"I suspect several of the pieces valued highest in my father's most recent insurance appraisal look, to my admittedly untrained eye, subtly different from the photographs in the estate archive from twenty years ago," Alex said, voicing a fear he'd been circling for weeks without quite letting himself name aloud. "I could be imagining it. I hope I'm imagining it. But if I'm not, someone with real access to this house has been doing something considerably worse than mismanaging the accounts."

"The appraiser arrives tomorrow," Pemberton said. "Dr. Whitfield. Her credentials are impeccable — no ties to any auction house currently doing business with the estate, no personal connection to anyone in your circle."

"Good," Alex said. "I need someone who won't be swayed by this family's carefully maintained reputation for never having anything worth hiding."

Chapter Four: The Weight of the Title (Alex)

Alex's diary that first week of Emma's commission was crowded with obligations that had nothing to do with the collection at all — a House of Lords committee session on rural estate taxation, a county agricultural show he'd promised to open, a tenant farmers' association meeting that had run two hours over schedule the previous month and threatened to do the same again.

"You carry rather a lot for one man," Emma observed, catching him between engagements one afternoon, tie loosened, exhaustion visible beneath his usual composure.

"It comes with the title," Alex said, with a wry, tired humour. "Everyone imagines a dukedom is simply grand houses and old paintings. Mostly it's endless meetings about drainage rights and tenant leases and whether the parish council can afford to repair the village hall roof this year. I inherited eleven tenant farms along with this house, Dr. Whitfield. Eleven families whose livelihoods depend on decisions I'm still learning to make properly."

"That's rather more than I expected, honestly," Emma admitted. "I think I imagined dukes mostly attending balls and having their portraits painted."

"I attend rather fewer balls than my ancestors managed, and considerably more meetings about slurry management," Alex said, and the unexpected bark of laughter this drew from her seemed to loosen something in his own shoulders, the first genuine lightness she'd seen from him since her arrival. "It's rather a lot, some weeks. I won't pretend otherwise. I think that's part of why the collection's troubles frighten me more than they might frighten another man in my position — I've precious little margin left, financially or otherwise, to absorb one more crisis on top of everything else this house already demands of me."

Emma understood, watching him gather himself for the tenant meeting he was already ten minutes late for, that whatever danger and betrayal this investigation eventually uncovered, it was unfolding against the backdrop of a man already stretched to his absolute limit trying to hold together a legacy considerably heavier than its grand rooms and old paintings ever let outsiders properly see.

Chapter Five: His Father's Portrait (Alex)

Alex's father, the eighth Duke, had died eighteen months earlier after a long illness he'd insisted, until nearly the very end, on managing privately rather than burdening his son with early — a decision Alex had come to understand, in the difficult months of inheriting a title he'd never expected to hold quite so soon, as entirely consistent with a man who'd spent his whole life believing that a duke's burdens were his alone to carry.

"He never told me about the roof," Alex admitted to Emma, standing before his father's portrait in the long gallery one quiet evening, a formal painting that had always struck him as somehow less honest than the man himself had actually been. "Or the death duties, or half of what I've discovered since taking over the accounts properly. I think he genuinely believed protecting me from the worry was a kindness. I've come to think it was simply another kind of silence, the same kind that let whatever's happened to this collection go unnoticed for years."

"Grief makes people protective in strange ways," Emma said gently. "It doesn't always look like honesty, even when it comes from love."

"I know," Alex said. "I've been trying to build something different since he died — a dukedom that doesn't run on comfortable silences. I'm not certain I'm managing it very well, given everything you've uncovered these past weeks." He looked at the portrait a moment longer. "He and Charles's father were close, growing up here. I think part of why Charles ended up so overlooked was that my father, in his grief after his own brother's early death, poured everything into raising me as the direct heir and simply never quite knew how to properly include his nephew in that grief, or in anything that followed it."

Emma said nothing for a long moment, simply standing beside him before his father's painted gaze, understanding that this quiet gallery confession explained considerably more about the tangled family history beneath Charles's betrayal than any single provenance file ever could — a portrait of two generations of Ashcombe men, each convinced that silence was a form of protection, each leaving behind exactly the kind of unexamined grievance that had, eventually, curdled into something considerably more destructive.

Chapter Six: Arrival at Ashcombe (Emma)

Ashcombe House emerged from the Wiltshire countryside exactly as its photographs suggested and nothing like them at all — grey stone softened by three centuries of ivy, a formality that somehow didn't extend to the warmth of the housekeeper who greeted her at the door, and, when the Duke himself finally appeared in the entrance hall, considerably less polish and considerably more visible exhaustion than his photographs in the society pages had ever suggested.

"Dr. Whitfield," he said, offering his hand with a grip that was firm without performing firmness. "Thank you for coming on such short notice."

"Your letter made rather clear that short notice was the only option on offer," Emma said, and watched something flicker across his face — surprise, perhaps, at being addressed without the deference most visitors to this house probably assumed was compulsory.

"It was," he admitted, leading her through the entrance hall toward what she recognised, from her research, as the long gallery, closing the heavy door behind them with a decisiveness that told her this conversation was meant for precisely two people. "I need you to examine every significant piece in this collection against the estate's archival photographs and provenance records, Dr. Whitfield, with absolute discretion. If certain works have been altered, replaced, or misrepresented, I
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