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    The Romantic Option
"For those who have ever felt invisible in a crowded room. May you find the person who sees you, the home that welcomes you, and the courage to claim the crown that was always yours."
The Witty / "Bridgerton" Style
"To the wallflowers, the governesses, and the women with sharp wits and sharper tongues. May your dances always be waltzes, and may your Dukes always be worth the scandal."
The "Series Enthusiast" Option
"To my readers: The first of many scandals. Thank you for walking through the gates of Ravenshire House with me. This is only the beginning."
The Personal / Classic Option
"For Edwin Yeboah, who taught me that the best stories are the ones where we find ourselves."
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Chapter 1 – The Weight of a Seal
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The rain in Yorkshire had a particular way of dampening not just the hem of one’s skirts, but one’s very soul. Eliza Hartwell sat by the window of the nursery at Millfield Hall, watching the droplets race down the glass. In her lap lay a book of French grammar, but her mind was miles away, wandering through the corridors of a past she could barely remember.

At twenty-two, Eliza was a governess of "excellent repute and invisible presence," or so Mrs. Gable, her employer, liked to say. It was a backhanded compliment, but Eliza accepted it. In the world of the ton, being invisible was often the only way a woman of her standing could remain safe.

A sharp knock at the door startled her. The butler, a man who moved with the glacial speed of a melting iceberg, entered holding a silver tray.

“A letter for you, Miss Hartwell,” he said, his voice thick with disapproval. “It arrived by private courier. From London.”

Eliza’s heart gave a traitorous thump. She had no family in London. She had no family anywhere, save for the hazy memory of a woman’s scent—lavender and expensive soap—and a gold locket she kept hidden beneath her stays.

She took the missive. The parchment was thick, creamy, and bore a seal of dark green wax. It was the crest of a raven mid-flight.

“Thank you, Mr. Higgins,” she murmured.

Once he retreated, Eliza broke the seal with trembling fingers.

Miss Hartwell,

Information has come to light regarding the late Duke of Ravenshire’s final testament. It is imperative that you travel to London immediately. Your presence is required at the Blackwood estate to settle a matter of lineage that may significantly alter your current station.

A carriage has been dispatched. It will arrive at the village inn tomorrow at dawn.

Respectfully, A. Sterling, Solicitor to the Duchy

Eliza read the words three times. Lineage? Station? She was a governess who spent her days correcting the pronunciation of seven-year-olds. The idea of her name being mentioned in the same breath as the Duchy of Ravenshire was not just improbable; it was scandalous.

Yet, as she touched the gold locket through her bodice, a spark of defiance lit within her. She had spent her life wondering who she was. If the answers lay in London, she would face the devil himself to find them.
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Chapter 2 – The Lion of London
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London was a cacophony of sound and smell that Eliza was entirely unprepared for. The carriage—luxurious, velvet-lined, and bearing that same raven crest—pulled up before a limestone monolith in Mayfair. Ravenshire House.

She was ushered inside by a footman in livery so grand he looked like a minor prince. She felt dreadfully small in her charcoal wool travel dress, her hair escaping its pins in frantic, chestnut curls.

“Wait here, Miss,” the footman said, gesturing to a library that smelled of old leather and masculine ambition.

Eliza did not sit. She paced. She examined the portraits on the wall—stern men with sharp jaws and women with eyes that seemed to judge her very existence.

“You are late.”

The voice was like velvet over gravel. Eliza spun around.

Standing in the doorway was a man who could only be Nathaniel Blackwood, the Duke of Ravenshire. He was younger than she expected, perhaps thirty, with hair the color of midnight and eyes a piercing, cynical blue. He did not look like a man who enjoyed surprises, and Eliza realized, with a jolt of nerves, that she was a very large surprise indeed.

“The roads were muddy, Your Grace,” Eliza said, dropping a curtsy that was perhaps a fraction too shallow for a duke, but just right for a woman who wasn't sure she liked him yet.

Nathaniel crossed the room, his presence shrinking the vast space. He circled her once, his gaze raking over her with a clinical intensity that made her skin prickle.

“So,” he said, stopping directly in front of her. “You are the girl the solicitor believes is my cousin. The 'Lost Duchess' of the newspapers’ fever dreams.”

“I am Eliza Hartwell, sir. I believe I am here because you invited me.”

Nathaniel’s lips thinned into a smirk that didn't reach his eyes. “I did no such thing. My solicitor acted on a whim of legal obligation. To be blunt, Miss Hartwell, I find the claim preposterous. My uncle’s daughter died in a shipwreck twenty years ago.”

“And yet,” Eliza said, her wit returning as her fear transformed into irritation, “here I am. Not a ghost, and remarkably dry for someone who supposedly drowned.”

Nathaniel’s eyes flashed. For a moment, the air between them vibrated with a sudden, sharp tension. He took a step closer, close enough that she could smell the scent of sandalwood and rain.

“You have spirit,” he conceded, his voice dropping an octave. “But spirit does not make a Duchess. It only makes a nuisance. We shall see what the documents say, but do not unpack your trunks too thoroughly. You may find London quite inhospitable to those who play at being royalty.”

Eliza met his gaze head-on. “I have survived Yorkshire winters and the tantrums of spoiled children, Your Grace. I think I can handle one grumpy Duke.”

The duke’s eyebrow arched. He looked as though he wanted to argue, or perhaps laugh, but he simply turned on his heel.

“Dinner is at eight. Try not to be late for that as well.”
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Chapter 3 – The First Move
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Dinner was an exercise in silent warfare. The dining room was lit by a hundred candles, casting long shadows across the table that sat thirty but hosted only two.

Eliza had changed into her best dress—a modest silk in a shade of sage green. It was several years out of fashion, but it brought out the gold in her eyes. Across the vast expanse of mahogany, Nathaniel watched her. He ate with a practiced elegance, his every movement controlled.

“Tell me of your upbringing,” he commanded, as if asking for a weather report.

“I was raised at the St. Jude’s Home for Foundlings until I was twelve,” Eliza said, keeping her voice steady. “Then I was sent to work. I taught myself French and Latin from discarded books. I am a very good teacher, Your Grace. Should you ever need help with your declensions, do let me know.”

Nathaniel nearly choked on his wine. He set the glass down, a genuine spark of amusement dancing in his blue eyes for the first time.

“You are remarkably bold for a woman in your position.”

“My position is currently in flux, isn't it? Until the solicitor proves I am a fraud, I might as well enjoy the luxury of being heard.”

“And if he proves you are who the letters suggest?” Nathaniel asked, his tone turning serious. “If you are indeed the daughter of the Duke? You would be the wealthiest heiress in England. You would be hunted by every
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