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The ancestral halls of Blackwood Manor were suffocating. To twenty-eight-year-old Arthur Hadley, the sprawling estate did not feel like a home; it felt like a mausoleum. He stood before the clouded looking-glass in his bedchamber, his fingers rigid as he fastened the dark, mother-of-pearl buttons of his waistcoat. Over a stark, starched collar that forced his chin high, he donned a heavy frock coat of midnight-blue worsted wool. Its black velvet lapels felt like a yoke around his neck. A gold Albert chain hung across his chest, the only piece of untarnished wealth his family had left.

Every stitch he wore, every breath he took, belonged to the Earl of Hadley. To fail his father meant to be the last, disgraced son of a four-hundred-year-old dynasty. It was a terrifying, paralyzing thought.

Seeking escape from the oppressive silence of the manor, Arthur walked out into the biting morning air. The Cornwall mist was thick, clinging to the gargoyles and the ivy-choked stones of his estate. He walked toward the boundary line, his heavy leather boots crushing the frost.

Then, he saw her.

Through the veil of fog, standing on the other side of the jagged stone wall, was Beatrice Morgan.

Arthur stopped entirely. His chest tightened, a sharp spike of adrenaline piercing his customary cold control. She was a vision of ruinous temptation. Beatrice wore a riding habit of rich, forest-green taffeta. The stiff, voluminous crinoline skirt created a formidable silhouette against the bleak moor, while the tightly laced bodice—embroidered with subtle black silk threads—accentuated her rigid, proud posture. A small riding hat perched on her intricate dark braids, its single black ostrich feather trembling in the wind.

With every slight movement she made, the heavy rustle of her silk skirts whispered across the stones—a sound of raw, new wealth that his father despised, yet a sound that made the blood pound in Arthur's ears.

He knew he should turn away. To be seen even looking at the Morgan heiress was social suicide. If his father knew, the frail Earl might not survive the betrayal. And for Beatrice, the stakes were equally fatal; a woman of her standing caught fraternizing with the impoverished, hostile Hadleys would be cast out of polite society forever, her reputation left in tatters.

Yet, his boots moved forward. One step. Then another. He stopped a safe distance from the wall, his hands clenched tightly behind his back to hide the tremor of conflict in his knuckles.

Beatrice froze. She had heard the crunch of frost. She turned her head, her amber eyes wide and unguarded for a fraction of a second before the mask of Victorian propriety slammed into place. Her gloved hands gripped her leather riding crop so tightly her knuckles turned white. She could feel the restrictive whalebone of her corset pressing into her ribs, making it suddenly, terrifyingly difficult to breathe.

"You stray far from your decaying halls, Lord Hadley," Beatrice said. Her voice was meant to be sharp, a weapon of polite society, but a faint, betraying quiver lay beneath the ice.

Arthur’s dark eyes swept over her, taking in the defensive tilt of her chin. He did not step closer to the stones. He could not. The phantom weight of his ancestors held him back.

"And you stand dangerously close to the edge, Miss Morgan," Arthur replied, his voice a low, gravelly baritone that cut cleanly through the fog. "The stones here are loose. It is easy to fall... and some falls are impossible to recover from."

It was a warning, layered with the brutal reality of their world. He was talking about the wall, but they both knew he was talking about them.

Beatrice swallowed hard, her gaze dropping for a fleeting moment to the broad, imposing line of his shoulders before meeting his eyes again. "I am perfectly capable of minding my own footing, My Lord. I have no fear of falling."
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