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Elowen




I have written men into trouble with nothing but ink and a quiet room. It is easier than it ought to be. A man looks at a woman as though she is the only sensible thing in a crowded world. A hand closes around hers and does not let go. A mouth says her name with intention, as if the syllables have weight. It is all very improper, very delightful, and very safe—because when I put down my pen, the man vanishes obediently back into the page.

Real men do not vanish so neatly. Real men leave muddy bootprints on carpets. Real men ask questions. Real men notice things, like ink stains and trembling fingers and the way a young woman might try to fold herself into the shape of a shadow.

That was why my pages lived under a false bottom in my trunk, wrapped in plain paper and tied with string like a bundle of laundry. It was also why I kept my handwriting for the daylight hours smooth and correct and uninteresting, as if I were born to copy other people’s thoughts.

That morning, in my uncle’s office, I was busy being uninteresting with great dedication.

Mr. Edmund Hart, Solicitor of Lincoln’s Inn, preferred his surroundings the way he preferred his sentences: properly arranged, thoroughly examined, and not inclined to surprise him. His chambers smelled of paper, sealing wax, and something faintly medicinal—perhaps the scent of all the headaches he had cured with precise punctuation. The windows were tall and the light was good, which was fortunate, because my uncle believed that if a person could see a flaw, they had no excuse for leaving it.

I sat at the desk nearest the window with a stack of correspondence to copy and a pen that had begun to misbehave. It left tiny blots at the least provocation, the way some people sighed loudly in quiet rooms to remind you they were suffering. My page was nearly finished; my lines were straight, my spacing was even. I had arranged the words—hereunto, aforementioned, in accordance with—into a tidy little fence that would keep everyone safely where they belonged.

Then the pen betrayed me.

A bead of ink swelled at the tip and dropped onto the page like a small act of rebellion. I stared at it with a feeling of personal insult. The blot was not large, but it was dark, and it sat near the end of the sentence where there was no convenient way to pretend it had been intentional.

I reached for the sand shaker, then stopped. My uncle disliked waste. He disliked mess more. This was a dilemma. I tried blotting with a corner of scrap paper, but the ink smudged. Of course it did. I touched the edge of the stain with my fingertip to see if it was dry—an act of foolish optimism—and acquired an ink mark on myself as well.

I held my hand up and stared at the dark spot on my finger as if it were evidence of a crime.

“Miss Hart,” said a voice behind me, calm as a closed ledger.

My spine went straight in a way that always made my back ache later. “Yes, Uncle.”

He had a talent for appearing without sound; I sometimes suspected he practiced. Mr. Hart stood with his hands clasped behind him, spectacles balanced neatly on his nose, expression composed in that particular way that made it impossible to tell whether he was about to deliver praise or a lecture. In my experience, it was usually a lecture disguised as praise.

His gaze drifted to the paper, then to my finger. “You have ink on your hand.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

He waited as if he expected a further explanation. I had none that would improve my situation.

“Wipe it,” he said, as though he were advising me to breathe.

I reached for the cloth I kept in my lap—kept there for exactly this sort of emergency—and rubbed at my fingertip. The ink did not come off entirely. It never did. It always left a faint shadow, a trace. The thought made my stomach tighten, and I did not know why. It was only ink. It was only a finger. I was being unreasonable.

Mr. Hart leaned closer to the page. “The phrasing here,” he said, tapping the margin with one long finger, “is acceptable but unnecessarily soft. Replace ‘might be agreeable’ with ‘shall be required.’”

“Yes, Uncle.”

“And do not use the sand,” he added without looking up. “It dulls the paper.”

I had not touched the sand shaker. “Yes, Uncle.”

He straightened and paused. Something in his posture shifted—an almost imperceptible tightening at the shoulders that was never good.

“I require your assistance,” he said.

I set down my pen carefully, as if sudden movements might make the request vanish. “Of course.”

He moved to the mantel and took up a letter that had been waiting there, folded crisply, still sealed. “This concerns the Duke of Ashcombe,” he said, and then, as if he were naming an illness: “Valebridge.”

The name meant nothing to me. Dukes were distant figures in newspapers and in the gossip of people who liked that sort of thing. Dukes did not belong in my life. My life belonged in margins, in tidy columns, in quiet corners of rooms where no one asked me to have an opinion.

My uncle broke the seal with a practiced flick of his knife and read. His mouth became flatter the longer he looked. When he finished, he folded the letter again with unnecessary precision.

“The estate is in disorder,” he said. “The accounts are a shambles. The correspondence has been neglected. Repairs have been… postponed.” He said the last word as if it were an insult.

I waited, hands folded, heart thudding in the hollow of my throat. Mr. Hart looked at me over his spectacles.

“You will accompany me to Ashcombe,” he said.

The room, which had been perfectly stable a moment ago, tilted slightly. “I—pardon, Uncle?”

“The duke inherited unexpectedly,” he continued, as if I had not spoken. “He is young. He is… energetic.” He said energetic with the same tone he used for combustible. “My role is to ensure the estate does not collapse into litigation and scandal. Your role will be to assist me.”

I could not find my breath at once. My chest felt too tight for such a simple thing. “Assist you how?” I asked, though I could guess.

“You will copy and organize,” he said briskly. “You will tidy the duke’s study. You will establish order where there is none. You will maintain records. You will be discreet.”

Discreet. That word was a relief. Discreet meant invisible. Discreet meant safe. Then he added, “You will not be noticed.”

My relief turned cold. “I shall do my best,” I managed.

“You shall do more than your best,” my uncle said. “You shall do precisely as I instruct.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

He began listing rules as though he were drafting a contract. “You will remain indoors whenever possible. You will not place yourself in the duke’s company without necessity. You will not allow yourself to be drawn into provincial nonsense. You will not—” His eyes narrowed. “—permit gossip.”

“I do not—” I began, then stopped, because the truth was I did not permit gossip so much as I attracted it by existing in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Mr. Hart’s expression softened a fraction, the way a stone might soften if it were very tired. “This is temporary,” he said, and that should have soothed me, but it did not. “A fortnight, perhaps. A month at most.”

Temporary things could still ruin a person. A single sentence, spoken in the wrong room, could last forever.

“Yes, Uncle,” I whispered, because there were no other words that were safe.

He nodded, satisfied. “We leave tomorrow.”

I blinked. “Tomorrow?”

He looked faintly surprised that time should matter to me. “There is no advantage in delay.”

Of course. Delay was for people who could afford it. I reached for my pen as if the familiar weight might anchor me. The nib hovered over the page while the ink stain on my finger watched me like an accusation.

“Do I have time to—” I began.

“To pack?” my uncle supplied. “Yes. To change your mind? No.”

He turned away, already finished with the matter. I sat very still until his footsteps receded, then let out a breath that felt as if it had been trapped for years.

Temporary. Discreet. Not noticed.

Those were the rules. I repeated them to myself as if they were charms, but they did not help.

That night, I did not pack sensibly.

I did, of course. I folded my dresses into obedient squares. I tucked extra ribbons into my reticule. I checked my gloves twice, because nothing says respectable niece like gloves and silence. But the only thing I truly checked—three times, as if the number might turn risk into safety—was the false bottom of my trunk. It clicked into place with a soft, smug sound.

Beneath it lay a bundle of plain pages tied with string, innocent as laundry and twice as dangerous.

I waited until the household slept; until the servants had gone to their rooms and my uncle’s footsteps had stopped pacing like a judge considering a verdict. Then I lit a candle and shielded it with my palm, as if the flame itself might gossip.

My pen hovered above the first blank line. There is a particular kind of thrill in writing the words you would never dare to say aloud. Not because they are evil, but because they are honest. I dipped the nib. Ink darkened the tip. And then I became someone else. Not braver, exactly. I was still myself. Only… unbuttoned.

I wrote the title at the top of the page in careful, anonymous script.


LANTERNLIGHT: AFTERGLOW




Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I wrote the scene.


The library door clicked shut behind Lady Aurelia, as if the house itself wished for privacy.

She had come to hide. That was what she told herself.

The truth was less respectable: she had come because she had heard him in the corridor—his laugh, low and careless—and her pulse had answered like a traitor.

Aurelia slid the manuscript into the empty space behind a row of dull sermons, then stepped back. Her hands were steady. Her heart was not.

“If you keep hiding things in my house,” a voice drawled behind her, “I shall be forced to start reading.”

Aurelia did not turn at once. Turning too quickly was how one revealed weakness.

“Your Grace,” she said, calm as a locked drawer, “I thought you were occupied with your guests.”

“I was,” the Duke replied. “Then I realized I liked being occupied by you more.”

She faced him. He stood just inside the door, coat slightly damp, hair untidy in a way no sensible man should permit. His eyes moved over her with deliberate ease—neither hurried nor shy, as if he had all night and meant to use it.

Aurelia lifted her chin. “Your Grace flatters.”

He smiled. “I admire.”

She made herself step closer to the shelves, pretending to examine titles she could not read through the thundering in her ears.

The Duke followed, unhurried. “Tell me,” he said softly, “why a woman who can silence a room insists on hiding in a library like a thief.”

“Because thieves are rarely questioned,” she returned.

“Then I shall question you gently.”

His hand came up—not to seize, not to trap—but to touch the edge of her glove with a careful finger, as if asking permission in the smallest possible way.

Aurelia’s breath caught despite her pride. “You are too bold,” she whispered.

“No,” he said, nearer now. “I am simply tired of pretending I do not want what I want.”

She ought to have stepped back.

Instead, she let her shoulder brush the bookshelf, and watched his gaze drop to her mouth as if it had betrayed her.

“What do you want?” she asked, and hated herself for how it sounded.

His answer was not a speech.

It was the quiet slide of his palm to her waist, warm through the fabric, steady as a promise.

“First,” he said, “I want you to stop behaving as if you are made of glass.”

His thumb pressed lightly, as if marking the place she belonged.

Aurelia’s voice trembled. “And second?”

The Duke leaned in until his breath touched her ear.

“Second,” he murmured, “I want one honest moment with you.”

She turned her face toward him—too fast now, too human—and their mouths met like an argument finally surrendered.

His kiss was not gentle in a fragile way. It was gentle in a certain way, the way a man might handle something precious without treating it as breakable.

Aurelia’s fingers found his cravat. She did not pull him away.

She pulled him closer.

The Duke broke the kiss only long enough to look at her, eyes dark with satisfaction.

“May I?” he asked, a wicked courtesy.

Aurelia swallowed. She ought to have said no.

She did not.

“Yes,” she whispered, and the word felt like leaping.




I paused there, pen hovering, smiling into the candlelight like a shameless creature. Because that was the part—the precise, delicious part—where a respectable young lady would close the book and insist she had no idea what happened next.

I, on the other hand, had a great deal of idea. I wrote another line, slower, savoring it:


His mouth trailed to her wrist, just beyond the edge of her glove, as if he intended to undo her one careful layer at a time.




I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing out loud. It wasn’t even the scene that was funny. It was me—me—sitting in my small, proper room, writing a duke into scandal with the same hand that had copied legal phrases that morning. If my uncle knew what my pen could do after midnight, he would lock it in a safe.

I dipped the nib again, amusement buzzing under my ribs, and wrote:


“You are trembling,” the Duke said, pleased.

“I am not,” Aurelia lied.

“Then,” he murmured, “let me give you a reason.”




My cheeks warmed. My eyes stung, not with shame, but with something bright and daring. I had just begun the next sentence when the floorboard outside my door creaked.

The pen froze in my hand. The candle flame shuddered, as if it had also heard. My heart did a ridiculous thing—it attempted to climb into my throat and hide there. I stared at the door, breath trapped, listening for a second sound.

Silence. A moment passed. Then another.

I forced myself to move. Quickly, quietly, efficiently—like a woman practiced at hiding evidence—I slipped the pages together, folded them, and shoved them beneath the false bottom of the trunk so fast the string snagged and tore a tiny corner. The rip sounded enormous in the quiet. I held still, waiting for the household to rush in and discover me mid-crime: ink-stained fingers, flushed face, and a fictional duke pressed against a bookshelf.

No one came. The corridor remained silent. I pressed my palm to my mouth and let out a breath that felt like it had been trapped for years. Then, because relief often makes me foolish, I silently laughed—one small shake of shoulders, one scandalous burst of amusement at my own ridiculousness.

I had written “May I?” with a straight face. I had written “Yes,” like it was a victory. And now I was afraid of a floorboard.

I wiped my fingertips on a cloth, though the ink never entirely left; it always stayed in the creases like a secret. When I finally lay down, the candle out and the room dark, the last line of my scene replayed in my mind with wicked cheer.

May I?

Yes.

Temporary, discreet, unnoticeable—those were my uncle’s rules. My pen, unfortunately, had never learned to obey.




***




The coach ride began with silence.

My uncle sat opposite me with a portfolio on his lap, already buried in documents. His coat was perfectly brushed, his cravat sat without complaint, and he looked as if he had stepped out of his chambers and into the carriage without any intervening world. I had packed as my aunt would have wished: modest dresses, proper stays, gloves, a plain shawl, and a bonnet that made me look like a cautious mushroom.

I had also packed in a way my aunt would not have understood: a small bottle of ink, extra nibs, a notebook with ordinary covers, and the tied bundle of pages hidden under my spare chemise where no one would think to look, because no one ever thought of me as dangerous.

The road clattered beneath us. London thinned into outlying streets, then into open land. The air through the carriage window smelled different almost immediately—less coal, more damp earth. I watched the city fall behind and felt something in me stretch, thin and taut.

“Stop fidgeting,” my uncle said without looking up.

“I am not fidgeting,” I lied. My fingers were arranging the items in my reticule for the third time.

He turned a page. The paper made a crisp sound that always calmed me. Paper behaved. Paper stayed where you put it. After an hour, the coach rocked over a rut and my head knocked lightly against the cushion. I bit back a sound, then immediately regretted biting it back, because now my teeth ached. My uncle did not notice. Or he noticed and decided it was not relevant.

At an inn stop—brief, strictly practical—we were handed tea that tasted faintly of yesterday. My uncle drank his quickly, as if it were medicine. I stood near the doorway for air and listened, because eavesdropping was impolite but unavoidable when men spoke loudly.

“Ashcombe?” the stable boy said to someone outside. “That’s the duke what’s always running about like his hair’s on fire.”

“A duke?” another voice said, amused. “A proper one?”

“Aye. New in the title, they say. Valebridge.”

My stomach tightened at the name, as if my body had already begun to regret it.

“Any trouble?”

The stable boy laughed. “Always. Folks say his Grace means well, but meaning well don’t mend a bridge.”

A bridge. The word sank into me, heavy and unexplained. My uncle called my name sharply, and I returned to the coach like a guilty child.

We travelled the rest of the day through a landscape that grew more green and more open. The sky seemed bigger than it had any right to be. I kept thinking I had left something behind in London—something important. It turned out I had left behind certainty.

Ashcombe House rose from the countryside with a kind of calm authority. It was not the grandest house I had ever seen—I had passed more imposing mansions in Mayfair from the safety of a carriage window—but it was certainly large enough to make me feel like a misplaced piece of furniture. A long drive led up to it, bordered by trimmed hedges and early spring flowers that looked as though they had been instructed to behave. The front steps were clean. The door was wide. The windows reflected the sky.

For a moment, I allowed myself to hope. Then, somewhere inside, something crashed.

I flinched.

My uncle’s mouth tightened. “We shall proceed,” he said, as if any other option existed.

The door opened before we reached it. A man stood in the entrance hall with the posture of someone who had been born practicing it. He was tall and lean, dressed in immaculate black, gloved hands folded neatly in front of him. His face was composed into a polite blankness that suggested he could witness an earthquake without raising an eyebrow.

“Mr. Hart,” he said smoothly. “Welcome back to Ashcombe.”

My uncle nodded. “Mr. Quill.”

So this was Barnaby Quill, the butler. His name suited him, and I did not like that it did. It suggested the sort of order a person could not argue with. His pale eyes flicked to me and back again without expression.

“And this,” my uncle said, “is my niece, Miss Hart.”

I curtsied, my gloves feeling suddenly too tight.

“Miss Hart,” Mr. Quill said, and his voice was perfectly neutral, which meant it could contain absolutely anything.

From somewhere deeper in the house, a brisk set of footsteps approached. A woman appeared with the air of someone who could command furniture into place by sheer will. She was broad-shouldered and solid, her hair silver and pinned into a bun that might have been installed with nails. A ring of keys hung at her waist and made a soft, warning clink when she stopped.

“Mr. Hart,” she said. “We did not expect you until afternoon.”

“We made good time,” my uncle replied, as though time were his property.

Her gaze slid to me. It was not unkind, exactly. It was simply the look of a person deciding whether you were likely to break something valuable. “Mrs. Barlow,” Mr. Hart said.

“Mina Barlow,” she corrected, not because my uncle needed to be corrected, but because she was the sort of person who corrected things as a hobby. “Miss Hart,” she added, and there was something in the way she said it that made my spine straighten, not with fear but with the strange desire to impress her.

A third figure emerged behind her, moving quickly, nearly tripping over his own urgency. He was a man in his thirties with sandy hair and spectacles that perched precariously on the end of his nose. He clutched a ledger to his chest as though it were a child he had rescued from a flood.

“Mr. Hart!” he exclaimed. “Thank heaven. You’ve come.”

My uncle gave him a look that implied heaven was a questionable source of assistance. “Mr. Tallow,” he said.

“Tom,” the man corrected, then stopped himself, eyes darting to Mr. Quill as if he had forgotten where familiarity belonged. “Mr. Tallow,” he amended, swallowing. “We—ah—we have been… keeping up as best we can.”

My uncle lifted an eyebrow. “Have you.”

Mr. Tallow made a sound like a man who had been asked whether he had been eaten alive. Before he could answer, a shout echoed from outside. Mrs. Barlow closed her eyes for one second, looking older when she opened them again.

“That will be his Grace,” she said.

My uncle’s lips compressed into a line that might have been a prayer. Mr. Quill did not blink. I stood very still and tried to make my face polite and unmemorable, as instructed. The trouble with being unmemorable was that it required calm, and calm was currently not available.

The front door remained open, allowing a gust of air to sweep in carrying the scent of wet earth. Then he appeared.

At first, I noticed the bird. It was a goose—large, white, and furious. Its neck extended stiffly, and it made a sound that suggested it had been insulted repeatedly and might never recover. A hand held it firmly under one wing, the knuckles bearing small scrapes as if they had recently met a fence and lost the argument. The fingers were strong, and there was a faint smear of mud along the cuff.

Then I saw the man attached to the hand.

He was tall—taller than my uncle, taller than Mr. Quill—and built like someone who moved through the world rather than around it. His coat was fine enough to be expensive but worn as if he had forgotten it was meant to remain uncreased. His cravat sat slightly looser than fashion demanded, and his boots were—there was no polite way to describe them—ruined by mud.

His hair was dark brown, thick, and not quite tame. His eyes were the color of stormy sky, bright with something that looked dangerously like amusement. He smiled as he stepped into the hall, and the whole space seemed to adjust around it.

“Mr. Hart,” he said warmly, as if my uncle had arrived for dinner rather than disaster management. “You’ve come at last. Excellent.”

My uncle inclined his head. “Your Grace.”

The man—Thomas Valebridge, Duke of Ashcombe, my brain supplied helpfully, as if names could be used as shields—bowed. Properly. Gracefully. Still holding the goose.

“Forgive me,” he said, voice cheerful as sunshine, “for receiving you in such a state. I’ve had to negotiate with a foreign dignitary.” He looked down at the goose with the air of a man indulging a difficult cousin.

The goose honked. Loudly.

Mr. Quill shifted half an inch to the side so the sound did not reach his clothing. Mrs. Barlow’s keys jingled like a threat. My uncle’s expression suggested he had been proven correct in all his worst predictions. And me—because I am a person of questionable character under pressure—I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. Not because it was funny. It was, unfortunately, very funny. But laughing at a duke was not on my list of acceptable first impressions.

Thomas Valebridge’s gaze flicked to me. It was not the sort of look that pinned a person, nor was it evaluating in the way Mrs. Barlow’s had been. It was curious, warm, and faintly delighted, as if he had found something he did not know he was missing.

“This must be Miss Hart,” he said, still smiling.

“Yes,” I said quickly, because silence might make him speak again and I was not prepared to survive more sentences from him. “Good morning, Your Grace.” I curtsied. I did not trip. This felt like an achievement.

He bowed again. “Thomas,” he said, as if we were old friends. “I mean—Your Grace, if you prefer. But that sounds dreadfully like I should stop moving and start dying slowly in a chair.”

My uncle made a small sound of disapproval. Thomas glanced at him and grinned, utterly unrepentant. “Mr. Hart, you look as though you’ve come to scold me. I applaud your dedication.”

“I have come,” my uncle said stiffly, “to prevent further—”

“Excellent,” Thomas cut in brightly, as if prevent further were the beginning of a pleasant outing. “We shall do that together.”

He took three steps into the hall, then paused as if remembering he was still holding a furious bird. “Mrs. Barlow,” he said, “could you—”

“No,” Mrs. Barlow said immediately.

Thomas looked genuinely surprised. “No?”

“No,” she repeated, and in that single word was the weight of every goose-related disaster that had ever occurred in this house.

Thomas sighed with theatrical patience. “Very well. Mr. Quill?”

Mr. Quill’s face remained blank. “Your Grace.”

Thomas looked down at the goose again. “All right. We shall carry on as we are.” He walked toward my uncle with the bird tucked firmly under his arm as if it were an awkward bouquet. “I have excellent news,” he announced.

My uncle did not ask what it was; I suspect he did not want to encourage him.

“We have recovered Mr. Crabbe’s goose,” Thomas said, as if this were a diplomatic triumph. From somewhere behind me, Mr. Tallow let out a sound that might have been gratitude. “And,” Thomas continued, “there is only a minor matter to attend to immediately.”

My uncle’s jaw clenched. “Define minor.”

Thomas’s smile widened. “Ah. We may have a small dispute with a gate, a cart, and possibly a piece of fencing that has decided it no longer wishes to be upright.”

Mrs. Barlow’s eyes slid to the mud on his boots, then to the goose, then back to his face, as if considering whether she could lock him out without consequence.

My uncle lifted his portfolio like a shield. “Your Grace, I have brought my niece to assist with your correspondence and accounts. She will remain here and begin at once.”

Thomas turned to look at me again. For an instant, I thought he might actually accept the instruction; he looked, briefly, as if he were listening. Then he said, “Splendid. She’ll take notes.”

“I beg your pardon?” I said, because I could not stop myself.

Thomas stepped closer. Not too close, but close enough that I could see the faint scratches along his knuckles and the way his coat sleeve had dried mud on it, as if he had brushed against the earth and the earth had left its signature.

“You cannot organize an estate from a desk,” he said, as though this were obvious. “You must see it. You must hear it. You must understand which parts are falling down in practice and which parts are falling down on paper.”

My uncle opened his mouth, but Thomas beat him to it. “Mr. Hart,” he said, still cheerful, “I promise I shall not allow your niece to be trampled, drowned, or otherwise inconvenienced. She will be perfectly safe.”

The goose honked.

Thomas looked down at it and added, “Mostly.”

My uncle’s face went a shade paler. “She is not accustomed to—”

“Chaos?” Thomas supplied, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Neither am I. That’s why it keeps surprising me.”

That was absurd; he wore chaos like a second coat.

“I am very accustomed to paper,” I said, because something in me—some small stubborn spark that did not like being discussed as if I were a piece of furniture—wanted to contribute.

Thomas’s gaze sharpened, interested. “Excellent. Then you are precisely what I require. Someone must record what happens so I can later pretend it was planned.”

Mr. Tallow made a strangled noise that might have been agreement or despair. Mrs. Barlow spoke over everyone. “Your Grace, Miss Hart has only just arrived. She will take refreshment.”

Thomas’s smile softened. “Of course. Miss Hart, have you had anything to eat?”

I hesitated. The honest answer was that my stomach had been too tight for breakfast. The polite answer was yes. I gave the polite answer. “I am quite well, thank you.”

Thomas looked as though he did not believe me, but he did not challenge it. He simply nodded, as if filing the information away. “I shall keep it short,” he said, and if there was one thing I immediately learned about Thomas Valebridge, it was that his concept of short belonged to a different universe.

My uncle stepped forward, voice low and dangerous in the way of a man who never raised it. “Your Grace. She will remain inside. She is here to write and to organize, not to follow you about like—like—”

“A shadow?” Thomas offered helpfully.

“Yes,” my uncle snapped. “A shadow.”

Thomas turned to me as if my uncle were not present. “Miss Hart,” he said, “do you faint?”

My face went hot. “No.”

“Splendid,” he said. “Do you ride?”

“A little,” I admitted, because lying was foolish in a house full of people who could test it.

“Even better.”

My uncle looked as if he might remove his own spectacles and polish them simply to avoid witnessing what was happening. Thomas shifted the goose under his arm, which honked again, offended by the conversation. Thomas smiled down at it. “Hush,” he told it. “We are doing serious business.”

Then, to my horror, he offered me his arm.

It was an ordinary gesture—a polite one, the sort of thing any gentleman might do—and yet it felt like standing at the edge of something. His sleeve was warm, the fabric fine beneath my glove. He held his arm steady and waited, not pushing, not rushing, as though it were perfectly acceptable for me to decide. No one had said you may decide to me in a long time.

Behind him, Mrs. Barlow’s gaze bored into my skull. Mr. Quill’s face remained neutral, but I could feel his attention the way one feels the weight of a portrait in a hallway. My uncle stared at me with the silent command of years.

I looked at the duke—at Thomas—at the mud, the scraped knuckles, the ridiculous goose, the smile that seemed to promise trouble and mean well anyway.

And I heard myself say, very softly, “Very well, Your Grace.”

Then I placed my hand on his arm.

It was such a small thing. A gloved hand resting on wool. But my heart behaved as if I had leapt from a rooftop. Thomas’s smile did not change, but something in his eyes did—something pleased, something almost gentle, as if he were grateful I had not run.

He turned toward the open door. “Excellent,” he said. “We shall prevent a minor catastrophe.”

I tightened my grip on my notebook with my free hand, because I could already see the catastrophe lining up like a queue of cheerful strangers. As we stepped onto the front steps, the air hit my face cool and damp. The sky was wide and bright. The drive stretched ahead of us, and beyond it lay land I had never walked, people I had never met, and mistakes I had not yet made.

Behind me, the door closed with a soft, final sound.

If I had been very brave, I might have looked back. Instead, I lifted my chin and walked forward beside the duke who carried a goose like a badge of office, and I told myself—fiercely, desperately—that this was only temporary.

Temporary arrangements were supposed to have edges. This one, I suspected, had none at all.
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If you inherit a dukedom, people expect you to gain wisdom by lunchtime. They do not say this aloud, of course. They simply look at you—at your boots, your handwriting, your decisions—and wait for you to become a sensible monument to tradition. Unfortunately for everyone involved, I had never been a monument to anything. Even as a boy, I’d been the sort to climb the wrong tree just to see whether it could be climbed, then apologize to the gardener while still in the branches.

Now I owned several miles of countryside and a house full of people whose livelihoods depended on me being calm, prudent, and faintly boring. I had been calm for nearly two minutes, which was, I felt, a respectable start.

We had only just stepped away from the front door when the reality of the situation settled upon me, making me acutely aware of three things at once. First, Miss Hart’s hand rested lightly on my arm, holding herself like a person walking through a room full of glass. Second, Mr. Hart followed beside us with the stiff posture of a man attending his own execution. And third, I was still holding a goose.

The bird was tucked under my arm with the resigned fury of a creature that had seen the inside of the world and disapproved of it. Every now and then she twitched, as if considering escape again, before deciding not to waste her energy on the hopeless.

“Your Grace,” Mr. Hart said, voice tight, “I must insist—”

“Yes,” I said, because I had learned that if you answered quickly, lawyers sometimes lost their momentum.

He looked even less pleased. “That is not a sufficient response.”

“It’s a habit,” I admitted. “Most people insist on me, not the other way around.”

Miss Hart’s grip tightened by a hair. It wasn’t enough to hurt, nor enough to be obvious—just enough to tell me she was bracing herself, and I found it both worrying and… admirable, in a way I didn’t yet have a sensible word for.

The air outside was clean and damp, and the sky stretched absurdly wide above us, as if the countryside had stolen all the space London kept locked behind brick. Gravel crunched beneath our feet while, somewhere behind us, Mrs. Barlow’s keys gave one last, ominous jingle. I did not look back; it felt safer not to see her expression.

“All will be well,” I said, meaning it more than I knew how to explain.

Mr. Hart made a sound that suggested all rarely was. Miss Hart did not speak. She walked beside me with perfect manners and the pale focus of someone trying to survive a public ordeal without showing her terror. Her bonnet framed her face in a way that made her look softer than she was, though I’d already seen, back in the hall, the quickness in her eyes when she was paying attention. People mistook quiet women for empty ones all the time. It was a mistake I had never liked, but I had certainly benefited from it when I wanted to be underestimated.

I slowed my stride without announcing it. If she noticed, she didn’t say, but her shoulders eased the tiniest amount, and that was answer enough.

We cut toward the side courtyard instead of the main lane. It was quicker, and if I was honest, I wanted a moment away from the front drive where every window could be watching. Ashcombe House had the irritating habit of feeling like a stage when it wanted to.

The stable yard came into view: warm, busy, smelling of leather, hay, and horses that were much better behaved than I deserved.

“Giles,” I called.

The head groom appeared as if summoned by doom, wiping his hands on a cloth. Giles Merriweather had been at Ashcombe since before I could properly tie a cravat, which meant he regarded me with a mixture of loyalty and deeply personal disappointment. He took in my muddy boots, my loose cravat, my two unexpected guests, and the hen.

His face did not change, but his eyes did.

“Your Grace,” he said, in the tone of a man greeting a storm he’d seen on the horizon all morning.

“Giles,” I replied with my best attempt at dignity, which was weakened by the fact that the hen chose that exact moment to rustle.

Giles looked at the bird. Then at me. Then—very slowly—at the sky, as if asking the heavens whether they might take me back.

“I found her running toward the house,” I said, as if that explained everything.

“It does,” Giles said. “It explains that the yard is missing a goose. Again.”

Mr. Hart cleared his throat. He had the look of a man who had not expected his first day on a ducal estate to include discussions of poultry theft. Miss Hart’s lips pressed together; if she was trying not to smile, she was failing in a very polite way. I decided to pretend I had not noticed.

“She belongs to Crabbe,” I said.

Giles stared at me.

“She does,” I insisted. “I’m almost sure.”

Giles took a step closer and peered at the goose as though inspecting a suspect. “Ezra Crabbe keeps his geese marked.”

“Marked,” Mr. Hart repeated faintly.

“Every man marks something,” Giles said, not at all faintly. Then to me: “This bird has no mark.”

I blinked. “Then whose is she?”

Giles’s expression suggested there were several ways to answer that and none of them would flatter me. “Your Grace,” he said patiently, “did you take her from Crabbe’s yard?”

“I did not take her,” I protested. “I recovered her.”

Giles made a small, long-suffering sound and held out his arms. “Give her here.”

I shifted the goose into his grasp with care. She immediately relaxed against his chest, traitor that she was. Giles looked down at her and said, very softly, “There, there. You’ve had a fright.”

The goose settled, as if she’d been waiting all along for a competent adult. I felt personally insulted.

Miss Hart’s eyes flicked toward me. I could see the laughter there now, restrained but present, like a candle behind a curtain. That candle made me want to keep talking, which was unwise.

“We have a small matter at the south cottages,” I told Giles, as if announcing that I was a sober man conducting sober duties. “A cart and a gate.”

Giles’s gaze moved to Miss Hart’s hand on my arm, then to Mr. Hart, whose jaw was clenched so tight it could have cracked walnuts, then back to me.

“Ah,” he said. It was the same ah Barnaby used when I spilled tea on an important guest once. It was not encouraging. “Your Grace, would you like a horse?”

“I would like,” I said, “to reach the cottages without alarming the entire county. Walking seems… quieter.”

Mr. Hart gave me a look that suggested walking with me was, in fact, quite alarming.

Giles nodded once. “As you like.”

A stable boy hovered nearby, eyes wide at the sight of a duke being escorted by a London solicitor and his niece like a prisoner. I ignored him. Giles, however, leaned closer and spoke in a voice meant only for me.

“The tools in the tack room are short one hammer.”

I frowned. “Again?”

Giles’s mouth tightened. “Yes, Your Grace. Again.”

That word did something unpleasant in my stomach. “Thank you,” I said quietly. “Lock the room. Tell no one until I’ve asked.”

Giles’s eyes sharpened. “Something amiss?”

“Something,” I said, because it was easier than admitting I didn’t yet know what. He gave a tiny nod and stepped away without further questions. Giles was very good at obeying when it mattered and arguing when it mattered more.

We left the stable yard and followed a hedge-lined path that led toward the lower lane. Miss Hart kept pace with careful steps, as if she wasn’t sure the ground would stay beneath her. I could have offered to fetch a carriage. I could have told her we could postpone until after she’d eaten and rested and recovered from the shock of meeting me with poultry. But I didn’t, because the truth was simple and slightly embarrassing: I didn’t want to send her back inside.

Not for selfish reasons—at least not only selfish reasons. It was just that for the first time in weeks, the possibility of order felt real. She had that look. Not the look of a person who demanded control for the pleasure of it, but the look of a person who could build it quietly and keep it standing.

I glanced down and saw her knuckles were white around her notebook.

“You needn’t grip it like a weapon,” I said, attempting lightness.

She startled, then composed herself with impressive speed. “I wasn’t aware I was gripping it.”

“That’s how it begins,” I said solemnly. “First you grip the notebook. Then you start making lists. Next thing you know, you’ve reorganized a duke.”

Mr. Hart made a noise that sounded like pain.

Miss Hart’s mouth twitched. “I don’t believe dukes are reorganizable.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. It came out sharp and surprised, which pleased me even more because it meant it was real. “You may be right,” I said. “But I admire your optimism.”

Her gaze shifted to my boots—muddy, shameless—and then quickly away again. “Your Grace,” she said after a pause, voice cautious, “how… often do minor matters arise?”

Ah. There it was. The sensible question. I hesitated, because the honest answer was constantly, and the safer answer was rarely, and neither would do her any good.

“Often enough to be irritating,” I said instead, “but not so often as to be hopeless.”

She nodded as if filing that away. “That is not particularly reassuring.”

“No,” I agreed. “But it is accurate.”

We reached the lane, and the sound met us before the sight did: a horse snorting, a man swearing, a wheel scraping against stone, and the overlapping voices of people who had decided the best way to solve a problem was to speak louder than everyone else.

Mr. Hart halted. I could almost hear his soul leaving his body. Miss Hart’s fingers tightened on my sleeve—not hard, just enough to tell me she was still there.

I stepped forward.

The cart was half off the track, one wheel sunk into a shallow ditch where the ground had gone soft from last night’s rain. The horse was a sturdy bay with the patient eyes of a saint, but even saints had limits; he stamped and tossed his head as if he had been dragged into nonsense without consent. A gate hung open at an awkward angle, the latch dangling uselessly. Two laborers stood with their hands on the cart frame, pushing in a way that ensured the wheel dug deeper.

A woman stood a little to one side, one hand on a child’s shoulder. The child—no more than five—was red-faced and weeping, overwhelmed by shouting men and the looming horse and the fact that everyone seemed angry at the world.

And there, like the final inevitable ingredient in a disaster stew, stood Ezra Crabbe.

He was old enough to have seen several monarchs, and he wore his years like armor. White whiskers framed a face weathered by wind and stubbornness, while a battered cap sat low on his brow. His stick was planted in the mud like a flag of complaint. He saw me and scowled with the satisfaction of a man who had been waiting all morning to scowl at a duke.

“Your Grace,” he said loudly, as if informing the horse of my title. “Come to break more things with your own hands, have you?”

“I’ve come to stop things breaking,” I said.

Crabbe snorted. “Then stop touching them.”

Mr. Hart shifted behind me, his horror radiating outward; he was going to hate this place. Miss Hart’s gaze moved quickly over the scene—cart, wheel, gate, horse, people—then landed briefly on the child. Something changed in her expression. Her eyes sharpened, her mouth set. I’d seen that look before, on officers before they gave orders, on surgeons before they cut. It was the look of someone deciding to act despite fear.

I liked it.

I did not have time to like it privately, however, because Crabbe was still speaking.

“This gate was fine yesterday,” he declared. “Then this morning it’s hanging like a drunk man at a harvest dance. My cart slips because the track’s open, and now the horse is sulking and my granddaughter’s crying, and it’s all because—”

“Because of me,” I supplied, because it made people feel better to say it out loud.

Crabbe looked startled. That was always enjoyable. “Yes,” he said suspiciously, as if he didn’t trust me to agree properly.

I stepped toward the gate. The latch was not snapped, but hung oddly, loosened. The hinge pin—one of the top ones—was missing altogether. Not broken. Missing. I ran my fingers along the wood and found fresh scrape marks where someone had worked the pin out cleanly.

My skin went cold.

That was not weather. That was not time. That was not a gate deciding to give up on life. That was a person.

I straightened and forced my face into something neutral. “All right,” I said briskly. “Let’s move the child away from the horse first. Mrs…?”

The woman blinked at me, startled by being addressed. “Bramwell, Your Grace.”

“Mrs. Bramwell,” I said, “would you take her up the lane a little? Where she can see but not be underfoot?”

Mrs. Bramwell hesitated, then nodded, grateful for direction, and guided the child away. The crying did not stop immediately, but it softened, muffled by distance. One problem reduced, at least.

“Now,” I said, “we’ll lift the cart.”

The laborers immediately pushed harder, proving that men could misunderstand even the simplest instruction if they tried.

“No—” I began, stepping forward to demonstrate.

The horse chose that moment to toss his head. The cart shifted. The wheel sank another inch with a wet sucking sound, and the men stumbled, swearing.

Crabbe barked a laugh. “Aye. Lift it, he says.”

Mr. Hart made a strangled noise. Miss Hart, however, did not speak. She simply looked at the wheel, then at the axle, then at the ditch, as though she were measuring the world.

Then, softly, she said, “If you lift now, it will twist.”

I turned my head. “Pardon?”

Her cheeks flushed. I suspected they flushed easily, which would have been amusing if it weren’t also inconvenient for her. “The wheel,” she said, gaining confidence as she spoke. “If you lift the cart without blocking it, the axle will catch and you’ll make it worse. Someone should wedge the wheel and steady the horse, and then—”

She stopped as if realizing she had given an opinion in public and might be punished for it.

I stared at her for a heartbeat. Then I said, loudly enough for everyone, “Yes. Exactly.”

She blinked, startled. The laborers looked between us as if unsure whether to obey the duke or the lady with the notebook.

“Block the wheel,” I ordered, pointing to a flat stone near the gate. “Use that. And you”—I nodded to the taller laborer—“hold the horse steady. Not his head. His shoulder. Speak to him.”

The man hesitated, then obeyed. The horse’s ears flicked, his breathing easing a fraction.

Crabbe stared at Miss Hart as if she had produced a miracle. “What do you know about carts?”

Miss Hart’s eyes widened. “I—I don’t, particularly. I only… saw it.”

Crabbe harrumphed. “Well, it’s more than his Grace sees half the time.”

“I see plenty,” I said, without heat. “I simply see it in the wrong order.”

To my surprise, Crabbe’s mouth twitched. It might have been amusement, or it might have been indigestion. With Crabbe, one never knew.

The wheel was wedged. The horse was steadier. The cart stopped sinking.

“All right,” I said. “Now we lift. On three.”

I planted my hands under the cart frame and waited. Miss Hart stood back, but not far. She watched with intense focus, as if she might catch the cart with her gaze if it misbehaved.

“One,” I said. “Two. Three.”

We lifted together. The cart rose with a groan of wood—not too much, not too little. The blocked wheel held. The axle did not twist. The cart shifted forward out of the ditch with a shudder and a splash of mud that landed directly on my already ruined boots.

A victory.

The laborers cheered quietly, like men relieved to stop straining. The horse exhaled, patient again. Mrs. Bramwell returned with the child, who was now sniffing rather than sobbing as she stared at the cart as if it were a monster that had been defeated.

“Well done,” I said to the men. Then, because I was learning quickly, I looked at Miss Hart. “Well done,” I said again, this time to her.

She stared at me as if she wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. A faint shake ran through her fingers where they gripped her notebook—the sort of tremor you only noticed if you were paying attention. I was paying attention.

“Thank you,” she said, voice steady in a way her hands were not.

Mr. Hart cleared his throat, having regained enough breath to disapprove again. “This is precisely the sort of—”

“Yes,” I said, because it still worked better than arguing. Then, because I was trying—truly trying—to reduce his misery, I added, “It’s done.”

Crabbe jabbed his stick at the gate. “It’s not done. That gate’s still hanging.”

I turned back to it. The missing pin was obvious now that I’d seen it. A clean gap, as deliberate as a missing word in a sentence. I crouched and examined the hinge more closely. The scrape marks were fresh; someone had worked the pin free with care, not force. My jaw tightened.

“Have you found the pin?” I asked Crabbe.

He stared at me like I’d asked whether he had swallowed it. “If I had found it, I’d have stuck it in your hat.”

Fair.

I straightened. “Jonah Rigg will come to fix it,” I said, naming my carpenter because it sounded competent. “Today. And until then, we’ll secure it.”

I looked around for a temporary solution—a length of rope, a spare chain, anything.

Miss Hart spoke again, quietly. “There’s a coil of rope by the cart.”

Of course there was. I hadn’t seen it because I’d been busy being a duke in public. I found the rope, tied the gate as best I could, and tested it. It held.

Crabbe grunted. “Better than nothing.”

“It’s not good enough,” I said, more sharply than I meant.

Crabbe’s eyes narrowed. “No. It isn’t.”

For a moment, we were in agreement, and that felt almost dangerous. Crabbe rarely agreed with anyone. It was like a sign that something bigger was happening. I forced myself to breathe and soften my voice again.

“I’ll have it properly repaired,” I promised.

Crabbe’s scowl deepened. “You always promise.”

“I know,” I said. “This time, I intend to make it true.”

He stared at me for a long moment, then spat into the mud—not at me, but near my boots, which was his version of restraint. “See that you do,” he said.

As we turned back up the lane, I heard a fluttering clamor from behind and glanced over my shoulder. Giles had arrived with the goose, cradled like a reluctant infant. Behind him trotted Ned Pike, the footman, looking panicked and proud at the same time.

Crabbe stared at the goose as if it had insulted his ancestry. “That’s not mine.”

Giles blinked. “It isn’t?”

Crabbe jabbed his stick at the bird. “Mine’s grey. That one’s from Mrs. Bunting’s yard.”

Giles closed his eyes. Ned Pike looked as if he might faint. I swallowed laughter because it seemed unfair to laugh when everyone was suffering, but the laugh escaped anyway, quick and helpless. Miss Hart made a small sound—a startled breath—and I looked at her in time to see her cover her mouth with her glove, eyes bright with suppressed amusement.

It was an astonishingly pretty expression on her. Not because it was delicate, but because it was real.

“I will,” I said solemnly, “return Mrs. Bunting’s goose at once.”

Mr. Hart’s voice was a hiss beside me. “Your Grace.”

“Yes,” I said, because it was still safer.

He leaned toward me, speaking low through his teeth. “This is chaos.”

I glanced at him. “No,” I said honestly. “This is goose.”

He stared at me as if wondering whether he could sue me for being myself. Miss Hart, however, had relaxed again. Not much. Not entirely. But enough.

We walked back toward Ashcombe House through the hedgerows and the wide, honest sky. The air smelled of wet leaves and turned earth. Somewhere a bird sang as if it had never heard of debt, repair schedules, or scandal. I kept my pace easy, not tugging Miss Hart along even when my instinct urged me to move faster. She matched me carefully, and I noticed she walked like a woman who had learned to be cautious in rooms with too many eyes.

After a few minutes, I spoke more quietly, so only she could hear. “Are you hurt?”

She blinked, startled by the softness. “No, Your Grace.”

It was a lie. Or at least, not entirely true. People didn’t grip notebooks like weapons when they were comfortable.

“You may say you are frightened,” I told her. “It is allowed.”

Her cheeks warmed again. “I am not—”

I raised my brows, gently.

She exhaled, almost imperceptibly. “I am… unsettled.”

“Excellent,” I said, because sometimes humor was the only way to make a difficult truth bearable. “That means you’re alive.”

She looked at me, eyes wide, as if unsure whether to be horrified or amused. “I prefer being alive indoors,” she said finally.

“And yet here you are,” I replied.

Her mouth twitched. “Here I am.”

We walked in silence for a moment, and I found myself noticing silly things: the way her gaze swept the path ahead, always measuring; the way she kept her shoulders square even when she was anxious; the faint ink stain on the edge of her glove cuff, barely visible, as if she carried secrets under her skin.

I was about to ask her whether she always carried ink with her, when my eyes caught on the gate again, and my earlier unease returned like a cold draft. Clean scrape marks. Missing pin. Fresh work. Not age. Not accident.

Someone had been there.

I did not mention it to Miss Hart. Not yet. She had already had enough for her first hour at Ashcombe. If I told her someone might be deliberately interfering with repairs, she would either run back to London or fall into the sort of panic that made a person’s lungs forget how to function. I had known men who faced cannon fire without fear and collapsed at the sight of a broken seal. Fear did not follow rules. It found its own path.

And Miss Hart—quiet, neat, determined—had fear in her bones and bravery in her spine. That combination deserved care.

Ashcombe House came into view again. From the outside it looked calm, as if nothing inside it had ever contained a runaway chicken, a furious duke, or a lawyer on the edge of fainting. We stepped into the entry hall, and immediately the air became cooler, more controlled.

Barnaby Quill appeared as if he had been waiting exactly three inches away the entire time. His gaze flicked to my boots, which now bore fresh mud, then to Miss Hart’s bonnet, which remained perfectly aligned, then to Mr. Hart’s face, which looked as if it had aged a decade.

“Your Grace,” Barnaby said, voice neutral enough to be weaponized.

“Mr. Quill,” I replied brightly, because cheerfulness unnerved people who wanted to scold me.

Mrs. Barlow emerged from somewhere like a summoned judge, keys at her waist and patience in short supply. “You have returned,” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

“With mud,” she added.

“Yes,” I said again.

Mr. Hart stepped forward before Mina could use her keys on me. “Your Grace,” he began, “Miss Hart will now remain indoors and commence the work for which she has been brought—”

“Yes,” I said.

He glared. “Stop saying yes.”

“All right,” I said immediately.

Miss Hart’s shoulders shook once, very slightly. It could have been a suppressed laugh, or it could have been despair. With her, it was difficult to tell. I turned to Mr. Hart and did my best to look like a responsible man with a title rather than a problem in boots.

“She should begin at once,” I agreed. “In my study.”

Mr. Hart blinked. “In your study?”

“Yes. With full access. She cannot sort accounts without seeing them. She cannot correct correspondence if it remains in drawers no one opens.”

Barnaby’s eyes flicked, almost imperceptibly, toward the corridor that led to my study. I took that as agreement. Barnaby agreed with anything that reduced the odds of me setting fire to paperwork.

Mrs. Barlow crossed her arms. “Miss Hart will have what she needs.”

“She will also have authority,” I added, because I’d learned something very important in the last half hour: Miss Hart worked better when people listened to her.

Mr. Hart stared at me as if I were attempting to smuggle contraband into the house. “Authority?”

“Yes,” I said, keeping my tone mild. “She will be able to request receipts, records, schedules. She will be able to ask questions without being dismissed as”—I searched for the word—“decorative.”

Miss Hart’s eyes widened. She looked as if she wanted to disappear into the wallpaper, while Mrs. Barlow’s gaze sharpened at the word decorative, and for the first time since we’d met, she looked faintly approving. Barnaby said nothing, but then, Barnaby never said anything unless it would wound.

Mr. Hart’s voice was tight. “And what of… outings?”

“Only when necessary,” I said smoothly. It was a lie. But it was a lie I intended to modify into truth.

Mr. Hart’s mouth opened, so I held up one hand, not to silence him, but to slow the situation before it became shouting.

“Mr. Hart,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “I understand your concern. I do not wish to inconvenience your niece.”

“Inconvenience,” Mina muttered under her breath, which was possibly the most damning comment she could have made.

I ignored it. “However, what you saw just now—carts stuck, gates failing—these things are not solved by letters alone. They require decisions on the ground. If Miss Hart is to bring order, she must understand what she is ordering.”

Mr. Hart’s eyes narrowed behind his spectacles. “And you intend to drag her behind you like a banner?”

Miss Hart flinched. That stung. I felt it myself, unexpectedly.

“No,” I said, more sharply than I meant. Then I softened. “I intend to listen to her.”

Mr. Hart looked unconvinced, as lawyers always did when they suspected sincerity. Miss Hart’s gaze lifted to mine, quick and uncertain, as if she hadn’t expected me to defend her as a person rather than a tool. I had not expected it either. But it was done now.

Mrs. Barlow cleared her throat. “Miss Hart,” she said briskly, “come with me. You will have tea. Then you will work.”

Miss Hart blinked. “Tea?”

“Yes,” Mina said, as if tea were law.

Miss Hart turned to Mr. Hart instinctively, seeking permission. He hesitated. I watched him, and for a moment I saw not an enemy, but a man frightened for the only family he had. He expressed fear through rules and anger, which was unfortunate, but not incomprehensible.

“It would be wise,” I said gently, “if she ate something before facing my study.”

Barnaby’s gaze flicked to me—a fraction of approval, or surprise. Either was rare.

Mr. Hart exhaled, stiff. “Very well.”

Miss Hart looked relieved and mortified at the same time, which seemed to be her natural state. Mina led her away, keys jingling like victory, while Mr. Hart lingered, still tense. I waited until Miss Hart had gone, then spoke quietly, so Barnaby could not hear and Mina did not have the satisfaction.

“She did well,” I said.

Mr. Hart’s jaw tightened. “She should never have been put in that position.”

“I agree,” I said. “Which is why I mean to stop it happening again.”

He looked at me sharply. “You mean to stop carts from getting stuck?”

“I mean to stop gates from being sabotaged,” I said, and watched his expression shift.

He stared. “Sabotaged?”

I held his gaze, steady and calm. This was the part of me people didn’t often see—the part that arrived when something threatened my people. “The hinge pin was removed cleanly,” I said. “Not broken. Removed.”

Mr. Hart went very still. “You are certain?”

“As certain as I am of anything,” I said. “Which is to say: not entirely. But enough to pay attention.”

His face tightened further, but this time it was not only disapproval. It was calculation. “That,” he said slowly, “is a serious matter.”

“Yes,” I replied. “So I would appreciate it if you did not insist on keeping your niece locked indoors. She saw what I did not. She kept a child from being trampled. She made a plan in the middle of noise.”

Mr. Hart’s eyes narrowed, unwilling to grant anything easily. “She is… capable.”

“Very,” I said.

He hesitated. Then, grudgingly, “I will consider your point.”

It was not permission, exactly, but it was movement.

I nodded once. “Thank you.”

He did not answer, but he did not argue further. In my experience, that was practically affection.

When he turned away, heading toward the guest rooms Mina had assigned him, I stood alone in the entry hall for the first time since the coach arrived. The house felt quiet again, but beneath the quiet I could feel the estate shifting, like a floorboard that no longer sat quite right. A missing hinge pin. A missing hammer. A cart that slipped because a gate had been opened at just the wrong angle.

It could have been coincidence. But Ashcombe had been full of coincidences lately, and I was beginning to suspect that coincidence was simply what men called a pattern when they didn’t want to admit it.

I ran a hand over my face and felt the grit of dried mud at my jaw. My boots squelched faintly when I moved, a reminder that dignity was a fragile thing.

Somewhere down the corridor, I heard a soft voice—Miss Hart’s—answering Mina, polite and careful. I found myself holding still, listening. Not because I wanted to intrude, but because I wanted to be sure she was all right. Then I shook myself, because that was ridiculous. She was a grown woman, not a delicate ornament, and she had just proven she could manage a cart and an anxious child more efficiently than I managed most of my mornings.

Still. I could not shake the feeling that I had brought her into a world with loose nails and missing pins, and I did not like that. I did not like many things at the moment. But if there was one thing I could do—one thing I could force myself into, even if it bored me nearly to death—it was this: I could stop running blindly. I could watch.

And I could keep Miss Hart close enough to help me see what I kept missing. That was practical. Entirely practical. It had nothing to do with the fact that her restrained little smile out in the lane had made my day feel suddenly less impossible.

Nothing at all.
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Mrs. Mina Barlow did not suggest tea. She decreed it. By the time we returned to Ashcombe House—me with my heart still doing foolish gymnastics, my uncle with the rigid expression of a man who had just watched the law dragged through mud, and the duke with mud in places I did not think mud could reach—Mrs. Barlow had already decided what I needed, and it was not my opinion.

“Miss Hart,” she said, appearing at the foot of the stairs like a judge who had heard enough excuses for one day, “you will have tea.”

“I’m quite—”

“You will,” she repeated, and the second time it sounded less like kindness and more like household law.

Mr. Barnaby Quill drifted into view behind her, immaculate as a sermon and twice as quiet. His gaze flicked once—very politely—to my cuffs, as if checking whether I had brought the outside world into his hallway. I had not, but I felt as guilty as if I had smuggled an entire puddle in my pocket.

My uncle cleared his throat. “Mrs. Barlow, my niece has work to begin immediately.”

“And she will do it better if she has eaten,” Mrs. Barlow replied, unfazed by solicitors and their belief that humans functioned on duty alone.

The duke—Thomas—said brightly, “I agree.”

My uncle’s head turned toward him with lethal restraint. “Your Grace, you agree with everything.”

Thomas smiled. “Only when it makes sense.”

That was, in itself, alarming.

Mrs. Barlow’s keys jingled at her waist as she turned. “This way, Miss Hart.”

There are many ways a woman can be escorted through a house. Some are gentle; some are polite. Mrs. Barlow’s escort was the way one escorted a person out of a burning building: brisk, efficient, and not open to discussion.

I followed. Behind me, I heard my uncle’s voice drop into that low, controlled tone he used when he wanted to be obeyed by the universe. “Your Grace—”

Thomas replied, equally low, “Mr. Hart, I promise you I am trying to improve.”

My stomach did something strange at that. It wasn’t trust. It certainly wasn’t comfort. But it was… a tiny softening. A crack in the idea that this duke was simply chaos with a title. I did not turn around; if I turned around, someone might see my face.

Mrs. Barlow led me into a small morning room with windows that looked onto a neat stretch of garden that clearly had not yet met the duke’s boots. Tea waited on a tray. Not a dainty tea, either, but a tea that looked prepared to rebuild a person from the inside: a pot, two cups, a plate of bread, and something warm and sweet that smelled like butter and safety.

“Sit,” Mrs. Barlow said.

I sat.

She poured with the calm authority of a woman who had poured tea through wars, births, funerals, and presumably the occasional duke-related catastrophe. She slid a cup toward me. “Drink.”

I drank. The first sip was scalding. I nearly coughed, then remembered coughing was also a form of attention and swallowed it down like a soldier. Mrs. Barlow watched me with the expression of someone assessing whether I would be useful or merely ornamental.

I wanted to tell her I had no intention of being ornamental. Unfortunately, I also wanted to tell her I would like to crawl under the table and live there permanently.

Before I could choose, the door opened and a girl appeared carrying a stack of folded linens. She was young—perhaps my age, perhaps a little younger—dark-haired, lively-eyed, and moving with the quick confidence of someone who did not suffer in silence because she had never considered suffering necessary. She curtsied too quickly, as if she’d been practicing in her head and then panicked at the moment of execution.

“Mrs. Barlow,” she said.

“Cressida,” Mrs. Barlow replied, and there was enough meaning in the single word to suggest Cressida Finch was both helpful and dangerous in equal measure. “This is Miss Hart.”

Cressida’s eyes widened with immediate interest. “The Miss Hart?”

I nearly dropped my cup.

“The only Miss Hart,” Mrs. Barlow said, dry.

Cressida’s gaze swept me from bonnet to gloves to the notebook I was still holding like a flotation device. Her smile spread with alarming speed. “Oh, I’m so pleased,” she said.

I blinked. “Pleased?”

“Yes! I mean—” She lowered her
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	Roof repair schedule 

	Bridge inspection notes (ask His Grace) 

	Receipts missing (request originals)
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