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      The mahogany door to Professor Whitmore's office on Edinburgh University's George Square had always seemed imposing, but today it felt like the entrance to an execution chamber. Lily Wootton smoothed her red hair behind her ears and knocked, her first-class degree certificate still warm in her bag alongside the research proposal she'd spent months perfecting.

      'Come in.'

      Professor Margaret Whitmore sat behind her desk like a queen holding court, her silver hair pulled into its usual severe chignon. The office overlooked the cobbled square where golden leaves drifted down from the ancient trees, their quiet beauty a stark contrast to the gravity Lily sensed in the room.

      'Lily, dear. Do sit down.' The professor's smile was the sort reserved for delivering bad news gently. 'I'm afraid I have some rather disappointing information about the Jane Austen Fellowship at Oxford.'

      Lily perched on the edge of the uncomfortable chair, her heart already sinking. 'Has the decision been delayed?'

      'Oh no, the decision has been made.' Professor Whitmore steepled her fingers. 'I'm afraid it's gone to young Sebastian Whitmore-Hayes. Brilliant boy, really. His proposal on "Economic Structures in Regency England" was simply inspired.'

      The surname hit Lily like a slap. Whitmore-Hayes. She'd heard Professor Whitmore mention her nephew Sebastian in passing — the one who'd struggled through his undergraduate degree at Cambridge but somehow landed a postgraduate place at Oxford through 'family connections.'

      'I see.' Lily's voice sounded remarkably steady. 'Your nephew.'

      'Well, yes, but that's entirely irrelevant. Academic decisions are made purely on merit.' Professor Whitmore's tone suggested the conversation was over. 'Sebastian's work simply demonstrated the kind of rigorous analysis Oxford requires.'

      'May I ask what made his proposal stronger than mine?'

      Something flickered in the professor's eyes. 'Well, your work on love and social mobility was... charming, Lily. But perhaps a bit lightweight for such a prestigious position. Academic rigour requires moving beyond emotional interpretations to examine harder evidence.'

      Lightweight. Charming.

      The words that had followed Lily throughout her academic career, no matter how many firsts she earned or how many professors praised her original thinking.

      'I'm curious,' Lily said, her voice still unnaturally calm, 'did Sebastian's proposal include any analysis of marriage patterns as indicators of social change?'

      'Why, yes, actually. Quite insightful of him to make those connections.'

      Lily opened her bag and pulled out her own proposal, flipping to page twelve. 'Connections like this one?' She read aloud: '"Marriage becomes the ultimate expression of social fluidity, where individual choice challenges inherited privilege." That's my exact wording, Professor Whitmore. From the draft I submitted to you three months ago.'

      The silence stretched until it became unbearable. Professor Whitmore's composure never wavered, but her eyes grew cold.

      'I'm sure any similarities are coincidental, Lily. These ideas aren't particularly original — many scholars have examined marriage in historical contexts.'
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