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Chapter 1 – The Shadow at the Gate
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The sky over Derbyshire had the bruised, swollen look of a fruit left too long in the sun, though the temperature suggested anything but summer. It was 1814, and the rain was not merely falling; it was an assault. It lashed against the windows of the hired hackney with a rhythmic ferocity that made Elara Vance feel as though the world were trying to scrub her existence clean.

Perhaps that would be for the best.

“Steady, girl,” Elara whispered, though whether she was speaking to herself or the small, fraying reticule clutched in her lap was unclear. Inside the bag lay a forged set of references, a single silver shilling, and the heavy, invisible weight of a name she could no longer claim.

As the carriage lurched into a pothole, Elara’s head snapped back against the hard wooden frame. She didn’t wince. Pain was an old acquaintance, one she had hosted daily since her father had decided a pistol was the only honorable solution to a mountain of gambling debts. The Earl of Thorne had exited the stage in a cloud of gunpowder and scandal, leaving his three daughters to face the creditors who descended like vultures upon a carcass.

Now, she was no longer Lady Elara. She was Elena Vance, a woman of “respectable but diminished” circumstances, arriving at the gates of Sterling Park to interview for the position of governess.

The carriage slowed to a crawl. Through the blurred glass, the estate loomed. Sterling Park was not a house; it was a statement. It was a sprawling, neo-classical fortress of honey-colored stone that seemed to frown at the very idea of the rain. It was a place of absolute order, the seat of Arthur Penhaligon, the Duke of Sterling—a man the London broadsheets called the “Iron Duke” with a mixture of reverence and terror.

The hackney pulled to a stop at the side entrance—the servant’s entrance. Elara took a breath, adjusted her wire-rimmed spectacles, and stepped out into the deluge.

“Wait here,” she told the driver, her voice carrying the crisp, melodic authority she had spent years perfecting in Mayfair ballrooms. She immediately bit her lip. Elena Vance would not command a driver with such effortless entitlement. She would ask. Or better yet, she would simply endure.

The driver groaned, huddling under his oiled cloak. “Five minutes, missy. Any longer and the horse’ll catch his death, and I’ll charge you double.”

Elara ignored the “missy”—a barb that would have seen the man dismissed in her father’s time—and hurried toward the heavy oak door. She knocked, the sound swallowed by the wind. A moment later, it creaked open to reveal a man who looked as though he had been carved from the same stone as the house.

“The governess candidate,” Elara said, her provincial lilt carefully applied like a layer of powder. “Miss Elena Vance. I believe His Grace is expecting me.”

The butler, a man whose dignity was so immense it seemed to occupy its own weather system, looked her up and down. His gaze lingered on her sodden cloak and the mud clinging to her boots.

“You are late, Miss Vance,” he said, his tone suggesting that lateness was a moral failing akin to arson. “His Grace does not care for the weather as an excuse. The weather is a constant; your arrival time should have been a variable you controlled.”

Elara blinked. “I shall be sure to tell the clouds to consult his schedule next time.”

The butler’s eyebrow twitched. It was the first sign of life she had seen on his face. “Follow me. And try not to drip on the Persian runners. They were a gift from the Shah.”

The interior of Sterling Park was even more intimidating than its facade. It smelled of beeswax, old leather, and the kind of expensive silence that only centuries of wealth can buy. As they moved through the labyrinthine service corridors and into the main house, Elara felt the walls closing in. Every portrait on the wall seemed to track her progress, the painted eyes of dead Penhaligons judging the interloper in their midst.

They stopped before a pair of towering mahogany doors. The butler straightened his already immaculate waistcoat. “Wait here. I shall inform His Grace of your... dampened arrival.”

“Thank you, Mr.—?”

“Graves,” he replied, and vanished inside.

Elara stood in the hallway, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She was a Vance. She had danced with princes. She had once turned down a Marquess because his laugh reminded her of a braying donkey. And yet, here she was, shivering in a corridor, praying that a man she had never met wouldn’t see through her cheap cotton dress.

She shifted her weight, and her gaze drifted to the wall opposite her. There, framed in gold and lit by a flickering sconce, was a small oil painting of a hunt. Her breath hitched.

The brushwork. The specific shade of ochre in the hounds’ coats. The way the light hit the trees in the background.

It was a Stubbs. Specifically, it was the Stubbs that had hung in her father’s study until the night it had “disappeared” to settle a private debt with a high-stakes gambler.

“My lady?” a voice whispered in her mind, but she shook it off.

It was a coincidence. It had to be. But the Vance crest—a small, hidden sparrow carved into the corner of the original frame—was unmistakable, even if the frame had been changed. Her father hadn’t sold it; it had been taken. And now it hung in the home of the most “moral” man in England.

The door opened. Graves reappeared. “His Grace will see you now. Try to keep your answers brief. He finds verbosity a sign of a cluttered mind.”

Elara straightened her spine, pushed the glasses up the bridge of her nose, and stepped into the lion’s den.

The Duke’s study was a cathedral of intellect. Books rose to the vaulted ceiling, their spines glowing in the firelight. At the far end, behind a desk large enough to serve as a small boat, sat Arthur Penhaligon.

He didn’t look up immediately. He was writing, the scratch of his quill the only sound in the room. He was younger than she had expected—perhaps thirty—with hair the color of midnight and a jawline that looked capable of shattering granite. He wasn’t handsome in the soft, poetic way of the dandies she had known in London; he was handsome like a winter landscape—stark, beautiful, and utterly cold.

“Miss Vance,” he said, his voice a deep baritone that seemed to vibrate in the floorboards. He still didn’t look up. “You are exactly twelve minutes behind schedule.”

“The road was washed out at the creek, Your Grace,” Elara said, her voice steady. “Unless you have a boat among your stables, my delay was inevitable.”

The quill stopped. Arthur raised his head. His eyes were a piercing, crystalline blue—the color of ice over a deep lake. He looked at her, and for a terrifying second, Elara felt as though he were reading the forged documents in her bag through the layers of her clothes.

“I find that ‘inevitable’ is a word used by those who lack foresight,” he said. He leaned back, crossing his arms. “You were hired by my solicitor in London based on a set of written references that were... adequate. However, I find that paper is patient. It will say whatever it is told to say. I prefer to judge the person.”

“A wise policy, Your Grace,” Elara replied. “Though I hope you don’t judge me solely by my current state of hydration. I assure you, I am usually much drier.”

Arthur’s gaze didn’t soften. “You are here to govern my ward, Lady Cassandra. She is fourteen, headstrong, and has already seen off three governesses this year. One left in tears, one left in a fit of vapors, and the third simply disappeared in the middle of the night, leaving a note that claimed the girl was ‘possessed by a demon of sarcasm.’”

Elara felt a ghost of a smile tug at her lips. “I have always found sarcasm to be a sign of a healthy intellect, Your Grace. It is the refuge of the observant.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “It is the refuge of the undisciplined. My ward requires structure. She requires a woman who understands that a lady’s life is defined by the boundaries she keeps. She needs a governess who is invisible, efficient, and above all, beyond reproach.”

He stood up and walked around the desk. He was tall—impossibly so—and he moved with a controlled grace that made Elara’s breath catch for an entirely different reason. He stopped a few feet from her, his presence a physical weight in the room.

“Your references say you were educated at a small seminary in Bristol,” he said, his voice dropping an octave. “And yet, your accent has a certain... London polish. Why is that, Miss Vance?”

Elara felt a cold bead of sweat track down her spine, blending with the rainwater. “My mother was a lady’s maid to a Duchess, Your Grace. I grew up hearing the speech of the Ton. I suppose I was an apt mimic.”

“An apt mimic,” Arthur repeated, the words sounding like a challenge. “A dangerous skill for a governess. One might wonder what else you are mimicking.”

He began to pace around her, a predator circling its prey. “Tell me, Miss Vance, why do you want this position? You are young. You are clearly well-spoken. Surely there are more... lively houses than Sterling Park.”

“I do not seek liveliness, Your Grace,” she said, turning to keep him in her sights. “I seek stability. My family has known enough ‘liveliness’ to last several lifetimes. I wish for a quiet life, a fair wage, and the opportunity to ensure my ward does not grow up to be a woman who faints at the first sign of a challenge.”

Arthur stopped directly in front of her. He was so close she could smell the faint scent of sandalwood and expensive ink. “You speak with a great deal of confidence for a woman who is one word away from being sent back into the rain.”

“Confidence is merely the result of having nothing left to lose,” Elara countered.

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. Arthur stared at her, his blue eyes searching hers. Elara refused to look away. She channeled every ounce of her Vance pride, the iron that had seen her ancestors through wars and plagues, and hid it behind the mask of the humble teacher.

“You are a strange creature, Miss Vance,” he said softly.

He turned away abruptly and walked toward the window, looking out at the dark expanse of the park. “My ward is currently in the schoolroom. She is likely plotting a way to set your bed on fire or hide a toad in your teapot. If you can survive until dinner without resigning, I shall consider your appointment confirmed.”

Elara felt a surge of relief so sharp it made her dizzy. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

“Do not thank me yet,” he said, his back still to her. “Sterling Park is a house of rules. I do not tolerate secrets. I do not tolerate deceit. If I find that you have lied to me—about your references, your past, or your intentions—I will not merely dismiss you.”

He turned his head slightly, his profile sharp against the glass.

“I will ensure you never find work in this country again. You will be back in the gutter before the sun sets on your deceit. Do we understand each other?”

Elara swallowed hard. “Perfectly, Your Grace.”

“Graves will show you to your quarters. You have one hour to change. If you are a minute late for tea with Lady Cassandra, do not bother unpacking.”

“I shall be on time,” Elara said, her voice reclaiming its strength. “Even if I have to consult the clouds myself.”

As she turned to leave, her eyes snagged once more on the Stubbs painting in the hallway. Arthur followed her gaze.

“A beautiful piece, is it not?” he said, his voice devoid of emotion. “A recent acquisition. The previous owner had no appreciation for its value. He treated it like a common currency.”

Elara felt a flare of white-hot rage, but she kept her face a mask of polite interest. “It is... striking, Your Grace. Though the hounds look a bit hungry for my taste.”

“They are doing their duty,” Arthur said. “They are chasing exactly what they were bred to catch.”

Elara didn’t wait for a dismissal. She walked out of the study, her heels clicking on the marble floor with a defiance she didn’t quite feel.

As the doors closed behind her, she leaned against the cold stone wall of the corridor and closed her eyes. Her hands were shaking. She had the job. She was inside the fortress. But as she looked at the painting of the hounds, she realized she wasn’t just the governess in this house.

She was the fox.

And the Iron Duke had just begun the hunt.

The governess’s quarters were located in the north wing, a drafty section of the house that felt as though it had been designed specifically to discourage comfort. The room was clean, Spartan, and smelled faintly of lavender and damp wool.

Elara stripped off her soaked dress, her fingers trembling as she unlaced her stays. She moved with the efficiency of a woman who had learned to do for herself what a maid had once done for her. She pulled a simple, charcoal-gray wool dress from her trunk—the most “governess-like” thing she owned—and smoothed it down.

She looked at herself in the small, spotted mirror above the washstand. The spectacles she wore were plain glass, designed to hide the shape of her eyes and give her an air of studious dowdiness. She pulled her chestnut hair back into a knot so tight it made her scalp ache.

“You are Elena Vance,” she whispered to her reflection. “You are nobody. You are a shadow. You are a ghost.”

A knock at the door startled her.

“Miss Vance?” a young, bright voice called out. “Are you in there, or have you already succumbed to the gloom? It’s quite infectious in this wing, you know.”

Elara opened the door. Standing there was a girl of about fourteen, with the same midnight-black hair as the Duke but a pair of eyes that danced with a mischievous, untamed light. She was dressed in a gown of fine silk that she was currently treating with the respect one might give a rag.

“Lady Cassandra, I presume,” Elara said, dropping a modest curtsy.

“Oh, don’t do that,” the girl said, waving a hand. “It makes my neck itch. And call me Cassie. If you call me ‘My Lady’ every time I speak, we shall never get through the day. I suspect you’re the new one? The one Arthur thinks will finally ‘civilize’ me?”

“I am the new one,” Elara said, offering a small, genuine smile. “Though I have always found that ‘civilizing’ is a polite word for ‘making boring.’ I should prefer to simply teach you things that might actually be useful.”

Cassandra’s eyes widened. She leaned against the doorframe, crossing her arms. “Useful? Like how to embroider a pillow or how to tilt my head to catch the light of a chandelier?”

“More like how to spot a lie in a political pamphlet,” Elara replied, “or how to calculate the interest on a debt so no one can ever swindle you.”

The girl stared at her for a long beat, then let out a sharp, delighted bark of a laugh. “Oh, I like you. You’re much more dangerous than the last one. She cried when I told her that French irregular verbs were a tool of the devil.”

“They aren’t a tool of the devil,” Elara said, stepping into the hallway. “They are merely a test of one’s patience. Now, I believe we have an appointment for tea. And if we are late, I am told your brother might turn us both into salt pillars.”

“Arthur?” Cassandra rolled her eyes. “He’s already a salt pillar. He just moves occasionally to sign things and ruin everyone’s fun. Come on, then. Let’s go see if we can make him choke on his crumpet.”

As Elara followed the girl down the grand staircase, she felt the Duke’s gaze before she saw him. He was standing in the foyer, speaking to Graves. He looked up as they descended, his eyes locking onto Elara.

She didn’t falter. She kept her pace even, her head tilted at the perfect angle of subservience.

“You are on time, Miss Vance,” Arthur said as they reached the bottom.

“I found a shortcut,” Elara said, glancing at Cassandra.

“She didn’t,” Cassandra chimed in. “She just walks fast. Like she’s trying to outrun something.”

The Duke’s gaze sharpened. The ice in his eyes seemed to crack, just for a second, revealing a flicker of something—curiosity? Suspicion?

“A useful trait in a governess,” Arthur said softly. “As long as she knows where she is running to.”

“I am running toward tea, Your Grace,” Elara said, her tone perfectly bland. “I hear the Sterling Park crumpets are legendary.”

“They are,” Arthur said, his voice regaining its iron chill. “And like everything else in this house, they are served exactly as they should be. See that you follow suit.”

He turned and strode away, his coat flapping behind him like the wings of a dark bird.

Cassandra leaned in close to Elara. “He thinks he’s so very grand. But do you want to know a secret, Elena?”

“Secrets are dangerous things, Lady Cassandra,” Elara said, though her heart hammered.

“He spends all his time looking for cracks in everyone else’s walls,” the girl whispered, “because he’s terrified someone will find the one in his.”

Elara watched the Duke disappear into his study. She thought of the Stubbs painting, the “Iron Duke” who valued order above all else, and the way her father had died in the dirt while men like Arthur Penhaligon collected the spoils.

“Well,” Elara said, taking Cassandra’s arm. “Perhaps it’s time someone showed His Grace that cracks aren’t always a sign of weakness. Sometimes, they’re how the light gets in.”

But as they walked toward the dining room, Elara knew the truth. She wasn’t there to bring light. She was there to survive. And in a house built on rules and shadows, the only way to survive was to play the game better than the man who had written the rules.

The hunt had begun, and Elara Vance was determined to be the first fox in history to lead the hounds right over the edge of the cliff.
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Chapter 2 – Lessons in Defiance
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The morning room at Sterling Park was designed to be cheerful, a concept that seemed to have been lost on the architecture itself. High, arched windows looked out over a landscape that was technically green but appeared to be holding its breath in anticipation of the next storm. Inside, the air smelled faintly of lemon oil and the Duke’s lingering disapproval.

Elara—now firmly entrenched in her role as Elena Vance—sat at the long satinwood table, smoothing the pages of a history text that was so dry it felt like a fire hazard. Opposite her, Lady Cassandra was currently engaged in a silent war of attrition with a bowl of porridge.

“It’s cold,” Cassandra announced, poking a spoonful of the grey sludge with the suspicion one might reserve for a poisonous toad.

“Then it has reached a state of thermal equilibrium with the room,” Elara replied without looking up. “Consider it a practical lesson in physics. Now, back to the Tudor succession.”

Cassandra groaned, the sound echoing off the vaulted ceiling. “Why must I care about a group of people who spent all their time decapitating one another? It’s morbid. And anyway, Arthur says the only thing a lady needs to know about history is that the Penhaligons have always been on the right side of it.”

“Your brother sounds like a man who reads his own press releases for bedtime stories,” Elara murmured.

Cassandra’s eyes brightened. “He does, doesn’t he? He has this specific way of standing in front of a mirror to adjust his cravat that suggests he’s making sure the reflection is worthy of his presence.”

Elara hid a smile behind her hand. “Be that as it may, we are not here to critique His Grace’s vanity. We are here to ensure you don’t grow up to be the kind of woman who thinks ‘The Magna Carta’ is a brand of Italian soap. Page forty-two, if you please.”

Cassandra didn’t move. She slumped in her chair, the very picture of noble indolence. “I won’t. I’m going on strike. I’ve decided that learning is a tool of the patriarchy designed to keep me from my true calling.”

Elara raised an eyebrow. “And what is your true calling? Professional sighing? Or perhaps world-class staring at walls?”

“Horses,” Cassandra said firmly. “I want to breed them. I want to ride astride and never wear a corset again. Why do I need to know about King Henry’s six wives to tell if a mare is sound in the fetlock?”

“Because,” Elara said, closing the book with a soft thud, “if you cannot out-think the men who will inevitably try to swindle you out of your prize stallions, you will end up with a stable full of donkeys and a very expensive lesson in why education matters. Knowledge isn’t a cage, Cassie. It’s the key.”

Cassandra paused. The “donkeys” comment had hit home. She looked at Elara, her expression shifting from boredom to genuine curiosity. “You don’t talk like a governess. Miss Plum, the last one, used to say that a lady’s mind should be like a well-ordered garden—pretty, contained, and mostly full of flowers.”

“Miss Plum sounds like she was one petal short of a bouquet,” Elara said. “A mind should be a fortress. Or better yet, a courtroom. You need to know how to build an argument, how to dismantle an opponent’s logic, and how to tell when someone is lying to your face.”

“Can you teach me that?” Cassandra asked, leaning forward. “The dismantling part?”

“It’s called the Socratic Method,” Elara said. “And it’s far more effective than a tantrum. For instance, if your brother tells you that you cannot go riding because it’s ‘unbecoming,’ you don’t scream. You ask him to define ‘unbecoming.’ Then you ask him if the Queen’s own love of riding is ‘unbecoming.’ If he says no, you ask why the rules of propriety apply to a Duke’s ward but not a Sovereign. You trap him in his own definitions.”

“A dangerous game,” a voice drawled from the doorway.

Elara’s heart did a frantic somersault. She didn’t have to look up to know who it was. The air in the room suddenly felt heavier, charged with the kind of static electricity that precedes a lightning strike.

Arthur Penhaligon, the Duke of Sterling, stood in the threshold. He looked as though he had been poured into a coat of navy superfine that defied the laws of tailoring. His cravat was a marvel of crisp, white geometry, and his expression was as unreadable as a closed vault.

“Your Grace,” Elara said, rising to her feet and executing a bow that was exactly three inches too shallow for a servant. She didn’t care.

“Arthur!” Cassandra chirped, not moving an inch. “Elena is teaching me how to trap you in a logical paradox. It’s much more fun than the Tudors.”

Arthur stepped into the room, his gaze sweeping over the table—the cold porridge, the closed book, and finally, Elara herself. “I was under the impression that this hour was reserved for geography. I fail to see how ‘trapping’ me fits into the map of Europe.”

“Geography is merely the study of where things are,” Elara said, meeting his icy blue stare with a level of composure she didn’t feel. “Logic is the study of why they should stay there. I thought it a prudent addition to the curriculum.”

“Did you?” Arthur walked to the table, his presence looming over them. He picked up the history book, flicking through the pages with a gloved hand. “And tell me, Miss Vance, do you find my sister’s ‘unbecoming’ behavior to be a matter of logical debate, or a matter of simple obedience?”

“Obedience is for dogs, Your Grace. For a young woman of Lady Cassandra’s intellect, I find that understanding the reason behind a rule is far more effective than the blind following of it.”

Arthur set the book down. He leaned forward, his hands resting on the edge of the table. “Rules in this house are not suggestions. They are the scaffolding that keeps this family from collapsing into the sort of chaos that—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “The sort of chaos that destroys reputations.”

Elara saw the flash of pain in his eyes before the Duke slammed the shutters back down. He wasn’t just being a tyrant; he was terrified. He was a man who had built a wall of ice to keep out the fire of his father’s legacy, and he saw every small rebellion as a crack in the dam.

“Reputation is a fragile thing, I agree,” Elara said, her voice softening just a fraction. “But a cage made of gold is still a cage. If you don’t allow Cassandra to test her wings here, in safety, she will simply fly into a wall the moment she leaves Sterling Park.”

“And you consider yourself an expert on ‘flying,’ do you?” Arthur’s voice was like velvet over gravel. “A woman who arrived at my gate in a hired hackney with mud on her hem?”

“I consider myself an expert on reality, Your Grace. It’s a place I spend a great deal of time, even if you prefer the rarified air of your own standards.”

Cassandra’s head was moving back and forth between them as if she were watching a particularly high-stakes game of tennis. “Oh, do keep going. This is much better than the theatre.”

Arthur didn’t look at his sister. His focus was entirely on Elara. “You are impertinent, Miss Vance.”

“I prefer ‘intellectually honest,’ Your Grace. But if ‘impertinent’ is the only word in your vocabulary for a woman who disagrees with you, then I suppose I must accept the label.”

A muscle jumped in Arthur’s cheek. For a moment, Elara thought she had pushed too far. She expected the “get out” to come, the finger pointing toward the door, the end of her desperate masquerade. Instead, Arthur pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Fine,” he said, his voice clipped. “Logic. Let us test this ‘Socratic’ brilliance of yours. Cassandra, you wish to ride astride. Miss Vance, you are her advocate. Convince me. Using only logic. If you resort to sentiment or ‘feeling,’ the lesson is over and we return to the Tudors immediately.”

Cassandra looked at Elara, her eyes wide. “Go on, then. Dismantle him.”

Elara took a breath. The stakes had just shifted. This wasn’t just about a horse; it was about her survival. If she could prove her value to this man—if she could make herself indispensable to his sister’s development—he would be less likely to look too closely at the gaps in her history.

“Very well,” Elara said, sitting back down. “The premise: Lady Cassandra should be permitted to ride astride. Your Grace, your objection is based on the idea that such an act is ‘unbecoming’ of a lady. Is that correct?”

“It is,” Arthur said. “It is a matter of decorum and physical safety.”

“Let us address safety first,” Elara said. “Is it not true that a side-saddle offers a less secure seat than a standard saddle? That in the event of a horse bolting, the rider is more likely to be thrown and dragged by her habit?”

Arthur frowned. “Statistically, perhaps. But a lady’s safety is also tied to her modesty. A fall while riding astride would involve... a display that is unacceptable.”

“So,” Elara continued, her voice light and teasing, “you are saying that you would rather Cassandra risk a broken neck in a side-saddle than a bruised ego in a pair of breeches?”

“That is a straw man argument,” Arthur countered. “I am saying that the risk to her reputation is a permanent injury, whereas a fall is a temporary one.”

“Ah! But you value the Penhaligon name above all, yes? Does a name gain more luster from a woman who is dead but decorous, or from a woman who is alive, healthy, and capable of managing her own estate?”

Arthur’s eyes sparked. He was actually enjoying this. The “Iron Duke” was leaning into the fray. “A woman who is ‘alive and healthy’ but shunned by society cannot manage an estate. She will be an outcast. Her influence will be zero. Therefore, her health is irrelevant to her utility as a Penhaligon.”

“Unless,” Elara said, leaning forward, “she rides on the private lands of Sterling Park. If there is no one to see, does the ‘unbecoming’ act exist? If a tree falls in the woods and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?”

“The act exists in her own mind,” Arthur said. “It breeds a habit of mind that leads to further indiscretions. Today it is riding astride; tomorrow it is attending a prize-fight; the day after, she is gambling in a club in St. James.”

“That is a slippery slope fallacy, Your Grace. And a rather lazy one. You are equating a desire for physical competence with a moral decline. By that logic, you should forbid her from walking too quickly, lest she decide to run away to the circus.”

Cassandra let out a snort of laughter. Arthur didn’t laugh, but the corners of his mouth twitched in a way that suggested a smile was fighting for its life.

“You are relentless,” he said.

“I am merely pointing out that your rules are based on a fear of what might happen, rather than the reality of what is,” Elara said. “The reality is that your sister is bored. And a bored Penhaligon is far more dangerous to your reputation than a girl in breeches on a private trail.”

Arthur stayed silent for a long moment. He looked at Cassandra, then back at Elara. The silence stretched, the only sound the crackle of the fire and the ticking of the tall-case clock in the corner.

“Very well,” Arthur said finally. “A compromise. Cassandra may ride astride—within the confines of the walled paddock, and only under the supervision of the head groom. And,” he added, holding up a finger to silence Cassandra’s cheer, “only if she completes her French and history lessons to Miss Vance’s satisfaction. Every single day.”

Cassandra jumped up and hugged him—a move that clearly startled the Duke. He sat stiffly for a second before his hand awkwardly patted her shoulder.

“Go on, then,” he said, his voice gruff. “Go find the groom. Before I regain my senses.”

Cassandra didn’t need to be told twice. She bolted from the room, her laughter trailing behind her like a silk ribbon.

Elara began to gather the books, her hands shaking slightly. She had won. She had actually won a round against the Duke of Sterling.

“She’s a different girl today,” Arthur said.

Elara looked up. He was still sitting there, watching her. The intensity of his gaze was unnerving. “She just needed to feel like she had a choice, Your Grace. Most people do.”

“And what about you, Miss Vance? Do you feel you have a choice?”

“I chose to come here,” she said, carefully neutral.

Arthur stood up and walked toward her. He didn’t stop until he was standing just on the other side of the satinwood table. “You chose a difficult path. You have the mind of a barrister and the tongue of a diplomat. Why are you wasting it on a fourteen-year-old girl in the middle of Derbyshire?”

“I don’t consider teaching a waste,” Elara said. “And as I told you, I value stability.”

“Stability,” he repeated. He reached out, his hand hovering over the history book she was holding. For a second, Elara thought he was going to take it. Instead, his fingers brushed against the back of her hand as she moved to set it down.

His skin was warm, even through the fine leather of his glove. Elara froze. The contact was brief—scarcely a second—but it felt like a brand.

Arthur’s gaze dropped to her hands. He didn’t pull away immediately. He looked at the long, slender fingers, the perfectly shaped nails, and the skin that, despite the cold morning, was as smooth as alabaster. There were no callouses. No scars from needles or kitchen knives. No signs of the “diminished circumstances” she claimed.

His eyes snapped back up to hers, and this time, the ice was gone, replaced by a sharp, dangerous intelligence.

“You have very fine hands, Miss Vance,” he said, his voice a low, intimate murmur. “They don’t look like the hands of a woman who has spent her life in a seminary. They look like the hands of a woman who has never done a day’s labor in her life.”

Elara felt the blood drain from her face. She pulled her hand back, tucking it into the folds of her skirt. “I... I was a music teacher for a time, Your Grace. I had to keep them supple for the piano.”

“The piano,” Arthur said, his voice trailing off. He took a step back, but the weight of his suspicion remained. “Of course. How fortunate for you.”

He didn’t say another word. He turned on his heel and walked out of the room, his stride purposeful.

Elara slumped back into her chair, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. She looked down at her hands—her beautiful, treacherous, noble hands. She had survived the interview, she had won the first lesson, but she had underestimated the man.

Arthur Penhaligon wasn’t just a Duke; he was a detective. And he was already pulling at the threads of her lie.

She looked at the door he had just walked through. She had to be more careful. She had to hide her grace, her education, and her skin. She had to become the “mouse” he expected, or she would find herself at the mercy of the very man who had bought her family’s stolen legacy.

From the hallway, she heard the sound of Cassandra’s distant laughter. It was a happy sound, but for Elara, it felt like a ticking clock.

She stood up, straightened her glasses, and prepared to follow her ward. She
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She was his only rule. He was her only hope.
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